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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Magic. 
 
    I pause on that single word not because I’m stuck trying to come up with something to say. My hesitation to continue stems from the fact that there is so much I can say about the subject. Rambling through exactly what I mean by that would confuse rather than educate, so let’s think about what the word means. 
 
    Magic means different things to different people.  
 
    Clearly, this train of thought may not be any less rambling but hear me out. The word itself is so cool that people have taken to calling themselves it. There are games and bands and movies and TV shows that I’m sure all use that single amazing word to sum up what they are. 
 
    In the general sense, I think we can all agree that magic is the use of supernatural forces to do something. Whether it be controlling the weather or flipping on and off light switches, magic does stuff. I hate that word “stuff” but it does a good job of taking the place of the millions of possibilities. 
 
    So now that we’re on the same page as far as what magic is, and how vast that word really is, maybe you can understand why it’s hard for me to come up with the right flow to start this story. Or maybe you still don’t understand what I’m talking about.  
 
    That makes sense. Very few people live, eat and breathe magic the way I do. I’m not a novice human practitioner – that’s the nice way us enchanters describe humans who dabble with things they don’t understand. That’s right. I said enchanters, not witches, warlocks, wizards, sorcerers or sorceresses.  
 
    Enchanters. 
 
    One might ask what the difference is between all those labels, other than of course the obvious gender differences. The simple fact is that the list of labels are made-up words to try to describe who I am, and enchanter is the real deal. That would be the singular form of the word for all you keeping track. 
 
    I should have probably mentioned at the very beginning of this that I have been told I’m an acquired taste. So, if you’re already trying to figure out where this story is going and how long you’re going to have to listen to me, you’re going to have to wait a little longer on the former, and for the latter, you’re totally stuck with me since I’m the narrator.  
 
    Why am I writing anything at all? That’s a great question.  
 
    You see, I’ve been forced into therapy by the Grand Council, and my therapist thinks I should start a journal of sorts. With very little guidance on what exactly that means, you’re currently reading my first entry.  
 
    Lucky you. I can’t promise they’re going to get any better. 
 
    I suppose it would’ve been smart to start with who I am, rather than jumping right into magic and what it means to me. Do you need to know who I am, though? Do you need to know any of this at all? 
 
    If I haven’t scared you off already, I’m going to say yes.  
 
    My name is Periwinkle Jasmine Rose Lavender Tulip Murphy. I’m sure you can tell just by that why I’m in therapy. Who in their right mind names their daughter after five flowers? 
 
    My mom. That’s who. 
 
    I don’t know if she thought naming me that craziness would make me soft and delicate or what, but I’m sure she’s been greatly disappointed if that’s the case. Having a daughter who is going through her fifth Council-appointed therapy session in two hundred years isn’t what any enchanter mother wants. That’s not even getting into the fact that I’m two-hundred-years old and I’m stuck in the body of a seventeen-year-old. 
 
    I imagine by revealing that information some people wonder if I’m some sort of vampire. I only use that word because I assume it’s one most people know. I’m not a freaking bloodsucker, so don’t even go down that road. Yes, bloodsucker is the accurate word, if you ask me. Other people probably have a nicer word for it. 
 
    The people I’ve come across equate never-aging to bloodsuckers. I can see why, with the million different books and movies and such about them, but they aren’t the only ones who can have a little trouble in the aging department.  
 
    Enchanters, generally, will age until they look like they’re in their late twenties, maybe early thirties if life has been rough. They can use their magic to compensate and look other ages if they want, but most don’t. 
 
    I’m cursed to not only never age to my perfect, roughly thirty-year-old self, but I also can’t mask my age with a spell. A logical person would explain now why in the world I was cursed, but we’ve already gone over the fact that I’ve been disciplined by the Council five times, so I don’t think we need to get into specifics right now. Plus, I think you need to know a little more about me and my life before we get personal. 
 
    The fact that I look seventeen isn’t essential to this story. As far as anyone out there needs to know, I’m two hundred and thirty-three years old.  
 
    Impressed? I didn’t think so. I wouldn’t be impressed either. I know people who are almost a millennium old, so not even hitting two-fifty seems weak. 
 
    I’m currently stuck living in a dinky town in northern Michigan called Newberry. Stuck probably isn’t the right word, but my mom decided people were getting too suspicious of our never-aging appearances after spending the last five years in another equally tiny town in Arizona. The schedule is consistent, so I’m used to moving. I just wish for once we could move to a city with more than a couple thousand people in it. 
 
    Other enchanters do it, but other enchanters haven’t been cursed to be a teenager forever. The curse is the only reason I’m still living with my mother. It’s bad enough that I can’t age. The stupid curse also makes it so I can’t be more than five miles from my mom. Talk about complete torture. 
 
    Sure, I could live in a house across town. We’ve tried that before, and we used to get away with it, but in the present days of the village raising the child, it doesn’t work so great. Multiple times I’ve been told I need to move to a group home. The humans don’t think I look old enough to be living by myself. With no fancy paperwork saying otherwise, we tend to move the next day.  
 
    I’ve tried to produce birth certificates with fake ages, but the curse is a tightly-woven headache that doesn’t even allow that. It’d be great if I was one of those seventeen-year-olds who can pass for twenty, but I’m not. I was a lanky child growing up, and evidently, I will continue to be the skinny redhead who barely has any boobs for the rest of my life. 
 
    Obviously, I really pissed someone off. I’ve spent over two hundred years trying to make it up to her and get my freedom back, but we’ve already touched on my winning personality, which has made my shackles only squeeze tighter around my ankles.  
 
    If you take nothing else from my journal here, please believe me when I say you don’t want to piss an enchanter off. And kissing someone they believe is their soulmate will do just that. 
 
    You’d think with our long lives that we’d be above that pettiness. It was an innocent mistake, at least that’s what I keep saying, and it happened centuries ago. I don’t get why anyone would still be upset about it. 
 
    “Jazz.”  
 
    My mom’s voice carries easily up the stairs to my room. I can already tell from the annoyance in the yell that I’m not going to like whatever it is she wants to tell me. The nice thing is that she’s caught on to my current preferred name. 
 
    When we move, we tend to change our names to make sure the humans from our previous homes don’t try to follow us around. Although, my mom is currently using her real name. I ran into trouble in the early fifties when a human male decided he was in love with me. He clearly needed glasses, but that’s beside the point. We’d moved before the usual five-year limit, and he followed us. It’s surprising that it took so long for that to happen, because I could totally see men following my mom around. Once it did happen, we got better at vanishing into the night. 
 
    You know, the fun thing about being an enchanter keeping a journal is that I’m not even writing or typing this stuff. I’m relaxed on my comfy pillow-top queen bed staring up at the ceiling as my thoughts are sort of recorded. It’s not all my thoughts, nor are they spilling out the jumbled way they occur in my head, but it’s something I don’t really have to concentrate on to keep up.  
 
    If you haven’t figured it out, that is a very good thing. I have the tendency to let my mind wander and don’t always follow through with my commitments. That’s probably why my therapist made me take a journal that would write itself. 
 
    “Jazz!” 
 
    I sigh as I take in the fact that Mom’s voice is now making the house shake. I feel for the woman, even if it seems like I hate her, which is something I’m sure you’ll pick up as we go along. She’s been tied to me for years. That means her social life sucks as bad as mine does. 
 
    Any cool vacations with a new beau would involve me tagging along. That’s not exactly a recipe for romance. I haven’t touched on my dad, mainly because he’s completely out of the picture, so he’s one of those topics that will be off limits in my journal.  
 
    I’m sure the good doctor who’s making me do this is hoping I’ll write all about him and how I feel like there’s a piece missing in my life or something. You can’t miss what was never there, and from the time I was a baby, he wasn’t, so like I said, off limits. 
 
    I hear my mother taking in another breath to scream at me, so I roll out of bed, letting my feet thump soundly on the floor. Enchanters have excellent hearing when they want. I have no doubt she hears me moving around. Adjusting my cute purple sundress, I smooth it down and head for what I’m sure will be an enthralling conversation.  
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 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel I need to explain a little more about this whole journal thing. Yes, I’m aware that we’re on the way down to see what in the world my mother wants, but I want to make it clear that while I’m trotting down the twenty-two polished oak stairs to get to my mother, the journal keeps going.  
 
    It’s interesting that it seems to be breaking itself up in to chapters. I wasn’t expecting that, but it will probably make it easier to go back and read later. Whether I do something crazy like that is still up in the air. It might be interesting to see what it pieces together from our misadventures while it’s keeping track of things. 
 
    If you couldn’t tell, I’ve injected you into my journal. I’m already talking about us walking down the stairs together. There may not even be a you, but everything in life is easier when you have someone by your side, so you’re a part of this. Rest assured that this is probably just leading up to me heaving you off on whatever has my mom’s panties in a bunch. Now that I’m closer to the apex of the storm, I can hear she’s talking to someone, a female someone. 
 
    As I mentioned, enchanters have great hearing, which means I could’ve listened in from my room to figure out what’s going on. You’ll find I’m a glutton for punishment and tend to get blindsided when I could’ve made things easier on myself. It’s something I’m working on with my shrink. After six weeks, we aren’t making any progress. 
 
    “It really is so nice of you to go out of your way to welcome us to the neighborhood.” 
 
    Mom’s voice is so full of saccharine that I feel the need to scrub my teeth. She’s laying it on thick for someone, another sign I’m not going to like where things are leading. I can only think of three times in my very long life that she sounded like she was kissing up to someone.  
 
    All three times included her trying to convince the Council that killing me wasn’t necessary. In my dealings with them, I haven’t felt I’ve pushed them that far, so I’ve always thought it was a wasted effort on her part.  
 
    The woman she’s talking to isn’t an enchanter. That makes her sugary voice even odder in my book. There is absolutely no reason to butter up a human. We’ve been living in town for two weeks, and no one has shown any interest. I’d hoped we could keep that going indefinitely. Once the humans start wanting to make friends, I usually just lock myself in my room and try to throw away the key.  
 
    I’m not saying there aren’t tolerable humans out there. I’m saying I have extreme difficulty finding them. Time after time, I get the short end of the stick when it comes to friends. Mom tends to find a few friends to make living with me tolerable, but it just doesn’t happen for me.  
 
    I imagine you’re thinking it’s because of my winning personality. Chances are good you’re right. When people try to get close, I push them away. More about that later since I’m rounding the corner to the kitchen, where Mother is entertaining our company. 
 
    “Well, when I heard a rumor you had a daughter, I knew I had to come over and make sure you have everything you need to get her enrolled. School has been back from summer break for a few days, and if you don’t want her to fall behind, you’ll want to get her started. Maybe even tomorrow.” 
 
    My step falters as I hear the woman’s raspy voice. The voice reminds me of my grandmother’s just a little bit. It’s been at least a hundred years since I’ve seen my mom’s mother, but her voice isn’t something you forget. The woman commands a room even when her voice sounds like she’s chain smoked a carton of cigarettes a day and isn’t much more than a whisper. 
 
    It’s not the subtle familiarity I pick up in the voice that keeps me from walking over the threshold of the kitchen. It’s the topic of conversation.  
 
    School is not something I do, even stuck in a body of someone who looks like they belong there. I cannot convince people I’m old enough to live alone, but I can pass any and every test someone throws at me. I could write the tests they give. 
 
    I wait for my mom to tell the woman that. To tell her that I don’t need to go to school.  
 
    She’s silent as she turns to face me, smiling widely. Something I’ve never felt starts fluttering deep in my stomach as I look at her straight white teeth revealed by the curling up of her lips.               As long as I’ve lived, I didn’t think there was something I haven’t experienced before.  
 
    Running afoul of many people, one would think dread filtered into my system at some point. Unease about what is to come is natural, but I’ve always dealt with things without worrying about what they mean. As someone who is practically immortal, fear doesn’t register. 
 
    I’ve been threatened with death many times. Every time it happens I laugh. It’s usually humans doing the threatening, so the fear I see associated with death never registers for me. That goes for just about everything someone could fear.  
 
    It’s hard to say exactly what it is about the way my mother’s painted red lips smile, but like her voice when she called me downstairs, it isn’t pleasant. Whatever her evil plan is, I want nothing to do with it. 
 
    “Now, now, Jazz, don’t go stomping off,” Mother says before I can do just that. “I know you’ve been homeschooled up until now, because you’re so smart, but I think Mrs. Kline here has made a great case for you to spend your senior year at her school.” 
 
    Mrs. Kline’s hazel-colored eyes had been glued to my mother, but as soon as she mentions me, they find a new oddity to focus on. There’s way too much excitement in them. They’re practically headlights. 
 
    “Aren’t you darling. Your mother tells me you have such a thirst for knowledge that your old school couldn’t teach you fast enough. I think you’ll find at Newberry High we realize the needs of our students and adjust curriculum for them.” 
 
    It doesn’t take much to get my magic flowing, emotions can really set it off, so I must be careful where my thoughts go when I’m around humans. That fact doesn’t stop me from picturing the tight gray pantsuit Mrs. Kline is wearing squeezing around her torso, trying to push all the air out of her lungs. 
 
    My mother’s scolding voice quickly dashes away the image of the other woman’s eyes popping out of her head. It’s for the best, but only adds to my non-friendly mood. 
 
    “Jazz.” 
 
    The single word is stretched out to sound like ten. Okay, I’m exaggerating a bit, but I swear my mother can do that. By the way, her name is Ophelia, and since she’s annoying me so much right now, I think I’m just going to call her that.  
 
    “Why would I go to school when I can just go take a test and pick up a diploma, Ophelia?” 
 
    Ophelia’s eyes squint as her head turns to the side and she crosses her arms just under her breasts. Thankfully, she isn’t wearing one of the shirts she slips on when she goes man-hunting. Hoisting her breasts up even the fraction she is would’ve spilled them out for all to see. Again, I’m exaggerating. It’s just the mood I’m in, so you’ll have to forgive me for a few minutes while I get this all sorted out.  
 
    If you can’t tell, this whole concept of me going to school isn’t going over well. Knowing more than the teachers aside, the concept makes no sense. Ophelia rarely wants me to go out to even the grocery store because I usually find myself in some kind of fight. I argue with people over the prices of bananas, so you can imagine what would happen if a teacher had her facts wrong about some event I have firsthand experience with.  
 
    We’re talking epic throw downs here, and for some reason Ophelia seems all cool about it. I don’t know if she thinks there’s something different about this town that’s going to calm my inner wildebeest, but I’ve got some news for her if that’s the direction she’s heading. 
 
    “I think it’s probably best if we have that conversation in private. Mrs. Kline, if you don’t mind, I’d love for you to set up a schedule for my daughter with some of those more advanced classes you mentioned.” 
 
    The scowling Ophelia directed at me evaporates as she turns to smile at her guest. I bet she masked it, so Mrs. Kline doesn’t see anything more than her perfect hostess qualities. My mom has always been big about presentation. 
 
     That’s the main reason you find me in a dress instead of sweats. Even if I’m staying in the house, pajamas aren’t meant to be worn between the hours of eight in the morning and seven at night. I’ve got about five hours to go. 
 
    “No problem at all. I’ll head to the school right now and get things rolling. Just bring in the paperwork we discussed earlier, and she’ll be good to go tomorrow.” 
 
    Mrs. Kline reaches out and shakes Ophelia’s hand quickly. Then she turns to try to do the same with me. Staring down at what looks like a perfectly manicured hand, I wonder how much it cost to pay someone else to put the fancy pink sparkly polish on her nails. The glitter intrigues me just a fraction of a bit because Mrs. Kline doesn’t feel like the sparkle type. 
 
    Her smile stays strong as she realizes I’m not going to take her hand. She shakes her head and does an eye roll that tells me she knows I’m not the usual happy kid she probably sees around her fancy school. Most people might not be able to read into the look and be accurate about what it means. Trust me, I am. 
 
    “Well, I’ll make sure we add Etiquette to that class list. It was nice meeting you both. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    The brunette with her hair spun tightly in a bun leaves before I can tell her not to worry about the hassle. That’s saying a lot, since my reaction time is a hundred times better than a human’s. 
 
    Not bothering to comment, I tilt back on my heels and spin around to leave the room myself. Ophelia doesn’t need me to stand around and talk. She already knows my feelings on the subject. 
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 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At least I assume she knows where I stand. A rusty metal gate that looks straight from a drawbridge in medieval times appears in the doorway I’m about to walk out of. Personally, I think it does wonders for the boring white motif the kitchen has going for it, but the fact that it’s blocking my path registers high on the annoying scale. 
 
    “I don’t know what bee you’ve got in your bonnet, but I’m not going to school when I could run the place.” 
 
    My eyes close for a second as I try to seek some inner strength to not blow up as I spin back around to face Ophelia. She’s over a hundred years older than me, so lashing out with my power doesn’t do much more than tickle. The fact that her magic is stronger than mine is the only thing keeping me from blasting through the dramatic new addition to the kitchen. 
 
    “You can’t run anything when you look barely older than twelve, Periwinkle.” 
 
    My teeth grind together as I bite my tongue. Out of all the insipid names she’s given me, Tulip is the only one I hate more than Periwinkle. And she knows it. 
 
    Behind her head, above the center island, the pans hanging from a metallic rack sway as I briefly envision one of them flying across the room and thumping my mother in the back of the head. Have I mentioned that my temper is known for leading to violence? 
 
    “True, but that doesn’t change the fact that there’s no reason for me to go to the stupid school. Do you already hate this place bad enough that you’re looking for reasons to move? Chances are good I’ll kill at least one of the chipper human students, so you might as well pack tonight.” 
 
    While I wait for an answer, my eyes dart to the door across the room that leads out to the backyard. It’s about thirty steps across the beige tile floor. I calculate it out to be about ten seconds away if I walk at a crawl, which I generally don’t.  
 
    My feet itch to take a step in the direction freedom is calling me. It’s almost like a gross rash has suddenly taken over the soles of my feet. I can picture red blistering skin that would go away easily if I just nudged my foot forward and headed towards the door. 
 
    “If you aren’t careful, I’ll make that rash you’re dreaming up a reality.” 
 
    I failed to mention my mom reads minds, didn’t I? Surprise.  
 
    Clearly, living with my mom for two hundred years isn’t enough punishment. It’s not a trait most enchanters have. I have very diluted abilities in that field. It’s kind of a rare thing for one of us to be able to read another, which only reiterates how screwed my life has been. 
 
    I stare at my mother’s emerald eyes and try to piece together a fair comeback. As far as the eyes I just described, other people may say they have eyes that look like the color of the gemstone, but my mom’s are seriously that color green and have facets in them. At least they do if you’re an enchanter; otherwise they just look bright and green.  
 
    The facets are a way for enchanters to know how powerful each other are. Basically, it’s like cutting a tree to count its rings. It’s the one thing an enchanter can’t change about themselves. In a way, the whole facet thing is good for me. I don’t have many, since my body is stuck in time, but my powers aren’t. 
 
    That means any upstart enchanters who haven’t heard about my curse and just see me as a baby are in for a big surprise. It’s literally the only good thing about this stupid curse. 
 
    “Seriously, Mom. What’s the deal with the school thing? For the last fifty years you’ve been fine telling people I’m homeschooled.” 
 
    Instead of going straight to battle mode, I take things down a step and try to get her to talk things out like normal adults. Ophelia rarely does anything without reason, even if I highly disagree with most of the reasons, so I’m mildly curious why she thinks torturing me sounds like fun. 
 
    Sighing, she turns her back to me and glides over to the center island. The pale marble top surrounds an industrial-sized cooktop that is way overkill for just us. The only thing on the grates is a tea kettle with no flame underneath. Ophelia waves her hand, a little pompous and dismissive if you ask me, and the steam immediately comes out of the kettle as it whistles. 
 
    There is already a purple teacup on the counter next to the stove that I assume is filled with her favorite peppermint tea. Unlike hearing, enchanters have average sense of smells, so it isn’t until she picks the teapot up and starts pouring the hot water that I smell the peppermint I expect. 
 
    One thing that you really must see to understand about my mother is that all her motions are slow and calculated. Watching her move around is like seeing a work of art being brought to life, including the time spent watching the paint dry. 
 
    As I’m sure you’ve pieced together, we are very different when it comes to that. I’m known for dragging my feet, but that can’t be confused with the elegance Ophelia exudes from her pores. 
 
    “You’re correct,” she says as she takes a sip of tea. “In the last fifty years I have let you try to figure out your curse on your own, since the previous hundred or so years of me meddling with it haven’t worked, but your way isn’t working either.” 
 
    “And you think sending me to school is somehow going to change something?” 
 
    I have a feeling she had more to say, but I can’t help interrupting. The woman is full-out crazy if she thinks school is somehow going to help with the curse. I’ve gone to school before, many times early in my life, and nothing they taught there did anything to help. 
 
    “I don’t see how it will hurt. You know as well as I do that the curse can be broken, and we can live normal lives if you just grow up.” 
 
    I can’t help my eyes rolling as she mentions the curse being broken. I heard the same song and dance from the crazy woman who cursed me after my mother found her and begged her to remove the curse. It was about three years after Molly screwed with my physical timeline, and I’m still stuck. 
 
    “That idiot was lying through her teeth. We wouldn’t be in this situation if she’d altered it. I know my eyes don’t get all sparkly like yours, but I don’t think I can get much more grown-up than two hundred and thirty.” 
 
    The exact years aren’t the point. My point is that I’m old and I don’t look it. I’m well over ancient by human standards and way into my adulthood when it comes to the enchanters, so I’m plenty grown-up. 
 
    “Your thoughts are exactly why the curse isn’t broken. Age has nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Ophelia sets her cup down and leans forward on the counter as she licks her lips, making sure every drop of tea is off them. Any hint of the smiles she’d had for Mrs. Kline are gone. 
 
    “You act like a child, Jazz, and I’ve let you for way too long. The only reason there’s a distance clause in the curse is because Molly wanted to make sure you always had someone looking over you. You can’t deny that I’ve had to clean up more messes than I have fingers, can you?” 
 
    At least she’s back to using my name, even if the conversation has turned very Debbie Downer. Her question is rhetorical, and we both know it. 
 
    “You keep talking, but you aren’t explaining how sending me off to Etiquette class with Mrs. Kline is going to do anything. Figuring out what fork to use is something already in my wheelhouse.” 
 
    When I want to, I can be extremely cordial and could eat in the grand dining halls of any palace. Just because I can do something doesn’t mean I have to.  
 
    “I doubt Mrs. Kline will teach you anything. It’s the students I’m hoping will finally make you wake up.” 
 
    My eyes squeeze shut, and I shake my head as I try to process what in the world she’s talking about. My head already starting to explode doesn’t stop her from continuing. 
 
    “As much as you hate the locations we keep moving to, I’ve picked them out for a reason. I look for places where you can find a role model you’ll listen to. Clearly, I’m not good enough for you, so I’m doing what I can.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” 
 
    I have to say there haven’t been many words coming out of my mom’s mouth over the years that have surprised me, but the craziness she’s spouting is top-notch. Between the talking of breaking the curse and finding a role model, I’m completely lost. 
 
    “Just try this time, okay? Go to school tomorrow and try to absorb what it means to become a true adult. I know you think you’ve grown up over the years, but you’re still a child.” 
 
    I hear the gate behind me lifting, as if the sound effect is necessary. My mother appears in front of me, moving at a speed I don’t expect, before I can turn around and run from the craziness. 
 
    “Please,” she says, reaching out to grab my hand. “Promise you’ll try to grow up this time.” 
 
    Her hand is like grabbing an icicle, which shouldn’t be the case after drinking her tea. It shouldn’t be the case period, because enchanters can easily control their body temperature. 
 
    “Are you saying I have a choice? Because I’m getting a tingly vibe that the school thing is non-negotiable.” 
 
    I have no idea what she’s looking for from me. As far as I know, I’ve been grown-up forever. 
 
    “Just promise, will you?” 
 
    The intensity in her eyes goes up a notch, to the point it’s likely laser beams will be shooting out of them at any second. For some reason, the whole school thing seems important, and I suppose spending a little time playing with the feeble humans could be fun.  
 
    “I’m on my way upstairs now to try to figure out what on Earth I’m going to wear for my first day of school.” 
 
    It’s impossible to miss the relief in her eyes from the admission. I gave up way easier than normal, so I would’ve thought she’d be a little more skeptical, but I’m not going to warn her I’m up to something. Like everyone else, she’ll just have to wait and see how stupid sending me to school is. 
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 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you’re wondering whether I really ran upstairs and started throwing clothes everywhere in my room to find the perfect outfit, you should probably stop reading. You clearly haven’t figured me out yet. I know a few thousand words aren’t a lot to get to know me with, but we should be on the same wavelength by now.  
 
    I fight against any form of structure. There’s no way I’m excited about this school thing. Mom’s lucky I found it in myself to wake up when the alarm went off and put on clothes before I met her at the door.  
 
    I thought, probably harder than I should have, about conjuring up a horse and riding to school a la Lady Godiva, but I decided not to give my mom an aneurysm. There’s something going on with her, and for once I’ve decided to tread lightly. I’d make a big deal about how mature I’m being, but that wouldn’t be grown-up of me.  
 
    Whatever that means. According to my mom, I have no clue. 
 
    “What kind of school is this?” 
 
    From the moment my mother pulled into the rinky-dink parking lot, my eyes have been glued to the boxy brick building. We’ve lived in town for enough days that I should’ve felt other pulses of power around me. I don’t know if our house has a magical damper built in or what, but there are definitely some beings around the school that aren’t human. 
 
    Mom hasn’t let me around others with abilities forever. I’m not great on counting time passing, other than to make sure my birthday is celebrated, but I’d say it’s been thirty years since we were around more than a few pixies. You really can’t move anywhere and not deal with pixies. 
 
    The whole not being excited by school is still in place, but I’m at least mildly intrigued now that I know there’s more than humans hanging out. The fact that I can smell the putrid scent of some less desirable beings tells me my opinion is probably going to change.  
 
    I already mentioned that my nose isn’t that good, so you can imagine how bad it really smells. So bad, that describing it on top of smelling it would make me barf, because the description would be nasty. 
 
    Mom has been humming a weird tune that sounds like something from a horror movie, the part where someone is about to get hacked to pieces by a chainsaw. She lets my question hang for a while, so she can get through the full song. I’m not sure what it is, but I like the general creepiness I’m hearing. It goes well with the whole haunted school vibe I’m getting staring out my window. 
 
     “It’s just a normal school. So, don’t get too excited. I know there’s a dozen or so non-humans around, but according to the directory, there aren’t any enchanters.” 
 
    The car parks in one of the many empty spots in the lot. Mom decided we needed to get here early, so I doubt school starts for another hour. That makes it a little weird that I’m already feeling all sorts of fun magical beings around. God, I hope they aren’t all just teachers.  
 
    Age-wise I’m probably as old or older than them, but it’s going to totally look like I’m being a little teacher’s pet if I’m trying to hang with them. Not that I’m sure I’ll even attempt that since there aren’t any enchanters, but there are a few Fae-folk that I wouldn’t feel I’m totally lowering my standards to hang with. 
 
    “How accurate is the directory, really? Did you consult it before we moved? Because usually you wouldn’t land us in this smorgasbord of power.” 
 
    My hands are all tingly, thinking about how I can play with that power. I don’t have a good sense of everything hanging out inside, but I don’t think any of them use power like I do. Enchanters are considered Fae, like everything you’ve ever imagined going bump in the night. They are really the only members of the race that do cool things with power – either from the earth or from people around them.  
 
    I can do things by swiping energy from humans, but Fae give me more to play with. I’m starting to feel a little intoxicated just taking it all in.  
 
    “The directory doesn’t have a choice whether it’s up-to-date. It’s the law that all of our movements are tracked, so I was aware of what we’ve moved to.” 
 
    Which makes it all the stranger to me. Sometime I’ll tell you about the laws we have to live by, but they really aren’t important at this point. I can’t stand them and have done what I could to make people see they’re stupid over the years. Not surprisingly, no one is listening to me. 
 
    “So, you purposefully moved us somewhere with tasty morsels?” 
 
    Neither one of us has made a move to get out of the car. I ponder whether I should maybe change into something else. I can’t change my physical appearance, which still sucks if I haven’t made that clear enough. I can use my magic to change my clothes though.  
 
    Knowing there’s people who I might want to impress means the goth sort of vibe I went for may be a little over the top. Thankfully, makeup is allowed, so my eyes are dark, and my lips are the color of cherries. I don’t think it really enhances anything, but it proves I can put makeup on. 
 
    For attire, I went with black boots up to my knees with silver spikes lining the toe and heel to accompany my corseted black dress. Hey, I need all the help I can get to make it look like I have boobs, so don’t judge the tight leather. 
 
    Anyway, it’s an outfit playing into a stereotype I thought about kicking around, pretending I’m all into what the kids would call witchcraft and stuff. It sounded like fun, and a good excuse for any times I decided to step out of line and ghost smack someone. 
 
    Knowing that there are Fae hanging around, it isn’t my brightest idea. I kind of thought I looked cute in the get-up though, so I’m seesawing on options.  
 
    “Yes, I was aware we wouldn’t be alone here. Like I said, I’m hoping you can find someone to make you think about more than what you want. I figured with this small of a dose, you wouldn’t blow anything up.” 
 
    I discard my fashion dilemma for a second and turn in my seat to study Mommie Dearest. She’s even perkier than usual. Our conversation hasn’t necessarily proven that, but there’s no doubt in my mind that she’s been up since four o’clock, drinking straight espressos and spending an hour or two straightening her hair.  
 
    She passed her curly locks down to me. I’ve never been able to tame mine like she does hers. I’m guessing it’s part of my curse. 
 
    “So, you’re letting me play around with Fae, just not our kind of Fae. Why in the world couldn’t I feel them at home?” 
 
    Rather than answer, Mom opens her door and puts one of her long legs on the pavement outside. She seems to be channeling Mrs. Kline with the tailored pantsuit she’s got on. I can’t say I find many colors of pink extremely tasteful, but the sort of not too bright, not too light color of the suit isn’t horrific. 
 
    We definitely don’t look like we shop the same racks for clothes.  
 
    She finishes her escape from the car in one graceful motion, while I fumble around the door handle trying to get it to open. I’m not going to lie. I generally use my magic to do anything and everything. That’s no excuse for me fumbling a bit with the door, but I’m going to go with it being the reason the effort for me to get out doesn’t match Mom’s.  
 
    I could use magic, but remember those rules I mentioned? Number one, and the only one that really matters, is that humans cannot know we exist. It seems overly cliché to me. That being said, one of my fallouts with the Council was over someone seeing me do magic.  
 
    Poor girl. She had her brain totally wiped.  
 
    Mom glances around the parking lot as I close my door. I follow her gaze, not seeing a single thing that would catch her interest. There are some cars, but none as flashy as our silver sedan. I tried to get her to opt for a sports car when it came time to restart our lives, but she always has to be so dang practical. Still, I’m not knocking the heated leather seats and entertainment system that I highly doubt any of the other cars around us are sporting. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I spot a black cat walking across the grass and right up the stairs to the front of the school. The thing looks bedraggled, sort of like it was plucked out of the bathtub or something. Knowing there aren’t only humans around us makes me wonder if it’s just a cat or something a little more magical. Not that cats can’t be magical on their own.  
 
    For my kind, there are some out there that serve as conduits for our magic. I don’t have one, but with all the sparks in the air, maybe it’s time I think about getting one. At the very least, I could make it like a battery and store up energy for the next time my mom decides to move to a no-magic zone. 
 
    “I thought it for the best that you didn’t know right away there are others here,” Mom says, bringing me out of my plans for a new pet. 
 
    “You Fae blocked me?” 
 
    My words come out a little louder than I intend, but the honest wounding I felt couldn’t be tampered down. I don’t doubt there are times my mother likes to use her magic to control my actions, to some extent. I just can’t believe she’s been going around blocking others from me. It makes me wonder if a guy in our last town was really the toad I thought he was. 
 
    “I blocked them too, so don’t get all defensive. Do you want to sit through paper signing and all that fun stuff, or would you rather go straight to your first class? Mrs. Kline sent me your suggested schedule last night for me to approve.” 
 
    And of course, Mom probably approved all the boring classes I could handle. It is sort of nice that she isn’t making me sit through Mrs. Kline’s torture, so I’m going to give her a little slack. Plus, I don’t mind being the first to class, so I can get a feel for seating arrangements and not mess around with a forced introduction the second I walk in. I haven’t ever had to experience one myself, but I’ve seen them in movies.  
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 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m on my way to the third class of the day, and I’m starting to think not only did my mom conspire to put me in all the snooze-fest classes, but she also made sure Fae were not in attendance. It came as no surprise that Etiquette was class numero uno. It was forty-five minutes of my life that I will never get back.   
 
    I suppose the only real surprise about the class is that it still exists. It feels like in the last thirty years or so the masses in general have forgotten what common decency is. I practically slept through the boring class, but if more people took it, I’d reckon the world wouldn’t be such a dark place.  
 
    Stop laughing. I know that sounds hilarious coming from my messed-up brain, but it goes without saying that people treat each other like crap these days. Not that there hasn’t always been some of that going on. 
 
    Anyway, Algebra wasn’t much better. I know every math equation there is, and not once have any of them really come in useful. If at some point I did use some magical mathematic formula in my long life, I assure you it was by mistake. 
 
    Walking into World History, I know the class is going to be different than the first two. First up, I’m really hoping the teacher says something wrong that I can correct with my extensive knowledge on the subject. It’s kind of the moment I’ve been waiting for to get me through the day. 
 
    Secondly, it’s the last class before lunch, and I’m totally ready to check out the good ol’ cafeteria and see the full student body. I haven’t been able to get a great feel on the divide into their little cliques, so I can see the order of things. There aren’t any plans of making friends on my part. I just want to observe and verify school hasn’t changed any over the years. 
 
    The third reason why World History is perking me up is because it isn’t full of humans. I’ve arrived at all my classes before the other students – believe me that it’s an easy task when they’re busy gossiping in the halls between classes. I had already found the seat Mrs. Renaud pointed me towards when I felt the elemental walk in.  
 
    You can bet my eyes widened and my pulse ticked up to hyperdrive. I’ve felt the other Fae around the building, but they’ve felt so far away all day. Having one within the same room has moved my focus away from embarrassing the teacher to finding out more about the girl. 
 
    Of course, the brunette is three rows in front of me and two rows to my left. That makes it a little difficult for me to sit there and pass notes back and forth. I can’t believe I just thought that. Being in high school is clearly rubbing off on me.  
 
    “Can anyone tell me who famously said, ‘I shall return’ in World War II?” 
 
    Mrs. Renaud has been droning on for twenty minutes about the war. So far, I haven’t heard anything I can question, but I haven’t been listening all that closely. I’ve been trying to focus on reading the elemental’s thoughts. I don’t know if she’s able to block the skill or if my powers are weaker than I thought. Clearly, I’m not picking anything up. 
 
    “Jazz, do you know the answer?” 
 
    I hear my name but ignore it as I look around the room to see two arms are up in the air, waiting to be called upon. Evidently, Mrs. Renaud has decided to see what I’m made of.  
 
    I focus on the middle-aged woman. Being stuck looking seventeen forever, I’m a terrible judge of age, but the crow’s feet visible as her dark eyes narrow in my direction and the easy-to-notice blonde hair coloring from a bottle make me think she’s over forty. I’m not seeing any specific age-spotting or wrinkles, but she’s got a thick enough layer of makeup on that those things are easily hidden. 
 
    “MacArthur. Did you know his father was a Union soldier and his mother was from a Confederate family? Can you imagine how much fun holiday shindigs were? How about the fact that he and his father were the first father-son duo to both win the Medal of Honor? Oh, and we can’t forget that he once blew chunks all over the White House steps. Interesting man, but not my favorite general.” 
 
    The room is quiet after I finish my long-winded answer. I feel the movement of people turning in their extremely uncomfortable and small chairs to get a look at the crazy new girl. I never said I had an intention of lying low, being noticed is kind of my thing. 
 
    “Maybe you’d like to share with the class your favorite.” 
 
    There’s something just a little evil about the way the teacher’s lips curl into a smile. I get the feeling she doesn’t expect me to come up with an answer. I hate to disappoint her, but the hunks leading men and women into battle are one of my specialties.  
 
    “It really depends on the day. It’s Thursday, so I’d have to say Hannibal. I generally rotate between him and Alexander. Can you imagine if those two went head to head? I would kill to sit on the sidelines of that battle.” 
 
    I wasn’t around during their times, and am not friendly with anyone who was, but I heard neither of them were exactly human. They were born human, but they caught the eye of a legendary enchanter, who played around with them both for a while before moving on to her next conquests.  
 
    When I was a little girl, I dreamed of growing up to be like Arria. The tales of her brains and beauty are taught to every female enchanter from the day they are born. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    I like the sound of astonishment Mrs. Renaud lets escape with the simple word. I imagine the goth look I have going made her think I lacked a love for the subject she’s teaching. 
 
    “I’m kind of obsessed with the Battle of Cannae, so yeah.” 
 
    Obsessed may be a little strong, but I’ve stood on the battlefield and soaked in the tens of thousands of life forces still wandering the spots they were slain. Talk about a high that’s hard to get over. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The repeat of the word wasn’t as astonished. The way the end of it sunk down an octave made me think I’ve stepped into something.  
 
    “We don’t often spend much time on that period in this class, but since it sounds like you’re so well versed, maybe you can lead the class the day we go over it.” 
 
    I’m not sure whether to be mortified or honored. I’m leaning towards mortified. That’s what a normal teenager would be, right? 
 
    “I’m pretty sure no one wants to sit through a day of listening to me yammer on about history.” 
 
    I drum my fingers on the top of my desk. There’s no reason to show my brain is already filtering through all the options of show and tell elements I could work into the lesson. I’ve heard they frown upon students bringing weapons to school, but if it’s for an educational purpose, they can’t really protest, right? 
 
    “We’re still a number of weeks away from that lesson, so why don’t we talk about it more when we get closer.”  
 
    The teacher paused for a second to open a thick textbook on the desk behind her. The thing probably made a pretty good paperweight, even though it was a bit large. Point is, I don’t put much faith in a textbook telling me anything. 
 
    “Moving on, turn in your books to page fifty-seven and use the rest of class to read about World War II. I know it’s still the first week of school and no one wants to think about homework yet, but I want everyone to write a paper, let’s say around five hundred words, about what history can teach us.” 
 
    Somehow, I restrain myself from saying something that would get me in trouble. There’s no way my mom can say I’m not trying.  
 
    I sit patiently for a few seconds, waiting to see if the teacher realizes on her own that she never gave me a textbook. Patiently is sort of putting it kindly. I’ve picked up a pencil and am thumping the eraser end on my desk. I start off slow, but as the seconds tick by, the tapping gets louder.  
 
    “Do you have a problem?” 
 
    The question comes from my right. I’d been focused on the Fae in the room, so I hadn’t taken a close catalog of the other students keeping me company. Turning my head, I see a boy with his elbows on his desk and hands on either side of his face. His face is turned down, assumedly concentrating on the words in the book on the desk. 
 
    With his face obscured, all I get for his general appearance is short sandy hair and a thick black arm from a pair of glasses tucked behind his ear. The kid is in pressed khakis and a blue and tan checkered shirt. I have no problem seeing him for what he is even before getting a good look at him.  
 
    He’s a geek, or nerd. I’m never sure if there’s a difference between the two. 
 
    “Yeah, I have a problem. We were just told to spend the rest of class reading something I don’t have access to. As interesting as my desk is with all these scribbles from ghosts of students past, I’d prefer to see how that particular textbook portrays our riveting past.” 
 
    I’ll admit, my voice is a few steps above my normal indoor level. If Mrs. Renaud would’ve taken notice before Jimmy Poindexter, I would’ve just smiled and asked her for a little help. 
 
    It’s sort of annoying that even as other people in the room look in my direction, good ol’ Jimmy just keeps reading. It’s not like I want him to look at me. It’s just rude. 
 
    “Here you go, Jazz. I should’ve made sure you were all set when you came in.” 
 
    Mrs. Renaud appears at my desk. I smile, watching my vocal neighbor out of the corner of my eye to see if her presence makes a difference. I don’t expect anything, and that’s exactly what I get. 
 
    “Thanks, Mrs. Renaud. I’m so sorry for any disruption I may have caused.” 
 
    The teacher returns my smile and walks away without saying anything. I shrug and start flipping through the book. I still have about fifteen minutes until the bell rings for lunch. That’s plenty of time to get through at least the first half of the book. 
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 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Lunchrooms are like a world all their own. I haven’t spent much time in them, but a mere five minutes has left me fascinated. 
 
    I assumed Fae would gather around their own tables to laugh at how boring the humans are. Or at the very least talk about more interesting things than mundane topics like the weather. Seriously. There are five girls sitting across the room from me, idly eating their food as they talk about how it’s been unusually sunny.  
 
    Honestly, I have no idea what the world is coming to. Some of the Fae are even intermingling at the human tables. I take a deep breath and slowly let it out. When I got the news Fae called our new little town home, I anticipated the fun in store for me.  
 
    Seeing the state of things just makes me sad. Not necessarily sit around and cry all day sad. Maybe more of a disgusted kind of feeling in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I’ve already mentioned that my lovely mother has done her best to keep me away from Fae in recent years. I can only assume her attempts were to make sure I didn’t cause the revolt I feel percolating in my blood.  
 
    “You really think they’re so much lesser than us?” 
 
    From the snooty tone, I instantly know that the female speaking and myself are either going to be best friends or I’ll end up killing her. Knowing me, it’ll probably be the latter. 
 
    Instead of acknowledging the intruder, I push the lumps of mashed potatoes around on my plate. The food offerings are about as horrible as the people around me. The lady dishing up the gruel claimed it was Salisbury steak, but she clearly has no idea what those words mean. A lifeless patty smothered in sewage isn’t my idea of fine dining. Don’t get me started on the lumpy potatoes or the yellow bits they insist are corn kernels.  
 
    Giving up on the food, I glance up to the elemental from History. Of course, I knew it was her before looking. Elementals have this weird earthy vibe to them. I swear you can taste dirt in your mouth whenever one is around. That’s not a great sensation – the bits of grit in between your teeth make you want to run to find a toothbrush. 
 
    I’m starved enough for a little Fae contact that I don’t mind. Plus, I neglected to bring my toothbrush with me. For some reason, I didn’t think I’d need to brush my teeth multiple times during the day. 
 
    “Are you reading my mind, or is the fact that I’m cloaking myself at this little old table what gave me away?” 
 
    The chances of her being able to read my mind are non-existent. I had hoped I could observe a little longer without being interrupted, but I didn’t block the other Fae from seeing me, just the humans. 
 
    The girl’s eyes are harsh, almost like looking in a mirror, but not quite. Instead of my green eyes looking back, I’m staring into brown eyes with gold glitter sparkling through them. I can’t read how old she is, but she doesn’t seem to be stuck in a gangly teenager phase like me.  
 
    Her skin has soaked up the sun like mine can only long to do. I look like a freaking ghost compared to her, which doesn’t lead me to think the whole friend thing is going to work between us. 
 
    “A little of both I suppose. Not so much your mind, but the look on your face of pure disgust spells it out just fine.” 
 
    “I’m all about transparency.” 
 
    The only thing me and Ellie have in common seems to be our thin figures. At least that’s what I’m picking up from my quick perusal. I can’t see her knees under her tight jeans, but I assume they aren’t knobby like mine.  
 
    I’m calling her Ellie because of the whole elemental thing, but I may switch it to Enemy Number One. There is no way the two of us are going to get along. I don’t have to read her body language or mind to figure that out. 
 
    Am I being a little judgmental with this revelation? Of course, but you’ve got to know that’s how I roll. 
 
    “So, who runs this place?” 
 
    There’s no reason to try for any niceties, so I might as well get straight to the point. The dynamics in the lunchroom are so chaotic that it’ll probably take me a week to figure things out on my own. I don’t have the kind of patience needed for the grunt work. 
 
    “Obviously, it’s your first day, but I assume you know how schools work. They have these things called principals.” 
 
    I know I promised Mom that I’d try, and I have. Really, I have. My smart-mouth replies have been kept to a minimum and not one person has been changed into a newt.  
 
    I should have a medal, or at the very least a gold star pinned to my corset. Maybe a plaque that says something about making it through half a school day without lashing out. Goddess knows I need it, because it’s the only way I’d get acknowledgement for that much.  
 
    I let her words simmer for a second, while I consider how best to lash out. It’s because of her that I won’t make it through the entire day of playing along with Mom’s whims. She’s the reason I will surely get some sort of threat of grounding, and for that reason, she deserves a proper punishment. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave Jazz to me, Jean. It sounds like we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    The male voice sends a chill up my spine. There’s power in it that makes me want to run my tongue along my teeth. If the grit from the elemental wasn’t still on them, I would do just that.  
 
    Rather than turn to acknowledge my guest, who is standing directly behind me, I roll my eyes at Ellie and shoo her away. I never thought she was the top dog, but the influx of electricity behind me tells me that deep, scary voice probably is. 
 
    Typical. Of course, a female wouldn’t have enough cajones to run things. With me on the scene, I may have to see if we can change that. 
 
    Ellie briefly looks behind me before scampering away. The hostile anger she directed at me lifts slightly, and I see tendrils of submission that make me want to barf. 
 
    “I’m surprised your mother brought you here, Periwinkle. I’ve heard she likes to save our kinds from the torture you tend to inflict.” 
 
    I hope the growl at the use of my first name is enough to tell this joker his life is in jeopardy if he ever decides to use it again. I can’t say I’m scrambling, but my mind is firing off every detection method I can think of to figure out what the guy is. It doesn’t help that he’s decided to remain behind me. Sometimes a simple look is enough to know what I’m dealing with. 
 
    I’d swear the guy is human, but I know it’s not possible. A human, even one gifted with a present from someone like me, can’t generate the pure power his words send trickling along my skin. I just want to wrap it around me and snuggle. 
 
    “You seem to have me at a disadvantage, Sparky. What ya do? Look me up on Fae-net?” 
 
    The dude’s laugh is just as bad as his voice. A small chuckle causes me to reach down and rub my left arm. The hairs on it are standing at attention, begging me to either use the power rushing to them or get away from it as fast as possible. 
 
    “I know when you rolled up to the parking lot this morning that you thought the enchanter in you would make you the top dog among the Fae here.” 
 
    He lets his words drift as he steps around my chair and takes the seat on my right. There are ten chairs at the table, so plenty of room to spread out, but I get the feeling he wants to make sure he gets his point across. 
 
    I pretend not to be surprised that he’s the nerd from History, but my mouth still drops open slightly. Not so much because I recognize the haircut or shirt. It’s more the fact that nerd is the last thing I would use to describe him based on the bright blue eyes trained on me. 
 
    Saying they are bright and blue doesn’t do them justice. Electric is a better word; color doesn’t matter in this case.  
 
    I calm my breathing and try to get a hold of myself. It’s no wonder he hides behind the glasses and the geeky clothes. If the humans got a look at what I’m seeing, they’d be toast, possibly literally. I’ve never met one before, which is saying something, but I’m pretty sure Jimmy Poindexter is an angel.  
 
    Literally. 
 
    “I’m not saying you aren’t the most powerful person here,” he says, taking his glasses off so I get an even better look at the energy swirling in his eyes. “I just think it’s fair that I let you know there’s a chance you might not be.” 
 
    “Where have you been all my life?” 
 
    The question isn’t supposed to make it out of my mouth, but I don’t dare backpedal. For the first time, I wish my eyes were filled with facets. I don’t think they’d make me anymore attractive to the manboy in front of me, nor do I care to be, but they would help with whatever power struggle I feel on the horizon. 
 
    Angels are millennia old, and they created the first enchanter. Having never met one before, I always assumed it’s a bunch of fiction. He hasn’t officially confirmed my suspicions, but there’s not much else he can be. 
 
    “Look, I know it’s your first day, and you still have much to learn before the day is out, but it’s only fair to warn you that I won’t allow you to hurt anyone here.” 
 
    He pauses for a second and puts his glasses back on. Looking over his shoulder, he sighs before turning back around. 
 
    “I suppose that’s probably why your mother decided to come. She’s tired of being your only babysitter. Here, she’s got at least a handful of people to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    I don’t care about his sexy eyes or power. Or the fact that he’s a million years older than me. No one treats me like some little kid. 
 
    I lash out. It’s not everything I’ve got, but it’s a lot more than what I planned on sending towards Ellie. I don’t even bother to take the time to think about how good I’ve been or what I want to do with the power.  
 
    Let me be perfectly clear. When I say I lash out, I’m not talking about doing some crazy hand motions to throw my power across the table. I just picture a giant hand smacking little Jimmy upside the head. The picture is pretty in my head, but a wave of Jimmy’s hand stops the impact.  
 
    “When I said anyone, I’m pretty sure that includes me.” 
 
    “You can’t blame a girl for trying.” 
 
    I shrug and pretend something on my tray interests me. Since I’d rather eat a pot of dirt full of juicy worms, pretending is a feat beyond my skills. 
 
    “Your tantrums are well-known, and as I said, they won’t be allowed here. This school is a safe place for Fae to learn their way around humans. We have a number of kids just coming into their abilities who need extra support.” 
 
    I feel his eyes making holes in my body, but I refuse to look back at him. Plenty of questions are running through my head. I could start firing them off, but the obnoxious bell announcing the next class sounds through the lunchroom. A little time to let things digest sounds like a good idea, so I’m quick to leave the gross food and Jimmy behind, so I can find my next class. 
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 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Since the next two classes pretty much put me to sleep, I’ve decided to take a step back and fill you in on how things work in my world. At least the way I see things.  
 
    Believe me, you aren’t missing out on anything in Biology and Chemistry. I’m sure eventually Chemistry will be a hoot, but fun chemical reactions aren’t a part of the first week apparently. I’m fairly certain no one in either class has Fae qualities. Jimmy quickly proved I’m not as skilled as I like to believe I am at picking those things up. 
 
    Anyway, Jimmy is a good place to start. I’ve brought up Fae enough that you know they’re the things you’ve always imagined out there in the world grouped under a label. I hate labels. Fae isn’t necessarily one to hate, but it’s so vague it seems silly to use it. 
 
    I’m ninety percent sure Jimmy is an angel. From our quick conversation, I’m certain there are more of his ilk lurking around. As much as I went on about how cool enchanters are when you joined me for this adventure, I suppose some would argue angels have a step up on us. 
 
    It’s not something I enjoy admitting, but there are things even I can concede. Enchanters are generally considered the top of the food chain because we’re what made all the lesser Fae. Things like bloodsuckers and the millions of different shapeshifters out there came to be from a curse by one of us.  
 
    The elemental folks are a product of an enchanter dabbling with a human. Obviously, that’s not something I recommend, but people do it. 
 
    There’s a few dozen other classifications that I won’t tire you with. You’ll just have to trust that they all somewhere started with an enchanter either being bored, horny or mad. 
 
    Angels are different. Like I already alluded to – okay, you’re right, there was no alluding. They supposedly made my kind. The story goes that we are created when they slept with humans. We’re talking females sleeping with human males here. Goddess help any human woman knocked up by an angel.  
 
    I hear that guys still play around with sex with human partners, but the very few times the human in the equation got pregnant didn’t end up so well for said human. Birthing an enchanter, and just carrying them to full-term, isn’t something a woman can do without a little magic. 
 
    I think it’s already been proven their standards are well below mine, and most enchanters. The way Jimmy was all about protecting “everyone” made it clear he’s chummy with the humans. The idea makes me cringe to even think about it, and I’m not even talking about him sleeping with one of them. 
 
    As far as I know, angels don’t go around having babies often, and humans are their sole source of gene pools. I have no idea what’s wrong with them, but I guess I wouldn’t be here if one of them at one time didn’t lower their standards. That doesn’t mean I think the idea of getting busy with a human was the right move on their part.  
 
    You’re kind not to point out the obvious here. If angels and humans getting together created enchanters, that means humans have been around longer than we have. I can do the math, even if I hate the subject. 
 
    Just because something has been around longer, doesn’t mean it’s better. Think about an mp3 player compared to a phonograph. If you aren’t into music, how about a chariot versus the car out in your driveway? I know a chariot sounds cool, but how long is it going to take you to get to Aunt Myrtle’s six hundred miles away? 
 
    If you want to be technical, humans are the chariots in the equation and enchanters are closer to jumbo jets, maybe even a space rocket of some sort. If you can understand that, you can see where my feelings towards humans come from.  
 
    I suppose, you could be a human, and chances are you still don’t get it. The greater chances are that you’ve thrown my darling journal across the room and are trying to figure out a way to curse me. You’re going to have to stand in line, one that I’ve heard is pretty long. 
 
    Thankfully for me, curses aren’t easy. I’d be dead if they were.  
 
    That’s probably all the background you need as far as where we came from. Angels are supposedly the top of the ladder, but that’s sort of negotiable. Some people say enchanters are even stronger. Who in the world knows? It’s not like we’re having throw downs in the street to find out. 
 
    Although, I’m sure it’s not hard to imagine I want to give it a go. I need to find an angel other than Jimmy to practice on. He feels like someone I need to work up to.  
 
    What I really need to work on is putting a stop to all my rambling. I thought this book was supposed to compose the things rambling around in my head, but sometimes I think even it can’t figure out what’s going on. I can’t blame it, but I do feel the need to apologize for the chaos you sometimes find. 
 
    Anyway, we’ve gotten pushed down a rabbit hole and have to dig our way back out. Chemistry is almost over, which only leaves Spanish class. It’s Advanced Spanish, but as someone who’s fluent in five languages, I’m not counting on engaging subject matter. 
 
    I guess before we get back to reality, this is a good place to talk a little bit more about the council.  We’re talking about my crazy world anyway. 
 
    The Grand Council is made up of five enchanters, all of which have giant broomsticks shoved up their keisters. The last time I was in front of them, there were three women and two men. Unless one of them gets tired of being the law and order for all Fae kind, turnover is rare. I can’t recall a time when the crones and grumpy old men weren’t running things. 
 
    What exactly do they do? 
 
    Now, that’s a great question. If you find an answer to it, let me know. 
 
    All I know is that they aren’t my biggest fans, and the feeling is mutual. Hopefully, I won’t run into them anytime soon, but you have been warned just in case. 
 
    Okay, what else can I tell you in this downtime? Have I mentioned I hate this whole school thing? 
 
    I knew going into it that it wouldn’t go over well. I let myself think that with Fae around it would be interesting. I’m known for setting myself up for disappointment, and frankly, I’m getting tired of it. 
 
    Let’s get back to digging ourselves out of the rabbit hole. I promise to not find too many of them, but I’m telling you now that there sure do seem to be rabbits everywhere in good ol’ Newberry.  
 
    I should be happy about the chance to have the power the rest of the Fae put at my fingertips. And yet, I’ve only attempted to use it once, and I think we all remember how well that went.  
 
    I’m starting to feel kind of morose. Maybe it’s not morose. I just feel like someone else has taken over my body. I’m not using my environment to my full advantage. Even with the knowledge that angels could be lurking anywhere, I should be ruling the classes I’m in instead of just moping through them.  
 
    We’re not talking about me turning into the most popular kid in school and being queen bee. I should be doing something to keep the boredom at bay. It’s usually easy to find something to amuse myself. Some would say I’m even an expert as far as that’s concerned. There’s something keeping me from playing, even more so than an angel who thinks he’s king of the world. 
 
    As I’ve been busy trying to acclimate myself to my surroundings, I’ve neglected to feel the air around me. I’ve reached out to sense the other Fae I can but haven’t picked up on the bitter taste in the air. I should kick myself for going hours without noticing someone must have Angelica planted in every corner of the school. 
 
    I don’t dabble in herbs – that’s something most enchanters leave to the elementals – but I know the uses for most of them. Rosemary isn’t just for adding to chicken, like most humans would think. It’s not important what else it can do, since we’re talking about Angelica here. I just thought I should point that out. 
 
    Angelica is somewhat mild on the scale of elemental herbology. It dampens my powers slightly, not enough that I can’t do damage if I really want to, but more than enough to piss me off. It takes energy I don’t feel like wasting to work around it, and I hate working up a sweat. I have to think that since I’m the only enchanter roaming the halls, it was planted with me in mind.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, it effects other supernatural beings. They probably feel calmer when they’re in the haze of the Angelica. Other than soothing a shapeshifter’s temper, I doubt it hinders anyone like it can me. If I let it.  
 
    Before I can decide how to punish those around me for the atrocity performed against me, the annoying ring of the buzzer calling class to an end echoes through the building. I’m happy to take my initial anger at being artificially controlled out on the buzzer. 
 
    One second, it’s doing the usual crackling ringing. The next, a loud pop deafens the noise and the speaker in the ceiling in the front of the room falls to the ground. You’re going to think it’s childish, but I feel infinitely better having done something. 
 
    There are a few startled gasps, and Mrs. Patrick loses the tight composure she’d held while reviewing the periodic table. The pointer in her hand drops to the floor, and I see a flick of her long hair as she darts to the corner of the room away from the crash site. 
 
    Yes, I have to say I feel much better. While everyone else is still somewhat shocked about the turn of events, I stand and gather my things. There’s only one class left, and I think I’ll spend it figuring out ways to punish my mother for deciding school is where I should be. 
 
    That should keep me occupied, but if it doesn’t, there’s always an angel that I can think about dismembering. The notion puts a smile on my face as I walk out of the room. It’s been forever since I honestly thought about tearing someone apart limb by limb, way too long. 
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 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I make it about ten feet down the hall before anyone bothers me. The other classes weren’t stunned to stillness, so students are out in the halls. As it’s been every other time between classes, I am for the most part ignored.   
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I see the sideways glances in my direction. No one is bold enough to come towards me, though. At least not until the male voice directly behind me speaks up. 
 
    “Was that really necessary? I’ve heard rumors about your temper, but attacking the poor defenseless intercom seems beneath you.” 
 
    The accent is so out of place. I’m not in the smallest town in the world, and I know there are others about who are at least pushing my age, but hearing the Scottish accent prompts me to shake my head and consider whether I’m hearing things.  
 
    I’ve heard just about every accent there is, and a little Scottish lilt happens to be in my top five turn-ons. Obviously, I’m not going to let on that the hairs on my arms immediately stand at attention. I didn’t ask to be wired the way I am. Honestly, what woman doesn’t have some kind of reaction to a deep accent that instantly brings to mind pictures of guys in kilts, wielding broadswords in battle? 
 
    “Why on earth would you think I did something like that?” 
 
    Turning around slowly, I temper all percolating expectations. Unless he’s another angel, Scotty is on the human side of the spectrum. That doesn’t mesh with the words coming out of his mouth, but I’m hoping to not have a second run-in with an angel full of himself. 
 
    Ouch. I bite my lip hard to keep from letting a content murmur sneak out of my lips. I had only given myself a second to consider what he’d look like, but I hoped acne pitted his face and his hair appeared to have enough oil in it to fry onion rings. 
 
    Scotty isn’t some teenager with puberty rushing through his veins. The teenager part of the equation rings true, maybe. There’s a light in his eyes indicating he’s either not all there in the head or he hasn’t lived long enough to have at least a few of his dreams shattered.  
 
    There are times I wish I had that kind of glitter in my eyes. Truthfully, I can’t remember ever having it. Maybe when I was two or three, I might not have realized how screwed up the world is. By the time I was five, I had things figured out. 
 
    “That kind of spontaneous combustion doesn’t generally happen in real life.” 
 
    As I work to find flaws in his abnormally creamy white complexion, I manage to take in his words. Is he a human just fishing for information? It sounds like he knows something, otherwise he wouldn’t be questioning me, but I don’t see how that’s possible. I also don’t see how in the world he’s gotten rumors of my temper. 
 
    “You think I climbed up in the ceiling before class and set it up to explode?” 
 
    His eyes roll slightly. It’s hard to tell whether it should be taken as he thinks I’m stupid or he’s just frustrated that I’m playing dumb.  
 
    “I saw you talking to Mike at lunch, and the moment you realized what he is. I’m guessing I don’t give you those same kind of tingly sensations.” 
 
    I squint my eyes slightly as I give Scotty another once over. I take it Jimmy is the Mike he’s talking about. I think I like Jimmy better, but that’s beside the point.  
 
    I’m getting no extra spark of energy from Scotty, which means he’s either really good at hiding it, or he’s human. If it’s the latter, he needs a little brain reset. I guess I should try to throw him off whatever trail he seems to be going down. 
 
    “You get tingly sensations when you’re around that jerk? That’s totally wrecked my day, because that accent of yours is probably going to be on my mind the rest of the day. Hearing you’re into Mike means I’m going to have to dream of someone else tonight.” 
 
    Flirting is not my specialty, but I can try. It’s not like I’m being serious about any of it. The blush that creeps onto his cheeks lets me know that I probably did something right.  
 
    “I’m not into Mike. And I wasn’t implying I thought you were either. I just know how enchanters feel the power around them. Obviously, I can’t feel it myself, but someone like Mike has to put a lot of it out there.” 
 
    Rather than reply with anything, I look around us. We’re in the middle of a hall with other students rushing around us to get to class. No one seems to pay us any attention, but Not-so-smart Scotty just blurted out I was an enchanter. He evidently sees the dilemma in my eyes and is quick to expound on his actions. 
 
    “Don’t worry. If anyone is talking about Fae business, the humans just hear garbled stuff. They probably think we’re talking about baseball or the weather or something.” 
 
    “The humans?” 
 
    It feels like we’re past the point of me discouraging the idea that Fae exist. He clearly knows we do, but if he’s not human, he’s got to be a ghost of a Fae or something. I’ve never run into a ghost myself, but I’m pretty sure he’s not one.  
 
    “Yeah,” he says slowly. “I guess that sounds weird coming from me. What’s your last class? We’ve got about two minutes to get you there.” 
 
    If the numbers by the doors are any indication, I’m two doors down from my location, so I haven’t been overly worried about getting there on time. I’d wanted to get in there early like my other classes, but at this point in the day, I really don’t care about seating and avoiding extra scrutinizing.  
 
    “Look, I don’t know what’s up with you, and I’m not sure I want to know. So, I’m just going to leave now, and we can pretend this conversation didn’t happen.” 
 
    I should’ve just kept walking. He’s all but spelled it out that he’s a human, and I don’t have time to play with him. Even if he’s kind of cute for a human.  
 
    After a quick deep breath, I turn and push my way between a few people to get to the door I’m looking for. If there really are just a couple minutes left to get to class, there’s way too many people still in the hall.  
 
    I feel Scotty on my heels as I enter the classroom. Looking over my shoulder, he holds up a book as soon as he sees my attention is back on him. I don’t bother reading the cover that I’m sure mentions Spanish. Even if I wanted to verify he isn’t just stalking me, a deep voice draws my attention into the room. 
 
    “Periwinkle?” 
 
    My nose cringes at both the name and the fact it’s being uttered by a bloodsucker. I’d almost made it through the whole day without being stuck in a classroom with one. The bitter taste of wormwood that indicates his species makes me want to hurl the couple bites of potatoes I’d had for lunch. 
 
    I try to remain composed as I take in his dark features. He’s not ghostly white like some movies portray vampires, so his brown eyes and black hair don’t look goth against his light-olive colored skin. The fact that he’s behind the desk in front of the room and wearing a tie tells me he’s probably the teacher. 
 
    Groaning internally, my mind races to decide whether breathing for the next hour is necessary. I suppose I can make it so it isn’t, but that would mean I let the bloodsucker get to me. Between the elemental and the bloodsucker, I’m going to have to spend the night brushing my teeth. 
 
    The buzzer announcing it’s time for class to begin takes me away from my dilemma, and the fact I haven’t responded to the fact Mr. Teacher seems to be familiar with me. Since the human still hovering behind me has heard of me, it doesn’t surprise me the teacher has as well. 
 
    “Class, if you could excuse me for just a second, we’ll get started in a minute.” 
 
    The teacher manages to take his eyes off me long enough to share the information, but they are quickly back on me. If I was self-conscious, I’d be concerned about the attention. It doesn’t feel like he’s creeping on me in a pervy way. There’s just some weird recognition and disbelief. 
 
    “Periwinkle, if you don’t mind, I think we should talk out in the hallway.” 
 
    He moves out from behind the desk and is almost to me before the words come out. I stand my ground, but the power coming off him feels odd. It was hard to get a feel on it with the wormwood overwhelming all my senses, but there’s more power walking in my direction than a bloodsucker should have. Power really isn’t the right word, but something about his energy feels strong. 
 
    “Most of the other teachers today have just made me introduce myself to the class. Is that something we need to discuss beforehand?” 
 
    I’m completely confused about what’s going on, if that hasn’t already been made obvious. The only thing I can come up with for him wanting to talk is that my reputation precedes me so much that he wants to make sure I’m not going to be a holy terror in class. That’s a smart move on his side of things, but he’s got to realize I like to do the opposite of what’s asked. If that isn’t in the dossier the Fae community sends out about me, it really should be. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Scotty asks.  
 
    His voice goes from the friendly sort of know-it-all to a weak whisper. There’s even a hitch in the word okay. 
 
    “Nothing to worry about, Ian. I just want to go over our new student’s past curriculum real quick to see if this is the right class for her. Why don’t you go sit down?” 
 
    The bloodsucker is two feet in front of me, as we sort of hover in a stalemate with me deciding whether I’m going anywhere with him. Scotty whimpers under his breath. I’m sure no one else hears it, but it doesn’t give me a strong feeling as he maneuvers around me to follow the instruction.  
 
    I get the feeling he doesn’t have a choice in whether he takes a seat or not. Bloodsuckers have the ability to control humans with their words. It’s a cute trick, one that thankfully doesn’t work on me. Whether I decide to go anywhere is all up to me, and since I’m suddenly feeling kind of curious, I turn around and lead the way. 
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 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here, Periwinkle?” 
 
    The question comes out of his mouth before the door has even finished closing behind him. If I didn’t know better, which I suppose I don’t, I’d swear there’s panic in his voice. My reputation must really precede me.  
 
    “Would you stop calling me that? As far as everyone here goes, it’s Jazz.” 
 
    I turn around to face him, trying to search again for some sign of recognition. Even if someone has heard about my escapades, that doesn’t necessarily mean they know what I look like. As far as I know, the Council hasn’t tagged me with anything to give others warning.  
 
    “Wait, Jazz, as in the new student in my class, Jazz? You’re going to school here now?” 
 
    I never thought bloodsuckers were brainiacs or anything, but this guy has to have a few screws loose. Did he honestly think I was holding the books in my hand for fun? 
 
    “Yes,” I sound out slowly. “Since you know who I am, I’m guessing you know I’m a little old for school, but my mom’s being a spaz.” 
 
    There were a lot of other things I wanted to call my mother, but I decide to keep them to myself. Something about the guy makes me think he’d narc on me, and Ophelia gets a little edgy when I badmouth her. 
 
    “Your mom’s here too?” 
 
    His head pivots, as if he’s expecting to see her standing there. My thoughts about him being panicked before totally missed the mark. There is straight-up fear in his eyes at the idea my mom is around. 
 
    “How long have you been in town?” 
 
    The focus is back on me, and it seems he’s tried to wipe away some of the edginess, but I can still see it in his almost-black eyes. The idea that my mom scares the crap out of one of the teachers bolsters me some. I’m fairly certain any mentions of detentions will easily be avoided. 
 
    “A few days. Is there a problem with us being here? Because personally, I’d love there to be a reason for us to move.” 
 
    I probably shouldn’t sound as eager as I do about that, but I’ve wanted to escape the town from the moment we crossed over the border. It registers that he questioned whether my mom was around, which seems odd. I thought it was common knowledge we were attached at the hip. If it isn’t, I wonder how I can use that to my benefit. There’s got to be some advantage to that. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Why would she come here?” 
 
    The guy slips into his own world as he starts rubbing his fingers against his forehead and paces in front of the lockers in front of me. I don’t mind at all, because I’m still lost and trying to focus in at that whole advantage thing. If you haven’t figured it out, I’m all about gaming the system in my favor. 
 
    “Who made your schedule?” 
 
    About ten seconds of thinking elicits that bizarre question. I thought this was a school where kids were challenged by the curriculum, but I’m having trouble believing this guy can make his way out of a paper bag. 
 
    “The pant-suit principal lady I’m pretty sure. Evidently, my mom signed off on it or something, but I’m not sure why that would make a difference.” 
 
    Or why I’m being nice enough to stand around and explain my life. 
 
    I’m usually not as helpful. I’m blaming it on the stupid Angelica they have around the school. I cannot wait for the day to get over, so I can act like a normal person again. 
 
    “She knows I’m here, and she brought you anyway. That can’t be good. I’ve only been here a few years.” 
 
    The thought process on this guy is impossible to follow. It sounds like Ophelia being around is a bigger issue than I am. Maybe. Who knows? 
 
    “Look, I don’t know what this little panic attack is about, but I’d like to get this conversation over with, so I can get on with my day.” 
 
    I’m hoping his issue sends me home for the rest of the day. I wasn’t looking forward to his class anyway, and maybe whatever issue he has will give me an extra hour to myself every day. 
 
    He stops his pacing and looks back at me. No matter how much I wonder what’s going on in his head, I’m not dipping into the thoughts of a bloodsucker. My power is weak in that department, and I just don’t have the energy to care enough. 
 
    Looking hesitant, he nods. “You’re right. We can talk about this later. But, first, your mom hasn’t mentioned me, has she?” 
 
    It’s hard to say whether the question is hopeful or leery. Something miniscule passes through his eyes making me think the idea isn’t abhorrent. Either I’m seeing things, or he’s clearly nuts. 
 
    “I can honestly say that if she mentioned a bloodsucker, even in passing, none of the words were good.” 
 
    It’s not breaking news that enchanters have no warm feelings about bloodsuckers. I know it’s probably seemed like that’s just a me thing, but our species don’t play nice together. That’s probably why there aren’t any other enchanters hanging around Newberry. As cutesy-tootsie as it is, now that I can feel the other Fae out there, I know the gritty feeling that accompanies them would make it hard to live in the area for very long. 
 
    That’s sort of secondary to the fact that no enchanter would be caught dead in such a Podunk town. But, I digress. 
 
    The bloodsucker schools his face towards the blank as an empty chalkboard state, making it impossible to tell if I hurt his little feelings. I kind of hope I did.  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose that’s how it is now. I still don’t understand what you guys are doing here, but I’ll just have to ask the – what did you call her? Spaz, that’s right. I’ll just have to ask the spaz myself.” 
 
    He seems happy coming to that decision. I decide not to tell him any questions he has to ask are at his own peril. Mom has a bigger problem with bloodsuckers than I do. Again, that does nothing to explain why we’re in a town with at least a handful of them, but we’ve already gone over the fact that I don’t have a say in picking where we live. 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    There’s not much else for me to tell him, so I let him stand there pondering as I head back into the classroom. I hadn’t gotten a chance to really look at the seating situation, but I’m hoping something in the back of the room is available. The further away from Mr. Teacher, the better.  
 
    All eyes are not surprisingly staring in my direction when I walk in. The intense glares from Jimmy and Scotty stand out the most. I hadn’t even realized angel boy was in the class, which only adds to my current annoyance. I flip him a mental bird. There’s a fifty-fifty chance he gets it. 
 
    Scotty’s glare is intense, but it doesn’t have the same hostility I feel from Jimmy, not that Jimmy has a right to be hostile towards me. At least not yet. Scotty looks worried. Or maybe it’s sadness. I get the feeling he’s kind of like a lost puppy dog and someone just took away his only toy.  
 
    If I was any good with empathy, I’d throw him a bone or something. Since I’m not, I just want to swat his nose with a newspaper and tell him to get lost.  
 
    The only available desk is next to that lost puppy. I suppose it’s better than having to sit next to Jimmy again, but the margin is so small it feels like a coin flip. 
 
    The bloodsucker coming in the room pushes me to hurry to the empty seat. I’m really going to have to remember to bring a handful of toothbrushes if I cannot convince Mom to stop the charade. I have a feeling after a single brushing a toothbrush would be ruined. 
 
    “Good afternoon, everyone,” he says as he walks to the chalkboard. “I’m sure you noticed we have a new student. Since we’re running a little behind, and I imagine you’ve had classes together throughout the day, so you’ve been introduced, we’ll go ahead and get the lesson started.” 
 
    I feel some of the eyes leave me as I take my seat, but the ones in my direct vicinity, the puppy dog ones, evidently cannot find somewhere else to look. I glare over to my right where Scotty is sitting.  
 
    He mouths something, maybe a couple syllables, but I’m not paying close enough attention. Like in the rest of my classes, I’m focused more on trying to prove the teacher wrong. If I’m going to be stuck going through the motions of being a student every day, it’s the only thing I have going for me to break up my boredom, which seems sad and pathetic. I really need to come up with a better idea, because there is no way I’m even going to make it a week if that’s all I’ve got going for me. 
 
    Towards the end of class, I’m staring at the clock, willing it to move faster. Time manipulation is a thing, but I’m guessing the angel in the class would throw a fit about it. Maybe that can be my thing. Needling and pushing Jimmy each day to see how quickly I can make him snap. I probably don’t want to be around when it happens, but it’s something to at least consider. 
 
    Let’s not lose sight of the fact I can read your mind. 
 
    My eyes dart over to Jimmy sitting three rows over from me. He’s got an idiotic cocky look on his face as his head tilts to the side and he shrugs his shoulders. His attention on me only lasts a second as he turns to face the front of the room, but it feels like his eyes can somehow still see me.  
 
    If I cannot convince Ophelia to leave immediately, I need to brush up on my angel reading. It hasn’t been anything I really needed to have handy in the past, but some guy pushing thoughts into my mind is not something I need on a daily basis. There has to be a way to block him from reading and projecting things. 
 
    As soon as the bell finally rings, I’m gone. I don’t look to see the expectant faces I’m sure are on the bloodsucker and Scotty. Both seemed to want to continue the conversations we’d started, but I’ve had enough for one day. The only person I want to talk to is Ophelia, and that’s just because I have to ask her what the hell she was thinking. 
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 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My boots clomp across the kitchen floor, echoing my mood with each stomp. Making sure Ophelia isn’t confused about how my day went, I slam my bag on the center island. She’s sipping her tea, blowing on it like it could burn her. 
 
    Sometimes her pretentious habits get on my nerves, but I have bigger fish to fry. I’m thinking these fish are blue whale size. 
 
    “Do you know how many weirdos are in that school?” 
 
    Since her eyes haven’t left her cup, I lean over and bang my head on the counter and groan. It’s not necessarily to get her attention. I’ve just been wanting to do it all day but didn’t want to do it in front of anyone at school. 
 
    “I’d applaud you making it through the whole day without me receiving a phone call, but your melodramatic reaction tells me you haven’t learned anything yet.” 
 
    I groan again and turn my head so it’s facing her. Ophelia has always been hard to read. More than one statue has been built of her over the years, and I’m pretty sure she’s spent plenty of time looking in the mirror to perfect the same facial expressions of those statues. 
 
    “How is the fact that the Fae around here have a pet human melodramatic?” 
 
    “I’m guessing Ian introduced himself. I figured he’d at least say hi.” 
 
    It shouldn’t surprise me she already knows about him. She probably has a spy at the school reporting back how I was doing.  
 
    “Do you know him? How in the world is a human allowed to know about us? I know some of them get the romantic idea that vampires and werewolves exist, and they’ll fall in love with one, but he knows about me.” 
 
    If it was the general sense of knowledge of the things that go bump in the night, that would be one thing. But, there’s no reason for him to know details about my life, like the fact that my temper somehow is well known in the circles he runs with. 
 
    She slowly puts her cup of tea down on the counter. I should probably straighten up and have an adult conversation about the pain she’s putting me through, but I don’t have the energy after the day I had. 
 
    “I’ve never met him, but he’s not unknown to me.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure evasiveness is hereditary. It’s a miracle our conversations go anywhere. 
 
    “Are you going to tell me why he knows about us? I assume you have a clue.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she says softly. “It’s clear you spoke to him. Why didn’t you ask him?” 
 
    Pushing myself up from the counter I don’t hide annoyance in my eyes. They aren’t totally squinted in my “angry enough I may kill you” look, but I don’t think it’s a stretch to think that look may be just around the corner. 
 
    “Not that I would have asked him, but we happened to be interrupted by a bloodsucker who I’m surprised didn’t keel over dead when he saw me.” 
 
    It takes some work to kill a bloodsucker, but I’ve never seen one as pale as Mr. Teacher when he saw me. I considered bringing up how he reacted to Ophelia being in town, but I figure whatever is going on there is for her to find out and deal with on her own. 
 
    “I wish I could have seen that.” 
 
    I’m watching her, so I see a strange light spark in her eyes. I look behind me for a second to check where the sun is coming in the window and trace it back to the center island. It’s nowhere near high enough to hit her faceted eyes, leaving me to believe Ian isn’t the only person at the school she’s heard of. 
 
    “Believe me, it wasn’t that interesting. Just another case of the crazies at the school.” 
 
    The spark disappears as she goes back to her statue face. I cannot remember the last time I had trouble putting a finger on the exact emotion her face portrayed. Since she spends ninety-nine percent of the time neutral, the opportunity to catalog facial expressions are slim to none. 
 
    “Those crazies are your peers, whether you want them to be or not, Jazz. I’ve been waiting years for you to learn that.” 
 
    Peers? She’s kidding, right? I’m slightly interested in the fact that there’s an angel lurking around, but even he isn’t my peer. My dearest mother hasn’t allowed me within miles of my peers forever. 
 
    “Care to point out which one of them you think is a peer?” 
 
    I know she used the plural, and it’s silly to ask, but it seems like something one of those “peers” would do. What I would normally do in cases like this is to just stomp away. I knew before I opened my mouth that she wouldn’t side with me on my opinion of our new neighbors, so I should’ve just kept walking. 
 
    “I know you’re joking but let me make it clear to you. Since you,” she says as she points in the general vicinity of my chest, “are a student in that school, that makes every single one of the other students your peers.” 
 
    I’ve heard of really old enchanters losing their marbles, which makes me start to wonder about my mom. When I say old, I’m talking thousands of years, but there’s a chance Ophelia’s already got a touch of the crazies. 
 
    “You’re saying that the human pet is my peer. Let alone all the humans in that school that don’t know there is a person who wants to drink their blood teaching their Spanish class.” 
 
    “Noah would never drink from a student.” 
 
    I’m momentarily shocked by the indignation in her voice. The idea of a bloodsucker doing what he does naturally has somehow ticked her off. I guess it’s not the general act that repulses her, but the thought of him harming one of the precious human students. That revelation is sort of beside the point. 
 
    “Noah? You’re on a first-name basis with the guy?” 
 
    I’ve already spent way more than enough time trying to find any memory of the guy in my head, but I’m starting to think I should have dug a little deeper. It’s clear there’s some connection between the teacher and Ophelia. I just have no idea what it could be, since along with enchanters, it’s been forever since I’ve seen a bloodsucker in the flesh. 
 
    Any hint of the anger about him drinking from a student is gone as her neutral face once again takes over. One of these days I’m going to try to slap that neutral look off her face. It usually doesn’t bother me, but I’m starting to worry about her mental capacities. Since we’re stuck with each other, it’s kind of important that both of us keep our stuff together. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time for you to go up to your room and do your homework.” 
 
    I raise my brow and just stare at her for a second or two. Alright, maybe it was ten. I’m trying to get a read on the impenetrable fortress.  
 
    I have a feeling that if I reread this particular part of my journal, it’s going to sound like I’m obsessing over the looks on my mom’s face. I feel like I should apologize for boring you, but I think I have to keep bringing it up to try to relay how frustrated it really makes me.  
 
    Don’t worry. I’ve already been told to leave the room, so this shouldn’t go on too much longer. 
 
    I cannot let the fact that she and the teacher are so weird about each other go, though. There is a story in there that I’m sure I need to know. The trick is trying to figure out how to get her to tell me without her realizing she is. It’s not something I’ve accomplished, but I’m up for the challenge. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to hear all about my classes. I’m sure you already know this, but along with the pet human and bloodsucker, I met an angel today.” 
 
    I cringe thinking about having to say the word. It’s used so often affectionately that even when I’m not speaking about an annoying heavenly being, I steer clear of even thinking it.  
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    She stiffly moves her hand down to pick her tea back up and takes a sip. Her nose crinkles as she looks at the cup and turns it upside down.  
 
    “I swear there was some more left. Guess I’ll need to make another cup.” 
 
    I might as well not be in the room as she starts going through the process of manually making tea. She could snap her fingers and make it appear, which makes it even clearer than the chilly atmosphere and the instructions to run off and do my homework that she’s done with our fun little “how was your first day at school” conversation. 
 
    “Since you don’t seem to want to talk about school, I take it I don’t need to bother going anymore. You said you wanted me to learn things, and if we don’t talk about them, you’ll never know what I learned.” 
 
    Humming softly, with a slight laugh to the hum, she turns the burner on. “When I think you’ve learned something, we’ll have a nice long talk. In the meantime, other than getting on that homework you seem to be avoiding, why don’t you do some research on why Ian gets to know about us. You might find you have more in common with him than you imagine.” 
 
    I don’t have words for that crazy idea, so I grab my backpack and head to my room. I need to do some research, and no, it’s not about Ian and how we have something in common. I could care less about that.  
 
    Ophelia’s not letting me out of school yet, so I need to figure out just how long a school year is these days. I’ve never paid close enough attention, but I’m really hoping it’s just a few weeks. I’m aware that since they call it a school year and not a school month, the chance of that is slim.  
 
    It cannot be a whole year, right? Small towns are bad enough to deal with. Having to spend hours of my day amidst what have to be the most annoying people I’ve ever met is going to take every ounce of energy I have to make it a week.  
 
    I thought the same thing about even taking a day, so I can only hope I’m underestimating myself. There are no dreams of making friends and becoming a model anything, but I know Ophelia is hiding something from me, and I need to figure out what that is. I have a feeling the only way that is going to happen is if I pretend to blend in – no matter how putrid that idea sounds. 
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 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, you know how I said this journal is recording everything I do, at least generally? Well, I decided to do a little reread real quick. It is my expert opinion that in the three weeks since that last entry, nothing worth reading about happened.  
 
    I went to school and pretended to blend in while trying to figure out answers to all the questions no one seems to answer. During the nights and weekends, I try to do the same on my computer. All the good stuff has restricted access, though, so I haven’t been making any good headway. 
 
    You’re welcome for cutting out all the research that has literally gotten me nowhere. I don’t think my shrink is going to be very happy about the pages literally being ripped out from the book, but she’ll get over it. 
 
    Anyway, today is going to be different. I have no real indication why that is, but something in my gut is telling me it will be. 
 
    It could be the questionable food that was slopped on my tray for lunch, which I actually ate, but I’m trying to have a positive attitude. I know. It sounds crazy. As far as the questionable food, I’m pretty sure it was meatloaf, but it could’ve been roadkill. 
 
    “Hey, Jazz, wait up.” 
 
    So much for my positive attitude. I mentally groan when I hear Ian’s Scottish accent behind me. I thought I would always enjoy the accent in general, but hearing Ian continue to try to be friends, or whatever in the world he’s been doing, has made the timbre grate on my nerves. 
 
    For almost a month, I’ve done what I can to avoid him. Throwing a protection enchantment around me to make me invisible didn’t work. Trying to zap myself directly to classes didn’t work. For fun I even tried to change my appearance, but I already knew that one wouldn’t work. 
 
    I know Ophelia said I should find something in common with Ian, or maybe it was that we had something in common that I needed to figure out, but I haven’t even found out why he knows about me. And, before you ask, no, I have not come right out and asked him. 
 
    What kind of fun would that be? 
 
    Don’t give me that look. I see it enough from my mom. 
 
    I keep walking, like I do every day when Ian decides we need to talk. The usual sigh from Ian that accompanies my action is more like a growl today. I don’t stop, but I like the change. If the human is going to play in the Fae world, he needs to have a little grit to him. 
 
    “Don’t ignore me, Jazz. You’ve been avoiding me, and we need to talk.” 
 
    He’s not saying anything he hasn’t already claimed, so I turn the corner into Spanish class. The class always fills me with weird emotions. I’m happy that it marks the last class of the day. I’m interested in what I can learn about the Fae and humans during their interactions in class, even if it hasn’t been fruitful. But, more than anything, I feel uncomfortable around the man at the front of the class, who spends the full hour trying not to look at me. 
 
    I don’t understand why Mr. Hamilton, or Noah as Ophelia calls him, has gone from staring at me on day one to pretending I don’t exist, but it is unnerving me. I don’t think anything ever really has before, so I have no clue why someone ignoring me would. If anything, it’d be nice if everyone else followed his lead. 
 
    The first person who needs to get a clue stands in front of my desk as I take my seat. I think I’ve been more than considerate by thinking of him as Ian and not any of the nicknames I come up with while he annoys me. Scotty has been joined by Squeaky, Toadstool and George. Obviously, there’s a story about that latter, but I don’t have time for that now. 
 
    “If I talk to you, will you promise to leave me alone for at least a week?” 
 
    I would love to ask for the rest of my life, but my chances are better for agreement with a small dose. Maybe I can work it out so he only tries to talk to me once a week. 
 
    “That would sort of defeat the point of what I want to ask.” 
 
    I’ve been thumbing through my Spanish book as I’ve waited for him to move on, but I hazard a glance up. I still find it odd that his skin is paler than the bloodsucker’s in front of the classroom. One of my points of research has been trying to find any Fae out there that don’t feel like Fae. I know he registers human to me, but one of my wilder thoughts has been whether he is.  
 
    If there’s a book out there that explains Ian, I haven’t found it yet. It’d be nice to be closer to New York or London, where the Fae have huge secret libraries of books that haven’t seen the light of day in decades, maybe even centuries. I bet all my questions would have easy answers if I could just get in one of the libraries for an hour or two. 
 
    My daydreams are shattered when Ian clears his throat. Was I supposed to be answering something? 
 
    “Since you missed it the first time, I asked if you’d go to the Homecoming party with me.” 
 
    The first part of his sentence is said fairly normally, but as soon as he switches to the question, his words come out fast and with such a heavy accent that I can hardly understand them. Sadly, I do understand. 
 
    “I thought it was a dance,” I say hesitantly. 
 
    It’s not like using the correct terminology is going to change my response. I’ve done an excellent job of ignoring all the festivities that have been going on for the last week at school, so there’s a chance I missed a memo on some party.  
 
    “It is, but I figured a party sounded better. Look, you don’t have to say yes. I just promised my mom I would ask.” 
 
    He’d already lost any eye contact with me, as he stared down at the ground. His skin was finely showing a little color as his cheeks turned sort of a light fuchsia. 
 
    “You promised your mom you’d ask?” 
 
    I’m not sure if I should be offended or not. It sounds like I was just asked on a date because someone’s mom thought it was a good idea. And I thought my mom was bad. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s just that I talk about you so much.” 
 
    I suppose that’s a little better, in a sad, sort of sweet way. If he’s asking me out, I guess I don’t have to ask what he’s saying about me. I’m sure it’s not true, since I’ve done my best to freeze him out and haven’t been exactly hospitable to anyone. 
 
    “I can’t say I recommend boring your parents with the topic of me.” 
 
    Getting right to the denial would’ve been the smart move, especially since we only have a few minutes left until class starts. What can I say? I guess I’m intrigued. 
 
    He shakes his head as his greenish-brownish eyes meet mine again. There is way too much innocence in those eyes. The poor kid has no idea what is outside his little protected city. 
 
    “It’s just my mom. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    My nose scrunches up as I spend a whole second going through my catalog of facts to figure out if I managed to pick up that information somewhere. I don’t even know Ian’s last name, which now that I think about it would probably help in some of my research. 
 
    “So, you don’t have a dad around either. Hmm, I guess that’s what my mom meant when she said we have something in common.” 
 
    I’m not sure why she’d think we’d bond over that. There are thousands of other kids out there with only a single parent. As far as I’m concerned, it hasn’t messed up my life, so I don’t see bonding with someone over it.  
 
    His head shakes again while I let my mind ramble on. It’s faster than the first shake, seemingly more in a denial than just a negative answer. Yes, I read a lot into head shakes. 
 
    “It’s not the same. Everything I’ve ever read about you says you don’t know your dad, but I know mine. He’s just not home right now.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. Why not?” 
 
    I’d let him have a second to continue, but it was clear he wasn’t going to fill me in without a little prodding. I’m not sure why I’m interested, but vagueness tends to have a fifty-fifty shot of working. 
 
    “You really don’t know?” He hesitates before continuing. “He was sentenced the same day you were last ordered to get therapy. I’m not allowed in for Council proceedings, but I saw you when you walked out cursing about how stupid they were. Ten minutes later, my mom came out and told me they were locking Dad up for a year. If we have anything in common, it’s that we both hate the Council.” 
 
    “Your dad is in Fae jail?” 
 
    It’s a good thing most of the student population would’ve just heard gibberish with those words, uttered just a little too loudly. As it is, a quick look around the room has glares from Mr. Hamilton and Jimmy – no the angel’s nickname has not disappeared. I’m surprised Mr. Teacher looked my way, but he is quick to turn as soon as he sees my attention on him. 
 
    Ian shrugs and nods. “I thought you knew. The Council usually doesn’t lock anyone up, they just impose other ridiculous punishments.” 
 
    He has a good point. I imagine most Fae are in the know when it comes to things like that, but I’m a little too self-absorbed to care about others’ punishments. 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    I’ve done a lot of horrible things before. Ophelia gets freaked out every time that I’ll end up in jail or just burned at the stake, but I’m clearly not as bad as Ian’s dad. 
 
    “He’s like Mr. Hamilton, and he bit my mom without her or the Council’s approval.” 
 
    My mouth drops open just as the bell for class to start rings. Ian hurries to get to his desk as the stragglers rush in. If my powers weren’t screwed up from the Angelica, which I’ve tried to remove, and evidently it cannot be done, I would’ve worked on stopping time, so we could talk for a few more minutes. Instead, I’m stuck having to sit through class as my mind races through a hundred questions I want to ask. 
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 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    How I make it through class is anyone’s guess. I cannot remember the last time I had anxious lightning pulsing from my toes to my fingertips. I usually only feel this way if I’m around a strong energy force. Just being curious doesn’t have this effect on me. 
 
    I should be concerned about whatever is wrong with me to care that much about some details a human has, but I am more interested in those details. My life has been borderline soap opera at times, but nothing as juicy as what I’m imagining has played out in Ian’s life. And to think, I thought he had no idea how rough life could be. 
 
    He’s been screwed by the Council even more than I have. From what I’ve heard, they don’t tend to like bloodsuckers creating more bloodsuckers without permission. I’ve never heard of someone going to jail for the without permission part, but I’m guessing converting someone who didn’t want it makes a difference. 
 
    As I hinted before, bloodsuckers originated from an enchanter’s curse, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible to make more on their own. I believe it’s a little more than just biting someone.  
 
    My mind finally gets a chance to stop thinking of possibilities and get answers with the buzz of the last bell. I’ve been running right from class to get home as soon as possible, but today I watch the other students hurry out the door. If Ian made a move, I would’ve followed suit, but he hasn’t moved a muscle. 
 
    I don’t know what Mr. Hamilton usually does after class, but he also hasn’t moved. One of the female students squawking at him sort of makes that impossible. She’s human, so I don’t hesitate to grab my stuff and move over to start pressing Ian for more information. 
 
    “So, you get to know about Fae because your parents are bloodsuckers?” 
 
    For the first time, his eyes narrow at me. I may not have mentioned, but I guess not everyone likes the term bloodsucker. Some go with the evidently less effective nightwalker. It’s a stupid classification since it’s been eons since a bloodsucker was restricted by the sun.  
 
    “I guess you could say that.” 
 
    He’s gathering his books and shoving them all in his backpack. The thing has seen better days, with the navy fabric only appearing the dark bold color in a few patchy places. 
 
    “Clearly, he was turned after you were born, since…”  
 
    My voice trails as I try to come up with a nicer way to say his parents’ species. I’m obviously not usually that considerate, but I want answers. 
 
    “Since I exist. I’m aware the fang-inclined can’t have kids.” 
 
    Hmm. Fang-inclined. I think I can live with that. It’s kind of broad, but if he prefers it, it’s better than any romanticized version. 
 
    “Yeah, well, as far as I know, part of the curse is a little fertility issue. That’s not saying I’ve been misled all my life, but I like to think that isn’t something someone would lie to me about.” 
 
    A slight smile appears on his face. It’s a happy change from the hesitant and confused looks I’ve seen.  
 
    What am I saying? I shouldn’t be swayed at all from whatever emotions are playing in Ian’s head. Yet, for some odd reason, today I have a microscopic bit of empathy. 
 
    “My mom was hoping to have at least another kid someday, so you can imagine why she was pissed when he bit her.” 
 
    “Exactly how long ago was that?” 
 
    I know he mentioned the trial happened the same day as my last, but that doesn’t mean the crime coincided. The Council isn’t known for being prompt. 
 
    “Three years. I’d just started high school and found out that basically all my nightmares were true.” 
 
    I bite my lip, trying to figure out if I can answer my next question about how long his dad had been a bloodsucker before that without asking. It’s not logical. I know that, but my mind is a mysterious place that likes to think it has all the answers. 
 
    Darting my eyes to the teacher, who is still distracted, I lean in closer to Ian. I like to give myself at least a two-foot bubble around me, but Mr. Teacher is already a little skittish when I’m around. The nearness and a mostly pathetic attempt of putting up a cone of silence around Ian and I is all I have going for me. They really need to get rid of that Angelica, so I can have a private conversation. 
 
    “All of your nightmares? You sure ran head first into talking to me, and I’ve been told I’m worse than even the scariest fang-inclined.” 
 
    A muffled scoff from the front of the room has me looking that way again. I’m speaking quietly enough, for once, that the human probably doesn’t hear me, but Mr. Hamilton apparently thought my words were funny. 
 
    “Yeah right,” Ian says, bringing my attention back to him. “You’ve been in front of the Council so many times, and they haven’t locked you up, so you’re obviously not that bad.” 
 
    He obviously doesn’t have enough experience in my world to see that has no correlation to how scary a person is. Just because the Council doesn’t know what to do with me, and my mom is convincing when she tells them it won’t happen again, doesn’t mean I’m not one of the scariest monsters roaming the planet. 
 
    “Remind me to tell you some stories later.”  
 
    I don’t know if we’ll ever get to the point where I’m sharing my escapades over the last two hundred years with a human, but I want him to question the reality he thinks he’s in. Maybe it will get him to leave me alone, even if he is turning out to be a little interesting. 
 
    He shrugs and puts his backpack on. I know Ophelia is probably waiting outside for me, and since I haven’t appeared yet, I’m guessing it will only be another minute before she comes storming in the building, trying to figure out what I’ve blown up this time. 
 
    “Anyway, we’re talking about your dad, not me. When was he turned?” 
 
    A deep sigh makes me wonder if I pushed too hard. I mentally roll my eyes at the thought of using my words being too hard. Usually, if I want information, I don’t ask nicely. 
 
    “When I was three. Look, I don’t mind telling you the whole story, but I prefer not to do it here.” 
 
    His eyes look away from me to the front of the room. I follow them and see Mr. Hamilton is now alone with a blank look on his face. 
 
    I’m not sure why Ian doesn’t want to talk in front of him. I highly doubt it’s anything Mr. Hamilton doesn’t know, but he won’t get any complaints from me if our talk needs to be away from the bloodsucker. 
 
    “You have a place in mind?” 
 
    I briefly ponder the idea of inviting him to my house, but I cannot get the words out of my mouth. I’m just not the invitation-giving type. Plus, it would set a precedent that I liked having company. I’d hate for people to just start dropping by to see how I’m doing. 
 
    “I’m guessing you probably won’t want to come over for an interrogation by my mom, so we could head down to the creek. I like to go there sometimes when I need to think,” he says. 
 
    The idea of hanging out by a creek isn’t exactly what comes to mind when I think about having a private conversation, which Ian seems to want. Of course, maybe the rest of the town finds the idea of gathering at the ol’ fishing hole as horrid as I do. I don’t even know if there are fish in the creek, but I’m shaping a down-home country kind of visual in my head. 
 
    “My house isn’t an option either, so I’m going to have to defer to you.” 
 
    Those words escaping my lips seem like some kind of victory. I hate deferring anything, but I haven’t exactly gotten out in the town to offer another option. 
 
    I’m not sure if the slight twinkle I see in his eyes is saying he knows that he won something or if he’s just happy I agreed. He’s seemed to not be a fan of the subject I want to continue, so I think I have to go with the former. 
 
    “Great, let’s get our stuff from our lockers. Do you have to check in with your mom, since you’re a couple centuries old?” 
 
    He’s pushed his way around me and is leading us out of the room when he asks. It’s probably for the best he misses the eye roll and annoyance that spreads across my face. Sadly, Mr. Hamilton doesn’t, and I don’t particularly like the smile that spreads across his face.  
 
    “I don’t have to check in, but she’s outside waiting, so I suppose I should tell her she can take off.” The thought of her heading home reminds me of a rule I haven’t had to think about for a while. “Hey, this creek you’re talking about isn’t more than five miles away, is it?” 
 
    The town itself isn’t five miles wide in any direction, but that doesn’t mean Ian has ideas of taking me to the outskirts somewhere. As much as I would love to be out of the town, I don’t really like the zap that happens when my tether to Ophelia is tested.  
 
    “That seems kind of specific.” 
 
    He’s already at his locker switching the books in his bag. I don’t have to stop by mine since my backpack has every book from every class and manages to weigh only two pounds. Thankfully, Angelica doesn’t mess with charmed objects and my designer Koki bag works magic. Koki is a famous enchanter designer, by the way. I’m guessing you didn’t know that. Cool bag aside, we’re on our way outside. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I like to be specific. For a reason I don’t want to get in to right now, I need to sort of stay within a five-mile radius of my house.” 
 
    I don’t think Ian understands how much I want to hear his story. Since I don’t understand it myself, there’s no chance I’d be able to articulate it. My only goal is to not get shocked in the process of hearing it. That seems like a mild goal in my book. 
 
    “I guess we’re in luck then, because the spot I’m thinking about is only like a mile away. I was planning on walking, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    He comes to a stop just outside the school. It’s clear by the slight hesitance, bordering on fear, in his eyes that he is unhinged by the sly smile I know has taken over my face. I don’t bother giving him a hint of what I’m thinking as I walk down the steps. He doesn’t think I’m a scary monster, but I have a feeling he’s going to reconsider that idea. 
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 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “That was amazing! Can we do it again?” 
 
    So much for my idea of scaring the kid. Ian’s words and wide eyes tell me teleporting from a block away from the school to the nearest fresh water source I could find, without telling him it was going to happen, didn’t have the effect I was going for.  
 
    I guess I should have considered that he wasn’t wired like the other people I’ve done that to. I remember doing the same thing to a human girl who was bothering me back in 1870. I still laugh recalling her screaming “witch” as she ran as fast as she could to get away from me.  
 
    “What’s so funny?”  
 
    Ian’s question takes me out of my happy place. It’s probably for the best. As funny as my memory is, I sort of miss the old days, and spending too long thinking about them leaves me a little melancholy.  
 
    “Nothing you need to worry about. So, are we in the right place?” 
 
    I look around and affirm I did indeed land us next to a creek. The water noisily hitting against the rocks making up the bed of the creek has me thinking more of a babbling brook, but I’ve never been big on labeling bodies of water. 
 
    “Pretty close, but how did you do that? We weren’t even touching.” 
 
    For knowing about Fae, he clearly doesn’t know about the best species of Fae. I don’t want to blow his mind with a good description of exactly what I can do, at least not before he finishes dishing on his dad.  
 
    “Maybe someday I’ll show you what a nightmare I can be. For now, can we talk here, or do we have to move?” 
 
    My quick perusal of the area says there isn’t anyone else around, but he might know about a pixie bed or something. Those little buggers can be a nuisance and like to sneak up on you. 
 
    “I still don’t believe for a second you’re a nightmare like all the werewolves and vampires that I heard about as a kid. None of the shapeshifters or fang-inclined people I’ve met are even that bad.” 
 
    I may have to reconsider the sheltered life idea. There are some nasty people out there from both of those factions, but I guess the same can be said about humans in general. In two hundred years, I must have run in to a few more than he has. 
 
    “The Council meeting you brought up was my fifth one and I was cursed by another enchanter to forever be in this stupid body. Maybe you shouldn’t be giving me the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    His head cocks to the side as I speak. I can’t believe the teleporting didn’t even make his head spin. I don’t take people along for the ride often, but it never fails that if they aren’t warned, chunks tend to fly out of their mouth as soon as we land. They have never scream they want to do it again. 
 
    “I want to come back to that statement later, but let’s finish your line of questions. I wouldn’t want you to have to go back to the Council because you turned me into a frog.” 
 
    A little something wicked passes through his eyes as they darken for the briefest second. I have to smile. He shouldn’t be giving me ideas, but I think a part of him likes playing with fire. That has to be why he’s been trying to hang out with me.  
 
    I normally wouldn’t care. That kind of thing is why I’ve had a guy try to follow me when we moved in the middle of the night. Humans don’t generally understand what they’re playing with. Ian seems to think he has an idea, but eventually, I know I’m going to show him differently. 
 
    He starts walking in the direction I’m already facing, so I follow. I’ve been doing that just a little too much today. As we walked out of school, with him leading the way, we didn’t even make it a few steps before we ran into Ophelia, who gave me this weird knowing look. I didn’t bother saying a word to her before I flashed us away. Hopefully, she dealt with anyone seeing us who shouldn’t have. I’ll probably get a lecture about it later, but that’s beside the point. 
 
    I’ve never liked following anyone around. I would say I prefer to lead, but I’ve never been much of a leader either. I like to keep to myself.  
 
    You’d think with that line of thinking, I wouldn’t always be getting in trouble, but I somehow manage. I guess that’s my true gift. I don’t recommend it. 
 
    “You do a lot of internal thinking, don’t you?”  
 
    Ian must feel me stutter to a stop at the question. Was he just reading my mind? Everyone has fun little mind rambles, right? I never thought I was alone in that concept. 
 
    “Relax,” he says, not even bothering to stop. “I was just thinking about how I sometimes look over in class and you’re staring at the front, but it seems like you’re not seeing what’s there.” 
 
    Oh. Okay. I guess that makes it a legitimate ask. 
 
    “When you get as old as I am, you have a lot to think about.” 
 
    It sounds like a good enough excuse. And back to my point, I’m sure I’m not the only one who does that. 
 
    “If you were human, I’d never say this, but it kind of goes without saying that I’ll never be as old as you.” 
 
    I had started walking again, but I stop. At this rate, we’re never going to get to his secret spot. 
 
    “Last I checked, fang-inclined people can live a few hundred years as long as they don’t piss someone off.” 
 
    His parents are both bloodsuckers, so it seems to me that it’s only a matter of time before one of them get permission to change him. His dad might not even wait from the sounds of things. 
 
    “Last I checked, I’m not fang-inclined.” 
 
    I hurry to catch up. He hasn’t gotten far in front of me, but he’s about to turn around a tree. I don’t want him to magically disappear on me, which I figure has a high probability.  
 
    It’s not like I can’t find my own way home. I just think since he was seen leaving with me, it’s probably good that he doesn’t vanish. 
 
    My mouth is open to comment about his current condition and how easily it could change, but the view around a slight bend in the trees takes my breath away. You must understand that as an enchanter, I have a decent appreciation for nature. It’s just something in our blood. 
 
    Over the years, people have destroyed the land I once ran my bare feet through. These days, there is so much discarded garbage that even as someone who can’t get sick from normal illness, I want to get a tetanus shot. 
 
    What’s in front of me is one of only two faery mounds I’ve seen in my life. It’s been over a hundred years since I saw the last one, and as far as I know, it was destroyed like every other piece of beautiful land.  
 
    That makes it even harder to believe the slight mound covered in moss and verbena somehow still exists. I didn’t even know there were faeries in the U.S.  
 
    “I knew you’d like it. I stumbled across it not long after I found out about my dad.” 
 
    Somehow Ian has managed to get behind me. I’m a little ashamed to admit I jump in surprise. I try to cover it by taking in the rest of the clearing. My entire face scrunches up as I realize I walked three feet towards the mound without even noticing. The last I remember, I had barely gotten by the trees at the opening of the clearing. 
 
    “They say that faery mounds appear when people need a little magic in their life.” 
 
    I’m dazed, and the tone of my voice reflects that. I hear myself and immediately think robot. 
 
    “I heard that rumor after I did some research. I suppose it’s right. I feel so much peace when I come here. It’s like when I’m here, the rest of the world just disappears.” 
 
    He’s still behind me, so I can’t see the wonder on his face that I hear in his voice. I take a deep breath and inhale the pungent lemon scent of the verbena. It’s strong but relaxing instead of wake-you-straight-up. 
 
    “You should be careful about that,” I warn. “If you get sucked in, the world might disappear.” 
 
    There is no evidence to back the claim up as far as I know, but it’s a story enchanter parents tell their children. I’m not sure if it’s common practice still, which would seem a little silly given how rare the mounds are. 
 
    “Sometimes I kind of hope I do get sucked in.” 
 
    Ian’s words aren’t much more than a mumble, but I hear them fine. I turn around and see his eyes are glued to the mound. I’ve met a lot of people in my life, thousands, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone who looked as lost as Ian does in this moment. He shakes his head, and the veil over his eyes lifts. A small smile appears as he reaches out for my hand.  
 
    I stare at it, wondering if he’s completely lost his mind. There is limited light coming through the tree canopy that I look up to see above us. The little light that there is shines down on his pale skin, making it look almost translucent. 
 
    “I don’t bite. Not now, not ever.” 
 
    As if I’m afraid of him biting me. I roll my eyes and grab his hand to prove that point. The second our skin touches, I remember why I don’t voluntarily do the whole touching thing. I shiver and try to tap down the gurgle of my stomach.  
 
    There was a time I didn’t mind touch. In fact, I loved it. But, around the time I was cursed, any contact started giving me the willies.  
 
    “We should probably hurry up and just get this talk over with,” he said. 
 
    Our hands are still connected as he takes a seat on the mound. My eyes grow wide as I watch in slight horror.  
 
    “It doesn’t bite either.”  
 
    He tries to pull me down, but I fight the tug and free my hand from his hold. If he thinks a faery mound doesn’t bite, he is completely clueless. If the faeries in charge of the mound are around, biting would be the least of my problems. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. Maybe this was a bad idea.” 
 
    The mix of beauty and danger that faery mounds can bring feels like a slap in the face. Apparently, I needed one because I let my guard down. Yet, another thing I cannot remember the last time it happened. 
 
    “But you want to hear about my dad, right?” 
 
    Crap. Instinct tells me I need to get away from the faery mound as quickly as possible, but I do want to hear the details. I don’t know why, but I do.  
 
    Sighing, I take two big steps away from the mound and let the lush green grass tickle my fingers as I settle in for his story. He’s been coming to the mound for years and doesn’t seem to be too worse for the wear, so a few minutes probably won’t hurt me. 
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 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I guess we might as well start with your question about when he changed. I was three when it happened, so it’s been around fourteen years. At least that’s what Mom says. I wasn’t really allowed to talk to my dad before the trial and such.” 
 
    Interesting. It’s not surprising if his mom was unwilling to be turned that she didn’t let him speak to his dad, but it is interesting that he said changed and not turned. There’s a difference, but I hadn’t expected that his dad was cursed. 
 
    The original bloodsuckers started out that way, but over the years, any new ones have basically all been turned from a bite or something. As I already hinted, what that something is, isn’t all that important to me. I just know they make more of themselves. 
 
    “Does that mean you don’t know why he was cursed?” 
 
    “The only reason I know his change was different than mom’s is because Mr. Hamilton told me. I guess he’s the same way.” 
 
    I probably look stupid as I sit there and blink a few times. I expect him to say he’s just kidding or something, but he’s simply patiently waiting for my response. It makes me think he knows how rare the curse aspect is, which surprises me. 
 
    “Were they cursed around the same time, or something?” 
 
    I guess I don’t really know Ian’s dad’s or Mr. Hamilton’s history. I’ve felt that Mr. Hamilton isn’t originally from around here. He seems older. With the power coming from him, he’s got to be older, which tells me he’s moved around. 
 
    Ian laughs, indicating I’m as off base as I think. Reaching to his left, he plucks a verbena flower and starts playing with it. I’m not close enough to reach one myself, so I briefly consider grabbing one with my powers. The second I remember that they’re on a faery mound, I think better. Ian is playing with fire stealing one of their flowers. 
 
    “Mr. Hamilton is ancient. Like, I’m pretty sure he’s twice your age. I know the Fae think Michael rules the school because he’s an angel and all, but I heard Mr. Hamilton really pulls all the strings.” 
 
    There’s part of me that believes that, but the rational side of my brain says there is no way. We’ve gone over how much I hate to admit it, but angels trump all. 
 
    “Maybe that’s what they want you to think. After all, you’re a human who only knows about us because of a technicality. I’m surprise they didn’t cover that up too.” 
 
    Wiping a person’s mind is easy, and the Council loves to prove it. I could do a wiping in my sleep, so there must be some strong circumstances leading them not to. 
 
    “Honestly, sometimes, I which they had. It’s awesome to know people like you exist, but no matter what my mom and Mr. Hamilton say, I’m not really part of your world.” 
 
    “And yet, you’re the one sitting on a faery mound,” I say as I shrug. “You do know how crazy that is to me, right?” 
 
    There’s no way he understands it, not since he seems so comfortable. The initial draw from it was broken when he snapped me out of my daze, but faery mounds shouldn’t be messed around with. They have so much magical energy deep under their surface that they could essentially be like a nuclear bomb if used incorrectly. 
 
    “Maybe that’s why I like it so much here. No one’s tried to follow me or anything, but it sounds like one of you wouldn’t hangout here long unless invited.” 
 
    That’s a weird way of saying it, but I can’t imagine many people would find the place on their own. If I had just been wandering around without Ian, I might have felt an energy burst, but I wouldn’t have found the place without him. That’s just how faery mounds work. 
 
    “Have you done any research on faeries? Whoever’s the keeper of this mound clearly likes you, but I’d be careful about spending too much time here.” 
 
    “When I told Mr. Hamilton about the place, he filled me in. He said, faeries should never be trusted, but if they give you shelter, you shouldn’t turn them down.” 
 
    “You sure keep bringing up Mr. Hamilton a lot. Is he like your go-to for Fae information?” 
 
    After the weird interactions I’ve had with the man, I wouldn’t say I trusted him to give me the best advice. Even if he’s as old as Ian says, which would mean he has a whole heck of a lot of knowledge, I wouldn’t trust him as a human to be sharing the truth. Ian seems awfully gullible, but I’m hoping he’s not that stupid. 
 
    “Look, I have no idea what’s up between the two of you, but he’s been sort of like a stand-in dad since mine’s away. He fought to make sure the Council didn’t clean my brain out.” 
 
    “Wait.” I’m not sure if I’m interrupting, but his statement needs a quick clarification. “Are you saying he was there when your dad had his hearing?”  
 
    I may finally have an answer for why Mr. Hamilton feels kind of familiar. I know I didn’t make note of him at my trial, but if he was around, even his energy may be the familiarity I feel around him. 
 
    “Yeah. That was the first time I heard about you. On the way home, he kept talking about you and how everyone knows who you are.” 
 
    I squint my eyes and push my mouth to the side as I think about that. I know I’m notorious, but I don’t think I deserve to be the topic of a road trip. 
 
    “What exactly did he say about me?” 
 
    Ian said he kept talking about me. That sounds like a little more than just explaining that everyone knows me, unless he kept saying I was crazy over and over. I don’t know how they traveled, but there are hours between Newberry and Spokane, where the Council has their North America chapter. I imagine a plane was involved, but even then, I’m thinking it was at least ten hours. 
 
    “I couldn’t tell you for sure,” he says as he shrugs. “I just learned my dad was going to be locked up, so his tales about an enchanter cursed to never grow up didn’t exactly stick. I mean, I remember you that day because I never heard someone cuss as much as you did, but I had no clue who you were until he told me.” 
 
    If I do nothing else in my time here, I’m going to have to make sure the poor kid gets a real education when it comes to all things Fae. I’ve never taken someone under my wing, but I figure it might buy me some goodwill. Ophelia keeps talking about needing to grow up, maybe being nice to the lost boy will be just what I need.  
 
    After all, I’ve been able to spend over ten minutes with him without wanting to kill him. I’m pretty sure that’s a record. 
 
    “And if I remember right, even with what I’m sure wasn’t warm tributes to me, you came up to me on my first day and asked me to go to a dance with you today.” 
 
    I could’ve probably gotten through the day with him forgetting to touch on the dance again. I need to start tallying all these brownie points and find somewhere to redeem them. 
 
    “I should’ve just told my mom that I asked, and you laughed in my face. I know you’re interested in hearing about my dad, and that’s the only reason you’re hanging out with me.” 
 
    His eyes are glued to the flower he somehow hasn’t demolished with all the fiddling he’s done with it. It’s heartier than any verbena I’ve ever seen. 
 
    “You seem to know a little about Fae, so I assume you know that Fae and human relationships, even just friendships, don’t tend to work out that great.” 
 
    The poor guy needs look no further than his parents to see that’s the truth. Some Fae pretend they can have a normal human life, but it’s a stupid concept.  
 
    I don’t know a single Fae species that doesn’t outlive humans by at least a hundred years. That’s a lot of decades to spend growing attached and watching people you care about die. It’s completely moronic to live like that. 
 
    “I know, but I’m stuck between worlds. The only reason I’m allowed to know about you guys is because everyone assumes I’ll be one of you someday. Of course, I’ll want to be part of the ‘family.’” 
 
    He uses his fingers for the air quotes around family. I get the sense he’s a little bitter about it from his tone. 
 
    “If anyone finds out that I have no plans of being turned, all my memories of the last three years will disappear.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t be telling me this.” 
 
    He’s so serene about it all, even with the resentment I picked up, but I’d go nuts if that kind of thing hung over my head. I suppose with all my run-ins with the Council, it does hang over my head. It wouldn’t be just a snap of the fingers, but the same fate is calling me. 
 
    “That would be a smart thing, but I figure with your hatred towards the Council and general dislike of humans, you’re probably the only person I can tell. My mom has come to terms with being fang-inclined and is already talking about the day Dad comes home and we make plans for me joining them.” 
 
    “You’ve got me there. I’m the last person who would run to the Council to turn someone in. I’ve had enough nightmare interactions with them that I wouldn’t even throw my worst enemy at them.” 
 
    I might be overstating with that last thought. If I couldn’t come up with a horrible enough punishment for someone, the Council is always a last option. 
 
    “That’s why I’ve been trying to be your friend. I know it’s annoying for someone like you to have a nobody like me pestering you. I just thought that maybe since you’re an outsider, we sort of have something in common.” 
 
    Friend. It’s such a weird word. The root meaning has something to do with love, which isn’t what comes to mind when I think about friendship. Backstabbing seems like it’s a better definition based on my experience. 
 
    I have tried the whole friend thing. I don’t know if it was because all the girls in my early enchanter classes were trying to be the best and class or what, but I eventually was cursed by one of them, so you can figure out how that went. 
 
    “Well, I say we go to this dance together.”  
 
    A look of shock crosses his face before he opens his mouth to say something. I hurry to offer a stipulation. I have to make it clear I want something out of the deal, even if my stipulation means nothing. 
 
    “But, you have to quit talking to your mom about me. I’m a private person, and I prefer to keep it that way.” 
 
    I don’t know why I agreed to go with him. I was already on board for the whole idea of taking him under my wing, but a dance seems a little above those responsibilities. I guess we’ll see how quickly I screw this up. 
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 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s this I hear about you going to the homecoming dance with Ian?” 
 
    I had been peacefully pushing the mush they call potatoes around on my plate before Jimmy interrupted me. I like mashed potatoes, but the slop they call gravy spread over these particular potatoes makes me want to eat sweaty socks instead. 
 
    Looking up, I see Michael, or Mike, as apparently he prefers to be called, putting his tray down on my table as he sits in a chair across from me. Even after a month, my lunch experience is typically solitary. Just the way I like it. 
 
    It was only yesterday that I told Ian we were going to the dance together. I’m not sure whether to be surprised or pissed that Ian is blabbing about the news. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you were going to ask me.” 
 
    Since our first lunch confrontation, Michael hasn’t paid me any attention. I suppose he thinks whatever message he has for me was received. It makes sense, since I haven’t tried to blow anything up. Truthfully, I just didn’t want to have to spend another painful lunch with him. 
 
    The annoyed expression on his face gives me a little relief. I was joking about him asking me, but if he got a crazy idea, I know my instant reaction would’ve included setting something on fire.  
 
    “I hadn’t planned on it, but if I knew he was going to ask, I would’ve steered him to a more practical option.” 
 
    “Because you are the expert in practicality. And high school students.” 
 
    I still don’t understand why Ian thinks Mr. Hamilton has control over the school. I guess he can’t feel the power the two of them give off. I’ve never really thought about what it must feel like for a human, but they must feel at least a tinge of the electricity Michael puts off. 
 
    “I’d say I know more about both of those subjects than you. You’ve been here a month and spent absolutely no time really getting to know anyone, human or Fae.” 
 
    “And that’s a crime?” 
 
    I stab at my potatoes, wondering what I’d change them to if my powers weren’t inhibited enough I’d have to break a sweat to use them. I’m thinking the potatoes would become a giant pile of hot onion rings and the mystery meat next to them would look so much more appetizing as a New York strip steak.  
 
    “Not something you can be convicted of, but if you paid more attention, you’d know how protective we are of Ian.” 
 
    My brow raises as I level a harsh stare in his direction. I’m not sure exactly what he thinks I’ve done over the last month, but I’ve been paying plenty of attention. For being protective, no one talks to Ian. He’s kept to himself other than trying to get me to stop being my moody, sullen self. 
 
    “So, when I told my mom you guys had a human pet, I wasn’t far off.” 
 
    “He’s not a pet, and you know that. I know you two went up to the faery mound yesterday. I’d advise against going there with him again.” 
 
    Plastic silverware has never been my favorite, and I have to wonder if there’s a reason that’s all they use in this school. I’d think they’d save boatloads of money on something reusable. On the other hand, if I had a metal utensil, it’d be through Michael’s hand, or maybe eye. 
 
    “Did you follow us or just know?” 
 
    The mode of transportation we took for the majority of the trip would be impossible for most people to follow. I’m sure my little angel buddy doesn’t have to move to keep tabs on anyone in town. 
 
    Michael smiles and shakes his head as he takes a bite of his food. My stomach rolls thinking about how awful it tastes. 
 
    “I think I’ll keep that a secret. You live by your own rules, and that’s fine. I just need you to stay away from Ian.” 
 
    It’s my turn to shake my head. Not only does he not want me to go to the faery mound with Ian, which isn’t a tough sell, but he thinks he can tell me who I talk to. I can’t help scoffing as I look across the lunchroom to see Ian in line getting his food. 
 
    “If his mom doesn’t have a problem with us hanging out, maybe you should chill out a little.” 
 
    Michael has his fork almost to his mouth when it stops, and his jaw drops down. My comment didn’t seem like it would shock him, but that look says something I said struck some nerve. 
 
    “Why would you say his mom doesn’t have a problem?” 
 
    He recovers from whatever issue he had with what I said and puts his fork down. I sit back in my chair as he leans forward. I don’t know what I’m picking up from his tone, but I get the sense it’s an act of sorts. I don’t know how to explain that. It’s just weird. 
 
    “Because he told me she’s the one who urged him to ask me to the dance.” 
 
    Normally, I wouldn’t hand over that information, at least not that quickly. I’m hoping it puts him in his place as far as butting in when his opinion isn’t asked for. He’ll have to admit his whole claim about protecting Ian doesn’t hold water if Ian’s mom is okay with us hanging out. 
 
    Michael looks over his shoulder quickly, then moves his chair so his body easily leans over most of the table. The closeness makes me want to scoot back, but I hold my ground. 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    I don’t know why he needs to be almost in my lap to tell me that. Our definitions of the word impossible must not be the same. 
 
    “You’re going to have to take it up with her.” 
 
    He scoffs and gives my personal bubble a little breathing room. “That would be a trick, even for me.” 
 
    “Are you telling me you’re afraid of a bloodsucker?” 
 
    The idea that Mr. Hamilton is stronger than Michael crosses my mind again. I haven’t met Ian’s mom, but I can’t believe she’d intimidate an angel. If I can’t pull that off, I doubt she can. 
 
    “If I was, that would be besides the point. Ian’s mom has been in a coma since his father tried to turn her three years ago.” 
 
    My head immediately starts shaking. I see Ian is on the way to the table. I’ve been eating lunch alone for weeks, but it looks like I’m going to have two guests today. I’m sure he’s going to love the current topic of conversation.  
 
    “I’m leaving, but I’m telling you the truth. There’s no way Ian’s mom said anything to anyone. His dad didn’t know how to turn her, which is why the Council requires permission to turn someone. We’ve had the best enchanters try to bring her out of it and nothing has worked.” 
 
    I notice he doesn’t say angels tried to fix her, but that is sort of irrelevant with everything else he said. Ian is closing in fast, and I have no idea what to do.  
 
    Why is it that Newberry High School brings out all these new circumstances for me? 
 
    Normally, I, well, I’m not sure what I’d do in this situation. I’ve got two people with two different stories. I suppose that isn’t uncommon, but since I don’t tend to interact with people, it’s something I haven’t dealt with in years. 
 
    Michael gets up and leaves without saying another word. There’s a meaningful look. I’m guessing my interpretation of it meaning “you should get to the bottom of this” isn’t what he was going for. The angel cannot honestly believe I’m going to steer clear of Ian after dropping a bombshell on me.  
 
    The kid lied to me, if I believe what Michael is saying. I know we don’t know each other well, but there’s no reason for Ian to lie to me about his mom being conscious. If he needed an excuse to ask me to the dance, there had to be another one that didn’t include his comatose mother. 
 
    “Oh oh.” 
 
    Ian pulls out the chair next to me as he puts his plate down heavily on the table. Instead of looking at him, I watch the reactions from the rest of the room. Michael didn’t just leave my table. He dropped off his tray and vacated the lunchroom. That is one less judgmental pair of eyes staring at me. 
 
    The humans in the room have mild curiosity on their faces, but the Fae look a little more hostile. I suppose Michael wasn’t wrong about the protective vibe.  
 
    “I’m guessing I shouldn’t have told Mr. Hamilton we’re going to the dance together. Mike just tried to change your mind, didn’t he?” 
 
    For a human, he has good instincts. Of course, the chances of Mike coming over and just having a nice talk would be like entering an alternative reality. 
 
    “Your friend Mike didn’t have a chance to come up with a specific threat, but he said no dance, no faery mounds, no us in any capacity.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why he, or any of them think they can rule my life. I am perfectly capable of making my own choices.” 
 
    I’m not sure what to think about that. I’ve already noted he needs enough help that I feel the odd desire to take him under my wing. I suppose that means he needs more than just a little help. 
 
    After the conversation I had with Michael, I’d say I’m probably not qualified for the help Ian needs, but I won’t know for sure until he explains himself. Basically, I need to know if he outright lied or if he really thinks his mom somehow told him to ask me to the dance. 
 
    It sounds crazy when I think about the latter. Then again, it’s normal crazy Fae business. That’s one of the reasons Ophelia keeps me away from everyone. Trouble is easy to get into when everyone thinks they know what’s best for everyone else. 
 
    I personally hate the notion, but I’ve been caught up in it before. I’ve never had to deal with an angel on the opposing side. That’s definitely a new wrinkle. 
 
    “I’m sure you are capable, but–”  
 
    “Come on. You can’t honestly be listening to him. They don’t know what’s best for me.” 
 
    He pounds his fist on the table. Reaching over, I cover his fist with my hand. My powers are weak inside the school, but I use what I can to try to calm him down. 
 
    Making a scene would prove to the Fae that I’m following their rules as far as setting up boundaries with Ian. The touch warms my hand, and I feel it spread up my arm. It’s not the reaction I expected, so I’m quick to disconnect our skin. 
 
    I don’t know if Ian felt it. He’s staring down at the table taking in deep breaths. I might as well relay everything Michael said and find out where the marbles fall. 
 
    “Look, he also said your mom’s in a coma. If you can explain how she told you to ask me to the dance, I’ll ignore everything he just said to me.” 
 
    It sounds logical enough to me. If we can get around that little dilemma, then I’ll ask him why in the world he told Mr. Hamilton we’re going to the dance together. That seemed to set my drama of the day off, and I’d like to know why. 
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 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ian doesn’t move at all. I don’t even see him breathing anymore. My excellent hearing is the only thing that lets me know his heart is still beating. 
 
    “Why are you still sitting here?” 
 
    His words are calm, but even with the emotion and stillness, I sense something burning under the surface. He’s been so easygoing and aloof that I’m surprised to pick up the heat. Even when he spoke about how he hated the Council, he never felt so angry. 
 
    “I figured there was an explanation. But, I’m starting to think maybe I should have waited to bring up your mom until we were alone.” 
 
    The daggers I’m getting from the Fae in the room are almost strong enough to prickle my skin. I’m trying to have a serious conversation but feeling them makes me want to smile. 
 
    “How many of them do you think can hear us?” he asks. 
 
    It’s not really a continuation to the conversation I thought we were having, but I’ll bite. I look around the room and pick out the different Fae watching us. They are mainly elementals, with a few shapeshifters thrown in. Without the teachers around, who seem to be the most potent forces, other than Michael, the room is mainly riff-raff in my appraisal. 
 
    “In this room, two without some extra help.” 
 
    With the Angelica in place, I doubt any extra help would make a difference. It may even hurt the ones who can hear.  
 
    “Yeah, that sounds about right. I’m guessing Harley, the sandy-haired kid at the table closest to the food, and Megan, the can’t-miss-her girl with bright orange hair. Did you mention me talking to my mom, or did she just come up in conversation?” 
 
    There’s still no emotion in his voice. He pegged the two Fae shapeshifters I picked out. I suppose that means he doesn’t live under a rock. 
 
    A weird feeling percolates in my stomach. It’s like a bad case of indigestion catches fire or something. I can’t say I’ve felt it before, and I’m going to do everything I can to avoid it in the future. 
 
    “I thought it would work in our favor that you said she was okay with us going to the dance.” 
 
    He gives a short laugh and then silence returns. The ball is in his court as far as how he’s going to explain things. I could fill the silence. I’m pretty good at that.  
 
    As you know, I’m pretty good at just rambling nonsense in my head too. Even with my mile-a-minute brain, I’m having trouble figuring out where his story can go. 
 
    All the lines head back to Ian lying to me. Yet, I don’t get why. It’s not the strongest building block to start a relationship with, even if it’s just a passing acquaintance. 
 
    “I suppose he gave you the line about everyone just wanting to protect me.” 
 
    “If I remember right, I got the line more than once. That’s why I thought saying your mom was cool with us hanging out would help.” 
 
    “Can you take us to the mound like you did yesterday?” 
 
    Taking off from school is a great idea. I just wouldn’t pick that location. 
 
    “We’d have to be outside the school for it to work. They keep me on a short leash.” 
 
    “They keep everyone on a short leash. The sad thing is, none of the people here know they’re basically in a prison.” 
 
    He leans over and whispers the words to me. I’m going to notch the change in his voice and movement as a positive thing. 
 
    I understand and even believe that statement, but I’m not sure it’s a smart idea to voice it. We only have about ten minutes of lunch left. Now that I think about it, Ian was kind of late, which makes me wonder where he’d been. After yesterday, I kind of expected him to hurry to see me. 
 
    “You had things to say about the Council yesterday, but I didn’t get the sense you were angry with everyone.” 
 
    He’d said Mr. Hamilton was like a dad to him, but in almost the same breath he mentioned Mr. Hamilton was running things. I would think those two things caused a little more conflict than what I’ve picked up. 
 
    “I figured if I shared all my secrets, you’d have no reason to keep talking to me. You seem like the kind of girl who likes a man of mystery.” 
 
    “And you seem to think you know a lot about me.” 
 
    The key word is think. He knows more than I thought about things in general, but it’s yet to be determined how much he knows about me. It’s impossible to deny that I like to solve problems. From what I’ve seen there are a lot of problems that need solved around here. 
 
    “I think no one really knows a lot about you, which is exactly what people know about me. I guess that’s another thing we have in common. Anyway, do you think we can take this conversation somewhere else?” 
 
    I like the idea of going somewhere else, but short of the faery mound, I don’t think anywhere will be private. Away from the school, I would have a better chance of blocking more people out. I have a feeling a certain angel would still hear everything, though. 
 
    “Do you think they’d let us out of school early? Because I don’t get a warm tingly vibe that that’s a possibility.” 
 
    The crazy feeling I had in my stomach has subsided, leaving me hungry at a very inopportune time. I’ve been packing granola bars and trail mix to snack on during the day to keep me from losing my mind completely from starvation. It’s too bad this morning has been more snacky than most. I’m out of my stash. 
 
    “I just have to talk to Mr. Hamilton. If I say I’m not feeling well, he’ll let me leave.” 
 
    I’m starting to realize why they’re so protective of Ian, or at least claim to be. The kid is crazy. The unanswered issues with his mom aside, I can’t get a handle on his feelings. He talks about it being a prison, and evidently, the warden lets him do whatever he wants.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll let me walk out of here too? Because a conversation I had just before you sat down told me we’re pretty lucky someone hasn’t come and broken this fun chat up already.” 
 
    And somehow the conversation hasn’t answered anything about his mom yet. If we hadn’t been talking about Ian’s anger, I would assume someone is driving things away from the one topic I want to hear about. 
 
    “Michael talks big, but he won’t go against what Mr. Hamilton says. Noah told me this morning it’s okay if we hangout.” 
 
    The change from the formal to informal causes some minor brow furrowing on my part. Noah rolls off the tongue so much easier than Mr. Hamilton, so I’m surprised he hasn’t used it before. And maybe even more surprised that in the formal setting of school he decided to change up. 
 
    “And that means he’s okay with you skipping school, so we can hangout?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time I skipped school. Even the worst prisoners get yard time at some point.” 
 
    He hasn’t touched his food. I don’t think he has the same issues with the cuisine as I do. It makes me wonder if he has some snacks somewhere that maybe he’s willing to share. I swear it’s the fact that my stomach grumbles that makes the topic of food take over my mind. 
 
    “You’re taking this prison comparison a little serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Not even a microscopic bit. I know I didn’t give that vibe yesterday, but I’m a little pissed about Mike trying to mess things up. It’s bad enough that they don’t believe that I can talk to my mom. He doesn’t need to go around telling people I’m crazy.” 
 
    “But you believe you can talk to your mom.” 
 
    I can’t not continue the subject now that we’re finally getting close to it. I’m not dense enough that I didn’t notice he wanted to take the conversation somewhere else. Right now, I think it’s probably best if I don’t piss off the lead prison guard. I guess the idea that we’re in a prison is easy to get behind. 
 
    “No one else hears her, but for me, nothing’s changed. That’s not right. She’s changed, obviously. Her eyes get red when she’s hungry. Her skin is paler. She can’t move unless someone moves her. But she’s still there for me.” 
 
    I reach over and grab his hand again. Both of his hands are curled into tight fists. Closing my eyes, I try calming him again. Things feel warm between us, and I have to wonder if I’m doing it right. Comforting has never been my strong suit.  
 
    “Do you think they’d let me meet her?” 
 
    Michael said enchanters hadn’t been able to fix her. I’m sure people with more power than I have tried, but I’m curious to see the interactions between mother and son.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to? I haven’t gotten the sense you like to spend your free time with the fang-inclined.” 
 
    “Since my issue with the fang-inclined is that I generally don’t like the words coming out of their mouths, I think I’m good. Of course, since we’re possibly going to the dance together, I’ll do my best to make a good impression.” 
 
    I squeeze his hand and let go to get back in my usual bubble. I’m not sure where the humor comes from, but I’ve heard it eases some people. Evidently, that’s my new obsession. 
 
    Ian must appreciate the effort, because he sort of scoffs and laughs. Before he can respond, the annoying sound indicating lunch is over blares. In the last month, I’ve learned that the school year spans around nine months, and within those months, at some point I’m going to blow up the whole intercom and bell system.  
 
    “So, I guess that means you have a decision to make. Are we going to class? Or, do we skip the rest of the day and go to my place?” 
 
    During the whole conversation, Ian never looked in my direction. He finally does, and I have to say the light of excitement in his eyes is nice. As lame as just saying nice is, it’s all I’ve got. I’ve been comforting and non-judgmental about whatever’s going on with his mom, so my ability to go above nice is limited. 
 
    “I take it that means you’re ready to introduce me to your mom?” 
 
    It’s a question, since I’m not exactly sure where they keep her. You’d think a comatose person would be in the hospital, but I have a feeling this is a special case. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say ready is the right word, but I think we’re doing this.” 
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 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the list of things I thought I’d never do, let’s add standing on the back pegs of a bicycle while a boy peddles his heart out. I’ve traveled a number of ways, with and without the assistance of metal formed in the shape of transportation. I prefer just zapping myself somewhere. 
 
    You don’t have to deal with traffic, or the idiot people causing that traffic, that way. Newberry at rush hour has maybe ten cars on the road, so traffic is sort of non-existent. Since it’s around one in the afternoon, Ian doesn’t have to dart around cars to get us to his place faster. That doesn’t mean he isn’t pedaling right around the top speed I figure human legs can go. 
 
    Our speed makes my loose hair fly back, like ribbons are trailing behind us. I’m holding on to Ian’s shoulders. There was only a brief sigh of disappointment when I didn’t wrap my arms around his body and hold tight. I suppose that sigh lets me know he’s not exactly looking for the mentor relationship I have in mind.  
 
    The bike skids to a stop as he turns into a driveway. The driveway is short, leading straight to a two-car garage. Ian holds the bike still, so I can climb off. The second both of my feet hit the ground, he tips the bike over and grabs my hand. My instincts make me pull away, but his grip is unexpectedly strong. 
 
    “After I told her you agreed to go to the dance, she kind of got it in her head that you’re my girlfriend. I tried to explain it wasn’t like that, but she’s hard-headed. Since she’s pushing it so much, I thought maybe it would make a difference if we pretended a little.” 
 
    I have to wonder exactly how hard he tried his explanation. It sounds a little fishy to me. All right, it’s a lot of fishy. 
 
    “If you already tried to explain that wasn’t how things are, don’t you think walking in there with my hand in yours defeats the purpose?” 
 
    I understand that he said something about making a difference, but I’m already getting ready to walk in and meet his comatose mom. I think that checks off my “figure out a way to be supportive today” checklist. It’s like literally the first time I’ve been supportive in over a hundred years, so I think it goes above and beyond telling Ian I like his hair or something lame would have. 
 
    I did make a list for this supportive thing last night. Apparently, when I take on a project, I like to spell it all out. 
 
    “I would agree on the general concept. But, maybe if I can show her I’m listening to her and doing the things she wants, she’ll know that I need her and wake up.” 
 
    Interesting logic. I imagine he’s tried about everything he can think of to get her to wake up. And, while I doubt it will do any good, I guess I’m not going to take away his chance. He’s lucky he’s kind of cute. 
 
    “Okay, but is there anything else you need to tell me before we go in? I feel like the concept of you wanting me to pretend to be your girlfriend should’ve been discussed before we got here.” 
 
    “No, just come on.” 
 
    He pulls on my arm and drags me closer to the house. I guess the outside of the house is cute enough. It’s two-story and sort of plain, but someone seems to be keeping up the flower beds in front of the two windows. 
 
    I’ve already checked, and no, there is not a lick of Angelica around. Since it’s been known to have a calming effect on other Fae, it surprises me a little. Michael already mentioned it’s used often to control new shifters, so I imagine it would calm a bloodsucker. If Ian’s mom isn’t adjusting to her change, they should have a full greenhouse of it in every room. 
 
    As far as I know, issues like a coma are rare after changes. Even if it’s unwanted, the body kind of does its thing and heals itself. That’s one of the reasons there are petitions every year to convert sick people bloodsuckers have been friendly with. I’ve never paid close attention to how many of those requests are granted, but in the grand scheme of things, I think it’s rare. 
 
    Ian is quick to pull me through the red front door and down a long hallway to the back of the house. There’s an odd smell of apple that feels both fake and out of place. I highly doubt there is a lot of baking done in the house, but even if there was, it’s like a cheap imitation candle or something. And it’s almost like the apples were just a little bit rotten. 
 
    My nose curls up as the smell continues to assault my senses. The fact that it gets stronger as we go doesn’t develop warm and fuzzy feelings. 
 
    As he turns the corner through an open doorway, I am smacked in the face with the origin of the stench. How can anyone spend any time in the house? It’s no wonder his mom doesn’t want to wake up. 
 
    “Mom, you got a new visitor.” 
 
    He sounds so happy. I have to believe his human nose doesn’t smell the same thing mine does. 
 
    Looking to the side, he smiles at me and squeezes my hand. I attempt a pleasant smile in return, but if he buys it, he’s more gullible than I thought. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ian’s mom?” 
 
    I guess he never told me her name. I hope she wasn’t expecting me to call her mom or anything. From what I can see, I don’t think her expectations can be too high. 
 
    I don’t visit sick people, mainly because I’ve never known any. I assume they all look washed out on a bed, though.  
 
    There are white sheets and a blanket pulled almost up to her chin. The only thing I can really see of her is her long black hair and a side profile. She looks to have a thin nose and lips to match. In fact, I would probably describe everything about her as thin.  
 
    To the side of the bed there is one IV stand with a bag of blood connected to her right arm. Other than the IV and the bed, the rest of the room is completely empty. Not exactly what I would consider a homey place to recover. 
 
    “It’s just a couple classes, Mom. Jazz already knows more than the teachers, and I needed a break.” 
 
    Apparently, I missed a scolding or something. I focus on the woman on the bed and try to see if I pick up any response. As far as I can see, her chest isn’t moving, so I’m not too hopeful I can hear both sides of the conversation. 
 
    Ian continues to respond to something, but I try to tune it out. It’s probably not the best plan if I’m supposed to be playing a role. I think he’ll understand that what I’m trying to do is maybe just a little more important. 
 
    I feel his hand trying to pull out of mine, but I grip tighter to it. If he has a connection, I need to feel his energy. 
 
    “I know I said we should hold hands,” he whispers in my ear, “but you’re about to cripple me.” 
 
    With how hard I’m concentrating, it’s a miracle he makes it through. Opening my eyes, I realize I’d at some point closed them. I swear the image of his mom on the bed was still right in front of me. 
 
    I look over to Ian and see the pain etched on his face. Quickly, I release his hand and take a step back. Maiming the person I’m trying to take under my wing was not in the plan I came up with last night. 
 
    “Sorry.”  
 
    I don’t know if there’s something else I should say or whether I should explain what I was doing. I don’t think he’d understand the latter. I doubt he’s had the same experiences I have when trying to get into a person’s head. 
 
    “It’s okay. It just got a little intense. Were you trying to get in her head?” 
 
    I’m surprised he words it the same way and doesn’t say something like trying to read her mind. To me, the two things are different, but I don’t really have time to get into that right now. 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to see if I could feel anything.” 
 
    Obviously, hearing anything is probably more important, but I can generally feel brain activity without a person speaking or even thinking. The thinking part is pretty rare when a person is awake, because brains are always firing off something. There’s energy in there that keeps us going. 
 
    Ian’s mom has none of that energy. If I was doing the assessment, I wouldn’t say she’s in a coma. I’d say she’s dead. 
 
    “She said it sort of tickled. Do you want to try again? Does it make a difference if you’re holding my hand? I wanted to let you keep going. It’s just you’re a lot stronger than I expected.” 
 
    By the time he got through to me, I’m sure I lessened my hold, but I doubt what he felt was even half of my full strength. In my assumption, he’s kind of brave asking to go at it again. 
 
    “Maybe later. Can you tell me what the others say about her condition? I know this is harsh, but it feels to me like she’s dead.” 
 
    For some reason, my words don’t cause him to lose the smile that’s reappeared on his face. If anything, he looks excited. The kid is well and truly messed up. 
 
    “Watch this,” he says as he heads over to the bed. 
 
    Sitting on the edge, he picks up his mom’s hand and intertwines their fingers. For a second, hers are lifeless, but they curl down to grip her son’s.  
 
    I’m speechless. I shouldn’t be, but movement on her part is shocking, to say the least. There’s no way she should be able to do that. 
 
    “When they tried to take me away from her after they came to confront Dad, they saw it. No one can explain it, but she’s in there, and she only responds to me. She didn’t even do it for Dad.” 
 
    “So, he can’t hear her either?”  
 
    I had wondered about that. I figured with them being married and he as her sire, there would probably be a connection.  
 
    Ian shakes his head. “No, that’s why he called the big guns in. He thought she was dead. I’m pretty sure he still does.” 
 
    Well, that certainly is an interesting development. I’m not sure what to think at this point.  
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 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you want to touch her?” 
 
    I’m watching Ian’s face, so I can tell the question isn’t a joke. He can’t honestly believe I’d be up for that. Well, I mean he clearly is since he asked, but still. Who asks someone pretending to be his girlfriend if she wants to touch his comatose mother? 
 
    “I think we’ll save that for another visit.” 
 
    “You sure? Maybe you’ll be able to hear her if you touch her.” 
 
    It sounds logical, but it would take a huge incentive to get me to cross the room. Even if she didn’t look dead, she’s a bloodsucker, and by some definitions, she might as well be dead. 
 
    “I’m going to stick with my original answer, for now. I’ve never met someone’s mom before, and I’m pretty sure it’s best I don’t know her initial opinion of me.” 
 
    Even second opinions aren’t usually good when I’m involved. I know you’ve noticed, but I rub people the wrong way. I’m not sure why that hasn’t worked on Ian, but he’s got to come to his senses eventually. His mom has probably already told him what an idiot he is for hanging out with me. 
 
    “She says you’re pretty and exactly how I described you.” 
 
    I scrunch my face up as I consider the statement. His mom hasn’t opened her eyes, so there’s no way she can claim I’m pretty. Even if she could see me, that claim is far-fetched even in the worst light. I’m pretty sure my mom wouldn’t even say I’m pretty, and there’s supposed to be some unsaid code that makes a parent always claim that kind of crap. 
 
    “I know I was spacing off there for a little bit when I was concentrating, but I’m fairly certain she hasn’t seen me.” 
 
    It’s been obvious from the first day I met Ian that he isn’t all there, but I’m starting to think my assumption wasn’t strong enough. The hand trick is cute. I’ll give him that. But, as far as I can see, his mom is dead.  
 
    The conclusion doesn’t settle well with me, which is odd. I shouldn’t care that Ian is looney and should be locked up where he can’t spread his delusions to other people.  
 
    So why does it bother me that he’s not all there in the head? Or at least that I appear to have confirmation of that. 
 
    At least I assume the odd itchiness I feel has to do with what I’m learning about my classmate. Itchy may not be the right word, but I don’t feel right in my skin. I want to peel it off to keep whatever is prickling it away. 
 
    “I’m sure a person who can see without opening their eyes isn’t the weirdest thing you’ve ever heard of.” 
 
    Ian sounds so sure. I suppose he’s right. I’ve seen and heard of a lot of crazy over the years, and whatever is going on is up there on my list, but I’ve been exposed to a few doozies.  
 
    “Other than her hand moving, do you have any other proof she’s alive?” 
 
    That is impressive evidence, but I need more. I’ve spent enough time around dead bodies that I’ve seen more than a few of them move. Yeah, you don’t want to ask why I’ve got that knowledge.  
 
    He looks over to his mom and sighs. “I can hear her.” 
 
    There’s a dose of defeat in his voice. I get the feeling the logic behind her being alive has been questioned a few times before. 
 
    “But no one else can, and she moves only for you. Are you sure it’s not something on your end?” 
 
    I have no idea how Ian would be controlling the movement. Thinking that his mom talks to him could easily be part of his coping mechanism since he found out his mom is basically dead. 
 
    Fiery eyes dart in my direction and narrow. I smile, trying to take the anger I feel rolling off him down a notch.  
 
    “I will not calm down. She’s like the rest of them. I thought she’d be different.” 
 
    Since my lips haven’t moved in the last few moments, I quickly decide he’s not speaking to me. While his eyes still look like he’s trying to ignite me, his words are softer than they should be for someone that pissed off. 
 
    “I’m not like anyone, so just hold up a second.” I take a step closer to the bed and put my hands on my hips, sort of combatively. “You can’t expect me to come in here and not ask questions. I just found out your parents aren’t human. Then you sprung the whole coma thing on me.” 
 
    I want to continue by saying something about him bringing me to see a dead body, but I bite my tongue. His anger seems to be cooling down as his eyes open a little more and the storm clouds lift. 
 
    “And not once did I lie to you about that stuff. Why would I start now?” 
 
    I kind of bob my head from side to side as I consider that. I guess he didn’t lie, but he wasn’t the one to tell me about the coma. I’ve dished out enough lies of omission that we’ve got a little bit of a pot meet kettle situation. 
 
    “I’m not saying you’re lying. I’m just trying to make sure I have all the facts. Is her skin cold and clammy?” 
 
    The answer won’t change my mind about anything. I just really want to know. I find it bizarre that he’s still holding her hand. There is no way that is a comfortable sensation. 
 
    “It’s no different than how your hand felt a few minutes ago. It’s not quite as warm, but it doesn’t feel like I’m holding a dead person’s hand or anything.” 
 
    My general notion is that he doesn’t have much to compare to on the dead side of things. Of course, it sounds like he’d been living with his dad for over a decade and didn’t realize he was closer to dead than alive. 
 
     “And you go around holding dead people’s hands all the time. That might be something to mention when you ask someone to go to a dance with you.” 
 
    It’d be stupid to bring dead people up. To some Fae it may be a positive. I’m obviously not one of them, but even some enchanters walk on the crazy side. I honestly don’t know what’s wrong with them. The dead bodies I’ve come across in life have not been things I hang around with. 
 
    “Come on. You know I’m just making assumptions. She doesn’t feel dead. Okay? If you’d touch her, you’d know. I assume you have plenty of experience with dead people.” 
 
    I smile as I shrug my shoulders. I imagine the uneducated who hear about my various bouts of fun with the Council think I’ve at least killed a few people. The Council generally only hears the worst of the worse cases. I think they make a special exception for me. 
 
    “You know what they say about assuming things. I’ve lived a long time, but I try to steer clear from things that depress me, and not surprisingly, death ranks high on the list. Sure, I’ve seen my share of bodies, but what’s going on here, isn’t something I’ve come across.” 
 
    “She’s not dead. Just touch her, will you?” 
 
    His eyes drift back to his mom. I don’t think I’ve ever loved someone as much as what I sense at least from his side of their relationship. Maybe that’s why he’s so sure she’s alive. It could be his love is boosting her or something.  
 
    I guess the only way I’m going to know for sure is to touch her and see if she feels as dead as she looks. I already said that isn’t happening, but I’m up for changing my mind if it means we can move on.  
 
    “Other people have touched her, right?” 
 
    I don’t need to ask, since he’s mentioned it and Michael said other enchanters came in to try to figure things out. There’s got to have been handfuls of people who have touched her. I wonder if they’re just shining Ian on or if they’ve felt a sign that she’s still there. 
 
    “Yeah. Two of the Council members even tried to figure out what’s wrong with her.” 
 
    “And you think I’m going to magically be able to?” 
 
    I’m delaying. I haven’t even inched closer to the bed. I really don’t want to touch her. Have I mentioned that yet? 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t want you to think I only asked you to the dance because I wanted you to test it out, but I really wish you would.” 
 
    He hasn’t looked back in my direction. In fact, he’s a bit rigid, almost like he’s bracing for something. I get the sense he’s had nothing but bad news for a long time. Why do I feel so sorry for him? 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I put one foot in front of the other and traverse the few feet separating me from what I’m sure is going to be an unpleasant experience. I know that, which is why I should be walking the other direction. 
 
    “You would really touch me to help my son out?” 
 
    The soft voice stops me. It feels a little like hitting a brick wall. Not that I would know what that was like.  
 
    I have no clue how to react to the words. I can guess where they came from, but I don’t believe it. I reached into Ian’s mom’s head and found nothing. Why in the world am I hearing her voice now? 
 
    “Um, Ian, I, uh what just happened?” 
 
    I’m still a few inches from physically touching anything. There’s no reason I should suddenly be able to hear something. 
 
    Ian’s head might as well be on a swivel as he turns back and forth between me and his mom. She hasn’t moved as far as I can tell, so I’m not sure why he doesn’t just focus on me.  
 
    “You heard her, didn’t you? She asked about you touching her for me, and you heard it.” 
 
    He finally stops looking back and forth and settles on me. The light of hope in his eyes is a little scary. I would usually deny everything in this situation and leave, but I find my head nodding up and down. I’m starting to think he does have some kind of power.  
 
    What’s even weirder, neither Ian or her were looking at me when I heard the words. How in the world did she know I was really considering touching her? 
 
    “You’re still hearing her, right? I can’t believe someone else can actually hear her.” 
 
    I don’t know what he’s talking about. I heard something that was almost a whisper, but his excitement has been clouding anything else going on in the room. I can almost cut through it. 
 
    “I’m going to hate myself for saying this, but I think I’m going to call my mom. I have no idea what’s going on with your mom, but mine is the only one I trust around this place to have an answer.” 
 
    Those words make me want to rip my tongue out and stomp on it a few times. I suppose it’s true but admitting things like that has never been my thing. 
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 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ophelia’s stare has never been one of my favorite things. Especially, the one on her face right now. I don’t know if it’s a cross between I told you so and annoyance or something else. I’ve just always settled on that being her underlying thoughts when she looks at me this way. 
 
    “In two hundred and thirty-three years, you have never asked for help. Do I take this for a sign you’re finally growing up?” 
 
    I’m guessing from the fact that I want to slap her for saying that, the answer is no. Instead of wasting energy raising a hand I know will never connect, I roll my eyes. 
 
    “Are you going to just stand out there, or do you want to come in and take a look at the medical curiosity that even the strongest Fae can’t figure out.” 
 
    I’d barely opened the front door before she laid into me about calling for help. The phone call I made was kept short and sweet, simply giving her the address and asking her to show up. I didn’t specifically say I needed her help. For all she was supposed to know, I could’ve been inviting her for dinner. 
 
    I try really hard not to laugh at the thought, but a scoff makes its way out. The glare on Ophelia’s face darkens what was an upbeat mood. 
 
    “I know this address, Jazz. I can guess why you called me.” 
 
    “Because you have a green thumb, and I imagine there’s a nice garden out back that could use a little help.” 
 
    With all the flowers out front, I’m sure there’s something in back. Since she seems to know everything, like she always does, my sarcastic side tends to come out.  
 
    “Of course. I’m here for the gardens.” 
 
    She waves her hand to the side. It doesn’t magically move me over, but it might as well. Her force pushes her way into the house. 
 
    I’ve spent way too much of my life wanting to have that kind of power. It’s something you only get with age, but seeing how easy everything is for Ophelia makes a girl want things. Shoot, I’d just love to age.  
 
    Ophelia looks around the house. Nothing draws her eye for more than a split second. I don’t get the feeling she’s impressed by anything.  
 
    “I take it you’ve learned the secrets behind why Ian gets to know about us. Dreadful, dreadful situation. I know you have no love loss for their kind, but no one deserves to end up like Audrey. I hear she was a delightful woman.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    That feels like key word usage. Even if someone turns into a bloodsucker, I wouldn’t use the past tense. I like to think that bloodsuckers are dead, but there is still something there. They are still the people they were. They just took on some annoying habits. 
 
    “From what I understand, there is a shell that once housed a lovely housewife. I’ve heard it’s been tough for Ian.” 
 
    Understatement of the century as far as Ian’s concerned. He decided not to leave his mom when I heard mine at the door. Ophelia didn’t bother knocking, just stood there for a few seconds while she waited. I’m surprised she didn’t come right in. 
 
    “So, you don’t think she’s still alive?” 
 
    I’m not sure whether the glare I get over her shoulder as I shut the front door is because of the question I asked or the fact that I whispered it. Ian doesn’t have super-hearing, but I feel talking about his mom’s condition is something that needs to be said quietly. 
 
    “How long have you been in this house, Jazz?” 
 
    “Less than an hour.” 
 
    The question is odd, but I see no issue to hem and haw about the answer. I’m not sure if there’s a right answer. Although, I take a second to wonder if I should have fudged the number. I was vague, so it shouldn’t matter. Why does it feel like it does? 
 
    “And in almost an hour, have you felt anyone else in the house other than you and Ian? Because that’s all I feel in this house.” 
 
    That can’t be. I’m trying to remember what I felt when I walked in. There was the smell, which kind of overloaded my senses. The apple smell without a doubt is coming from Ian’s mom. It’s still heavy in the air. 
 
    I haven’t watched Ophelia’s face closely, but she hasn’t reacted to it. She would’ve said or done something if she walked into the same wall of apple that almost closed my throat up. 
 
    “You can’t feel her?” 
 
    I’m a little mystified. I guess the smell alone might not feel like a person, but it’s something. I know I stood in there and studied her body and came up to the conclusion she was dead, but my mom’s question has me wondering if I really believe that. I thought I did, but then I heard a female voice in a house with no other female, so that’s got to mean something.  
 
    Ophelia turns around to face me. Her head cocks to the side as her eyes narrow. I try to decide if there’s any look she’s ever given me that I liked, and I’m coming up empty. 
 
    “You can. Explain.” 
 
    “I think you should just see her first. Maybe something is blocking you before you get in the room.” 
 
    That makes no sense to me, but I don’t want to explain without seeing whether I’m totally losing it. I should have asked Ian about the smell. Maybe it isn’t from his mom. Maybe I have a brain tumor or something.  
 
    “No, I need to know what you know before I go in there. What are your senses telling you?” 
 
    I want to be stubborn, but I’m pretty sure the word came to be because someone ran into Ophelia. I still find it hard to believe she doesn’t sense the same things I do. 
 
    “They’re telling me I’m confused. Do you really not smell a sort of off apple smell. Kind of like they’re rotting or something?” 
 
    “Rotting apples?” 
 
    It doesn’t seem like a question that needs an answer. Ophelia likes to repeat things and make it sound like she wants further explanations. She says something like that and then stares off in space for a few moments before she comes up with something else to say. I sometimes think she sees something that isn’t there while she stares. 
 
    “She spoke to you, didn’t she? That’s why you called.” 
 
    See why it sort of stinks to have someone like her as a mother. There’s no reason she should’ve come to that conclusion based on me saying something about apples. 
 
    “I don’t know. Ian says she talks to him all the time, and I might have heard something.” 
 
    “Jazz, there is no might when it comes to you. Did you hear something or not?” 
 
    “At first no, but then Ian wanted me to touch her. When I got closer, I heard something.” 
 
    Evidently, my words spring Ophelia into action. She doesn’t take off down the hall. Instead of walking, she flashes us both to the bedroom.  
 
    I’m able to hide my astonishment, but Ian isn’t as used to the way enchanters do things. For a split second he was still on the bed holding his mom’s hand. Then, he was standing, a couple of feet away from the bed. It’s a little surprising he didn’t hit the ceiling. 
 
    “Did you actually come in contact?” Ophelia asks. 
 
    It’s like a flash thirty feet away didn’t change the conversation at all. This is my life. 
 
    “No, but apparently she can see without opening her eyes.” 
 
    I don’t really have any other details than that. I can’t figure out how that’s possible. It sounds even crazier than being able to hear her. 
 
    Ian tries to go back to his post, but Ophelia pushes him out of the way to do some kind of examination. He looks at me. I shrug. I should’ve probably warned him about Ophelia’s way of doing things. He’s spent enough time following me around that he should know I got my uniqueness from someone. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Ian whispers as he comes to stand next to me.  
 
    Ophelia has her arms out over the body. My head is starting to hurt. I was so sure it was just a body, but then she had to go and open her mouth. 
 
    “Your guess is just as good as mine.” 
 
    That’s not quite true. I can feel the energy Ophelia is waving around as she tries to pick something up. I could’ve gone that route, but since Ian was focused on her speaking to him, I went straight for the head. 
 
    The look of doubt on Ian’s face tells me he doesn’t believe me. I guess he’s got a least a few brain cells working for him. 
 
    “You’re sure you heard her?” 
 
    Ophelia is deep in concentration, so the words sound distant. I wish I could pick up exactly what she’s doing, but it’s something I’ve never seen. 
 
    “All I know is that he’s been having conversations with her, and I heard something in a female voice.” 
 
    She stops whatever she’s doing and turns to face us. The gasp from Ian is hard to miss when he gets a good look at her. It feels a little like a kick to my gut. Every human acts the same way when they see her. If my growth hadn’t been stunted, they’d do the same with me.  
 
    Most days that fact doesn’t bother me. After a couple hundred years, I’ve grown to live with it, even if I grumble. But, there are times it feels like salt is being rubbed in my wounds, and I have a lot of wounds. 
 
    “And you’re sure about the apple?” 
 
    If she can’t smell it now, I’m really leaning towards a brain tumor. Did I mention that was impossible for an enchanter?  
 
    “What apple?” Ian asks. 
 
    Ophelia waves her hand to the side, a clear sign that Ian’s question should be ignored. Since she’s been on the weird side, I go ahead and address him. To me, the questions aren’t really that different. 
 
    “You do know your house smells like apples, right?” 
 
    I’m pretty sure I know the answer, but it means I need to make an appointment to have my head examined, not from the shrink this time. I wonder if a brain scan will look funny. I’ve always imagined Fae brains look like a big city at night compared to a town of maybe a thousand for a human brain. 
 
    “It doesn’t smell like apples. Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    Ian raises his hand towards my face, I take a step back and somehow keep myself from swatting his hand away. The kid can’t seriously think he’s going to check me for a temperature, can he? 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just something my mom’s always done to me.” 
 
    His hand lowers quickly and he sheepishly turns away from me. The blush on his cheeks is a little cute. 
 
    “Well, I am hopeful she will once again be able to do that for you, but first, we need to call Noah. He should be here for this.” 
 
    What? She’s hopeful? That makes about as much sense as her wanting to call Noah. 
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 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve dealt with tension before. I love causing it. But, I have no idea why the second Mr. Hamilton walked in the door, the temperature in the house literally dropped about ten degrees. 
 
    It’s bad enough Ian is rubbing his arms. For a brief moment, I even got goose bumps. 
 
    When Mr. Hamilton turns the corner to the bedroom, he stops. I smile, thinking it looks like he ran into an invisible wall. 
 
    “Ophelia.” 
 
    The name is almost choked out of his chest. I knew he was weird when my mom came up in conversation, but I never let my imagination play out what it would be like to see the two of them in a room together. 
 
    Mr. Hamilton looks like he was smacked in the head, which is in line with walking into a wall. The hit apparently made his eyes pop out of their sockets, because they are wide as they take in my mom. 
 
    “Hello, Noah. It’s been a long time.” 
 
    Ophelia doesn’t let emotions out, so her face is as frigid as the air around us. Ian and I are standing off to the side, giving us prime seating for whatever is going on. I figured the two “adults” in the room had met before. From the reactions, it seems they had very different views of whatever interactions they’ve had in the past. 
 
    “W-what are you doing here?”  
 
    Mr. Hamilton sort of regains his composure. He’s stuttering, so that’s not great, but at least he’s gotten further than just saying her name. His eyes are glued to her, giving the definite feeling that I could set the room on fire, and he wouldn’t notice. 
 
    I know Ian just told him his presence was needed, with no mention of Ophelia being around, but I figured Mr. Hamilton would feel my mom from a mile away. Of course, he didn’t know we were even in town, so her invisibility cloak for him must be on. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll understand why I asked for you in a second, but just to verify, have you had a truthseer in to see Audrey?” 
 
    The hairs on my arms stand at full attention as a chill snakes up my spine. I’ve never met a truthseer, but the stories I’ve heard are scary. No curse or compulsion can hide the truth from that particular breed of enchanters. Truthseers are like the boogeyman for enchanters, and I suppose all Fae. They see everything.  
 
    At least that’s the rumor. As I said, I’ve never met one, or heard of someone meeting one. They could just be bedtime stories. 
 
    I seriously hope she’s not trying to get one in town. The Council hasn’t used one on me, which is sort of surprising. I lie my butt off every time I’m in front of them. If a truthseer told them everything about me, I’d be locked up somewhere with the key to let me out dissolved in acid. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that the last known truthseer was killed five years ago. Until a new one is found, we’ve had to stick to Urus and Lopi.” 
 
    So many things in his words need my attention. First, I feel like I should clap for the sheer fact he said that many things without swallowing his tongue. Second, the whole all the truthseers are dead thing is enlightening and explains a lot. Lastly, of course, the most annoying Council members have been called in to check out Sleeping Beauty.  
 
    Urus and Lopi think they’re all that and a few extra bags of chips. My fingers and toes are all crossed that they aren’t going to be called in. 
 
    Wait. Now that I think about it, why does a bloodsucker know about truthseers and the fact there aren’t any around. I didn’t even know that, and they’re technically the same species as me. 
 
    Before I can open my mouth to question the path the conversation is going, I feel a hand slap around my lips, staying in place so I can’t open them. My eyes narrow to barely-open slits as I look over to Ophelia. She’s the only one in the room who can hit my mute button. 
 
    She pays me no mind as she turns from the group and looks at Audrey again. I’ve spent over an hour looking at the body, so any fascination I had with it is long gone. I’m still curious what’s up with her and whether she’s alive, but I haven’t picked up enough from just staring at the body to keep doing it. 
 
    “Periwinkle says the house smells like apples, and she heard Audrey say something.” 
 
    The second Ophelia says apples, I hear a gasp from Mr. Hamilton. What the hell is that for? I look over to him, noticing his lips trembling, like he’s saying words, but nothing comes out. 
 
    Looking back to Ophelia, I can see from her eyes there is something like a dare in them. It’s annoying enough that she switched back to Periwinkle. I don’t know why she insists on keeping my mouth shut too. If we didn’t have an audience, I would make a huge scene. 
 
    “No. That’s impossible. She’s just a kid.” 
 
    I know he’s my teacher and all but calling me just a kid is going to have some serious repercussions when I can speak again. I don’t want to risk Ophelia freezing my whole body, so I refrain from physically attacking him.  
 
    Mr. Hamilton’s eyes have managed to find new focus. Me. And there is just as much confusion in them as there was when he was ogling my mom. 
 
    “You know as well as I do that she looks and acts like a kid, but she’s old enough. There aren’t any rules as far as I know.” 
 
    Okay, the whole mouth sealed shut is passing the point of just mildly annoying. Talking about me like I’m not in the room is irritating enough. Making it so I can’t get information, when clearly, I need to ask questions, is going to push me to the homicidal realm of things. 
 
    “What’s she saying now?” Mr. Hamilton asks. 
 
    The question makes me laugh. He clearly doesn’t know my mouth is taped shut and hasn’t asked enough questions to learn I only heard her once.  
 
    When I first moved to this town, or at least started going to school, and knew that there were other Fae around, I thought it would be a fun change for the boresville I’m used to. It’s been a month now, and I’m thinking Fae business isn’t for me.  
 
    “You can reply, Jazz. I just wanted to make sure the essential information got out before you asked the million questions you’ve got.” 
 
    I see Ian in my peripheral vision glance over at me with his brow raised. He’s got to be even more confused than I am. 
 
    “You’ve been doing a ton of hand waving over there, Mom. What’s going on?” 
 
    First step in payback, don’t answer direct questions. Asking my own is so much more fun. 
 
    “And you wonder why I kept you from speaking. Is she still speaking to either of you?” 
 
    “She’s trying to get through to Jazz again. Thankfully for me, I don’t think it’s working. I really don’t think anyone needs to know about stuff I did as a baby.” 
 
    The Fae eyes in the room haven’t left me. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m starting to feel like a sideshow act or something. I know I complain about all the attention Ophelia gets, but I guess I’m okay with people not noticing me. 
 
    “I need you to focus on her, Jazz. If that means lying next to her in the bed, so be it.” 
 
    “No,” Mr. Hamilton says, while Ophelia is still getting her words out.  
 
    It’s not surprising that she finished even with his urgent command in the negative. I’m not sure what part he’s saying no to, but I side with him. There’s no way I’m climbing in the bed. 
 
    “Noah, we have to know for sure, so we can figure out how to proceed.” 
 
    Ophelia’s using her calming, “what I say is best” voice. It’s definitely one of the ones at the top of the annoying list. I’ve never been able to perfect it myself. Of course, people have issues taking me seriously in both the Fae and human worlds. 
 
    “The way we proceed is to get Periwinkle out of here and make sure no one hears about any of this.” 
 
    The only way to describe Mr. Hamilton’s words is creepy. He’s been weird since the day I met him, but before now, he hasn’t crossed completely over the creepy line. Both “adults” have been throwing out my first name like it’s candy or something, and apparently, they think something is going on that needs to be hidden. Personally, I think they’re on some kind of Fae drugs. 
 
    “I agree that if it’s true, we don’t tell anyone,” Ophelia says. “I just want to verify it is true. I take it none of the other people you brought in were able to tell Audrey here is wrapped up tight in a sleeping curse.” 
 
    “She’s alive?” Mr. Hamilton asks. 
 
    “I’ve been telling you she is for years. I thought you believed me.” 
 
    Ian’s not quite whining, but it’s close. I’ll have to make sure he knows that if we’re hanging out, I don’t do whining. 
 
    “You guys can discuss that later. Right now, we need to focus on Jazz. The apple smell is really all we need to know. It’s the enchanter’s signature. I would like to feel what happens when she connects with Audrey, though.” 
 
    Yuck. I’d hate to leave the apple stench around every time I did magic. My signature smell is sugar cookies. Nice, fresh, warm sugar cookies.  
 
    If Ophelia is right, whoever left the apple smell is powerful, which means they’re old. I wonder if that means my sugar cookie smell will eventually turn rotten too. Yeah, it’s something stupid to be thinking about when there’s something big being left unsaid in the room. 
 
    “So why would I be able to smell this signature?” 
 
    I’ve never been able to pick up smells other than my own before. That’s how it is for all enchanters. I don’t know why. It just is. I’ve always imagined my mom’s smells like that tea she’s always drinking, kind of pepperminty, but I’ve never actually smelled it. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s just something in the house. Maybe we should go look around,” Mr. Hamilton suggests. 
 
    I’ve spent around an hour a day with the guy, except weekends, of course, for the last month. Not once have I ever seen him as twitchy as he is right now. If a bloodsucker could have an aneurysm, I’d be afraid he’s about to give himself one.  
 
    “We need to verify, Noah, if we’re going to protect her. Whoever did this to Audrey isn’t the only one who’ll come after her. If word gets out, which knowing Jazz, it will, we need to get in front of this. Make sure she’s protected and hides it for as long as she can.” 
 
    Ophelia moves across the room in her there-one-second-gone-the-next kind of way. She puts her hand on Mr. Hamilton’s shoulder, causing him to gulp. I don’t know what’s going on between them, but if I didn’t know better, I’d think there was something intimate in their past. The way he’s always on edge when she’s mentioned and the almost lost look in his eyes lead me to that conclusion, but it’s crazy.  
 
    There’s no way my mom was ever with a bloodsucker. She’s the one who always taught me not to associate with them. 
 
    “Why don’t we backtrack here a second,” I say, hoping to break up whatever moment has them looking deep into each other’s eyes. The scene is making me a little sick to my stomach. “Why are we suddenly acting like I’m in danger? I think we all know that I do stupid things all the time and am prone to pissing people off.” 
 
    I’ve never seen my mother scared. I didn’t think it was possible, given all the crap I’ve done to get me in front of the Council five times. Each time she’s been stoic and ready to fight to keep me out of serious trouble. Never has a drop of fear made it to her eyes. 
 
    But, when she turns to look at me, I see it. The facets that usually sparkle bright green as light hits them are dull. I don’t know if just touching Mr. Hamilton transferred whatever jumbled thoughts he’s been having, but something has clearly changed. 
 
    “Because if I’m right, you are the next truthseer. And no truthseer has lived more than a year after word gets out.” 
 
    Oh. Yeah. Well that kind of sucks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What’s a truthseer?” 
 
    At this point, it feels like I should be asking that question instead of Ian. I thought I understood what a truthseer is, because, let’s be honest, the name seems to say it all. I’ve heard of them and know vaguely what they do, but I have never heard anything about them having short lifespans. I always thought they were born with their power. From what I’ve heard today, my assumptions could come back to bite me. 
 
    “Maybe we should have had this conversation without an audience,” Ophelia says. 
 
    The “duh” on my lips doesn’t make it out. My lips aren’t sealed again, but my head is too scattered to come up with words. I know Ophelia has an advantage over me as far as knowledge. That’s something I’ve spent my life trying to remedy. I just don’t know that she has a clue what’s she’s talking about this time.  
 
    There is no way I’m a truthseer. I’m going on the record saying that now. 
 
    “Last I checked, your memory eraser is working just fine if you deem Ian untrustworthy. Personally, I know Ian will keep anything said a secret.” 
 
    I’m not sure why Mr. Hamilton seems to think Ophelia was only talking about Ian. If I were him, I’d worry about my own memory. It doesn’t matter that Ophelia’s hand is still on his shoulder. 
 
    Wait. Why in the world is she still touching him? There are so many weird things going on right now. 
 
    As if hearing my thoughts, which I’m sure she does, Ophelia removes her hand and takes a step back. Her hair has magically obscured her face from me, but I can see Mr. Hamilton’s eyes are trying to dig holes in her or something.  
 
    I’m trying hard not to throw up with whatever puppy love he’s got going on. The dude honestly can’t think he’s got a chance.  
 
    “You trust him with this? It’s her life, Noah.” 
 
    Okay, I’ve officially had enough. They’re weird. There’s a dead or deep sleeping body in the room. And the smell of apples is grating on my nerves.   
 
    Since Ian is close enough, I grab his hand and zap us out of the house. I should have probably thought a little harder on location, because we end up in the middle of my bedroom. Ian already seems to have ideas about us, so not the best move, but I couldn’t stand it anymore. 
 
    I take in a deep draw of air. The smell is lodged in my nostrils, but it’s a little better. I think a shower is going to be in order as soon as I get rid of my passenger. Speaking of my passenger, I let go of his hand to make sure he doesn’t go all creepy like Mr. Hamilton and my mom. Touch seemed to amp up that craziness. 
 
    If I was smart, I would’ve left him for the “adults” to figure out what to do with him, but they seem to be speaking in code, and I need a sounding board. It’d be helpful if that person had any advanced knowledge in all things Fae, but beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    “Did any of that make sense to you?” 
 
    I figure I might as well ask the question. I’ve always heard misery enjoys company. I imagine complete and utter confusion is the same. 
 
    “Whoa, where are we?” Ian asks. 
 
    He’s looking around my room, which makes me double check to make sure my underwear isn’t scattered around the floor. I tend to be good about picking clothes up, but sometimes I’m in a hurry. I’ve got to get to school on time and all. 
 
    “My room. We have more important things to talk about, though. Did you understand anything my mom and Mr. Hamilton were talking about?” 
 
    Ian scrunches his nose as he stops looking at the various furniture and focuses on me. I don’t think the dresser, bookshelf and bed are all that interesting, but they sure keep his attention. 
 
    “You brought me to your room? Is your mom going to be okay with that?” 
 
    My fists curl up tight to keep from smacking the poor kid upside his head. He needs something knocked loose, but I don’t want to knock him out. In my mood, there’s a good chance I’d hit a little too hard. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure my mom just said she doesn’t think I’m going to live to see my next birthday, and you’re concerned about whether she’ll be mad I brought you to my room? You’re seventeen, not ten.” 
 
    We haven’t gotten to know each other well, but I get a feeling our development as far as relationships are concerned is very different. I might need to remind him that I’m over two hundred. 
 
    “My age is the point. Most guys my age would try something.” 
 
    Something? His naivete is sort of cute, but at the same time wants to make me puke. 
 
    “We can get back to that concept later. First, focus on the craziness we just left. Did you understand anything they were saying? Have you heard of …” 
 
    Before I can say truthseers, my lips are sealed shut again. It’s only been like ten minutes since Ian asked what’s a truthseer, but I was hoping maybe something jogged a memory. It’s unlike me to hope. I suppose hearing someone predict an imminent death has me changing my usual behavior. 
 
    My lips didn’t need to be sealed to feel Ophelia’s arrival. The blast of warm air that fills the room lets me know she’s not happy with how I left things. Well, she can take her anger and stuff it. She’s brought Mr. Hamilton with her, so I have no confidence I’m going to get anything answered.  
 
    She should have left googly eyes back at Ian’s. It’s not like he has a say in what’s going on in my life. 
 
    “Why in the world would you say the word without putting up a barrier so no one else can hear it? Periwinkle Jasmine Rose Lavender Tulip Murphy, I know I didn’t raise a complete idiot.” 
 
    And I thought dropping Periwinkle into the conversation a few times was infuriating. I choose not to look at my mother as she goes on, so I see Ian’s mouth drop open a little more with each name. I’m surprised she didn’t add a few more for effect. I guess since it already takes an hour to say my full name, she let things be. 
 
    “Is that really your name?” Ian asks. 
 
    Like that’s the important thing. Why is it that no one can get to the problem at hand? I guess none of them want to admit they all belong in a mental hospital somewhere.  
 
    Thankfully, Ophelia totally ignores the question and moves forward. Of course, she doesn’t answer the million questions she knows I have. I’m getting a little tired of not moving forward in a path that makes sense.  
 
    I can only imagine how much you want to reach in and smack these people around. Wouldn’t that be cool? I wonder if I can work some magic in this journal that would allow something like that. As soon as I figure out if I’m going to die tomorrow, I’ll get to work on that. 
 
    “I need to know whether I’m going to have to wipe your memory of everything you’ve heard today. Noah says we can trust you, but it’s my daughter’s life we’re talking about.” 
 
    Are we back to that again? I thought I left so we didn’t have to go through the whole brain wiping talk. 
 
    “I’m only allowed to talk about the Fae world with people Mr. Hamilton approves. I already know all about what you guys can do. I’m not going to jeopardize being able to talk to my mom.” 
 
    Wait. What? Does that mean Mr. Hamilton somehow approved him talking to me? That doesn’t make any sense, since Mr. Hamilton about had a heart attack when he first saw me. Maybe everyone at school is already approved. I’m going to file that thought away to come back to later. 
 
    “You keep your mom in mind. I won’t hesitate to kill both you and your mother if anything happens to Jazz because you ran your mouth to the wrong person. What we’re about to say stays in this room. That’s why I’ve put up a protection bubble, like I did at the other house.” 
 
    Ophelia turns to glare at me, making her point of how stupid it was for me to start flapping my gums without protection. I don’t think I’ve ever heard as much conviction in her voice as when she told Ian she’s going to kill him if he runs his mouth. She’s always been protective of me. I figure it’s because she’s somehow connected to me and has no idea what will happen if I die.  
 
    I open my mouth, testing to see whether I can or if my words are just going to be loud hums. Since my lips open, I go ahead and try to finally get some answers. At least the answers concerning the truthseer stuff. I’ve got all sorts of questions about other things that are just going to have to wait.  
 
    Like my luck today, I’m not able to get anything out before Mr. Hamilton has his own comments. Why is he here again? 
 
    “Did you feel this coming on, Phea? Is that why you brought her here?” 
 
    I get the sense he could keep asking questions, but Ophelia stops him. As far as I know, no one has ever called her Phea. The weirdness grows yet again. 
 
    “This isn’t something you feel coming on, Noah.” She says his name slow, drawing out the four letters to sound like twenty. “There were no signs before we got here. She’s been a little off lately, quiet, but I thought it’s just been a mood.” 
 
    Or I’ve been quiet because I hate it here. I suppose that would put me in a mood. Really, I’m surprised she’s even noticed. I’m not sure what she does while I’m at school, but she’s turned into a social butterfly at night. There’s a dinner party almost every night, and she runs off to pretend to be like all the other neighbors. 
 
    “Can we stop tap dancing around things?” I ask. “What do you two know?” 
 
    A quick glare between Ophelia and Mr. Hamilton has me squinting my eyes. It clearly says that mentally they’re trying to figure out what to keep from me. 
 
    “I’ll skip the obvious, the name says what they are,” Ophelia says. “What it doesn’t say is that they are rare and run in a certain enchanter family line. Your father’s to be specific.” 
 
    “My dad’s?”  
 
    A man I’ve never met, and really have no inclination to meet, is the reason for all this craziness? I let a little sigh of relief out. Her imagination is probably just going into overdrive. Some rumors over the years or something has her seeing things where they aren’t. 
 
    “Yes, because I was in a relationship with him for almost a hundred years, I’ve heard all the stories and the truth about that particular family curse. They aren’t born with the curse. It just happens one day. They start seeing through lies, like you did with Audrey.” 
 
    “I smelled something off. That hardly means I’m seeing through lies.” 
 
    “I knew the last truthseer,” Mr. Hamilton says softly. “He talked about the smells. If you’re starting to get them, it’s only a matter of time before no one will be able to lie to you. And if you can’t hide that fact, you’ll be a target for every Fae with a secret.” 
 
    I don’t know if I believe the truthseer stuff, but they have my attention. I want more information about this person they claim is, or I guess was, a truthseer. It’s too bad that’s when Ophelia decides to wave her hand, sending first Ian and then Mr. Hamilton somewhere other than my bedroom.  
 
    “Until further notice, you’re not to leave this room. I’d get comfortable if I was you.” 
 
    The door slamming echoes behind her words. It’s a good thing she’s on the other side of it, because I’m not someone who handles being captive well. 
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 Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The journal has weathered the storm of another page-ripping rage. I suppose the first removal of boring pages wasn’t in rage, but there is no doubt this time I was pissed when I went through and removed the two chapters the book came up with from the two days I’ve been locked in my room.  
 
    Let’s just say Ophelia is smart to zap my food in the room and not come through the door. She cut my ties to the outside world, even killing the internet, so I can’t do some independent research.  
 
    I’m feeling just a little homicidal.  
 
    Okay, maybe a lot. I’ve spent my days envisioning different ways to kill my mother. Right now, strangling her is my favorite. I know that’s unimaginative, but it’s also the most personal.  
 
    A knock on the door distracts my latest round of murderous thoughts. I roll my eyes at the sound. I’ve been able to hear Ophelia in the house, but she hasn’t bothered gracing my door.  
 
    I think that’s what pisses me off most. She dumps her assumptions about me being a truthseer and doesn’t bother letting me ask questions. What kind of psycho does that? 
 
    “Sorry, I’m busy. Maybe come back in an hour.” 
 
    It’s a little before my usual dinner, not that I’m hungry. I’ve barely eaten anything during my captivity, because I’m too mad to think about food. 
 
    “If we don’t start getting you ready now, you’ll be late to the dance. There are already questions about where you’ve been floating around. I don’t think we can keep you locked up much longer.” 
 
    The words are said as Ophelia lets herself in the room. It’s not like I ever had a say in whether she came in. Her words do manage to perk up my interest. 
 
    It’s not like I ever wanted to go to the dance, but if it’s going to get me out of my room, I suddenly can’t wait to dance the night away. I am a little surprised she’s bothering with worrying about whatever rumors are going around. Usually, if something is off, we just move. 
 
    I sit up on my bed to see her and the emerald green dress she has in her hand. I will admit that I didn’t keep up the goth look I started out my first day of school with, but I’ve been a t-shirt and jeans girl for a month. The elegant gown she’s holding doesn’t exactly mesh with the laid-back persona I’ve been putting on. 
 
    The last time I went to any kind of dance was about a hundred years ago, so I haven’t been big on keeping my closet full of dresses for all occasions. The dresses back then included more fabric than what Ophelia is holding and were plain ugly. I think that’s why I stopped trying to get myself invited to any balls. 
 
    My body lacks the curves to pull off most dresses. As beautiful as the strappy mermaid gown is, I have a feeling it’s going to look better on a hanger than on me. If only I could use my magic to add a cup size and maybe a little padding to my hips. That’s sort of unimportant as I finally get back to the whole concept of her allowing me to leave the house. 
 
    “You want me to go to the dance.”  
 
    That should be a question, but it comes out as a statement of fact. Did I ever say anything about the dance to her? I’m pretty sure I didn’t. Until Ian asked me to go with him, I ignored all mention of it. 
 
    “I want your principal to stop calling, asking about where you’ve been. I was a good parent and phoned in both days you’ve been gone. There’s no reason that crazy woman needs to call and check up on how you’re feeling three times a day. I’m starting to think she has a crush on me.” 
 
    Ophelia hangs the dress on a hook on the back of the door as she closes it. I wonder if she closes it simply for the access of the hook, or if it’s meant to deter me from trying to make an escape. I’ve been calculating my odds of rushing by her, and they’re not good. 
 
    “Then why don’t you just let me go back to school? Or even better, why don’t we move again?” 
 
    Once the words are out of my mouth, I realize I kind of don’t want to leave. It’s got to be my captive brain going all Stockholm syndrome or something, because normally, I wouldn’t think something like that.  
 
    I have to put the blame on my inquisitive mind. There are so many unanswered questions that I don’t think I’ll get answers to if we move. 
 
    “For now, you’re safest here. We just have to figure out a way to keep everyone else from noticing the difference.” 
 
    “The difference? Everyone else? You told a bloodsucker you have a crazy idea about me being the Fae boogeyman. I’m surprised someone hasn’t shown up to kill me already.” 
 
    Being locked up has afforded me plenty of time to consider the long-lost relationship between my mom and teacher. I realized I reached the point of complete lunacy when I started thinking about ways he could be my dad.  
 
    With the strong energy coming off Mr. Hamilton, he’s an old bloodsucker, at least four or five hundred years old. Last I checked, bloodsuckers can’t have kids, so there’s no way he could have had a daughter within the last three hundred years. 
 
    “You’re going to have to trust me when I say Noah will protect you with his life. That’s why I’m letting you go to the dance, and starting tomorrow, back to school. I’ll be there tonight to evaluate the threat.” 
 
    That sounds like I’m not really getting a reprieve from my captivity. I get to be around other people, but they’re people I don’t really like, and I’m going to be under a microscope. Such is my life, I guess. 
 
    “Have you told the guardian angel of the school? I bet he got a good laugh about your crazy idea.” 
 
    “Five people know about what you are. That’s two too many if you ask me, but I’m letting that be for now. No one else can know, especially not Michael. Angels have more to hide than anyone.” 
 
    I’m sure I look like an idiot, but I lift my hand and start counting. Me. Ophelia. Mr. Hamilton. Ian. Yeah, that’s what I came up with in my head. Four fingers. 
 
    “You’re forgetting Audrey. I’m still not sure how Ian is able to talk to her, but he’s made it clear that she’s listening just fine. Since no one else can get through to her, she’s the least of my worries right now.” 
 
    “Why are you so sure?” 
 
    I’m not asking about the least of her worries or who she’s trusting. From the second I mentioned the apples, she’s been hellbent on knowing what was going on. I’ve always blindly followed when it came to things in the Fae world, but I have to push back on this one. 
 
    “I already told you,” she says as she walks into the room a little further. “It runs in your father’s family.” 
 
    She goes to my dresser and looks at the various makeup on top. Since it’s the only thing that can really change my look, I have enough to last most humans a lifetime. 
 
    “Does that mean he was a truthseer?” 
 
    The fact that she never talks about him makes a little more sense if that’s the case. There is so much I don’t know, most of which I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know. 
 
    “No, he found a way around it. A way that sadly became irrelevant for you when you got cursed. But, enough about that talk for now. We have to get you ready for this dance. Ian’s supposed to pick you up in about an hour.” 
 
    She waves her hand and a vanity and bench appear against the bare wall next to the bathroom door. It would take a second to snap her fingers to get me dressed, but it looks like she wants to do things the old-fashioned way. 
 
    “What do you mean he found a way around it?” 
 
    I know she said the subject was off the table, but she can’t say something like that and not expect me to ask for more information. While I ask my question, I scoot off the bed and head for the vanity. I should have more fight in me, but I guess with at least a mild reprieve from my solitude around the corner, I just want to do whatever is required to get out of the house. 
 
    “I’m thinking a simple updo, some smoky eyes, bright red lipstick and just a touch of blush. You’re so pale.” 
 
    She starts playing around with my dull, lifeless hair. She’s lucky I decided not to let my hygiene lapse while being locked up. 
 
    Looking in the mirror, I try to picture what she’s hoping things will look like. My collection of makeup doesn’t reflect the fact that I don’t think it does much for me. Getting my eyes to pop how they should is an impossible task.  
 
    There should be facets to my eyes that make everyone stare at me for a few seconds longer than polite. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and try to reconcile once again with the fact that I will never have the basic ability every enchanter over fifty has.  
 
    When I open them, I’m forced to close them again. My imagination evidently is working in overdrive, because for a second, I thought I saw more than just my green eyes staring back at me. 
 
    This time I only open one, peeking at what should be the same thing I’ve seen in the mirror for two decades. The other eye quickly bounces open as I see my imagination hasn’t cleared. 
 
    “My eyes…” I manage as I try to make sense of things. 
 
    “What about your eyes?” 
 
    Ophelia turns my head and kneels to get a closer look. Her head moves from side to side, but her eyes aren’t showing the surprised expression I’m expecting. 
 
    I jerk my head away from her and look back in the mirror, leaning forward to make sure there isn’t some weird trick of the light. There aren’t as many facets as my mom has, but both eyes now have a depth from hexagonal and diamond shapes carved into my irises.  
 
    “I see the facets.” 
 
    My voice sounds far away, even to me. There’s no way I should be able to see them. Without turning away from the mirror, I reach over and pinch the skin on my left arm, trying to verify whether I’m dreaming. The instant pain tells me I’m not imagining things, but that’s impossible. 
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 Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look amazing.” 
 
    Ian manages to get the words out after staring at me for ten seconds in silence. I’m fairly certain he’s not seeing the change in my eyes, since Ophelia spent twenty of the minutes we had to get me ready staring at my eyes and never once saw a flash of the facets. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I glance down to see the dress that matches my eyes perfectly. Most of it is the same color green, but there are thin strips of sparkling silver fabric that catch the light. The deep-V neck has me a little self-conscious, but I suppose not having boobs is handy with a dress like this that isn’t bra-friendly. 
 
    “I was surprised when Mr. Hamilton said you were coming tonight. I was under the impression house arrest was a permanent thing for you.” 
 
    I’m busy concentrating on how well he cleans up to care about the subject of my house arrest. He’s not in a tuxedo, but the black suit and tie against the sharp white dress shirt looks good on him. It’s not something he just picked up off the rack, at least it doesn’t look like it. The tailoring has it fitted to his body in all the right places as I look him up and down.  
 
    Yup. He’ll do just fine for a date. 
 
    “Are we going to just stand in the doorway, or can we get going?”  
 
    The deeper male voice is only partially unexpected. I figured Mr. Hamilton would be at the dance, but I didn’t think he’d show up to be a chaperone from home to the dance. 
 
    “We should get going. Things are progressing faster than I thought they would, which means we need to make our appearances and get out as soon as we can.” 
 
    Ophelia had said she needed a few minutes to get ready, so she missed me answering the door. I feel her presence behind me, which takes away Ian’s fascination of staring at me. Surprisingly, it’s only for a second as he gives my mom a quick smile and turns back to me. 
 
    His smile grows even more as he sighs contently. Is there something wrong with him? His color looks fine and I don’t feel a fever wafting off him, but he’s acting even weirder than usual. 
 
    “She’s breaking through her curse.” 
 
    The words are weird enough to hear, even weirder coming from Mr. Hamilton. If Ophelia didn’t see my facets, there’s no way he can. Jumping to that conclusion is flat out illogical.  
 
    I’m not actually doing that, right? That’d be crazy. So, I’m seeing some sparkles in the mirror. That’s just me and the brain tumor that I am once again considering. 
 
    “It started about an hour ago. Are you seeing it yet? I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to hide it.” 
 
    Wait, so Ophelia’s on the same page with him? How is that possible? She swore she didn’t see anything. 
 
    “No, but Ian is. I know that lost look on a human face. Which means, over half the school’s population will be staring at Jazz,” Ophelia says. 
 
    “No, no, no.” I could keep repeating the word, but three’s enough. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this but look at my boobs.” 
 
    Ian shakes his head but follows the order that has a little more force behind it than just saying the words. When the stupid smile instantly wipes off his face, I let it sink in that I’m in trouble. I see Ian’s head start to move back up, so I reach out and hold it in place, making sure he can’t look in my eyes. 
 
    “What the hell is happening?” I ask. 
 
    They’ve kind of explained what they think is going on, but I don’t understand. I’ve waited for centuries for my curse to lift, doing everything I could think of to try to make my life easier. I should be happy.  
 
    “Truthseers don’t just see through curses. They can undo them.” Ophelia’s words are calculated. 
 
    I assume she’s got the house in a cone of silence, even with the front door open. Her words should make me ecstatic, but I’m starting to wonder how much longer I can deny the truthseer stuff. If she would’ve given me access to the internet, I would’ve found some other explanations for whatever is going on. There has to be something out there that doesn’t involve me being a mysterious breed of enchanter. 
 
    There has to be. 
 
    “How do I stop it?” 
 
    Even if I can find another explanation, that’s not going to stop others from assuming whatever they want. I doubt all the Fae at school would jump to the truthseer conclusion, but the ones I have to worry about probably will. 
 
    “You can’t. That’s why it never takes long for people to figure out who the truthseers are.” Mr. Hamilton sounds morose.  
 
    Last I checked, he’s not the one with a potential death sentence hanging over his head. Speaking of death, if I’m undoing my curse, does that mean Ian’s mom is up and about dancing a jig? I should ask, but I have to think he wouldn’t be here if that’s the case. Plus, we still need to focus on me. 
 
    “So, I need to go find the highest mountain and just climb to the top until this truthseer stuff goes away.” 
 
    I’m sure that’s not how it works, but I’m trying to find a way out of the death portion of whatever this curse is. It shouldn’t shock me that I’m potentially getting over the curse that has plagued my life, only because another one that can possibly end my life is taking its place. 
 
    “That’s not how it works. You’re drawn to the lies,” Mr. Hamilton explains. 
 
    He must have gotten a lot of information about whoever he knew who was a truthseer. I’m starting to worry that he extracted it right before he killed the poor guy, or girl. Why in the world does Ophelia think I’m safe around him? 
 
    “And you expect her to be able to hide out in high school?”  
 
    Ian’s accent has cleared the dreamy tone that accompanied the only other words he’s said. I guess that means as long as eye contact isn’t involved, I don’t cloud his mind. I should be thinking about all the ways that works in my favor.  
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice. You said Mike asked about her today. He’s going to get suspicious if she doesn’t show up.”  
 
    There’s anger in Mr. Hamilton’s voice, especially at the mention of Michael. I wasn’t aware there was an issue between them. 
 
    “Everything will be fine as long as we can keep the humans under control. The Fae in this town for the most part are clueless.” 
 
    It’s not surprising that my mom shares my opinion on that matter. I turn to look at her and shake my head. I saw myself in the mirror and was impressed, but as usual, Ophelia is upstaging me. It’s a miracle Ian was able to look away from her. 
 
    Unlike my updo, her red hair flows down in waves around her face, which has a warm gold glow. Her black cocktail dress doesn’t draw out her eyes like mine does, but it’s molded to every curve of her body.  
 
    “It’s the few who aren’t that worry me,” Mr. Hamilton says. “I know there aren’t eyes we need to worry about here right now, but we do need to make a decision and stop standing around.” 
 
    I’m leaning towards finding the mountain I thought about earlier. Keeping people from looking in my eyes is one thing, but if I’m really undoing a curse even Ian knew about, more than just my eyes are going to change. I don’t even want to think about the possibility of finally going through the growth spurt I didn’t as a teenager.  
 
    The thought has me looking down at my chest. What if some day I’m walking around and all of a sudden, my bra snaps because it can’t take the load? I never let myself believe the curse would be over, so I haven’t thought about what it would mean. 
 
    I can make a new bigger bra appear without a problem, but it’s the concept of needing one that has my mind racing. What is going on? 
 
    “You’re right, Noah. We’re all dressed up, so we might as well make an appearance. I’ll monitor the situation and redirect any unwanted attention. We’ll stay and pretend to be normal for about an hour and then leave. That should appease any questions about Jazz’s whereabouts.” 
 
    I’m glad Ophelia seems to have it all planned out. After seeing her, I don’t doubt the ease of turning attention on me to something else. The poor humans in the room aren’t going to know what hit them. 
 
    “And it’s not going to look weird with me staring at her chest all night?” 
 
    The math between an hour and all night is lost on me, but Ian seems optimistic. I guess I should’ve just turned his head to the side.  
 
    “Ian, we talked about being a gentleman. I don’t care if she adverted your eyes for you, they better be closed.” 
 
    Mr. Hamilton’s words make me scoff. If he’s worried about my modesty, he should’ve told Ophelia to pick a little less revealing dress. The high waist keeps the center split down my torso from going all the way to my belly button, but there’s a lot of skin. 
 
    “Jazz can take care of herself as far as unwanted attention. The question now is whether we’re taking your car or mine.” Ophelia takes a deep breath before adding, “The last time you drove me anywhere, you broke the rear axle of the carriage. The poor horses had to drag us around for a quarter mile before you bothered to fix it.” 
 
    What? Since we’re talking horse and carriage, this clearly didn’t happen this century, but it’s my first clue to figuring out what their prior relationship was. Did he work as a driver for her family back in the day? I’m going to have to think about that before interrogating Ophelia later. 
 
    “That wasn’t my fault, and you know it. That being said, I know how much you like to be in control, so we’ll take your car.” 
 
    I look back to Mr. Hamilton just in time to see him wink at my mom. Things like that make it impossible to believe he was just a driver. There’s something between them and it freaks me out.  
 
    “Perfect. Let me just grab my purse, then we can go. Jazz, be a dear and let Ian’s head go. He’ll get a crick in his neck, and that will make it hard for him to spend an hour dancing with you.” 
 
    I look over my shoulder again with a scowl on my face. I agreed to go to the dance, even with the pressure of not attracting attention, but I didn’t say anything about actually dancing. 
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 Chapter Twenty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve mentioned my lack of going to school in a bazillion years, so I wasn’t sure what to expect as I walked in the gymnasium. I’m flanked by Ian on one side and my mom on the other. Mr. Hamilton is directly in front of me, blocking most of my view.  
 
    I assume he’s making it difficult for people to see me, which is fine. The whole ride to school was spent listening to a lecture from the two “adults” about ways to avoid making eye contact with a single person. I almost gouged my eyes out, so I didn’t have to listen to them anymore. 
 
    I don’t know what they’re so worried about. The gym is dark, not to the level it’s impossible to see your hand in front of your face, but the mood lighting will damper any sparkle to my eyes. At least it should. 
 
    When Mr. Hamilton moves far enough out of the way, the Mardi Gras theme jumps right out. I’ve watched movies about high school, so I’ve seen how they like to pick silly themes for their dances. I doubt there are more than a handful in the hundred or so other people in the gym who have been to Mardi Gras.  
 
    Purple, gold and green is everywhere in the space, in every format imaginable. Streamers, bunting, balloons, beads, masks, oh, and feathers, they have them all. Above our heads, a net holds probably three hundred balloons, which I assume at some point will be dropped. Thankfully, if I’m only going to be here an hour, I should miss that fun. 
 
    “We have to turn in our tickets and get our hands stamped. They’re kind of strict about security here.” 
 
    Ian sounds sincere, but I question anyone being strict on security when we’ve made it through the whole school without anyone stopping us. I look over to him, and he’s already walking over to a table set up six feet away.  
 
    I move to follow, because I wouldn’t want to break the rules by not getting my hand stamped. Ophelia’s long fingers dig into my shoulder before I can take a second step.  
 
    “Stay where I can see you. This place is a little more packed than I thought it’d be.” 
 
    “Thanks for the advice, Mom. I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    I’m pretty sure having my mom there as a chaperone should be embarrassing enough. If anyone heard her telling me to stay in sight, like a three-year-old, I might as well just shoot myself now. 
 
    I look around quickly to see if anyone happens to be rolling on the floor laughing. I get an almost apologetic look from Mr. Hamilton, but no one else seems to witness my shame. I guess that will keep me going for at least a few more minutes. My goal has turned from not being noticed, to seeing how far I can get from my mom without her making a scene.  
 
    From what I’ve seen from her lately, I’m guessing the six feet between her and the table I need to get my hand stamped at are about it. Maybe we should turn around and head home now.  
 
    “Here, let me stamp your hand,” Michael says as I reach the table. 
 
    I feel his eyes on me, burning my skin. I’m quick to look down at the table, avoiding eye contact, as I hold out my hand. I know he was mentioned in passing, but I forgot to mention the fact he’s proven to be in my mind. And the spark that seems to ignite when we touch.  
 
    Not prepared for it to happen, I react and pull my hand back before he gets the stamp on it. He doesn’t let it get away from his touch as he grips firmer and presses the purple stamp to my skin. 
 
    “We need to talk later. Save a dance for me.” 
 
    His words are quiet. I’m not sure Ian, who’s standing next to me, hears them, but I imagine my personal chaperones both hear it.  
 
    I try to put on a fake smile and clear my mind, but I’m sure neither action is how I want it. I’m screwed. I do my best not to show it as Ian extracts my hand from Michael and spins me around to head back towards my mom and Mr. Hamilton.  
 
    I really should start calling him Noah, at the very least in my thoughts. The fact that my mom does is what’s been stopping me. I want things to be as formal as possible with my teacher until I figure out what all that nonsense is. 
 
    Obviously, not important right now, but I’m working on filling my head with anything to not think about the one thing that would get me in trouble. I feel Ian’s almost wild energy as we stop in front of the “adults.” I can’t even pretend to replicate it, so I just keep the fake smile on my face for as long as I can. 
 
    “Michael might be an issue. He just asked me to save a dance for him.” 
 
    I’m getting used to this staring at the ground thing, so I keep my focus at my feet. It’s not as easy as it seems. Ian squeezes my hand, which instinctively makes me want to look at him. My head turns slightly before I can correct it.  
 
    “I didn’t hear him say anything,” Ian says. 
 
    “Neither did I,” Ophelia adds. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Like I don’t know when someone asks me to dance. I was pretty sure it came from his lips, but maybe it didn’t. I know he doesn’t need to vocalize to get his message across, but I usually feel something in my head if he does the creepy speaking in my mind thing. 
 
    “Did I forget to mention he likes to read my mind and can speak back to me in there?” 
 
    “What?” Mr. Hamilton sounds pissed with just the one word. 
 
    It’s spoken in a shout, causing everyone to turn our way. I can’t see them turn, since I’m stuck staring at the floor, but I feel the eyeballs on us. They don’t burn as much as Michael’s, but I feel those too, as well as a soft chuckle from his direction that works its way up my spine. 
 
    The stupid angel really needs to stop using his powers to mess with me. It’s plain stupid to do it in front of my mom, who I feel heat almost up to spontaneous combustion level. 
 
    I really should have mentioned Michael’s tricks before we got here. 
 
    “Even if that was true,” Ophelia says slowly and calmly, “I’ve got things taken care of there, so don’t worry. You two go get a few dances in and eat something. You’re looking pale, Jazz, and could use some sugar.” 
 
    I could also use a full-frontal lobotomy, but I’m guessing that isn’t on the table. If they didn’t hear Michael, I’m not sure I trust whatever measures Ophelia’s taken to ensure my mind is my own. I noticed when we pulled into the parking lot that the Angelica seemed to be missing, but I thought that was my ramped-up craziness in overdrive. 
 
    “We can do that.” 
 
    Ian sounds sure, which is something I really have to talk to him about. His positivity and go-with-the-flow attitude is going to get him hurt one of these days. 
 
    Now isn’t the time to bring it up, especially since I’m letting him drag me on the dancefloor. I feel Michael’s eyes follow along. I almost flip him off. I can’t believe he comes to these stupid dances. The manboy must have better things to do with his time.  
 
    I know. I’m here at the dance, so I shouldn’t be talking, but I’m being forced here. I’m certain he’s not. 
 
    I’m whirled around before I can continue my little internal tirade. Ian surprises me with the motion, and the closeness as his hands center on my lower back. My arms reach out for his shoulders as we start to sway along with the mild tempo music. The kid was nervous about asking me to the dance in the first place. I didn’t expect him to take charge.  
 
    “Are we allowed to be this close?” I ask. 
 
    It’s not that I mind it. The movies I’ve watched have always included chaperones enforcing an arm’s distance policy. We’re not exactly brushing our bodies together, but you probably can’t fit more than a dollar bill between us. 
 
    “I’m the sad kid with a mom in a coma. Unless Mr. Hamilton or your mom stops us, no one’s going to say anything.” 
 
    There is still heat coming from the direction of the check-in table, so I’m pretty sure someone else might have something to say about it. I just don’t know why he’s so focused tonight.  
 
    He’s barely paid me any attention, aside from warning me he ruled the school, which Ian has tried to put some doubt on. I don’t see how Mr. Hamilton has any say over the angel, but he definitely has some clout with my mom, which isn’t something to overlook.  
 
    “Do you have any friends?” 
 
    Since I’m looking over his shoulder, I can’t see his facial expression, but I feel his body stiffen. I didn’t mean anything bad with the question. I just haven’t seen him interact with anyone other than me. 
 
    “I like to think you’re my friend. I took you to my secret hiding place. No one else has ever been there with me.” 
 
    I pull him closer and kiss his cheek. It’s unlike me, but in the moment, it seems logical. I’m sure I’ll be questioning that logic later. 
 
    I suppose I knew he thought I was his friend, we talked about it at the faery mound. I just wasn’t totally sure I was it. For someone his age, with his persistent personality, it’s surprising.  
 
    “We are friends, Ian. I guess I’m already planning ahead a little. You know I have to move around a lot.” 
 
    I don’t come right out and tell him he needs to find more friends or that my usual five or so years in one place may be extremely shortened. But, I’m thinking about both of those things.  
 
    “Mr. Hamilton said that if you move, we’re going too.” 
 
    “When did he say that?” 
 
    I move back a little and have to again fight my instincts. I already know how lost Ian gets if he sees my eyes, so I can’t chance it. As bad as him getting all googly eyed is, I’m starting to think my jerky reactions are going to give things away too. 
 
    “After your mom asked us to go home the other day. I don’t think I should say everything he said, but he made it clear you guys weren’t leaving without us.” 
 
    I laugh. The idea of Mr. Hamilton stopping my mom from doing whatever it is she wants is kind of hilarious. I know that’s not exactly what Ian is saying, but I don’t see a bloodsucker and a pair of humans, one comatose, tagging along on our adventures. 
 
    “We’ll see how that turns out. I’m sure we’ve got plenty of time before we need to worry about it.” 
 
    I wish I meant the words. I’d have a better feeling about them if I didn’t feel the bane of my existence closing in on us. I don’t need to look over my shoulder to know whose finger touches my bare skin. The spark gives it away. 
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 Chapter Twenty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I hate to interrupt, but I’d like a chance to dance with Jazz.” 
 
    Ian and I are barely starting our second dance, so it’s not like Michael’s been waiting around all night. More like eight minutes.  
 
    My current partner squeezes me tightly, almost like a hug, and lets go. I would’ve loved to see a little more fight, but it’s probably best not to question the angel in the room.  
 
    As it is, I can feel my mom from the side of the room trying to weave some spell. The energy gathering is making the hairs on my arms stick up.  
 
    I turn to look in her direction and shake my head. I don’t know specifically what she has planned, but I need to handle the situation on my own. We knew coming would be a test, and I have to see if I can fool one of my toughest targets. 
 
    “Go tell my mom to calm down,” I whisper to Ian. 
 
    I have a feeling he’d stand two feet away during the dance if I didn’t give him something to do. As much as I enjoy a little chivalry, this isn’t the time for it. 
 
    “If you need help, tap your nose three times,” he replies. 
 
    My one friend in the world is an idiot. I don’t tell him that. Instead I smile and nod as I watch him walk away.  
 
    I don’t want to turn around and face my new partner, but I do. Even with things changing, I’m not chicken when it comes to dealing with people who don’t know how to mind their own business. 
 
    “What if you are my business, Jazz?” 
 
    My eyes have already found a spot on the floor to concentrate on when Michael asks the question. I manage to keep myself from looking at him, but my heart sinks. I wasn’t sure whatever Ophelia claimed to have in place worked. I guess I have my answer. 
 
    “You can still get in.” 
 
    Stating the obvious isn’t always my thing. It seems to be a new habit. 
 
    “It’s not so much getting in. Your mom’s spell would keep me out if that’s the case. She’s pulled out all the stops tonight, which I appreciate. I was a little worried about you going missing and your little friend feeling like he was an energy bomb suddenly.” 
 
    We’re just standing there as couples dance around us. Either picking up the thought or deciding he wants to dance, Michael grabs my hands and puts them on his shoulder before he puts his on my hips. No bare skin touches, so the uncomfortable zapping doesn’t start up. 
 
    “I think uncomfortable is the wrong word, but to each their own. Are you okay? I really was worried.” 
 
    One of his hands moves to touch my chin, causing me to growl. He doesn’t take the warning and tries to lift my head. I fight him, but he’s a little more determined. 
 
    “I was worried about how bored you were getting locked up in your room. From what I’ve seen, you don’t do well with boredom.” 
 
    I’m still trying not to make eye contact, but he moves his head around with mine to make all my attempts futile. The fact that he seems to know how I spent my last two days throws me off enough that I stop fighting. 
 
    “I was feeling under the weather. I wasn’t locked up.” 
 
    A big smile spreads across his face. He knows more than I think any of us could’ve guessed, but I’m not sure exactly what he knows. He could’ve just walked by my house and figured out the room stuff. 
 
    “Jazz, a truthseer isn’t supposed to lie. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard specific rules against it, but it’s really bad form.” 
 
    Well, I guess that answers what he knows. I look over to Ophelia and see that she oddly isn’t rushing to break things up. I assumed at the mention of the word, she’d whisk us out of the gym faster than anyone can blink. 
 
    “They can’t hear if I don’t want them to. I’m sure the concern on your face will cause some agitation, but as far as they know, we’re just talking about the weather.” 
 
    I turn back to him and stare into his eyes. It’s no use hiding mine, so I figure I might as well give him everything I’ve got. He’s not human, so he’s not going to turn into a babbling fool, but it’d be nice if he would. 
 
    I’ve been so busy trying to not look at him that I didn’t notice he isn’t wearing his normal glasses. He’s not wearing any, and his light hair is slicked back, totally changing his appearance. He looks older. I don’t know if the hair and glasses are just there to make him look like Jimmy Poindexter, and I’m seeing what he really looks like, or if he’s just playing dress-up for the dance. 
 
    “There is a lot you don’t understand, about me and yourself. I’ve known since before you got here what you are. I’m not a threat, but you do have to be more careful now that things are changing.” 
 
    More careful. Is he insane? I was doing a fine job of being careful before he came in and forced me to look at him. Wait. How long has he known about me? 
 
    “It’s fun seeing which direction your mind decides to go. It’s never where I think it will.” 
 
    I scowl at him. I want to lift my knee up and see if he thought my mind was going for a direct hit of his boy parts, but making a scene isn’t in my best interest right now. 
 
    “How are you getting in my mind? Are you doing it with everyone in here?” 
 
    I know Ophelia said she had it covered, but I added my own energy to try to block everyone from my thoughts as soon as I remembered Michael tended to dip.  
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get to that eventually, but it’s not important right now. Tell Ophelia and Noah that I’ve been protecting you for over a month, and I plan on continuing it, whether they like it or not.  
 
    I open my mouth to respond, but he shakes his head.  
 
    “I wasn’t done. Sadly, my protection means we’re only going to get the one dance. I can’t pay as much attention to you as you deserve, but someday soon, things will be different.” 
 
    A laugh or at least a smile is expected with the words, but his face has gone neutral. It’s official. I wish my mom would’ve picked any other city in the world as our latest pitstop. This place is full of patients who have clearly escaped the looney bin.  
 
    “I’ll let you go back to your date to finish up the hour you’ve committed to being here, but I have a couple requests.” 
 
    “And you think you get to make requests?” I quickly throw out there. 
 
    I have plenty of requests, but I’m sure none of them are going to be considered. I don’t understand why in the world he’d even bother making some of his own. 
 
    “If you don’t want me to hurt your friend, I do. Should I continue?” 
 
    It figures. Big bad angel is going to threaten the human. I guess that shows me what kind of guy he really is.  
 
    “Don’t make assumptions. You have no idea what kind of guy I am.” 
 
    His head tilts down so his face is closer to mine. His blue eyes look almost alive as he stares at me.  
 
    “You’re the one threatening a human.” 
 
    “And if he puts his hands here again, there’s a good chance at least a few fingers are going to be broken.” 
 
    Both of Michael’s hands slide to touch the spot Ian’s hands were earlier. The heat from his hands causes a shiver I try to suppress. 
 
    “The respectable place for his hands is on your hips,” he says as he moves his hands back. 
 
    I nod, not realizing I am. As soon as I do, I stop and narrow my eyes. 
 
    “I’ll make sure they stop this string of slow songs and stick to upbeat songs for a while. That way you can make your appearance without riling me up.” 
 
    “I’m riling you up?” 
 
    What in the world has he been doing for the last ten minutes. The second he tried to put the stamp on my hand he’s been riling me up. 
 
    “Just tell him to give you a little air, okay? I know his feelings are confused because of what you mean for his mom now, but Ian doesn’t really want to be part of this world. He’s only along for the one lifespan.” 
 
    I highly doubt Ian’s voiced those words to Michael. I know he said some stuff at the faery mound about it, but I’m hoping Michael wasn’t listening to our conversation and just picked it up some other time. 
 
    “I told you that I’ve been protecting you for a month. Do you think I’m just going to let you wander into his secret hiding place without being around? You know how unpredictable faery mounds can be.” 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s unfair that you can read my mind and are stalking me? You really need to pick one or the other. I nominate the stalking.” 
 
    I suppose our hips are still swaying, but we’re not really dancing. I didn’t make note of the song when we started, but I can’t believe it’s the same one. 
 
    “Neither of us have a choice in the matter. I keep my distance and make sure you’re safe. People around here aren’t always what they seem. You need to be careful.” 
 
    Really? He’s the one telling me he’s been protecting me in his creepy way. He needs to look in the mirror if he thinks people aren’t what they seem. 
 
    “Go back to your chaperones and let them know I’m on board.” 
 
    He steps away, making me realize I never once tried to get away from him. I should have with how the conversation went, but I was eerily comfortable standing there talking to him.  
 
    I turn to follow his directions, not because they’re a command, but because I really want to get some fresh air. A quick chuckle from his direction makes me roll my eyes. I hope he just thought of a funny joke and isn’t reacting to my confusion. 
 
    “Hey, Jazz,” he calls before I’m too far away. 
 
    Against my better judgement, I stop and look over my shoulder. The neutral face he’s kept during the conversation has been replaced with a smile.  
 
    “What?” I ask, on the verge of running as fast as I can out of the building. 
 
    “I forgot to mention you look beautiful tonight.” 
 
    His smile fades as he turns and disappears into the crowd. For the first time since I entered the room, the burning sensation finds a little relief. I don’t doubt for a second it’s only temporary, but I plan on relishing it for as long as I can. 
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 Chapter Twenty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Ophelia barks, while I’m still en route.  
 
    If the lighting was better, I’m pretty sure I’d see the smoke steaming out of her ears. If I wasn’t so confused, I’m sure mine would be the same.  
 
    “Michael had a few things he wanted to talk about. He figured pretending to dance would be the easiest way to do that.” 
 
    Since I have no idea what the exchange looked like from an external point of view, I’m curious to hear what they observed without telling them what happened. Not surprisingly, Ophelia’s look makes it clear she doesn’t appreciate that. 
 
    “How were you able to just have a full conversation without me being able to hear a word?” Her tone hasn’t changed, but she’s lowered her voice some. 
 
    “You honestly think I have the answer to that? Don’t you think I would’ve have used that nifty spell sometime over the last century at the very least?” 
 
    “Why did you let him look in your eyes, Periwinkle?” Mr. Hamilton asks. “Did he see anything?” 
 
    “I have no idea what he saw, but it doesn’t matter. He claims he’s known for a while and is only trying to protect me.” 
 
    After the words leave my mouth, I realize it’s probably not the best location to reveal that news. Ian hasn’t spoken up yet, nor can I look at him to get an idea of his reaction, but he’s spent enough time with the other two that I imagine his glare is pretty close to theirs.  
 
    “How long is a while?” Ian asks. 
 
    He reaches over and grabs my hand. I’ve allowed the action more than once, but after the talk I just had, I’m not sure it’s the best thing for Ian’s health. I don’t know why Michael is jealous, or whatever caused the demand that Ian stop holding me close, but I’m actually going to go along with that demand. 
 
    I loosen my fingers and pull my hand away. Ian doesn’t let go easily, but he doesn’t have a choice. Unlike Michael, it’s easy for me to overpower him. 
 
    “Look, I don’t think it’s a good idea to touch me right now. It’s nothing against you. He just seems to have gone into some overprotective psycho mode, and he’s a bit old-fashioned when it comes to people touching.” 
 
     There was nothing said about hand-holding, which I’m sure he’s seen. Playing on the safe side just seems like a good idea, since bones being broken were mentioned. 
 
    “He doesn’t want Ian touching you?” Mr. Hamilton asks. 
 
    So many questions, and I’m doing my best to gloss over them. Answers that make any sense aren’t currently at my disposal and speculating doesn’t seem right. It’s only going to make things more confusing. 
 
    “You’ll have to ask him what he wants. All I know is he claims he’s known from the first day we met, and he hasn’t killed me yet.” 
 
    As I think about the conversation more, and all the talk of protecting me, I have to wonder if he’s trying to make me feel comfortable before making a move. Comfortable is a relative word, because when I’m around him, I’m anything but comfortable. Between the weird communication, the sparks when we touch and the way I can feel him looking at me, I have no idea what to think about any of it. 
 
    “That’s impossible. He had to be fishing. We should leave. Maybe heading overseas for a while will let things die down. Do you still have that place in Vouvant?” 
 
    Mr. Hamilton’s knowledge of my mom’s property in France is disturbing, to say the least. She has places all over the world, but I spent the first years of my life in Vouvant.  
 
    “I do. We haven’t been back there since Jazz was ten, so I doubt anyone remembers her little outburst.” 
 
    I can feel the scolding still in Ophelia’s voice after all these years. You’d think she’d get over the fact we had to move almost a decade before she was planning.  
 
    “I imagine there are still legends about the day every kid in town had their hair turn blue. That kind of thing is hard to forget, but I doubt anyone will remember Jazz specifically. I’m pretty sure there weren’t any statues made of her,” Mr. Hamilton says. 
 
    What?  
 
    “What?” 
 
    I think the word as Ian says it. There is no doubt that very different questions are involved. I’m sure he just wants more information about my dabbles in magic as a kid. I want to know how in the world Mr. Hamilton knows about them. Knowing about my stunted age is one thing. My youthful indiscretions are not widely known. 
 
    At least they shouldn’t be. 
 
    “I haven’t told you that story about her?” Mr. Hamilton asks.  
 
    I know Ian mentioned what I thought was just some background information, but I’m starting to wonder exactly what was shared. It makes me have to reconsider how much of my life is shared with others. Maybe there’s a book of my exploits that gets handed out to every Fae, so they’re prepared if they ever run into me. 
 
    Being a narcissist is common for enchanters, but even I don’t believe there’s really a book about me. I’m leaning towards both my mom and I having dedicated stalkers.  
 
    “We can tell stories later,” Ophelia says. “Right now, we have to figure out what to do in this moment. If Michael knows, and my protection doesn’t seem to be working for him, we aren’t safe.” 
 
    “And you think standing around talking about it instead of trying to blend in and look natural is a good idea?” I ask. 
 
    They don’t have all the facts when it comes to Michael. I don’t either, but I feel that if he was going to off me, it would have happened. I also think the fact that he’s able to get around Ophelia’s protections underscores my initial thought that he’s way more powerful than Mr. Hamilton. The poor bloodsucker is in for a rude awakening as far as his position in the world. 
 
     I feel the touch of Michael’s eyes, causing me to look over my left shoulder. He’s taken his position back at the table. I don’t know when the dance started, but I imagine everyone who’s going to be here is already here. The position at the table gives him a good view of the room. Of course, the only thing he seems to want to look at is me. 
 
    “How much time have you spent with Michael?” 
 
    Mr. Hamilton’s voice brings my attention back to the people in front of me. I realize when I looked to Michael, I wasn’t careful about keeping my eyes low. It’s stupid, but thankfully, no one rushes to fawn over me. 
 
    “Less than you’ve clearly spent with my mother. Should we dive into whatever’s going on between you, or is it okay if we go mingle for a little while?” 
 
    My defenses are sky high. I don’t know that there is anything accusatory in his question, but I don’t like the connotation I’m picking up.  
 
    “Okay, everyone just calm down.” Ophelia reaches out and puts her hand on my shoulder. “You’re right about blending in for now. People are starting to notice that we’re arguing.” 
 
    I raise my brow, curious that she’s allowing that. She’s great at casting illusions. So why isn’t she? 
 
    “We have a lot to talk about later,” she continues. “For now, go do your mingling. I think it’s time for me to have a conversation with the angel among us.” 
 
    I follow her gaze to Michael. He looks away from me to smile at my mom, but only for a second. If his goal is to creep me out, he gets a gold medal. I don’t know what’s different about tonight. I only know that for a month, he hasn’t been like this. At least not enough that I’ve picked it up. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” I say as I turn back and face Ian, remembering to keep my eyes averted. “People get photos taken at these things, right? Let’s go do that.” 
 
    I have no idea if that’s a thing, but humans seem big on capturing every moment of their lives. Personally, I think that’s a mistake. As you get older, you don’t want proof documenting the stupid things you’ve done.  
 
    “Are you sure that’s not going to piss someone off?” Ian asks. 
 
    It’s clear from his tone he’s not happy about our little conversation. He needs a reality check, and soon. The inconceivable ideas he has about us are going to have to stop. Playing for his mom is one thing, but if he really thinks there’s a chance of something more than the friendship I’ve offered, he’s going to get hurt. And from the sounds of it, it’s not going to be by me. 
 
    “I can handle him. We’ve got about forty minutes left if we want to stick to the plan. Just try to act normal for that long.” 
 
    My words are directed to me more than anyone else. I figure if I say I can handle Michael, maybe it will become the truth. The same goes for acting normal. At this point, I’m not sure I have a clear definition of what that means. 
 
    “Just make sure you stay where I can see you. I’m planning on skewering him here in a second, but I still want to see you.” 
 
    “Seriously, Mom? If you announce I have to stay where you can see me one more time, I’m going to go find whatever kind of knife they have, which is probably a dull plastic one, and I’m going to stab myself.” 
 
    I’m not sure what problem that would solve. It’s not like it would kill me. It might get me away from the crazy things going on in my life for at least a few minutes, though. If done in front of enough people, I’ll have to be rushed to a hospital for some emergency surgery. 
 
    “I’d like to see you try,” Ophelia challenges. “I can’t wait to see how your new guardian angel deals with your melodramatic ways.” 
 
    I hate it when she dares me. Do I be the bigger person and let it go this time? I’m supposed to be lying low. Making the scene wouldn’t be out of character for me. I’ve spoken up and challenged things in class before, so having a little fun at the dance might be just what I need. 
 
    “Since you’ve got plans to distract him, this should be fun,” I say. 
 
    Let’s be clear. I’m an idiot.  
 
    I’ve had yet another person claim I’m a truthseer. 
 
    I completely understand that my life is possibly in danger.  
 
    I’m in a room that has no fewer than twenty other Fae mingling around, who all could decide they believe I’m a danger to them. 
 
    And, I’ve got it in my head to do something to cause a scene. I guess I understand why they say truthseers don’t live more than a year. 
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 Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As Ian and I make it through the zoo of people on our way to the photo booth, or whatever they have, I do my best to make my fascination of looking at the floor natural. Since the lighting isn’t great and there are bodies everywhere, I think I pull it off.  
 
    “Do enchanters have soulmates?” 
 
    I almost slip and direct my scowl to Ian, who deserves it after those words. I hate the concept of soulmates almost as much as I hate challenges from my mother. I glance back in the direction we left a few seconds before and see she and Mr. Hamilton are standing at an empty table, looking around. If I had to guess, she went after Michael and realized he wasn’t feeling up to a conversation with her. 
 
    Honestly, I can’t blame the guy. I’ve literally pulled hair out before during some of our conversations. 
 
    Looking back as close as I can to Ian, I sigh and try to decide the best way to tell him my views on the subject he brought up. I know it’s silly, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings. I suppose that’s why I haven’t balked too loudly for all the signs that he thinks about me in ways that are very much not sisterly or friendly.  
 
    I haven’t dipped in his mind to verify, but his actions speak loudly enough. The whole story about pretending to be his girlfriend for his mom’s sake reeked of a ruse that wasn’t for her benefit. 
 
    “We can live for over a thousand years. Do you think any of us want to be shackled with one person for all that time?” 
 
    He sighs. I think it’s a good one, but I’m focused on figuring out if the line we’ve encountered is for food or pictures. I see where they have a backdrop set up and a photographer is posing a couple. They sadly put it right next to the lackluster snacks they’re offering, so the lines have converged. 
 
    “That’s marriage talk, not soulmates. With soulmates, you don’t have a choice. You meet someone and there’s a spark and some kind of draw you can’t ignore.” 
 
    The mention of a spark catches me off guard and all my hard work is flushed down the drain. I look up in disbelief, words of denial waiting on my tongue, but the look on Ian’s face stops them from coming out. 
 
    “You’re pretty,” he mumbles. 
 
    Crap. Crap. Crap. 
 
    Was an hour really too much for me to last? The puppy dog look is the worse I’ve ever seen, and Ophelia has had some serious puppy dogs follow her around over the years. 
 
    “That she is, my friend,” Michael says, coming from out of nowhere to stand next to Ian and clap him on the back. “I think you might have gotten into some spiked punch, though. Maybe we should get you home.” 
 
    That sounds like a better idea than holding Ian’s head down to let the effects of my eyes pass. Especially since I have no idea how long that takes. The only problem is that we are in the middle of a crowded gym and getting to a door without Ian saying something to draw attention might be tough. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I was close enough that they’re only seeing the usual lovestruck look he has on his face around you. I don’t want to rub it in, but you do know to get a picture taken you generally look at the camera, and everyone in line would have been as dopey as he is now.” 
 
    “I want to touch her hair.” 
 
    Ian reaches out to do just that. His arms barely get above his waist before Michael pushes them down. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea, pal. Jazz is still recovering from that cold that kept her home the past two days. I heard it was nasty, and I’m sure you don’t want to catch it.” 
 
    Angels are secretive, but they are known in general to be fixers. The way he easily directs Ian back the way we come shows me he’s good at his job. Looking over his shoulder, he nods his head to the side telling me to follow along.  
 
    I hesitate and wonder if I should just run the other way. Not only would I be following Michael somewhere, it’s in the direction of my mother. I’m not sure I want to deal with her anymore tonight. Things haven’t gone according to plan, and I haven’t even had a chance to make a scene. 
 
    She’s either going to lock me in my room for a month or call to have the house in Vouvant opened up. It’d be one thing if it was just me and her moving again, but it sounds like we’re going to have company. Company I really don’t want to go into exile with. 
 
    “Neither of those things are going to happen. I wish you would’ve just casually mingled. You were doing so good.” 
 
    Michael looks over his shoulder again. I have started walking, so I don’t think it’s to verify that. I should be looking around the room to see what the reactions to our movements are, but I’ve gone back to concentrating on the floor. The only reason I know what Michael’s looking at is because I can feel those stupid eyes I want to pluck out of their sockets. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” Mr. Hamilton asks as we get to them. 
 
    The bloodsucker is quick to extract Ian and take over getting him to the gym doors. I hazard a glance up to see Ophelia’s face about to explode in anger. It’s my fault Ian’s loopy, so it should be directed at me, but it’s all for Michael.  
 
    I’ve had similar looks shot in my direction. A human wouldn’t survive one without at least a little damage. Michael’s laugh makes it clear his skin isn’t burning from the heat. 
 
    “It’s funny that you’re asking me that question, when you know it’s your fault he’s involved in any of this. If you and your council would have wiped his mind like they should have, Jazz wouldn’t have been pushed to see through Audrey’s curse.” 
 
    Mr. Hamilton is almost to the door when he whips around and gives Michael his own look of death. I should remind everyone that this isn’t the place for whatever fireworks are about to burst. 
 
    “You knew it was a curse.” 
 
    The accusation is accompanied by Mr. Hamilton’s finger pointing in Michael’s direction. Really? Am I the only one thinking clearly? 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, and then you guys can have whatever conversation is brewing. I know you said you were covering things up, but a full out brawl between an angel and a bloodsucker isn’t going to be easy to explain.” 
 
    I’ve never seen those two species fight, but Fae fights in general are nasty. The stronger the opponents, the more explosive, and I have a feeling Mr. Hamilton will probably get some assistance from my mom, who can’t seem to stop scowling.  
 
    “You underestimate my powers, but I agree,” Michael says. “Getting Jazz out of here needs to be our focus. You can be pissed off all you want. It doesn’t change the fact that she is the priority.” 
 
    I like the way he thinks, even if I don’t understand it. There are a lot of agendas I don’t know or understand, but if protecting me is involved, I can’t be against it. 
 
    “We will get my daughter out of here. You can stick around to clean up the mess.” 
 
    The mess part of the equation becomes clearer when the gym disappears and we’re magically in my kitchen. The move punctuates how bad things went tonight. Shoot, it wasn’t even a full night. In less than an hour, I’m pretty sure ever tectonic plate in the world shifted a tenth of an inch. The world isn’t crumbling just yet, but I can feel it coming just around the corner. 
 
    “I wanted to get out of there too, Phea, but I think walking out to the car and driving back here would’ve been fine.” 
 
    At least I’m not the only one on that page. Mr. Hamilton walks Ian over to a chair at the kitchen table and makes him sit. The making part is required, because he keeps trying to get up. Since his focus is on me, I imagine he’s thinking my general direction is where he wants to be. 
 
    This is bad. When I opened the door earlier, he got dreamy-eyed, but this is far beyond that. I’m scared to go check a mirror to see if my eyes have changed. 
 
    “They have. Since you’ve never had to deal with their full effect, you’re not prepared for how to tone them down.” 
 
    I jump when I hear Michael’s voice. My startled reaction doesn’t compare to the hiss that comes from Ophelia’s lips.  
 
    “How did you get in here?” she asks as she turns to see him leaning in the doorway between the living room and kitchen. 
 
    He looks too casual for the situation. I was focused on his face at the dance, so I didn’t take in the full package of him in his suit. I doubt the top few buttons of his shirt were undone in the gym, but they are now as he straightens and shrugs his shoulders slowly. It doesn’t look like that’s his answer to her question. It’s more of a stretch. 
 
    “Well, now, that is an interesting story. I don’t think we have time to go through all the details, but remember when you called me a guardian angel earlier?” 
 
    There’s a pause after the question, but no one responds. Ophelia’s too busy gathering energy to her, and from the sounds of a chair sliding across the floor behind us, I’m guessing Ian is getting a little unruly.  
 
    “Cat’s got your tongue? That’s too bad, Ophelia. Well, to answer my own question, of course, you remember. Well, surprise. Guardian angels are real, and I’ve been waiting for your lovely daughter to arrive, so I can get to work doing my guarding.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” 
 
    I’m the only one who seems prepared to talk. He didn’t just say he was my guardian angel, right? Because that would be crazy. Crazy is too mild of a word. That would be complete and utter lunacy topped with a healthy dose of insanity.  
 
    The idea makes no sense with our interactions over the last month. The first day we met, he threatened me. He said he was going to protect everyone else from the torture I’m known to inflict. Is that what he’s talking about? Maybe I heard it wrong. He didn’t say he was protecting me, just that he was waiting for me to arrive, so he could do his guardian angel thing. 
 
    Okay, I guess that makes sense. But that doesn’t explain what he’s doing in my kitchen.  
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 Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you stop trying to hit me with your energy? It’s not going to do anything other than eventually wear you out.” 
 
    Michael sounds sure, but I don’t think he’s witnessed Ophelia’s stamina before. Wearing out isn’t in her DNA. 
 
    “It’s best not to goad her on, Michael. And with the two of us together, things might not just roll off you,” Mr. Hamilton says. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see him move to stand next to my mom. I look back to Ian and see he’s been tied to the chair with thick black rope. 
 
    Where in the world did the rope come from? Last I knew, rope wasn’t something we stocked in the kitchen. 
 
    “You’re only going to end up hurting yourselves. I am at least three times older than both of you.” 
 
    Which makes him about five or six times older than me. When age means power, Michael has the advantage in this situation.  
 
    “You think that’s going to stop me from trying to protect my daughter?” 
 
    Ophelia is making that clear with a whirlwind of energy that she throws in Michael’s direction. The amount of energy isn’t something she could just store inside herself, even at her age. She has to be pulling it from other sources. With how strong Mr. Hamilton feels, my first thought is him, but a glance in his direction shows he’s not on the floor fighting to stay awake.  
 
    There’s no way it could be coming from Ian, but I check on him just in case. His face doesn’t look like he’s downed a whole bottle of tequila and is trying to pick up someone to take home. Do I get points for most words used in a description? No? I didn’t think so. 
 
    “Are you calling what you’ve been doing since you got here protecting your daughter? Because if you are, I think you should spend a little more time with a dictionary.” 
 
    I don’t know what Michael’s goal is, but if he’s trying to rile her up, he’s doing a great job. She’s about to blast him again, when he snaps his fingers and the energy in the room rushes towards him and dissipates. It feels like a giant vacuum just came in and sucked it all up.  
 
    The void left behind is eerie. The energy had raised the hair all over my body, probably even on top of my head. The second it seeps away, I feel everything fall. 
 
    “I know you enchanters are action first, talk later, but we don’t have time to play with your anger right now. Especially since you have no idea what you’re angry about.” 
 
    There are the rumors that people are told about my temper and to refrain from engaging in a way that would incite me. I haven’t heard the same about my mom, but if there was one, the number one thing would be not to tell her she didn’t know what she’s doing. Michael may be right about the emotion guiding our magic, but it’s pretty clear he doesn’t understand us. 
 
    “Oh, I understand just fine, Jazz. I am the foremost expert on everything in your life, so I know exactly what to say to get your mom to the boiling point.” 
 
    “Don’t you talk to my daughter.” 
 
    “Ophelia, I admire your gumption, but let’s be honest. I know more about what’s going on than anyone in this room, and if you don’t stop, I’ll reveal why you really came here.” 
 
    Whoa. Angel boy thinks he knows secrets. I look to my mom for her reply and see her fighting to keep her hands at her side. She’s pissed, more than I have ever seen her, but she’s trying to keep it contained. 
 
    What’s that tell me?  
 
    Just that whatever secret Michael is talking about is real and she doesn’t want me to know. It’s not the first secret she’s kept from me. I’m sure she’s got hundreds.  
 
    But, it sounds like this one is a doozy, which only makes me want to know it more. I can deal with secrets when I don’t know about them. When it’s clear something is being hidden, the need to know what it is has been known to drive me crazy. 
 
    “You don’t know more than everyone in this room,” Mr. Hamilton says. 
 
    “Really?” Michael challenges. “I’ve known Audrey was cursed for a while now. How many people did you bring in who said there’s no sign of life?” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” Ian asks. “You pretended to care, even though you acted like I was crazy for talking to her.” 
 
    If he was smart, Ian should’ve kept his mouth shut. I understand he’s not happy about what was just said, but the Fae conversation doesn’t need human input. 
 
    “Oh, I care very deeply about the curse your mom is fighting against. I even care that your dad was cursed when you were barely out of diapers. It’s all tied to getting Jazz here now, so I care very much.” 
 
    Michael glances around to everyone in the room before his eyes land on me. I’ve got to believe he knows how creepy all that sounds to me. With all the voices in the conversation, it’s been scattered. And truthfully, I’m still kind of stuck on the secret aspect.  
 
    “I don’t recommend lingering on that too long. Since they’ve activated you, they’re not going to be able to keep secrets very much longer. You’re not ready to learn everything, so let’s focus on the bigger issue at hand.” 
 
    There’s a bigger issue? I know I use the word confused a lot, but you can’t blame me. I’m so lost that I’m ready to just clear my mind and decide which frozen mountain top sounds the nicest to live for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Quit trying to baffle her. You have no idea what you’re talking about.”  
 
    Ophelia leaves her post and walks over to me. I let her grab my hand, but I’m not sure I should. She’s my mom and has had to deal with me for two centuries, so I trust her on paper.  
 
    The problem is that we’re not talking about paper here. She didn’t deny there was a secret. I don’t blame her for that. I just don’t know what to think right now. I have a feeling that’s the point of all this. 
 
    “I know that you and her father have spent her whole life trying to protect her, even hiding the fact that she’s his kid. You did a good job, but there are forces at play here who figured it out and have been waiting with a long game plan.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    There’s a whirl of energy with Ophelia’s word. I’m sure if it hit me, I’d once again not be able to speak, but Michael isn’t me. 
 
    “Why? You questioned what I know, so I thought that meant you wanted me to fill you in. Thinking moving here would help keep her safe was exactly what they wanted. You played into their hands.” 
 
    For the most part, Michael has been a cool customer. Deflecting and scolding without really putting any emotion behind it. His last few words show me that he’s pissed. Not just a little angry that whatever plan he’s talking about is working. He’s blaming Ophelia, and that’s not going to go over well. 
 
    “Who is they?” I ask. 
 
    There’s been a lot of talking about me like I’m not here. Mom originally said that we moved here to see if I could grow up and break the curse. I have to wonder if she meant that literally or was hoping I’d activate this whole truthseer thing.  
 
    Could that be the secret? She wanted me to find a new curse. 
 
    “I said you need to focus on the bigger picture at hand, so let’s do that. Who are they? That’s something you should focus on,” Michael says. 
 
    “Is he reading your thoughts?” Ophelia asks as she squeezes my hand. 
 
    I’m not sure why she has to ask. She likes to read them herself. She could just listen in to know without asking. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to admit it, but I’ve made it so no one else can listen. And I don’t consider what I’m doing reading your thoughts. I hear everything like you’re saying it aloud.” 
 
    That explains our very single-sided conversations. I don’t know that I understand the difference between what Ophelia does and what he’s saying. If you can figure that out, clue me in, please. 
 
    “Can you hear everyone else?”  
 
    That’s got to be annoying if he can. I guess that could be the difference. When enchanters listen, it’s a concentrated action. I imagine Ophelia can hear more than one person if she wants to, but it’s not a twenty-four-seven open channel. 
 
    “No, just you.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Ophelia asks. 
 
    A similar question was about to escape my lips. Part of me feels the answer is something between me and Michael. I don’t know why that is. The fact that he claims to only be able to read me feels personal. 
 
    “It is personal, which is why I won’t answer her question. Ask me again about who is after you.” 
 
    His lips don’t move, but I hear his words just the same. It’s not just a whisper in my head. He might as well be speaking for the whole room to hear. 
 
    “Okay, who’s after me?” 
 
    “You can speak to her, too.”  
 
    Ophelia’s words aren’t a question, so I don’t know why she says them. I already explained as much to them at the dance.  
 
    “That’s a great question, Jazz. We all know you’ve angered people over the years. What I doubt you know is that your mother was a holy terror, quite literally, when she was younger. Ophelia made a lot of enemies when she helped your father circumvent his destiny, and her general distaste of authority is well known. There are groups in my kind that have been trying to right wrongs your parents made.” 
 
    “By targeting my daughter? Who are they? I’ll find and kill them myself.” 
 
    Evidently, Ophelia missed the part when he said they were angels. Sure, they could be younger than him, so maybe all her energy attacks will at least sting, but killing them would take a miracle. 
 
    “You would try, and they would kill you, leaving her totally unprotected. That’s why I’m here. You guys got her into this mess. I’m going to get her out of it.” 
 
    I hear my mom take a breath and see her mouth open out the corner of my eye. With my other eye, I see Michael hold his hand up to silence her. Not magically, as far as I know, just the normal gesture. 
 
    “We’ve had enough drama for one night. I think your male guests should go home, and you guys should rest up. Tomorrow’s Friday, so it’s a school day. I expect I’ll see you bright and early.” 
 
    The last words are for me. After everything that’s happened today, he honestly thinks I’m going to be able to go to school. I couldn’t make it an hour around other people. 
 
    “Tonight was meant to prove a point. Tomorrow, I’ll help you hide what’s happening. I know there was talk of leaving earlier, but this isn’t something you can run from. Audrey is waking up, and she’ll have stories to tell anyone who will listen. You need me to protect you. For now, sleep tight.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything else before he disappears. I don’t know if it’s the weight of the day or his words, but I’m feeling incredibly sleepy. Rather than wait around to listen to everyone digest things, I zap myself to my room. I don’t even bother taking off my dress before I curl up on the bed and close my eyes. 
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 Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Jazz.” 
 
    I hear Ophelia’s voice and feel her shaking my body. My eyes feel like anvils, though. It can’t be more than a few minutes after I fell asleep. 
 
    “I’m going to maim that angel for making it so I can’t hear your thoughts anymore. I need to gauge your reactions to him, and I think he’s hiding it from me. He’s waiting downstairs for you, by the way. The whole talk about you going to school today evidently wasn’t a sick joke. He wants to drive you to school himself.” 
 
    I hear noises as she moves around my room, drawers opening, things being shuffled around. Blinking a few times, the sleep starts to clear from my eyes. I can’t say the same for my head.  
 
    “Who does he think he is? Coming into my house and saying I don’t know how to take care of you. Where was he to keep you out of trouble the last two hundred years? I didn’t see him showing up to deal with the Council.” 
 
    “Do you have to rant and rave this early? Some people are trying to sleep.” 
 
    “Well, those people should tell their guardian angels not to show up at seven-thirty to take them to school. You passed out the second he left last night. The least he could’ve done is make sure you were up and ready by the time he showed up in the driveway.” 
 
    It wasn’t the second he left. I climbed into bed that quickly, but I heard Ophelia and Mr. Hamilton going back and forth for a while before I officially fell asleep. I don’t know how they left things, but there were plenty of angel deaths being plotted.  
 
    “Do you think he’ll buy that I don’t feel up for school?” 
 
    My eyes are open enough that I can see it’s seven-thirty-five. On school days, I’m usually up by now, even dressed and ready most of the time. 
 
    “You’ve got ten minutes to get down here, or you’re going to school in whatever you’re wearing.” 
 
    I don’t think Michael raises his voice any, but it’s loud and clear. I reach up and run my fingers through my hair, which is a tangled mess. It’s going to take a lot more than ten minutes to straighten it out. 
 
    “See what I’m talking about. All of a sudden, he thinks he runs this show.” 
 
    Ophelia throws some clothes on the bed and storms out of the room. I’ve never seen her this frazzled. She’s always so composed that it’s refreshing to see her otherwise. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Michael says. 
 
    He’s got to know how annoying he is, right? Falling asleep so quickly last night didn’t give me a chance to really decompress everything going on, but the annoying thing is a fact that I can easily pull out of the situation. 
 
    I’m not going to get any answers lying around in bed all day. So, even though the ten-minute limit is completely insane, I roll out of bed and start getting ready.  
 
    First order of business, ignore Ophelia’s choices for clothes. There’s no doubt in my mind that my drawers and closet did not include the modest pale-pink cardigan, the tan pants or the granny panties on the edge of my bed. I don’t know what decade she thinks we’re all of a sudden in, but I didn’t wear this crap when it was in style. 
 
    About half of the bobby pins that held my hair up last night are scattered around my bed, which I guess is good news. It will take me half as long to get the rest of them out, which I start doing as I walk into my closet. Walking while my head isn’t fully clear is sometimes, let’s say, interesting. I tend to sway a little. 
 
    My path is lined with the bobby pins I’m taking out, so a la Hansel and Gretel style, I shouldn’t lose my way on the trip back to my bed. I’m not saying that’s ever happened. It’s just somewhat more likely today. 
 
    I haven’t spent time combing over the dress code at school. I wonder if they allow baseball caps and a giant sack pulled over my body. That’s pretty much the extent of what I feel like wearing today.  
 
    Knowing that probably won’t go over well with the parties involved, including my mother, I grab a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. Neither item is special, but they are comfortable. And after sleeping in a body-hugging dress all night, comfortable is my key for the day. 
 
    The bobby pins are gone, so I wave my hand down my body – we’re talking from head to toe here – to transfer the train wreck I’m sure is there to a quick and easy ponytail and the clothes I picked out. All right, so I don’t need the full ten minutes to get ready. I already knew that. 
 
    The outfit is complete with a pair of strappy wedges that I should think about a little longer based on my current feeling of stumbling around. The sleep has to clear from my brain soon. Hopefully, I won’t trip and fall over anything before then. 
 
    I look over to the vanity Ophelia didn’t remove last night. I should take a look to make sure I wiped all the makeup off my face. The key word there is should. Things were already crazy in my life before I looked in the mirror, but for once, I’m not going to tempt fate. I don’t know how long it takes to undo a two-hundred-year-old curse. I just know it’s best that the process doesn’t happen overnight. 
 
    For some extra insurance that doesn’t take me looking in the mirror, I cup my chest. Yeah, there hasn’t been any change there. I’m still not sure whether I should be happy or disappointed about that.  
 
    I do know that with an angel in the house who likes to read my mind, I really need to not think about that kind of thing right now. What I should be thinking about is how to block him from knowing what’s going on in my head.  
 
    How in the world is he even able to do that for just me? There should be some kind of law against it. Wait. I wonder if he’s somehow picking up what gets sent to my journal. I didn’t think to ask my shrink whether that was possible, but that would explain a lot. And, if that’s the case, I’m going to have to somehow sever the tie. 
 
    “It’s not. We can talk about it on the way to school if you want. I just didn’t think it was something other people need to hear about.” 
 
    I sigh as I run my hand through my ponytail real quick to make sure all the knots are out. They are, so it’s time for my grand descend down the stairs. 
 
    I concur with the concept of keeping other people from knowing his secret methods to read me. I just wish his tone indicated there was a way to turn it off, or that he was going to stop anytime soon. Sure, it might not be something that can be turned off, which I’m not sure I believe, but he should at least pretend he didn’t like it. 
 
    You know how much fun it is to at least read all my crazy mind rambles. Can you imagine having to listen to them all day? Sorry, didn’t mean to make your head explode with the suggestion.  
 
    I’ve missed a couple days of classes, so I suppose I’m going to be behind. That’s what a normal student would think, right? Most of the monotony of classes day after day seems to be lacking in this journal, but in case you were wondering, I’m practically teaching all my classes. Okay, that may just be in my perspective, but the pacing set forth is slower than molasses, so I’ve read ahead in every subject. 
 
    “And you wonder why none of the other students have warmed up to you,” Michael says. 
 
    He’s waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs. The thick glasses he always wears to school are back, which is a little disappointing. I don’t mind the sloppy hairstyle he’s got going on, but the glasses obscure his eyes. Let’s pretend that I’m not currently thinking those are his best features. 
 
    “Well, yours aren’t too shabby either, but they currently spell nothing but trouble.” 
 
    Darn. Pretending I’m not thinking something doesn’t make it somehow muted in my mind. I wasn’t holding my breath that it would, but I thought it was worth a try. 
 
    Michael laughs, maybe a little deeper than usual. I guess I haven’t heard him laugh much. I am guessing he’s finding my train of thought amusing, which accounts for probably sixty-five percent of those trains. 
 
    “Are you sure I shouldn’t come to school too?” Ophelia asks. 
 
    I wasn’t aware that was an option, but I’m definitely in the no-way-in-hell column there. It couldn’t have been much more than ten minutes last night and she’d worked the phrase “stay where I can see you” in twice. I don’t want to know what would happen if she sat in the back of my classes all day.  
 
    “I think I’ve proven that when it comes to protection, I can handle things. You showing up would only make it more obvious.” 
 
    Definite agreement from me on the latter part of Michael’s statement. I think the verdict is still out on the first. He’s proven what I always assumed about his strength versus Mr. Hamilton and even my mom, but I don’t know what this angel squad he brought up yesterday is made of. If they have a bunch of operatives in town, I might as well start planning my funeral. 
 
    “Speaking of them. Just so we’re clear,” Michael says as he takes my hand. “During our dance, I asked you out, and surprise, you said yes. That’s why we’re going to be glued at the hip anytime we’re not in separate classes.” 
 
    We’re going to have to see about that. I glare down at our attached hands. His touch yet again sparked me, and I have to wonder if he feels the same thing on his side. Or with other people. Maybe his angel power is just so supercharged that he can’t help zap people when he touches them.  
 
    We’ve never had skin-on-skin contact for more than a couple seconds, so I’m not expecting the warmth that radiates up my arm and through my body. It’s not just a slight heat. I can feel power flowing from him into me.  
 
    I don’t pay close attention to him at school, but how in the world do other people he touches not react to it? I want to start skipping and zapping energy out just to feel a release of it. 
 
    “First, it’s just you, which we’ll discuss on the drive. Second, can we please get out of here?” 
 
    I guess Michael is tired of the scowls and little pulses of power Ophelia keeps sending his way.  Or maybe he just wants to end the hand-holding by getting in the car quickly. Either way, I’m game to see what trouble I can get in today. 
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 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is your car?” I ask. 
 
    There are a few cars parked on the street, so I wasn’t sure which one we were going to. I don’t see a reason for someone else to be parked directly in front of my house, but I didn’t think the black sports car with doors I know open up instead of out was his. It matches the slicked-back hair and black suit he was in last night, but not the glasses and pocket protector look he’s got going on for school. 
 
    I’m also pretty sure I would have noticed this baby sitting in the parking lot at school.  
 
    “The good news is that no one else sees it for what it is. I bought it when I turned fifteen hundred and was living in Monaco. It’s not exactly Newberry style, so I mask it to look like any other car.” 
 
    “So, like before today, I couldn’t see this?” 
 
    I’m a little confused. Did he just bring it out today? And that’s why I’ve never seen it.  
 
    Also, did he really just say he was over fifteen hundred? The car is a few years old, and if I’m right about my Italian sports cars, there are very few of them on the road. I wouldn’t be surprised if this was the only one in America – North or South. 
 
    “I’m letting you see it, not that I’d be able to stop you once your new powers finish booting up.” 
 
    He hits a button on a remote and the door closest to me pops open. Pop isn’t the right word. It gracefully ascends to the heavens. Yeah, I’m feeling a little giddy about being able to ride in the car. I can already smell the Italian leather. 
 
    I crawl into the car. The crawling is necessary because the car practically touches the ground. The feel of the cushy leather under my fingers is totally worth it. 
 
    “Watch your knees and try not to make out with the seat.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes but move my knees to clear the door. Just because I like the touch of fine leather doesn’t mean it turns me on. 
 
    “Keep in mind it’s not just thoughts, but emotions and the whole gamut of you that I pick up.” 
 
    He elects to slide in instead of crawl and starts the car. I’ve turned in my seat, so I can adequately glare at him. I’m aware that there is a whole lot of glaring, scowling and general stink eyes in my world, but I’m sure they’re all necessary. 
 
    “And you’re going to spend the ten-minute ride to school explaining that.”  
 
    I could make it a question, but at this point, it’s a demand. He’s decided we’re fake boyfriend and girlfriend, something I very much plan to circle back to and contest, so I think it’s time he starts answering questions. 
 
    As he pulls away from the curb, a small groan escapes him. I don’t think he knows what he signed up for with this plan of his. Even scarier than that thought, I don’t know what in the world I’m doing going along with things. I should be running in the other direction from an angel who claims he wants to help me. 
 
    “The problem with that is no one else can even begin to protect you from what’s out there.” 
 
    “And the problem with that is that I’m still not sure this scary threat is out there.” 
 
    We’re getting away from the question at hand, and I’m not sure if that’s his fault or mine. He keeps responding to my thoughts. By know we both now those don’t make a lick of sense. 
 
    “I explained last night the specific threat I’m worried about, but it’s not just a group of angels. There’s no easy way to say it. Life as a truthseer sucks.” 
 
    “Not to mention it’s short.” 
 
    I want to do some independent research on all topics concerning truthseers. The only problem with that is I doubt there’s anything out there I can get my hands on. 
 
    “My goal is to buck that trend. Truthseers are one of the most important beings ever created, yet no one appreciates what they could do for the world.” 
 
    “That’s all nice and good, but until someone tries to kill me, I’m not sure I feel like changing things up to have a bodyguard.” 
 
    “And I’m not sure I gave you that option. You’re not denying you’re a truthseer anymore. Does that mean you’ve at least come to terms with that much?” 
 
    Have I? That’s a good question. I’m afraid to look in the mirror, so I suppose I’ve accepted something. I don’t know that the truthseer concept is the only explanation. I’m almost positive I’ve at least thought that before, so he should already know that. That is, if he listens to my thoughts all the time like the psycho stalker I’ve decided he is. 
 
    “Fine. You want some proof. What’s the basic thing a truthseer can do?” 
 
    Is that a trick question? It’s got to be. 
 
    “No, it’s not a trick. I’m glad you’re this untrustworthy with people, but you really need to lower your walls for me. And I’ll give you a reason why. The obvious answer to the question is that they can tell when someone is lying. I’ll say three different things, and you tell me which one of them is a lie.” 
 
    I feel like I should be suspicious of the game. He’s talking about me lowering walls, which is completely insane given what everyone is telling me. 
 
    “Not your protection walls. Just your pessimistic ones. Concentrate on my words. Watch them come out of my lips and feel whether they’re the truth. Okay?” 
 
    Should I be worried he’s spent more time looking at me than at the road. We’re almost to school, so the whole idea of me getting answers during the drive seems to be going up in smoke.  
 
    That being said, or thought, I nod my head. I don’t think I’ve ever felt anything different when someone lies to me, even when I know a person is lying. 
 
    “Good. First statement. I will protect you with my life.” 
 
    As instructed, I watch the words come out of his mouth and try to feel them. The actions are exactly as stupid as they sound. Watching his thin lips move as he speaks has no effect on me as far as I can tell.  
 
    “Number two. It took every ounce of my power to not lean down and kiss you last night while we danced.” 
 
    That admission makes me smile. I’m going with it being an involuntary action. It doesn’t help that his tongue sneaks out of his mouth and licks his lips after the words are out. 
 
    Still, I feel nothing that would indicate it is a lie. If it’s not, it has to be a big stretch of the truth. Michael has shown at least some of his power, and there is no way he had to use all of it to keep from kissing me. 
 
    “We’ll see, won’t we?” His eyebrows raise in a flirty motion before he lets out a deep sigh. “Final statement. I’m happy that you and Ian have been spending so much time together.” 
 
    My hand instantly goes up to my throat. Something itches to the point it hurts. I cough to clear my throat, but it only irritates it. 
 
    “And we have a winner. You’re going to have to learn to hide that reaction, though. Right now, you still have to concentrate for it to work, but that’s not going to be the case much longer.” 
 
    He’s pulling into the parking lot, which apparently takes more of his attention than driving down the road. It feels like this is the first time he hasn’t had his eyes glued to me. I’m happy with the reprieve, since I’m busy trying to figure out what just happened. 
 
    “While you work on that, we could have had the talk about our private conversations anytime, since they are very much private, but I wanted to be alone for it,” he says. 
 
    After he puts the car in park, and turns it off, he rotates so he’s facing me. I almost tell him to let the car run a little longer, because I’m not done listening to it purr, but we’re finally getting to the conversation we were supposed to be having. If nothing else, it will help me not think about the two items he said that are supposedly true. 
 
    “I said last night that I’m your guardian angel. Obviously, that’s a new concept for you, much like everything else going on in your life right now. But, I’ll tell you how that came to be and what it means.” 
 
    “Are you going to be able to do that in the two minutes we have before first class?” 
 
    I hate to bring it up, but it is a fact of life. I wouldn’t want people to think I’m corrupting the golden boy of the school. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll live if you’re a little late to Etiquette. And you have to admit you’ve been trying to figure out a way to get out of the class.” 
 
    There’s no need for me to admit anything. He knows it’s my least favorite class.  
 
    “Just spill what you’ve got to say. Maybe it will help me decide whether I’m going to go along with the ruse you have planned.” 
 
    Rather than immediately speak, he reaches over and brushes his finger against the skin on top of my hand. I pull back from the electricity. I don’t need whatever that is right now. He doesn’t pursue, and I don’t get the sense he wants to. I’m not sure if he’s reminding me or himself that the touch isn’t normal. 
 
    “A little over a century ago, I committed myself to a group that has been protecting your family for centuries. Since then, I’ve been trying to find you, but your mother has been surprisingly good at hiding you, and your trips to the Council. I knew about your temper issues and actually spent a few decades serving coffee in that little shop next to the Council building in Spokane, hoping to catch you.” 
 
    “The Last Bean?” 
 
    “That’s the one. Anyway, when an angel commits to protect someone, it’s more than a promise. It creates a bond between the angel and their charge. That’s why I can talk to you without others knowing and hear everything. If I’m going to protect you, I’ve got to know everything.” 
 
    I admire his dedication to his cause if he really worked at that horrible coffee shop for that long, but I still can’t get behind me being an open book. A girl needs her privacy. 
 
    “And what about the sparks and other stuff. How does it help you protect me?” 
 
    He smiles and opens his door. I feel warm air from outside behind me as mine opens too. 
 
    “I think you’re the one who said we shouldn’t be late to class. We should probably head inside.” 
 
    Evidently, I don’t get a say in that. He’s out of the car and his door is shut before I can open my mouth. Angel boy obviously didn’t do enough research on me if he thinks that’s the end of this conversation. 
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 Chapter Thirty-one 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We’ve established that I don’t feel the same burning sensation when everyone other than Michael looks at me. Like the sparking thing, that seems to be something we’re not discussing yet. 
 
    Anyway, the reason I bring it up is that it’s impossible not to feel the daggers flying in my direction as we ascend the stairs to school. Ian’s waiting at the top of those stairs, and the look on his face tells me he’s not happy about my ride to school. And I doubt he’s seeing the car I see. If he was able to see the little rearing horse on the hood of the car, I imagine the look would be even deadlier. 
 
    At least Michael isn’t doing the hand-holding thing. Our arrival can easily be explained as a friend giving another friend a ride to school. 
 
    “Not now, Ian,” Michael says. 
 
    He keeps walking, but I stop to see how Ian’s doing. The last I saw him, I think his mind had cleared up, but last night was overall weird.  
 
    “At least you can look at me,” he whispers. 
 
    With magic, I can easily kick myself, which is what I really want to do right now. I don’t, but I deserve it. 
 
    I walked up to school like it was any other day, not bothering to stare at my feet. Looking over to Michael, who’s stopped a few feet away, he smiles. I guess that means he’s doing something to help my eye problems. 
 
    “Yeah, we really shouldn’t talk about that here. Maybe at lunch we can get away, so I can explain things,” I say. 
 
    That would mean I’d have to understand them myself, which is a long shot. A throat clearing from Michael’s direction warns of another kind of problem with the idea, but I roll my eyes and ignore him. 
 
    “Can we go to my spot?” Ian asks. “I’ve got some news of my own.” 
 
    The anger from him seems to be gone, and his usual happy-go-lucky tone has returned. I’m not sure if it’s a cover, but it’s best for all of us if he tries to act normal. One of us should, and I’m pretty sure it’s not going to be me. 
 
    I look over to Michael to see what he thinks of the request. From how our discussions have gone, I really don’t need to look to get confirmation that he hates the idea. Reaching out, I feel that the missing Angelica I noticed last night isn’t in place, so the angel isn’t going to be able to stop me from going on a quick trip. I could probably even teleport around from inside the school now. 
 
    “It was removed to let your mom offer more protection last night. Not so you could run off to a faery mound for lunch.” 
 
    That’s just silly. He’s gone on and on about how he’s a big bad angel here to protect me. Why would he do a little landscaping to give Ophelia some extra power?  
 
    “Because if she didn’t have it, she’d make a scene. Can we get inside, or are we going to stand out here debating all day?” 
 
    I’m taking that as a rhetorical question, because there’s no way he’s honest about giving me that option. He didn’t say it as a statement, otherwise I would have been able to test my throat tickle. Hmm. I wonder if it still works when he’s doing the brain communication thing. We might have to do some testing on that. 
 
    All this little talk between Michael and I has only taken a few seconds, but it still might look weird to the casual observer that I’m waiting so long to respond to Ian’s question. Acting natural is hard when you’ve got someone whispering in your head and trying to catch you on fire with his eyes. 
 
    “We can try. I should probably warn you that there’s a good chance the conversation won’t be private.” 
 
    “I’ve figured out that they never are. So, is he a permanent fixture?” 
 
    Ian steps out of the way and turns to stand beside me so we can walk into school. Michael is quick to grab my hand on the other side and squeeze. I’m able to not react, surprise. I don’t even try to yank my hand away. The whole power warmth I feel from him makes the initial shock not so bad. 
 
    “How permanent is any high school romance?” I ask. 
 
    “I thought you guys were going to talk about this later,” Michael says as he clears his throat.  
 
    “Really?” I ask, looking out the corner of my eye at him. “I thought the conversation for later was about something else. I’m pretty sure the fact that you’re holding my hand is something I should be open about talking to my best friend.” 
 
    I totally get the keep the truthseer talk to nothing at school idea. Technically, if he’s worried about it, he should just throw me in whatever protection bubble he had to have done at the dance. I don’t doubt that he already has. He’s been watching me enough to know there’s a good chance I’m going to screw that up. 
 
    What is impossible not to discuss and at least explain on some scale, is the fact that he wants to play boyfriend and girlfriend. I know for a fact Ian isn’t going to be happy about that and making sure he doesn’t blow a gasket from the surprise is my goal. 
 
    Michael’s reaction to the best friend comment is almost as bad as Ian seeing us arrive together. These two. I shake my head thinking about how unbalanced both of them are. 
 
    On paper, neither of them has a chance with me, so they should probably get that in their heads sooner rather than later. That last thought is meant specifically for the person who can hear it. He can spark me all he wants, but he’s still going to be an angel, and I’m an enchanter. Those two things don’t mix. 
 
    “There are a lot of things you should be open about,” Michael says in a cryptic tone.  
 
    If I had to guess, which, duh, I’m going to, I’d say he’s not talking about my communication with Ian. You can’t imagine how enjoyable it is for me to be able to get under his skin. As far as I know, the angel slash enchanter divide is a real thing. They’ll play with humans and all, but I haven’t heard anything about our kinds getting together.  
 
    Can you imagine what an angel enchanter baby would be like. Yeah, my mind is trying to go down that road, and I just don’t want to. I’m sure I would have heard if that ever happened. The world would probably spin like a top going five thousand miles per hour if it did. If you don’t already know, it goes about one thousand now. 
 
    “No one is talking about having kids, Jazz, so calm down.” 
 
    Easy for him to say. Guys aren’t the ones who would have to push that kind of power out of them. You would think with all the magic we have at our fingertips, enchanters would’ve sometime over the years made it not hurt to give birth. I don’t know from personal experience, but I’ve heard many times about my mother being in labor for fifteen hours.  
 
    “Enough, okay. I get it.  I’m about to bring up the weather, because I can’t handle this line of thinking. And I hate talking about the weather.” 
 
    Last I checked, I did not invite him into my thoughts. If he has a problem with them, he can run off to class and stop listening in. And if he can’t turn them off, maybe he should find a dryer to stick is head in for a while. I’m not sure how that would work as far as running with the door open, but he’s an angel, so I’m sure he can figure it out. 
 
    “Are you guys having like a silent fight or something?” 
 
    Ian’s words take me away from trying to think up other options for the angel. It’s kind of sad, because the dryer idea was nowhere near my best work. 
 
    “She’s practically picking out names for our kids, so I wouldn’t call it a fight.” 
 
    I make some noises in response. I’m not exactly sure what they are. Lots of grunting, growling and vowels.  
 
    “He’s joking, right?” Ian asks. 
 
    Talk about a rhetorical question.  
 
    “Yes, he’s joking. And we weren’t arguing. I was just trying to prove a point.” 
 
    I was. I’m just not sure exactly what point it was. 
 
    “Okay, well, I guess I’ll see you at lunch then, since all our classes together come later.” 
 
    Ian doesn’t sound happy about that as he gives a sad smile and takes off to whatever torture awaits him. I guess I don’t know his schedule, so I’m not sure how bad his first class is. I know it can’t be as bad as mine.  
 
    It’s a good thing I’m not worried about my grades. Mr. Oliver has not been impressed with my progress. 
 
    “There are times I think you do belong at the top of a mountain to protect the rest of the population. How hard is it to pretend to be nice and generally polite?” 
 
    I’m not sure what to be more surprised about. The fact he said the words out loud. Or that he said them to begin with.  
 
    “I can be both of those things. I don’t even have to pretend. I just can’t do it around idiots. Have you stopped to listen to some of the conversations around this place. Last week, I overheard a group of girls debating the meaning behind the word emoji. How am I supposed to be polite around that?” 
 
    With all the issues in the world, that conversation should never happen, not when the conversation lasted at least fifteen minutes. I’m not sure how I listened that long, but I left before it was finished.  
 
    “Okay, you got me there. Humans tend to focus on trivial things, so they don’t have to deal with the brutal truth in the world. It’s a mechanism we can’t really afford in our world. Especially, not now. We have to keep on our toes and watch around every corner.” 
 
    Yeah, that’s what I’ve been hearing for days now. It’s the mantra of don’t trust anyone, and yet, everyone seems to want me to trust them. The manboy holding my hand is at the top of that list. 
 
    “You’re going to have to stop calling me that. But, that’s going to have to wait for a little later. I guess I’ll see you in History. Try not to kill anyone before then, okay?” 
 
    I’m not making any promises. I’m about to say as much, but his lips descending on mine wipes the thought from my head. I should punch him for the move. I make note to do that eventually. Right after his wet lips leave mine and the power and warmth that flows into my body dies down. 
 
    He’s gone before my head clears. I’d been just going through the motions as we walked in, so I’m surprised to find I’m standing in front of my class. Apparently, my boyfriend just walked me to class. This day is starting off to be one of the most cliché ones I’ve ever been a part of. 
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 Chapter Thirty-two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s amazing how fast a day can go by when you’re busy eyeing every person around you and trying to figure out if they want to kill you. Since I didn’t realize Michael was an angel at first, it could be anyone. I’d assume an angel can tell when another angel is around, but he hasn’t said to stay away from certain people.  
 
    I’m starting to get the feeling he’s using me as bait. Even though I was able to look Ian in the eyes earlier, I’ve spent most of my day observing others by not making eye contact. It’s difficult to get a good feel for people that way, but I don’t want to accidently point a bright red arrow at me if someone’s waiting to make a move. 
 
    It doesn’t help that I’ve been mind rambling all through History, and Michael has been annoyingly quiet. I know. That is a thought that should never cross my mind, but I’ve been throwing out all kinds of random tidbits that he could answer. I’m not even getting static back in return.  
 
    Clearly, History class is much more interesting than me. That’s fine. As soon as the bell rings, I’m going to go find Ian and spend lunch away from everyone else.  
 
    “History is extremely interesting. Having lived through most of what they discuss, it’s interesting to see how truth has changed over the years and how the humans saw different events. I was born just after the fall of Rome. And I can say that I have never seen one History book that has even an inkling of what really happened.” 
 
    Whoa. I knew from the whole fifteen-hundred birthday thing that he was old, but the fall of Rome? I might be a little off on how old his car is. 
 
    “Maybe a little. It was an original prototype long before it’s time. I might have inspired the designer to create it around fifty years ago and then forget they did until recently.” 
 
    That is kind of terrifying. It makes me feel like a baby. I thought being around for the American Civil War was cool.  
 
    “Well, that about does it for class. Homework for the weekend is to read chapter nineteen in your textbooks and complete the assessments in the chapter.” 
 
    Mrs. Renaud has been doing some presentation on the Industrial Revolution, which I already know chapter nineteen is about. I was alive for most of it, so it’s yet another topic I’m not enthralled with. Michael is right that it is sometimes interesting to see how the humans perceive events. The sometimes in that sentence should be underscored a few times.  
 
    Unlike him, I find it annoying when people don’t see events the same way I do. If they can’t get the facts right, they shouldn’t be speaking about it like they’re an authority on the matter. That’s probably my biggest problem with every teacher in this school. Well, except Mr. Hamilton. There’s a few other problems I have with him. 
 
    The buzzer goes off a few seconds after the teacher’s instructions. I grab my books and am ready to get away from the feeling of the walls collapsing around me. I know I’m being all cool about it, but this whole idea that someone is out there who feels like stabbing me, or something a little more creative, makes if feel like I’m in jail. Surprisingly, I’ve never actually been to one, at least not on the other side of the bars, so I’m basing that on anecdotal accounts. 
 
    “Just a second, Jazz. I wanted to talk to you about next week,” Mrs. Renaud says. 
 
    I keep my groan to myself, and instead I offer her a bright smile. If she can’t see how fake it is, I pity her. 
 
    “What about next week?” 
 
    I’ve stopped in front of her desk, where she’s looking down at some papers and straightening things up. The other students are running out the door to lunch. Well, except my shadow, of course. He had been on my heels, so he came to a halt the second I did. 
 
    Mrs. Renaud looks up, and then off to the right. There’s a quick look of surprise when she sees Michael behind me. I get a feeling that the surprise is about as fake as my smile. 
 
    “I remember on your first day you were interested in the Battle of Cannae, and that’s something we’re going to cover next week.” 
 
    My hand reaches up for my throat. I realize what I’m doing and redirect to fluff my hair. Since it’s in a ponytail, it’s a little awkward, but I think I pull it off. 
 
    Either my throat is acting up randomly today, or there’s something to this telling when someone lies business. I’m leaning towards the former, because I can’t figure out what in her words would be a lie. We’re not covering the Battle of Cannae?  
 
    That’s a lame thing to lie about. I’ve told some sad lies over the years, but that’s just pathetic. 
 
    “Oh yeah? Do you want me to see if I can round up some period-appropriate weaponry and bring it for show and tell?” 
 
    I don’t have to see the fake astonishment on her face to know the answer to that question. School policy is no weapons of any kind allowed on the grounds. There aren’t metal detectors or anything to enforce the rule, but I doubt I could hide my falcata and long sword tucked in my jeans pocket. 
 
    “Careful there. I’m not sure what’s going on, but your way of engaging might not be the best.” 
 
    And I question whether he knows best. I’ve been in class with Mrs. Renaud for a month, and who knows how long he’s been roaming the halls. I’d think one of us would pick up if she’s an angel who wants to keep her secrets secret. 
 
    “I was going to ask if you were able to meet after school to go over what you would teach the class on the subject. I’ve never had a student lead a lesson, so I want to make sure there are ground rules on what you’d share.” 
 
    Burn. Burn. Burn. 
 
    Every word makes the tingle in my throat grow. It feels like I’ve got a lump in there and can barely swallow. If this is what being a truthseer is like, I have to wonder how any of them last more than a few hours without ripping their throat out. 
 
    “Hmm. I suppose I could stay for a few minutes. My mom doesn’t like to be kept waiting. Do you think you can tell me the rules in like five minutes?” 
 
    I don’t know why she doesn’t just explain it now. It can’t be more than a quick outline of not scaring the rest of the kids by going into gory details and keep things on point. Not to speak ill of teachers, because they admirably deal with people like me five days a week, but I’m pretty sure it’s something I can handle. 
 
    “Since this is unorthodox, I’d like to include Principal Kline on the conversation. If you could stop by her office after school, I’m sure we can talk everything out in no time.” 
 
    I already feel sorry for mentioning my obsession. No reenactment. No weapons. And it includes a trip to the principal’s office.  
 
    Even though my sore throat is a temporary thing, which I might add didn’t trigger with the request to stop at the principal’s office, I feel a sudden illness coming on. I’m supposedly just getting over one, so it shouldn’t be hard to say I had a relapse. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll stop by.” 
 
    I know I just went through planning my excuse to get out of it, but it feels like at least pretending like I’m going along with the plan is smart. I have no idea if I’m really picking up her lying. I doubt it, but maybe the very human-feeling teacher is trying to expose me.  
 
    Yes, it’s just as funny thinking that as I’m sure it is reading it. Mrs. Renaud has the Mrs. In front of her name, but she doesn’t wear a ring. I picture her going home at night to feed her fifty cats that have replaced her life after her husband either left or died. I suppose it could be a wife, but that’s not important. 
 
    “Great. I’m looking forward to what you come up with to help your fellow students learn about a time you’re so passionate about.” 
 
    We’re back to the lies, or at least the sore throat. This is getting annoying. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’re just going to head to lunch now. I hear pizza is on the menu, and I’m starving.” 
 
    I look over my shoulder and smile at Michael. He’s not my lunch date, but we do have a few things to discuss. Since he knows the teacher better than I do, I’m curious if I’m just being paranoid. 
 
    “Of course. I need to grab something myself. I’ll see you after school.” 
 
    She didn’t exactly seem nervous before, but I get the sense she’s relieved. It adds to the list of reasons I’m going to conveniently forget where the principal’s office is.  
 
    Michael is quick to wrap his arm around my shoulder and pull me out of the room. He’s a lot better at acting natural. I don’t pull away from his touch, but my shoulders tighten. It’s not the spark of our skin connecting, but I’m not used to the weight of someone else’s arm on me. 
 
    It’s not a horrible feeling. I could even get used to it, with someone else, of course.  
 
    “Is that really necessary? We’ve got plenty of other stuff to discuss. Do you have to focus on how much you hate my touch?” he says. 
 
    “Hate is such a strong word.” 
 
    I’m not saying it’s not accurate. It just seems like that’s the right thing to say. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it is what it is. You know so little about my kind, and everything I’ve told you about it isn’t helping my case. I know that’s not important right now, but I figure I might as well warn you that I see us discussing it once I’m sure there’s not a threat.” 
 
    My brow raises as I start to think of all the reasons we have to never partake in said discussion. Before I can count them on my finger, I realize there are too many to even list. If I only have a year, at most, to live, I’m not going to spend it on stupid things.  
 
    I’m not sure that having a lunchtime chat with Ian doesn’t fall in that category but avoiding it might be a little hard with him walking in my direction. Reaching out, I feel that Michael didn’t put a rush order on getting the Angelica back in place. The dullness from what’s left is only a mild irritation.  
 
    Michael and Ian should spend as little time as possible in the same room, so I go ahead and put a rush on getting out of the school and going somewhere to have a conversation that doesn’t involve hundreds of eyes on us. The act of moving from place to place is second nature. I don’t even need to be touching Ian to bring him along. 
 
    It’s always been as easy as taking in a deep breath and going. There’s no reason it shouldn’t be this time. But, the searing pain that radiates through my body when I reach out to transfer us is like nothing I’ve felt before. 
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 Chapter Thirty-three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only good thing about the pain is that it’s relatively short-lived. On the list of many things bad about the pain is that when it’s over, I drop to the ground, holding my stomach. If I would’ve had something to eat today, I’m sure I’d be upchucking it all over the floor. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    My eyes have been shut, so I don’t have my bearings. What I do know is that I am nowhere near the creek I was heading towards. I didn’t plan on landing in the faery mound. With the magic in the land there, that’s just a bad idea. It might piss off the natural order of the place, and who knows what that would do. 
 
    Not even I am that crazy. 
 
    I also know that Ian isn’t around me. There is someone here, but it’s not him. That can’t be good. I’ve never had a transport interrupted, whether I had a passenger or not. Our bodies are nothing for the moments it takes to move. If I wasn’t able to control where his body went, it could just be floating out there in space. 
 
    “I’m surprised you tried that when you know we’re out there waiting for a moment of weakness. I thought your little guardian angel would keep a little tighter leash on you.” 
 
    I register that the voice is female and vaguely familiar, but it doesn’t ring any immediate bells. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the person isn’t human. My senses are too jumbled to feel if I can pick up what they really are. I shouldn’t bother. There’s only one thing she could be. 
 
    An angel. 
 
    “Michael has been rather annoying the past month. At first, I thought it was a coincidence he showed up here a few years ago.  We’re generally wanderers, going where groups of Fae are gathered to see that nothing gets out of hand. I didn’t think he was waiting for you.” 
 
    The sound of her voice is trying to trigger something in my memory, but the jolt of coming out of my flash transportation has my head still spinning. I know she’s someone I’ve met before. If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was my grandmother. There’s the same rasp in her cadence. 
 
    I clear my throat, thinking it would be a good thing to start talking. I know you’re probably wanting a detailed description of what’s going on around me and wondering why in the hell I haven’t just opened my eyes to see who my abductor is. Believe me, I’ve tried.  
 
    Somehow – I’m going to go out on a limb and guess it’s some kind of angel voodoo magic – when I landed wherever it is I am, there was instantly a veil over my eyes. Shoot, it might as well be over my whole face, because I’m not picking up any smells, and that attempt to start talking looks to be a failure. I’m surprised she’s even letting me listen. 
 
    “I’m guessing from those sad attempts at grunts that your trying to speak. I’ve heard you talk enough, which is surprising, since Michael disguises every conversation you two have. And not just you two. Noah, your mom, even the sad little human boy you’ve made friends with.” 
 
    Say what? I knew he’d been doing it since the dance, but she’s acting like the second I touched down in town, I’ve been speaking gibberish to anyone around. 
 
    “I’ve been going up against the guardian of the Petravich line for almost a thousand years now, and I have to say, your guardian has proven to be up to the task. We thought we’d gotten rid of the last of your line around five years ago. Well, at least the last one who can turn on us. As you know, your father negated any threat when he turned. That was such a waste. I mean, we would have had to kill him eventually, but he was a powerful enchanter. I imagine he’d be on the Council now if things turned out differently. Can you imagine what it’d be like if they had a truthseer among them.” 
 
    There is a sigh of disgust as she pauses her long-winded tirade. I’d be pissed off having to listen to all of that without a breath if it didn’t interest me. I know my father supposedly found a way around becoming a truthseer, but I don’t remember anyone being specific about how he did that. Ophelia only said that the option was off the table for me.  
 
    “Anyway, that is neither here nor there now, right? I’ve stolen you away from your protector, so now we need to focus in on killing you. I’ve got three of your kind notched in my belt for kills, which is already a record. Since we have it on good authority that you’re the last Petravich, I’m going to go down in the history book with the most kills.” 
 
    Does she expect me to jump up and cheer for that? Her voice has added a bit of pep, which isn’t helping me figure out who she is. Or maybe it is. It can’t be one of my teachers or any of the other students in my classes. Unless they were disguising their voices, it can’t be anyone I see on a daily basis. I’m leaning towards it not being disguised, because I know I’ve heard it before. 
 
    That leaves few options. I suppose I could have heard it just walking down the hall one day, and not associated it to a specific person, but something tells me that’s not the case. 
 
    The weird thing is that I was starting to think Mrs. Renaud was at least a person of interest. It’s clearly not her, but I’m still stuck on her lying to me.  
 
    I’m also stuck on my kidnapper bringing up the name Petravich. I’ve never heard of it. My mom neglected to mention what my dad’s name is, or was. I guess I don’t know if he’s alive. I feel like someone mentioned he was, but it’s not something I’d bet my life on. 
 
     “You know, I can’t specifically read your thoughts. Michael’s done a number on your head and it’s not really something I mess around with. I can however tell just by your facial expressions that your thinking hard about something, and if I had to guess, you’re trying to place me. It’s so easy to go under your notice when you think someone is just a human. I’m not a fan of mixing species together, but you take your elitist attitude to new levels.” 
 
    It’s unfair that I can’t defend myself. Not that I have a defense to that statement. It’s how I was raised and probably why I’ve gotten in so much trouble over the years. Well, maybe not the sole reason for the trouble, but being told I was better than everyone else from the day I was born, put a decent-sized chip on my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s always so weird when it gets to this point. I want to drag it out and taunt the fact that you’re in this position, but you’re just a baby. Without your powers activated, it’s just so easy. It’s always easy.” 
 
    Yeah, I don’t know about all that. It’s hard to say otherwise since I’m basically incapacitated, but I’m not about to just lie down and let her kill me.  
 
    “Maybe I should liven this one up. You are the last Petravich, after all. It’s not like I’m going to get to do this again.” 
 
    The veil killing my senses snaps away. I’d probably feel a little better about that if the perky principal who showed up in my house on one of my first days in town wasn’t the only thing I see. 
 
    She’s an angel? 
 
    The woman who stuck me in Etiquette class is the person who’s going to kill me. That has got to be the greatest joke ever told.  
 
    I clear my throat again, and this time more than a sad groan comes out. I spend a few seconds adjusting my jaw to make sure everything works.  
 
    “If I have my way, you won’t get to do it now. Why in the world do I really matter in the long run?” 
 
    I understand being able to see through lies is annoying, but couldn’t she just ignore me? 
 
    She laughs at the question. I’m surprised she’s even getting air in the tight and prim pink suit she’s wearing. Angel or not, the lady needs some help with her fashion choices. 
 
    “You don’t know,” she says slowly. “I guess your mom and dad are keeping their own secrets. Surprise. Surprise. That is the way of our kind. Keep things hidden until it’s too late.” 
 
    I interrupt what I’m sure is a tirade going nowhere. I guess I’m going to prove her initial thought that I talk too much. 
 
    “My mom, yes. Since I’ve never met my dad, it’s kind of hard to say he’s keeping secrets from me. Aside from who he is.” 
 
    Mrs. Kline’s head shakes as her eyes close and she lets out a breath. I don’t know what part of my words is unbelievable, but that’s the vibe I’m picking up. 
 
    “You seriously don’t know why you had two angels here waiting for you to arrive? Are you really that dense?” 
 
    Well, I can’t exactly deny that hasn’t crossed my mind. There are two questions there, and I’ve asked myself both of them. The dense part is a trait I try to avoid but has bit me a time or two over the years.  
 
    “Wow. Even now, you don’t know. I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise. We did talk about you being an elitist and how that blinds you to seeing the obvious.” 
 
    “So it was obvious that I should know you wanted to kill me?” 
 
    I know that isn’t exactly where she’s going with her words, but I’m trying to keep her talking. I guess I haven’t really given you a full update on my situation. I can see, well at least her and the brown, unfamiliar wall she’s standing in front of, and smelling seems to be back intact based on the sour odor assaulting my nose, but not even my pinkies wiggle. 
 
    “If you were paying attention, maybe, but we both know that’s not what I’m talking about. Did your mom not give you a reason for moving here?” 
 
    “Sure she did. She wants me to grow up.” 
 
    I don’t see a reason to lie. She clearly thinks there’s another method to my mother’s madness. The laugh that accompanies my words echoes that idea. 
 
    “I guess I can’t deny that, but that’s not why she brought you here. One of my friends in our hunt for you got close back in Chappell Hill. My goal after learning you existed was to find your father. He wasn’t easy to find, but when you’re on a mission, you figure out a way to get it done.” 
 
    I’m not stupid. I know this will come as a surprise, but I’m able to read between the lines. Or at least the lines as she believes them to be. 
 
    My father is in Newberry. He’s turned and evidently someone I would think less of.  
 
    Yes, the dots connect, in a disturbing way. I even thought of the possibility before, but it seems so wrong. 
 
    “You think Mr. Hamilton is my dad, don’t you?” 
 
    Her smile tells me all I need to know. Of all the times to figure that out, this probably isn’t the best one.  
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 Chapter Thirty-four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “When we started breathing down your neck, Ophelia ran to the only person she thought could protect you.” 
 
    Mrs. Kline, if that’s even her real name, is taking immense joy in sharing that news. I’ve been doing everything I can to keep my face neutral after her mentioning she thought I was trying to figure out who she is.  
 
    If what she’s saying is true, my mom’s communications skills aren’t only lacking with me. Mr. Hamilton was shocked when he first saw me. I suppose this additional information is putting that interaction in a new light. I mean, I don’t know what he’s been up to for the last two hundred years, but having your long-lost daughter show up at your door has to be a rude awakening. 
 
    “It’s too bad you won’t get to know him. He and your mother are the definition of a power couple. An enchanter has never turned another one of you, and there’s the whole question of how in the world you were born.” 
 
    “According to my mom, it took about fifteen hours of labor she won’t let me forget.” 
 
    Her words putting even more questions in my head doesn’t help her situation. I know I’m at a disadvantage, but I’m convinced I’m going to get out of this. Since I keep telling myself that, and I’m not getting a sore throat, there must be some truth to it. I have no idea if that means it’s possible, or I’m just overly confident. You wouldn’t think that likely, since I can’t move. 
 
    I would love to say I’ve been in stickier pickles, but this really tops the cake. I scoff at the two food references. I guess missing lunch is making me a little hungry. 
 
    “Well, isn’t that a nice visual.”  
 
    The roll of her eyes tells me that is something she could’ve done without hearing. Not to mention I get a little throat tingle. Seriously? Sarcasm doesn’t fly under the radar. I hope this truthseer spidey sense thing doesn’t activate when I speak. If it does, I’m going to have to buy stock in throat lozenges.  
 
    “To be clear, I wasn’t talking about your physical birth. Noah has been a bloodsucker for over three centuries. Last I checked, that means it would be impossible for him to be your father, and yet, here we are.” 
 
    “Then maybe you’re wrong about him being my dad. I’ve never heard of the Petra…Peter… whatever that name you said. You know, you might have the wrong girl.” 
 
    I should have probably played the clueless card sooner. For half of this conversation, I wasn’t allowed to speak, so maybe it’s not too late. 
 
    Her laugh doesn’t give me hope she’s considering the idea. She already said Michael was blocking my conversations, so she can’t know I’m clued in on the general rumors. I wonder if she knows my eyes have changed? Given the situation, I didn’t bother to avoid eye contact once my invisible blindfold disappeared. 
 
    Since my usual enchanter magic isn’t doing much for me, I’ve been focusing on the whole seeing through things. I am guessing she hasn’t cursed my body like with Ian’s mom, but the concept of me being bound is fake, so I should be able to see through it.  
 
    Right?  
 
    That’d be awesome, but so far it isn’t working. The other circumstances were me looking at something, and it’s a little difficult to do that while I’m curled up on the floor. What I need is a giant mirror.  
 
    Yes, I’ve tried to get one to appear. If nothing else, it might freak her out, but nothing is coming. It’s like the energy I need for my magic has been vacuumed out of the room. Clearly, she’s using something else for my binding. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the ‘wrong girl’ would have questioned why I’ve been talking about killing you.” 
 
    I hum and try to shrug. My shoulders feel like they want to move, which seems like an improvement. 
 
    “You wouldn’t be the first person to want to kill me. I can’t count the number of times someone has threatened to end me, and I haven’t known why half the time.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s true, but other than the confusion as far as who I am, you just haven’t shown any signs of disorientation or surprise. Plus, Michael really gives it away.” 
 
    My brow goes up. I know she said he’s blocking things, but I have so many questions about that. Could she really tell that it was him and not my mom doing something? Energy is usually energy, and Ophelia can block things from the best of them.  
 
    Backing up that notion, there’s the fact that Michael didn’t speak to me for weeks. How can she know he’s been protecting me if we’ve had zero interactions? I’m pretty sure I showed my general disgust for the angel every second of each school day. Today may be the exception, but that was all a show. 
 
    “Michael gives it away? That manboy is clueless.” 
 
    I wish I could emphasize that more with throwing my hands up in the air. I think I can easily portray how frustrated he makes me. He hasn’t showed up to put a stop to this, so it’s easy.  
 
    “That manboy is one of the strongest angels in existence. Actually, I would go so far as to say he is the strongest. You don’t have any idea how unworthy you are to have him as your guardian.” 
 
    Not only do her words indicate how pissed off she is about that subject. Her eyes go from hazel to red. I get the feeling they might as well be green.  
 
    I know angels can change their appearances, so age generally doesn’t matter, but the picture of Mrs. Kline with Michael just does not jive in my head.  
 
     “And yet you think he is. Don’t you think he’d spend a little more time around me if he’s supposed to be the guardian you keep talking about?” 
 
    “I guess it does take one to know one, because you are absolutely clueless if you don’t think he has spent every second of every day since you’ve been here monitoring your every move.” 
 
    It’s hard to say what’s creepier between the idea that all those everys are right and that she’s spent so much time watching him. There are no little tickles in my throat, so I guess she might be telling the truth. I have to wonder if a person believing what they’re saying makes a difference in whether it triggers. 
 
    “I’m not saying that’s true, but he did ask me out last night, so maybe you’re not seeing things right. If he’s shown any interest, it’s because he wants to get in my pants.” 
 
    The excuse for him spending time around me is kind of handy. She’s proven she can’t tell when I’m lying, but I find lies are so much easier if there’s at least a little grain of truth in them. 
 
    “You’re trying to confuse me. He’s devoted to his task, not flesh.” 
 
    Not laughing is almost painful. I’m stuck between wanting to perplex her and piss her off. The two don’t have to be mutually exclusive, but I have to walk a fine line. Somehow, I’ve got to keep her talking without pushing whatever button initiates my death.  
 
    “You really think that however long he’s been focused on this task you claim, he hasn’t thought about hooking up with someone? I hate to tell you this, because I’m afraid you’ve got some holier than thou picture of him in your head, but I have no doubt flesh is very much on his mind.” 
 
    She was a good ten feet away from me, but as the words escape my lips, she’s on me. The first slap across my face stings. I’ll give her that. It’s not like I could’ve stopped it. 
 
    “Would you stop egging her on. I’d really like to make sure she’s the only one trying to kill you, today. If she hits you again, I’m not going to be able to stop from rushing in there and strangling her.” 
 
    I’m distracted listening, so I barely register the second slap. If Michael has been sitting around listening, he should’ve realized that the hit was coming, making his last thought meaningless. I somehow tarnished Mrs. Kline’s image of him, and I haven’t even gotten to the part where we kissed. 
 
    “You lie,” she yells in my face.  
 
    I half expect Michael to come rushing in. There were no lie tickles in his words. 
 
    “Do I? Is that even possible for a truthseer? I’ve been asking myself that question since I started seeing through lies.” 
 
    Knowing that Michael is close, even though I don’t know where close is, I see no problem confirming her claim. It’s not like denying it was doing me any good.  
 
    “You started?” 
 
    She backs away two feet. It’s more of a stumble, or at least it would be if she was a human.  
 
    “Didn’t you know? I started seeing through the curse you put on Ian’s mom, and my own curse is starting to unravel now.” 
 
    I’m totally fishing on that first part. I’m not aware of the tricks in an angel’s arsenal, but the fact that I’m frozen makes me think a coma wouldn’t be too difficult.  
 
    “No, that’s not right. You haven’t shown any of the signs that it’s triggered.” 
 
    What? Are there some paint fumes or something killing off her brain cells? I don’t understand why that would suddenly scare her. She’s shaking her head, denying something.  
 
    Hmm. She just said I wasn’t showing any signs, which I know to be false. I guess that answers that question. 
 
    “Why don’t you lie to me? We’ll see if I can tell. Michael and I played that game this morning. Do you want to know what he said that proved to be true? I’ll give you a hint, one of them involved his lips on mine.” 
 
    I know there was a direct order not to egg her on, but it is so easy. I hope Michael is getting a good image of the two of them together, because I have no problem seeing how Mrs. Kline wants to spend her retirement after she kills me. I don’t know which one of them I feel sorry for most. 
 
    Instead of physically hitting me, she lashes out with the same energy that had me splitting in two when I was pulled from my jump. My body stiffens as the pain flows through me. If she expects me to scream, she has another thing coming. 
 
    People love to lash out at me. I’ve always figured that was why Ophelia kept me away from other enchanters after my curse. What I don’t think my mom, or anyone, realizes is that if you hit me once with something, there’s going to be the reaction you expect. The second time, I learn from it and even if the juice is turned up, it doesn’t have the same result. 
 
    The pain is over almost as soon as it starts. I flex and curl my fingers. If you don’t understand the significance of that, you should hang around with Mrs. Kline, because she just made a big mistake thinking I was sufficiently subdued. 
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 Chapter Thirty-five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m not good about being able to tell how much time has passed without looking at a watch, but I can tell you that I’ve been immobile long enough that wiggling my fingers is a cause for immense joy. Even with the energy sucked out of the room, movement means I can at least attempt to physically defend myself. 
 
    Without magic, I need to catch her off guard, which is the only reason I’m not up on my feet pouncing on her. Okay, I’ll concede the fact that I have no idea how to overpower an angel also plays in my decision to think about things before acting. 
 
    If Ophelia was here, I hope she’d be proud of the fact I’m using my head. It only happens once in a missing moon. Yeah, not an expression used often, so go ahead and look it up. You get maybe four of those a century. I’d say that’s about how often I don’t jump to action. 
 
    “Is that really all you got?” 
 
    I’ll admit, I was a little hesitant to taunt before, but now, now I feel empowered. Movement makes any spellcasting better. Don’t ask me why that is. 
 
    Anyway, if she zaps me again, that force is the only thing in this vacuum, so I want to see if I can harness it and turn it back at her. I won’t say it’s exactly wishful thinking, but it’s close.  
 
    When I’m making plans to thwart someone who’s said she wants to kill me, and possibly has the power to do it, I like to be on a little better footing with a plan. Of course, all my planning means nothing when I blink and find my kidnapper is suddenly pinned against the wall with a hand around her throat. 
 
    I guess the simple second slap wasn’t enough for Michael to come rushing in, but the zillion volts to my body got him a little wound up. I should probably be happy he’s finally showed up. I mean, there have been moments in my captive time that I cursed him for not doing his job, according to all those involved. 
 
    That doesn’t change the fact that I was just about to get the upper hand and wanted to prove I didn’t need a guardian angel lurking around. Okay, I’ll concede that upper hand is probably a little generous. Something was going to happen, though, and I was going to make it epic. 
 
    “I should tear your head from your shoulders,” Michael barks in her face. 
 
    The general idea has my full support. If he’d move out of the way so I could participate in the fun, I’d like it even more. 
 
    As it is, I’m stuck staring at his blue shirt clinging to his back as his deep ragged breaths shake his whole body. It’s not a horrible view. I never realized how muscular he was, which isn’t where my thoughts should be right now. Sometimes you just have to admire works of art even if the timing isn’t the best. 
 
    “Let me go.”  
 
    Mrs. Kline is obviously defiant, but her voice lacks any power behind it. I’d say that has something to do with the hands around her throat squeezing. It should be my hands. I just got done thinking about how I want to strangle her. 
 
    My attention on what’s going on with the angels is so focused that I jump when I feel a hand on my shoulder, moving me to get me off the ground. Whether I’ve fully fought through the power holding me still or it’s gone now that Mrs. Kline is a little distracted, something makes it so I can turn my head and see that Mr. Hamilton is there trying to set me right. 
 
    Both instinct and confusion tell my body to pull away from the touch. There are a million questions I need to ask, starting with why his eyes look a little frantic, but there all going to have to wait. As soon as I’m upright, my full body shivers as I feel my nerves are all back online.  
 
    “Tell me who you’re working with. Is there someone else here who’s going to come after her?” 
 
    There is power behind the words. I wish I knew whether it was just persuasion or if Michael was inflicting some pain. A fifty-fifty split would be perfect. Or, maybe the pain side could win out just a little. I know he’s not going to let the idea of there being others go, but the fake principal needs to at least feel some voltage going through her body after she hit me a couple of times. 
 
    “You’re not going to get anything out of me, Michael. You know how this works. You know she has to die.” 
 
    Things move fast in my world, like blink and you’re going to miss it fast. One second, they’re against the brown wall I’m very used to after staring at it for a while. The next, Mrs. Kline is flying through the air as Michael flashes across the room to catch her by the throat and slam her against the concrete floor. 
 
    I should maybe try to get my bearings and figure out where we are, but seeing the concrete give and a person-shaped indent become a new feature is intoxicating. You know by now that I think I’m pretty hot stuff as far as power, but the sheer force behind Michael’s action is electric.  
 
    Brute strength has never been my thing. It has always seemed unnecessary. Seeing it in action, not just in a preset fighting match, makes me want to get a punching bag to play with. Whether that’s an actual punching bag or a person standing in for one is a decision to make at a different time.  
 
    “Tell me who else is coming for her.” 
 
    The demand comes as he picks her up by the throat and throws her back to the wall he pinned her against. Yeah, this whole brute strength thing is really doing something for me. The fact that he’s still wearing those dorky glasses of his and his hair is only slightly disheveled adds to the kind of superhero vibe he’s putting off.  
 
    That’s never been a turn-on for me before. I’m going to have to blame the attraction suddenly clouding my mind on some damsel in distress hormone I’m sure the body puts out when you’ve been kidnapped. Yeah, that’s what we’re going with. 
 
    Mrs. Kline spits out some blood on the floor. Really? She’s bleeding. That seems weird to me. 
 
    Her eyes are wild, wide and darting around for something. I don’t think finding a pipe or something to hit Michael over the head is going to help her much. He hasn’t gone back to squeezing her throat, but she doesn’t seem to be moving to get away. I’m guessing there’s a reason for that. 
 
    “You have no idea what you’re going to be up against. She told me she’s already activated, which means you’ve been hiding it from everyone. When they figure it out, you’re not going to be able to protect her.” 
 
    I don’t know who they are, but the words just aggravate Michael more. It’s hard to believe that’s possible, but the way Mrs. Kline’s body starts flying around the room, crushing into every surface it meets, makes it clear. After ten throws, I’m starting to wonder if the structural integrity of the building will hold up. Chunks of concrete and plaster keep shooting across the room. I even have to duck a few times to keep from losing an eye. 
 
    “Who is they?” Michael asks the question every time he launches her across the room. 
 
    He’s probably not looking for suggestions, but if he wants her to answer, it might be smart to give a little break in the throwing. I’m barely able to follow it all, while avoiding shrapnel, so I doubt she’s able to even catch a breath. The impact must be knocking the wind out of her. 
 
    I don’t know if he hears the thought and acts or just tires out, but after two more throws, Mrs. Kline is pinned against the wall again. Blood is dripping out of her mouth and nose. A few of the impacts were face first, so they left a mark. If she was human, her body would be covered from head to toe with bruises. Since she’s not, I’m a little surprised by the obvious signs of the beating. I shouldn’t be when the room looks like a bomb just detonated in it. 
 
    “If you aren’t going to answer who else is on your team, call them off. That’s the only chance you have of making it out of here alive,” Michael says. 
 
    Wait, who in the world made that decision. He does realize that if he lets her go, she’s not just going to slink away. I don’t care how many times he uses her as a jackhammer. That woman wants me dead, and him showing he cares about my well-being is only going to push that further. The crazy angel has made it obvious she’s got at least a healthy crush on him.  
 
    I look over to where he’s standing five feet away, sort of between me and his target. He doesn’t turn around, but I see his head shake slightly and his left hand push back. Both are signs I take to mean not now, but I’m sure I’m just reading into it. 
 
    Opening my mouth, I try to speak. My lips move, but not a sound comes out. It’s different than when Ophelia and Mrs. Kline slapped a gag over my mouth. It’s like my vocal chords are completely gone. 
 
    Son of a seafaring goat. What is up with people taking away my ability to speak. Am I really that obnoxious? 
 
    “There is no calling them off now. That’s your fault, not mine. How could you let it start? You know what that means for us.” 
 
    I notice that one of her front teeth is missing as she speaks. I can’t imagine that’s going to be easy to find in the rubble. 
 
    “It means we’re going to finally right a wrong. It means, this ends with her.” 
 
    Michael turns and points in my direction. I’m pretty sure no one in the room needs the her in the situation spelled out, but it does give me a chance to get a look at my guardian angel. I thought it was weird seeing Mrs. Kline’s eyes turn red.  
 
    I haven’t spent long looking into Michael’s blue eyes, but the rich lava color of them, is jarring. At some point, he lost his glasses and the superhero look is a little more of an avenging angel. I suppose that’s exactly what he is. 
 
    “The Petravich line must die. We can’t let her live.” 
 
    Michael’s attention goes back to her. If she thinks Mr. Hamilton is really part of that line, whether he’s been cursed to be a bloodsucker or not, I’d think she’d focus on him being around. She claims I was somehow miraculously born after he was turned, so logic says it could happen again. 
 
    “You know what,” Michael hisses. “With your dying breath, why don’t you give a little message to your friends. She is mine, and anyone who comes for her won’t be able to fight us.” 
 
    If the goal was to let her give the message to someone, I don’t know how that’s supposed to work out. The second Michael finishes speaking, he appears in front of Mrs. Kline and rips her head off, tossing it across the room. Green flames like I’ve never seen before ignite both her body and head. 
 
    I don’t know what just happened, but I have a feeling my life just got more complicated. That’s saying something given what people have been throwing at me lately. 
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 Chapter Thirty-six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why couldn’t you just listen to me?” Michael asks. 
 
    The battle fury hasn’t worn off. His words are tight and tense, much like every muscle in his body if I had to guess. His eyes also give it away as he turns around. I almost duck to make sure I don’t cross their path. Chances are good that they could cut a person in half. 
 
    I don’t have an answer, so I’m hoping his question is rhetorical. He wasn’t here in the moment. He couldn’t see what I saw and know that egging her on would have been the right move. The more I did it, the more she said things no one else had told me. I’m sure eventually she would’ve gotten to the force of people she worked with. She’d already mentioned them breathing down my neck. 
 
    “No, egging her on was not the answer, especially not with the fact that you are without a doubt the truthseer. They’ve assumed there had to be a missing child because all their other options were gone. I’ve been trying to make them question those assumptions.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    The question applies to so many things. I haven’t even looked at the man who is supposedly my father. The questions I have about that are basically endless. I’d really appreciate if someone would tell me that part of things is just a joke. 
 
    “It’s not, but that’s beside the point.” There’s no time for me to process that before he continues. “Why they knew there was someone else with in the line is because they just do. I know that isn’t the answer you’re looking for, but those charged with tasks on both sides of this can feel it.” 
 
    “Okay. Why was she surprised that I’d started seeing things? That threw her off, but I figured that’s why she grabbed me. She knew I’d be able to see through her lies soon.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, they’ve killed truthseers before, but it’s always been prior to the transition starting. It has to be.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take this conversation somewhere else.” Mr. Hamilton suggests.  
 
    His voice is the last thing I want to hear right now. Michael needs to explain what in the hell he’s talking about. They’ve told me about the truthseers, but it sure sounded like all the deaths they mentioned were after they were full-fledged lie detectors. 
 
    “I think the better idea is to let the two of you talk,” Michael says.  
 
    He shuts his eyes for a long second. When he opens them they’re back to the blue color I’m used to seeing. I feel him closing up on me, and I’ve got to stop it. Pulling an Ophelia, I reach out and grab the energy that is slowly coming back to the room. Once I feel enough of it flowing through me, which sadly seems weak, I throw it at the entrance to the room, a la iron gate style. 
 
    “We’re not leaving this room until you answer my questions. You can’t give me these half answers anymore. This is my life we’re talking about.” 
 
    Michael is a few feet away, but he closes the distance in a flash, so we’re almost nose to nose. There’s a strange burning smell that I thought was from the burning body, but it gets stronger as he comes closer. 
 
    “This is our life, yours and mine we’re talking about. That’s what you don’t get about all this. It’s not just your life that’s in danger. That’s why she got scared.” 
 
    What did I just say about getting half answers about things? I wait for a second to see if he’s going to add anything, but all he does is stare at me with his intense eyes. 
 
    “You got to give me more than that. What in the world does that mean?” I ask.  
 
    The exclusivity of whose life is on the line seems a little short. I don’t know what happened to Ian, and it’s weird that Mr. Hamilton is here, and Ophelia isn’t. I don’t think she’s dead or anything, but all those people seem to be connected to me and danger lurks everywhere around me. 
 
    As important as my questions are, we should be checking to see what’s going on with Mrs. Renaud. I still think she’s involved with Mrs. Kline in some way because of how weird she was acting. If Michael wants to blow off some steam by getting questions answered, I nominate her as someone to interrogate.  
 
    “When Ian showed up at the faery mound without you, that was my first stop. Our connection was broken momentarily, so I didn’t realize you never left the building. Mrs. Renaud is not an angel. As far as your worry for your little friend, he’s alive, for now.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘for now.’ Did something happen to him during the move.” 
 
    Alive is a good sign, but if I wasn’t there to direct the landing, his body might have knitted back together with body parts switching places. He could have an ear for lips or something. 
 
    “It’s not what you think, so let’s get back to the questions you think are important. If you recall back to everyone’s reaction when you started seeing things you shouldn’t, no one reacted quite like me.” 
 
    I follow his line of thinking. I imagine he’s talking about the Fae who have knowledge of truthseers and not Ian, who thought it was cool. My mom was surprised enough to call Mr. Hamilton in, who denied everything. Mrs. Kline was also in denial mode.  
 
    Michael didn’t blink when he found out, at least not that I saw. He already knew about it at the dance and acted like it was obvious. Of course, the whole news about him being a guardian of the truthseers explains all that. 
 
    “True,” he says. “I knew before they did that you were going to be the first truthseer to actually activate. If you’re old enough, you know all about truthseers, or at least what people like Mrs. Kline want other Fae to know. It’s not just that they’re killed within the first year of being a truthseer like everyone thinks. Truthseers never mature to come into their full powers. They’re killed before they start to see.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I don’t mean to ask the question. My head just feels like it’s about to explode. I have no idea what to think. One day I’m told one thing. The next it’s something else. I swear I’ve heard about truthseers being a thing and the whole information about them dying felt real to me. Why in the world would anyone lie about that? 
 
    Even more important than that, if a person hasn’t shown they can tell the truth from a lie, how in the world do the crazy angels know they’re not killing innocent people. I don’t know my family tree, or how it works, but are they for sure everyone in the line is going to someday activate? 
 
    “Yes, they are. They have been wrong about thinking people are in the line, though,” Michael answers. 
 
    I scrunch my head as I think about all the things I remember hearing about truthseers over the last few days. There’s something bothering me, and I’m trying to figure it out before I ask. Shaking my head, I realize it’s not making sense. 
 
    “But he said he knew the last truthseer who died a few years ago.” 
 
    I don’t bother looking at the man who’s supposed to be my father. I’m pissed that I wasn’t told any of this information, which I’m sure he has to know. He turned into a whole different species to keep from being killed himself. 
 
    “He said he had the power,” Mr. Hamilton says, confusion clear in his voice. 
 
    Well, maybe he doesn’t know as much as I thought. If he’s questioning his own memory, there’s a chance he didn’t keep everything from me. Believe me, there’s enough secrets already there that this one thing isn’t going to make a difference to easing my anger. 
 
    “You’re fifth cousin was always a bit of a charlatan,” Michael replies. “At least that’s what I heard. He wasn’t my charge, but I know they got to him before his guardian could figure out how to activate him.” 
 
    How to activate him? I thought looking at Ian’s mom is what activated me. Is he trying to claim he’s flipped some switch or something to make that happen? 
 
    “That’s something we’re not going to discuss right now. Before you throw a mental tantrum about that, it’s personal.” 
 
    So, because we have an audience, I don’t get to know what he did to me? That’s not happening. I don’t have to remove the gate to get rid of our unwanted guest. They mentioned we were still in the school, so I send Mr. Hamilton to his room. I’m nice enough to concentrate and make sure he reappears in one piece, but as long as he’s not here, I don’t really care how many pieces he’s in.  
 
    “He was only trying to protect you. If you should be mad at anyone, talk to your mom. She’s the one who had you without telling him, and then dropped the information on him via a letter when you turned a hundred.” 
 
    “He’s a bloodsucker. How in the world did she magically have me?” 
 
    The better question is why every word out of Michael’s mouth leads to a new question. We’re supposed to be focused on what he did to me. Not what my mom did two centuries ago. 
 
    “I know that, but I feel sorry for your dad. He gave up everything to make sure his part of the Petravich family line ended with him. Then he found out the love of his life had taken the decision away from him, and now his daughter won’t even look at him.” 
 
    I’m going to have to verify some of that, but it does take a little wind out of my sails. I suppose that’s a different story than him just abandoning me. 
 
    “I’ll think about what that means later. What did you do to me?” 
 
    I reach up and point my finger into his very firm chest. I’m starting to think he added muscles to his appearance to be more impressive during his fight scene. Either that, or I haven’t looked at him closely enough. 
 
    His hand curls around my wrist, but he doesn’t pull my hand away from him. The usual zap has some extra oomph as it sends a shiver up my arm and down to my toes. 
 
    “Technically, I didn’t do anything. The guardians I know always talk about how it’s some activation that turns a truthseer on. We’ve tried pretty much everything we could think of to do it, but until I saw you moving in with your mom, I didn’t understand how it works.” 
 
    “You watched me move in?” 
 
    I know I’ve called him a stalker before, but that’s just weird. I clearly need to pay more attention. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop myself. As soon as you got close enough, I had to be near you. It’s not just you who got activated. You being near activated me, which made me hear your thoughts, live through your senses, know everything going on around you. No one has ever mentioned any of that stuff happening when they find their potential truthseer.” 
 
    “What does all that mean?” 
 
    There feels like there’s something more being left out. Why in the world would just being close to me make things go crazy? It sounds like other angels found their supposed charges and didn’t turn into giant stalkers. 
 
    “It means what I said earlier. That this isn’t just about your life. I’m pretty sure if someone manages to kill you, I’m going to die too. I felt the pain Anne threw at you like it was happening to me. It wasn’t just being in your head. Then, of course, there’s this.” 
 
    He lifts the hand he hasn’t let go of up to his face, pushing the palm with his hand against it. I feel the warm energy flow through my body. It’s so inviting. I want to just curl up with it and relax. 
 
    “Angels can’t share their power with other people, not even other angels. Other guardians have tried over the years, and it always ends with the enchanter fried, literally. Your bodies are not meant to hold this kind of energy.” 
 
    That’s hard to believe after my aforementioned thoughts. With the little sparks when we originally touch, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. The question is why those sparks don’t ignite. 
 
    “That’s a good question, and right now, I don’t have an answer. We can talk about it later. First, we need to go meet with your parents and decide what happens next.” 
 
    My parents, great. They aren’t exactly people I want to deal with, but I have to concede that we should get the conversation about next steps moving as quickly as possible. It sounds like Mrs. Kline’s demise isn’t going to be the last of my worries. 
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 Chapter Thirty-seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I’ve never wondered what Michael’s home life was like. I guess I should’ve considered whether he had a fake mom hanging around to make his portrayal of a student realistic. He’s been around town for a while, so there must be some kind of story. 
 
    After entering his apartment, I look around Michael to see it becomes clear he’s a bachelor living alone. A bean bag chair and a large television on the wall are the only things in the living room. I can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a bean bag chair. His looks to be used often. 
 
    “Not so much these days. I haven’t actually been here in a week, and since you came to town, I only come to take a shower every couple of days.” 
 
    I’m surprised he bothers with a shower at all. Not that I want him creeping outside my window more, which I assume is how he spends his free time. It just isn’t something we have to do. Don’t get me wrong. I can easily spend an hour soaking in a bubble bath.  
 
    “And I do my best thinking while I’m in the shower. Speaking of which, I should probably jump in and get cleaned up before the others get here. The only thing that will kill an angel is hellfire, and that stuff reeks.” 
 
    That would be why my nose still feels like the burning smell has burrowed on every hair. It’s gotten a little better since Michael teleported us to his digs, but I wonder if it’s something I need to wash away too. 
 
    Get your mind out of the gutter. I wasn’t suggesting joining him in the shower. 
 
    “There’s plenty of room if you did want to join, but if I were you, I’d pull out a map and start thinking about where you want to move. When the others get here, they’ll have opinions.” 
 
    As far as I know, no one has called whichever others he’s talking about. I assume he means my parents, but wouldn’t he just say that?  
 
    At this point in everything going on, I’d feel better running away by myself. That’s all I’ve wanted to do for two centuries, but it’s always been impossible. I have to stay with my mother. At least I’m pretty sure I still do. With my eyes changing, maybe I don’t. 
 
    It really doesn’t matter. My shadow wouldn’t let me go. I can see in his eyes as he listens.  
 
    “Where do you suggest we go?” I ask. 
 
    I’m sure he’s right that there will be opinions. I imagine it’s not going to be a pleasant discussion. I know it never is when Ophelia and I talk about where we’re moving next.  
 
    “They’re going to want to hide out where there are no other Fae. Keeping you a secret by making sure no one sees your powers growing.” 
 
    The idea makes a certain amount of sense, but I know there’s a but coming. He doesn’t have to say it to know we’ll stick out like sore thumbs is we’re the only Fae around. Michael has hidden the things I can do, but he’s afraid the energy in me will be too much. 
 
    “Now who’s reading who’s mind. A guardian and truthseer have never connected. We don’t know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “So, I’ll ask again, where do you suggest we go?” 
 
    I understand his reasoning. He didn’t have to spell everything out. I’m not saying I can read him like he does me, but I do feel a sense of insight I don’t with other people. 
 
    “There’s a lot to consider. I don’t suggest flying anywhere. Ian’s mom is still getting her strength back, so that restricts going too far, yet, we can’t stay too close.” 
 
    “Ian’s mom? They’re coming with us?” 
 
    I didn’t get a straight answer from Mrs. Kline whether she was behind the chaos in Ian’s family. I also haven’t gotten a straight-forward update on how his mom is doing. Seeing through her curse was supposedly going to make her better. 
 
    “Since he has a little obsession with you, I’d prefer he didn’t come, but he’s your dad’s ward until further notice.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure his obsession doesn’t hold a candle to yours, if that makes you feel better.” 
 
    “Yes, that makes it so much better. At least his lips haven’t touched these.” 
 
    He lifts his hand up to press a finger against my lips. I think about biting it, but I don’t want whatever stench he’s got going on in my mouth. He moves his hand before I have second thoughts. 
 
    “Smart move. I should get on with that shower.” 
 
    “Wait, you know I have all sorts of questions, but I want to know what you meant when you told Mrs. Kline I was yours.” 
 
    That shouldn’t be the question I’m pushing on right now. We were supposed to be discussing where he wants to go. Maybe wants is the wrong word. If what he says is true about us being connected as deeply as life and death, he’s the only one I trust making the right decision. 
 
    Yeah, trust isn’t the right word either, because I don’t trust anyone at this moment. 
 
    “First, Anne, who you like to call Mrs. Kline, isn’t behind the curse. That’s an enchanter’s doing, and I have no idea what they were trying to accomplish, but we have to keep our eyes open for your kind just as much as mine.” 
 
    The information is good to know, but it’s stalling to get to the real question I asked.  
 
    “Second, my suggestion for places to go is Atchison, Kansas. There are more people, including Fae, that we can blend in with. I know some people there, and they’ll help hide us.” 
 
    Again, it’s an answer to one of my questions, so I’m happy. Maybe we’re going to sit here and play answer Jazz’s questions.  
 
    “No such luck. If I answer all the questions now, we’d be stuck here when the next attack comes.” 
 
    “How do we know it really will come? How many of them can there be? Won’t they know what happened to Mrs. Kline and just leave us alone?” 
 
     Michael rolls his eyes as a smile spreads across his face. I’m rarely looking on the bright side of things, but he was pure fury when he took care of the other angel. That should send a message. 
 
    “That’s more questions, and I don’t have specific answers. I want to think like you just did. That they’ll realize they’re too late and leave us alone. The problem is, that no one really knows what you’ll be. What we’ll be together. They all assume that it’s as simple as seeing through lies and curses, because that’s logical to the lore. If anyone knows differently, it’s your father.” 
 
    And I’m more comfortable having conversations with an angel I swore I’d never trust. I couldn’t even look at Mr. Hamilton when he clearly came to try to rescue me, or at least be there for moral support since Michael was the real rescuer. 
 
    “You’re going to have to stop thinking about him as Mr. Hamilton. Like I said earlier, it’s not his fault you’re just meeting him now. So, give him a break. He has no idea how to act around you.” 
 
    “Since you know so much about him, have you asked him what he knows?” 
 
    “I have, and since he wasn’t ever sure about which side I was on, he neglected to tell me. So, I know I’ve said it a few times, but I have to go jump in the shower. You call your mom and tell her to meet us here. The others are with her.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes, trying to figure out if he’s playing a mind game on me. The last time he said he was getting in the shower, I requested just one answer to a question. He led me on a path to get away from it. I know he did. And I know I want to beat the crap out of him for doing it. 
 
    “Calm down. I’m not leading you on a wild goose chase. We get talking and things just lead other places. There’s so much we have to learn about each other.”  
 
    He reaches up and smooths some of my hair back behind my ear. His hand lingers on my neck, letting the warmth of his touch spread through me.  
 
    “About what’s going on. I want to tell you that everything will be okay, and Anne was the only threat we’ll ever have to face. But then your throat would get sore.” 
 
    “I think if you believe it, it won’t tickle. Can’t you at least pretend?” 
 
    “Not with you. I can’t pretend anymore. That’s why I told her to tell the others you were mine. I’ve already told you I’ll die to protect you and about the draw I feel towards you. Is there really another definition needed for my claim?” 
 
    Yes. That’s a resounding yes. I’ve never been claimed by someone, and at the present moment, I don’t know that I can protest it. Is it a protection kind of claim or something more? I thought I made it clear about how I feel about the something more.  
 
    It’s not going to happen. 
 
    “Is this really what we need to talk about right now? I know how you feel and that it won’t change anytime soon. Even if you were admiring my muscles back in the school basement.” 
 
    My nose crinkles as I mentally kick myself for doing that. He seemed a little busy at the time, so I’d hoped he wouldn’t pick it up. 
 
    “Maybe you should go get in the shower.” 
 
    He’s suggested that enough that I figure it’s my turn. I can understand why he keeps doing it now. There are some subjects we just don’t need to go into deep detail. 
 
    “I’m glad you see that my way. I’ll make it quick. While I’m gone, make yourself at home. I know you’re hungry, but the cupboards are kind of bare. I imagine you can snap your fingers and make something appear, though.” 
 
    As soon as he tells me to make myself at home, I look around again. I wish I could see more than the sad living room. I’m vaguely interested in seeing how an angel lives. 
 
    “There’s a nice memory foam bed in the back bedroom, if you want something more comfortable than the bean bag chair. The left side of the bed is molded to my body, but the right is all yours.” 
 
    I smile and shake my head. He’s not getting me to lay in his bed. I don’t care how connected he thinks we are. 
 
    He winks as he pulls my face closer to his and kisses my forehead. Is it bad that my initial thought is that he missed my lips by about four inches?  
 
    Yes, it is.  
 
    Crap.  
 
    Yes, I’m saying crap about the kiss, but my journal just gave me like a last page warning. I didn’t know that was possible, but here we are. 
 
    I guess this is as good of a place as any. What I’m sure is to follow will be a huge argument about where we’re moving. You probably didn’t want to sit through that anyway. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’m sure my shrink will somehow get me another journal, so we can continue this in whatever new city I find myself. It’s been a while since I’ve been to Kansas, and the idea of touching down there is growing on me.  
 
    I hope you come back to see whether that’s where we land and whether my life has calmed down at all. With the group of misfits I’m traveling with, there’s a good chance the fun is just beginning. 
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