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      Cecilia Ford 
      Alamo Square, San Francisco

      Everyone thinks I’m such an athlete because I go for a daily morning run - I fucking hate running. Everyone excludes, of course, Mom, Dad and Jason. They’re the only three who really get it. A few friends, even a few boyfriends got close, right before I had a bad day. A day where I skipped my run. That was all they needed to see.

      I get up at about seven o’clock. It’s not because I’m a particularly early bird, more because the way the sun hits the Golden Gate from our Alamo Square neighborhood just then makes it almost worth it. That, and the fact that nothing around me combusts.

      I bend over to point my fingers to my distant toes down my long, trunk-like legs. I’m in pretty good shape, in no small part thanks to my daily routine, but you wouldn’t know it from my love life. Most guys stick around just long enough to stick it in, once, if they even get that far. That’s when things tend to get too hot for them to handle. Come on guys, I’m in my prime - but I try not to venture too far down that spiraling road. No, today I’ll try to keep it light. I force my lips to peel away from my teeth at the jogger coming down the sidewalk opposite me. He lives a few doors away and he’s friends with Dad, but I’ve got no clue what his name is. That doesn’t stop him from forcing me to smile back and wave five days a damn week.

      “Happy birthday, Cece,” the man smiles as he bounces on past. My jaw drops at his apparent thoughtfulness, but he keeps right on running. He doesn’t even pop out an earbud to hear me over his death-metal jam session when I sputter:

      “Tha-tha-thanks!” back after him. He’s already halfway down the next block. “Happy birthday, Cece,” I mutter to myself. I hop up on my toes to pump some blood to my legs, then explode up the hillside that marks the edge of our neighborhood.

      My sprint doesn’t stop for a solid two minutes. In that time, I’ve spanned more blocks than I care to admit. I need to go fast, I need to push myself. That’s the only way I can really blow off steam. Another reason it has to be early is that there is actual steam involved. Even in the early summer months, a mist starts to rise around me with every stomp forward. The rapid thump of my heart breaks it into machine-gun smoke. The only people around to see it are the old Asian ladies doing tai chi in Alamo Square Park. I’ve long since given up on smiling or waving at them; they’re too focused to notice me. That’s part of what makes this my running route of choice. There’s hardly anyone around to notice as I turn into a human smokestack.

      Then I see the car. It’s a hideous yellow Ford Focus. It’s always an ugly car to me, though, that chases me off the main drag. As soon as I see that bright San Fran morning sun glare off its windshield, I know I have to cut away. I can’t let anyone see me like this. I dig my heels in and make a hard right onto one of a hundred sidestreet alleys I know all too well. It’s dark. It’s dripping with dew - the worst kind too, calcified condensation from the saltwater winds. It sucks, but at least I can let it all out here.

      I trot halfway down the alley and drop to its nasty cobblestone floor. I flatten my palms on it just outside the curve of my breasts. They’re more muscle than lady lumps, an unfortunate side-effect of my complicated relationship with fitness as a necessity. I let myself down flat on the wet, smelly cobblestones, push back up to plank, and jump to my feet. I repeat it over and again, when all I want to do is rinse and be done. At the bottom of every burpee, I get a stabbing whiff of something fermenting in the dumpster two backdoors down. I wince while I work it.

      It takes about thirty burpees before the smoke finally clears from around me. It’s replaced immediately by waves of tangible heat. A thin shell of distorted light turns me into the San Francisco equivalent of a desert mirage. Any onlooker might dismiss it as a trick of the eye. Smoke in an alley? Nothing weird about that. But there might be someone staring out a window above me, and what’s about to happen is the really important part. The part that confirmed for my parents what all parents think, adoptive or otherwise - your child is special. This kind of special got me thrown out of college.

      I break into another sprint down the street. I feel it coming on faster than ever. Maybe it’s because it’s my birthday. Maybe it’s because I’m still waiting to hear back from the City College of San Francisco. Maybe it’s because I haven’t been touched by a man in eight months. Whatever the reason, I’m going to blow - soon. I take a right, hard enough to crack my ankles. I take three leaps down the dank, stone hallway and cut left. I stumble into one of countless dead ends in my early-morning network. Like a mausoleum, it’s three faded stone walls high of a climb, without a single window to peer through. It’s here I finally plant my feet.

      I throw my head back, arms out at my sides. I hold my breath while a surge of heat infects every one of my pores. I feel like I am fire itself, though it manifests only as very small flames on the fringe of my mirage-shell. I thank God or whoever’s listening to a miscreant like me that there was no trash in the dead end this time; I didn’t even have a second to check. I clench my teeth while the heat climbs out of me, from my gut up to my chest, to my shoulders and face. It blurs every shape on the walls over me. I half expect my eyes to be burned out of my head when next I catch my reflection. There’s only been one time before this that was so bad, and I’m still suffering the backlash from that. I turn over most of my shelf-stocking paycheck to the University of California in a settlement for damages I’ll never pay off.

      The thought of it only enrages me more. It only fans the heat. I watch the clouds ripple in the sky through a heat screen above me. It’s all I can do not to scream while little whips of fire slice across the brick and concrete walls around me. I etch little black scars all the way up the dead end without ever touching them. At the very top of the alley, a single plume of flame flicks up above the buildings. It’s so brief, like a propane burner failing to light. Then it’s gone.

      The heat leaves me. The fire in my chest goes out and takes all my strength with it. My knees hit the wet ground. Before I know what I’m doing, my head hangs down below my knees. I open my mouth to drink in the disgusting, humid alleyway air only to realize I’ve been holding my breath for well over a minute. It takes double that time for the stars to retreat from the edges of my vision. I force myself to crawl to the wall. I force my hands to grasp the slimy bricks. I heave myself up on my feet with a smile that defies how defeated I feel. I drift back the way I came on instinct alone. I know in my soul that I can’t stay there, with the evidence of my outburst, whether or not my mind is still with me. I walk, cleansed, with one arm on an ever-scrolling wall, so I don’t get lost in the maze of San Francisco’s back streets.

      “Happy birthday…to me,” I sing.
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        * * *

      

      I may not have gotten to finish out my program at the University of California. I may have been so close to graduating with my dream degree in athletic training. I might be stuck living with my Mom and Dad for the foreseeable rest of my life while I piss away every dollar I make to pay for a replacement gymnasium. I might never get a chance, because of restraining orders, to exact vengeance on that whore Diandre for kissing my boyfriend at a mixer, or Miles for then having sex with her. But at least I have my family. I try to tell myself that as I drag my feet all the way back to our little house on Scott Street.

      It’s a little easier when I see the extra car in the steep driveway. I’d recognize that scrappy Volvo anywhere. Even so tired, even with so much half-settled dirt mixed around in my guts, it puts a little smirk on my face. Jason’s here. I take a few deep breaths at the foot of the driveway to at least resemble my composed self. I give up after about three minutes. He’s seen me at my worst anyway. I stroll up the walkway of concrete blocks through the rich dark soil of Mom’s garden. I throw open the door.

      “Haaaaaappy birthday-”

      “Shut your damn mouth,” I cut into the off-key serenade of Mom, Dad and Jason. They continue right over me as I open my arms to him with a huge smile. “Come here and hug me.” Jason comes over, unfolding his own arms, while Mom and Dad go right on singing.

      “Happy birthday to you!” they chant, horribly shrill, for the second verse.

      “You didn’t have to drive all the way back here,” I whisper to Jason while I give him a squeeze for all the times I missed. All the times I couldn’t reach him, because he went away to the University of Southern California. Because he refused to attend the school that threw me out.

      “Are you kidding me?’ Jason murmurs back beneath the song of our parents, “we can finally drink together without breaking any laws. Of course I had to come back.” I snort into his shoulder until our parents slam dunk us with the final, operatic:

      “Happy birthday to you!”

      “Thanks,” I smile as I let Jason go. He steps back to stand between Mom and Dad. At a two-second glance, anyone could tell which of their kids was adopted. All together like this, we look like someone tried to jam a piece from a different puzzle into one that was already done. But Mom’s labor with Jason almost took her life, so when they decided they wanted another… There I was.

      Jason has Mom’s long, curly blonde locks. He’s got Dad’s light brown eyes. He’s got a nose from some laboratory experiment gone wrong, probably involving a falcon, but he’s an all-round friendly kind of attractive. I’ve got none of that. My skin is two shades tanner than everyone singing me “Happy Birthday”. My hair is blacker than black. Light seems to want nothing to do with it, the way it jumps right off. My eyes are a deep, crystalline blue, not the kind that reminds you of the beach. More the kind that makes one wonder if the abyss really is endless inside them. My own reflection in the mirror at night used to give me nightmares.

      And yet, for all our differences, here they were with their terrible song. Here they were, parting from one another to reveal the cake on the table. Happy 21st, Cece! My lips curl up against my own will as I read it. It’s rare that anyone calls me by my full name. Not while I’m keeping my cool. True to form for every year, the candles are unlit.

      “Are you three ever going to get tired of that joke?” I smirk at them. I lean over the cake and blow out the imaginary flames anyway, like I have since I can remember. “Why waste more time putting fires out? Ha-ha-ha,” I mock them.

      “Are you ever going to stop burning everything we love?” Jason jabs. Dad just shakes his mustached head.

      “Jason!” Mom squeals, “on her birthday? Really?” I, however, am already in stitches.

      “Don’t pop a blood vessel, Ma. Let him tell his jokes. We’ll see who’s laughing when I drink him under the table.” Jason bobs his head at my challenge, though his face tells me I don’t stand a chance. I’ve already scheduled a time in my head to prove him wrong. Dad’s already broken from the group to get the plates. He starts laying them out around the table for each of us.

      “You know, I actually just came home for cake-for-breakfast,” Jason teases me again. I wave him off.

      “Have it, then. I’m going to go shower,” I announce. Dad goes on passing plates out, like he hasn’t heard a thing. Mom, however, looks like I just sucker-punched her stomach.

      “You’re not going to have cake-for-breakfast?” she frowns.

      “I will. Just after I don’t smell like a dumpster fire,” I grin, and disappear before she can scold me for my vulgar descriptions. Watching her writhe as I spit them out has always been a favorite pastime of mine, and it is my birthday.

      I’m not sure exactly how long I’m in the shower. It’s one of my favorite places. Four close walls to cage in as much heat as our outdated plumbing system can handle? Sign me up. I treasure every minute in the shower for its equilibrium. No matter how hot the fire burns inside, I can almost always match it with the temperature of the watery beads pelting my back. I can burn from the outside-in to combat the heat that goes from the inside-out. It might actually be a full hour later when I come down the stairs with my wet hair in a towel.

      “I have yet to meet a girl who takes showers as long as yours,” Jason prods me.

      “What? Neither of the two of them?” I counter with the ease of practice. I’m not sure how long it’s been now, since fights like this became a game. They used to be serious, when Jason was still jealous Mom and Dad were “buying” another kid, as best his young brain understood. Even when I burned his shoulder that once, he continued to tease me. If not for him, I might actually be too fearless for my own good.

      “Very funny,” Jason commends me. He takes a deep scoop of his ice cream cake and tosses it back. I do the same. I can’t help the long hum that climbs my throat after every swallow. It’s the perfect way to cool down after a run and a shower as hot as mine. “So, go on. Tell me. How much do you hate being a shelf-stocker?”

      “I fucking-”

      “Language!” Mom pipes up in the background. Jason and I roll our eyes at the same time, then chuckle into our cake slices. She goes back to pecking at her own cake soon enough, while Dad begins excavating those mysterious cookie crumbles from his second piece.

      “I find shelf stocking to be a dull and unrewarding experience,” I droll to Jason in a more table-appropriate tone. He gives me a single, solemn nod.

      “I see. That’s unfortunate, sister,” Jason tells me, just before a true businessman’s sip of coffee.

      “Don’t torture your mother,” Dad grumbles. It never ceases to impress me, how the man can be elbows deep in a mound of cake and yet entirely attuned to the social frequencies around him.

      “Is it really torture, if she doesn’t know it’s happening?” I prod. I wouldn’t push it if it wasn’t my special day. Or if I was even a little less uptight, waiting for that damn letter. For once, Dad’s eyes actually climb out from underneath his azalea-bush eyebrows. It’s the only way I can tell he’s serious.

      “Don’t torture me,” he asks, so politely too, that I answer:

      “Fine.” I work my way across half my piece of cake before I ask Jason, “so how much do you hate being in finance?” His immediate wince at the sound of the word finance tells me everything I need to know.

      “I fu- erm…” Jason clears his throat when both Mom and Dad’s eyes corner him. “I haven’t been enjoying it too much. I do have this one professor though. Gordy. We call him the Goonmaster.”

      “I mean, with a name like Gordy,” I bob my head.

      “How did they turn out this way, Jonah?” Mom asks Dad in light of our commentary.

      “I’ll let you know when I read the scientific case study,” Dad says, without looking up from his cookies.

      Jason regales me with tales of Gordy the Goonmaster and his other college escapades through cake-for-breakfast, lunch and even well into the afternoon. It’s one of my brother’s many hidden talents. He’s the only person who can distract me. If it wasn’t for him, I never would have forgotten about the letter. I can’t believe I have, when I notice the mail truck pulling away from the box at the foot of the driveway.

      “Holy shi-”

      “Don’t you lift a finger, little sis’,” Jason stops me. He scoots out of his chair before I can hope to move. “I didn’t bring you a present. Let me get one for you.” He vanishes through the front door. My heart skips several beats, then resumes in double-time while he’s gone. It’s been a week since City College started sending out acceptance letters, and I haven’t seen a thing. When Jason comes back through the door, however, he holds a single envelope separate from the rest under his arm.

      “Don’t you screw with me, Jace,” I warn him. He leads with his hand out, the letter face-up in his fingers.

      “I wouldn’t. Not with this,” Jason tells me. He knows how much this means to me. What it means for my future. That envelope might mean the difference between being a slave to the UCA settlement for the rest of my life, or just half of it. I’ll make a hell of a lot more money with a college degree, even just a vague one from a community college. They just have to take me in. I just have to take the letter from Jason. I just need a chance.

      “Thanks,” I murmur as he passes the letter to me. Mom and Dad materialize over my shoulder as I break the seal. If my heart is beating at all now, it’s at the pace of a hummingbird’s, too fast to track. I unfold the piece of paper.

      My eyes scan the first line. First, we’d like to thank you for applying to the City College of San Francisco. The contents of my rib cage empty into my stomach. I already know. If I got in, the first thing they’d do is congratulate me. I only need one more word to know what the whole Goddamned thing says. Unfortunately. I read no further. I slam the letter flat on the dinner table before I crush it inside the locking joints of my agonized knuckles.

      “What, honey? What did it say?” Mom asks.

      “Mom.”

      “Honey…” Jason and Dad murmur at the same time. I’m not mad at her, but I can sense my rage seeking direction. It’s only a matter of time before it settles on her. Mom should, after all, know what it said by how tight of a crumple I’ve reduced it to.

      “What…the fuck do you think it said, Mom?” I growl. Then the anger takes a left turn, and another, and another, until it’s pointed right back at me. “I’m so-sorry… I didn’t mean…” Mom surprises me by grabbing my clenched fist. She unravels my death grip, then flattens out the rejection letter on the table.

      “I want to know why. You’re a smart girl. You’re a good girl. How do they expect anyone to make a living without a college education?” Mom rants. I know it should make me feel better, but it only does the inverse. She’s let down. I let her down. All my morning runs amount to nothing in the face of what I’ve already done. That’s why. Because of Diandre and Miles. Because of that gym… They deserved to burn! They all deserved to burn! Even me!

      “Cece, stop!” Jason’s cry breaks me from my trance. I unclench my eyes and my fists. Our combined kitchen-living-room is drenched in smoke. I can hardly see the coughing silhouettes of my parents and Jason through the gray screen. The candles on what’s left of my cake are lit now, with flames birthday candles have no business housing. A picture of the four of us singes off the wall. Fire dances out from under my melted shoes, along the carpet under the dining room table. Suddenly, I feel arms around me.

      “Cecilia, you’re in control. It’s alright,” I hear my Mother’s voice in my ear. “It’s alright. You can do it. You’re in control,” she hums in my ear while she holds onto me with the strength of a woman double her slender build. Dad and Jason ferry water from the sink to the flames with every Tupperware container they can find. They splash the picture. They douse the carpet. Jason opens every window and plugs in the fans. There’s no alarm, since we’ve long got tired of the deafening beep of smoke detectors.

      “I’m sorry Mom, but I’m not… I’m really not,” I whimper to her while the smoke funnels out the windows.

      “Cece,” Dad calls out, though he can hardly see me. Everyone, however, hears me rush up the stairs. They hear the door to my room slam, then lock. It’s the last they’ll see or hear of me until my birthday is over.
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        * * *

      

      Leave it to Jason to foil a foolproof plan. I almost got away with it. It’s eleven o’clock when I hear the rap on my door.

      “Forget it,” I answer instantly.

      “Forget why I drove seven hours?” Jason’s muffled rumble comes through the door. “I want to have a drink with my sister. I’m betting you could use one right about now.”

      “I could use a day off from trying to function in this God-forsaken city,” I counter.

      “How do you know God forsook the bars? You haven’t been to them yet,” Jason tries our old reliable lifeline, humor. I admit it makes a small part of me, in some distant cavern inside, laugh. On the outside, I keep my straight face pointed at the spinning ceiling fan. I have no intention of moving. Not until he adds, “Come on… You’re going to make me admit this? Fine… I haven’t taken a single girl out to drink since I started grad school. My game is dead. I…could use a coach.”

      “You...know you have to pay a coach, right?” I sniffle back.

      “Well, come on then, you golddigger. I bet I could learn a thing or two before your birthday’s over.” I can hear the smile in his voice. He jumps at how soon after I click my door open. My eyes are still a little bloodshot, but I manage a smile for him.

      “Lesson one. Get your date her jacket,” I say.
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      Cece,
      Valencia Street, San Francisco

      “Valencia, please,” I tell our cab driver as Jason closes my door for me. Well, he’s got one thing right already. If there’s not too much traffic, we’ll get there before midnight and he’ll have two points on his scorecard.

      “Ah, a date with destiny?” our driver hums back to me in a thick oriental drawl. He knows as well as I do what lines Valencia Street, practically wall-to-wall. Bars. Tons of them. Frothing fountains of alcohol for the thirsty wayfarer - like a shelf-stocking-dropout-turned-human-candle. Jason plops on the other side of the back seat and slams the door. The car rolls away the next second.

      “A date with Jose, Jack, Morgan and maybe a few others,” I sniffle and tease the driver to take my mind off the fact that it’s all over now. If City College won’t even take me in… I shake my head to rattle the tears back down wherever they welled up from. That part of the night is over. This part is for pouring as much poison my body can handle on top of it all, to douse the fire. Right, alcohol’s going to put it out.

      “Oho! I like this one!” the driver laughs as he swings the turn off our street. I turn to Jason to lift my eyebrows.

      “See? He likes this one. Take notes. How long did that take me? Thirty seconds?” I taunt him.

      “Yeah, well…” Jason leans in to whisper, so our driver won’t hear, “you’ve got the right equipment… Did that shirt come like that, or did you try to rip it off like the hulk?”

      I snort and instinctively bunch up the fabric around my breasts to cover them a little more. But that’s my Mom acting through my arms. That’s not me. I shake off the instinct and give my boobs a little shoulder-shaking rustle. The shirt settles back around the edges of my muscular breasts. The inner lining of my bra is just out of sight. Jason shakes his head and averts his eyes. “Well, let’s see what you’ve got to work with, then.”

      I catch the driver glimpsing at us in the rearview mirror more than once, particularly my cleavage, as I turn Jason towards me. At least I did something right today. I tilt my head and squint at him up and down. His collared shirt and khakis aren’t horrible. He does have the shirt buttoned up too high, and that hair!

      “Hey sis, you forgetting I’m a few cup sizes smaller than you?” Jason asks as I undo the neck button and the one just underneath it. I chuckle at both what he said and the goofy, repeating peach graphic on his shirt. That’s good, plenty of girls like goofy. I find myself being one of them on occasion.

      “Hey bro’, are you forgetting that you’re going out to try and pick up ladies? If you’re going to button all the way to the top, you might as well wear a tie. If you go out to the bar in a tie, you might as well wear a fake wedding ring and stamp the word unstable on your forehead.”

      “Are you getting this out of a rulebook somewhere?” Jason laughs, at the same time as our driver.

      “Am I not right?” I ask him through the mirror. The man flushes, realizing I’ve seen him ogle my breasts about ten times already. From the shame in his face, I suspect he’s got a daughter himself.

      “You never go out to drink with a tie on, not alone. In a group, it seems like a business party after a successful deal,” the driver says.

      “Damn, touché,” I commend him as I ruffle Jason’s hair into a formless mop.

      “You two are going to turn me into some sort of lady-killing monster if you don’t slow down,” he warns as he tenses up. To be fair, I am pulling at his knots a little rough.

      “Now…this. You know, Jace, if you’re going to grow it out, you’ve got to do something with it,” I scold him. I lick both my index fingers and proceed to comb the blonde mess into two vaguely styled wings.

      “Why would I waste money on hair products when you’re just going to redo it with spit?” Jason laughs right up until I yank his two handfuls of hair away from one another. I fix a bit of each behind his ears, and presto - one decent-looking grad student is born.

      “Sure, I’ll just bottle you up some of it to go. Make sure not to mention that to a girl before the third date,” I play along, then slap him hard in the chest. “Get your own damn styling gel!” The two of us crack up, along with our driver, for a few more seconds. Then the man announces:

      “Valencia Street. Time certainly flies. Will I see you two later?”

      “You might, but I’m not so sure we’ll see you,” I chuckle. Not after I put my lips to Jose, Jack and Morgan, at least.

      “Not if you handle the night right,” the man smiles. Afterward, a silence settles in the car while I test my brother. He fails in his lack of action, and I slap his chest again.

      “You wait that long with a girl and she’s going to think you expect her to pay for the cab. Bad impression, Jace. God, you’re bad at this,” I laugh. “Pay the man.” Jason makes a face more like a cringe than a smile, but he does pay up. We stroll from the car to our first stop on one of the most epic bar crawl strips in the city.
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        * * *

      

      Blondie’s Bar

      The adventure begins on the outdoor patio of Blondie’s. The bartender immediately laughs at the sight of my brother, who painted their bathroom floor with vomit on his twenty-first. As soon as he hears it’s mine, he brings me a complimentary fishbowl full of God-knows-what. All I know is it’s the same shade of blue as my eyes, it reeks of alcohol and it’s free.

      “If you came here to learn, you should really have brought a better teacher!” the bartender laughs as we head for the door out to the cool summer evening.

      “Actually, I’m the teacher tonight,” I wink back at him as we pass through the door. The second the cool night air hits my skin, my muscles uncoil. I give my neck a good crack on the way to give my brother a look. “See? Keep it short and simple, then walk away. Make it clever if you can, but don’t try too hard. No one remembers what you say in a rant or ramble. But you leave them with a simple answer like that, with no way to tell exactly what you meant, and it’ll stick out in their minds.”

      “You’re trying to pick up Kevin?” Jason wonders aloud as he sips his rum and coke. We plop down at the first black iron table we come across.

      “No, I’m using Kevin as a demonstration. Notice where we’re sitting,” I instruct. With each sip of my fishbowl, I become a more animated teacher. Every gulp of his own drink makes Jason a more malleable student. “We’re in sight of the bar. My back is to him. He can stare as much as he wants without fear of me looking back. But if I turn my head every once in a while, he can get a glimpse of my profile. I’m letting him stew in what I said to him, what I possibly could have meant.”

      “Devious,” Jason mumbles, though I can see he’s impressed.

      “Effective,” I correct him. “I’ll bet you it’s not fifteen minutes before he comes over here himself to bring me another drink, without me asking. By then, you’ve got to have your own fish on the line. Go!”

      “G-g-go? Right now?” Jason stammers while I rock in my chair, laughing at him. All of the fancy education I wish I had rushes right out of him.

      “Yes, now! You wanted a coach. What kind of coach would I be if I didn’t have you practice what I teach you?” The scrape of Jason’s chair legs, at least, catches the attention of every pretty girl out on the patio. He straightens up, takes a deep breath and walks stiffly to his first target for the night. All I can do not to laugh is put my lips around the straw of my drink, which tastes a whole lot better than my first sip, all of a sudden.

      “I truly hope you enjoy your evening,” Jason tries with one girl, who looks more terrified than charmed. He about-faces and marches back to me for a disapproving head shake.

      I kick back and listen to my brother stumble through pickup after awkward pickup. They get better as he buys each one a drink and takes big pulls from his own. I watch for the click of his realization of how big a financial commitment this is. It does wonders for his delivery.

      “Hey there,” he says to one girl, finally almost smooth. “Noticed your glass was empty, which gave me an excuse to bring you a present.” He puts a glass on the table and slides it towards her. The girl’s friends set to chattering even as Jason turns around. “Enjoy. Let me know how you like it,” he leaves them with. I give him a prideful smirk well before he gets back to the table. “How’d I do?”

      “Perfect, so long as you turn your head every once in a while so she gets the view of your face, not just your back,” I tell him. I find the words fall out more fluidly than I meant them to. I suspect that’s because this is around the time I slurp the last slushy remnants of my fishbowl up my straw. It’s also the time that Kevin the bartender comes to fulfill my prophecy.

      “Here, a screwdriver. Classic birthday drink. Goes down easy, and here’s some water,” Kevin tells me. He lays the platter of drinks before me with no implication of payment.

      “I’ll be damned,” Jason mutters to himself. I brush fingers with Kevin on my way to the drinks, and he holds on to me just for a second.

      “Thanks,” I murmur in the sexiest whisper I can.

      “You need anything, I’m your man,” Kevin answers. Damn, he’s good. I almost don’t notice his fingers sliding up over my wrist. At this point, Jason’s a little too drunk to catch it either. The only sober one amongst us, however, doesn’t miss a thing. His hand slides right back down mine. He almost flinches away with the realization: “Damn, you’re hot!” Most girls would take it as a compliment. I, however, recognize it as a warning sign.

      “Yeah, I’m not feeling great, actually…Jason,” I shoot him a glance. He knows by the look in my eyes as well as the heat waves rising from my skin. “I think I might need to go.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, “How much do we owe you?”

      “We? Not a thing. It’s the lady’s birthday. You, however, owe me fifteen,” Kevin tells him. Jason slaps a twenty in the man’s hand and comes around the table to get me.

      “Jace, no. I can go by myself. What about your girl over there?” I try to brush him off. I turn and try to beat him to the door, but he follows.

      “Forget about the girl. The girl was just a ploy to get your mind off the letter. I’m here for you, idiot,” Jason whispers behind me. I keep my head down and shuffle through crowds to the front door of Blondie’s. I burst out into the night and immediately double over. Jason is right there at my side, though he knows well that he might get a few hairs singed off.

      “Dammit… Jace… You might have trouble getting a girl…” I heave in and hold each breath for a few seconds to tame the heat, “but…this is why…you won’t have any trouble…keeping one…”

      “Take it easy, breathe,” Jason hums, even in his half-drunken stupor. “And…thanks.”

      “Yeah…” I mumble into the ground. A hard push off my thighs gets me upright again, though my shoulders still bob with each breath.

      “Do we need to get you down an alley?” Jason asks.

      “No… I think I’m fine.” I wave him off. It takes a while, but the aftershocks of Kevin’s touch work their way out in a thin puff of smog from around my neck. It’s been too long since someone slid their skin along mine like that. Since I felt goosebumps from desire - not for any one particular thing - just a connection. I force my shoulders to stop, and smile at my brother. “A bar crawl requires at least two stops. Something good has to come out of my birthday.” Jason checks his watch, but doesn’t have the heart to tell me what I already know. My birthday ended twenty minutes ago.

      “Alright,” he smiles.
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        * * *

      

      Hidden Corner, San Franciso

      Our journey stretches well beyond the constraints of my birthday, and well beyond two stops. Once I get Kevin out of my system, I decide to sit back as a spectator to the pickup game. At each bar, my brother manages to poach a number. I’m in stitches over how fast the student becomes a master. It helps, too, that Jason keeps a steady IV of alcohol flowing into both of us.

      At the Beehive, he dances with a blonde who’s almost as smashed as we are. At Zeitgeist, an admittedly cute petite ginger kisses him for his efforts. We know we’ve wandered out on a weird fringe when we stumble into Etcetera Wine Bar. There’s live music and cheap tapas, but it takes about six plates of them to get my seal of approval. I can tell how much I’ve changed by the difference in reaction from Kevin to the bartender at Etcetera. This guy looks more frightened than attracted.

      “Hey, Jace… We should bounce,” I say to my brother. His head lifts like the bud of a drooping plant in a lazy wind. “Before I do something to lengthen my criminal record.”

      “Alrigh, alrigh,” Jason slurs.

      That’s what brings us stumbling out into the night. We turn down one of the countless sidestreet grids between main roads. I’m not even sure why; perhaps pure instinct. I know I have to call our cab driver, but I can’t seem to remember that my phone is in my pocket. What I need is to get my balance. Then I’ll be fine. So I trudge over to the nearest wall, just to grab onto it. Jason follows behind me. We pass through something on the way, but I’m self-aware enough to realize it probably just seems that way since I’m hammered. Still, something about it seems so real… I turn back to confirm or deny the truth.

      Sure enough, there’s a clear layer of ripples between us and Valencia Street. It’s like a sort of liquid curtain, hanging freely in the air. I reach out to see if I can touch it. My fingers pass through without so much as a difference in temperature. They appear blurry on the other side, like they’re above water, and I’m under it.

      “What…the fuck?” I mutter to myself.

      “What’re you…” Jason tries to ask. Right, Jason. That reminds me about the cab. I turn to lean against the wall, so I can call our driver. My hand squiggles around inside my pocket until I hear my brother grunt. He groans and wretches enough that I turn to check on him. In an instant, horror strikes me sober.

      Jason wasn’t talking to me, nor is he throwing up now. He stands stiff in the odd headlock of a tall, slender man. The man has one hand literally around Jason’s head, rather than his neck. He’s using it to turn my brother’s head away, to expose his neck. The man has his face buried in it. Whatever he’s doing is what’s causing Jason to wretch like that.

      “Hey!” I scream, loud enough to crack my voice. I’m sure someone from the street heard, my panicked brain tells itself. Someone will come. I won’t have to do this alone. But I will, if this guy doesn’t stop whatever he’s doing. “Hey!”

      The guy lets go of Jason’s head just enough to pull his face back. Two long, ivory sickles slip out of holes in my brother’s neck. They retract inside the guy’s closing lips, which form a little smirk. He holds Jason up so I can see two holes right in his artery, pumping blood out with each of his rapid pulses. I watch the ruby water soak into the collar of his goofy peach shirt. I watch the pulse slow.

      “Jason! Jason!” I scream. How is no one hearing this? Do they not care? is the fleeting thought in my brain as I charge the attacker alone. He lets Jason go. The only way to describe what happens just now, is that the guy is suddenly behind me. My drunken eyes hardly register his movement as a blur. Part of me thinks it’s a trick of the alcohol. Another part of me knows that, if that were true, Jason would already have fallen. I watch my brother’s knees buckle. I feel the guy’s hands on my head, turning me away so he can do it to me, too. Bite me. “Get away from me!” I scream.

      It’s never happened like that before. It’s so fast, I don’t understand exactly what happened. Not until after. I skip the steam and smoke stages, right to inferno. Crimson fire clouds ripple around me. They scorch up and out, until the entire alley is filled with a red blaze. The burst of force shatters every window down the dank little side street. The flame eats into the outside of the buildings on either side of me. It’s so hot, in fact, that it melts the iron support beam of the wall I held onto.

      When the flames spiral out to plumes of twisting smoke, the fanged figure is somehow at the other end of the alley. A mound of gray flakes and charred black coals marks the spot on the ground where Jason tried to ask what was happening. I’m torn in two by the urges that pump through my chest.

      Chase down the monster - burn him to charcoal. Find my brother - my mind isn’t ready to accept that I already know where he is. Right where he was standing, when I lost it. Before I can pick, I hear a whisper from the very end of the alley.

      “You’re something else, aren’t you?” says the man-shaped creature there. That decides for me. I charge through the embers and smoke. I’ll turn myself into the spark that burns this bastard alive.

      I make it two steps before the lower half of the iron support beam from the wall comes down on my head. Clang - black.
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      Cece

      I’m not sure exactly where I am, when I come to. As I wander around to get my bearings, an even more frightening thought creeps into my already frightened mind. What if I haven’t come to at all? After all, I’ve never seen a place like this before.

      Boundless fields of black stretch out before and behind me. I don’t feel any solid ground under my feet, yet I don’t fall. When I look up, I see a thousand tiny lights drifting, like I am. They’re small and faint, almost like fireflies on a summer night. Squinting does me no good in terms of clearing things up. It’s all just fuzzy lights and darkness.

      I wander until one of the lights flits down in front of me. The way it moves is more like a feather on the wind than a bug. I try to move closer to it, but I can’t. Instead, the little petal of soft orange light floats to me. Now that it’s close enough, I see it for what it is. The tiniest hint of a flame. An ember. It’s odd to watch it twist through the air, when there isn’t the slightest breeze in the dark place. It swings into a high arcing flip and hits my chest. The ember’s warmth joins with my own, and suddenly the darkness is a little less scary. If I had to put a word to the feeling of that little fire entering me, it would be connected. Connected to whom, I haven’t the foggiest.

      “He-he-hello?” I call out into the darkness. The sound of my own voice cracking, even in a single word, is enough to bring it all flooding back. The alley. The pale man. The fire… Jason. “Can…can you hear me?” I whimper, still unsure who it is I’m talking to.

      “I hear you.” It’s a young man’s voice that bounces back through the shadows. It echoes all around and runs through me like my own blood.

      “Tha-thank God… I need help… There was this man, and my brother… Oh, God…” I stop myself before the drinks and tapas can climb back up my throat.

      “Alright, alright. It’s okay now. I see you,” the voice hums. Somehow, it’s the most comforting thing I’ve heard in my life. I see you. There’s a sort of understanding that transcends names or places. He sees me. It’d be nice if I could see him, though. “Can you tell me where you are?” I glance at every side of me. More darkness. More embers.

      “Somewhere…dark? Warm? There’s all these lights, but…nothing else. I can’t tell!” I shout, overwhelmed with trying to put it into words. I haven’t got time for this! I’ve got to get back to the alley! Back to my brother!

      “Take it easy,” the voice hums. I want to, but I can’t. I cock back for another shout, but the voice says, “this is the Soul of Fire. I know this is confusing as all hell right now, but I need you to focus for me. You can’t tell where you are?”

      “I told you, it’s too dark!” I scream into the hungry blackness.

      “Alright… You must be unconscious. It’s going to be hard, but when you come round, reach out to me. If you tell me where you are, I can help you,” the voice promises. Damn voice, it doesn’t even know my name, and it’s making promises?

      “Reach out to you, how?” I call back. But, just then, the ember flickers out of me and begins to drift away. I try to reach for it, but I have no hands to grasp it with. The fire slips away from me, along with the voice. When it speaks next, it sounds far away.

      “You’ll figure it…”

      “Hey!” I call out as the ember floats up and fades into the blackness from whence it came. One by one, every ember blows away in the non-existent wind. Each of them is swallowed, until there’s only darkness everywhere around me. Then I open my eyes.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cece

      Sutter Hospital, San Francisco

      The very second the light stabs my retinas, I dismiss the “Soul of Fire” as a hallucination. I recognize what consciousness and reality feel like the second they wash over me, and it’s entirely different from the dark space where I just was. I feel the cool air from a vent blowing across my sopping wet mop of hair. I feel the paper-thin sheets of a bed I don’t recognize under my twitching fingertips. As my vision adjusts, I realize I’m being propped up by a segmented bed. It only takes the turn of my head to an IV tower and a heart rate monitor to know where I am. A hospital.

      “Cecelia? Jesus - she’s awake!” Mom cries out. Her voice rings through my ears like the high register of a piccolo.

      “What?” blurts out a voice I don’t know, astonished.

      “Cece, can you talk? Can you hear us?” Dad’s voice rumbles over me. It takes me a second, and about a hundred rapid blinks before I can focus on any of their faces. One after the other, Mom, Dad and a man in a long white coat turn from blurry stalks to human bodies.

      “Yeah… I can hear you all too well. Quiet it down for me, would you?” I try to say. Between the dryness of my throat and the ache in my chest, it comes out as a whisper.

      “This is…” the doctor mumbles to himself. He picks up the clipboard full of my medical mumbo-jumbo. I watch his crazed eyes flit back and forth across every line. He keeps glancing up from it at me, too, to see if I’m real.

      “It’s a miracle,” Mom sings. She picks up my hand in both of hers. It’s so rare they touch me anymore, because of the heat, that I notice all of a sudden how much I’ve grown. Mom and I used to have the same sized hands. Now it’s like a mouse holding a dog’s paw.

      “It’s…more than that,” the doctor mumbles. He’s so transfixed on the discrepancies between the girl on the bed and the girl on paper that he only notices how close the three of them are crowding me now. “Let’s not crowd her. She’s… I’m not sure what this is.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Well, you… Uh…” the doctor fumbles.

      “What is it, doc?” Dad steps in. He brushes some of my hair back so I can see unhampered.

      “Well… I suppose it’s possible it was an issue with the scanners, but…your daughter’s skull was fractured from a heavy impact. Her systems were showing symptoms of a coma - I…was about to intubate her,” the doctor tells my parents. Mom and Dad cross glances with one another, then look to me, as if for confirmation.

      “Yeah, I took a hard hit to the head… Guess it wasn’t as bad as you thought?” I pull completely out of my ass. Between the Soul of Fire hallucination and this, I’m just grateful to sit up and speak. I’m already eager to let the whole thing become a memory.

      “What, exactly, do you remember?” the doctor asks. I bite my lip. I clamp down on it, hoping to squeeze out something to say. I know how it’s going to sound, with all the bars just before a ghoulish stranger shows up to bite my brother’s neck. Oh God… I remember, which makes me clam right up. Sweat beads up on my goosebumped skin as the image flashes before me. The arteries. The holes. The blood. The ash.

      “I… We… We went out to have a drink for my birthday,” I tell the doctor and, inadvertently, my parents.

      “We? You mean Jason? Jason was with you?” Mom leans in to ask. His car was still in the driveway - of course they thought he was just sleeping in.

      “Yes,” I whimper. All the feeling that just flowed back into my limbs flows right back out. I’m as good as a ragdoll now, head flopping back into my pillow. I stare into the fluorescent cone of light over me, crystal streams frothing over my cheeks.

      “Where is he?” Dad asks.

      “I… He...” but I can’t say it. My mind still isn’t ready. I see him. Then I see the ash pile. I can’t connect them. That would mean… No.

      “Let’s start with what you were saying before,” the doctor comes half to my rescue. I know where this road leads, but it’s easier to start further back.

      “We went out for drinks. Me and…my brother,” I say. Smoke and embers flash before my eyes as I avoid his name. “We visited four bars, I think. The last one was Etcetera - that wine place. We went down this alley… It…it…”

      “It’s alright, dear,” Mom consoles me with a hand on my searing shoulder. If only she knew the next part. I choke down the tears to force out:

      “It was…just the first place I thought of to grab onto. I wanted to call our cab driver. I wanted to go home… Then this guy… He…” I suck down the deepest breath of my life. I never knew just how much air my lungs could hold until that moment. It steadies me, just a little. Just enough to say the rest of what I can. “He attacked us. He went for Jason first, and I… I just wanted to protect us…”

      “Went for? Cece, what the hell happened?” Dad demands. I grab his hand. I grab Mom’s in the other. I don’t know how long they’ll stay, once they understand. More than ever before, I don’t want them to go.

      “He just grabbed him, and…” I try again, but the story goes no further. Not from my lips. That would make it real.

      “Cecelia,” the doctor calls my attention, “This…may be alarming, but perhaps it will help you tell us what happened. First, your brother’s body was not identified at the scene.” Mom and Dad let out a slow sigh of relief at the same time I choke on a new mouthful of tears. “Six others, however, were identified. There were marks of extreme heat on the walls and ground in the alley, and evidence that an explosion brought down part of a building on you. Was this related to the man who attacked you and your brother?”

      It’s not often that a pivotal moment in your life is served to you on a silver platter. But there it is. I know the second he asks that his words have changed everything. I feel my parents beginning to understand what happened in the difference in how they hold my hands. Both of them go limp in my grasp. I see their body language stiffen in the corners of my peripherals. I don’t have to say it anymore. Now they know. I feel Mom start to pull away first.

      “No, please! Mom, I didn’t… This guy- he bit Jason! You…you should have seen the blood… Please listen to me!” I scream. The temperature in the room climbs an instant ten degrees with the heat spiraling around me. The doctor loosens the collar of his suddenly stuffy shirt. Dad stares at his shoes. Mom turns completely away from me. Her fingers slip free of mine, which are now as hot as a fireplace poker.

      “Doctor… What was Cecelia’s blood alcohol content when she checked in, again?” Mom asks. Again. She’s had it in her head the whole time. Why wouldn’t she chalk up the mysterious attacker to a drunken exaggeration? Hell, I did, until Jason dropped to the ground.

      “Two-point-eight,” the doctor tells her.

      “Jonah,” Mom says, but he’s already pulling his hand from mine. I reach over to grab his arm with all of my strength.

      “Dad. This guy had Jason. He was going to kill him! I was trying to save him!” I wail. Dad looks me straight in the eyes, his arm rigid against my pull.

      “Let me go, Cecelia.” He’s already decided - I see it in his eyes. He’s not looking at his little girl anymore. He’s looking at his son’s killer. My hands fall away. I clench my teeth to cage the fire inside me. To try to change their minds now would only make them more sure of what I really am. A monster.

      “I think it’s best for everyone that we give her some space, like you said, doctor,” Mom whispers. I ball the sheets up around me in two clenched fists. I tense up so hard it makes me sore to keep from turning the whole room into an oven. I won’t prove them right. I didn’t kill Jason. He was already dead and I’ll prove it. I’ll find the damn freak who sunk into him and string him up over the flames of Hell itself to get it out of him.

      “I’d like to keep your daughter here for the next few days for observations of her condition. A turnaround so sudden… I don’t trust it,” the doctor says.

      “Keep Cecelia as long as you want,” Mom spits out, like a mouthful of curses. It’s the closest thing to one she’s ever uttered in my presence. It’s the most hurtful thing I’ve ever heard her say.

      I close my eyes and clench until all three of my visitors have cleared out of the room. Then I throw my head back and scream, until the saline boils in my IV bag.
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      Cece

      “Are you there?” a voice calls out, the same one as before. Suddenly, I realize I am somewhere, not just asleep. Great, I can’t even close my eyes anymore without someone nagging me. I’m not sure just how long it’s been since Mom and Dad left. Now I just wish this voice would leave me the way I feel - alone.

      “Where else would I be?” I sigh. I float back through the dark as a hundred little embers flutter alive around me. With nothing more to do than think, I notice how the lights don’t actually illuminate anything. They just burn holes of fire in the endless dark.

      “Do you know where you are now?” the voice calls me again.

      “The…Soul of Fire? I mean that’s what you said, but you’re just a voice in my head,” I brush off.

      “No, I mean…” the young man stops himself for a second. While he rethinks his choice of words, I search around for his ember. I know it hasn’t already touched me, or I’d feel connected again. “Where were you, when you opened your eyes? After the last time we talked?”

      “A hospital… Don’t know which one,” I tell him while I trace his voice around the void. I follow it to a drifting little petal of fire just above me.

      “Come on, you can do it. Think. I need something specific,” says the voice. Just then, his ember flits down into me. There it is. I feel his warmth. His kindness. A familiar kind of gentleness comes over me. Before I can help it, alienated dots in my brain start to connect themselves.

      A kind voice when I feel alone. It can only reach out to me when I’m- well, not asleep, but not awake. It reaches out only after my brother…

      “Jason?” I choke up. The voice is silent in reply. “Jason, is that you?”

      “No, I’m sorry… I’m Lee. Who’s Jason?” the young man asks. If I even have a chest in this darkness - in this Soul of Fire - it deflates now. I sink down deeper to the depths under a thousand paperless lanterns.

      “My brother… He…” I can’t bear to tell Lee any more than I could my parents. My non-existent chest doubles in its already immense weight. I feel Lee’s sorrow for me, on top of my own.

      “I’m sorry about your brother. But listen - this doesn’t have to be the end for you. We can help. Try to remember. Where are you? Which hospital?” Lee pleads with me. I can hear in his echoing voice as much as I feel it like a punch in the gut, how much he wants to help. I can hardly imagine why, if I’m just a disembodied talking ember like he is, here. My brain says we? My lips, however, have other plans.

      “Why shouldn’t it be?” I ask him. It’s only half-rhetorical. The other half of it is my authentic cry for a reason. “Why should I live? How is that fair? I’ll never be…half…the person…” I start to whimper. I can’t get out the rest, yet somehow Lee answers:

      “You know, in some part of you, that it wasn’t your fault.” What’s more infuriating than having someone tell me something like that about myself is that he’s right. How can he know that? I find myself hesitant to think on it too hard. Lee seems to hear more than just what I say.

      “And that means…the rest of me knows…it was,” I tell him. The truth just so happens to be the strongest wall I can put up around myself. I have to block him out. My parents walked out, maybe hours ago. I’m not about to invite a stranger from the dark to walk in.

      “Listen, Cece-”

      “I never told you my name,” I cut in. I feel Lee’s heart freeze mid-beat. I can hardly handle what’s in my own chest - this is too much. I withdraw. I pull myself back hard enough to leave Lee’s ember floating freely, alone in the dark. “Goodbye, Lee.”

      “Please, let me-”
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      Cece

      Sutter Hospital, San Franciso

      It’s a struggle, but I pry my eyelids open to escape the Soul of Fire. I find them three times as heavy as when I let them close. I shake myself to stay awake. I’ve got to stay awake, and away from psychic fire-people who just want to “help”.

      I shuffle my shoulders. I sit up on the edge of my bed. I wait for the heaviness to leave, for my faculties to resharpen. My vision, however, remains fuzzy. My arms thunk down beside me like I’m clutching lead weights. My eyelids flutter with each blink. The shutters of my consciousness threaten to latch closed every time. Even when I shake my head, sleep tries twice as hard to pull me under.

      Then I remember. Just before I fell into the Soul of Fire again, just after Mom and Dad left me here - I lost it. I kicked and screamed. I thrashed. I probably cooked the salt right out of my IV bag. The doctors switched the bag out for another one to calm me down. That new bag is still on the metal tree of hooks hanging over me. Diazepam, it says on it. A fancy name for Valium, if I’m not mistaken. I don’t care to admit to most people how familiar I am with the occasional abuse of sedatives. After all, high school was a long time ago now.

      I focus everything I’ve got into crossing my free arm across my body, to the one with the needle in it. I grasp my line of drugs with as much strength as my doped up knuckles have. Any other day, I might have left it in. I might actually take the coma, over staying awake with the consequences of my temper. That is, if a shot of the good stuff wasn’t going to send me straight to a black eternity full of talking candles. I can’t decide which world is crazier, but I’d rather be in this one for now. I tear the long, hollow rapier out of my vein.

      I survey the door with my groggy eyes to make sure no one’s watching. Once I’m remotely sure, I take the needle tip off the end of the IV line. I hold it upright so the drugs don’t spill everywhere while I skim the steel swinging table for something to plug the line. I snort at how much they’ve underestimated me - the cap is still right there. I screw it back on the line before I tape it to my arm. Not a permanent fix, but it will buy me some time. Now I just have to sell my calmness. Knowing my own track record better than any police report or juvenile record, to say it makes me sweat does my throbbing heartbeat no justice.

      “Ms. Ford,” a voice comes into the room a second ahead of the speaker. He startles me, but I do everything I can not to flinch. I slump over on the side of the bed like the drugged-up zombie I’m supposed to be. It helps that a decent amount of the diazepam is still swirling around inside me.

      “Hm?” I mumble.

      “Are you…feeling better?” the doctor asks me. It’s a different one than before, though he carries the same clipboard under his arm. I don’t mean to, but I catch a glimpse of a couple of words on the top sheet. The paper is marked with the emblem and title of Sutter Hospital. The first few notes are about my miraculous recovery, then some supposed rage issues.

      “Mhm. Good stuff,” I nudge over to the bag beside me. The doctor doesn’t bother to look at it. He only squints at me. Is he honestly waiting for me to snap then and there? Even full of sedatives as he thinks I am? He waits long enough to say anything else that I feel like giving him the satisfaction.

      “We’d like to run some tests, if that’s alright,” he says. It’s too casual. Too vague. Tests. But I can’t show him any fear, or he’ll know how much my faculties are returning.

      “Mhm. What…kind?” I ask. I’m sure to let the words slur into one another a bit.

      “A CT scan, to start,” he tells me. I suppose it’s a safe enough test. They just want to see if my “rage” stems from the fact that my skull is a post-birthday-party pinata. I’m automatically wary of anyone who would ask permission from a sedated woman to run tests, but then this is a unique situation. Plus a CT is an easy test to identify. The whole sliding table in the tube and all. If they try to pull one over on me, I’ll at least see it coming.

      “Lay as still as you can stand, Ms. Ford,” one of the nurses tells me about ten minutes later. I hardly hear her inside the full-body scanner. I elect not to answer to uphold the illusion that I’m still completely loopy. I briefly consider rolling around a little to really seal the deal, but as soon as I’m in the fluorescent chute, the most important thing in the world to me becomes getting the hell out.

      The next ten minutes are some of the most agonizing of my life. I still have some of the drugs in my system. I’ve just unleashed two of the hottest bursts of my inner fire, ever. I watched my brother’s arteries empty out feet away from me, then my parents left me at the mercy of strangers in white coats. I’m damn tired. But I can’t let myself drift. I can’t go back to the blackness. I can’t trust Lee. I can’t trust the doctors, who doped me up for a CT scan and I can’t trust my parents. I can’t even trust myself to keep my eyes open, without blinking a hundred times a minute.

      “All done!” the nurse chimes. The table slides me back out on a rail to a dark steel room full of men and women in long white coats. There’s three times the number of them that were there I went in. “See, that wasn’t so bad,” the nurse smiles.

      “No,” I pretend to agree. My tired eyes, however, are already drifting from one science drone to the next. They ogle me like I’m something on the other end of a microscope.

      “Ms. Ford,” one of the doctors says - if they even are doctors. Most of them have a look in their eyes of something more powerful than simple scientific curiosity. They’re scared, on top of thrilled. “We’d like to run some more tests on you, as soon as you’re feeling-”

      “Don’t you want to go over the results of this one first?” I ask. In my panic at so many hungry eyes, I completely forget my drug-infused ruse. Even more terrifying is how the man who speaks doesn’t seem to notice. It doesn’t matter to them if I’m wasted or sober. All that matters to them is whatever is on the screens on the other end of the CT machine. Whatever several other doctors are staring at, dumbfounded across the room.

      “Ms. Ford, while your recovery is beyond incredible… Well, that’s exactly what worries me about it. Your skull should have been…” but captain narrative can’t seem to decide how to phrase the news. He clears his throat and starts again with, “we noticed some discrepancies between the scan we took of your head and what we can actually see… Ms. Ford, where are you going?”

      “To see these discrepancies for myself,” I tell him as I march to the other side of the room. As if the room full of lab coats doesn’t chill me to the bone, the fact that no one can spit out what’s going on is just the icing on the fucking cake. I nudge the nurse out of my way to lean over the glowing panels of my scans. “I’ve got a right to see the scans you took of my body, while I was still drugged, don’t I?”

      “We-we-we would be more than ha-happy to have a techni-ni-ni-nician explain the results to you in your room,” the doctor fumbles after me, but it’s too late. My eyes have already filled with the glowing images of my own body on the screen. My jaw has already locked in a possibly permanent open position. The figure on the screen isn’t mine. It can’t be.

      “Ms. Ford, please, I-I-I’m sorry. This is all too much for you at once. Why don’t we see you back to your room, and we’ll bring a technician to explain-”

      “What the fuck is this?” I bite back. A few of the doctors take a step towards me. They freeze, however, when they feel the palpable screen of heat swirling around me. My fingers fling out at the images on the screen as I call them out. There’s the faintest outline of a human body there, but it’s layered with something very different. “What are these? My nails aren’t nearly that long. I don’t have those weird…tips on my head. And those look like wings! Is this a joke?”

      “Ms. Ford,” the soft-spoken nurse says. She lays a hand on my shoulder, then recoils immediately from the burn.

      “No - you tell me. My teeth… My teeth don’t look like this! I don’t have fangs!” I scream. There’s no chance in hell, or anywhere else, that I’m…like that guy - the one that bled Jason dry. Not in any way. “And my skin… What is that?”

      “Scales, it looks like,” one of the doctors murmurs.

      “Matheson!” one of the others scolds him. I zero in on him and charge through the line of doctors. They fold away from me the second they feel the heat wave I wear like an invisible coat.

      “No, Matheson, go on. Please. What is that body on that scan? It’s sure as hell not mine. I know you’re not saying I have…scales under my skin. Are you? Matheson!” I scream, and watch the shiver dance up and down every hair on the man’s body.

      “That’s enough, Ms. Ford. We pushed you. No more tests for tonight. We’ll get you back to your room for now, to rest. You’ve been through a lot. We’ll give you something to relax and revisit tomorrow,” one of the other doctors says as she taps her way over in her high heels. She reaches for me, but I snatch her wrist from the air first. I squeeze it hard enough to jam every word climbing her throat right back down.

      “That is enough. I’ll go back to my room after I talk to my parents on the phone. I won’t move another inch - I won’t so much as fart in a bag for your tests until I see a phone. Understand?” I demand. The doctor struggles to focus her darting eyes anywhere but my face. I feel the surge of heat in my hand by how cold her skin feels against it. I know it’s burning her by the way she shakes. “Do you understand?”

      “M-M-M-Ms. Ford-”

      “I will break your fucking arm,” I murmur, just low enough for the doctor to hear. I watch her throat for the lump to move, for her to swallow whatever she was about to insist. Instead, she finally says,

      “Let’s show Ms. Ford to a phone she can use.”

      More than half the doctors stay in the room where I got my CT scan when we go. The other seven form a shell around me, with the lady doctor leading. Now that I’ve let her go, a finger-shaped rash rises up around her wrist. A perfect replica of my hand. She takes me past a suspicious nurse’s station, and more than a few rooms full of glaring spectators. Maybe they’ve heard about the girl full of fire down the hall. The doctors take me to the very edge of the wing my room is in. There, they let me into a little maintenance alcove, away from where anyone else might hear. On the wall is hung a little eggshell landline straight from the nineties.

      “Go on, Ms. Ford,” one of the doctors invites, while the rest of them turn their backs to me. They spread out a foot in each direction. It’s a wall of separation, but I can’t decide if their plan is to keep the other patients away from me, or vice versa. I fumble the receiver in my sweaty mitts a few times before I jab the number for our little house on Scott Street. My forehead thunks against the wall. I smash the receiver harder against the side of my exhausted head with repetition of the dial tone. It’s blaring through my inner ear before I accept the truth. They won’t pick up.

      “You’ve reached Jonah, Marie and Cece. Leave a message at the tone!” Mom’s voice sings like a canary. My hands become a vice-gripped fist around the phone. I slam it on the hook, then yank it back off before anyone can suggest otherwise. It’s at least a stall. Some small victory as a warning to the white coats - they can’t just poke, prod and herd me around wherever they want. I dial the number again.

      “You’ve reached Jonah, Marie and Cece. Leave a message at the tone!” I clutch the phone even harder. The ringer inside of it dings as it crashes back into the holder on the wall.

      “Ms. Ford, if you wo-wo-would, please,” one of the doctors forces himself to say. I whip my head sideways to glare at him. The twist of a few wild locks of hair helps deliver the maniacal message. His lips clamp shut. I wrench the phone off the hook and hammer in the number again.

      “You’ve reached Jonah, Marie…”

      “... and Cece…”

      “Leave a message…” The words ricochet around the corners of my mind in the next five or six times I dial the message. By then, I’m beginning to hate the sound of my Mom’s voice. I resent her at the same time as I miss her. How could she go from this, this cheerful message, to walking out on me in a day? They lost Jason, sure - but I lost him too! And now I’ve lost them. Everything.

      “Cecelia.” the voice runs through me like a paralytic drug. I’ve gotten so used to hearing Mom’s voice on the machine that Dad’s strikes me stupid. I hang there, head against the wall, phone mashing my cheeks, in silence. “Cecelia, is that you?”

      “Yeah,” I tell him. My voice is so hollow, I hardly recognize it.

      “Are you alright?” Dad asks. His voice is just as empty. They’re just motions we’ve trained ourselves to go through over the years. There’s no honest intent in his words.

      “I guess. For now,” I say.

      “What are they doing for you?”

      “Running tests,” I murmur. The line goes quiet for so long, I almost think he hung up on me. When he finally has something to say again, it’s:

      “You should let them run whatever they think is best… Maybe they can help you more than we ever could,” says Dad. If he has anything else to say, it’s lost to the heat that melts the speakers of the phone. The whole shape of the receiver softens and dimples in my clenching grasp. The thing is more like clay now than plastic and metal.

      “Are you taking this down?” one of the doctors asks another as they notice the phone warping between my knuckles. Another of them starts jotting notes. Let them run whatever they think is best? I play back Dad’s sage advice behind my sealed eyelids. Sure, let them scan me, tell me I’m some kind of lizard-person while they take notes on how hot my shit comes out? No, this is enough. This is it. I’m done trying to control it.

      “Ms. For-”

      The doctor never gets to tell me what it was. He can’t scream louder than me. Each of them flings back to the nearest wall as I unleash the scorching shockwave.
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        * * *

      

      Lee Kaiba,

      Outside Sutter Hospital, San Francisco

      I swipe beads of sweat across my forehead and fling them into the cool, city night air. Goddamn, it’s been a while since I’ve been this nervous. But I can’t let them see it - the three men and two women breathing down my neck. I’m the lead on this operation, my first field rescue, but each of them has more than a few under their belts already. I definitely can’t let Cece see it. What she needs right now is a calm voice. A friend. Hell, if I don’t remember how bad I needed one, when I first awakened.

      “You sure this is it?” one of the girls behind me double checks. The sound of her voice, so close over my shoulder, makes me jump. We ford the constant traffic of the curbside pickup in front of Sutter Hospital - nurses wheeling patients, families paying valets so they can visit their loved ones. I have to keep reminding myself, it’s okay to talk. We don’t even have to whisper. They can’t see, hear or feel us. After all, the Broken Academy doesn’t just send any old Magicians to conceal an operation like this. For a high-profile target like Cecelia Ford, they only send the best.

      “I’m sure,” I tell the Magician. “I saw it on her chart. Sutter Hospital.”

      “But Thise said the Soul of Fire is fuzzy on the first few trips, and it’s not exactly like this girl is inviting you to look through her eyes,” another of the crew behind me questions. This one’s a Warlock from one of the prestigious core lines. “How do you know it didn’t say-”

      “Dragonlord Thise also put me in charge of this operation,” I remind him. This is as much a test for them to follow, as it is for me to lead. Being one of the top students in the Dragon program at the Academy doesn’t mean much, if you can’t take what you learn to the field. I wait a few more seconds to see if anyone else has reason to challenge me. We stay quiet until our tight-grouped contingent reaches the front doors of the hospital. I give my guys a quick turn. “Witches and Warlocks. She’s under extreme stress. Be ready for some fireworks the second we step through that door. Magicians. Fan out to keep as much of what happens as you can under wraps.”

      We don’t make it past our first step inside, however, before a shockwave rattles the cement under our feet. A second later, an alarm screams through the building. Lights flash. Bodies swarm. Sprinklers spit out a cone of water on everyone scrambling for cover.

      “That’s going to be hard to walk through, without looking really weird to everyone inside,” one of the Magicians warns me. He points over my shoulders to the spraying sprinklers. I turn back to my Witches and Warlocks.

      “I know we’re not talking rivers or waterfalls here, but water’s water, right? A force of nature? What have you got for me?” I ask. The same Witch who doubted me seconds ago now stretches out her hand before us. She stretches her fingers out as wide as they’ll go. In seconds, a few of the holes of the sprinklers are coated in ice crystals. In under a minute, the little iron heads are frozen solid. My Witch lets out her efforts in a puff of air. “Let’s move,” I issue.

      “How are we going to find her?” one of my Magicians asks. He and his colleagues walk on the fringe of our group, fingers contorted in formations to bend the light and shadow of the space to hide us. “Did you see what wing she’s in on her chart?”

      “No. We follow the smoke,” I answer. I point to the rolling plume of black smog that shoots across our hallway. “Besides…she’s hurting. She’s crying for help now, and she doesn’t care where it comes from.” I take a hard right, straight into the black cloud. My unit hesitates a few steps behind. “Everyone put a hand on me, or someone else who’s got a hand on me. I’ll find her.” I feel three hands flatten on my back. I close my eyes and step into the smoke.

      “Cece?” I call out without my lips. The call echoes out across the Soul of Fire.

      “Someone please…please help!” she screams back.

      “Keep talking to me,” I tell her. I say into the windless blackness of the Soul of Fire. I sail between countless embers in search of hers. The place is like the inside of a lightless wood stove, but I know it’s nothing so mundane, or so physical. “We’re here. I’m coming.” It shouldn’t be too hard to find. I’ve seen plenty of yellows, oranges and blood reds, but never a blue ember until hers.

      “I… I didn’t… Just please,” Cece pleads in the dark. Then I see it, a flash of searing sapphire. We connect and my eyes shoot open.

      There, in the center of swirling dark smog, is a girl wearing a flaming hospital gown. And here I thought I was prepared. I mean, I went through this too, but…not like this. I stand frozen before her, a girl who appears to wear fire as a dress. The smog and inferno that are swallowing the hall don’t touch her. It comes from her. It swirls out from her skin. She kneels to shove wreckage from the blast zone off the limp, pale doctors. If they’re still breathing, it’s too shallow to see. A chill jostles my spine, despite how hot it is there, when I realize - she wasn’t pleading for help for herself. I rush to her side. I grasp her wrist. Her crystal blue eyes turn on me, wild.

      “Cece, come with me,” I say to her, but she brushes me off. She rips her arm away from me. She tosses bits of computer equipment and warped door frames off of a woman in a labcoat on the floor.

      “I… I didn’t mean to… I just wanted to scare them… I didn’t…”

      “Cece!” I call out, and she hesitates, just for a second. “You’re going to do more harm than good if you stay. Look at your arms.” The girl forces her watery eyes down at her skin, where flame and smog swirl out in an endless radiance.

      “Lee?” she realizes aloud.

      “It’s me,” I smile. I gulp before I dare speak again. I need the right words in just the right sequence, or I might be the only one of my unit who leaves here. “You didn’t mean to hurt anyone. Please, come with me. If you let me, I can help you not to hurt anyone again.”

      “Can you…” she sniffles as she falls away from the wreckage and the doctor. At my discreet hand wave, a few of my Warlocks move in to uncover the doctor. “Can you help me…only hurt the people that deserve it?”

      Cece’s ocean-deep eyes rise to mine. Inside them, I see her blue fire. I feel her hate. Her confusion. Her sadness. The hunger for vengeance that holds the presence of a whole new person within. Dragonlord Thise warned me about a newly-awakened Dragon’s brokenness. Hell, I went through it myself. I remember wondering if I could be saved, after the pain I’d caused. After everything I’d burned. In Cece’s eyes, in the twisted mind inside, I see no hope for redemption. I see only a singular purpose for what’s left of her. There’s beauty in the raw honesty of it.

      “Yes,” is my answer to her question. I lower my open hand to her. She puts her scalding fingers in mine automatically. Her eyes widen when she realizes what she’s done, then again when she sees I don’t burn. “Come on,” I pull her up. “I’ve got to get her out of here, or you’ll never get this fire out. One of you, put a trick on us.” One of my Magicians turns on command, closes an eye to focus on us and snaps her fingers.

      “You’ll be hidden within two thousand feet of here. Fly high, if you don’t want to have one hell of a news story,” she says. I nod to her, then turn to pull Cece down the hall to the nearest emergency exit.

      My Witches and Warlocks open their arms to the hellfire she’s unleashed in this central blast zone. The flames flicker towards them, seeming to jump into their palms. Cece keeps her head cocked back to watch, bewitched, until we pass through the shell of my Magicians’ illusion. To creatures like Cece and myself, it’s a tangible barrier, something like a curtain of liquid hanging in the air. From the other side, none of the Magicians, Witches or Warlocks are visible. The flames seem, rather, to suffocate and burn themselves out.

      “The-the-the-they’ll put all the fires out?” Cece whimpers, stumbling on my heels. The flame emanating from her very body calms as we trot through thinning smoke.

      “Our people will take care of everything. They’re an experienced rescue crew,” I assure her. She only believes me in part, I can feel through the Soul of Fire, but her heat begins to cool. The two of us burst through the fringe of the smoke, into a brightly-lit, alarm-blaring tiled hallway. Two minutes later, I throw open an emergency exit door. Cece and I trot out into the cool night. I grip her hand gently, but tightly, to keep her from pulling away when I say, “Stay close to me, and don’t scream.”
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      Cece,
      Outside Sutter Hospital

      “Stay close to me, and don’t scream,” Lee says.

      That’s enough to make me want to. Just when I was starting to trust something. I rip my hand away from him. Lee whips around to seize my arm again, but I leap a step back to elude his reach. Our eyes meet again and the surge floods in. It’s like having my mind made up for me. I hate it. And how do I know it’s not a trick? Every time I look him in the eye, I see that orange ember of his. I feel how much he wants to help me, even though he’s afraid. This oriental young man, almost my size and rivaling my physique with the sculpture of his muscles, is terrified of me. I don’t exactly blame him, after what he just saw.

      “Is this a rescue, or a kidnapping?” I demand.

      “Come on,” Lee says, “Look me in the eye and tell me I’d hurt you.” But I won’t. I look just about everywhere but his eyes, for fear of what I’ll find. Besides that heavenly hazel tint, I mean.

      “You’re afraid I’ll hurt you,” I mutter.

      “Look at me and find out,” Lee dares me. I’ve never been one to turn down a dare. My eyes climb up his imposing shape, pectoral after ab, past the rounded edges of his collarbone, all the way to his face. Beneath a side-swept wisp of short black hair are those hazel eyes - full of kindness, and fire - somewhat like mine. In them, I feel more fear for me than of me. He wants to get me out of here. To where, I can’t tell exactly, but Lee has a plan. In all my staring, though, I notice Lee staring back at me. Not just at  my face, either. The curve of my right breast pokes out from the fringe of where my hospital gown is burnt, though the fire has long since gone out. It doesn’t help that the cool breeze has my nipples rock hard and tender.

      “Enjoying the view?” I taunt him as I cross my arms. Before I can search his soul through his eyes for lust, Lee is already behind me. He lowers his black jacket over my shoulders.

      “Much as I’d love to stand here and do just that, we have to move. Come on,” Lee urges me. He nudges me gently forward with a hand on each of my shoulders. I dig my heels in just enough to make it a challenge for him to guide me anywhere.

      “And don’t scream, right?” I mock him again. I’m not sure exactly why - I mean, he just pulled me out of the fire. But am I any safer? I feel no ill intent from within him, but the very fact I could feel anything from within another person is downright unnerving.

      “Not unless you want to spend another day in a world that treats your gift like a conspiracy. Something to be covered up and suppressed,” Lee tells me. I bite my lip for a second while I drink in the feeling of Lee’s hands on me. He doesn’t feel cold, like every other person I’ve ever touched. I can usually sense just how hot I am in how downright frigid everyone else feels to me. Not Lee. I let my toes down and start to walk.

      “And what world are you taking me to?” I prod as I let him lead me by the shoulders. It’s a strangely nice feeling. Though I don’t know a thing about the man, I also don’t feel like I’m going to melt him if we high-five. I leave his hands right where they are as we cross the street. There’s hardly a car on the road, which makes me wonder just how late it is. Just how long they had me knocked out in that hospital.

      “One where you can learn how to express your gift with a healthy balance,” Lee tells me. “The same place I learned how.” He’s good. With my interest hooked, I don’t notice how hard Lee is pushing me. I let him guide me along just as fast as he wants to. In no time, we’ve made it from the hospital to an adjacent neighborhood.

      “You’re like me, aren’t you? Is that why I can talk to you without you being in the room?” I ask. A million questions froth to the top of my skull. My brain does a triple backflip, and faceplants, trying to convert them all to words. “Is that why I…feel things when I look in your eyes?”

      “Parents never gave you the talk, huh?” Lee teases.

      “Hey!” I bark, though I find myself laughing the next second. What is this? Why am I laughing - hysteria? Either I’ve finally snapped, or I’m somehow having a good time breaking out of the hospital. I’m having a good time with this stranger, who somehow seems to understand me more than the people I lived with for twenty-one years. “Don’t fuck with me. My mental state is fragile,” I warn Lee. “Are…are we the same?”

      “I don’t know about the same. But…certain things that make us different from most of the people around us do make us like one another,” Lee says. I lift my foot onto the sidewalk of the row of high rise apartments opposite the hospital. Police and fire sirens squeal in the distance, on their way to the building behind us.

      “And those…people with you, back there… Are they-”

      “Not quite,” Lee cuts in, “Witches, Warlocks and Magicians, actually.” A chortle jumps from my lips. Lee stays quiet, maybe testing the limits of the joke. He has to be joking. In this quiet, Lee guides me toward the mouth of a small alley. Anything remotely like a joke is entirely eclipsed in my brain by the narrow, black mouth between two buildings. I know we have to get out of sight, but I freeze. The sight of that hungry darkness, the same kind that swallowed my brother, saps the strength from my legs.

      “Lee… Why would I scream?” I ask. He moves closer to me, bringing his chest to where his hands are. It’s almost like a hug. For the first time in my life, it’s not like hugging a giant popsicle.

      “Because you’ll finally understand, just a little bit, what you are,” Lee tells me. He gives me another gentle push, and this time we go together. Stiff as I am, I vanish from the street, down another dank corridor. We twist several turns deeper into the urban back-alley jungle. It’s a pattern I recognize all too well.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask him. He only leads me further in.

      “I told you. Taking you to a better world. For us, at least,” Lee answers. I can’t tell if he’s just teasing me, or if I’m asking too many questions.

      “I hate to break it to you, but the alleys of San Francisco are a world I know well. I wouldn’t exactly call them better,” I say. Lee chuckles - a sweet honest sound that dances around my head.

      “Cece. You’ve hardly peeped through the keyhole,” he tells me. Lee steers us left to a high-walled dead-end of dumpsters, backdoors and few windows. It’s a spot I immediately identify as a good place to blow off some steam.

      As soon as Lee’s hands let me go, I turn to see if that’s why we’re here. Just how similar are we? But Lee lets off no steam. He doesn’t smoke. His face undergoes a transformation of intense and immediate focus. His previously soft, welcoming features wrinkle in some places and sharpen in others. He looks like he’s bracing for impact. Lee skips straight to the pre-explosive mirage coat of heat waves.

      “Is this the part that’s going to make me want to scream?” I challenge. His lips peel away to show some off-white enamel. That same challenge catches in my throat when he starts to…change.

      It begins slow, with his teeth. Lee’s canines grow down to two crooked scimitars. I don’t scream, but I almost run for it until I see other changes that set him apart from the tall monster that killed Jason. From his previously typical mouth of human teeth, Lee grows not just two fangs, but an entire jaw full of a toothy armory. Then the transformation accelerates, and my brain hardly has a chance to digest what my eyes feed it.

      A second, longer and wilder nail shoots out from Lee’s every cuticle. His black hair crawls out of his head, to become a fierce mane around his entire head while it moves up and away from his collar on a stretching neck. Every part of him seems to swell, then lengthen, until he’s roughly a half-size bigger than any man I’ve seen before. I don’t even notice I’m shuffling away until my back touches the cold, wet brick behind me. By the time I’m there, Lee’s skin has begun to change. First, it darkens like he’s being baked from the inside. It turns from a light olive color to brown, then an even deeper color…almost like red. Little arrowhead peaks pop up from beneath, pronouncing to the point I wonder if Lee is about to burst to unleash them. Each little mountain spikes out over another until his entire body is covered in them and I see at last what they are - scales. A thin canvas opens from behind each of his shoulders, stretched between thin bones that show through in the dim alley lights. His clothes seem to have transformed with him, though they take on a sheen and shape more like armor now. His shoes become boots that let his bladed toes stick through. His shirt is a broad, shiny black chestplate. Even his pants look like they could bounce a bullet or two right off.

      “Ho-ho-holy shit,” I sputter as I realize I’ve seen something a little bit like this before. On my CT scan. This new, scaly, toothy, taller, winged Lee takes a step towards me. I turn into a pancake against the wall.

      “What do you see, Cece? What am I?” I hear Lee’s voice, though the mouth of the creature before me makes no movement of speech. It only huffs piping hot steam in my direction.

      “I don’t… A mo-mo-monster? Demon?” I chatter. I turn my head to the side as his scaly snout slides up alongside my cheek. Even with a few inches between us, the fire inside Lee is palpable. He huffs out a laugh, which curls around my shoulders in the form of a twisting warm front.

      “We’ve got those, too, but no. Try again. Wrack your brain. Hard. The fire, the scales, the wings… Come on Cece, what am I?” Lee asks.

      “A Dra…” I arch my head back to squint at him again. Maybe it’s all just a drug-induced dream. I mean, it’s insane. But then, so is bursting into fire every morning in the middle of my workout… And, when I reach forward, I can touch him. I can feel that he’s real, in the piping skillet of his chest scales. It doesn’t burn, it’s just so novelly odd to feel something hotter than me. I can look in the beast’s eyes and tell it’s Lee by the same connection I feel, that same orange ember light inside. “A Dragon,” I force myself to say.

      “And what are you?” Lee asks.

      “A…Dragon,” I breathe. The word makes the most sense of any I’ve ever let out. It’s the why to everything - the runs, the gym, college… Jason. Now I understand. I open my mouth in a wide grin to proclaim it for the whole damned city to hear. I’m a-

      “Then I’d say it’s about time you fly,” Lee stops me with a gentle, scaly claw on my collarbone.

      He crouches and crosses his right arm under my left. He turns around to press me against the wall with his back while he seizes my other arm. I don’t have a chance to catch a breath before both my arms are around Lee’s scaly neck. His wings snap open. The sound, like a parachute being deployed, inspires a chill in me like I’ve never known. It’s followed seconds thereafter by a burning thrill when those wings flap. The sonic boom lifts a cloud of dust from everything in the alley. It also lifts us a few feet off the ground. As soon as I feel my feet dangle, I squeeze Lee tight. His wings sweep down again and again, each time flinging us higher, faster. In seconds, the stony walls of the alley shoot down below us. We fling up from the light of backstreets to the light of the moon. Lee opens his wings wide over the brick-and-neon cityscape below. He turns in search of something, then hurls us towards it.

      “A-a-a-are you telling me I can do this, too?” I shudder. I bring in my strong thighs around Lee’s hips to clench him like a baby ape would its mother.

      “Why don’t you let go and see?” Lee dares me. I’m not sure if he’s joking or not, but I’d rather play it safe for my first out-of-aircraft flight. “After a few weeks at the Academy, maybe. I wouldn’t be surprised. You’re already talking through the Soul of Fire.”

      “What do you…” I start to ask him, only to realize my lips aren’t moving. I could get stuck running in that circle all day, so I do my best to accept it and move on. I can talk to other…Dragons, psychically, somehow? Check. Onto the next, before I go insane. “You’re bringing me to an Academy?”

      “The Broken Academy,” Lee tells me. His wings fan out to catch the warm breeze rising from the city. We ride it over clusters of suburban grids and tight rows of high-rise apartments. At the occasional spike of a high corporate building in the business districts, Lee elects to turn halfway to his side and glide between them. I suppose it’s better for visibility, but I suspect he’s also doing it to torment me. Or impress me. Or just to get me to hold on to him tighter. I count my thumping heartbeats against the hot, slick surface of his back scales.

      “I take it this isn’t the kind of school you find in a catalog and apply to,” I say to him, and this time I notice I’m not using my lips. It’s so natural that it feels almost the same.

      “Not quite. It’s more of a search-and-rescue station with dorms and rehabilitation,” says Lee, “You’ll see when we get there. Soon enough. Hey, remember what I said about screaming?”

      “Do your worst,” I dare him. Still, I cover his back in a bear hug when he tilts his wings straight up.

      We fight against the wind to slow down. Then Lee turns his long snout straight down for the street. He dives. I hold my breath as the world of asphalt and dark storefronts rockets up at my face. My eyes bulge out of my head right up until the second Lee flicks his wings out to slow us to a hover. We glide down the inside of another alley, free to float all the way to the ground without prying eyes. I don’t loosen an inch from Lee until I feel my toes tap the pavement. When I do finally let go, I find gravity so foreign that I stumble back into the wall.

      Lee’s transformation reverses itself before my eyes as he turns around to face me. His secondary razor nails retreat back beneath his cuticles. His hair crawls back up to just the top of his head. His scales soften and smooth out to his original skin, which then lightens to its natural olive color. His fitted armor shrinks and reshapes to a regular dark shirt, pants and boots. His neck shrinks back to its regular size while his snout retreats back into a rounder, human head. As his fangs retract and flatten to a standard jaw, the lips around them smile at me.

      “How was that?” Lee asks. His human face morphs immediately to regret, however, when my knees buckle. I slide halfway to the ground with the flight of all my strength. “Hey, I didn’t mean… That was too much, huh? Cece?” He calls to me, both inside and out. I don’t know how to tell him, though, when my lips don’t work, that it’s not him. It’s what’s behind him. That clear, liquidy curtain that marks the edge of the alley. Then I remember: I don’t need lips.

      “This is the place. This is where it… Where he…” I can’t even force myself to think it. The flash of my brother’s frothing blood, then fire, then the ash across my mind jumps into Lee’s. His eyes betray that he’s seen as they grow to fill their sockets, full of water.

      “Your brother… My God. I’m sorry, Cece… It was here?” Lee asks. I force my head into a shaky bob. He comes over to me, offering an arm. However much I’d like to bounce his head off the pavement for bringing me here, I use him to steady my balance. It’s always easier to point a finger, but…he couldn’t have known. I see that now, through his eyes. Once I’m steady, Lee points a finger back towards the mouth of the alley. “See that, there? That weird wave in the air, like a mirage?”

      “Ye-ye-yeah,” I tell him. I’m more terrified of what’s at the other end of the alley. What I haven’t brought myself to face just yet.

      “That’s an illusory curtain. It’s like the trick the Magicians used in the hospital to hide us while the others put out the fire. You and I can see it because of what we are. The average Norman can’t. And even things like us can’t see what’s on the trick side of the curtain from the outside.” Lee tells me.

      “Norman?” I echo. It’s the easiest part of what he’s said for me to latch onto.

      “Sorry - Academy slang. Normal Human. Norman. It’s what we call folks who can’t alter space or channel natural energy or transform into a flying lizard,” Lee smirks at me. I do my best to bounce back a little lip twitch for his efforts. “Anyway. Everything behind that curtain is Academy territory. It’s part of our training grounds. It’s also one of the entrances to the Academy itself. If you’re telling me that...what happened, happened here. Shit.”

      “You mean someone at the Academy…did this?” I ask. The pale young man haunts the vault of my memories for a few seconds before I shake him out again.

      “All I can say now is that the Council will find out, if you help them. It’s still safer for you than a hospital, where a bunch of white coats are going to scan you till you’re a potato,” says Lee. I can’t help but agree with him there. It’s what I have to face to get in that’s the problem. I try to turn to face deeper into the alley, twice, before I turn right back away again. It looks, in brief glances, like maintenance and crime scene investigators have cleared away most of the wreckage. The walls are still charred. There’s a gaping hole in the building on the right, where I melted the support beam of the apartment.

      “We… We have to go through here?” I ask.

      “Unfortunately. The Academy doesn’t exactly have a door, but the only way to the entrance is through here,” says Lee. Just then, he lifts his hands to my face. He lays his warm hands on my eyelids and gently lowers them. “Here. I’ll walk you. I promise you won’t see a thing.”

      “Alright,” I give in, before I have a chance to think my way out of it. In complete darkness, I turn around to face what I’ve done. Eyes squeezed shut, I walk forward with Lee’s arm around my shoulder.

      He steers me a little to the right. I imagine I’m sidestepping the mound of Jason’s ash and charcoal. I know that he’s long since been scattered by the wind, or swept away by people who had no idea how great of a brother he was. I’m sure Mom and Dad will have a service some day, but he’ll never be buried. He’ll never be laid to rest at the base of a tree or at the cliffside of a California beach. No, he was probably scattered into traffic by people who had no idea how much better he deserved.

      Lee has me bend down low as we move on, so perhaps the cleanup crew hasn’t removed all the debris. I have to take a high step over something metal before Lee turns me right and walks me down another long stretch.

      “Alright. You’re good,” he tells me. My dead eyes open, too dry to cry any more. The alley before us is short, nondescript and leads only to a set of stairs that go down into the concrete.

      “No. I’m not,” I tell Lee. I go the only way there is, forward. Down. Lee reaches past me to open the door at the bottom of the oddly-placed stairs. Inside is a tiny four-walled room with a mop leaning against the water-stained wall, and absolutely nothing else. Lee brushes past me to walk to the center of the room, taking my arm to bring me along. I lazily take a stand beside him. He pulls the door shut behind us. We stand beneath a single, dim, flickering yellow light bulb. “Now, you don’t have a student ID, so you’re my guest. Do not let go of me.”

      “Sure,” I tell him. I don’t have the gusto to tell the joke that automatically forms in my head about Lee’s excuses to touch me. I just take his hand. With his free one, he pulls a wallet from his back pocket. From this wallet comes a card that looks more like it belongs in a tarot deck than an identification system for a school. It’s a thick canvas material, painted with an exquisite mural of a Dragon. Its scales are the same color red as Lee’s, its wings stretched wide and its head arched back with a tiny plume of fire coming out.

      Lee holds the card up before us and covers the Dragon with his thumb. I wake from my traumatized trance just a little when I think I see it glimmer, despite the lack of light in the little room. By the time I realize it’s no eye trick, the card lights up too bright to face directly. The light fills the room from wall to wall. A sound above us calls my eyes. I gasp, a mistake, as my lungs are instantly filled with far more frigid air than they can handle. The ceiling of the room dissolves away from us. Lee shoots straight up at a speed I’ve never seen anything move in my life, as if pulled by his odd ID card. My hand in his, I fling right up after him.

      We rip up past the buildings of the alley to the sky in a freely floating tube of searing light, somehow invisible to the thousands of eyes looking up from San Francisco below. We shoot through another illusory curtain, towards something I can’t believe, despite how clearly I see it now. A gigantic building with the look of a mansion or estate floats a mile above the California coast. There are five other beams of light like ours that run into it. That’s about all I have time to take in before we zip right through a set of open french doors. We come to a rigid, instant stop, and they slam us inside on their own.
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      Lee,
      The Broken Academy

      I haven’t ridden the Tether Transporters that much, but there’s one hell of a difference between my first trip and this one. It still takes me a few seconds to reorient myself around conventions like gravity and touch. When I turn to Cece, I find the same face I must have worn the first few trips. Green. I can see in her blank stare exactly what’s coming. I grab her around the waist and walk her over to the first-timer’s station on the side of the adjustment lounge. There sits a range of waist-high garbage cans.

      “Hang on just a sec,” I tell her when I feel a dangerous tremor surge through her guts. Her open hand plugs her mouth. The temporary fix holds out just long enough for me to get her to the perfect position. “Alright, let it rip.” Cece folds over halfway to blow chunks all over the inside of the garbage can. I can tell from how most of it is just colorless liquid that she didn’t eat during her stay at the hospital. Not with her mouth, anyway - tubes, most likely. Cece sings a sickening song with her head inside the can for ten long seconds. Her hands grip the edge of the bin to push herself back upright.

      “What…the fuck was that?” Cece growls at me. I offer her a napkin from the dispenser on the wall, then my arm. Cece eyes both with queasy suspicion. She wipes her mouth, slam dunks the last trace of her sickness and hooks her arm through mine. I turn her around to face the short, polished dark wood corridor that leads inside. It’s lined with lit golden candlesticks that glow over a lush green carpet. The light is doubled by the ceiling of mirrors over our heads.

      “I don’t want to overwhelm you… Which part?” I ask as I lead her on. Cece keeps her pale stare straight ahead, at the end of the hallway, while she thinks.

      “The light show,” she manages to spit out. I ease my head into a slow bob. The heavy wooden doors that mark the perimeter wall of the actual Academy emerge from the hanging darkness ahead of us.

      “Right. I’m sure you noticed the Academy’s…unique location,” I lead in. Cece gives me the slightest nod to show that she did. “The stream of light that brought us here is more than just an entrance. It’s also one of the tethers that keep the Academy up here. Think of it like a battery attached to the school.”

      “The energy source that powers this place is…a broom closet in the back alleys of San Francisco?” Cece sputters. She sounds like I’m full of shit. I don’t blame her, either. It’s a vague memory, but I believe I laughed at Thise when she told me.

      “Not exactly… The flow of power just passes through that broom closet. Makes it a good access point to catch a lift. The actual source is the San Andreas Fault, under the city. Witches and Warlocks set the place up to channel six locations of immense natural energy to keep it up here. We call them Tethers,” I tell her. Unfortunately, it doesn’t look like she’s entirely ready to listen. I catch her eyes rolling several times throughout the explanation.

      “Right… Witches and Warlocks,” Cece mumbles. Together, we creep towards the door. The entrance to a million more things Cece won’t believe. I suspect she’ll take even longer than I did to come around to it. Still, it’s infinitely better for her than being out there. A Dragon alone in a city of Normans who want to put a leash on her? No wonder she’s so damn bitter, and that’s not counting what happened with her brother.

      “Well…how would you explain it?” I ask to distract her from the sickness I still see in her face. Cece chews on the thought for a few long seconds.

      “Jets?” she supposes.

      “What - like under the building?” I ask. Cece nods. I consider it as honestly as I can, without the influence of my Academy education. “It sure would take a lot of fuel to keep it up here all the time. And constant refueling by helicopter. Not to mention, how would we hide it?”

      “I don’t know… Some…cloaking device? Same ones you used in the hospital. Militaries have those some places, don’t they?” Cece guesses. She doesn’t particularly sound like she believes this either. But, it’s easier to play devil’s advocate than swallow a pill the size of the Broken Academy.

      “And the Soul of Fire…” I humor her as we close in on the door, “Some sort of bug, planted in your inner ear? I’ve got the corresponding piece in mine?”

      “Could be,” Cece pouts at my sarcastic tone. I chuckle. I stop at the golden door knobs that glare out from the rich, burgundy wooden door to the inside. I put a hand on it, an effigy of an orb surrounded by twisting fire.

      “I’m afraid not,” I tell her. “See, you’re thinking about this all wrong… This isn’t science fiction, Cece. It’s a fantasy.” Any and all of her witty retorts rattle right back down her throat the second I turn the knob and swing the door in past us. I lead Cece by the arm, into the Broken Academy.

      We step out into the hallway that stretches around the whole perimeter of the Academy in a rectangle. The high, vaulted ceilings are hung with paper lanterns that have no business being as bright as they are. They also should have burned out about four hundred years ago, but then by all Norman laws, the place shouldn’t be floating a mile above California. The bodies flitting here and there are scarce compared to the daytime rush. Most students are forbidden outside their dorm halls at this time. I pull Cece down the long walk along the edge of the Academy.

      I watch her eyes swim with lights and shadows as each tall window passes. She marvels at the landscape of California at night, thousands of feet below. The lights of cities stain the dark hills and forests. The boundless ocean bounces back the silver dollar moon in a rippled echo. Cece’s eyes fix on the branching corridor of the adjustment lounge, where it juts from the perimeter wall. She follows the Tether’s light stream all the way back down to the high rises and back alleys we came from. The town she’s probably lived her whole life in, reduced to the size of a pinky nail.

      “How…do you keep this place hidden?” Cece finally gives in to curiosity. Branching halls pass us by on either side, to classrooms, gardens, cafeterias or other halls, but I lead us straight on, to the corner stairwell. There, I turn us inward and begin the climb to the Administrative level.

      “Well, part of your theory was right. It is the same way we stayed hidden in the hospital. Magicians. The Academy is hidden by one of the biggest tricks ever concocted. The Tethers and the spaces around where they’re linked to on the ground, too,” I tell her. I wait for her doubt to bud again, a subtle bite of non-belief. Instead, Cece keeps her eyes fixed forward while she asks:

      “Magicians… That’s different from a Witch or Warlock?”

      “Yeah. Witches and Warlocks channel energy from natural phenomena. Magicians manipulate light and shadow, and…other things, to fool the eye or other senses. You’d have to ask one of them to get the full rundown,” I tell her, as best I understand. After all, what use would a Dragon have in Magician’s classes? And no one pays that much attention in Mystical History.

      “Must be nice. To be able to hide whatever you want from the Normies,” Cece mutters, while she stares out the sinking windows. I snort at her, which she answers with a glare.

      “Normans,” I correct.

      “Right. Because there’s going to be a vocabulary test,” Cece rolls her eyes again. Then her face completely twists itself up with the thought, “There’s not going to be a voca-”

      “No,” I cut in with a smile. Not yet, anyway, I elect not to tell her. Each stair takes us higher, as well as closer to the center of the Academy. Having seen the place from the outside during the day, I can picture exactly where we’re going - to the smaller floor raised above the Academy by the staircase from each corner of the building. This will be my first time there. My first time meeting the whole Council in person, all in one place. Suddenly, I don’t feel like talking much either.

      Cece and I make our way across the Administrative floor, through viewing rooms, the corridor of private offices, to the waiting room just outside the Council Chamber. The place looks like I imagine the room a billionaire uses to make important clients wait does. A high desk separates rows of luscious lounge chairs from a wall of glass. Behind the clear barrier, Cece and I can see the Council seated at a circular stone podium that looks more like an altar than a conference table. They’re in the middle of an animated chat when we arrive. The woman at the separation desk half lifts her eyes from the file she’s annotating when I clear my throat.

      “Lee Kaiba, here for the Council’s presentation of new enroll Cecelia Ford,” I tell the woman. She looks almost human, probably completely human to the untrained eye. I, however, am quite familiar with the Fey. This one, like all of them, has the slightest green tinge to her skin. It’s not quite enough to make her look sick, more like her skin is made of mint. Being that Fey hide their wings almost as well as we do means the only other thing to set her apart from a Norman woman are her ears, as pointed as arrowheads.

      “The Council will be with you shortly,” the Fey sings in the softest, sweetest tone someone can sound bored. I haven’t met one of them that I couldn’t sit and listen to all day, the way their voices sound.

      “I understand,” I tell her. The Fey sweeps the file she was working on to the side, to replace it with one on Cece from under the desk. I have to practically drag Cece away to keep her eyes off the form as information appears on it in completely different spots from where the Fey also writes.

      “You’re familiar with cloud technology? Like a cloud for the information on a computer?” I whisper to Cece as I drag her away. She turns her head almost completely around to peek at what the Fey is writing.

      “Yeah,” she says to me.

      “It’s like that, but for written works,” I tell her.

      “But how-”

      “The best thing you can do for yourself here, Cece,” I stop her, “is to try not to try so hard to understand everything. You’ve got to throw away your old frame of reference. Try to learn everything new, from scratch. I know it’s easier said than done.” I throw in the last part to stop her from bursting at me like I know she wants to.

      “Cecelia,” a voice calls from behind the desk. Cece and I turn around to face the Fey, only to find the speaker leaning through a sliding glass panel from the Council Chamber. “We’ll see you now. You too, Lee.”

      “O-of course, Dragonlord,” I give her an awkward little bow.

      “Don’t do that. You’ll embarrass all three of us,” sighs Dragonlord Thise. I cough myself back upright and give her a quick little nod. I can’t help it. I haven’t seen her in person since my first day. I never imagined I’d be helping to orient a newly Awakened, let alone one so fearsome as Cece. “Come in.” I pull my arm from Cece’s purely in the interest of looking professional. I suspect, from the look on her face, she feels as naked as I do without her to hold onto. We gulp, and walk through the glass panel to the Council Chamber.

      The second we’re inside, Dragonlord Thise steps back to the other side of the stone altar. She rounds it to her high-backed seat amongst her companions, fellow representatives of each of the core races at the Academy. Cece follows close at my side, to the center of the broken stone circle. It has an opening just wide enough for visitors like us to be presented on the shimmering teal platform that lights the whole room. If there are walls inside, I can’t see them from the platform. Behind the backs of the Council of Six, beyond where the teal light reaches, there appears to be only an empty void. Only darkness. The faces of each of the Council converge on us, floating in the dark as if they each have a chilling ghost story to share. Cece shoots me a nervous glance as we stand on display at the center of the spotlight. I try to give her the same reassuring nod my recruiter gave me. I only hope it doesn’t show on my face how nervous I am.

      “Cecelia Ford,” Dragonlord Thise announces. Cece faces her, a woman with sparse cracks of aged wisdom who looks about as human as she does. “You…prefer to be called Cece, yes?”

      “Is it too early in the conversation for me to ask how you know that?” Cece asks. I tense up - the balls on this girl! I’m not sure if I feel more relieved or panicked when Dragonlord Thise cracks a grin.

      “You’re aware of the Soul of Fire, yes? It allows you to mentally connect with other Dragons over long distances,” Thise asks her. Cece nods. “Lee shared this with me during his rescue report.” I feel Cece’s eyes veer over to me from the side. I feel her betrayal and fear through the very connection she thinks I violated. I decide now’s not the best time for me to explain to her that all I’ve done was for her wellbeing.

      “Now…we find the best way to initiate a new student to the Academy is immersion first, explanation later. In the interest of this, each of us, on the Council of Six that represents the races welcome at the Academy, will introduce ourselves. You will see more beings like each of us every day hence. Do you understand?” Thise asks.

      “Yes,” Cece tells her, not without respect, but without the Ma’am that I would have added.

      “Very good. I will start, as your patron Council representative. I am Dragonlord Thise. Should you need any personal counsel concerning the things you are about to learn…you passed my office on the way in,” Thise tells her. Her wrinkled lips curl into the rare smile, the same one that inspired me to do what was done for me, for others.

      “I am Magister Horace. I represent the Magicians of the Broken Academy,” says the dark tan man with the full brown beard at the far end of the altar. His shimmering cape of stars sets him a rank above from all other Master Magicians at the Academy.

      “I am Sorceress Lily. I stand for every Witch and Warlock that comes through our doors,” smiles the next Councilmember down the line. Her hair is pulled back around her ears in a hundred blonde cascades. No other Witch in the Academy can call themselves Sorceress. Neither can they wear the sapphire tiara tucked in her locks that so happens to perfectly match her stunning eyes.

      “I am Chief Shifter Botan. My family has long led the Shapeshifters of the Ahwahneechee Tribe on the ground and at the Academy,” rumbles the next man down the line. His bare chest has sagged with age but shows the echoes of once profoundly chiseled muscle. His long silver hair is parted to one side, held back in a ponytail by a rough tie and adorned with several feathers of rank. When the next man speaks, I feel tension surge through Cece from toes to nose.

      “I am VampKing Lucidous. The Vampires of the Broken Academy study under my wing,” says the tall, pale man at the altar beside Thise. The pale VampKing is a hulking figure wrapped in enough dark layers to hide it all. His eyes swim with a ruby fluid, different to any man I’ve ever seen. His long nose pokes down over his lips, which hide a mouth full of perfect teeth. I watch Cece eyeing him for fangs - she can’t know they retract until use.

      “I am Fey Rorelia,” announces the last member in the introductory circle, “I represent what we call the Shadewalkers. There are also Astrals and Demons. We are not of this Realm, so we are grouped together as one group.” Cece hardly bats an eye at the mint-skinned, long-orange-haired Fey at the fringe of the altar. Her eyes burn a hole in the VampKing’s head.

      “Vampire?” Cece’s voice echoes through the blackness, “You’re a Vampire?” She takes a bold step across our shimmering platform. The Council doesn’t so much as blink. I, however, seize her wrist as hard as I can. Our embers collide in the Soul of Fire.

      “It’s not him,” I tell her, without moving my lips.

      “How do you know?” Cece’s insidious hate surges into my mind. “I’d have said you were crazy before, but if fucking Vampires exist, then that’s what it was. He killed-”

      “Cece. There are a lot of Vampires at the Academy. Lucidous didn’t kill Jason,” I insist. My grip tightens around her searing wrist.

      “How do you know?” Cece repeats. Her fury whips around to crash into me now.

      “Because I… I saw what happened. Through your mind. I didn’t mean to, but when we first connected, I saw it,” I tell her. The drop in Cece’s temperature chills even me, through touch. “You didn’t get a great look at the guy, but it wasn’t Lucidous. He wasn’t nearly that big, and the VampKing doesn’t feed at an Academy training ground! Trust me on this one.” I feel the connection snap between us like a twig. Cece yanks her arm away from me, but she does plant her feet and stay.

      “Care to explain that question, Cece?” Thise asks gently. Cece bites her lip hard enough to squeeze a red drop out of it.

      “Cece’s brother was-”

      “No… I can do it,” Cece stops me. She makes eye contact with no one throughout the explanation. She hangs so limp, like the puppeteer of her strings has fallen asleep. “A few days ago…a Vampire killed my brother in an alley in San Francisco. Punctured his neck and let him bleed out.” She spits out the details like she’s reading them from a script. The Council’s heads turn in, each of them seeking their own counsel in the eyes of another. More than one of them turns a suspicious eye on Lucidous. His face, however, belies as much concern as anyone else. “It was in your Academy training zone… It was one of yours.”

      “Tha-tha-that’s true, about the location, I mean,” I jump in. “An alley right off Valencia Street. I confirmed the spot.” That quiets the Council’s chatter a bit. Each of them agrees without saying, who should speak for them next.

      “Cece… I can’t imagine what you’re going through. Transitioning into an Academy life is hard enough… I assure you we will conduct an investigation,” says Dragonlord Thise. Cece’s fists ball up at her sides. When she speaks, however, her anger is tame. It’s just a reflex.

      “Transitioning… That implies I’ll be attending. Do I…have a choice in the matter?” Cece asks. A few of the other Councilmembers shoot one another looks, but Thise quiets their concerns with a hand in the air.

      “Cece. The world outside the Academy is dangerous for you, and everyone around you. We can teach you-”

      “What? How to be…a Dragon?” Cece scoffs. I wince at my shoes. Even after what she’s seen, she still doesn’t believe. Not fully.

      “We can teach you how to live a life most people only dream about,” Thise tells her.

      “So…I don’t have a choice,” Cece says, numb.

      “No,” Thise confirms. With this, all semblance of Cece fades away. She becomes a posed mannequin while the words of the Council wash over her. “We’ll give you a few days to adjust. No classes yet. You’ll get your roster once you’ve settled in a little.” Cece doesn’t so much as nod. She just stares into the stone altar, to keep away from everyone’s expectant eyes. Part of me thinks she’s a hair’s breadth from flipping her fiery lid. Before that can happen, Thise gives me the signal nod. I take Cece’s arm.

      “Hey. Let me show you to your room,” I whisper. Cece doesn’t move on her own, but she lets me take her arm. When I pull, she follows. The sliding glass pane shuts the Council inside the chamber with their thoughts. As we pass the waiting desk, the Fey clerk sings:

      “Welcome to the Broken Academy.”
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      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      No one tries to talk to me in the dead of night this time. No Soul of Fire for me. I guess Lee figures it’s time to give me just a little space. Time to settle in a little. Thise has to be fucking kidding. I mean, she has the title Dragonlord before her name. Good luck getting me to take a thing that comes out of her damn mouth seriously. You pluck me from my life, tell me I’m - what, some kind of other species - and drop me in a school full of supposedly dangerous creatures like me? The most dangerous thing I’ve seen so far here is a skin condition and pointy ears. Then again…part of me can’t help but think how normal I look to the world at large, when not under extreme duress. If I consider that the whole place is bullshit, it’s only fair I consider the contrary. It’s all true. Everyone here is as much a monster as I am. I could believe it the easiest about that slim husk, Lucidous.

      Those eyes… They look like they belong in the settings on a pretty ring, or some rich woman’s earrings. I didn’t get a clear look at the eyes of the guy who bit Jason, so how could Lee know it wasn’t him? Even if Lucidous isn’t the one who directly ruined my life, he said himself that all Vampires at the Academy study under his wing. Until such time I feel the neck of the man who killed my brother in the pulsing grip of my fingers, Lucidous is first on the chopping block as far as I’m concerned.

      My room is comfortable enough, and quiet, when Lee drops me off. I find an empty bed in the corner without turning on the lights, flop on the admittedly soft mattress, and try to sleep. It doesn’t take long for me to devolve into a cycle of frustration at how much I actually wish Lee would talk to me. It takes the vacuum of his silence to show me just how much of a coping mechanism he’s become for me, only in a day. He is, after all, the last shard of my old life to follow me here. Without him, it’s a completely alien experience.

      But I’ve never needed male companionship. How can you need what you can’t have? Except…I could have Lee. It’s not like I’d burn him. I squeeze my eyes shut to force out the thoughts. I drive the back of my skull into my pillow. I dive into sleep by the power of sheer stubborn resentment.

      The downside to actually sleeping, instead of drifting around the Soul of Fire, is the disconnect between where my brain is trained to think I’ll wake up and where I actually wake up. A sliver of golden light slides across my cheek. It’s just enough to stir me to a pre-waking twilight. I stretch out my legs under silken sheets. I press my elbows down to crack my stiff back all along the arch of my spine. I even let out a contented little grunt before my eyes open. The second they do, everything relaxing about the experience vacates my mind. I’ve never seen this room before. It takes my brain a second to recollect how in the hell I got here.

      A crimson carpet with an outward blooming design of golden trimmed flowers marks the floor between two raised beds. I’m laid down on one of them, the other is on the opposite side of the little suite. Beneath mine is a storage drawer and cabinet. Beneath the one across from me is a glass-topped desk with a little yellow bendy-lamp over the top of it. The walls are painted a solid, dull gray, accented with posters of self-control and school policies. One over the bed opposite mine reads A.I.M.

      Always integrate.

      Instinct management.

      Mastery of ability.

      Great. I haven’t been here a day and I’m already having messages rammed down my throat. I slide off the edge of the bed and cross the room in my underwear to tear it down. On the way, I cross the only window in the room. The curtains are pulled back to show a view designed to strike me with just how far from home I am. The second my eyes wander to it, my feet cement to the floor. I’m locked in a stare down with blue sky, clouds, and California’s sprawling landscape of arid hills. It’s something that belongs on drone footage, or on the other side of an airplane window. Not the view from a glorified dorm room. I wander to the windowsill. My fingers slide alongside the warm wooden trim automatically while I stare at it all. Between those high, bare peaks are thick blankets of forest around a spider-webbed network of rivers. It’s enough to make me forget about the poster for a second. The thunderous door slam behind me wipes it completely from my memory.

      “Shit. Just perfect,” a girl groans behind me. I wheel around, crossing my arms over my bra on instinct. The disadvantage of being almost naked immediately puts me at odds with this girl, who just walked right into my room. She heaves a backpack off her shoulders onto the other bed in the room and crosses her arms right back at me.

      “Nice to meet you, too. What the hell are you doing here?” I reflect the girl’s hostility right back at her. Her skin is a shade darker than mine. Her bangs are pulled back in a crown of braids around her head, while the rest dances in black curls down her back. Her green eyes burn into mine while her curvy lips bend into a frown. Her thigh-high shorts and frilly, v-neck tank top look more appropriate for a gym than a classroom.

      “Who did you think this other bed was for?” the girl bites. I feel my fingers twitch dangerously close to a fist already.

      “I got here in the middle of the night. I didn’t see,” I try. I take long, quiet breaths in through my nose and let them leak out the side of my lips. It’s an exercise I’ve done a thousand times with my Mom to calm down.

      “Yeah, I know when you got here. You know why? Because our Wing Supervisor told me this morning. Who ships in a new roommate in the middle of the night? Without telling the one who already lives in the room?” the girl demands. She stomps across the room to the desk under her bed. If she wasn’t so aggressive, I might actually feel the slightest hint of sympathy for the girl.

      “Apparently the Dragonlord,” I tell her, equally irritated, “Trust me. I don’t exactly want to be here either. I wasn’t offered a door number two.” The girl scoffs into her open drawer. She rifles around for a change of clothes while she goes on without the courtesy of eye contact.

      “Listen to you. Nobody wants to be here. We’re here because we have to be,” the girl tells me. I want so badly to cross the room. I want to put a fist-shaped dent in the side of her face. Instead, I suck air in through my nose, hardly quiet anymore. Now my airways work like a power-vac and a leaf blower. It’s the only way to keep from superheating. I can’t imagine, if someone told her about me, that she’d push me like this lightly.

      “I can respect that this is a surprise,” I grumble to the girl’s back, “It seems like you probably had a shit morning, too. But I just got here. I just stepped out of my old life, and into…this. Can we work with one another here? A little?” At this, the girl finally turns to face me. I can’t read the look on her face, not any more precisely than: she’s upset. She puts her clothes down on the desk behind her, and meets me in the middle on our thick red carpet.

      “I’m River Murtagh,” the introduction comes with a rigid hand. I take it in my own.

      “I’m Cece Ford,” I tell her. We both give it a solid shake, then let one another go.

      “No, Cece, we can’t work with one another,” River says, and her face contorts in an expression I can’t quite place. It just doesn’t seem to fit with the situation - sure, she’s aggravated about something, but she looks like I just hit her. “I told them… No one else, besides Stephanie. I can’t hurt her. But you… Just keep away from me and we won’t have a problem.” River breaks away for the little corridor beside my bed. I see, as my disbelieving eyes follow her, it leads to a small bathroom.

      “River, hey,” I catch her arm just before she disappears inside. When our skin connects this time, it’s a very different sensation. I feel her power, whatever it might be, as a rapid vibration against my hand. She feels mine as a finger-shaped burn searing into her arm. I don’t mean to make her more tense, but how could I leave things at that when I’m going to see this girl every day I’m a prisoner here? “We’re stuck with one another. Don’t you think-”

      “Let go of me, Cece,” River growls. The pain surges through her face, along with something else entirely. Her cheeks, chin, and forehead begin to dimple and bulge subtly. It’s like her head is a water balloon, and I’ve just sent a shockwave through it. “Don’t…touch me.” But now I’m too frightened to even realize how hard I’m grabbing her.

      “River. Please-”

      “LET GO!” River’s voice warps as the cry explodes. At the tail end of it, it sounds just like the screech of a big cat. I’m not entirely sure what happens to her, as my vision distorts with the bash that flings me against the wall. By the time my feet slide back down and I still my fuzzy eyes, River is gone. I now share our little bathroom corridor with a full-size tiger.

      “What the…” I mutter, only to find the wind’s been knocked from my chest. A guttural rumble dances up and down the beast’s throat. Then it lunges. I slide down the wall to avoid being squashed by its huge paws. Each of them leaves a dent in our wall. I sprint out to the open space between our beds, the rumble of mighty legs hot on my heels. When the shock wears off and I realize I’ll never outrun the beast, I plant my feet, spin and pop the lock on the rage I’ve been holding back. A single stomp towards the tiger triggers a tiny fireburst on the carpet, right beneath its chest. The plume launches the cat back into the hallway on its back. It rolls over, shaking the embers from its singed under-fur. I lock onto its green eyes through the resultant smoke. “River… Shapeshifter… Shit…” I pant. The unspoken words screech through my mind - they’re real. It’s all real.

      River leaps again, both paws up. This time, her wicked claws slide out to turn me to ribbons. Instinct snaps up both of my hands. I’m not sure what I mean to do, but a pop deafens us both. The heat wave sends out a shockwave that would send any other tiger sailing. But this beast isn’t just a tiger. The very second the sound shakes our walls, River’s form bunches up into a tiny ball over my head. I hear wings flap, but I hardly have time to spot the bat before she shifts again. Her body twists out - wings into humanoid hands, feet into the same. Her monkey tail wraps around my throat while she yanks my hair and everything else she can get a nail in. Little cuts open all around my midsection while I trudge backwards into the wall.

      “River, stop! Don’t make me…” I start to plead as I compress her against the wall. But she won’t stop screeching in my ear. If she hears a word I say, she doesn't care. “You know what? Fuck this.” I shut my eyes tight. I tense up. I let myself get just as angry as I want to be with the girl, bad day or no. Smoke and heat distortions swirl out from around me. My sheets go up first, followed by the curtains, then River’s bed. The fire swirls around us, threatening to become a raging furnace in seconds.

      “Stop! You want to bring Serge here on your first day together?” a third voice, another woman’s, shrieks from somewhere above us. I tilt my head back to find it, but there’s only a little silver sprinkler head jutting from the ceiling. It is a little odd how it shimmers blue right before it opens up. A massive umbrella of pressurized water unfurls to every corner of the room.

      “Hey, where the hell are you? Is that in my head? Are you a Dragon?” I scream at the sprinkler, the least likely, but only suspect. I keep River sandwiched against the wall until my fires start to sizzle out around us. Until River’s monkey-muscle relaxes behind me. Only then do I step forward and let her slide off my back. A horrendous crackling sound behind me marks her transformation back into her original, human form. Her stretched-out clothes drape from her frame as she drags herself to the window, to let the smoke out.

      “I’m not a Dragon, but technically, everything’s in your head,” the woman’s voice fills the room again. I look around for her until she comes down to see us on her own. Out of the sprinkler.

      I back right up against the wall again when the blue light from the little silver head sprays out like a cone of water, then gathers to one spot at the center of the room. The sapphire light floats there, its shape flickering back and forth between that of a candle-flame without a candle, and something almost like the outline of a woman. It drifts towards me.

      “You… What the hell are you, now?” I demand. I even turn my head away when she gets close enough to outstretch…something. It looks like an arm one second, a wavering tentacle the next.

      “Stephanie. Your other roommate. I’m an Astral,” she tells me.

      “A-a-a-Astral?” I repeat like a record at a DJ’s table. The little blue wisp chuckles, a sound that I suspect will haunt my nightmares for the next few days.

      “Yeah. Like Astral projecting? You’ve heard of it?” Stephanie asks.

      “Ye-ye-yeah,” I tell her, “What, so your body is somewhere else?”

      “Maybe,” Stephanie tells me, with a chilling lack of concern, “I wouldn’t know. Even if I found it, it’d be no good to me anymore. Probably been rotting for years.”

      “Oh,” I gulp. Despite my terror, I force my hand up to her best attempt at one. If I can have just one creature on my side in this whole place, it’s worth it, even if haunting me is the only way to hang out. I’m both hardly surprised and horrified when my fingers pass right through hers. “It’s- ah, nice to meet you. I’m Cece, I’m sure you heard.”

      “Same to you,” I hear the smile in Stephanie’s voice, an odd thing when I can’t see it. She twists around like a cloud as she moves across the room, to one of the curtains that stubbornly goes on burning. “You don’t happen to be able to put your own fires out, do you?”

      “No,” I admit, “My homeschooling on my…condition, I’m afraid, was lacking,” I tell her.

      “Oh, boo-hoo. Poor lost little Dragon doesn’t know who she is,” River mumbles. I take another stomp towards her. The sound serves as a reminder of just how easily I can launch her out of our window for a closer look at the gorgeous view below. Then I remember she can be any animal she wants, and the threat falls flat. She turns to glare at me.

      “What the hell is wrong with you? What do you want me to do?” I demand.

      “Hey, guys,” Stephanie tries to interject.

      “Do? Nothing. I didn’t want you here at all!” River shouts over her.

      “And you’d rather make the worst of it than the best?” I scream back. I take another stomp towards her.

      “Cece. River,” Stephanie tries again, but we’re locked in it now. I trudge all the way to River, but my eyes have to dart down to follow hers. Her form bubbles and compresses down to the shape of a mouse, which shoots across the room like lightning. My gaze fixes on her in rage at first, but that alleviates quickly at a sight that turns my stomach.

      River’s shape bursts back up to the shape of a cat, which stumbles into the wall. Then her fur straightens while her body expands to something between a dog and a bear. She loses all definition for a few jarring seconds. From the conglomerate of beastly appendages, I see wings, claws, tails, ears and fangs jut out in every direction. When she finally gets a handle on it again, she rises back to human height. She takes her original form, green eyes streaming over as her torn clothes cling to her sweaty body.

      “You…can’t control it,” I realize. Just like me, catches in my throat before I have the chance to say it.

      “Fuck you,” River fills the void with. I bunch up my fists again.

      “Hey! Both of you! We’ve got to get these fires out before Serge-”

      Stephanie is cut short by three loud booms. Knuckles on the outside of our door.

      “Wing Supervisor! Open up!” a man booms through.
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        * * *

      

      Serge Dalshak,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      This is perfect. Just what I need. Another troubled soul in D Wing. As if River wasn’t enough, with her constant screaming and smashing. And they went and put the new girl in a room with her? I don’t care what kind of space concerns we’ve got. I don’t care how many other rooms are at full capacity already. It was a shit idea, and I’d tell Horace myself if he asked. But does anybody bother to ask me? No. Why would they - I’m only the Wing Supervisor. I’m only the one who gets woken up at two in the morning or pulled out of class because of their shit ideas.

      I mock the Council in my head on my way down my dorm hall. Hmm, we’ve got a Shifter with anger issues and virtually no control over her form in D Wing. We’ve already found her a roommate she can’t possibly hurt, so there’s that. But what could we possibly do to improve her situation? Oh, I know! Cram a Dragon with anger management issues of her own, and the juvenile record to show for it, in there with her! I’m sure Serge will handle it. Much as the thought of it all makes me grind my teeth, here I am. Outside room 5D. The newly adjusted plaque outside the door reads River Murtagh, Stephanie, Cecelia Ford. The smoke seeping out from around the door frame marks the reason my Dorm Monitoring Amulet started to shimmer. I lift my fist and imagine the door is my father’s head. I can picture the speech he’d give me about this being a responsibility that comes with the Dalshak name. I pound the door three times.

      “Wing Supervisor! Open Up!” I shout. Inside, I hear some shuffling, then some chatting. I give them all of two seconds to come to their senses - it isn’t a request. “Come on, River. You can’t afford another write up.” That quiets the conversation inside. I figure either she’s ready to comply, or she’s just squeezed the last of the air out of her new roommate’s throat. The door lock clicks open. I don’t bother waiting for her to open it for me.

      “What can we do for you, Serge?” Stephanie chimes from the back of the trio. The place and the girls in it are an absolute disaster. Curtains and sheets are scorched. Everything in the room is soaked. There are more than a few dents and tears in the walls. I have to squint through a curtain of gray smog to see the girls, too.

      “I like you, Stephanie. Don’t ruin it by playing dumb for these two,” I dispel her act of innocence at once. We’re talking a partial room renovation here - does she really expect me to believe this is the work of over-toasted pop tarts? “Who wants to tell me what the hell happened here?” The girl I only recognize from pictures in her new entry profile steps forward first.

      “River and I…just had a hard time getting acquainted is all,” she tells me. I do everything I can to fix my eyes on hers, to fight the temptation of her rolling, athletic curves. They peek here and there, out of the fringes of her underwear and bra. It isn’t too hard to keep my gaze fixed, though - not with those eyes. They glower like two crystal balls under a countryside night sky. I search them for the criminal I read about in her file. Expelled from more than one high school for property destruction. Thrown out of college for arson. A résumé of lost jobs, from literal firing. No matter how I search those eyes, though, I only see a fierce, but confused girl. “I suppose…I could have come on less strong.”

      “I warned you to let go of me,” River mutters under her breath. She crosses one arm over her torn, misshapen shirt to rub her other arm.

      “Yeah, but you didn’t have to-”

      “Alright, I’ve heard enough from both of you,” I cut them short. Both of them bite their tongues, but I can see their thirst for the last word in their clenched jaws. “Here’s what we’re going to do.” I give them the chance to interrupt they so desperately want. It’s Cece that takes another mistaken step towards me.

      “I’ve had enough of being jerked around by you people,” she growls. Stephanie reaches out to stop her with an ethereal hand, but it’s too late. She tries to pass by me. I rub my fingers into a tense snap. The sun flares through the window, a bright screen to white out the entire room. When the light flashes out, Cece and River are laid out flat on the carpet side by side. I close my eyes to reach them. I pull the strings of the place I’ve “sent” them tight on my twitching fingers. In the grasp of my trick, they’re wherever I want them to be, even while their bodies lay out on the carpet.

      For now, that place happens to be a never-ending kaleidoscope of black and white. It’s like an infinite chessboard, folding over on itself for an unsettling eternity all around them. Though River and Cece float in identical prisons, they see neither one another nor me. After all, this isn’t the first time I’ve had to use a trick like this to sort out roommate issues or contain a threat as Wing Supervisor. For these two, I figure it’s enough just to cast the illusion of a prison. No need to break out the real tricks and trap them, body and all. Not yet.

      “Cece. We’re your people now. Your advocates. Your advisors. We’re the people who’ve been where you are now. You and River both had an unfair surprise dropped on you, but you have to trust the Council. There’s always a reason for what they do,” my voice booms through her illusory prison. Even their shit ideas, it’s true. It’s a bitter pill River’s been in this place a handful of times before, so she just floats on, arms crossed in indignant patience. Cece, however keeps turning herself over, kicking to probe for sensations like gravity and space.

      “You… You know who I am?” Cece calls out into the twisting chess board. “You must have read a file or something. I mean you’re a Wing Supervisor… What’s that, like a hall monitor here?” I can hear in her voice she doesn’t mean it as an insult.

      “You…could put it that way,” I try not to laugh.

      “Then you must know…how little talk means to me. After the things that happened, how everyone just left… You’re my advocate? Try letting me out of this…whatever-the-hell-this-is, and I might believe you.”

      “I can’t do that until I’m certain you and River aren’t a threat to one another. Or all of us,” I tell her. The authority in my voice warns Cece not to challenge me, but somehow I doubt it reaches her. “If I bring you to River, will you make peace?”

      “I can’t make peace with that girl. She doesn’t want it,” Cece tells me. A knot twists up in my gut at the whole situation. She’s not wrong. But I can’t exactly leave a tremendous fire hazard unchecked right down the hall from my own room.

      “I’m going to need you to try,” I tell her, not unkind, but firm.

      “I tried already,” Cece defies. I crack open one of my eyes back in their dorm room to watch as Cece’s body begins spiraling out heat waves. I grit my teeth at the means I’m forced to consider. Not on her first day… I can’t send the girl into a void on her first day. It’s precisely that, that gives me the gusto to say like I mean it:

      “I said I’m going to need you to try. Not want. Need. When I say something like that, Cece, it isn’t optional. Let me tell you something,” I tack on the end of my sentence before she has the chance to cut me off again. “What’s happening to you right now is what we Magicians call a trick. For the most part, that’s all they are. A trick of the brain. Right now, your body is on the floor of your dorm room back at the Academy. This place you’re in… It’s not real. That being said, there are no novice Wing Supervisors. If I need to, I can trick more than just your brain. I can trick light and matter into doing things they don’t normally do.”

      “Get to it, Serge. What are you threatening me with?” Cece bounces back. I’m not sure exactly why - I don’t even know the girl - but it hurts to hear my name scrape off her tongue with such disdain. I can’t say I blame her in the slightest. If only it wasn’t here, like this, I might tell her just how much I envy her honesty. With others, with herself. A Dalshak Magician could never unleash the fire like this so openly, and risk tarnishing everything our family built.

      “If you continue to prove yourself a threat to yourself and others, I’ll have to relocate all of you to a different sort of containment. Body, mind and whatever else you believe in. And it won’t be this place. That kind of prison is different. Sick as you might be of my voice right now, you’ll miss it if I send you there,” I warn her. Maybe it’s the prospect of the prison, or the genuine desire not to push it in my voice, but Cece finally stops flailing. She stares blankly into the checker-patterned eternity around her.

      “Go on then,” Cece cringes. For a second, I think it’s a dare. Then she adds, “lift the curtain. Bring me to her.” My eyes flit behind my closed eyelids while my fingers dance around, tapping out percussion on my palms. It is more like a curtain than she knows, a rippling illusion of a wall that I pull up from between her and River. The two rotate to face one another in the cascading twilight. “I’m sorry I moved in too fast on you. You need space, you got it… Keep the fuck away from me,” says Cece.

      “Sounds like the deal of a lifetime,” River bites right back. I wait the two out another second for any last minute posturing, or even a legitimate strike. Neither of them moves an inch. The snap of my fingers is thunderous in the illusory space. The sound splinters my chessboard prison into a thousand cracked shards and dissolves them to nothingness. Of course, only my two inmates see this as their eyes flutter open at the ceiling.

      “You two uphold that agreement, or we’ll have this meeting again, in a very different place,” I warn them. Cece and River’s eyes roll around to one another, then to me. Once they’re reoriented in the physical, I offer each of them one hand. River and Cece pull themselves up. Cece’s skin rests on mine for all of two seconds, which is enough to warm my entire arm. The world around us is suddenly cold and clammy by comparison. I back up a few steps to the door, though I’m not about to leave just yet. Not until I see what kind of start they get off to.

      “Hey, Cece…I’m about to go out to lunch. Do you…want to-”

      “I’m going to stay in for the day, thanks,” Cece cuts Stephanie short. She turns around, shoulders past River, and plops on her singed bedsheets.

      “Oh…okay. I’ll see you later, then,” Stephanie says. Now locked into her plan, she drifts right through my chest and rides a gentle breeze down the hallway. I hang back to watch, until River breaks for the shower and slams the door.

      “Awesome,” I sigh to myself, “You two are going to be…just fine.” We’ve at least left the realm of combustion, it seems, so I turn my back to the disaster of a room. “I’ll be back later with new sheets and curtains.” On my way out, I feel Cece’s hot gaze on the back of my head. I can’t help but wonder if it’s misplaced hate, or something else entirely. I can’t help but wonder how many more times this term I’ll be back to this room with replacements.
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      Cece
      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      I keep my face down in my pillow. When the drool spreads around me like a halo from an old stained glass window, I turn on my side. I stare at River’s A.I.M. poster. I even think about igniting it from across the room a few times. I listen to the pipes feed water to River’s laborious shower through the wall. I imagine her flopping around the tub as a salmon or a trout, with a sinister little chuckle. Stephanie’s arrival right through the wall shocks me upright for a few seconds, but I have no interest in leaving my crisp little bed. As far as I’m concerned, the Academy doesn’t need to get much bigger than the edges of my sheets.

      I’m not sure if I sleep or not, at all, that night. Every time I let my eyes close, I see the rolling kaleidoscope of black and white. Every time I start to drift off, I feel the haunting weightlessness of being suspended there. It keeps my eyes cracked all through the night as I fade in and out of twilight. Before I know it, the sun’s made its comeback through the window. It goes for round two with another stab at my eyes. I turn away from it and pull the sheets over my shoulder. I focus on the first thought that pops into my head to help get back in the sleeping zone.

      Serge… Who does he think he is? Wing Supervisor… I picture his skin, almost as dark as mine, beaded with sweat the way it was when he came for his visit yesterday. I wonder if it was nerves or the heat. I wonder if he’s really half as powerful as he made himself sound. His hazelnut brown eyes were certainly stony enough. He had roughly half the cut of meat of myself, and on a more slender frame too. Yet he knocked me out with a snap. A Magician. Like the ones who hid Lee’s crew at the hospital. I wonder, as I lay on my bed failing to sleep, if I’d have been better off prodding him harder. Letting him fling me into some illusional prison of light and shadow.

      The door to the room slams again, just like it did the morning before. I roll over to find River trudging to her desk again. She hurls her backpack to her bed just in time, before her arms retract into a furry mess. She folds over on the ground into a canine form. She’s bigger than any dog I’ve ever seen, with visibly coarser fur and longer fangs. I meet her green wolf eyes for just a second. I frown without meaning to - the last thing I want is to show the girl pity. I hear how much she hates it in the snarl she gives me on the way to the bathroom. Before she gets there, her shape compacts and warps from fur to feathers. She takes the form of a parrot, which squeals all the way into the shower.

      “Morning, River…” I mumble into my pillow as I turn my face back into its sweet embrace.

      “Morning, Cece!” a voice chimes from the wall beside my bed. I roll away from it so hard, I slip off the sheets. My back thunks on the floor beneath the misty glow of my other roommate.

      “Ugh… Hi, Stephanie,” I groan as I massage the back of my head. I can already feel the bump forming where I struck it on the drawer sticking out from under the bed. “Is it…hard for you to use doors?”

      “A little, sorry,” says Stephanie. The heavy regret in her bodiless voice curls my lips to one side of my mouth. “I’m still learning how to interact with the physical world. I’m still mostly in the Blue Plane. A lot of us here… We’re here out of necessity, not preference.” My eyes drift to the bathroom door, to River, then back to Stephanie.

      “Hey, don’t worry about it,” I wave her off, “So…that’s what you learn about here? What, in classes? Like a regular school?”

      “Yes and no,” Stephanie chuckles, “I’m really not the best person - er - the best one to explain it. You might get it more if you ever leave this room.” Stephanie swirls around me like a silvery blue cloud as I grip the frame of my bed to climb up on my feet. I can’t help thinking I should feel cold, or a breeze, but she sends no ripples of temperature through the room.

      “Maybe later,” I tell her, and hop back up on my bed.

      “Maybe now?” Stephanie counters, “Cece. You haven’t left this room in two days. That means you haven’t eaten in two days.”

      “I’m not hungry yet,” I lie to her. Well, it’s only half a lie, considering the word yet. I’ve already been hungry, so intensely as a matter of fact that my body has abandoned reminding me. Now I’m settled into the idea of going without, I hardly know why I needed to eat in the first place. Stephanie lets out a long sigh.

      “You have no idea what that does to me. What I’d give to rip something with some teeth… To taste. To feel satisfied,” she pines. Her soft blue eminence floats towards the door.

      “Sorry… I didn’t even think…” but I also have no idea how to even begin empathizing with a floating blue wisp. Still, I lay flat on my bed, unmoving. Stephanie hangs in the air by the door, like a stormcloud.

      “So… You’re sure you won’t come?” she asks one last time.

      “Maybe next time,” I tell her. Why feed myself now, when my stomach has so recently become accustomed to empty halls?

      “Alright,” says Stephanie.
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        * * *

      

      Cece,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing Cafeteria

      Suddenly, I’m sitting up instead of laying. My butt is on a hard surface rather than my bed. The silence of our room is instantly exchanged for the bustle of a hundred voices. I look around to find at least that many other people my age on long benches at long tables. We fill a blue and gray tiled room that is walled in on three sides by buffet trays and food lines. One side of it is open to an expansive courtyard, where a few more people sit at a few more tables. Students of the Broken Academy. It’s the damn cafeteria. What in the hell am I doing here? I find my answer in a blue mist that rolls out of my chest. It curls across the table and takes the loose, ever-collapsing shape of a woman.

      “What the hell, Stephanie?” I growl, as soon as control of my voice box returns.

      “I possessed you,” Stephanie admits. There’s a healthy tinge of shame in her voice, but I can’t help feeling there should be more for commandeering a person’s body.

      “Oh, okay. So you can possess things,” I commend, like it’s nothing. I’m not sure exactly why I expect a bodiless spirit to pick up on sarcasm.

      “Yeah, like I did with the sprinkler,” Stephanie tells me. My palm rises to shade my forehead. Stephanie explains the art of possession the same way one might on how to fold a t-shirt. Sure, you just hop on in, take over for a few, and walk the girl wherever you want!

      “I am not a sprinkler, Stephanie!” I hiss. A few of the students adjacent to us on the bench shift away when they overhear it.

      “No, you’re not,” Stephanie bounces back. The remorse is a little thicker in her tone this time around. “You actually need food. And sun. And maybe a little human interaction?”

      “This may come as a shock to you, but I actually prefer my human interaction to happen outside my body!” I counter. I cross my arms over a collared Academy shirt. The symbol over the chest pocket is the Council Chamber, from above. A gray arc with a bright blue circle inside, surrounded by six other colored circles, I guess to represent the six Councilmembers. Orange, red, green, gray, white and black. I wonder briefly where it came from, but at least Stephanie had the decency to dress me first.

      “Well, I’m not human, so possession doesn’t count anyway. That’s why I brought you here. Mingle. Eat. Function for a few minutes, then we can go back, I promise,” Stephanie tries to bargain. Bad as I want to shove it back in her face, for adding to the long list of people backing me into a corner, I feel my fists begin to unclench. I don’t need to see her face to tell how worried she is, despite hardly knowing the first thing about it. I guess it’s a preferable alternative to the shove of the Council, River and Serge. Besides, the tempting aroma of a delectable meal has already spread to my lungs. My stomach roars awake.

      “Bring me to whatever that amazing smell is, and you’ve got a deal,” I tell her. My lips twitch in a little smirk. Stephanie floats up from her seat, and I follow suit towards one of the buffet lines.

      “Well, I can show you the stuff everyone else raves about, at least,” she chimes.

      “Right. Of course, you don’t eat,” I realize. The poor girl can’t even open a door, why would she need to pour solid matter down her ghostly throat? “You went to lunch yesterday too. Do you…go every day?”

      “Most days,” Stephanie tells me as we move along the line. The deep, steaming steel trays come up fast.

      “Why?” I ask.

      “If I’m not around people…if no one acknowledges me…it’s hard to make myself stay here. I tend to fade back to the Blue Plane,” Stephanie admits, quietly, so the people around us can’t hear. I make it to the first tray, a precut meatloaf. It has a nice crust to the top of it, but I pass it right by. I’m too wrapped up in the rest of Stephanie’s explanation, but it doesn’t come on its own.

      “You mentioned that before, too. Want to tell me what you mean by Blue Plane?” I probe. Now those mashed potatoes I can’t pass up, no matter how enthralled I am in other matters. I scoop and slam a massive dollop on a tray.

      “I mean… A place that’s here, all around you. Above and below. But it works like a one-way mirror. Things in the Blue Plane can see what’s happening in this Realm, even if you can’t look back. Only Astrals can move freely between the two,” Stephanie tells me. Her remarkable lack of emotion tells me this is rote memory - something she learned but doesn’t fully understand, either. “That, right there. The chicken with lemon is always a sellout. I’m surprised there’s any left.”

      “Thanks. It sounds a little like the Soul of Fire. It’s like a place, I think, but I can only go there by closing my eyes or focusing.” I chuckle at how much more animated she is about the chicken. I pluck up a piece with the tongs and sneak a spoonful of the buttery sauce it sits in. Angry as I am with my Mom, I can’t keep her out of my head when I see the tray of asparagus and slivered red peppers. She cuts them that same way. I frown my way past them and elect for a spoonful of soggy Brussels sprouts instead. “I’m good, we can go back… How long have you been here, Stephanie?” I ask on our way back to our seat. She floats beside me until we reach it, when she passes right through the table to “sit” straight across.

      “A year, maybe two. The beginning is really hazy. For…I don’t know how long, maybe years, there was just blackness. It was like sleep, but…better. Then one day this blue light flashes by and…I was just alive again. Rather - I was awake again. I’m not sure if I’m actually alive, you know? I guess I was, at some point. Astrals are supposed to have physical bodies, though we can exist without them, thanks to the Blue Plane,” Stephanie pieces together, a little too casually for my comfort. I slice off a cut of lemon chicken and toss it back before I ask:

      “You don’t remember your life before, do you?”

      “No… Why do you ask?” Stephanie bounces back.

      “Just the way you talk about it… Being an Astral, not knowing where your body is. There’s no emotion attached to it. I think, if you remembered, you’d feel something. You’d be upset, or angry, or something,” I tell her. After all, she’s been the most honest with me of anyone I’ve met at the Academy. She stays quiet for a few uncomfortable bites of my mashed potatoes and sprouts. It goes on just long enough for some regret to bubble in the hungry pit inside me.

      “I’d feel something… Huh,” Stephanie mumbles. I go on munching, not entirely sure how to approach the ghost with the identity crisis watching me eat. Maybe it’s twisted, but in a way, it’s relieving. It’s refreshing. That ghost is struggling with what she is - she hardly understands it - I’m not the only one. I resolve to feed myself in the quiet interim. That is, until another voice projects over me. It comes through not my ears, but the very fibers of my consciousness. My ember connects with that of another in the Soul of Fire.

      “Stimulating as this conversation seems, I’d like to suggest you try to understand yourself before you jump right to the role of supernatural therapist.”
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      Lee,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing Cafeteria

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Lee? You’re as bad as Stephanie. Are you just going to pop into my head whenever you feel like it, listen and weigh in on all my conversations?” Cece’s rage flares back at me through the invisible connection we share.

      “Check behind you,” I tease her. I turn my own head back to watch her do it. I’m about three tables behind her across the cafeteria. “I didn’t mean to pop in, uninvited. I heard you talking to Stephanie, I saw you, and we connected. It’s going to happen from time to time, until you get a handle on this whole Dragon thing.”

      “Me?” Cece calls back without an actual sound, “You saw me! You must have been thinking about me too.” I can picture the pout on her face with my eyes closed. I gaze into her azure ember in the Soul of Fire.

      “Guilty as charged. I was thinking you could come join us at our table over here. Thought it might do you some good to get to know a few others like us,” I invite her. She considers it for all of a second - I can feel it. Then her ember flares up to chase me out, to sever our connection. Unfortunately for her, she can’t know that it’s not so easy. “Stephanie can come too. Everyone likes her.”

      “Yeah, she’s a blast. Possessed me to walk me down to the cafeteria. Thing is, I can hardly deal with one other Dragon in my head. I’ll pass on the team bonding for now,” Cece tells me. It might be seventy-five percent true, but that other quarter, that last little piece of her, wants more. Hell, if she’s going to make it here, she’ll need more than one friend. I remember how scared I was to join the other Dragons too. How could I expect them to open their doors to someone like me? After everything I did?

      “Cece. Please. It can be better for you than you’re thinking right now,” I try, gently. Her ember surges to a blue wildfire.

      “It’s for me to decide what I think and when, Lee! If you want to be another voice to push me around, you come to me, and I’ll let you know exactly what’s on my mind!” Cece dares me. She’s fierce, but I’ve been doing this longer than she has. I know how to channel one emotion to conceal another, or my conscious intent. That’s how I got so close to her without her realizing. I lay a soft hand on her shoulder.

      “What’s on your mind, Cece?” I ask.

      “Hi, Lee,” Stephanie chimes.

      “Hey, Steph,” I grin at her. Then the temperature of Cece’s skin spikes against my hand. I pull my hand away just too slow. She shoots her arms back over her shoulder and grasps me by the wrist and forearm.

      “Cece, no!” I hear Stephanie’s shout too late, it’s already flipping away from me. Cece’s just discovered some of the other things excess heat in the muscles can do, if you use it right. I flail head over heels, over their table, to the hard tiled floor. A few of the Dragons at the table I left behind stand up while all heads turn to me, sliding to the border of the cafeteria and the courtyard.

      “Relax. It’s alright,” I send to the Dragons through the Soul of Fire. I’m only halfway to my feet when Cece leaps from the bench of her table and lands right in front of me. I can’t help a smirk at how at home she already looks, only two days since I’ve seen her last. She’s got an Academy shirt on. She doesn’t shy away from exploring her powers, right out in the open. She lumbers over me like a statue in the glare of sunlight that comes in through the courtyard. “See? You can let it out. Whether or not you want it, we’re here to help. You need it.”

      “I need you to shut up. I need everyone…to just shut up and let me think this out,” Cece grumbles. I get myself halfway to my feet before I dare open my lips again. I wait until she looks more confused than angry again.

      “Cece…please, just listen. This isn’t something you can think-”

      “Plan B,” Cece cuts me off with a sigh. Her hands snap open. They stretch as wide as her fingers will go to hone her focus on the spot just in front of my shoes. The very air itself combusts with a thunderous pop, and flings me right out of the cafeteria. I drive my heels down into the sun-baked mulch of the garden just outside to stop, a bit too fast, and slide into the walls of a raised brick garden.

      “You want to chase everyone away? Go ahead and try,” I pant. Cece strolls from the open front of the cafeteria, both hands flickering with crimson fire. The very beginnings of scales dimple her skin where the flame circles round.

      “You might have been where I am now, Lee. But you’re not me,” Cece snarls. Yet, even while her voice seethes venom, her eyes fill with water. She squints to cage it all inside. She can’t see, she won’t let herself see how good this is for her. A place where anyone can let the beast loose, before they try to tame it.

      “We’ll see,” I dare, just to piss her off. Just to put that candle she’s so afraid of lighting up in flames. Cece thrusts both hands before her. Two cones of fire twist across the courtyard, straight at me. Tall grass folds away from it in crackling black tendrils. Flower petals wilt everywhere within inches of Cece’s fury made manifest.

      Her fire crashes into an invisible barrier created around me when I put my own arms forward. Just as she can strike the air into flame, so I manipulate it to spiral around me and up, harmlessly into the sky. Cece presses, intensifying the flaming beam, and I redirect it into a smoking tornado that students gather from every adjoining hall to see.

      “I can hold this all day!” I scream to Cece. But, if that’s true, why am I sweating so much? “Go on, let it all out!” I challenge, even while my own skin starts to heat. She’s only just Awakened - a fledgling at most - I can hardly believe it when my own scales start to show through my skin. Cece spews hellfire from within harder and longer than I’ve seen any newbie do before, maybe even a few veterans I know. She goes on, in fact, until someone cries out to us both:

      “Cecelia Ford! Lee Kaiba! That’s enough!” Our embers connect with an enormous ruby torch in the Soul of Fire. I’d lower my guard instantly to Dragonlord Thise, but my sparring partner seems uninclined to let me. Just then, a winged shadow descends from above.

      Thise maintains a mostly human form, with the exception of her wings, even while dispelling the flaming tornado around me. She shoots down straight through the eye of the cyclone and spins against the flow, wings outstretched. The flame puffs out to rising smog all around me. She puts a hand up to intercept the twisting whips of fire from Cece. She lets them crash straight into her palm with no repercussions while her wings give a single, sonic flap. The hot air wave she launches eats through Cece’s river of fire and blows out her arms easier than the candles on a birthday cake. The second it’s over, Thise folds her arms in front of her and her wings behind her. She dismisses the credit of any remaining threat with her casualness as she announces:

      “All students return to lunch or class!” Thise then turns to Cece and me to utter, much quieter, “Everyone besides you two. My office, if you would.”

      The Dragonlord turns her back to us and begins on her way. A challenge to Cece - to test her flame against stronger mettle. She elects not to take it and follows Thise alongside me. We make uncomfortable eye contact a few times, but we don’t speak on the whole walk there. My hands tremble at my sides at the thought of how much power really sleeps inside the pretty little girl beside me.
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      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy, Dragonlord’s Office

      “Office” seems to be a loose term in the Broken Academy. Lee and I stand shoulder to shoulder inside a tiny cave that looks like it belongs in the heart of a volcano. Its bleak rocky walls are splintered by a hundred dripping creeks of lava. The gummy red-orange flow bleeds down from several openings in the ceiling, along every wall, into little cracks on the floor that we had to step over to get this far. All signs of the expensive-looking, but fairly normal waiting room Lee brought me to before were left behind the second we stepped through the door to Thise’s private office. Where in the hell the lava comes from or goes is a mystery my brain can’t handle. Not now, on top of the burning silence between the three of us.

      Thise sits across from Lee and me at the only thing that makes this place resemble an office at all. A desk, with a chair. Both seem to be made from a dark mineral of some sort. Their slate color is veined with light blue lightning bolts beneath a polished surface of gloss. It is on this exquisite surface that Dragonlord Thise rests her folded knuckles. It is over the glare of this marvelous tabletop that her bright hazel eyes burn through the cracks of her laugh or scream lines, just like the lava in the walls.

      I keep waiting for her to say something. Anything would do just now. At least my high school principals didn’t impose this hell of a wait, when I inevitably fucked up. Lee is about as much help as he was twenty minutes ago, when he landed me here. I suppose it’s not entirely fair to blame the whole thing on him, but I sure as hell feel like it right now. Why can’t he just leave me alone? If he just gave me the chance, maybe I would go to him. All of that, however, is buried pretty deep at the moment under a hard shell of frustration at being pushed. Even if it did feel damn good to let the fire loose.

      That’s it. That’s about all the spinning in circles around my own head I can take. I open my mouth, take a breath, and-

      “Cecelia. I understand why you’re upset with Lee,” Thise stops me short. She even uses my full name, just like my Mom. I’d be pissed if I wasn’t so shocked by what she just said. “This is all new to you. Being connected to others in such a way when your unique experience has left you more isolated than most other people ever feel.” The knife sinks in deep on that one, deep enough that I don’t feel much like opening my mouth anymore. I’m not sure what might come out of it, so I seal my lips. I squeeze one arm in the other without thinking about it.

      “Lee. I understand what you’re trying to do for Cecelia. But you are relatively new to rescue and orientation. It’s not uncommon for mistakes like this to happen,” Thise says to Lee. From the corner of my eye, I see him avert his own to the floor. He absently watches lava roll around a few inches past the outside of his shoe. Try as I might, I can’t help the little pang of sympathy that bubbles through my gut. “She’s not ready. This is for both of your wellbeing.” With this, Thise lazily pops a few fingers from her folded knuckle-basket. Three of them flicker back and forth past one another. A chill dances up and down my every pore. I see Lee’s hairs prickle up, the same as mine.

      I can almost hear something crack, then a lock click. It’s so faint, I think it might be the heat of the office getting to me. But there’s a difference I can’t deny, in the very atmosphere around us. It’s like suddenly, something’s missing from the very air in the room. The longer I try to put a finger on it, the harder it is to pinpoint. For so small a piece, for not even knowing what it is, it’s odd how much I miss it.

      “What…did you do?” I dare to ask when Thise laces her fingers back together.

      “She broke our connection in the Soul of Fire,” Lee mutters. My chest flutters with confusion. I mean, it’s not like Lee and I are best friends. But this hole, this vacuum that’s taken his place inside me… It’s like I’ve lost a part of myself.

      “It can be mended, but only by you,” Thise tells me, “I’ve locked Lee’s end of the connection. He won’t be able to pop into your head any longer, without your permission.”

      “I…” I feel like I should thank Thise, but Lee’s hurt enough as it is. The guy was willing to take the full force of my fire to make me feel better - the least I can do is bite my tongue. “Alright.”

      “Lee. I would recommend some space for Cece. You should know better than most that everyone’s journey here is unique,” Thise tells Lee. He nods in silence. “You may go.” Lee turns on his heels immediately, followed shortly by me. “Just Lee. Cecelia, I’d like you to remain, if you would.”

      “Sure,” I mumble. I force myself to turn back to the stone desk, and the stony face above it. Thise waits until the last of Lee’s footsteps are muffled by the closing of the office door behind him. Then she reaches below the top of her desk for something. I hear the miraculously smooth slide of a stony drawer from below, from which the Dragonlord draws a thick parchment I’ve seen before. It’s the same stacked file the Fey receptionist had been working on - my file. Thise flattens it against her desk and stares down the length of her nose to glide over line after line.

      “Cecelia Ford. Charged with thirty-six juvenile counts of property destruction. Five juvenile assaults. This was across…four different high schools,” Thise reads off to me. Her finger pokes out across the document to help her track it all across the busy page. “Performed on level or above with your peers before high school. At this point, Cecelia took an academic plummet, despite testing out of any learning disability services. Occasionally disrespectful. Obstinate and uncooperative when apprehended. Anger management issues.”

      “You’ve got all my greatest hits there,” I snort at whatever point she’s trying to make. If she’s trying to put my fire out, she’s on the right track. I shrink a few inches with each trip down memory lane, until I feel about the size of an ant under Thise’s boot.

      “Attended the University of California for one semester. Ejected from program and campus for an act of arson, which resulted in the loss of an entire gymnasium,” Thise goes on, as if I’ve said nothing. As if it’s a script for some terrible tragedy. She nods her head in apparent understanding as she slides the page towards the edge of her desk. “This is what brought you here.” I watch Thise’s fingers in confusion as they press harder, right up until she scrunches my record into a ball and tosses it in a lava creek. The thing is reduced to ash, swept down the hot river, in a second flat. “This is also exactly where it ceases to matter.”

      “You’re…giving me a clean slate?” I marvel. My eyes linger in the lava creek, seeking out the last modicums of my past before they incinerate completely.

      “No one’s slate is clean. Not here, or anywhere else. Yours happens to be scorched in a few places. But what you inscribe on that slate is entirely in your hands,” Thise tells me, “That is what the Academy can offer you that no place else can. A chance to change the story you still have to write. This place doesn’t have to be a prison for you. If you want it bad enough, this could be the place where you finally flourish, Cece.” I blame it on the Soul of Fire - she can speak straight into my mind - but when Thise says it…I want to believe. For the first time in years, I almost feel like I could. If only for one little detail that didn’t appear on her document. One that never had a police report filed.

      “I’m not so sure I deserve the chance you’re giving me. I’m sure everyone here is at least half as much a mess as me. But…how many of your students are murderers?”

      “Cecelia. You didn’t kill your brother,” Thise says. The cracks around her eyes flatten out with the warmth that rises to her cheeks. Her brow curls down. Right. She can feel it to some degree less than I do. We’re connected. Then she should know. That Vampire might have sentenced Jason to die with those wicked teeth, but I was the executioner. Mom and Dad can’t even bury him because I lost my temper. Knowing that, how can Thise sit across from me with that stupid face on? How can she feel pity for me? Then she says, “Your lack of understanding may have played a part in his death. Then, if vengeance is so important to you, wouldn’t the best way to achieve it be to extinguish that lack of understanding?”

      “You think…” Damn, I cut myself off. I didn’t expect it to come out so shaky. Now I’m sniffling, too, like a goddamn six-year-old. I clench my fists until they shake at my side, but I can’t stop whimpering. “You think I could…” I give up trying to say it. Thise can hear it, hysterical in my brain, anyway. You really think I can come back from this? No answer comes from the Dragonlord, either in the Soul of Fire or the world outside. Instead, Thise pulls a new document from her drawers and slides it across her desk to me.

      “This is a roster of basic classes. I’ve started you with three, so as not to overwhelm you. Your first term will serve mostly as an adjustment period,” Thise tells me. I lift a shaky hand to take the slip. On it are inscribed Mystical History, Introduction to Scale Science and Basic Transformation. It’s all I can do not to laugh through the tears welled up in my eyes. I’m going to sit in a classroom and take notes on my hidden scales? But when I look up at Thise, her eyes say you’re damn right you will. With a woman so intense, looking at me just that way, how could I not at least try?

      “A whole semester just to adjust? You can do that?” I ask instead.

      “The Broken Academy prides itself on its flexibility. It’s why we don’t enforce a typical four-year structure. Each student stays as long as he or she needs. Some don’t ever leave. Some become Dragonlord, and plan to learn until they can’t get out of bed anymore,” Thise gives me the tiniest little smirk. I reflect the face back at her. Here, Thise straightens up, the wrinkles return around her eyes and she laces her fingers back together.

      “Now, I’ll be the last person to advise you on your romantic life, but…do not judge Lee too harshly. Believe me, I know how little it matters to you just now that his heart is in the right place,” Thise says, when she feels my shift in attitude. “Believe me, too, when I tell you that a broken connection in the Soul of Fire is a terrible loss of knowledge. One of the greatest things about being a Dragon, you’ll find in time, is the network of knowledge we all share.”

      “I’ll remember that,” I tell her, which is all I can promise right now. Whether or not I’ll open the connection again or not… Well, I guess what I put on my slate is up to me.

      “Now, go back to lunch with the roommate you like. And try not to set the one you don’t on fire. River Murtagh…has things of her own to deal with.” Thise dismisses. You knew? I almost blurt out. But then I remember, of course she did. Damned network of knowledge.

      “I’ll- uh, try,” I manage to fumble in reply. I share a nod with the Dragonlord, and leave her office. To my disbelief, I have to wipe more than a few beads of sweat from my forehead before I start on my way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Mystical History

          

        

      

    

    
      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy, Room A1C

      The next morning, when the sun stabs my eyes, I get up right away. I rush through a shower before River gets back for her daily door slam, bag toss and her own record-pushing shower. It’s a wonder the Academy has any hot water left, after her daily work. Then again, I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s some sort of enchanted, eternal spring run by Witches on hamster wheels under this crazy place. I’m out of the room before River even gets back.

      I hear a door slam down the hall just before I close mine, and catch Serge’s butt vanishing around a corner. Great, I realize he’s going the exact way I need to. I give him a few seconds of a headstart so I don’t feel like I’m stalking him, which hardly works. He must be the slowest all-powerful Magician in history. But then, he is carrying around a sizeable tower of books, so I guess I can’t blame him. I creep through the D Wing dorm hall, the Fey Gardens and alleys of classrooms in C Wing as slow as I can, according to the floor chart Stephanie lent me. For my patience, I’m rewarded by watching Serge walk right through the door to my own Mystical History classroom. I tilt my head at the bizarrely frustrating situation. Shouldn’t a Wing Supervisor be long done with rote basics like Mystical History? I’ve got little choice but to find out. I walk through the door to find the room sparsely populated, since I am a little early.

      “Welcome. Sit wherever you like,” announces the tall Fey woman - at least it looks female by human conventions - at the board. She inscribes the words Fey Hartgen and Mystical History across a huge scroll of parchment -  not unlike my enchanted record - that spans a whole wall of the room. I pass by her, who I figure to be the instructor, for the seats, and almost bump into a tall slender man along the way. I look up into the brown light of Serge’s smirking eyes.

      “I’d recommend a spot close to the front. Fey Hartgen tends to be a little soft spoken,” he whispers.

      “Thanks a bunch,” I answer him with a smile of my own. Neither of us looks particularly happy, though. It’s more like a baring of teeth, each an answer for the other’s challenge. “You must be a little behind on your classes if you’re stuck here with me.”

      “I must be,” Serge chuckles. He puts a gentle hand on my shoulder to slide past me, to the front of the room. I let him by, and for a second I catch the sweetest smell of spice. Turmeric, maybe paprika? It clings to the ends of his long, dark hair like dew to a blade of grass. Then it’s gone, along with him, to the desk beside Fey Hartgen. Just to spite him, I take a seat dead in the center of the seats for students.

      My chair, along with all of the ones that fill the open center of the classroom, is equipped with a fold-down tray. I make use of it to house my notebook, so I can pretend to doodle while I analyze the other early birds here with me. Serge and Fey Hartgen, the other students in the class look remarkably human. One of them is pretty pale, so I suspect a Vampire. Three others look about as outlandish as I do at the moment, although I catch one of them causing a pencil to vanish and reappear on opposite sides of his textbook mound. Then there’s the guy in the back right corner. Guy is a term I use very loosely for what I see.

      It’s a body of masculine features that my eyes flit to repeatedly until the class is full of other, less interesting classmates. I’m not sure skin is the right word for what he wears as the shell of his figure. It’s blacker than black, like the tone of obsidian. It’s a similar texture too, not the glossy core but the rugged exterior of lava rock. Where a human would have wrinkles in their skin from bending at joints, this body has cracks that shimmer light red. It has some short-trimmed hair, a faded gray color that makes it appear aged and wise without word or action. Two shimmering red lines like tear streaks split its cheeks. Its eyes being closed makes it look like it might be a statue - a prop planted to fool novices like me. Then Fey Hartgen speaks, and its eyes open. Two neon orange lenses attend the professor with as much focus as everyone else in the room. As much as I should- shit. I flip my notebook to a new page and poise my shaky pencil to jot.

      “Welcome to Mystical History. I am Fey Hartgen. I’ll start by imparting knowledge you may or may not already have about my kind, in particular. Yes, all of our names do begin with Fey. Yes, we do address one another as such. I would request you all do the same,” says Fey Hartgen. Stickler, I think to myself, as I scratch the information across the top of my page. Call them Fey - Whatever. “Serge.” Fey Hartgen says next, and steps aside for my Wing Supervisor to address the class.

      “My name is Serge Dalshak. I’m Fey Hartgen’s assistant. If you ever have a question and Fey Hartgen isn’t available, I’m a reasonable second choice. Feel free to come to me for anything, related to the class or not, no matter where you see me,” Serge announces. I feel blood rush to my cheeks. I try to hold back the embarrassment before I remember Serge isn’t a Dragon, so at least he can’t feel it himself.

      “Very good. I trust Serge to handle any help I cannot provide myself. Now, the basics of what you’ll learn here are very, very simple. We’ll establish it today, and detail each piece of the puzzle more as the term goes on. To start, all students that attend the Broken Academy are broken into six different races,” Fey Hartgen announces. I jot it down, even though it makes a certain amount of sense to me, after standing before the Council of Six. “To get us started, as well as break the ice, I’ll be asking one of you from each of these races to introduce yourself, state your kind and tell us something, anything, you know about the history of your race.” Fey Hartgen’s mauve eyes sweep the class to make sure we’re all following. “Serge, why don’t you lead us by example.”

      “Happy to,” Serge answers, and takes a half step towards the front row of desks. I’m glad I didn’t take his seating advice now. The last thing I need is my Wing Supervisor breathing down my neck in my very first class. Getting his savory aroma all over my books. “Magicians were the race that founded the Broken Academy. My ancient predecessors departed India around the same time the European Colonists left Great Britain. While those pilgrims sailed west to the New World, the ancient Magicians sailed east. Having been an oppressed people themselves for their beliefs and abilities, they formed a relationship of mutual benefit with the tribes of California and established the first school for people with their gifts.”

      “Very good,” Fey Hartgen hums when Serge steps back to take his place infinitely hovering beside her desk. “Now…I’ll call on a student from each of our six principle kinds in the order, chronologically, that they were welcomed to join the Academy. Those of you listening with empty hands, this would be the time to grab a pencil.” She waits about half a second for stragglers to pull their heads out from between their asscheeks. I’ve only just finished inscribing a truncated version of Serge’s account when she starts again. “Second row back from the front, third seat from your left. Yes, you. Why don’t you introduce yourself? Name, then race. And tell us what you know of your race’s history.”

      The poor girl is caught entirely off-guard. She fumbles through her name, but at least manages to get out that she’s a Witch. With how rocky a start she gets, the girl really blows me away with her knowledge. She fires off information at full auto, faster than anyone in the class can jot down. Before Fey Hartgen stops her with a hand of dismissal, she gets out that Witches and Warlocks are ancient relatives of the Ahwahneechee Shifter Tribe. Her ancestors were revered as “Witch-Doctors” for their manipulation of natural energies, with the “Doctor” part later being dropped. Magicians and Witches have a long history of cooperation - pretty much since the Magicians touched down in California. It was the ancient Witches and Warlocks that tethered the Academy to six wellsprings of natural energy, which they used to lift it into the sky.

      After that, Fey Hartgen moves to the Shifters, with a muscular boy the same shade of tan as River. I have a brief wonder if all Shifters are from the same Ahnee-wah-whatever Tribe while my hand cramps from the flood of information passing through it. The boy tells a similar story to that of the Witches and Warlocks. The ancient Shapeshifters joined the alliance of Magicians and Witches around the same time. These three races worked together to form a culture of acceptance and discipline that thrived for hundreds of years inside the walls of the Academy.

      “You, dead center. Three rows back, three seats in,” Fey Hartgen calls out. I go on writing, paranoid that I’ll miss a key detail hidden in all the mumbo-jumbo that might make all the difference on the first test. Will there even be tests in this crazy place, or do they just pit us against one another like gladiator matches? How the hell should I know? “Three rows back, three seats in? Early bird with black hair and blue eyes?” Fey Hartgen tries again. It takes me another full line of writing in silence to realize who she means. I feel the expectant eyes of classmates start to fold back on me from all around. Shit. Me?
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        * * *

      

      Bryant,

      The Broken Academy, Room A1C

      This poor girl. Others have told me most humans don’t enjoy being pitied, but I can’t help it. She just keeps scribbling, even while Fey Hartgen prepares to count out her seat position for a third time. If I was closer, I might reach out and nudge the girl. Then again, I might not, since my touch tends to have nefarious results for others.

      I could tell she was a little lost in all of this by the way she stared at me when she walked into the room. In a minute flat, she completely undid the effects of my choice of seating. I picked the back corner for a reason. She’d probably laugh if I cracked my eyes a second sooner and told her what I was. She’s probably never heard of a Demon before. Or worse, she has. Now the girl knows how I felt, and I can’t say it’s justice. But then, concepts like justice have always been a little outside my radar. Everyone in Fey Hartgen’s Mystical History class, myself included, stares at her while she shakily lays down her pencil.

      “I’m- uh- Cece Ford… I’m a… Mhm,” Cece hammers the backside of a fist to the bottom of her throat. It’s something I’ve seen humans do before, once or twice, but never so hard. I wonder if she’s trying to dent an airway so that she can’t be expected to present for her race. Every action she takes wraps my attention tighter around her. I couldn’t explain it much further than she’s peculiar, but I find myself waiting on the fringe of her word. “I’m a Dragon. Dragons… Um… Our bodies superheat from the inside, which allows us to create combustions… Our minds are networked by something called the Soul of Fire. It lets us communicate and share thoughts with other Dragons we’ve connected with. That’s…all I know.”

      I tilt my cracked, earthen head at the girl. She’s got it worse than I dared imagine. She understands about as much of what she is as I do. I can imagine how confusing this must be for her. I was in a similar boat on shit creek a while back, without a paddle in sight. Cece stares down at her notebook to escape the expectant eyes all around her. None bend with more sympathy or intrigue than Fey Hartgen’s assistant, Serge. The gravity of her frustration pulls in even my own interest, which remains after Fey Hartgen reclaims the attention of the class with:

      “That’s quite alright, Cece. You’d be surprised how many people in this room know about as much about their own history. That’s why this class exists. We’ll all learn together, even me. I’m sure a few of you come from families I don’t know of, who can offer little nuances I haven’t seen before.”

      Cece sighs and fixes her bright red face down on her notebook. I can’t spot another throughout the whole class as jam-packed full of writing. One by one the eyes of our classmates abandon her in search of Fey Hartgen’s next target. They return to their notebooks or gaze around the room in absent interest. Only Serge and myself remain as onlookers to the girl’s frustration. The two must know one another somehow- there’s a chemistry there I could never replicate. Normally, I’d abandon attempts at understanding here. But then, never before in any class have I seen a person quite like this Cece Ford. She stews in her embarrassment even while she waits for the next line of information. She poises her pencil for another full-hearted try while the heat of her failure pulsates out from her in mirage waves. I close my eyes to let the heat wash over me, only a few rows away. It’s slight, but it reminds me of home.

      “Fifth row back, second seat from the left. Why don’t you go next,” Fey Hartgen announces, which stirs me from my daydream. Daydream? I hardly dream when I lay down to try and sleep. Transitioning back to classroom focus eludes me. When my eyes open again, they float inevitably back to Cece’s tan profile. Her blue eyes that counteract the heat of her body with the chilling force of the underside of a glacier.

      “Darius Jecks. Vampire,” announces the young man Fey Hartgen invited to speak. It’s so brief, but somehow in those three words, he’s erased all traces of embarrassment from Cece’s face. The flush of her cheeks dissolves like someone popped a drain plug. The only mask she has left to wear is pale, full of shock. “We joined the Academy, whether we liked it or not, around the time the east coast made the transition into a metropolitan hotspot, around the 20s I think. Population got plentiful, so we got greedy. Too much rampant, careless feeding called the attention of the Academy, who were so generous as to offer us a choice. Rehabilitate at their supernatural school, or be furthermore treated like a plague. And here we are.”

      With each of Darius’ words, I watch Cece tie herself in a tighter knot. Her fingers fold into a fist that surpasses red, straight to white-hot. The blood flees from her fingers as a little thread of smoke twists out from around its tip. The steel ring below the eraser starts to dissolve before she finally lets it go. Cece flattens her scalding palms on her thighs and alters her breathing. It’s a strategy I’ve seen other humans use to calm themselves or deal with stress. Again, the girl has entangled my mind in her web of intrigue. Perhaps I just don’t understand humans as well as I thought, but I don’t see how anything Darius said could offend her this way.

      “Back right corner seat,” Fey Hartgen calls out, though the sound seems to be coming from a world outside my own. For the moment, my world has shrunk to the space between me and Cece Ford. Why has this girl who, only seconds ago, was so fervent on taking notes, now unable to grasp her pencil without melting it? “Bryant,” Fey Hartgen tries again.

      “Hm?” I grumble back, and my world returns to its usual size. I realize that I am her next demonstrator only when the flock of eager eyes turns now on me. Even Cece, whose sudden rage retreats behind interest, finds me with those deep blue orbs of hers.

      “Would you be so kind as to introduce our class to us Shadewalkers?” Fey Hartgen asks. Even the Fey are hard for me to understand sometimes. Of course she knows I will, and it has nothing to do with my kindness, if I even have any. Because of the nature of my condition, I’ve undertaken classes a bit out of traditional order at the Broken Academy, many with Fey Hartgen herself. Mystical History usually comes far before mastering race-specific abilities and limitations. But there’s a reason there aren’t many Demons here.

      “Of course,” I tell her. The sound of my voice crackles through the bones of those among us who have never heard a Demon before like two tectonic plates scraping together. “I’m Bryant, a Demon. Along with the Fey and Astrals, we make up the category of Shadewalkers at the Academy. Shadewalkers are beings from Realms beyond this one. The originals came through Runic Gates during the early 1900s. While the rest of the world experimented with electricity in the hopes of increasing its availability, the Academy used it to seek out the Realms of Power. They hoped to find the source of each race’s supernatural abilities, in the hopes to better understand themselves. Instead, the Runic Gates opened pathways to Thornegarde, home of the Fey, the Blue Plane, home of the Astrals, and my home, from which came Demons. We were called this by religious fanatics who discovered us. These same people peered into our home Realm though the Runic Gate and deemed it Hell.”

      “Very thorough, Bryant,” Fey Hartgen commends me when I’m done. I was sure to speak slowly, so as not to leave Cece in the lurch, but she doesn’t jot down a thing. She stares back at me, my whole explanation through. In her eyes, I find none of the usual suspicion or fear of those that surround her. I’m not sure exactly what it is I find. She regards me as much like a puzzle as I do her, until Fey Hartgen begins again. “This is a shortened version of everything you’ll learn in this class. We’ll begin today with the Magicians’ departure from India. They were ostracized among their village homes as master tricksters…”

      With this, our class of more than thirty departs together down a twisting mystical road that ends with the Broken Academy all around us. I do my best to write down at least every other word out of Fey Hartgen’s mouth. I’ll need the detail later. At just this moment, not a thing about what she’s saying actually sticks in my mind. All I can stand to think about is the mystery of Cece Ford, whose eyes periodically dart between Serge, Darius and myself. If there’s one thing I am focused on leaving this class with, it’s what she sees when she looks at me. This might just be one of the missing pieces of the big human picture. Fey Rorelia of the Council did warn me when I came here, I wouldn’t understand it, when I found it. But I’d know. Understanding only comes when you gather every last piece.

      When Fey Hartgen dismisses us for the day, no one packs up quicker than Cece, or slower than me. I can pack later. For now, I want to see what her rush is. Cece jams her notebook in a tiny, Academy bag and tosses her pencil in after it. She slings the thing over her shoulder while she stands, almost tipping her desk right over. She’s halfway to the door before most of us have even finished jotting the last of Fey Hartgen’s notes. Serge makes the mistake of stepping into her path.

      “Cece, how are you-”

      “Later. Move,” Cece counters. She flattens a palm on the chest of Serge’s jacket. I can see from the way he flinches that the heat twisting around her bites as hard as it looks. Serge lets her through but follows her out with his eyes. The weight of concern in his coffee-brown irises doubles their size. He cares, so it seems, yet he doesn’t pursue her. There’s something to be learned here about the value of boundaries, I know, but don’t quite understand. It’s part of the reason I play it safe by keeping away from them completely.

      I linger a while in the classroom after Cece leaves, trying to piece it all together. The pegs and holes aren’t quite right, though, too much missing. Still, Mystical History promises to be the most informative class on my roster this term already. I may never be able to share a bond like the one between Cece and Serge, but at least I’ll see her every week.
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      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      I stomp right past Serge out into the hallway. Part of me knows he’s trying to help, but I’m far from ready for help. All I’m ready for now is to wrap my fingers around that bastard’s throat. All I needed was three words, and I knew. Of course it wasn’t Lucidous - the voice of the man who killed my brother is etched too deep in the tissue of my brain to ever forget, to ever fade. Darius Jecks. Vampire, he said, and I knew. It was the same voice from that alleyway. You’re something else, aren’t you? He said then, maybe a week ago. In a previous life. I’ll show him something else. He was frightened at the time, so it was less distinctive than in class, but Darius’ voice has a very distinctive pitch. It’s one of few that I’ve heard that I can say has a shape. He speaks like a twisted, sickening smile. The sound of it, coupled with the flood of Jason’s blood, left a permanent brand on my eardrums. They thrummed for war the second I heard it again.

      There was something else I knew though, instantly, when I heard Darius speak. At the same time I was sure he was the man - the thing - that killed my brother, I was sure there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Not in a classroom full of other potentially powerful supernatural noobies. Not with Fey Hartgen and Serge hanging feet away from me. Not when Darius could, in any way, see it coming. I tried facing him head-on once. I still had parents and a brother before that. No, if I’m going to balance the universal scales of pain and loss - if I’m going to torch that motherfucker - he can’t know beforehand. I have to be stronger. I need control and surprise.

      Suddenly, I’m in front of the door to my room again. While my brain treated me to revenge fantasies to quell the flame in my chest, I must have come here on autopilot. Without realizing it, my little room in D-Wing with a formless bitch and a ghost has become… I wouldn’t say home, but a default, at least. It’s more than I had before, anyway. I twist the knob and push my way inside.

      It looks and sounds like no one’s here. I don’t hear the shower, and Stephanie usually bursts from an inanimate object within the first three seconds of my presence. I kick off my shoes for some much-needed alone time. Both of them hit the bottom drawer of my dresser and plop under my bed. The shockwave frightens something out from behind the unit, which also frightens me. The shadow zips out, rounds the wall, and scurries across my feet. My eyes fix on its coarse fur and long, scaly tail for half a second before it vanishes behind River’s desk. I stiffen up in my bones, muscles, hair and everything.

      “The fuck? We’ve got rats?” I growl. I’ve got no particular fear of them. I’ve seen more than a few of their big-eyed stares peeking out from dumpster lids in SanFran alleys. Still, I’d prefer if nothing scurried across the tops of my bare feet like that. I sigh and crouch low to track down the little guy. Between Darius and the skin-to-skin contact of tiny feet, I don’t stop to think how the hell a rat could even get into the Academy. I creep around to the underside of River’s bed before a thunk pops everything off the surface of her desk. I strafe backward when her chair pushes itself out, then again when she climbs out. She shakes her shoulders to shed the last of her coarse rat fur.

      “What the hell?” River groans, rubbing her head from where she just struck it.

      “You’re asking me what the hell?” I snort.

      “Yeah. What’s the idea, throwing your shoes at me and chasing me around?”

      “How in the hell was I supposed to know that you were hiding back there, or that you were a rat?” I demand. I’ve tried the silent treatment with her most days, but I’m a little hotter in the core than most days. “I was about to catch you and let you go in the courtyard!”

      “Here’s a tip, dipshit,” River twinges my nerves. “The Academy’s a few thousand feet above California. We don’t have pests or pets up here, so if you see an animal in the room - it’s me!” I want to scream right back at her, but it only takes that second-long pause. I wait. I don’t give her the satisfaction, not instantly, and I see her face change. Regret. Without a rise from someone, someone to point the finger at, River’s anger turns right back inward. Against all of my best efforts to stay spiteful, my own frustration performs a similar loop.

      “Is it like this…all the time?” I force myself to ask. “You… Can you do it on purpose at all? Or does it always happen when you don’t want it to?” River’s face transforms into a shape I haven’t seen before. I’m not even sure which one it is, but it sure isn’t angry. She looks more surprised than anything. For the moment it lasts and her lips hang open, I almost believe something besides unbridled hate might come out.

      “What do you care?” River snaps instead. Her face scrunches back to its typical frustration.

      “I don’t know - maybe because we live in the same thirty-foot-wide room? It’s sort of relevant to me,” I bite back. While there’s nothing particularly aggressive in my choice of words, the venom in my tone is palpable. Especially to River. Her single stomp towards me booms through the foundations under our floor with more force than any human could usually muster. Her leg muscle has already begun its pre-shifting bubble.

      “My business is mine. What I can and can’t do has nothing to do with you,” River reflects my rattlesnake bite right back at me. I notice how hot it’s getting around me by the wavy distortion of the edges of the room. I can’t feel it, but my roommate’s forehead beads up with sweat almost instantly.

      “Do you do this to everyone, or just me?” I dig in. “How do you ever expect to live if you’re going to attack every person who asks you a simple question?” Lines sink deep into River’s tense, glossy forehead.

      “What, you want to be besties? You’re telling me with all of your own shit you wade around in every day, you want to add mine to the mix? You want to know…about my control issues? ‘Cause I can show you,” River chuckles, an admittedly rattling sound with the mania in her eyes.

      “We don’t have to be besties. But we don’t have to be at one another’s throats every time we cross paths,” I try again. Despite my every urge to erupt, I let my clenched fists down. I try to slow my breathing. I need to reserve this rage for the right target. I need control.

      “We don’t have to be anything,” River growls, and for a second it looks like she might calm down too. “Why don’t we go back to that? It worked well the past week or so. We both pretend like the other doesn’t exist?” When I hear the hint of an authentic plea in her voice, it’s suddenly easier to quell the rage inside. Some of the heat distortion dissolves from around me. I unclench my knuckles to raise the open palms of a truce.

      “I don’t think we can, River. Not when there’s a chance I’m going to walk in here and find you scurrying across the floor as a cockroach or smashing walls as a gorilla. How am I supposed to pretend you’re not there, or even know it’s you?” I ask. I give her a few seconds to concoct an answer, but she only stands there, rigid as a statue, still ready to snap. “River-”

      “Shut up - would you just shut up? I’m thinking…” River barks.

      “Alright, just take it…” I try to stop myself, remembering how well my roommate deals with commands. By then, it’s too late. I see a pulse shoot through her muscle, like a wave through water.

      “Don’t tell me to take it easy! This is the only place I can…” River whimpers for a second, before a moment of weakness transforms to one of pure rancor. It’s a pattern I recognize well. “I don’t know what to do!” River screams.

      “Alright - River!” I scream when her body contorts like a twizzler. Her skeleton and muscles compress, then expand with a horrific series of cracks, until she’s twice the size she was a second ago. She’s also covered head to toe in dark, long hair, with bulging muscles and a simian grimace locked right onto me. I just had to mention gorillas. Silverback River lumbers straight towards me, fist swinging like an iron club. “River stop!” I shout, then duck when she does the exact inverse.

      River’s massive arm leaves a deep imprint in the steel face of our room fridge behind me. I sprint across the room and wheel around while my beast of a roomie shakes out her sore forearm. Her head pivots on a hinge of vengeance. I see my own conflicted reflection in her furious green eyes. She grips the carpet with her jointed toes to fling herself at me again. My hand flies out on a pulse of instinct alone. For the first time in my life, I conjure a flame without anger. I want a wall between me and River, and one ignites. A perfect barrier of flame strikes alive across the length of our carpet, rising almost to the ceiling. I watch River’s eyes through the fire as she paces from one end of it to the other on her forearms.

      I’ve never had the fire obey me like this. I keep my hand out for focus, whether or not it actually has anything to do with the barrier. I shake with the fear that it might extinguish itself any second. But, in spite of every worry, my face curls in a smile at the idea that I can control it. Now I just need the right person on the other side of my firewall.
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        * * *

      

      Serge,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      “I’m telling you, these two are going to destroy this place, if they don’t get me expelled first,” I rattle off to my suitemate. Side by side, we sprint through the outer halls of the C Wing classrooms. I didn’t even have a chance to finish going over first day notes with Fey Hartgen before my Dorm Monitoring Amulet lit up my pockets.

      “I can run ahead, you know. I could be there before the end of this sentence,” Darius reminds me. As if I could forget. You never forget what a Vampire accessing their full speed does to your eyes and brain. Of all the benefits that come with being Wing Supervisor, having Darius Jecks in the other single room attached to mine is by far one of the best. I try not to overuse his willingness to step in and help. It’s bad form to take advantage of an old friend. If there’s one thing Dalshak Magicians are conditioned to hate, it’s bad form.

      “No. I appreciate you coming, but you’re my backup. It wouldn’t go over well with the Council for a Wing Supervisor to send others to take care of his own charges,” I dismiss the tempting idea. I drive my heels down to bound down halls and cut corners as fast as I can. Darius keeps pace without a deep breath or a drop of sweat.

      I should have known. In all the times I’ve passed Cece with a casual smile, in the D Wing halls or cafeteria, she’s seemed better. Whatever Thise said to her after the incident in the courtyard stuck, at least a little. We haven’t had so much as a hiccup since then, which I counted as significant progress, even if it was just a week. But, when she left Mystical History… It’s an odd thing, to feel someone else’s anger burn through your clothes. Cece was so distracted by whatever it was that she stormed out without even noticing the hand-shaped burn mark she left on my shirt. Why didn’t I figure she would get into it with River today? Why did I believe that she’d somehow be able to cool off?

      It might be because of the girl I saw in class today. The Cece that sat a few feet away from me in Mystical History just now was a very different girl from the one I had to toss in an illusory prison. She was attentive. She was interested. She took more notes than anyone I’ve seen in such a basic class. When she glanced up at me from her notebook from time to time, there was something I might even call sweet in those crystal blue eyes, if I didn’t know any better. If I didn’t know the Cece that’s waiting for me in her room at the end of this last hall. I saw something change in her, right before my eyes, during class. I saw the sweet girl who bounced back so quickly from making an ass of herself when Fey Hartgen put her on the spot transform into something made of hate. I should have known right then what was coming.

      This time, when I get to Cece and River’s door, I don’t bother knocking. I don’t bother with the room key ring in my pocket either. I tense and flick my fingers to manipulate the light in the hallway. At my command, it spreads to fill every nook of the keyhole in front of me. The door clicks open.

      “Enough!” I roar as the way opens wide. But when I see the girls inside, my hands freeze in front of me. Every word of authoritative volume catches in my throat. I see not two people tangled in a duel to the death, but a stalemate. I see the same sweet girl from class separated from an enormous ape by a solid, controlled wall of fire. Then I see the same transformation I saw in Mystical History. The second she lays eyes on Darius behind me, her solid wall of flame becomes as wild as her eyes. “Cece. Calm down. The hell is happening here?” It takes everything she’s got to tear her eyes away from Darius.

      “I… We just… We got into an argument, is all,” Cece growls. I watch her hands twitch in a struggle to rein in her wall of fire.

      “Oh, is that all?” I echo. I let anger seep through my tone just a little for the scorch lines on the carpet and ceiling. The oddest thing about the stand-off, though, is that it looks remarkably one-sided. River continues to pace on her knuckles, grunting for vengeance every second. If Cece wasn’t caging her with fire, I don’t doubt she might go for me, too. Cece, however, hasn’t paid River mind since we arrived. Her eyes flit back and forth between me and Darius. “Can you keep it together, or do I need to send you somewhere, too?” I ask. Cece’s lips hang half open, though she makes no sound. She only shakes her head.

      I snap my fingers. River drops. She’s human again before she hits the carpet. The whole time I keep my eyes fixed on Cece’s. In them, I see both versions of her warring for control. I watch them wrestle for control of her hand, of the wall of fire that still separates the three of us from River. Cece’s lips quiver with whatever thoughts torture her behind that pretty face. I raise my hands in surrender as I make my way closer to the heat of her protective barrier.

      “Can you bring it down?” I ask her. She stares at me, wide-eyed, for a long while before she nods. If there was a word or any series of words strung in just the right phrase to heal the hurt in her eyes, I’d have said them. But I can’t imagine a medicine strong enough to patch the hole I see in her eyes. I can’t help wondering, as I walk within inches of the weakening firewall, what in the hell happened to her?

      “What are you going to do to her?” Cece whimpers, arms lowering halfway to her sides.

      “Two offenses of room damage in a month, on top of everything else she’s wrecked?” Darius answers, while I’m too captivated by those crystal blue eyes. “A day in the detention cells at least.” Cece’s eyes shoot to him. I watch her pupils shrink in two thirsty pools of hate. Her firewall flames up hotter than ever, sending smoke up my shirt. I recoil with a grunt and turn to find her arms back up, muscles bulging.

      “Cece!” I call to her. A second wall branches from the center of her fist before she listens. This new, raging curtain separates me from her and Darius. Her fingers crunch together as if crushing something invisible in the air. Her firewalls threaten to close in on Darius like a red-hot scissor. “Cece. Let me help you, like you were trying to help River!” Cece’s fingers freeze again. Her eyes scrape across the walls, from Darius back to me.

      “Leave her be,” Cece demands. Just when I thought I was starting to understand this girl. The last thing I expected her to pull out of her magic, flaming hat, was concern for the girl that tried to crush her with gorilla strength. Still, if there’s a way to do this without flinging Cece into a lightspace prison, that’s what I’m supposed to do, as her Wing Supervisor. More than that…it’s what I want to do for this girl with two such contradictory natures. I know all too much about restraining urges, but I imagine Cece could teach even me a thing or two.

      “You two won’t have a problem when she wakes up?” I ask.

      “I won’t be here when she wakes up,” Cece sniffles.

      “I can get you a new rug, but someone’s going to have to paint the ceiling… I don’t advise asking River,” I say to her as one final warning.

      “I’ll paint it later if you bring me some,” Cece concedes.

      “Deal,” I say, and back away from the firewall. Cece’s arms drop. A jarring drop in light and temperature befalls the room as every trace of fire swirls out to smoke. Cece drags herself to the window almost immediately. Her arms, she finds, are too weak even to open it now. I start across the room, warning Darius not to follow with a hand up behind me. I don’t have a wild guess why, but there’s something else going on between him and Cece. I see it in her eyes every time she glances him. “Here,” I offer at the window. I slip my fingers around the outside of Cece’s relentless hands and help her open the window. The smoke begins to billow out to the sky.

      “Thanks,” Cece whispers. She turns around so quickly, so suddenly, she couldn’t have guessed how close we’d be. Her face hangs in the air an inch away from mine. Her lips are just below mine when I dare to answer, instead of stepping back.

      “You don’t see how powerful you really are yet,” I whisper, “But you can’t fool me.” Cece lifts her eyes the extra inch it takes to find mine. The air between her top lip and my bottom one is virtually non-existent. I see confusion and a cry for help inside the blue windows to her soul. I wish I could answer it. I wish I knew how. Cece lifts a surprisingly cool hand to my collar to nudge me gently out of her way. When I step aside, she shoulders hard past Darius, right out the door of her room.

      “Sheesh,” Darius shrugs. ‘You know, somehow, I’m sure you deserve this.” I follow in Cece’s wake to my friend’s side and turn him around with a hand on his back.

      “You’re an asshole,” I chuckle to him while we pass through the doorway. Laughter returns about an inch of my sanity. I pull it shut behind us. “But you’re probably right too.” I snap my fingers.

      River Murtagh will wake up in her charred smokey room, alone, without any idea why she’s not in a detention cell.
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      Cece,
      Broken Academy, Room B1A

      Even in a supernatural university, designed to help us tame our worst impulses and become our best selves, the administrators still manage to make the classes sound boring. Scale Science. I feel a yawn coming on even as the instructor weaves the words across her parchment blackboard. But then, I’ve got other things on my plate, too. I can’t blame it all on Professor Gaela, who has a good energy about her. How can I focus on the scales under my skin, that I can’t even see, when I’ve got a temperamental roommate breathing down my neck, a ceiling to paint and Serge for a Wing Supervisor? One part smooth Indian silk, one part cryptic, powerful Magician - how could I keep him off my mind?

      You don’t see how powerful you really are yet…but you can’t fool me. I mean, who says something like that, with their arms around yours, then walks out? If he was trying to tie my brain in knots, Serge is the best boy scout I’ve ever met. I can’t fool him… What does he know? About Dragons? Maybe a whole lot more than I do, with his position. About me? Maybe more than I thought.

      This is precisely why I wall off thoughts of Serge as best I can, at least for the next hour and a half. It’s why I keep my head trained down at my notebook. A misplaced glance could connect me with any one of the thirty other scaly fledglings I share the classroom with, in the Soul of Fire. I imagine some of them have already heard about the girl from D Wing who’s had her Wing Supervisor called on her twice within her first three weeks. The last thing I need to do is let one of them accidentally in and unveil exactly how little attention I’m paying.

      This is, after all, my first class in my…supernatural major? I’m sure they don’t call it that, but I’ve yet to hear the proper term. Everyone in this room is a Dragon, like me. Well, not exactly like me. I can tell from the lack of spark in their eyes that they’ve heard most of what Gaela is saying before. I’d wager ninety percent of them were raised by Dragons, or at least with some vague idea of why things ignite around them. I hadn’t given a thought to my birth parents until right about now. Why would I? I had a family. I had a Mom, Dad - I was even lucky enough to have a brother, before that luck ran out in a San Francisco alleyway.

      I let in the briefest of thoughts about my birth parents, if only to chase out ones about Serge. The departure of the adoptive family I love hasn’t changed my feelings about the one that birthed me. They gave me up. Let me go. They hurled me out into a world of people I could never fully integrate with, without an idea of how to deal with it. Without the slightest hint of why destruction and hellfire follows in the wake of my every step. I wouldn’t say I hate them, more so that they reside in my mind behind a wall of hateful indifference. That hasn’t changed. What has changed is the emergence of a question from behind that wall. It pokes through like a tiny, stubborn sprout through a city sidewalk. Why? Why would two Dragons give up their baby to a human adoption agency, knowing everything the child would face? They dropped me off in a personal Hell and, because I didn’t know anything else, I called it home.

      I jot down a few lazy notes on the backswing of Gaela’s explanation of the class. The anatomy of our true forms. Why humans can’t perceive us for what we really are. How to shed our human disguise, to unleash the beast within. This piques my interest enough to lift my head from my notebook. I remember the breath fleeing my chest when I saw Lee undergo such a metamorphosis, the night we met. I’ve wondered more than once just how he did it. Where does that control come from? Can I really will my body to change? Will my fire to burn only what I set it to?

      “This is going to sound counterintuitive because it is. It’s also true,” Gaela announces. For this, she crosses her arms, tucking her enchanted quill under her elbow. She waits in silence until, one by one, her students look up from their mindless scribbles.

      She meets eyes with each of us, another student a second. The rush of sensation is overwhelming. A web of flaming thread laces my ember to that of everyone else’s in the room, in the ethereal Soul of Fire between us. I see now that my earlier worries were a bit ungrounded. With so many souls converging together, I can’t pick out any one thought. It’s too much to take in more than feelings. Some of the people around me are exhausted. Some are sad. Some are thrilled to finally be at the Broken Academy. Some have let their minds drift like mine, and are somehow aroused in the middle of a classroom. I can’t deny that I might be one of them, with Serge flickering around the fringes of my brain. Then a single, focused feeling overpowers all others. It comes from Professor Gaela herself, a more experienced navigator of the Soul of Fire. The feeling is concentration and trust. She needs us to know that whatever is about to come out of her mouth is important. Not just on some test. For us all. It’s counterintuitive. It’s true. Now she’s got us all enthralled, she says:

      “Fear wears the disguise of control, but in truth, it is its greatest enemy, and yours. So long as you restrain your fire, your form, in fear of what you might do, you will never control it, and you will believe you do. Only when you trust yourself enough to let go, will you gain true control.” Well, at least she warned us. Let go to control yourself. Yeah, makes sense. I write it down anyway, in case it is on a test, and flip to a fresh page without much more thought on it. Maybe it’ll make more sense when I don’t have so much else on my plate.

      With that, Gaela turns back around to jot the next topic on the board. Why Can’t they See us - A Dragon’s Natural Hallucinogen. I follow along with my pencil while the fiery spider web inside me splinters back off a piece at a time, until it’s just me in my head again.

      This time around, I don’t bother chasing thoughts of Serge out of my head. There are at least a handful of other horny twenty-somethings around me anyway, and I couldn’t see into their misplaced fantasies. So why should I hold back? If what Gaela said was true, the best way to control these thoughts is to let go - or let them in, in this case - not fight them.

      When I think of Serge, there’s not a particular image of sex or even kissing that comes to mind. The air with which he carries himself is so thick, I can’t see past those curious brown eyes. His actions have shown me he cares, but the stoic curtain over those proud eyes makes it impossible for me to tell if it’s me he cares about, or his position as Wing Supervisor. His muscles don’t exactly bulge through his clothes, like Lee’s, but there’s something objectively impressive about the fact that he doesn’t need them. Sure, Lee withstood my fire, and Thise was even able to put it out, but Serge didn’t have to. All he had to do was snap his fingers. Those same hands that command the power to create entire worlds that don’t really exist, helped me open my window when I was too weak. That same statuesque, stone-eyed slender frame that promises to put me under any time I lose it smells like the sweetest spices.

      Plus there’s the fact that he’s already withstood more meltdowns than any of my previous boyfriends. Not to say I can even picture Serge as boyfriend material, but he might actually be able to handle me. I might not have to focus so hard on not burning his room to a crisp that sex becomes more work than pleasure.

      Before I know it, I’ve crossed my legs to keep myself in check, and class is over. Before I know it, I’m on my way back to D Wing, but not to my room.
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        * * *

      

      Serge,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      I sigh as I toss my pan full of thin-cut tofu slivers into the air. Just the way Mom taught me - with confidence. My wrist is strong from doing this a million times, from keeping traditional plates of my people from burning to the pan. Years back, a few of my tofu chunks might have splattered on the floor. That’s alright, Mom would say, fail with confidence, and you’ll succeed with it too. Now, however, each and every orange-tinted shred cyclones back down into my scalding pan. I slide the soy and veggies around with a few quick shuffles and dash some saffron over the top. Yet another priceless Dalshak family secret. I sigh. It’s downright annoying how tasty it is, or I would have abandoned cooking the dish years ago, along with all the others. For now, though, I keep my curried tofu swirling in the pan with one hand while the other turns the pages of my Mystical History notes without touching it. I graze over Fey Hartgen’s review from across the counter at hardly half attention. This is my third year as her assistant - she should figure I’d know all this by now.

      Just then, three sharp knocks jostle my afternoon routine. I stop my pan short of its swish, and a piece of tofu pops out, into the open flame of my stove. Its sizzle spits fragrant smoke up into the air.

      “Dammit,” I mutter to myself. I thought I might get away without cleaning up today. A flick of my fingers condenses the light from my half-open windows into a little spoon, which I use to fling the scalded tofu chunk back up into my pan. I switch the burner off and wave a hand to slam my notebook as I leave the stove for my door. It’s the first time this term anyone’s knocked on my door. I pride myself on the punctuality of toiletry deliveries, and my Room Monitoring Amulet ensures that I know about problems long before they come to me. There’s also the fact that no one comes to their Wing Supervisor, at least not the one in D Wing. I swing my door in to find a face I’ve thought about more than any other in my Wing, but expected to see at my door least of any.

      “Hey- damn that smells good,” Cece amends whatever she was going to say the second my room’s aroma furls out around her face. She scrunches up her nose to track the source over my shoulder. If I was an inch to her right, I’m sure she’d walk right inside with me. “What is that… Coriander? No… Saffron?”

      “Is that…a Dragon sense?” I chuckle. I chuckle? I can’t be out here chuckling with my Wing Residents. I do my best to tame my lips, but one corner rebels in a little curl.

      “More like a Cece sense. My Mom and Dad both loved to cook. Seems like you do, too,” Cece says to me. She stands up on her tiptoes to peer inside my room. If it were any other eyes than those big blues, I might feel pried on. Without exactly knowing why, though, I don’t mind her looking in. Maybe I want her to see some of the man behind the Magician, behind the Wing Supervisor.

      “Yeah…traditions die hard in my family. Very hard,” I tell her. Cece gives me a little nod, then folds her fingers together behind her back. She kicks a foot out in front of her like a child, searching for words in the air. Despite myself, I, too, like a child, sweep my eyes left and right to see if there are actually words hanging around me. “Is there…something you needed?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Cece juggles whatever it is she doesn’t want to spit out. She does, however, finally bring her eyes up to mine. “Can I come in?”

      “Sorry, I only made enough curry for one,” I tell her, hoping she’ll catch the drift. It’s not that I don’t want her to come in. Actually, I think I might, which is precisely why she can’t.

      “That’s alright, I just want to-”

      “I’m sorry, Cece,” I stop her from squeezing past me through the door with a hand on her collar, “I don’t think it’s a good idea. Considering our history.”

      “Oh,” Cece breathes. The disappointment in her voice sits like acid on my cheek. But then she pops up one of her eyebrows. “Wait. You’re afraid of me?”

      “Afraid? No,” I clear up. How could I be so stupid? Of course her brain would go there automatically. The girl’s probably had people cowering in fear before her for her entire life. “I mean the Council won’t like you spending time in my room, considering the incidents I’ve had to report. They’ll think I’m favoring you.” It’s only a minor twist from the truth. There’s really only one of the Six that would care, and he wouldn’t worry so much about favoritism. Horace Dalshak would lose it if he caught wind that his son was inviting delinquents in his room. I’d be accused of taking advantage before I could blink.

      “Well, then…could you maybe come out?” Cece dares to ask. A rose hue brushes itself across her tan cheeks that looks like it belongs anywhere else.

      “What’s this about, Cece? Out with it,” I encourage her. She digs her heels in for a long, deep breath.

      “It’s about…what you said the other day. You said you know more about how powerful I am than I do. But I…I can’t control it. At all. I don’t feel powerful,” Cece confesses. The way each word deflates her usually puffed chest makes me want to melt right alongside her. I can afford to put the Dalshak mantle aside for a second. Long enough to smirk and say:

      “This is the most round-about way anyone’s ever asked me on a date.”

      “What? I-I wasn’t… I didn’t…” Cece struggles, before folding into laughter at her own incoherence.

      “This could either be a long conversation with the Council that probably won’t help you, or…it could be a nice walk later, where I show you something I probably shouldn’t. Something that probably can help you,” I tell her. It’s crossed my mind more than once, as someone who’s known the Academy’s older methods of ability exposure. We used to have more students like Cece then.

      “Are you blackmailing me?” Cece cocks her head at me. A smirk pokes through the layer of disappointment, so unwelcome on her fierce face.

      “I believe you came to me for help, Cece. But I won’t report a thing- not the incident earlier or this little visit - if you meet me in the courtyard at six-thirty,” I invite her. My eyebrows lift up on my forehead expectantly. I watch her tumble the idea around inside her skull. She crosses one muscular leg behind the other. She bites the very corner of her lip. When she finally comes to a decision, it escapes her in a whisper.

      “The…D Wing courtyard?” Cece asks.

      “Six-thirty. I’ll see you then,” I tell her. I step back and grasp my doorknob. The last thing I see as the hall light vanishes behind my door is her big-eyed grin.

      When the ornamental, inch-thick panel of wood separates us, neither of us walks away from it immediately. I linger with my hand on the door, fingers sliding down while I listen for footsteps. Cece stays just as long as I do. I imagine her fingers just on the other side, an inch apart, yet untouchable. I wonder if she’s waiting for the same thing I am - for her to throw the door back open and say the one thing neither of us would dare. There are more reasons than power we’re so entranced by one another. I can feel it.

      What remains to be seen, at least until six-thirty, is which one matters most.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Serge,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing Courtyard

      It’s been a long while since a girl has sweated me out like this. Long enough that I could be mistaking a rejection for a mere tease. It’s not that I’ve been flooded with paramours, either. I’ve had precious little chance to explore relationships since I started my official Academy education. Since I’ve been in the public supernatural eye. It makes me think back on my naïve younger, celibate years with certain disdain. I was always so sure Father or Mother would catch me, if I snuck out to visit some girl they didn’t approve first. I had no idea how loose a watch or lenience they had with me then, compared to the one they have now, at the Academy where they work. Between Mother’s faculty connections as a professor and Father’s authority as a member of the Six, they could drop in on me with the eyes of others at any time, and I’d probably never know. It’s part of the reason I can’t stop counting time with my nervous foot while I wait for Cece to appear. The time for sneaking around, having any sort of fun, had come and gone while I was too busy spitting back the family credo.

      It’s six-forty by the time I pause toe-tapping to check my watch. The silver hands tick past silver dashes without a single number on its black face. Light and darkness, just like a Magician’s expertise. Simple, just the way most Magicians like it. I sigh and start counting backward from five minutes. That’s how long Cece has to take me up on my offer. It’s already ten minutes past cafeteria closing. Soon, it’ll be suspicious that I’m standing around by myself in the courtyard. Soon, I’ll have to leave whether it’s a tease or a rejection.

      “Hey, sorry,” Cece calls out from behind a stony pillar in the corner of the gardens. She slinks out into the open, probably sensing how uneasy I am. It’s never been easy for the average person to sense much about me, but I get the feeling Cece is starting to peek under the mask. It excites me as much as it terrifies me. “River was out of the room this afternoon, so I figured it was a good time to paint, but then I made myself a mess, and…” Cece trails off to a mumble as the explanation winds on. “Yeah, excuses. Sorry - I’m here now.” I snort at the sudden formality. What kind of face am I making to make her so stiff? I try to shake it off for a smile, with a dash of honesty from my rarest stash.

      “What are you, reporting for duty?” I tease. It takes Cece a second to register the comment as a joke, when her eyes finally twinkle with a light I haven’t seen before. Instantly, I’m glad for every one of the ten minutes I waited up for her. “If I wanted to talk as your Wing Supervisor, I’d have done it in our hallway. You don’t have to be so…tight.”

      “How should I be, then?” Cece counters with a suggestive squint, “How do you want to talk to me?” Touché. Now I’m the one whose a little tight. I shake it off with a little grin.

      “Just come with me,” I say into a turn, and motion for her to follow. Cece glides to my side. I feel a warmth squeeze between my arm and my ribs with surprising strength. I turn in shock to find Cece’s arm hooked through my own. She ignores my eyes as we begin to walk.

      “Lead the way,” she murmurs. I do my best to relax, despite the instant feeling of being watched. Cece and I make our way through corridors of enormous blossoms and spiraling ferns from the garden. Plants that have no business growing so large or in such patterns weave and pop with the guidance of the Academy’s fledgling Witches and Warlocks. I watch Cece run a wandering finger over a massive, curvy orange petal as we wade through on a cobblestone path. I wish I could see through those huge blue eyes, to look at everything with the wonder that’s taken the place of rage in them.

      By the time we reach the far side of the courtyard, my muscles have loosened to a comfortable hang. Cece’s cheek rests on my shoulder. Warmth emanates from her like a furnace. It seeps through my clothes and clings to my skin like my favorite blanket in winter. We reach the door under a high stone arch in the corner of the courtyard, and I find myself wishing it was further away. Cece stares into its glossy, rich ruby planks while I rifle in my pockets for the key.

      “What, you can’t just trick it open?” she asks while I fit the big iron key in the door. The purple gem on the ring at the end of it glints in the lantern light above us.

      “Not this one. There are only a few scattered throughout the Academy, and each Wing Supervisor has their own unique key to open them,” I explain. I click the key in a full rotation to the right, then push it in deeper, then turn it left. A flash of violet light simmers from the gaps around the keyhole for a moment. When the show is over, the door clicks open. I reverse the process to remove the key and drop it back in my pocket.

      “So…like one door for each Supervisor?” Cece asks.

      “No, I can open any of them… It looks like a standard key and lock, but think of it like an ID card scanner,” I tell her, “Each key has a unique energy signature spelled to it. Getting it in there is only part of the process. If the person holding it doesn’t match the signature of the key, the door will detect that, and won’t open.”

      “Serge…where the hell are you taking me?” Cece surprises me with. She rolls her cheek across my shoulder to turn her eyes on mine.

      “Up,” I tell her, as my free hand swings the red door wide. Inside is a steep, stony staircase. It takes a hard left after a short rise, making it impossible to see the whole way up. Cece stares up into the hungry darkness until I lead her forward by the arm. The red door shuts on its own behind us.

      The staircase is just wide enough for us to walk up side by side. We take the first turn into another short rise, lit by an eternal torch hanging on the wall. Before long, we turn again, and again, until we’ve climbed almost the height of the whole Academy. At the top of the firelit stairs is another red door, and another keyhole. I unlock it like the last, and crack it open. Scarlet light slices in as a ray, then spreads wide to a searing fan as I swing the door in. For just a second, Cece and I lose sight of one another while our eyes adjust. I feel her body heat with excitement against me until I can see her again. When we step forward, into the light, Cece’s cheeks lift under the push of a huge grin.

      “Holy… Serge, we’re allowed up here?” she asks. Her arm slips out of mine. Cece wanders forward along the top of the high wall around the Broken Academy. This one circles the D Wing courtyard, before joining with the central one that encloses the whole place.

      “I am, for evening rounds. There’s…nothing in the rules that explicitly forbids my bringing a guest,” I tell her. I try to sound as confident as I want Cece to feel, but I can’t deny it’s a risk. If anyone caught a glimpse of us, from the ground, or from one of the other Wing’s walls… But I’m not here to worry about risk. Not this time.

      “This is… I don’t know what to say,” Cece mutters. She races to the edge of the Academy, hands on the stony ramparts without an ounce of fear. She leans forward to look over the landscape of California thousands of feet below us. I stroll over beside her. I lean over, something I haven’t done in years, since this place became a mere part of my daily routine. Next to Cece, I see it all like it’s the first time again.

      The dry, rocky hills. The valleys full of forests so thick and rich, they become jade stains on the earth. Rivers that splinter the rises and falls into hundreds of pieces. High, silver towers full of people who think they’re on top of the world glint in the scarlet sundown. The glaring sapphire eternity of the Ocean, which looks so impossibly calm from up here. The sharp teeth of the land that rise up from it in baked coastal bluffs. It’s all too much to take in at once, especially for the first time. I watch Cece’s wide eyes flit back and forth from one natural wonder to the next.

      Over the next few seconds I savor, watching her take it all in, I identify a certain pattern. No matter what pulls her attention in fascination this way or that, I notice one place she keeps coming back to. The waterside island metropolis we found her in. San Francisco. Cece’s eyes wander up and down the stream of light that connects the Academy to the city.

      “How much have you learned here about the Tethers that hold up the Academy?” I ask.

      “Besides what Fey Hartgen has to say? Nothing,” Cece tells me, eyes still sweeping her vast homeland.

      “Well, you know about the one near where you came from, right?”

      “Yeah… The San Andreas Fault, right?” Cece confirms. I watch her eyes glide down the light stream to the wellspring of natural energy.

      “Right,” I nod. I lean over her shoulder, hand on her back to guide her to each of the others, as I name them. “That one there, if you follow the light down to the coast. That’s Big Sur, another one of the Tethers. There’s a school for young Magicians near there.”

      “Is that… Did you go there, before the Academy?” asks Cece. She turns to meet my eyes as I nod. We’re inches away again. I wonder if she wants as badly as I suddenly do, to close the gap.

      “Then that one, over there. Yeah, the one in the middle of all that forest. That’s Six Rivers National Forest. The Witches and Warlocks train there, and many of them live in ancestral homes out there. There’s more natural energy there than any of the other Tethers.”

      “That one, next to that tiny little town. That’s Yosemite Village. Most Shifters live right by the Tether there, on the Ahwahneechee Reservation,” I tell her. Cece leans into me to get a better look to my side, or maybe for some other reason.

      “Are…all Shifters Native American?” she asks.

      “Most. Far as we know, the gene for it is hereditary in their Tribe,” I explain. “That, there, is Point Arena. Aside from the Tether, there’s also an old Academy research facility under the city. That’s where the old Council let Shadewalkers into our realm, years ago.”

      “So…each of these Tethers is tied to one of the races at the Academy?” Cece notices. My eyes brighten at the conclusion. To say her ability to think so critically, while also knowing all the right ways to press her body against mine, is impressive does no justice for my feeling at the moment.

      “Yes,” I tell her, “And that one, there…” I turn Cece around to point down the last line of light at a few arid mountains on the darkening horizon.

      “The Sierra Nevadas,” Cece realizes, before I have the chance. She lets herself fall backward, leaving me no choice but to support her. She slides up to fit the curve of her waist inside of mine like a puzzle piece. Warmth fills out the triangular cradle of my pelvis. A new pulse of blood there threatens to embarrass me, or ruin the moment, but Cece doesn’t seem to mind. She just adjusts her position to squeeze my muscle between her butt cheeks.

      “That’s…where Dragons go to train,” I manage to tell her what I planned, despite the sudden race of thoughts through my mind. Among them are, she wants this? Why? What the hell am I doing? and she’s one of my residents!

      “Serge,” Cece says. She reaches back behind her to slide my arms over her waistline. I feel the fire inside her right through her clothes. She rests her own arms on mine. “Why can’t I control the fire, or transform? Even partially? Is that…common for new Dragons?”

      “I…wouldn’t say common,” I admit. I feel Cece shrink the tiniest bit in my arms. “But not much about your situation is common… You’re in Scale Science with Gaela, right?” Just when I’d almost completely forgotten why I originally brought her here.

      “Yeah,” says Cece.

      “She fed you the whole line about letting go to find control, didn’t she?”

      “Yeah,” Cece tells me. I chuckle a little - I knew she’d hate that. Cece’s more of a traditional trial-by-fire learner. She needs traditional methods, not classroom instruction.

      “Well, it’s true in theory…but we used to actually practice it more. There were a few accidents with students who weren’t ready to cut loose who did, and the Academy cut back its field practice. What you need is experience,” I tell her.

      “Experience… Letting go?” Cece asks.

      “Essentially. You need to actually use your abilities, before you get a handle on how to control them,” I tell her. I scout the inside of my skull for an example that would make sense to someone with a Norman upbringing. “It’s like driving a car. Did your parents teach you to drive?”

      “Yeah,” Cece mutters a single, pained note. Wrong analogy - but I’ve already stepped in it.

      “It’s like that. They probably told you all about the gas and brake, but you didn’t really get it until you sat in the driver’s seat and felt it with your own feet,” I tell her. I feel the back of her head bob up and down, her warm, black hair brushing my face.

      “Don’t get me started on the clutch,” Cece laughs quietly.

      “In San Francisco?” I scoff, “What, were they trying to raise you into Nascar?” The two of us laugh into one another for a while. We feel each other’s breaths in the contact of my chest and her back.

      “So…I need practice, but I’m not going to get it in class?” Cece asks after a while.

      “You might, but not until we get towards the end of the term…which is why I brought you somewhere where the Academy doesn’t have power sensors,” I tell her. Cece pulls away from me, just an inch, to spin in my arms. I swallow the lump in my throat when she looks me straight in the face.

      “You won’t get in trouble for that? Me, setting fires up here?” she asks.

      “I didn’t say that,” I smirk. “But there’s a particular test I have in mind. One we used to give to Dragons who struggled with their powers. As long as no one sees, we should be alright. You’re having control issues because you haven’t transformed fully. To encourage it…you’ve got to put yourself in a situation where you have no choice.”

      “Are you going to tease me all night?” Cece whispers, so close that the edge of her lip grazes mine.

      “Jump,” I tell her.

      “That’s your solution? Get me out of your hair?” Cece jokes in a sudden stroke of nervousness. How can I blame her?

      “You jump from these walls and one of two things will happen. You’ll change, or I’ll catch you,” I promise her.

      “Oh yeah? And just how are you going to do that?” Cece cocks her head to ask.

      “What Magicians do best. A trick,” I tell her, “Trust me. But more than that, trust yourself, and you’ll do what you came here to do.” Cece stares into me a few seconds longer. She searches every stress line, every sliver of gold in my light brown irises. When she finds whatever it is she was searching for, she backs away. She slips her hands free of mine.

      “And how do you know just what I came here to do?” Cece smirks. She slides her feet backward to the ramparts. She scoots her butt up on the edge of the rock and climbs up, all without looking at the drop behind her. She stands up straight at the very edge of the Academy wall.

      “You’re going to show me,” I challenge her, when I see the last of the fear trickle away out of her eyes. Cece closes them for a second. She puts her head back. She lets the wind toss her hair around and play up and down her clothes. She puts her arms out at her sides, and falls straight back.
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        * * *

      

      Cece,

      What in the hell was I thinking? It all spirals up above me and scatters in the wind, the second my toes slide off the edge of the Academy wall. A second ago, I was thinking about how badly I’ve always wanted to just let it out - to explode. I thought about how Serge is powerful enough to hurl my mind into a world that doesn’t exist, and I trusted him to catch me. I thought about his body against mine, how he didn’t recoil from the fire inside me.

      All of that rattles out of my head, up into the sky above me along with the Broken Academy. Now all that’s left between my ears is holy shit, I’m going to die.

      My heart thumps in my ears under the rush of wind as I flip around to face the ground. There it is, California, steadily growing by the second to flatten me like a pancake on a skillet. I open my arms and legs to catch the air. It hardly slows my decent. I bite my lip to make sure I’m not dreaming. After all, it doesn’t really feel like I’m falling. My brain isn’t sure what to tell me this feels like, aside from horrifying. But I feel the clamp of my teeth on my lip. I’m here, I’m awake.

      That’s when I realize I’m doing the opposite of what I should be. I’m spreading myself wide, making myself relax. I’ve got to tighten up - I’ve got to get angry. I’ve got to let out everything I always wished I could. Do it, or die. That’s what I need. I tell myself Serge can’t save me now. I’ve fallen too far below the Academy now, and I’m moving too fast. It isn’t all too hard to convince myself, with the mountains threatening to close their earthy jaws on me below. I bring in my arms and legs. I scrunch into the tightest cannonball I can. I become a tiny orb of scalding heat, but before anything can truly come out, I have to let it in. Everything I’ve been holding back. Since the beginning.

      My parents walked away. Jason’s dead, and I’m an accomplice in his murder. The one who actually tore into him, Darius Jecks, lives down the hall from me. I’m too weak and wild to do anything about it. I was thrown out of college because I got cheated on. A juvenile record built itself around me because of something I never understood - because of what I am. I’m different, and I never learned how to deal with it. Because my parents gave me up. That’s it.

      I don’t realize how hard I’m clenching my eyes shut until they shoot open. Every inch of my skin is pockmarked with the ridges of something beneath. Flame twists around me in unbridled tails and plumes. My nails have sharpened themselves to a point. Clenched in my tight little ball, I’ve become an infernal meteor, plunging straight for the planet.

      Wings… Wings… Give me my wings, dammit! I focus on it with all my might. I straighten my legs and arms behind me to focus on tightening and wiggling my shoulder blades. Maybe I just need the right angle or tension? I wait for them to burst from my back, but each second I do, I only scorch a streak of fire further across the sky. I plummet down to the tallest branches of a forested grove. A leaf grazes my cheek and I brace for impact. A thousand whipping branches, then the thud of the earth - the end of me. I squeeze my eyes tight again.

      “Hey, hey, you’re okay. Open up,” Serge’s voice is the only sound in the blackness I mistook for death. It makes me realize. It’s just that my eyes are still closed. It takes every muscle in my face to pry my eyelids open. I haven’t a clue what to expect when I let the light in again, but it definitely wasn’t Serge’s smile and the Academy wall. Yet there he is, and here we are, right back where I started.

      “I… Did I… Was that real?” I whisper, my throat hoarse.

      “Now you’re just inflating my ego. Are my tricks that convincing?” Serge teases. He slides his fingers around the outsides of my goosebumped arms to ground me in the moment. The second I feel him I know it was real, all of it, as much as this is. “You didn’t transform, but you put on a hell of a light show. It was actually-”

      I put a stop to the rest of Serge’s evaluation with my lips. I push them up in between his. It only takes a second of my tongue sliding along the side of his to unravel his tense frame. His arms fold down over my waist, just above the ridge of my butt. Every inch of our skin that touches is like an ice cube to a flame - each so dramatic to the other. My thigh heats up his leg as I push him into the ramparts. I’ve already cut loose in front of him - what the hell is the point of holding it back now?

      I’m surprised to see just how much Serge was holding back, too, now that I’ve incinerated the wall between us. His hand slides carefully up my shirt. His fingers dance up the ridge of my loosely defined abs, slow, to read me for signs of hesitation. When I give him none, they round the side of my chest and cup my breast. He massages me in a semicircle while I pull my lips away to kiss his neck, just below the ear. Our bodies answer the call of each other’s tease. My nipple hardens right through my bra, into Serge’s cold hand. It raises the hairs on my neck as his penis throbs to life against my thigh. I slide between his legs, rocking like a wave to lead us both into a rise of passion.

      At every turn, I feel my temperature climb. Yet Serge presses hard into me, unfearing of the burns. I flit between worrying about charring him and wanting to tear my own clothes off. Just when I’m leaning towards the latter:

      “Cece? Are you alright?” a voice calls out to me. I pull away from Serge to look left and right. It sounded so close. Almost like it was coming from… Shit.

      “Lee?” I call out into the Soul of Fire, “What are you doing? I thought Thise locked our connection, so only I could open it?”

      “She...did. I figured you were in trouble, since you opened the connection again. What’s going on?” Lee asks from within the depths of our very souls.

      “No-no-none of your business! Get out of here, would you?” I shout without using my lips. I must be making some sort of face, though. I can tell from the way Serge raises an eyebrow at me.

      “Is...everything alright?” Serge asks with those honey-colored brown eyes. I just want to crash into him again. I want him to throw me over his shoulder and carry me back to his room, before I do it to him.

      “Is that…Serge? What are you doing with your Wing Supervisor so late…” Lee stops himself here, I imagine because he’s just stumbled into my internal wellspring of lust. “Oh… With him? Really? That’s your type?”

      “Lee! Get out!” I scream into the black ember-field inside.

      “Believe me, I’d love to! I don’t want to see…this! You’re…kinda keeping me here, though,” Lee admits. The embarrassment in his voice just makes it worse. I wasn’t thinking of anyone but Serge - was I? I mean, I was a little worried about hurting him, but…

      “Cece. If I did something you didn’t like…” Serge starts. He slides back maybe an inch, and already I feel the weight of the void where he just was like a fifty-pound weight on my chest.

      “No, no, you didn’t… I…” I try, but how do you tell a guy he’s not the only one involved in this experience? How do I tell him I accidentally invited another man to feel our sex? Well, for starters, I don’t. I try one last time to hurl Lee out, back to the shadows from whence his troublesome ember came.

      “You’re…worried you’ll hurt him, aren’t you?” Lee asks.

      “Don’t start with your sage wisdom again,” I warn him from within, “I don’t want to hear shit about how you were so afraid to pop your flaming cherry and bake your partner! If you’re going to be here, you be silent. Until I can figure out how to get rid of you, you just shut up!” Lee’s answer surprises me with its immediate compliance. I can feel that he’s still there, though I don’t hear so much as a breath from him.

      “Serge…I don’t know how to explain this, but I just - I need to figure some stuff out, before we do this,” I sigh.

      “I understand,” Serge nods once. His daring little smirk makes one last appearance, before retreating behind the dry mask of Wing Supervisor again. It’s like a punch straight to my gut. “Will you let me walk you back to your room?”

      “No,” I tell him immediately. I can’t stand to look at the mask I forced him to put back on the whole way back. “I- I mean, you’ve still got rounds to do, right? Take care of that. I can walk myself back.” I tell him. I turn to go for the stairs before Serge can try to stop me. I do give him one last, honest gaze of desire, before I close the door behind me. “Thank you, Serge,” I tell him, just before I vanish.
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      Cece
      The Broken Academy, Room C2F

      I try to stay awake as long as I can, the night after my date with Serge. I can’t risk slipping into the Soul of Fire. I can’t risk connecting with Lee again. The last thing I need is his input on my romantic choices. What’s wrong with Serge, anyway? What’s wrong with a skinny-but-powerful, stone-faced, fragrant, older guy? Maybe there’s even a soft spot somewhere in there, after everything I saw on the Academy wall. Besides, he did help me unleash a piece of the beast inside. That’s part of the reason I can’t bat the sleep away forever. I’m exhausted, in a way I’m not quite familiar with. Holding back the fire always left me mentally worn, but tended to wind up my body. This is different. The same night I almost had sex with Serge, that I unintentionally reconnected with Lee, I’m entirely spent.

      When I finally succumb to the sheets and mattress beneath me, I’m too tired even to visit the Soul of Fire. Radio silence from Lee, which is just what I need. I need to be alone in my own head for a while, to sort out what in the hell I’m really feeling.

      I wanted Serge, up on the wall. I believed, with the way he plucked me so easily from certain death, that he could handle me, too. Once I lay down alone, I’m more sure than ever that I wish someone was here next to me. It’s not that I doubt Serge’s feelings - he’s shown me trust and concern more than once, before he ever showed the same desire I’d grown for him. It’s more his capability to withstand me I worry for. How would he deal with a room literally in flames from desire? Would he still play it so cool? Could he really fix it with another simple trick?

      When I’m finally honest with myself, when I lay down to sleep, I know that’s where Lee comes in. It’s not that I want him more than Serge, or even particularly more than a stranger. It’s just that I know Lee could handle it. He’d know exactly what to do. It seems like such a clear choice, which might just be why I tried to avoid thinking of him.

      When I wake up, I realize I’m sitting upright. I’m at a desk, not in my bed. Somehow, in my endless morning cycle of sleep and waking, I must have dressed myself and actually come to class. The more I blink and look around the room, the more it comes back to me. I left my room to get here early. I wanted a good seat for the first class of the term I’m actually excited for. The content looks promising, and the instructor might just be the only one I’ve ever had who I actually respect.

      “Welcome to Basic Transformation,” announces Dragonlord Thise as she crosses the threshold of the room. My tired eyes gravitate, along with the other thirty young Dragons in the class, automatically to her. Her presence changes the very atmosphere of the room to something more regal. It’s almost like her wings are unfolded around her, even in her fully human form, with how big she suddenly seems to us all. “Anyone want to take a crack at what you’ll be learning?”

      A few renegade chuckles dare to pop up here and there. Most of Thise’s new students, however, like myself, are silent in wait. The Dragonlord herself teaching a class… If ever there was a time my pencil needed to fly. It poises ready now, for the first thing she’ll write on the parchment board. I’m left waiting for seconds, then minutes, as the lesson begins without a single written word.

      “The things you’ll learn here are not really teachable. But they are learnable. I can only give you examples, explain why things are how they are. It is up to each and every one of you, however, to form your own understanding of what it means to transform. This is why I won’t be writing anything down. Feel free to write it yourself, if you feel the urge. I guarantee you that, once you truly learn them, these aren’t things you’ll soon be forgetting.” My pencil taps absently against my notebook until there’s a little graphite dimple where I’d expected to jot down every ounce of the Dragonlord’s wisdom. Now I fight with myself to let the pencil down. To truly listen, and take in what she has to say.

      “The first thing I’ll tell you is that we don’t really transform at all,” Thise says, and sends the novice heads turning around the room. I keep mine straight ahead, locked onto her, not so easily duped by her ruses. There has to be more to it. I’m more sure than ever, after the scales I saw poke through my skin yesterday. “What we do is shed our human disguise. We show our true nature. That’s what others call a transformation.”

      I lean back in my seat and let Thise’s explanation wash over me and sink into my pulsing brain tissue. According to her, my body, like all Dragons’, emits a constant cloud of hallucinogens. It’s invisible, odorless. It’s a sort of natural camouflage that evolved within us as we came down from high peaks to integrate with men and beasts. This gas causes humans to see us like them. It’s powerful enough even to fool other, untrained Dragons. In truth, we wear our scales at all times. Our wings rest behind our shoulders, whether we will them to or not. Those of us in the class - I can almost feel her thinking directly of me - who have been raised without training, will find it incredibly difficult to control these appendages because our brains do not register them.

      “How can you believe there is something on your body you have never seen? Imagine telling someone that they have a third arm under their ribs, they just can’t see it. How would they know how to use it?” Thise poses. That much I can agree with. I’m still not sure, however, which is less crazy: that a constant cloud of hallucinogens follows me around, or that my scaly self is compacted inside my human self. I guess either could be true, and Thise does have a little more experience than I do.

      “This is why we teach you to transform - rather, to shed your disguise. You need to make yourself aware of all the power at your command, before you command it. The art of unveiling your true form consists of two stages,” Thise goes on. Again, I have to fight the urge to take it down as a note. She’s right again, though, I can’t see myself forgetting whatever she’s about to say anytime soon. “First, you must staunch the flow of hallucinogenic gas from within. Then you must ignite the remainder of the gas left around you. Only these two steps, and only performed in this order, will reveal what you really are.”

      God damn. Try as I might, I can’t argue with that amount of sense. That’s why I can’t change. There was a piece missing from the process. Last night, I skipped to step two. I probably have a thousand times before. I combusted the gas cloud around me and wore it like a cloak of fire. But I never cut off the flow of hallucinogens from inside me. How could I? I didn’t know it was there. Crazy as it sounds, the alternative is even crazier. It’s a hell of a lot easier to believe I’m igniting some invisible gas than creating fire from nothing.

      Suddenly, all of Thise’s warnings about writing down what she says fly out the metaphorical window. My pencil flicks double time in tandem with the Dragonlord’s lips. There’s no word too insignificant. I need to memorize this process, inside and out. I need to understand every breath in and out, throughout the process.

      If I want to lay Jason’s spirit to rest, if I want to kill Darius Jecks, I’ll need to transform. I can imagine it already. My scales will be pure gold. I’ll shine with the glorious light of triumphant revenge. I’ll see that same look of fear in his eyes that he saw in mine, just before the furnace slams its door shut on him. Before he burns.

      “Cece,” I jump at how close the voice is to my desk. I snap my notebook closed before Thise can get a look at the verbatim descriptions I’ve scribbled up and down my page. The rest of the students have all gone, how long ago, I’ve entirely lost track of. I’m surprised by how embarrassed it makes me, by how much I suddenly care what the Dragonlord thinks. “Are you writing a new textbook for the class?”

      “I- ah… I just didn’t want to miss anything,” I trickle down to a mumble. My lips form something that fails to imitate a smile, while my teeth cringe behind them.

      “I’d say that’s fairly normal,” Thise surprises me with. I look up at her again and our embers connect in the Soul of Fire. I breathe a sigh of relief when I feel no disappointment or anger, only a peculiar level of concern. “Which is surprising. Why the sudden academic investment, when you’ve elected to take things into your own hands, outside the classroom?” Thise raises me an eyebrow. Her hands are empty, yet her words feel like a knife edge to my throat. She knows.

      “I-I-I’m not sure what…you…” I try to play it off, but her consistently heavy glare wears me down. Still, she seems only concerned. If it were anyone else on the other end of this conversation, someone I couldn’t connect with in the Soul of Fire, I’d think they were angry or disappointed. I’d lash out, to protect myself. But there’s no thinking my way around this one; no matter what I think, it won’t change what I know, what I can feel myself through our connection. All Thise cares about, just now, is me, safe. It’s disarming. “I’m sorry, I...” I surrender, without a tool to fight this kind of battle.

      “You needn’t apologize for exploring your strengths, Cece,” Thise raises a hand to stop my flood of reconciliation, “But I would offer you a word of advice, if you would hear it.” She looks down at me with patience, acceptance. Two things I’ve never seen before on the face of a teacher.

      “Sure,” I whisper.

      “Each Dragon’s journey is different. Yours will be even more so than your classmates,” Thise states, plain as day. I can’t deny the little pang at how confidently she declares that, but she’s right. “Most Dragons don’t grow up with quite so strong an association between their nature and destruction, or crime. Most have at least some rudimentary education on what they are and why they can do the things they do. It’s going to take some time for you to rework that image of yourself. Until then…diving headfirst into your new abilities might be dangerous for you, and everyone. Wait. Just a while. Give yourself time to adjust.”

      For the first time in my life, I take a critique with my head down, my mind truly open. There isn’t a thing out of her mouth meant to hurt or demoralize me. In her voice, I hear kindness. In the Soul of Fire, I feel that this advice is born from pain, from experience. I can’t tell just then if it was her or another student, but I’m not the first receiver of this counsel. All I can bring myself to do is nod. I can’t promise her much, with Jason’s killer living right down the hall, but I can at least manage the respect to take in her words.

      “Very good. I’ll see you next week at class. Don’t let it be before that, hm? This place is your second chance. I can’t promise you a third.” Thise smirks, and heads for the door.

      I marinade in the moment, alone in room C2F, for about thirty long seconds. I stare into the glossy cover of my Academy lender’s notebook. In it, I can see the faintest distortion of my own reflection. Inside are the secrets of my true nature. The keys to unlocking the power I need, the power I’ve been conditioned to cage, even to hate. I’m not sure who I wish it is - Jason, Serge, Lee, Thise, or myself - but I hug the little notebook tight.
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      Cece 
      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      I try to close the door as quietly as possible, when I get back to our room. I’m not entirely sure where Stephanie goes throughout the day, maybe fading in and out of our Realm or something, but I know River’s there. She hardly lifts an eye as I cross the room to my bed. I flop on the side of it, like usual. River goes on analyzing notes and whatever else she’s always doing at the desk under her bed. I usually sleep on my side, facing the wall, to minimize the chance we’ll indirectly piss one another off, though it’s been rarer since the wall-of-fire incident.

      Today, I decide to roll on my back. I cradle a hand behind my head and stare into the spot of vague discoloration on our ceiling. I did a pretty damn good job painting over the fire damage, but there’s still always a slight difference. This isn’t my first coverup job, after all. It’s a good a spot as any for staring. For zoning out into that comfortable trance of questioning all your life choices.

      How did this happen to me? In a few weeks, I went from delinquent hothead to orphan to a dedicated student? Suddenly, I’m kissing my Wing Supervisor, paying attention in class and standing up for my shapeshifting pain in the ass of a roommate? It doesn’t sound like the girl who agreed to come to the Academy with Lee. The girl who was willing to do anything for justice for her brother. That was the girl who dove off the side of the Academy to force it out of her. The girl who’s thinking about taking Thise’s advice to hold back and wait… I don’t know who she is. I don’t know which I am.

      “What’s got you so bent?” asks the last voice I expect. My head creaks over to the side to look at her. River faces me with her legs straddling the back of her desk chair. She might have the only thighs I’ve ever seen more muscular than my own.

      “How do you know I’m bent?” I ask, only eyeing her from the corner of my vision. There’s not spite in my tone when I talk to her anymore. River and I have established deeply enough how we feel about one another - the distaste is implied without actually being nasty to one another anymore. At least, that’s what I thought, until River says:

      “You always stare at stuff when you’re brooding. Random objects around the room and whatever. It’s distracting.”

      “I’m not brooding!” I try to snap at her, but my surprise makes it come out more like a chuckle.

      “You do so. You stared at my desk lamp for a full thirty minutes when you were trying to decide about going on that date with Serge,” River points out. My jaw pops open to bark at her on instinct alone. With nothing to say, however, it only lets in the breeze. “I…overheard you talking about it with Stephanie,” River admits, to funnel out some of my shock.

      “I always figured you sort of shut everything out during your two-hour showers,” I bounce back, to prod just how determined River is to have this conversation. This is the first time she’s struck up a conversation without shouting or taunting me, ever.

      “If I could I would, but they had to go and give me a second roommate,” River grunts. Then, before I can cut her off again, she says, “quit changing the subject. Either there’s something on that ceiling I can’t see, or you’re brooding. Wanna dump it, so we can both go on with our lives?” Wanna dump it. The phrase sticks in my throat. I cough it out as a chuckle, which devolves into full-on hysteria. Never before have I heard an offer to vent sound like such an inconvenience for someone. “What?” River finally gives into frustration when my laughs don’t stop.

      It takes a few more seconds for me to wind completely down. By then, River’s already waved me off and spun back around in her chair. She tries to go back to writing. She waits for me to laugh myself out, which I do. My chest deflates to the flatness of a mountain lake. The first breath in after that is a gasp. It doesn’t stop there, either. I grit my teeth to keep it all down, but now River hears as well as I do what was so funny to me a second ago. Nothing. As a matter of fact, the inverse is true. It’s just that, if I didn’t laugh, I’d cry. A stream from each eye pours over onto the pillow under my head while I stare into my ceiling.

      “My brother died, just before I came here. I…I technically killed him, when I lost my temper, but he was already dying. Darius Jecks bit him - practically tore out the side of his throat,” I tell her. The words come out flat, without half the feeling of my tear streaks or my heaving chest.

      “The guy from down the hall? The one that lives with Serge?” River asks. She spins in her chair to face me again.

      “Yeah… I only came here because I wanted to learn how to channel my powers into killing him. But now…” I shake my head and swipe my arms across my cheeks at how stupid this is. Crying won’t change a damn thing, not to anyone. I can’t believe I’m doing it at River Murtagh of all people.

      “You have any proof it was him?” River asks with an unexpected level of interest. My head shakes again, hard.

      “No. I torched the entire scene to hell. But his voice… I would never forget his voice. I know it’s him,” I tell her. River rises idly from her chair. She leans her back against her bed.

      “What…are you going to do about it?” River asks. The million dollar question. But I can’t deny how different it sounds coming from outside my own mind. How much clearer the answer seems.

      “I need to bring my own justice. I need…” I trail off, hearing the mania in my own voice. Part of me still jumps instinctually to the breathing exercises Mom taught me. Another part of me screams fuck it, breathe how you want and go crazy. I was never really part of her world anyway. She showed me that when she walked out of mine.

      I turn to River, who’s been oddly silent, only to find her gone. I sigh, figuring I should have known she’d split when things got too heavy. But then I hear the faintest little whine. It’s more hollow and raspy than any noise a human could make. I lean over the edge of my bed to find a dog looking up at me, in place of my roommate. River has become a border collie, and I can’t deny the cuteness in her wretched little face as it cocks at me and cries. She stands up on her back legs, stretching until her front paws just reach the edge of my bed.

      “What… You… You want to come up here?” I ask, whether or not I believe it. River gives a single, short little bark. I stare down at her for a second, wondering if the River I know is even in there right now. I mean, she has to have a dog brain…right? I slide my hand down beside her nose to make sure she’s not planning to sink her teeth into me. But the adorable little bitch just noses under my hand and whines some more. “God, this is the weirdest… Alright. Get up here.” I slide over a few inches and pat the bed.

      River hops up beside me and flattens her nose to eye me like I’ve just outlawed her favorite treats. I glide a shaky hand over the back of her head and give her a good scratch. Her lips curl open into something like a smile. Her tail wags. She pants. Is this really the same girl? But I guess I understand, in a way. I wear a disguise all day without knowing it. I wonder who I’d be without it? As different from River the girl and River the dog? As I think it over, she digs her nose down underneath my arm and gets uncomfortably comfortable with her head on my stomach. As odd as it is to know exactly who I have on top of me, it’s also oddly soothing to feel her canine chest rise and fall with contented breaths.

      “Al…alright. I guess. For a few minutes,” I say, although I’m not even sure River can understand me anymore. I run an idle hand through her fur while my head sinks back into my pillow. I stare at the ceiling as long as I can, until we both inevitably fall asleep.
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      Lee

      It’s not exactly a call that stirs me in the middle of the night, more of a feeling. Someone I’m connected to is reaching out. They want to see me, to hear my voice. I know it as well as I know my own thoughts. I shudder at the thought of answering, though. If it is who I think it is, she might not be quite ready to accept what she really wants yet. But what if she’s in trouble? Dammit, I’ve fallen for it before, the night of her date with Serge. I shouldn’t have answered then, and I shouldn’t answer now. Why is it so damn hard for me to say no to this girl? It might be the image of her distraught eyes glaring at me through the fire of a burning hospital gown. From the beginning, she’s needed more than she’ll ask for.

      “Dammit, Lee. You’re too soft,” I mutter to myself, even as I give in to the feeling. My consciousness condenses into an orange ember in the blackness of the Soul of Fire. I drift on an invisible wind towards the one who woke me.

      “Cece?”

      “Lee…” the blue feather of fire mutters in return. I wait for her to say something, anything else. But, every few seconds, she just whispers, “Lee…”

      “I’m here,” I tell her, “are you hurt? What do you need?” Cece answers with a surge of heat that grows to a blue inferno all around me. Our spirits crash together and erupt into a blistering new world.

      The second this new world is born, I’m on my back, on a bed of pure white linen. My bare body is splayed out for all to see, all being Cece. She stands over me at the side of the bed, every inch of her naked tan body glistening by the circle of orange-and-blue fire that surrounds the world. The slightest step towards me sends a ripple of force through her breasts. It transfers to everything around her, rising up my own desire as a tower between my legs. Cece slides a hand up my thigh to the base of my shaft before I can say a thing. I feel myself throb hot in her slowly sliding grasp.

      “Cece… What is this?” I manage to ask, though each word threatens to choke me with anticipation. She works her fingers up and down again, sending tingles of pleasure through my awakening senses. She kneels on the side of the bed, pinching her breasts between her arms while she pleases me.

      “A dream… I think,” Cece says. Her lips moisten with desire. Her eyes drink in every inch of my well-trained muscle.

      “Are you controlling it?” I ask. I’ve heard of Soul of Fire fever dreams before, but I’ve never been part of one. I’ve never been pulled in, or pulled someone in.

      “A little,” Cece confesses. She leans over me, letting her chest droop onto mine, while she elongates the strokes of my penis. Her thigh climbs up the side of my leg.

      “The last time I saw you, you were hot and heavy on someone else,” I say. If I could just keep my mouth shut, there might be a good time ahead of me here. I can’t deny the rush of adrenaline that floods my head every time I cross Cece’s path. But neither can I deny how out of the blue this is. Or maybe it isn’t - now that I think of it. After all, my connection with Cece in the Soul of Fire was broken up until a few days ago. How would I know what she’s thinking? Even now that we are connected, I can’t say the interpretation of her feelings is as clean cut as it is with others.

      “So what if I was?” Cece asks with a face far too innocent for what she’s doing to me. She slides her hips up over mine. With her fingers, she opens her intimate lips to slide them down the bottom of my shaft. We’re one steady rock from joining as one in flesh. It takes two tight fistfuls of sheets to maintain my focus on anything but physical pulses of sensation.

      “I guess I just can’t help but wonder if we’re here more because you’re worried about something, and not because you want to actually be here with me,” I tell her. Tantalizing as the idea of being a sex toy is, I fear my own disappointment when it’s all over.

      But Cece doesn’t fear anything. Not here. She glides up the length of my twitching muscle and pushes it up inside her. She flattens me under her hips as hard as our bones allow. She arches down to slide her lips along my neck. It raises the ridges of scales in place of goosebumps. A little gasp escapes me against my will. Cece plants little pecks across the ridge of my jaw to my lips. Her back arches up, sliding up the length of my penis. She crashes back down on me with a low flutter of those crystal eyes.

      She floats up and crashes down with a steady rhythm that threatens to break me. I grit my teeth to keep from letting a moan out. Cece shows no such restraint. Her lips hang open for kisses at the bottom of rolling waves of passion. It’s a current I can hardly withstand, let alone ride. I give into temptation with rises of my own hips. I push myself up deep into Cece. Her lips let out little whimpers of ecstasy in my ears as they pass by.

      The first sign I know something’s wrong is when those whimpers stop. Then the rocking slows. I unclench my eyelids to find Cece’s face twisted up in confusion.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “I’m here with you because you can handle it,” Cece tells me. Then I see it, just as I feel it. A shift in the Soul of Fire - in this world we created with our passions. The lines in Cece’s face sink. The fires around us flare up, far more blue than orange. “Because I’m afraid…no one else can.” Cece wilts over like a flower in the sun. She flattens against me to whisper, “I’m sorry, Lee.” The pain in her voice seeps into my own heart through our interlaced emotions, just before they untie completely.

      “Cece, it’s alright. Just wait a…” I lift my hand to touch her face, but it passes straight through. Cece’s form dissolves into blue-tinted smoke, and curls up into the blackness. Her blue fire twists up and away, until I’m left in an orange circle of my own fire, in a pristine white bed, alone.

      Without a partner to hold together the fever dream, it begins to collapse. My own body disintegrates, starting at the fingertips, while the circle of fire dims around me. Just as quickly as I was flung into this wild, flaming fantasy, I’m yanked right out. The last traces of the fire circle close in on me just as my body atomizes to nothing. The whole scene condenses into a single, orange ember, adrift in the black.

      Me and my big mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Cece,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      I’m not sure which is more confusing, the dream I’ve just had about Lee, or what’s happening when I wake up. I guess River and I fell asleep after she curled up on the bed with me, as a border collie. There’s no dog sleeping on me now. No, it’s the head of my oft-disgruntled roommate snoring on my stomach now. I almost scream when I see her, especially considering where I just was in my dream - if you could even call it that. It was like I was really there with Lee.

      It doesn’t help that my skin is beaded with sweat all over, and I feel like I peed myself. I reach down the inside of my pants to check my underwear. I clench my teeth in wait to see if this is going to be the most embarrassing night of my life. Sorry, River, we fell asleep together, then I wet the bed. I am a little damp, but it’s not pee. God, that’s worse. Every racing thought in my mind fuses into one: I’ve got to get out of here. Lucky for me, River’s a heavy sleeper.

      I caterpillar my way out from under her. She hardly snores louder than usual when her head thumps on my bed. I flatten sideways on the wall and scoot down to the floor. Now I’m free, in the center of the room, I face a choice I didn’t realize I had. Where am I going to go? The bathroom? I could change out of these clothes and sleep on the floor. Or… I can hardly believe I’m considering the alternative. But, I did already embarrass myself once tonight, and not with the guy I planned.

      I peek out our door into the hall and, when I see the coast is clear, shuffle down the hall. I move like a shadow from one door to the next, until finally, I find the one meant for my knuckles. I give it three gentle raps. It’s the middle of the night, so I’m not sure what I expect. In truth, I’m still reeling from the adrenaline of that crazy dream.

      “Cece?”

      I stiffen rigid as a plank when he actually opens the door. Serge. The hall-lanterns give his dark skin an orange glow. They make his eyes glint like facets of precious stones in some precious vault. He’s already in boxers and a tank top - good. “What are you doing?” He asks me. It’s a loaded question. I can see it in his face. The second our eyes lock together, we’re back on the Academy ramparts. What he’s really asking me is if I’m ready this time. I load a steaming yes onto my lips, and push them up onto his.

      I do a quick sweep of the room as I push my way in with my chest against Serge’s. No one else in sight. Perfect - he’s mine. I lock Serge against the first hard surface I can find with my waist, which happens to be his counter. I tear my shirt off over my head as I roll my hips up on him and discover another hard surface. It slides further up between my legs with each locking of our lips. When I feel the tip of it push up against my vulva, I step back from Serge to throw his boxers off, to the floor. I watch his eyes rest on my firming breasts as his fingers loop around my pants and underwear together. He looks at me like a portrait or a sculpture while he undresses me. He reads every chiseled edge of my muscle, the little curves that bounce around my chest and bottom. Serge’s shirt flings across the floor. His hands glide down to the ridges of my backside to lift me up.

      I hold myself open and clutch Serge’s back while he pushes up inside me. He backs out slowly, gently, and eases back in. With each pass I feel my insides hug him, I feel tingles that rise up around my lips, to the bulge of pleasure at the top. I clench Serge between my thighs, lips just outside his ear to whisper:

      “It’s okay. You’re not going to break me.” I push hard against him, letting his penis as far inside as it can stretch. I let my head back, smiling at the ceiling while I savor each throb of his muscle.

      “It’s not you I’m worried about,” Serge chuckles while I rock up and down on top of him. “Or me, for that matter,” he adds, when he sees the slight note of discomfort in my face. Right about now, I notice the heat waves around my fingertips. I notice how flushed Serge’s skin is, from me pressing against him so hard.

      “Why don’t you work some of your magic, then?” I ask, slowing my pace to a gentle nudge against him. “Take us somewhere.”

      “I don’t do magic. You’re thinking of a Warlock. But…” Serge smirks. He holds up one of his hands, “I’ve got just the trick.” Serge snaps. In an instant, his room is gone. The two of us float inside a halo of soft light, in a world of eternal blue. It’s like being under comfortably warm water we can breathe in. Our naked bodies are still connected, and now free to twist and collide in a thousand supernatural ways that don’t involve gravity.

      “Is this…” I try to ask, but it’s too hard to focus with Serge pushing up inside me so hard. Each thrust sends a tremor of pleasure up my spine. “Is this…” I try again, but the question merely comes out as oh.

      “It’s real. We’re here,” Serge tells me, “and you can’t hurt me here. Don’t hold back.”

      I try to tell Serge I won’t, but it only comes out as another, longer oh. I close my legs behind his back to pull him into me, as hard as we can. I lock my arms behind his back, until his skin starts to feel different. It takes a few seconds before I realize it’s actually me that’s different. When I let him loose to grab his shoulders, I see my arms are covered in scale from the elbows down. I twitch back from myself a little, before Serge laces his fingers through mine, soft skin against serpentine armor.

      “It’s alright,” Serge tells me. He slides his hands down over my butt cheeks, grabbing them hard to pull me down onto him. “Your eyes changed, too. It’s beautiful. Don’t hold it back,” he tells me. I run the talons that have replaced my nails through his long, dark hair as the waves of pleasure intensify through the gateway to my body. I don’t even have a moment to wonder what my eyes look like. I can feel in the change of his pace, the length of his stride, that Serge is about to finish.

      I trap him in the grasp of my crossed legs. I arch my back to give him the full view of my body. I watch his face twist up in ecstasy as a long groan trembles across his lips. I squeeze my pelvis down over his again with each warm pulse inside me. His pleasure births little bursts of azure light in the dark around us, like mystical fireworks.

      Serge stays strong as I pick up the pace at the tail end of his light show. I angle myself up to brush my clitoris against him with each pass. Another minute of crashing together sends me right over the edge. I let my head fall back and scream for the whole void-world to hear. Serge runs his hands up my body, over my breasts, to the side of my face while I slam into him twice, three times, four. At the very height of it, a tornado of flame swirls around me, igniting the whole halo bright red as I orgasm. No control. No restraint.

      I bury my head in Serge’s neck as I ride out the last few waves of pleasure. When the fire and lights calm again, we’re left floating in euphoria, completely spent. In a trance between waking and sleep, I drift along in Serge’s arms, him in mine.

      It might be minutes before the shimmering paradise fades away from around us, it might be a lifetime. I can’t be sure which, when I finally stir to find myself in Serge’s bed, back at the Academy in the middle of the night. I don’t truly care, either. All I care about is how warm his skin feels under mine, now that I’ve let the fire out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Painful Truth

          

        

      

    

    
      Serge 
      The Broken Academy, Room A1C

      I get shivers just thinking about it. I can’t believe it happened. In all the arranged unions my parents proposed with other prestigious Magician families, I never once met a girl like Cece Ford. She’s the kind of girl I thought I was forbidden from. Wild. Unscripted. She’s the kind of girl I would have forbidden myself from, knowing the trouble it’d land me in. But then, I guess Cece isn’t really any one kind of girl. What’s forbidden doesn’t mean a damn thing to her.

      But I do still have obligations. The last thing I wanted to do, after last night, was leave Cece to wake up alone. But if I didn’t show up to prep for Mystical History, Fey Hartgen would have wanted to know why. She might not order a search and rescue for one day missed, but I know for a fact I’d have had a good old-fashioned Dalshak family tail following me around to figure out what went wrong with their son. Especially if Cece missed class the same day. She hardly needs another reason for the Council to cajole her. Besides, I didn’t leave her completely alone. I at least left her a note with some breakfast. A breakfast rendition of the curried tofu I was making when she visited me at my room the first time.

      So here I am in Room A1C, sorting notes, when all I can think about is my and Cece’s naked bodies linking together in an illusory lightworld. It’s about thirty minutes before any students will show up when I feel a sudden warmth in my pocket. Damnit, now? I shove my hand down to find my Room Monitoring Amulet.

      “Shi-shit,” I sputter before I can stop myself. I want to scream it. No, no, no, I want to growl. But Fey Hartgen has already turned me a suspicious eye from her seat a few feet away.

      “What is it, Serge?” she asks, though she can see the shimmering Amulet in my hand. I know why she’s asking. This thing has already glowed a distress call at me twice this semester, and it hardly shook me either time. But then, it’s never been my room that lit up on the Amulet before.

      “Sorry. Just startled me is all. One of the rooms in my Wing,” I tell her. I elect to leave out which one in the moment, though I shudder at how easy it would be for her to find out.

      “Well?” hums Fey Hartgen, at my hesitation. “Go and do your duty. I’ll see you when you’re finished.”

      “Yes- right,” I stumble around some facade of formality. It all threatens to shatter and crumble around me. The Dalshak name. My own personal reputation. The prestige of powers I’ve spent my lifetime honing. It could be gone later today, depending on what waits for me back in my room.

      I take a brisk, military step out of the room. As I turn the first corner outside, I break into a sprint. I don’t stop running until my hand touches my door. I don’t bother with the key for a second. A trick of my palm, flat on the keyhole, pops the door in. It flings wide with enough force for the knob to put a little dent in the wall behind it.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” I scream when I see the worst nightmare I never thought of come to life. Cece stands across my kitchen from Darius. Both have their arms up in hostility. A small bonfire rages across the top of the countertop of the island between them. My question was aimed at both of them in equal measure, but it’s Darius who takes the liberty of answering.

      “Defending myself, jeez! I came in here to see if I could steal some of your milk, and she tried to torch me!”

      “Oh, like you don’t know who I am? Like you have no clue…” Cece retorts instantly. The hate in her voice seems to taint the very air in the room. I’ve never heard spite quite like it - not from her, not from anyone. “Like you don’t remember my brother!” At her scream a new wall of fire rises from the counter behind Darius. He holds up both hands in surrender at the thought of being cooked inside the searing hot pincer-trap.

      “Alright, easy!” I shout over the hollow rumble of flame that’s quickly filling the room. Cece’s fingers twitch together, threatening to clench. Threatening to close her jaw of hellfire on Darius. Of course, he could zip out from it in an instant, but then he knows as well as I do what would happen. The look in Cece’s eye tells it all. Right now, she doesn’t care what she has to incinerate to get to him, anything between them is fair game. “Cece, you want to tell me what you’re talking about?”

      “My brother, Jason… He… This son of a bitch ate him! Drank him dry, right in front of me!” Cece screeches. Again, her fingers give a dangerous little flicker. A cloud of embers swirls out through the air in the room. Any second now, she could turn this place into the heart of a volcano. Sweat trickles down the back of my neck. Then she looks to me. Her face is twisted up in wild desperation. Her eyes shimmer a neon version of their human color, pupils sharpening to two slits, just like last night. “A few nights before I came here…in a San Francisco alleyway, right outside the Tether and the Training Grounds…” Cece’s electric blue eyes beg me louder than words ever could, to believe her.

      “Darius…” I turn my head to him. He’s been oddly silent for an innocent man. Especially one I’ve known well enough, since I was a boy, to know he’d never stand for false accusations like this one. Unless… “Do you want to tell me what she’s talking about?”

      “Not particularly,” Darius mutters.

      “Bastard!” Cece roars, and the flames converge an inch away from Darius on every side. Even his naturally cold skin starts to perspire.

      “Alright!” Darius surrenders, fangs gritted in a cringe, “I bit her brother- I bit your brother,” he admits, first to me, then to Cece. Though she claims to have seen it herself, the news seems to strike Cece numb for a second. Her hands, poised to turn my room into a crater seconds ago, now hang limp between her and my oldest friend. I can’t help hanging a little loose myself. Why wouldn’t he tell me this? Maybe he didn’t know we were getting intimate, but Darius sure as hell knew the girl he traumatized by feeding on her brother was my resident. “I didn’t eat him. Didn’t drain him dry, either. I fed on him. Vampires need to feed, and you were in the Training Ground! If you hadn’t-”

      “Don’t you…fucking dare,” Cece cuts him short. Her arms, which have slowly drooped down at her sides, convulse in anticipation of the words on Darius’ fanged lips. Darius looks to me for help. I’m not sure what he sees in my face just then, but it’s certainly not helpful. I don’t know what to think of him, just now. With no other options on his table, Darius lets out a long sigh on his way to looking back at Cece.

      “I’m sorry about your brother, Cece. But I didn’t kill him. You did.”

      “You believe that?” Cece murmurs. Like three little phantoms gliding down my spine, those words haunt me more effectively than any disembodied Astral ever could. Her glowering eyes flash up at Darius, then at me. “You believe that?” She whispers again. My whole body quakes at the sound, at the raw emotion charging it.

      “Come on, Serge. I’ve been a star student in the Controlled Feeding Program for years,” Darius reminds me. It’s the truth, just as much as the fact that he omitted what he did to Cece’s brother until now.

      “I…” I mumble. Really, what I mean is I need a second to process. I need some time to sort through the accusations of the girl I just slept with, and the suddenly suspicious word of my friend. That second’s delay, however, seems like a decision in itself to Cece. She lifts an open palm to Darius. Her eyes shine like sapphire high-beams. Skin crawls away from her fingertips with the spread of a flame over her hand, until a claw closes its scaly death grip on Darius.

      “Then I guess I’m already a murderer,” says Cece.

      “No!” I scream, and slam my palms together on instinct. The clap sucks Cece and her flames into a temporal rift the size of a quarter. For her good as much as Darius’, I send her the first place I can think of where she can let it out without killing anyone. I’m left panting from the sudden exertion in a charred room, across from Darius.

      “Damn, you’ve got a tough roster this year,” he chuckles nervously, when he finally swallows the lump in his throat. My palms feel magnetic, with how hard it is to pry them apart. The second I do, I fall back against the counter.

      “Shut…the hell…up, Darius,” I bite. Even as I do, he zips over to my side to catch me. An arm under mine, he helps drag me across the suite, through the door to my bedroom. Even though he can feel the seeping from my pores.

      “Sure, sure,” Darius nods. Still, he can’t help himself asking, “So, uh, can I borrow some milk?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cece,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing Courtyard

      I unleash a bloody scream of vengeance, though it sounds oddly different. Rather than bouncing off the enclosed walls of Serge and Darius’ suite, it rises to fill the open air. I realize all too late that I’ve been transplanted somewhere else. Before my eyes even have a chance to adjust to this new, bright world, the pent up inferno in my palm froths through, whether I want it to or not.

      “Dammit!” I growl to focus on restraint. I hold it back in a clenched fist just long enough to thrust my arm straight into the air, away from anyone who might be nearby. I open my scaly fist to unleash a special kind of fury reserved for only one. The shockwave from my hand flings me straight to the ground. My back flattens a patch of tall grass. Above me, I watch a wicked tower of crimson fire and black smoke surge up past the suspended Administrative Level. Like a beam of pure color, it streaks across the sky, blasting a hole through every cloud in its wake. By the time it finally burns out, the world comes into focus around me.

      I’m on the floor of the gardens in the D Wing Courtyard. Around me are classmates and students of every class from all over D Wing. They flood from the adjoining cafeteria to ogle my outburst and the aftershocks above. I’m tired enough that I almost let my eyes shut. They can watch all they want, damn them. I just went from one of my best mornings to one of my all-time worst in ten minutes - I’ll sleep in the damn garden if I want to. At least, that’s my plan until I smell something burning right next to me. I follow the scent and the little crackle my ears pick up to my right arm. It’s still a scaly gauntlet, with a faint violet hue. It still emanates heat and smoke, which is cooking the grass around it. Part of me wants to lay there anyway. Let the whole place burn. But then, I know I’ll burn before the Council lets that happen. Besides, if I want to get even with Darius - which I do more than anything just this moment - I can’t get myself expelled. Or terminated. I don’t imagine, if one proves too dangerous even for the Broken Academy, they just release them into the world.

      I hop up from the grass and trudge across the Courtyard to the D Wing dorms. Bodies part to let me through like there’s an invisible shell around me. Along the way, I shake my arm out until every last scale vanishes back under my disguise of normal human skin. My eyes flit over the crowd of Dragons staring from inside the Cafeteria along the way. Among their various looks are shock, astonishment, disgust and suspicion. Only one amongst them sits apart in his look of concern. It tightens my chest to see him stare at me like that, worried, despite what I did to him last night. I can hardly stand it. And yet… And yet I want so badly to take him up on what he’s been offering me since day one.

      The truth is, my emotional defenses are finally whittled low enough to the point that I might admit it. I need help. Lee might annoy me with his constant reference of experience. He might not approve of the motives or methods I’ve committed myself to. But he might just be the only person in the Academy who wants to help me.

      “Lee,” I surrender at long last, just as I cross under the high arches to the dorm halls.

      “Cece,” Lee answers through the Soul of Fire.

      “I’d…understand if you wanted nothing to do with me. But I need…maybe a place? Somewhere to let things out,” I confess, while the walls around my mind are still low. Already, I can feel the disbelief of my usual, composed self, hearing my deflated husk admit it. Disbelief turns to shame when I hear nothing, though I feel the connection between my own ember and Lee’s.

      “I know a place,” Lee answers, just when I thought he never would.
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        * * *

      

      Lee,

      The Broken Academy, Sierra Nevada Tether Teleporter

      Cece stands a half step behind my heels. She hasn’t actually spoken a word to me, out loud, since I answered her call in the Soul of Fire. Every instinct told me not to. My gut said that whatever it said before was just a stomach ache, compared to what it felt about Cece now. Then she appeared in the Courtyard. Then she unleashed the biggest streak of fire into the sky I’ve ever seen. And the pain that cracked across my brain, when she did it… It didn’t much matter what my gut had to say about Cece Ford anymore. My heart broke for her, so here we are. There’s no choice in whether or not I help her anymore, even if I have to break the rules.

      “Lee,” she finally whispers, as I lay my hand on one of the rich, grainy red doors that marks a Tether of the Academy. It looks just like the one I brought her through. This one, however, doesn’t go back to San Francisco. I barely turn my head over my shoulder to address her. “You won’t get in trouble for this?”

      “Oh, I will. If anyone finds out,” I give her a little smirk. Before she can suggest any sort of adjustment to the plan, I twist the handle and open the way. The room inside is almost identical to one we’ve passed through together before. The same ornate green carpet and mirrored ceiling mark it as an Adjustment Lounge. Cece follows behind me all the way down the long, cool corridor as soon as the door shuts the Academy behind us. At the other end of it is a massive set of gorgeous french doors, along with the only thing that sets this outermost branch aside from the other five Adjustment Lounges. A hanging plaque over the doors which says Sierra Nevada.

      “We’re going to the Dragon Training Ground?” Cece asks. I can’t deny I’m a little impressed - with the shape she’s in, I didn’t figure the girl was picking up anything of value from her classes.

      “You need somewhere to let it out, and the Training Ground is the one place we’re allowed to,” I tell her. I turn around to face her, an exhausted mess of hangups. At the core of her hurt, right now, is her Wing Supervisor. I can’t tell exactly what Serge did to Cece, through the walls of reservation around her heart, but it has something to do with her brother. “I have to be honest, I’m not sure exactly why the Council hasn’t sent for you already, with what happened earlier. But now’s the time to take a risk, if ever. You left your student ID in your room, like I told you?” Cece stiffens her stance to give me a little nod. “Good. Then grab onto me.”

      Cece’s hands wrap around my waist as mine wrap around each of the long golden handles on the french doors. Her head rests on my shoulders. I crack the doors to the light. The Tether Teleporter floods the room with an all-consuming flare of pure white. The next thing we know, Cece and I careen forward over the Earth. We ride a phantasmal slipstream down towards the barren, stony mountain caps.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lee,

      Sierra Nevada Academy Training Ground

      The light of the Tether withdraws from around us like liquid mirrors being sucked back up a straw. When the last shard is gone, Cece hugs me from behind on the plateau of a rocky expanse. Beige hills speckled with chutes of emerald forest roll out in front of us. They fold back behind us. In an instant, the entire reality of our worlds have changed. Gone are the homey, dark wood and stone halls of the Academy. Gone is the Broken Academy completely, when we look up, hidden behind a massive illusory curtain. The arid Training Ground is everything for miles, for all intents and purposes, forever.

      I slide my fingers over Cece’s arms to coax her into letting go. I spin around to plant my hands on her shoulders. The sensation startles her awake from a trance. Cece’s eyes climb up to mine, which seems to be twice as steep a distance now than ever before.

      “Do what you’re going to do,” I urge her, and take a step back. She crosses one arm over the other with the innocence of a child. I’ve never seen a person undergo such a transformation in so short a time, from the girl in the Courtyard to this one.

      “That’s not going to…set off any alarms or anything?” Cece asks. I can feel that the worry in her eyes is not for herself.

      “If anything sets off an alarm, it was your show in the Courtyard,” I can’t help but chuckle. She’s worried now? “But here we are. I wouldn’t worry. I’m cleared to use the Training Ground whenever, and you didn’t bring your ID. As far as anyone watching is concerned, it’s me down here stretching my wings.”

      “I can…” Cece mumbles, just beginning to understand. She opens an idle palm to a nearby shrub. It’s isolated, so if it was to, say, catch fire, it wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen. Cece’s fingers tremble towards it.

      “Cece. I’m telling you to cut loose here and now, before you do it somewhere you’re not supposed to again,” I urge her, “Do it!” Cece’s palm flexes open with a little yell of focus. Flame jumps up between every leaf of the shrub in her sights. “You call that cutting loose?” I dare her. I spin around with an arm out to show her it’s alright. A snake of fire slithers across the dry clay at my will, rises towards the sky, then sizzles out. “Come on!”

      Cece closes her fist at the shrub. She screams. Anything that once was a plant there is atomized instantly. The earth jumps up with a flaming shockwave that could have been confused for a mine detonation. I twitch back an inch from the boom. When the surprise leaves me, though, it’s quickly replaced by a smirk.

      “Is that all you can do?” I ask Cece. I thrust both palms into the air to challenge her with a dual flamethrower. Cece answers by angling her own arms at her sides. A cry climbs her throat as flame pours from between her scaly fingers. She spins as the inferno spills over, surrounding herself with a vortex of thick flame. When the heat cools and the mountain wind scatters the flame from around her, she’s left panting in the center of a charred black circle of earth. Her lips take the slightest curl of a smile.

      “I…want to fly,” Cece confesses.

      “I wish getting you to do that was as easy as telling you to, but…that’s a little more advanced,” I sigh, hands on my hips. I’m only disappointed until the simple, obvious solution drops itself on my head. “So, in the meantime…” I mutter as I stroll towards her. Maroon scales overtake my skin. Claws cut through my hands. Wings snap open on my back just before I sweep beneath Cece. She rolls over on my back with a gasp. Her arms clasp around my draconic neck just before I lift off. Her little chuckles as we shoot higher and higher into the sky fill my soul with music.

      I unfurl my canvas sails high over the Sierra Nevadas. I take Cece on an adrenaline-pumping ride of rises, dives and loops that put our flight together the night we met to shame. She yelps and laughs with every sharp jerk that threatens to throw her off. She lays her cheek against the warm scales of my back as we pass through the vapor blanket of a cloud.

      “Scream!” I tell her, through the Soul of Fire.

      “Wha-wha-what?” Cece laughs.

      “Think about whatever it was that made you so angry, in the Courtyard. Then throw your head back and scream it out. All of it, as hard and loud as you can!” I urge her. Cece trusts the urgency in my tone. She tightens her grasp around the joints of my shoulder blades and wings. She lets her head down, eyes closed. She thinks about whatever it is, behind that wall of emotion, until her temple twinges. Then she bucks her head back.

      The sound. Even in my true form, it puts a chill under my scales. I can hear the scream tear and scratch at her throat as it booms out over the mountains, into the sky. It superheats the air over us until a momentous flower of fire swirls out from within Cece’s throat. The petals swirl up and out in bloom, inscribing its wicked shape in the sky long after her breath finally runs out. Cece’s head drops. She drapes over my shoulders, steam leaking from between her fanged lips.

      Cece teeters between sleep and awareness until I glide us safely back down near where we left from. I spin around to grab her the second we touch down, even as I transform back to my human disguise. She’s a little shaky, but manages to stand with my help as the fluorescent blue light flickers out behind her eyes. She’s so close, she has no idea - especially for one who only just Awakened.

      “How do you feel?” I ask her, “Better?” Cece gives me a slow, weak nod. Then she falls forward into me. Her head tilts back, her smirk an inch away from mine. I know I shouldn’t, but I can’t help it. We’ve been this close before. I shouldn’t have then, either, and I didn’t. And I regret it. I lean down and graze my lips against hers. Cece doesn’t pull away. After a second of sharing radiant warmth through our skin, she even rises up on her toes to slide her lips towards mine.

      She opens my mouth with her own, just the slightest bit. Just a slit, for her tongue to slip inside with mine. I feel her body melt into my waiting arms. Cece plants little kisses across every ridge of my lips, then lets her head down to my neck. I kiss the top of her head several times, waiting for her to come back, but she doesn’t. It takes me a minute to realize she’s staring down into my chest.

      “I…I was just with Serge, last night,” Cece whispers.

      “Oh,” falls out of my mouth before I can help it. It’s more from surprise than anything else. It makes the fact that her anger stems from Serge and her brother all the more confusing.

      “I-I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have… you helped me, and-”

      “Cece, relax,” I hum. The deep tone from the instrument of my chest against her head quiets her almost instantly. “You forget that we’re connected. I can feel that you’re hurting, and I can feel that you don’t want to take advantage of me. But…the thing is that our connection doesn’t go away, no matter who you sleep with. So what, you got romantic with Serge? That doesn’t mean anything about the connection we share, right now.” Cece tucks her head under my chin.

      “Lee…thank you,” she whispers.

      “Yeah,” I whisper back. Two embers swirl around one another in the Soul of Fire, orange and blue. I hold onto Cece as long as she needs in the mountain breeze. For now, for both of us, it’s enough. It’s exactly what we both needed.
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      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy

      The next few weeks take on a shape almost like what I imagine most people at a University call normal. Hell, compared to my first weeks at the Academy, it almost seems normal to me. In spending almost no time around Serge, I manage to avoid crossing paths with Darius. That, coupled with regular practice sessions with Lee, actually keeps my temper, well, tempered. For the most part.

      It’s not just Dragon transformation we practice either. There are some fireworks between us, of both the literal and figurative variety. I can’t deny it’s nice to be intimate with someone without having to actually be with them. A little practice in dreams at night has made me quite adept at walling off my own personal corner of the Soul of Fire, inside of which only Lee and I can see. And feel. There, we don’t have to hold back. Not even while we’re both in class. I can rock Lee and the bed back and forth across an inferno of passion without much more than crossing my legs as I climax back in the physical world. We meet in person, in his room, every few nights just to shake things up.

      Maybe I let Lee’s hardy physique and his hips pushing me against a wall get to me, because before I know it, I’m even sitting with him at lunch. With other Dragons. What changed in me I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s so gradual, I can’t tell if there’s a real change at all. Somewhere between being with Serge, Lee and screaming fire into the sky, I’ve started to feel a little bit like what I’ve always been. A Dragon. It rolls off my tongue, rather than sticking to it.

      But for every small comfort that grows with my acceptance into the Dragon flock, so too does a little crack across the back of my mind. A missing sliver that used to be filled by Serge. Nothing about my romps with Lee, on the Sierra Nevada Training Grounds or in bed, leaves me unsatisfied. Yet…I miss Serge. He fulfilled the darkest part of my urges. My temptation to push the envelope. My ambition to push through every barrier set for my own good. Now that I can’t have him again, I realize how intoxicating that brief window was when I did.

      Serge has found a way to avoid me throughout all of D Wing, the cafeteria included. The only time we cross paths now is when we have to, in Mystical History. Serge and I flit eyes at one another a few times throughout the class, but never for more than an accidental second at a time. Mostly, we play the game of planning our looks when the other is occupied. All the while, the presence of Darius a few rows away looms like a specter between us. I can hardly blame Serge for keeping his distance, when I consider the situation I put us in. I drove a wedge of distrust between him and a friend, one I didn’t realize he was so close to. But this friend did kill my brother, so we agree to disagree in unbearable silence.

      It helps that there hasn’t been a single incident of room damage since I repainted the ceiling. Apparently all River and I needed was a weird night of cuddling to catalyze a less homicidal relationship. It’s not like we stay up all night talking boys, but she at least doesn’t scream or growl every time she enters the room to find me there already. We even exchange pleasantries every once in a while when we pass one another. I’ve also gotten rather used to walking in on her pacing the room as some manner of mortally dangerous creature. Lions, antelopes, falcons, scorpions - I’ve seen her in a spectrum of bizarre shapes and walked right around them in mutual respect.

      Neutral as we are, it’s not like I’m wanting for female company. Stephanie makes a resurgence after a recent breakthrough in one of her classes, more talkative than ever. Being that she doesn’t actually need to sleep, I’ve lost quite a bit myself entertaining her with the antics of a living, Dragon girl. Stephanie thinks I need to mend bridges with Serge, even if not a romantic one. I wonder if one exists that we could cross, back to one another, as friends or otherwise. I do agree with her that being at such tense odds with our Wing Supervisor is less than ideal. I also wonder if Serge has anything to do with the fact that the Council never intervened after my attempt on Darius’ life, once Stephanie tells me the truth of his family name. I can’t believe Serge never mentioned his father was the Magister of the Council of Six.

      Whether or not I care to admit it, I wake up one morning to find the Broken Academy has become everything Dragonlord Thise promised. A second chance. A home. Suddenly, the faces around me are inseparable from the idea. Lee and the Dragons. Stephanie. Thise. Serge, I hope, eventually. Hell, even River. When I think about waking up in a world with them in it, I don’t miss the one that threw me away so much anymore. I don’t picture Jason’s death every day anymore, or even the vengeful hellfire I still promise to bring on his killer.

      Not the least of the things replacing hate in my head is anticipation for my Basic Transformation exam next week. That, and my project partner for Mystical History.
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        * * *

      

      Bryant,

      The Broken Academy, Grand Library

      The Library has always been one of the few places in the Academy I can definitively say I like. The aroma of crisp pages. Climbing towers of shelves, each packed tight with inked wisdom, generations old. No matter how many times I visit this place, I always feel like the answers I seek are just one bookshelf higher than where I’ve reached before. My father. My home Realm. I haven’t the slightest idea if it’ll fill the void I once clogged with murder, but I have to try. Of course, just now, I’m not here for pleasure. I have an assignment and, as fate would have it, the only human I’ve ever taken an interest in as my partner. Well, not exactly human. She’s the reason I have stacks upon stacks of tomes from the twisting, multi-level maze of information all around me.

      “Do you go to everything early?” Cece asks as she arrives, arms cradling a gigantic clump of books. Her voice breaks up into little bursts of laughter - a chuckle she calls it. I’ve noticed Cece chuckle quite a bit during our research sessions, though I can never pinpoint exactly what it is she finds so funny. Still, the sound makes my dark, rocky face curl up in an oddly similar expression.

      “Yes. It’s a good habit, or so I was told by Fey Rorelia, when I first came here,” I tell her.

      “And you never stray from it?” Cece shakes her head as she unleashes the flood of tomes across our long library table.

      “I don’t do well with ambiguous decisions. So, when someone tells me something is good, I do it and stick by it,” I do my best to explain to someone with a completely functional moral compass. Cece frowns and nods, which she’s explained to me before is not always an expression of disapproval. It can be used, like now, to show that she is impressed, even if I don’t know why.

      “I admire that about a man,” Cece commends.

      “I’m not a man,” I remind her, a mistake she makes often.

      “Right,” Cece chuckles again. She separates her books from a mound into several organized piles. “Well, I brought all of the records I could carry on draconic history, around the time they entered the Academy.”

      “I’ve done the same with my kind. It should be sufficient for you to form your flowchart,” I tell her. I slide the first of my own chronologically organized book piles towards her. Cece reaches out to take it, but overshoots her aim and touches the tips of her fingers to mine. It’s too careless a mistake for so observant a girl.

      “Did you know my touch is poisonous to humans?” I warn her, by way of asking. This indirect method of communication is difficult for me, but it’s all I can do not to embarrass her. Cece, however, shows no flushed cheeks or any of the telltale signs of bashfulness.

      “I think you might fail this assignment if you’ve already forgotten I’m not human,” she smiles. Cece pulls my books to herself, then pushes her own Dragon records towards me. When I take them, she grazes her fingers on mine again. I stare up at her smiling face. Is this her way of hands-on research? Using herself as a subject in the test of a Demon’s toxic touch against a Dragon?

      “I haven’t forgotten,” I assure her as I pull her traded stack of books to myself. I flip open the cover of the first one and begin reading. It takes a few idle seconds of watching me for Cece to follow suit with her own book. She reads for all of two minutes before she lets out:

      “Hey, Bryant?”

      “Yes?”

      “You know what worked really well for me? The other day, when you told me about Demon history yourself. Hearing a narrative account.” Cece tries rewording when she sees the lack of understanding plastered on my stony face. “It helps to hear it out loud. It’s more…personable than words on a page.”

      “I can’t imagine why. Words are words, on a page or lips,” I try to explain to her the fallacy of the thought.

      “Yeah, I know… Just, please?” Cece asks. There it is, her secret weapon. There must be some kind of draconic enchantment in that tone of voice. Every time she uses it, I think - no…maybe I feel - that I should do whatever she’s asking. Even if it makes no sense whatsoever.

      “Alright,” I say, folding my cracked, dark fingers over my book. “Demons don’t keep detailed records in our home Realm of Hell. Our history starts when we first set foot into this Realm. That was almost a hundred years ago, now. The surge of electric power throughout the Norman world inspired some experiments at the Broken Academy Research Facility under Point Arena. The workers there thought to fuse Magic with modern technology to open gates to the Realms of Power.”

      “That’s where I get a little foggy,” Cece cuts in. I cock my head for lack of understanding until she explains, “sorry - confused. I get confused. Like fog makes it hard to see outside? We say foggy to show it’s hard to see what’s in our minds.” I give Cece a slow nod as the knowledge inscribes itself on my brain. Will these metaphors ever cease? What amazes me even more is Cece’s endless patience in explaining them. “What exactly are the Realms of Power?”

      “Part of the search for them was to find the answer to that very question,” I tell Cece, “As best Academy research understands, the Realms of Power are dimensions layered on top of this one. For generations, the Council has suspected that their abilities, the things that set them apart from other natives of this Realm, come from Realms beyond it. They thought of their powers as a leak from another reality. The temptation of even more allured the Council to source the suspected leak. They believed if they found their corresponding Realm of Power, they could become Magicians, Witches, Shifters and Dragons like the world had never seen.”

      “But instead of their own Realms of Power, they found Hell. I mean - your home,” Cece fills in.

      “Yes. I take no offense to the name, I just find it highly inaccurate. My home Realm has nothing to do with the Christian concept of an underworld. It’s simply…different from this one,” I tell her.

      “How so?” Cece can’t stop herself from asking.

      “This is unrelated to the project,” I remind her.

      “Dammit, Bryant. Just when I thought you were growing a funnybone,” Cece laughs.

      “I do have a humerus, which is the only bone I could understand that expression referring to,” I tell her, which only makes Cece laugh harder. Before long, she’s got me smiling again. It hardly matters that I don’t quite understand why, when she’s having such a grand time. “How about…I tell you what Hell is like, after you tell me something about the Dragon’s inclusion in the Academy for my flowchart.”

      “Look at you, bargaining. Looks like you did learn something from me!” Cece chimes. She sits back in her chair, arms folded. She clears her throat with overly pronounced volume that pulls in the attention of a few other students from our class around us. They’ve all been assigned their own partners to develop a flowchart of another race’s Academy history.

      “Well, we didn’t get pulled out of a Realm of Power, like Demons. It’s still up for debate if Dragons are a mutated branch of humanity, or something else altogether. The earliest records of us are true to the old legends everyone knows: we lived high in the mountains of the Far East,” Cece tells me.

      “Far East?” I echo.

      “China and the surrounding region, “Cece explains. The longer she goes on, the more closely I listen. Her voice slips through my mind like the notes of a song, one of few human conventions of entertainment I do understand. “Dragons were reported as highland tribes who conjured fire from nothing to hunt. After some time, people in the lower villages saw them transform a time or two, and the scaly legend was born.”

      “Once an entire culture started to develop around them, and their way of life was jeopardized by revelation to the world, Dragons started to emigrate. This was a couple hundred years ago, so that’s why not all Dragons are oriental anymore…”

      Cece and I trade stories for the rest of the afternoon. We pause for the occasional graze through a book, but mostly we just listen. Suddenly, I understand. When I think back on the stories Cece told me that day, I don’t think of words. I think of the mighty ancient Dragon warriors she illustrated for me, on the mountaintops of China. I think of Cece’s animation increasing with each new twist in the tale. More than anything, when I leave the Grand Library, I think of her.

      I know she’ll go and find Lee, once we part ways. I see the way she stares at Serge in Mystical History, too. Still, some small part of me thinks - feels - there’s a reason for hope. I hope she’ll come back to me, even after she doesn’t have to. I don’t want these conversations to end. I want to learn more, and not just about Dragons. About expressions and chuckling, and everything that comes with humanity.

      What I feel…almost sounds like it could be construed as what Cece calls love. I can’t be sure of that, as I’ve never experienced it before. Just so, I can’t be sure that it isn’t.
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      Cece, 
      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      “Hey Steph, what are your classes like?” I ask one evening, while she, River and I each float about the room in our own way. River sits at her desk, flipping through notes. I lay on my back on my bed, contemplating my upcoming Transformation exam. Stephanie floats quite literally, like a blue cloud rolling across the ceiling. It’s as good a reason as any to procrastinate; I can only roll around and mull over my test so much.

      “How do you mean?” Stephanie answers. I trace her wandering, bodiless form in an idle figure-eight pattern over my head.

      “Like, is your roster full of basics like Mystical History? Or is it more like Haunting, 306?” I tease her. River snorts while she jots an addendum to whatever it is she’s studying.

      “Hey! I consider that a racial slur!” Stephanie barks, with more ferocity than I think I’ve ever heard in her voice. That, coupled with the way her sapphire smog unfurls into an angry stormcloud, shoots me straight up in my bed.

      “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t know.” I raise both hands in surrender. Stephanie’s frame condenses back into her calm, blue wisp form in an instant.

      “Man, you’re easy sometimes,” Stephanie chuckles.

      “You sonofabitch,” I laugh along with her when I realize it’s all a joke. Stephanie flits down beside my bed for a moment, taking the loose shape of a woman for the briefest of seconds.

      “No, I took Mystical History last year. Most of my classes are specialized to help with my condition,” Stephanie explains. “I’ve got one about the nuances of possession, for both living and non-living things. One that helps me stay in this Realm or the Blue Plane as I please. There’s even one that’s supposed to help me work my way backward through my death, to reconnect with who I was before I died.” There it is again - that morbidly whimsical tone in discussing her own death.

      “Have you…discovered anything yet?” I ask to be sure.

      “Not much. I know I died in a car accident, but that’s about it,” Stephanie tells me. “Not if anyone was with me. Not where I was going. Nothing.” River puts her notes down to look back at Stephanie over her shoulder. She knows what to say about as much as I do. We look to one another in our loss, until the moment of unsurety passes with a pulse of shock.

      It comes from the corner of the room, and touches all three of us like an invisible nudge. I follow the feeling with my eyes to its source, a liquidy oval hanging in the air like a mirror without a frame. Only, instead of a reflection bouncing off of it, there’s a room I recognize inside. The Council Chamber. It takes a second for me to put it all together - it’s not a mirror at all, but a window to somewhere else. A portal. Long before I’ve gotten over that, a body steps through.

      “Cece. The Council of Six calls for you,” Serge announces in a dry, harsh voice. I spring up from my bed. My eyes shoot instinctively for the door. River turns around in her chair, like she might actually get between us if Serge makes a move. Stephanie unfurls to her stormcloud form again.

      “If they were going to send you anyway, why not use the door?” I demand. Nothing puts you on edge quite like another room full of people suddenly poking into your own. When Serge’s lips opens to speak again, the words that leave them in no way match the regret screaming through his eyes.

      “Because you’re a flight risk, and it’s urgent. One door is easier to get you through than many. I’m to bring you straight to the Council,” he tells me. It sounds even more formal than when we first met. This is no visit from Wing Supervisor to resident - it’s more like jailer to criminal. I roll over and slide off the edge of my bed without a word. I cross the room in my baggy pajama pants and tank top to the portal. They would probably give me time to change first, but I want them to see just what they’re doing - plucking a student from her room without warning.

      I take a high step through the portal into the far colder, glowering Council Chamber. I plant my bare feet on the shimmering sapphire panel in the center of the Council’s round, stony table. Serge comes through right behind me. The window back to my room swirls down to the size of a pea, then blips out of existence. All trace of help vanishes with the disappearance of Stephanie and River. Despite the seven people around me, I feel completely alone.

      “I’ll lead this as quickly and fairly as I can, being that it concerns one of my students,” rasps VampKing Lucidous. I know what comes next. I turn Serge the dirtiest glare I can muster on short notice. Whether or not he wants to do this has no bearing on the fact that it’s unfolding right in front of me. “You made an attempt on the life of the Vampire Darius Jecks. Attempted murder is forgivable only in cases of self-defense. The only reason you’re here and not imprisoned already is because Serge insisted that, given the chance, you could argue this case.” I feel the slightest bit of guilt about the look I just gave my Wing Supervisor, but I manage to clear my throat to answer.

      “You could say I was defending myself,” I tell the gray, slender VampKing. It takes every ounce of my focus to look him in his ruby eyes and keep a straight face. “I don’t exactly feel safe around the man who killed my brother right in front of me.” At this, the rest of the council turns to one another to debate the truth in murmurs. Only Lucidous and Thise keep their faces pointed right at me.

      “The Vampire that attacked your brother in the San Francisco Training Ground… You say this is Darius?” Lucidous asks.

      “Yes,” I tell him, two fists clenched beside me.

      “What proof of this do you have?”

      “His voice. He spoke to me that night… You don’t forget the voice of someone who just murdered your family,” I assure him. The VampKing’s fangs pop open to retort instantly,

      “I’m afraid voice recognition by someone who was traumatized and drunk on the night in question isn’t evidence enough.” While the rest of the Council looks down with a certain degree of empathy, they also look as though they couldn’t agree more with the VampKing. “Besides, even if it was Darius you saw - which we can’t confirm - your brother’s body is lost. We cannot analyze the scene. Operating solely on faith in a new student… It won’t stand here. Darius Jecks is a well-respected graduate of the Controlled Feeding Program. With this remarkable lack of evidence, he is guilty only of serving his own needs. Your brother’s death was not related.”

      “You’re saying…that I killed my brother?” I ask the VampKing. It comes out a little too much like a snarl for the Council’s liking. They like the wave of heat that slaps them all in the face even less. Each of them straightens up in their chair, and Serge moves a step closer to me. I catch his hand moving close to mine from the corner of my eye.

      “Let me remind the Council, we are not here to rule in the death of Jason Ford. We are here to discuss the altercation between Cece and Darius,” Thise pipes up. My knuckle joints pop back into their rightful place one at a time as I force my hands to unclench.

      “You mean the attack on Darius,” Lucidous reminds the Council.

      “VampKing Lucidous,” Thise interrupts, her hands folded tight, eyes on me. “Your language is remarkably biased. You assured us you could remain objective during this ruling. Does the Council need to reconvene?”

      “No,” the VampKing mutters after a few tense seconds.

      “Then allow me to point out that Darius Jecks killed five people before he graduated from the Controlled Feeding Program,” Thise continues, in such a matter-of-fact way, I have to fight not to smirk. “Admirable though it may be that you were able to rehabilitate such a man, he made fatal mistakes and remained here at the Broken Academy. Fey Rorelia. A similar case could have been made against the Demon, Bryant. Yet he remains, and has even become a model student.”

      “This is true,” Fey Rorelia chimes in when the Dragonlord gives her a nod.

      “Magister Horace. This attack happened weeks ago, yet we just hear of it now from your own son? Why is that?” Thise unseats the Magister from his dignified high horse in the corner. The look of sheer panic in his wide eyes shaves away a whole layer of tension from the room.

      “I wi-wi-will question him myself. The Council will have its answer,” Horace manages to reply.

      “My point is that every student at the Academy makes these kinds of mistakes,” Thise announces over the room, “It’s why they’re here in the first place. It doesn’t change overnight, either. We bring these young men and women under our roof knowing full well the mess they’ll make. We wait and, in time, we trust that they will clean it up themselves.”

      “So what do you propose? That we grant Cece amnesty for her actions?” asks Sorceress Lily.

      “Not at all. I’ll keep her for detention after my own Basic Transformation class for three weeks. During this probationary period, she will also be assigned a watch. Someone the council already trusts in my jurisdiction. Lee Kaiba,” Thise answers. One by one, heads surrender to the lack of a better idea and lower into a slow bob. Even VampKing Lucidous. It takes all my restraint not to thank her on the spot.

      “Very good. The Council agrees?” Magister Horace presents for the official motion. Each of the Six takes their shift confirming it aloud before Horace says, “Serge. Take Cecelia back to her room. Then report directly to my office.” The way he uses my full name about grinds my teeth down to stumps. That’s a price I’m lucky to pay though, considering the charges I came here on.

      At the twiddle of his fingers, Serge reopens the window to my room. The very second I step through, the Council Chamber vanishes behind me again. The sun hasn’t even completely set through the window when Stephanie and River rise to greet me. It’s like it didn’t even happen. Like a bad dream.
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      Serge,

      The Broken Academy, Magister’s Office

      I stand at attention before his desk, like I’m actually in trouble. It’s always the way I stand when we meet here, whether it’s an act or not. It’s the way I feel, too. Magister Horace leaves me idle while he turns the pages of a file we’ve both reviewed closely, and many times. The story of Cece Ford’s life is splayed out across the crystalline tabletop that reflects white torchlight from around the blue-glass walled office. Despite the Dragonlord’s best efforts to keep it out of the hands of the other Councilmembers, Magister Horace has it all right here. He leaves me there with nothing to do but cringe until even I can’t take it.

      “You couldn’t just make something up?” I dare to say at last. Magister Horace hardly lifts the honey-brown eyes I got from him under his bushy brows. “How will you explain the delay of information? You asked me to wait to tell them about Darius and then-”

      “Mind your tongue, boy,” the Magister shoots up a brick wall to stop my runaway mouth. I straighten up again.

      “Yes, father,” I mutter through clenched teeth.

      “We won’t have to explain it. The girl’s Transformation exam is soon. If everything you’ve learned from your time with her is true, we’ll soon know if she’ll join us. Then this situation with Darius and the VampKing will…work itself out.”

      “Work itself out…” I gulp, while the Magister goes right on flipping through Cece’s record. This is my best friend and someone I care about, I want to tell him, but I know what he’ll say. The same thing he’s always said, since I was a boy. We’re all pieces to be moved around, some more valuable than others. The key is to become too valuable for the players to give up. That’s all I could do for Cece, according to him…but this... All this conniving, scheming - I don’t care what it's for - I don’t want to play anymore. “So…is there anything here to actually discuss? Or was this a show, for the Council?”

      “You’re free to go,” Horace waves me off with such disinterest, I want to scream. I want to fling him and that stupid, extravagant ancestral desk into a dimension of a million shattered mirrors. But I know better than that. I know The Magister could reduce me to twice as many fragments before I ever snapped my fingers. I turn to go, both fists clenched. “Oh, and Serge? Your attitude. Keep it in check.”

      “Yes…Father,” I grumble. When all I want to do is slam the door, I pull it to a ginger click behind me.
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      Cece, 
      Sierra Nevada Academy Training Ground

      I’ve never been so grateful for being watched. I have an audience of Dragonlord Thise and the rest of my Basic Transformation class, but theirs aren’t the eyes I need on me. Theirs aren’t the eyes I glance to every few seconds to make sure he hasn’t evaporated somehow. My Council-issued watch, Lee, stands far back behind the rest, where he’ll be able to keep an eye on me as I undergo the test. He waits for me on the beige clay hillside, right where I’ve met him almost every day the past week. Right where I’ve been practicing for this very moment. He smiles at me now from where I wait in line, for my turn to Transform. To unveil my true form.

      One by one, the Dragonlord calls her other students to the task. Some burst into brilliant plumes of fire. Some only spark. When the smoke clears from around them, each of them has changed, though how much varies from one Dragon cadet to the next. Some stand with scaly greaves, while everything above remains unchanged. Some manage to shed their human head for the long snout of the firebeast. Others still come out wrapped in a patchwork of skin and scales. Before me, only three manage to walk from the flames as their true selves. Two sapphire and one emerald beasts emerge, complete with wings folded down behind them. Each time it happens, Thise bobs her head and says very well, with mild interest. Each time, I look to Lee, who nods me on.

      “Just be what you are,” Lee tells me through the Soul of Fire, just like he’s told me a hundred times before. According to him, that’s the key. I’m not changing. I’m just being me.

      “Cece Ford.” Thise’s call shatters my safe little trance. Two words - my name, shoots a tremor down every path of my nerves. The Dragonlord waits patiently for me to break rank, to take my dusty mountaintop stage. A warm wind blows under my arms to coax me forward, but it takes more than that. It takes the eyes of my classmates starting to turn. It takes Thise preparing to call me again. Only then do I step forward.

      I stand in the breezy quiet before a jury of my peers. Before my teacher. Before my lover. I straighten my arms at my side, fists balled up at their ends. I force all ten of my fingers to unroll together, just like Lee taught me. The focused activity puts me in a state of awareness. Suddenly, I sense each pore, starting with my hands and spreading, that releases a constant stream of gas. With one breath in, I seal every one of them. I keep my inflated chest up, eyes clenched tight. I can feel it, now - the cloud that circles me. The veil that keeps me human for all intents and purposes, even to myself. Then both of those things take a sharp shift. My intent is to take my true form. My purpose is Darius Jecks, who owes me payment of his life. I put my head back, eyes to the open blue. I light the rising gas cloud around me. I let the flame wash over me, wash away the illusion. I become what I am, what I’ve always been. A Dragon.

      Gasps sweep the class like a breeze when a flaming shape shoots straight up from the eye of the vortex of flame. The snap of my wings sends a crack through the air and suspends me high above them. The canvas sails that flap behind me feel as natural as having two extra arms. I can tell my eyes are different by how much sharper everything looks, even from a distance. I sweep them down over the glint of my body, coated in layers of amethyst scales. My test uniform has transformed with me, like armor, just like Lee’s did the night we met. I look down over my classmates, shielding their eyes against the sun to see me. When my jaw cracks to scream out in joy, I find it as the long snout of a beast. My fangs unlock from one another to unleash a banshee screech of elation. The class roars back up at me in approval, none louder than Lee. Thise crosses her arms, but even from hundreds of feet above, I can see her smile clearly.

      A single pulse of my wings launches me through a passing cloud. I dive and lean to slice the wind with my wings. I feel the fire well up from within. Where once fear would have me choke it, now I open wide. Without the drive of fury or hate behind it, a firehose of molten red spews out from inside me. My joy becomes flame. I zip across the clay, etching an inconel across the arid mountainside. I drink in every heightened, rushing second of the moment, even as it pours out of me. When the last cough of smoke is spent, so am I. I bank around a pine tree to glide back to my class. My wings fold around me the second my talon touches ground. My body loosens instantly, and my suddenly human knees buckle with the flight of all my strength.

      “Whoa!” Lee laughs as he bends down to intercept me. He catches both my shoulders. He stands me up before the applauding class of others. “When I taught you about fire breath, I didn’t mean to try it on your first flight!” He whispers.

      “I guess…I’m a natural…” I mumble back to him through the biggest smile I’ve worn in a while. Since before I came to the Academy. The class quiets at the sounding of my evaluation,

      “Nicely done, Cece,” says Thise. Lee shifts to the side so I can meet her eyes with mine, full of tears.

      “Thank you,” I manage to whimper. Lee’s lips slam into mine. The Dragonlord elects not to comment, while a few rogue whoos! rustle through the class. When Lee lets me go, and I can stand on my own, I rejoin the line of my classmates. But then, Lee never really lets me go. We’re too connected for that. Our embers slide together in the Soul of Fire. With my eyes shut, I can see our own private world of orange and blue forming within.

      I feel Lee’s arms around my waist, the heat of his bare body joined with mine. I feel his cock sliding down between my butt cheeks, pulsing harder with each kiss he plants on my neck. Just then, still coursing with adrenaline, I want so badly to lean over, slide up and take him in. But I know that if I let Lee inside me, semi-physically, he’ll get in emotionally, too. Just now, I can’t afford that.

      He’s seen the strength of my intent - I can’t let him see my purpose. Darius Jecks. Lee would stand in my way, I don’t doubt it for a second. What’s worse, he’d think he’s helping. Worst of all is that he might actually be helping. But now I have the power. I can do it, and whether or not I do has to be in my hands alone. It’s time to stop hiding and be who I am, whoever that is. Even if it is a killer. When Lee’s fingers flit up over my rigid nipples, I bite my lip to stop myself from giving in. Instead, I grab his hands and pull them away. Our connection fizzles away with my withdrawal. We both open our eyes, back in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.

      “Not here,” I whisper to Lee, behind me, “I’m too wound up, I won’t be able to keep calm.”

      “I’ll take a rain check,” Lee whispers back with a smirk. I breathe a shaky sigh of relief, despite the lightest note of suspicion in his voice. I can’t afford it to get any heavier, before I make my decision.
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        * * *

      

      Bryant,

      The Broken Academy, Grand Library

      I’m stricken with a rare dose of surprise the second I swing open the doors to the Library. She’s already here. I’ve had to wait at least ten minutes for Cece to show up for every single study session, until now. What’s even stranger is that she’s nose deep in a tome already. I roll my cracked heels to the backside of a lumbering stone support pillar in the far corner to peer at her unseen for a moment.

      The intensity with which Cece peruses the pages is unusual for her. She isn’t checking to see if I’ve arrived, either. If there’s anything to be said about my progress in the lessons Cece gives me during our study sessions, it’s that I think she looks distressed. I actually recognize the look on her face. If she knew I was there, she might be able to hide it, but from this unknowing distance she bares every one of her true colors. Something is weighing on her mind, and whatever is in that book on the table is the easiest distraction from it. I slip out from my hiding place to pace to the table with her.

      “Did you come here early to see just how early I get here?” I ask her as I near the table. Her eyes leap up from her book with some level of alarm. As soon as her giant blue orbs settle on me, though, they relax back in their sockets.

      “Why, Bryant, was that a joke?” Cece says. I register after a moment that she’s doing what she calls “teasing” me. My lips curl up in a crackling little smirk.

      “Was it acceptable?” I ask.

      “The point of jokes isn’t to have them accepted,” Cece chuckles, “it’s to make people laugh.”

      “Then it appears I succeeded,” I note as I sit down. Cece laughs even harder. I take this chance to glimpse the pages she’s chosen to distract herself with. I’m surprised yet again by her choice in reading material - a book about the ancient Magicians. The founders of the Academy. “You’re going back a bit far for our project. Dragons and Demons were a much more recent addition to the Academy. I mean...I hope you knew that already. Our project is due next week.”

      “Yeah, I know that,” Cece chuckles. Her eyes flit down to the text one last time before she snaps the front and back covers together. “I just…came across something interesting in a different book and wanted to do a little more digging on it is all.”

      “Is that what’s bothering you?” I ask her. I can tell from the widening of her eyes that I’ve committed the offense of being “blunt” again. A habit of mine, according to Cece.

      “You think something’s bothering me?” Cece asks. I’m not sure exactly how to respond, since I feel that should be obvious, or I wouldn’t ask. “I just noticed that, in some of the older texts we referenced, the Academy…is called the Dalshak Academy, not the Broken Academy. So I went back as far as I could, starting with what’s left from the original Magicians who emigrated here from India.”

      “Yes, this place started as a school for Magicians, Witches and Warlocks, but you know that from class,” I realize, mid-sentence. “It was originally named for one of the founding families, the Dalshaks. It was only reassigned the Broken Academy later, when many additions and contributions were made by subsequently inducted races.”

      “Ah, alright…” Cece murmurs into her folded hand, “The Dalshak Academy…” Her eyes shoot from one side of her head to the other, as is in pursuit of a troublesome fly.

      “Was that…what’s bothering you?” I ask again, when I see the lines of stress linger under her eyes.

      “No, I…” Cece starts. For a second, it looks like she might actually be forthright with me for once. Like whatever it is is shaken up like a bottle inside her, ready to burst. But then she asks, “Bryant…what kind of abilities do Demons have?” The question catches even me off-guard. I fold my hands to compose the answer.

      “I can alter most matter simply by touching it, if I wish. Sometimes it happens whether I wish it or not,” I explain. In this case, I wish it for an example. From around my wrists, ruby cracks spiral out through the grains of our wooden library table. Charred boils rise up from around them, like it was made from flesh. “This corruption by contact can be…difficult to control. It’s why humans first declared us Demons.” Cece watches with raw amazement as the corruption spreads, then retracts within my curled fists. The table flattens out in its original state.

      “Have you…” Cece’s voice trembles while she stares at my fists. “Have you ever thought about using them to hurt someone?” I get the faint sense that she has an idea of the answer long before I give it.

      “I didn’t think about it, but I did use them to hurt people. Many people, long ago,” I tell her. Fey Rorelia says, when approached about the topic, open honesty is the best way to handle it.

      “Yet, you’re still here, at the Academy?” Cece asks.

      “I am. When I began my training here, I was more a prisoner than a student. I was given instruction from a cell in the detention block. The full extent of my abilities is still sealed by a team of managing Witches,” I explain.

      “And…did they punish you for what you did?” Cece asks next. With each question, my lessons with her shine a brighter light on the true picture of what she’s asking. Curious as she might be about me, this is about her.

      “They sentenced me to death. In that, they discovered that nothing in this Realm can kill a Demon. The only alternative was to…rehabilitate me,” I tell her.

      “Do you feel regret, Bryant?” Cece’s eyes finally come around to mine, glittering blue on shimmering orange.

      “Cece…” for the first time in my life, I answer a question with one of my own, instead of an answer. “Are you thinking about hurting someone?” The look that crosses her face doesn’t match any emotion I know. It looks like someone has just stabbed her.

      “I…” Cece tries. Whatever it is gets stuck in her throat. She slides her chair out instead, and turns to run. My hand flies out before I know what it’s doing.

      “Wait,” comes from my lips, before I know what they’re saying. It’s like I’m watching someone else, a stranger, say it to her. The same words Fey Rorelia said to me. “If you do this, you’ll only hurt yourself.”

      “Bryant…you understand more than you know, don’t you?” Cece murmurs. I don’t want to hold her arm for too long, as the cracks of corruption are already spreading across her skin, but she keeps trying to pull away. I don’t know why, but I know I can’t let her. Everything good born in me these past weeks came from her. I can’t let her be like me.

      “Cece-”

      I don’t get a chance to try and sort it out. Cece swings around to grab my other arm. She pulls me out of my seat. She yanks me up into her body. Every inch of her silken skin on my rocky, topsoil shell is intoxicating. It’s overwhelming. Heat floods from her, through the cracks in me. Each one lights with an awakened orange glow as her soft lips sink between my callous ones. It’s like she’s a vacuum, sucking every ounce of strength from my frame, until I might as well be made from the same soft stuff she is. Then, just as quickly as it came, it’s all gone. An instant spike of heat at our lips unleashes a shockwave of flame and smoke. It flings me back, legs in the air. By the time my back hits one of the corner support pillars and I slide to the ground, Cece is near the Library door.

      “Wait!” I call out to her. My hand freezes mid-reach for her just before she disappears, but not through the door. By the time my brain can adjust to what’s happening, she’s gone.

      A Magician’s portal pops open in the air beside her. Out steps our Mystical History Teacher’s Assistant, Serge Dalshak. At the snap of his fingers, Cece drops limp, into his waiting arms. He turns and immediately steps back through his portal, which seals behind him. I’m left alone in the Grand Library, my cracked, dark hand out for a girl who is no longer there.
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      Cece

      It’s black all around me. Little fireflies, every shade of orange, red and yellow float around me. I still remember how my gut did backflips the first time I came here, not so long ago. Since then, it’s become a place where I can unleash anything and everything. I’ve come here to confess. I’ve come here to roll in the thrall of passion. Just now, I realize I must be here in the Soul of Fire because I’ve been knocked out. It takes me a few seconds to reorient myself before I realize what I need to do.

      “Lee!” I call out into the black. My ember shoots off across the dark distance, straight to his. No matter how we drift, it always knows the way.

      “Cece? What is it? What’s wrong?” Lee calls back the second we link. The panic in my voice bleeds into him instantly.

      “I think I’ve been knocked out,” I tell him.

      “What? By who?”

      “I don’t know, I didn’t see… I was in the Grand Library. Then, all of a sudden, I was here in the Soul of Fire. I can’t open my eyes,” I rattle off, even as I struggle to peel back my eyelids. The veil is far too heavy to lift, even a little.

      “Alright, the Grand Library. I’m on my way. I’ll find you,” Lee promises me with enough confidence for the both of us. “Did you hear or see anything, before it went black?”

      “See, no. I thought I heard something… Maybe a finger snap?” I tense to think backward. Part of me already has my suspicions, not of where I might wake up, but with whom. Another part of me denies that he would do something like this. “There was a Demon named Bryant,” I remember, “He’d have seen what happened. Find him and-”

      Any further communication with Lee is shattered by the sudden opening of my eyes. The Soul of Fire flies away from me, to the darkness of my mind. Rapid blinks adjust my eyes to the dull light of a room I don’t recognize. The walls appear glossy silver, almost like mirrors. They generate no light of their own, but reflect the rows of dim blue torches that mark the edge of the walls around me. There’s no door I can see, so it must be behind me.

      Then physical sensation starts to return to my body, and I realize I’m standing. My feet are flat on the ground long before I have the strength to use my legs. An arm slips out from under each of my own to let me hold myself, now that I’m awake. A glance to my left shows me a young man I don’t know with tan skin and slicked back hair. A glance to my right shows me the truth of my worst suspicions. Serge. He did this, whatever this is.

      “Cecelia,” a semi-familiar voice calls to me from the blackness between torchlight. I follow the sound to a spot in front of me, where a body bleeds into existence from the dark. He is followed by two, three, then four other bodies, all clad in a similar uniform. Each of them dons a long cape over their glamorously adorned dress clothes. As each of them passes through the light of blue fire, they glisten like sea glass all over. The one who leads them out, the one who spoke, steps into the dim light alone for me to see. Magister Horace.

      “What the hell is going on?” I murmur. My rage is subdued to a simmer only by how sorely outnumbered I am. The setting and invitation I received are indication enough that the Magister’s intentions are less than virtuous at best. Despite my asking, I’m truly shocked when he parts his bearded lips to tell me:

      “The Academy is splintered, Cecelia. Even in your short time here, I’m sure you picked up on the subtleties.” Horace’s husky, dark tone fills the room from edge to blackened edge.

      “I think subtlety is more your specialty,” I dare to spit back, which inspires a few murmurs among the caped shadows around Horace. “Why don’t you enlighten me?” The Magister gives a haughty little hmph.

      “Shapeshifters and Dragons destroy their rooms. Vampires sneak off to feed unsupervised. Beings that should never have been brought to this Realm in the first place are allowed to grow their unnatural powers without restriction. It’s a dangerous concoction we’re brewing here, at the Broken Academy, and the Council remains undecided on too much. Complacency will breed monsters here, not students,” Horace tells me. At this I give a little glance to Serge and my other babysitter, at my sides. I take a little test step forward to see if they’ll stop me. No one makes a motion. Serge only turns his face as far away from me as he can.

      “I’m guessing you’re more the apartheid type,” I say. One of the caped figures behind Horace gives a little snort. The rest haven’t so much as breathed loud enough for me to hear.

      “We’ve invited too many powerful beings under our roof. A roof that used to belong to Magicians,” Horace goes on.

      “You mean to you. Your family goes all the way back to the beginning, doesn’t it?” I ask. The words Dalshak Academy are still a crispy, fresh brand on my brain tissue from what I read in the Library. Horace folds his hands over his belted waist.

      “We would never have let things get this far,” confirms it by implication. Horace’s eyes are the same shade as Serge’s, yet they couldn’t be filled any differently. None of the doubt of the son is present in the father. He’s dangerously sure of his right to pass judgment. “But I embrace our responsibility to set it right. That is why you’re here. To make a choice; who you support.”

      “What an honor,” I swoon with the back of my hand to my forehead. I catch Serge’s hands curl into a fist behind me. I drop the damsel act to demand, “what? Are you...asking every student?”

      “Just the ones who would serve on our new Council. This is why I had my son watch you,” Horace announces.

      “Watch me…” I murmur. My hand glides over my gut, like there’s an open wound pouring out. My eyes wander back to Serge, whose eyes are locked on a nondescript corner of the room. Then Horace raises an arm to invite one of the shadows from behind him forward. The caped blackness steps into the light. I have precious little time to process the nausea of betrayal before it implodes to a scourge of hate. Blue fire gives his gray, slender frame an even eerier, twisted look. The sight of him heats the air around my spinning head.

      “You…” I bare my own fangs at Darius Jecks. I turn my rage back on Horace. “You really picked the wrong mascot to sell me on this new Council of yours.”

      “You misunderstand,” Horace tells me, open palms up in an attempt to calm me. It does just the opposite. I take a solid, echoing stomp towards Darius. “Darius is only our ambassador to the VampKing. The Vampires are a willing ally to this new Council, but Darius does not represent them here.”

      “Many of us still remember,” Darius hisses with such venom, I want to boil it out of him, “What did you learn about in class? When our kind was hunted like a plague? We were there. We aren’t a part of the Academy by choice. We’re punished for pursuing our natural needs. Like what I did, to your brother.”

      “Shut your goddamn mouth right now Darius…” I warn him with a glare that could smolder through steel. “If you want to keep it on your face.”

      “Darius. Tell her the truth,” Horace urges him, a gentle hand on the gray monster’s shoulder.

      “You killed Jason when you incinerated him,” Darius says, and I stomp forward to burn a hole through his skull. My foot sticks to the floor when he adds, “but he’d have died either way. It wasn’t your fault. My bite was fatal. You just put him out a few seconds early.”

      My blood turns to ice water. From the lips of the murderer, my mark for murder, my purpose. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t my fault, and Jason’s gone, and my parents left me, and I was whisked away to this insane fucking school to “learn control”. I suffered, bled and burned. And it was all a lie. It wasn’t my fault. My head creaks towards Horace like a steering wheel on a rusted column, when all I want to do is melt Jason’s confessed murderer. All that keeps me from indulging in that vengeance is a realization.

      “Why is he here?” I ask. Horace raises an eyebrow, though he’s far too calculated a man to play dumb now, and we both know it. “If Darius isn’t one of your new Council members, why bring him here and have him confess? Why risk the life of your Ambassador to the Vampires?”

      “Very good, Cecelia,” Horace spreads a toothy grin, “This is why we want you on the Council. This, and your immense power.”

      “Get on with it, Horace. And if you call me Cecelia one more time, they’ll need a scraper to salvage anything for your funeral,” I warn him. Every time he says it, I hear my mother in my ear, reminding me to calm down. Cecelia.

      “Ambassadors can be replaced. I’m sure the VampKing will understand if I explain what happens next as a simple case of revenge, enacted outside the Council’s control, before we ever tried to recruit you, Cecelia,” I wince at the sound of the name.

      “Are you… What?” Darius blurts. Both my hands heat to a fluorescent red, torn between two men I despise. “You’re just going to sweep me away? You think the VampKing will forgive that, so easily?” Darius laughs. Horace shrugs.

      “I think he’ll understand that, no matter the end goal of the Vampires in this new Council, you took a personal risk. Personal consequences came for you. The situation exists outside the parameters of our arrangement.”

      “Father,” Serge’s voice pops from the darkness behind me. “This is-”

      “Shut your mouth, boy!” Horace silences him with a thunderous boom.

      “Why do you want me to kill him?” I ask. It’s a haunting transition of Horace, from a bloodshot scream back to the calm hum of business. He flattens the slightly disturbed collar of his suit jacket, under his cape.

      “Choosing to exact justice for a wrong through action, rather than discussion, is your first step away from the Broken Academy. The first step towards our new Council and a better Academy,” Horace tells me. I look from him to Darius, to Serge only a step behind me now. I hold my searing red palm up at Darius. For a few seconds, I imagine what it would be like. Him, erased from the earth. Jason’s spirit, laid to rest.

      Is it an even trade, for the place that brought me this far? For the people who stepped in, when the rest of my world stepped out?

      “We’ve been here once before,” Darius tries to shake me. It’s hardly effective, with the mortal terror glimmering in his own eyes. “You think you’re fast enough now?”

      “Don’t think I have to be. Not with all of them around,” I taunt him right back. I give him an open smile of jagged fangs, so he knows I’m serious. So he knows it could end any second, if only I will it. I let the heat surge into my fingers. Little tendrils of flame flicker around them like a glove. “You…killed my brother.” I open my hand wide and bright. Darius winces away.
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        * * *

      

      Serge

      I watch, somewhere between powerless and ready to snap. My one-time lover and my best friend - who’s apparently a murderer - are separated by inches of hot air that could combust at any second. My father waits behind them, forbidding me from intervention with his silent threats of the family legacy crashing down on my head. He’s brought all four of his siblings, along with my cousin, to keep me from doing something rash. But then Cece’s palm brightens red, and everything changes. I’ve seen this before. The fire is coming.

      “You…killed my brother,” Cece grumbles. I lurch forward to stop her, family legacy be damned. Before I can so much as snap my fingers, she says, “and you’ll have to answer for that.” The tone of her voice is hardly that of an executioner. I hesitate for a second, in which she turns back to my father. “But the Broken Academy suits me better.”

      Cece’s jaw snaps open wide at my father, while her hand jerks from Darius to one of my uncles. A flood of flame leaps from her throat and her hand at once. The room bursts into vibrant orange light while the Dalshak Magicians scatter in flight of her inferno. Darius tightens up, shoulders to toes, until he realizes he’s not on fire. She isn’t even aiming for him. The second Cece’s fire recedes, Darius makes a break for it. Five Magicians turn on Cece. My father blocks Darius’ lightning-fast escape with a solid illusory wall between him and the door.

      “Serge!” Father screams. It’s a call to action. It’s an implied question: Why the hell aren’t you doing anything? I meet his wide eyes, which are so like mine in everything but intent. He watches me, bewildered, as I change before his eyes. Finally, he’s pushed me too far. He’s dug in the wedge too deep, tipped the scale of demand too far. Fuck him, and fuck this family.

      “What?” I snarl at him. With a wave of one hand, I wrap Cece in an illusory cloak of protection. So long as it hangs in the air around her, no Magician can snap her into an illusory prison. With my other hand, I splinter the translucent wall blocking Darius’ way. “Serge - stop someone you care about from defying our design? Serge - help us kill your oldest friend because he knows too much?”

      “How- how dare you?” Father bellows while he focuses the efforts of his other hand in erecting new illusory walls for each bullet-speed zigzag Darius makes to escape.

      “Learn a new trick, Father,” I trudge straight towards him. Behind us, Cece flares out breaths and handfuls of hellfire, which flatten against similar illusory walls, or get sucked through portals. In his rage, my father loosens his attention from Darius to fling a semi-clear javelin of condensed light straight for me. I ensnare it in a light-whip of my own, which dissolves it to basic particles.

      I buy just enough time for Darius to navigate the floating-glass maze my father created around him. His fist zips through the air like a hummingbird, straight into Magister Horace’s cheek. The kickback force blasts him right off his feet. Father’s back flattens against the floor just as Darius flies to my side.

      “Serge-”

      “Save it. Get out. We’ll talk later,” I tell him.

      “What about…” Darius’ eyes shoot to Cece.

      “I’ll take care of it, go!” I rush him away as Father crawls to his feet. Darius claps a hand to my shoulder, then zips through the portal I open for him. What I didn’t expect in the seconds the window is open, are the two bodies that come stumbling in.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lee,

      The instant the little speck of leftover illusory light in the Grand Library expands to a full-on portal, I know what I have to do. I sidestep the Vampire that comes shooting out, without a thought for who it is. This is the only chance I have. I jump through, into whatever temporal darkness the Magicians have Cece trapped in. I should have figured, long before I ever made it in, that they were the ones that trapped her.

      The second my feet hit the blue-lit floor, I see Cece turning in flaming semicircles, fending off a small crowd of Magicians, alone. I see Serge Dalshak off on the side, deflecting bolts of light from Magister Horace with his own glassy, illusory shield. I hardly have a second to think what in the hell is going on here? Before a dark, orange-cracked body rushes past me.

      “Cece! Behind me!” Bryant bellows. He must have come through the portal just after me. Cece falls back, spraying flame in a wide arc to force the Magicians to fan out. When she stumbles back behind Bryant, he kneels to slam his palms into the ground. Colossal splinters of orange energy spread forward like poison in veins. Black slabs of corrupted matter rise up to block the way of Cece’s many pursuers. I catch her when she trips backwards.

      “You… You’re here…” Cece heaves.

      “Of course I am. I brought your…friend?” I chuckle at the sight of Bryant raising walls of hell-matter to deflect every advance of the Magicians. I’ve never seen a Demon act outside of self-interest. “Do you have enough juice left to transform?”

      “I… I don’t…” Cece tries to tell me.

      Just then, Magister Horace gets a light spear past Serge. It sails at the guidance of his will, right for us. Cece and I separate to let it between us. I let fly a dense curveball of flame from my hand at the same time Serge hurls a translucent tomahawk. In a scrambling effort to dodge both, Horace’s cheek is clipped by the illusory axe just before my fireball blasts him back into the wall. The Magister turns a spiteful cheek against the cold mirror, only to finally snap his fingers and fall through the portal it opens. It closes behind him before his son can even hope to hold it open. That just leaves the Magicians spreading wide around Bryant’s wall of corruption. Serge rushes behind it with me and Cece.

      “Here. Take some of mine,” Serge urges her. Cece and I turn him the same, confused look. “Juice, you need juice. What do you think is holding this place together?”

      “This place…is a trick?” Cece heaves.

      “Yes, the kind with a permanent twist, and I helped them pull it off. I can put some of it into you,” Serge tells her. He doesn’t give Cece the option again. He puts each of his palms on one side of her face and lowers his forehead to hers. I watch, perplexed, as silver light shines through every vein from his temple to his carpals. It transfers to Cece’s, then climbs her arms up to her eyes, which shimmer the same shade. In the Soul of Fire, I see her ember burn brighter blue than ever.
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        * * *

      

      Bryant

      “Bryant,” I hear Cece call out behind me. With the wall of hall-matter I’ve been managing to keep the Magicians back, I haven’t had much of a chance to check on the others. I’m not sure why I even came through that portal with Lee. I knew I had to put a wall between Cece and the Magicians who want to hurt her. When I turn back to her now, though, I find her looking completely rejuvenated. Her eyes shimmer with an odd silvery hue. “Let the wall down,” she tells me.

      While every instinct tells me to wall off the threat, something even more powerful brings my arms down. The slabs and crags of corruption begin to sink back into the floor. Lee and Cece straighten up, chests inflating with the flood of a huge breath. Their skin dimples to scales. Their hands and feet turn to claws. Long necks rise up from their shoulders with fanged snouts on the end. Wings snap open behind them. Violet and red, the two become a lumbering draconic pair, a whole head and a half taller than Serge and myself. For a second, I reflect Serge’s remarkably human expression - awe, I believe. Then the Magicians make their move, and their throat scales flare up with a crimson glow.

      Serge swirls his tired arms to suck in every condensed-light weapon the Magicians can hurl at us. Cece and Lee fire out beams of smoggy inferno, powerful enough to split the walls. Powerful enough to shatter through glassy shields raised in vain by our opponents. Powerful enough to scorch a few of them before all five fall back into their own illusory portals. When the brilliant flare of scalding light recedes back into their throats, the mirror-walled chamber begins to shake. The very frame of it crumples inwards, as if in the grip of a giant.

      “Cece!” Serge’s shout brings me to her side. She falls as her scales recede, into Lee’s already human arms. Her eyes flicker back to their usual, blue hue. Serge kneels to put an arm around Lee. His other one reaches for me. “Come on!” He shouts over the deafening crack of the very world around us. I bend down to join the three, however surprised I am to be included. Serge closes his other arm around both me and Cece.

      Then the sound stops, all at once. On the other side of a blink, we’re back in the Grand Library. The little glimmer of light we came through twinkles out. In the numb quiet, while the four of us stay stuck together in shock, only one finds their voice.

      “You… all…” Cece mumbles. Her eyes fight to stay open for another second or two, before she falls asleep in our collective grasp.
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      Cece

      There are times, when I first open my eyes in the morning, that I think I’ll see that mirror-walled room with the blue torches. The Dalshak family’s illusory prison. I won’t set foot in the Library, at least for now. Bryant is more than happy to bring books to the Courtyard for me. It’s not that I fear Serge now - it’s actually more the opposite. I want him close, to wrap me in a trick should his family come back to finish what they started. It’s nice to have him back there, anyway. Lee checks in on me almost daily, even if we don’t see one another, to make sure I haven’t been whisked away. Our entanglement with Horace’s “new” Council ended so abruptly, and without consequence, that it never really ended for any of us.

      That day we fought together, like one strange, violently powerful family, we waited in the Library for a full hour. Well, I slept while Lee, Serge and Bryant kept watch. I was shocked when I woke to find us just exactly where we were when I’d fallen asleep. The Dalshaks let us be. The rest of the Council of Six never came. It was like nothing had happened at all. Not until today, almost a full week later. It’s a long, lonely walk for me to the Dragonlord’s office.

      I fear passing Magister Horace, or one of his brothers, on the way. The boys and I decided against going to the Council with news of the Dalshaks’ and VampKing Lucidous’ betrayal, with little to no evidence to support the claim, so for all I know, they could be sitting pretty thirty feet ahead of me down the long Administrative Office hallway like nothing’s changed.

      I fear a blindside from Darius around every corner. I spared him in the heat of the moment, but it was more for spite than mercy. I didn’t want to give Horace what he wanted. I didn’t want to betray the Academy that gave me control of my life. I hate Darius no less. My hands still clench at the thought of his throat between them. Especially after the way he took it upon himself to grant me amnesty for Jason’s death.

      Before I know it, troubled thoughts have carried me all the way to her door. I lift my knuckles to Dragonlord Thise’s lava-warmed door. I jump when it swings in on its own. I find the Dragonlord waiting for me, leaning on the edge of her desk.

      “Come in,” she bids me, with an odd gloss over her eyes. At my first step inside, she raises her hand, which shuts the door behind me. Thise immediately departs her desk to trudge straight for me. Her arms pump in intense little swings, so rigid I wince for a slap when she reaches me. I’m doubly stricken when she throws her arms around me. “Stupid girl! Why didn’t you come to me right away?”

      “Wha-wha-what?” I whimper as the strength flees my knees. Arms straight down at my sides, I let her crush me a little in a tight embrace.

      “A full week since the attack and you haven’t told a soul? Do you have any idea the danger you’re in, with no one knowing the Dalshaks came for you?”

      “I…I didn’t,” I try to tell her, but it just won’t come out.

      “Don’t ever withhold something like that from me again. Do you understand me, Cece?” Thise asks. I shut my eyes tight to cage the tears that threaten to bead out, but a few inevitably escape their prison.

      “I understand,” I whisper.

      “Good,” Thise says, and lets me go. She rounds her desk to sit. “Not everyone in your little…band,” she struggles with a word for my three-man romance battalion as much as I do, “Has quite the grit you do. I saw everything that happened in a nightmare, from Lee.”

      “I just- we didn’t want to make unprovable claims about Council members,” I try to explain.

      “I see that, but you don’t have to prove much. Not when it comes to Magister Horace. He vanished the day after the attack. As far as I can tell, him, his brothers and his wife have all left the Academy. Serge is the only remaining Dalshak here,” Thise tells me.

      “He turned on them. He saved me and Darius,” I jump in. Though our lips haven’t touched yet, since our reconciliation in battle, I feel I owe it to him to make sure the Council knows.

      “Yes, he did. A sort of courage I never expected from him… I suspect you had a hand in it,” Thise smirks, “Darius Jecks, however, has also gone missing. After everything Lee told me, when I called him in here, I doubt he’s with the Dalshaks. He could be operating remotely for the VampKing, or he might be a pawn tossed away to rot.”

      “Politics,” I snort. Thise’s face, however, remains serious.

      “You spared him. After everything he put you through, you spared his life. That’s no small feat, Cece,” Thise says. I wish I felt even half the pride I hear in her voice.

      “It’s something, alright,” I grumble. Now it’s Thise’s turn to snort.

      “You certainly are something else,” she tells me. The phrase sends a tingling wave of warmth down through my chest. A very different feeling illuminates the words from her lips than the cold ones that killed Jason. “Now, one part of your assessment, at least, was entirely accurate. We can’t go making unprovable accusations. We need infallible evidence before we bring the VampKing’s association with this new Council to the attention of our own. For now, I’ll ask the same of you that I did Lee, Serge and Bryant. Silence, until we learn more.”

      “We?” I echo.

      “Oh yes, Cece. You’re a part of the bigger game now, for better or worse. A game I intend to win,” Thise smirks.
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      Cece,

      The Broken Academy, D Wing

      “Your boyfriend was just here looking for you,” Stephanie teases the second I come through the door to our room later in the afternoon.

      “Which one?” River joins in from her desk under her bed. The two immediately collapse into hilarity.

      “Nice. Take you the whole morning to put that routine together?” I tease back with the slightest of chuckles. My conversation with the Dragonlord wore me thin, so I turn and flop flat on my back, on my bed. I wait for them to clarify, or respond, until eventually I’m forced to surrender with a sigh. “Fine… Well, which one was it, actually?” Stephanie and River crack up all over again.

      “Tall, dark and crackled,” River tells me. Bryant.

      “He’s my Mystical History partner.” I try to dispel any mixed feelings on the matter from both my roommates and myself. I still can’t quite shake the feeling of my lips on his, though, like kissing a feeling statue.

      “Drop the schoolgirl act, Stephanie told me you kissed him already,” River waves me off, “Well, unless he’s into that.”

      “Would you shut… Ugh,” I almost rise to her challenge, but let my tired head thump down on my pillow instead. Stephanie floats over me, a wispy blue lantern.

      “Actually, though, Cece…. What are you going to do about the boys? You can’t lead all three of them on.”

      “I’m not leading them on… I…I like all three of them, for really different reasons. And I never promised anyone anything,” I raise in retort. When my lips first opened, it was more to get myself out of the choice, for now. But the more I hear my own words, the more they make a certain amount of sense.

      “That’s that, then,” River shocks me with her aid. “If you never came to any kind of exclusivity arrangement with any of them… You’re not breaking any rules, right? I mean - do they hate each other?”

      “No,” I remark, only realizing how insanely lucky that makes me just as I say it. In point of fact, they fought together like brothers the night my life was at stake.

      “Then, there you go. Choice made. Don’t choose,” River suggests with a shrug.

      “Hm,” I cross my arms in consideration of it. If choosing one means losing the others… By God, River has a point. Serge’s ambition, buried under layers of restraint. Lee’s boundless protectiveness and encouragement. Bryant’s supernatural ability to make me laugh in every attempt to be human. Missing anyone now would be like missing a piece of myself. And I suspect I’ll need all three, if I want to make it through the “bigger game”.

      “I’m not sure you two are better off getting along, anymore,” Stephanie sighs into a little chuckle. Then she floats down to my side, before River or I can offer any sort of counterpoint. With great effort, Stephanie forms shimmering blue arms, legs and even a full, faceless head of light. She puts an ethereal, substanceless hand on my shoulder. “I have a present for you, Cece. Since it’s the end of your first term and you, well…survived.” At that, the three of us laugh, but somehow I can tell in Stephanie’s flat blue face, that it’s a loaded gift.

      “What is it?”

      “An opportunity…to heal, maybe? I’m not sure how much you’re going to like it. I just… I wanted to offer it now, since I could. But if you’re not ready, we can wait,” Stephanie tells me.

      “Steph…what is it?”

      “A chance to say goodbye,” Stephanie says. I don’t need to ask who she means. Given the context, it makes perfect sense. I can’t say I never thought of it before, what with her ability to transcend planes. I just never thought…it would actually happen. River takes a slow turn back to her desk, to avert her eyes in respect of my choice.

      “I…” I choke. It all flashes through my head again. Cake for breakfast. The bar. Tips for girls. The alley. Darius Jecks. The fire… The horror on his innocent face. I breathe in every particle of air my sinking chest can hold. “I’d like that.” Stephanie nods and sends a wave of blue light from her projected hand over my whole body. My eyes flutter against my will. When they open, I’m somewhere else.
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      Cece,

      The Blue Plane

      It looks almost exactly like our room. The only real difference is that everything has darkened a shade, has a slight blue tint, and the window lets in a searing white light, rather than the orange of the sun. River sits facing away from us at her desk. With all the blue and lack of movement, even breathing, she appears frozen. Stephanie’s hand lowers from my shoulder, and I feel I can move again, though it feels slower than usual.

      “Hey, sis.” I never thought I’d hear that voice again. At the first sound of it, I whimper. He’s right on the other side of me. Tears froth over and cries fight their way from my throat long before I finish turning to see him in slow motion.

      “Jason!” I scream out all the mourning I didn’t get to unleash at a funeral. I throw my arms around his neck, the way that was stolen from me by the heat of my own fire. I squeeze him as tight as the constraints of this place I hardly understand will allow. Apparently still enough to make him uncomfortable.

      “Alright, alright, what, are you trying to kill me again?” Jason chokes, even while he hugs me back.

      “You asshole!” I laugh and cough at the same time. I let him about an inch out of my arms, but I don’t dare let go. I won’t let him slip away again. Beautiful is the only way to describe my brother, just now. His skin shimmers softly, the same way Stephanie’s body does. His eyes have never been bluer. His hair is swept back in perfect little tufts. His smile is perfect happiness, despite where he is. “Jason… I’m, I’m...I’m so-”

      “Don’t you dare,” Jason whispers. “Don’t you dare apologize to me. I’m sorry that Mom and Dad didn’t stand by you.”

      “No, they…” I try to sniffle through the hysteria. No matter how much I despise what they did, I can’t speak hate to my brother now. Not here. “They didn’t…”

      “That’s right, they didn’t. They didn’t try to forgive you. They didn’t try to look when you went missing, and they didn’t look before then either, when it was so much more important. They should have been looking all along, for a place like this. Since the first time you set a fire, they should have been trying to help you, not stifle you,” Jason rattles off, just barely keeping the tears down himself. It’s like he’s trying to squeeze it all in, before…the white light brightens in our window.

      “Wait,” I realize, “You… You saw…everything?”

      “Since the alley. I’ve been with you, sis. I wish I could say I always will be, but I can’t shake the feeling that this was the last thing I had to do. Stephanie told me. Something was keeping me here. But now I see…” Jason smiles, while two shining tears streak down his cheeks.

      “Are you kidding me? After you just got here? You’re going to split and leave me? Stay. I need you, I-”

      “No. You don’t. Not anymore, Cece. You have everything you need, at last. At last…you’re becoming what you always were, under all the bullshit. Beautiful,” Jason tells me. His frame starts to loosen, the lines of his face blurring and flickering out to wisps of blue.

      “Jason… I love you. You were the only one. You… I should have told you more,” I cry, more like a child than when I was one, “Please stay. So I can say it more.”

      “Come on, sis. I saw what you did with that guy, Darius. We both know you’re not that selfish,” Jason tells me. “Make up for all the times you wished you told me, with the ones you have around you now. I love you too.”

      I try to reach for Jason, but my arms move too slow. By the time my hand grasps where he just was, he’s dissolved to sapphire stardust. His essence is whisked away on an invisible wind, coating the entire room with a phantasmal glimmer before it swirls out the window. Into the light.
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        * * *

      

      “Jason!” I scream. A blink unleashes a deluge of tears, and dispels the blue shade from the room all around me. I find that I can move at full speed again, in the Realm of the living, only when I slide off my bed to collapse on the floor. I make it halfway there before arms swoop in to catch me. River holds me up while Stephanie swirls around me like a hazy blue blanket. “I love you… I love you.” I whimper, to those I can’t see, and those I can. I bury my head in River’s hair. “I…love you.”
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        There’s going to be a war.

        Between the Broken Academy and my family, the Kyrie.

        I need to see the capability of the academy.

        I’m here to infiltrate.

        My every move is calculated.

        Every new friendship, each love interest.

        It’s all planned out.

        I’ve been taught to think of magic as my duty.

        Not as a gift.

        But I’m getting derailed.

        The family I love and trust is starting to betray me.

        Their operations affecting people that I care about.

        The pressure has intensified.

        And I’m left with a choice.

        With a question about magic.

        Is it a gift or a duty?

        The answer to this question will either make me or break me.

      

        

      
        [POWER OF MAGIC]

      

        

      
        (Find out what’s happening next at the Academy in Book II: Power of Magic)
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        Magician. Dragon. Demon.

      

        

      
        I have three lovers and roommates at the Broken Academy.

      

        

      
        Together we’ve joined the Academy Security Task Force.

      

        

      
        I thought I was prepared to take on the world.

        Little did I know that my personal life would come crashing down.

      

        

      
        Adding a vampire to my list of lovers wasn’t part of the plan.

      

        

      
        Bart has arrived.

      

        

      
        And he knows a secret that would decide the fate of the Academy.

      

        

      
        The stakes are high and I’ve got a decision to make.

        A decision so critical that it might lead to destruction.

        And if I’m not careful, then I may as well accept defeat now.

      

      

      
        
        [Power of Blood]

      

        

      
        (Find out what’s happening in Broken Academy III : Power of Blood)
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