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      If you looked up the word "nondescript" in the dictionary, you'd see my picture staring back at you. Dishwater blond hair, forgettable hazel eyes, no figure to speak of—that's me, Emma Plunkett, in a nutshell.

      That is, until a lot of very strange things started happening to me.

      Of course, weird things happening is almost normal at Nocturne Academy. It is a school for Others—or supernatural creatures—after all. I'm one of the few human students there...or I thought I was, anyway.

      But then my lab partner, Bran, turned out to be a gorgeous Fae warrior. And then he called his best friend, Lachlan, an equally gorgeous Fae mage, to come help me out of a tight spot. After that, things just started spiraling out of control.

      Now when I look in the mirror, I don't even recognize myself anymore. I have the power to Fascinate—which means guys won't leave me alone—even though I really want them to. And somehow I'm supposed to choose between Bran and Lachlan, even though I feel like I need them both by my side. Also, I've been summoned to the Summer Court of the Fae Realm by the Fairy Queen herself.

      I have a feeling some really big secrets are about to come out and I'm not sure I'm going to like what I find out when they do...
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      Way back in the Before Times (by which I mean January of 2020) I had a plan. I was going to write the YA fantasy series I had been dreaming of for years and I was going to get all four books that I had outlined out in the first four months of the year. I did great for the first two books and I even got the first 50 thousand words of book 3, written.

      Then came COVID and all the rest of the crap that 2020 threw at us.

      Please don't get me wrong, I have been so blessed and lucky during this time. I was already working from home, so my schedule didn't change much. My husband was able to start working from home, as well. My son also stayed home and I started to home school him—which is one reason my neatly laid plans for my Nocturne Academy release schedule went right out the window. Now I spend a good chunk of my day doing 7th grade math and remembering how much I have forgotten since I was my son's age. (Who knew the Pythagorean theorem was such a pain in the ass?) But maybe I just feel that way because I have math anxiety…sigh.

      All last year and the beginning of this year, I was wondering if I would ever get back to Nocturne Academy. It's a really fun place for me to let my imagination play and I missed it and Emma and Avery and Megan and Kaitlyn. Finally, this month, I caught up on my writing schedule and then came spring break! I grabbed the opportunity, thinking I could wrap Emma's book up in another 30-40 thousand words. Well, 80 thousand words later, it's finally done. Whew!

      I hope you enjoy reading Emma's book as much as I enjoyed writing it. I want to start Avery's book next, but of course, I can't promise when it will be out. We still have several months of school left, but hopefully I can get back to Nocturne Academy this summer.

      Thanks to all of you who waited patiently for this book and for those of you who made the jump from my Kindred series, which is mostly sexy sci-fi, to a world with magic instead of science. I hope 2021 is better for everyone than 2020 was and that we can all eventually get back to normal when we all get vaccinated! I am waiting patiently for my turn to get a shot, and in the meantime, I'll keep writing, as always.

      Hugs and Happy Reading to you all!

      Evangeline

      April 2021
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      Bran O’Connor was hard to look at.

      I don’t just mean he was ugly, although if I was being honest, he really was. He had lank brownish hair, small no-color eyes, and really just terrible skin. Like pizza-face bad is what I mean. He was also shorter than me, thin verging on scrawny, and one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet.

      Ha—surprised you there, didn’t I? You thought I was just going to go on and on about how awful he looked but I really don’t need to—the popular kids at Nocturne Academy did that plenty. He didn't need me piling it on too.

      He really was a nice guy, though and there was something about him, something I couldn't quite put my finger on…

      But I didn't know that on the first day of our new unit in AP Biology. I just stood there at the front of the room, trying not to let my face sag into an expression of disappointment when Mr. Barron called out,

      “Emma Plunkett, you’ll be lab partners with Bran O’Connor. Go find your seat.”

      Reluctantly, I went to sit beside my new partner. This was my fault—if I hadn’t been late on the first day of this new unit, I might have gotten paired with someone else— someone like Elian Darkwing.

      Yeah, I know his name sounds like something straight out of a vampire romance novel but that's because he is a vampire—or Nocturne, as they call themselves. He's tall and gorgeous and completely unobtainable but hey, a girl can dream right? After all, one of my best friends, Megan, is Blood-Bonded to a Nocturne so maybe it could happen for me too.

      Well, not this time, apparently because now I was stuck with Bran O'Connor which was going to be a problem.

      I don’t mean it was a problem because he was hard to look at. No, the problem was going to be the extra attention having the ugliest guy in school as my lab partner was going to draw from the beautiful people at Nocturne Academy.

      Wow, that sounds incredibly shallow.

      I promise I’m not the prom queen type that can’t be bothered with less than perfect people. I’m a lot less than perfect myself.

      How do I look, you’re probably wondering? Well, look up the word “nondescript” in the dictionary and you’d see a picture of me. And then you’d promptly forget what I looked like because I am that forgettable. Seriously—dishwater brownish-blonde hair, muddy, no-color hazel-ish eyes, no figure to speak of—that’s me. Plain Jane and completely boring.

      Everyone else at Nocturne Academy has something special about them. They’re cool, mysterious vampires, or witches with amazing magical powers. Or they can turn into freaking dragons and fly and breathe fire—which recently happened to another good friend of mine, Kaitlyn. Or they’re pretty, sparkly fairies from the Realm of the Fae just slumming it here in the human world until it’s time to make their debut at the Seelie Court.

      But me? I’m nothing. I’m meh. I’m so bland I make dry toast look exciting.

      Which is why I’m usually able to fly under the radar of the pretty people—in this case, Morganna Starchild.

      Morganna was a Fae with perfectly coiffed honey-blonde hair and huge blue eyes that sparkled like sapphires in her exquisitely sculpted face. Like all Faes, she looked a little like an Anime character come to life with eyes and boobs that were gorgeous and just a little too big and cheekbones that would make any plastic surgeon retire on the spot. She was just basically perfection.

      And lately she’d really had it out for me.

      I don’t know why Morganna started picking on me. Maybe because I’m not as pretty as her. But then again, to the Fae, all humans look like toads. I mean, we’re just so much less perfect than they are, we might as well be one step down on the evolutionary ladder.

      For whatever reason, Morganna had made it her personal mission to make my life miserable lately. And having Bran as a lab partner wasn’t going to help her decide to ignore me and get back to her regular life of being flawless and pretty.

      Speaking of Morganna, she was currently sitting beside my crush, Elian Darkwing and smirking at me as I settled in my chair beside Bran. She was flirting shamelessly with Elian, which was supposed to be against the rules. For time out of mind The Edict—this really strong magic spell—kept the different kinds of Others from dating or having romantic relationships outside their own species. But since my friend Megan and her Nocturne boyfriend Griffin broke the spell, it seemed like all bets were off.

      I tried not to notice the way she was whispering to Elian as she watched me, but I couldn’t help hearing what she was saying.

      “Looks like poor little Emma finally found a boyfriend. And he’s almost as pretty as she is!” she said, in a voice low enough that Mr. Barron couldn’t hear it but loud enough that the pretty people in the room—mostly other Faes with a few Nocturnes thrown in—who were grouped around her like a court around a queen, could.

      A ripple of unkind laughter followed her remark and I felt my cheeks getting hot and red. Great, this was just what I needed this morning—another dose of Mean Girl hazing.

      I didn’t understand why Morganna wouldn’t just leave me alone. But once someone like her decides she’s got it in for you, there’s not much you can do but just keep your head down and try not to attract her attention.

      Which was why having Bran O’Connor for a lab partner was such a liability.

      As I got settled in my seat, I saw that Bran was looking at me. I didn’t think I’d ever been this close to him before, even though he was also a Norm—a regular human with no magical powers—like me. Maybe because he didn’t live at the school like most students—he stayed with his family and commuted to Nocturne Academy every day. He also wasn’t a Frostproof lifer like me—meaning he didn’t grow up in our crappy little town here in Central Florida.

      In fact, he had just transferred here at the end of last semester, but that was long enough for the beautiful people, (Morganna and her crew) to label him a “troll” and dismiss him as nothing more than an ugly little guy taking up too much of the available oxygen.

      “It’s all right—just ignore them,” he murmured and I got my first surprise—his voice did not match his body. At all.

      It was deep and smooth like dark chocolate melting on the back of your tongue. The kind of voice that sends tingles and chills through your whole body, just to hear it. Hello, ASMR hottie. Or he would be if his body matched that voice.

      I looked at him in surprise—or tried to. But somehow my eyes kept sliding away from his face. Frowning, I tried again with the same result. I got only a glimpse of his awful skin, lank hair, and no-color eyes before my own eyes just kind of slid to the side and I found I was staring over his shoulder.

      Weird.

      See, this is what I meant when I said it was hard to look at him. It really was—my mind somehow didn’t want to let me study him too closely.

      Well, maybe it was a psychological thing. I knew having him for a partner was going to make me the butt of more of Morganna Starchild’s jokes, so I subconsciously didn’t want anything to do with him.

      Yeah—that had to be it.

      “Okay, people,” said Mr. Barron, interrupting my train of thought. “Today we’re going to start with an easy lab, just to get our toes wet. This exercise is called ‘Measuring Heart Rate Accurately’ and it only has two requirements—a partner with a pulse and a watch. Everybody good?”

      Several of the girls complained that they didn’t wear watches because they always just looked at the time on their phones. Most places in the Nocturne Academy castle cell phones don’t even work—the magic interferes with them. However, Mr. Barron’s classroom was one of the rare exceptions where you could actually get a signal.

      It didn’t matter though because Mr. Barron had a strict no-phones policy in his classroom. He had one of those clear plastic shoe holders hung over the back of his door, only instead of shoes, the rectangular pockets were full of phones. They were numbered and everyone had to turn off their cell phone and slip it into a pocket at the beginning of class. No exceptions.

      Woe to the hapless student who tried to keep his or her phone, or who forgot to turn their phone off, or at least on silent. Mr. Barron was pretty easy going about other things but he was death on cell phones ringing or beeping in his classroom. He said he could remember when everybody couldn’t get hold of you any time they felt like it and it was a much “better and simpler time.”

      My own phone was in pocket seventeen, down near the bottom of the shoe/phone holder since I was late. It sat there in its plain green case, staring at me mutely from across the room. It wasn’t far from a glittery pink rhinestone case with fluffy feathers sprouting from the top. That one belonged to Morganna Starchild—no surprise there.

      Morganna was one of the girls complaining most vociferously about needing her phone because she didn’t have a watch. But if she thought she was getting it back in the middle of Mr. Barron’s class she was sadly mistaken. Instead, the Biology teacher picked up a battered cardboard box and started handing out rusty, antique looking stopwatches to people with their hands up.

      “You have a watch?” Bran asked me. His deep voice was still freaking me out.

      I pulled back my sleeve and displayed the modestly pretty silver watch my mom had gotten me for my last birthday. It wasn’t an expensive brand but we didn’t believe in luxury items in my house—we couldn’t afford to since it was just Mom and me. The watch was pretty, though, and I wasn’t ashamed to let him see it.

      “Good,” Bran said, showing me his own watch—a chunky leather and metal thing with a face that appeared to show about fifty time zones. It was totally the watch a science nerd would wear, which make me like him a little better. I was kind of a nerd myself.

      “Okay, now here’s how it works, people,” Mr. Barron intoned in a bored voice. “Using your first two fingers, find the pulse in the thumb-side of your partner’s wrist. Count the number of beats you feel in thirty second's time. Then multiply that by two to get their resting heart rate. Do this three times each and take the average. Write it all down and then list some activities you think would lower or raise a person’s heart rate.”

      “Any activities?” Morganna Starchild gave Elian Darkwing a flirtatious, side-long look and giggled.

      “Keep it G rated, please Miss Starchild,” Mr. Barron said dryly. “A good rule of thumb is, if you wouldn’t want your parents to read it, then don’t write it. Okay? Everybody got it? Good—go to it.”

      He went back to the front of the room and settled himself behind his desk with a newspaper and a cup of coffee, leaving the class to fend for itself.

      Mr. Barron was not exactly what you’d call a morning person.

      “Okay, well I guess we’d better get started,” I said. Getting out a piece of notebook paper and a pen, I got ready to go. “You want to go first or should I?” I asked Bran.

      “You go.” He held out his wrist to me and I took it awkwardly between my thumb and my first two fingers, feeling for the pulse.

      Touching him this way gave me a strange little tingle, though I didn’t know why. I tried to keep my head down and focus on my watch face but it took me several tries to get an accurate count.

      “You okay?” he asked at last.

      “Hmm?” I looked up at him and the strangest thing happened. For just an instant my eyes focused on his face and I saw…well, I don’t know what I saw but it wasn’t the Bran O’Connor I knew. The face I somehow glimpsed looked like an angel or a god—high cheekbones, blazing blue eyes, a sensuous mouth—

      I gasped and ripped my hand away from his wrist. What the hell just happened?

      “Are you all right?” Bran’s deep voice sounded concerned. He leaned closer to me and for the first time, I noticed his scent.

      It was amazing. He smelled fresh and wild, like cedar wood and salt from the ocean, and some other dark spice I couldn’t classify.

      Like his voice, his scent didn’t seem to match the rest of him. Of course, I didn’t know what I had expected him to smell like—maybe glue from putting together model airplanes or chemicals from playing with a chemistry set? I don’t know.

      It sounds crazy but I couldn’t help thinking if I just closed my eyes and listened to his voice and smelled his scent, I could almost imagine him as someone else. Maybe the god-like being I’d somehow glimpsed for just an instant when I touched him.

      Which was nuts.

      “Are you okay?” Bran asked again.

      I kept my eyes open and answered him as calmly as I could.

      “Sorry, I just got a little, uh, shock. Like, static electricity—didn’t you feel it?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did,” he murmured in that soft, deep voice of his. I didn’t want to think about how it made me feel so I stuck out my arm at him.

      “Here. You’re turn,” I said.

      He took my hand in both of his and I found that his touch was surprisingly warm and gentle. My body was reacting in all kinds of weird and crazy ways which I was trying desperately to ignore as he found my pulse.

      “Hmm,” he murmured. “Your pulse is jumping all over the place. Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I said tightly, trying not to look at him because I was afraid I’d get that same freaky optical illusion of his face that I had when I was touching him a minute earlier. “I’m just fi—”

      And that’s when my cell phone started to ring.

      I knew it was mine because the ring tone was the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 Prelude. Yeah, I know I’m a geek but it so happens that I like classical music and I’m not ashamed of it.

      Or I wasn’t until my phone started blaring in the middle of AP Biology.

      Mr. Barron’s head jerked up at once like a dog on a scent.

      “All right—whose is it?” He sounded like a dog too—his voice was a low, angry growl.

      I felt my stomach drop all the way down to my school-issued Mary Janes. Mr. Barron had actually been known to suspend people for cell phone infractions and a suspension does not look good on a college application. Especially when you don’t have the money for college so you’re trying to get a scholarship to get out of this crappy little town in the first place.

      In an instant I saw my whole life flash before my eyes.

      I saw myself suspended for my cell phone, then refused any kind of scholarship, then stuck waitressing at the I-Scream, U-Scream ice cream parlor slash diner, which is currently my after school job, for the rest of my life.

      All because I forgot to put my damn cell phone on silent.

      Bran seemed to understand at once what was going on—I must have looked really panicked and guilty. That or else my pulse, which he was still taking, had suddenly gone into overdrive.

      “It’s yours?” he asked me in a low voice.

      I gave a quick, jerky nod, unable to speak.

      “All right,” Mr. Barron snarled, slapping down his cup of coffee so hard that the bitter brown liquid slopped over the side and splattered his newspaper. “I said whose is it?”

      “Which pocket?” Bran asked me softly.

      I frowned at him, what was he planning to do?

      “Number seventeen,” I whispered back.

      He nodded and then looked at the shoe rack, concentrating so hard it almost seemed like he was trying to burn a hole in the plastic pocket which held my phone with his eyes. I thought I saw him whispering something to himself but none of the words I heard made sense to me. They sounded like they were in some other language—one I’d never heard before.

      Suddenly my phone cut off in mid-ring. I threw an amazed glance at Bran. Did he do that or was it just a coincidence?

      Whichever it was, I wasn’t out of hot water yet. Mr. Barron was stalking over to the phone holder, a scowl still on his face. He looked like he was dying to suspend someone.

      “Whose was that?” he demanded, glaring at the class. “I don’t care that it stopped ringing, whoever owns that phone had better come up here and turn it off now, so it doesn’t ring again. If you get up here quick I might only give you detention for a month.”

      Detention for a month? That would spell the end of my after-school job and then I wasn’t sure how Mom and I would make ends meet. She earned enough as a medical transcriptionist to pay the rent on our crappy little apartment and keep the electric on but my salary from the I Scream was what mostly bought the groceries and paid the water bill.

      Still, detention was better than suspension. Maybe my boss, Joey down at the I Scream would let me take a leave of absence or maybe just come in an hour later. I doubted it—he wasn’t exactly the most understanding manager—but I had nothing else to hope for.

      Slowly, I began to raise my hand.

      Only to hear Bran say, “Excuse me, Mr. Barron—I’m afraid that was my phone. It sounded like my ring-tone, anyway.”

      “All right then get up here and turn it off, O’Connor,” Mr. Barron snarled. “And you can count yourself lucky all you get is detention.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      As I stared incredulously, Bran made his way to the front of the room, fished my phone out of pocket seventeen, and turned it off. Thank goodness I didn’t have an overly-girly phone case like Morganna’s. My plain green case really did look like it could belong to Bran or any other guy in the class for that matter.

      “All right, good,” Mr. Barron grumbled as Bran let the phone slide back into its pocket. “And it had better not happen again, O’ Connor.”

      “No Sir, it won’t,” he promised and came back to slide in beside me at our lab table.

      I waited until everyone had gone back to their lab, including Morganna Starchild who was staring with sharp interest at the two of us. But when she finally turned around and focused her attention on flirting with Elian Darkwing again, I felt free to talk.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I murmured to Bran. “I mean thank you—it was amazing—but you really didn’t have to do it.”

      “I know.” He gave me a smile that was surprisingly attractive on his homely face. “But chivalry isn’t dead—at least where I come from. I couldn’t leave a lady in distress.”

      “Where did you come from?” I asked curiously as we resumed doing the lab. “I mean, I know you’re not from this armpit of a town but where did you transfer in from?”

      “Someplace very far away,” was all he said but there was a distant and almost melancholy look in his no-color eyes that touched me somehow. Wherever he came from, it seemed like he missed it and wished he was back there instead of here in Frostproof at Nocturne Academy.

      Not that I blamed him—Frostproof isn’t exactly the most exciting place on the planet. It’s just this tiny little town in the belly button of Florida, right in the middle of a bunch of orange groves. The town’s website likes to point out that it’s a short distance from Legoland (if you call an hour and a half drive through the middle of nowhere short.) But really, the orange groves are all it has going for it. In the spring when the orange blossoms bloom, the whole place smells amazing.

      And that’s it. That’s the nicest thing I can say about my hometown.

      God, sometimes I wanted to get out of here so badly I could taste it.

      We finished taking each other’s pulses, making small talk as we did, and I was surprised to find that Bran had a quick, witty sense of humor. Several times he made me laugh and I found myself really enjoying his company. There was just something about him…I didn’t know what it was but it was definitely there, like a gem buried just under a thin layer of dirt.

      Which may not seem like a very nice description of a person, but it was the best I could think up.

      As class was about to end, Bran reminded me that I’d better take his cell phone on the way out the door and he would take mine.

      “I’ll walk with you to your next class and we can switch there,” I told him.

      “Works for me,” he said, giving me that smile that had no business being so attractive again.

      I was a little dazed about the fact that I’d just offered to walk with him even knowing that Morganna Starchild was going to make jokes about us. But suddenly I didn’t care so much what she said.

      Yes, she might make my life here at Nocturne Academy hell, but I wouldn’t be here forever. Someday soon I was going to get far away from this crappy little town and never look back.

      Of course, at that moment I had no idea how soon my exit from Frostproof was going to be or how far I would go.

      But I was about to find out.
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      “Hey, have you guys noticed anything…different about Bran O’Connor?” I asked, as I got in line with the rest of my Coven to get supper in the vast stone Dining Hall with its four long tables. A banner hung over each table—one for each supernatural group who came here to Nocturne Academy. Royal purple for the Faes, green and gold for the Drakes, red and black for the Nocturnes, and blue and silver for the Sisters.

      This segregation used to be necessary, since the Edict kept different species of Others from mixing. But now that it had been gone for a couple of months, you could see some inter-species flirting was definitely going on—especially between the Drake and Nocturne boys and the perfect, blonde Fae girls.

      Of course, when I say “Coven” your mind probably jumps to witches. And actually, two of our Coven-members were witches—really strong ones, too. Megan, who has long auburn hair and smoky green eyes, turned out to be an incarnation of the Witch Queen, in fact, which is a pretty big deal. She, in turn, brought Griffin into our Coven—he’s a Nocturne, not a witch, but he’s really nice once you get past his scary reputation. His dark good-looks don’t hurt either.

      Avery, our other witch, is a guy and would be normally classed as a warlock. But he takes the title of witch because he’s not interested in any of the traditional male magic done by warlocks. He’s got blue eyes, dark blonde hair and he’s out and proud and has been pretty much all of his life, despite the friction it causes in his family. His dad is a big-shot warlock working on reversing Climate Change—and not having much success, according to Avery—and his mom is a Null—a person from a magical family with no magical powers of their own. His mom accepts him and his dad tries to stay away from home whenever Avery is there.

      I feel bad for Avery because I can tell how much his dad’s avoidance hurts him, but he’s way too fiercely independent to let it make him pretend to be something he’s not.

      Kaitlyn, the fourth original member of our Coven, used to be human like me. But she just recently got back from the Sky Lands—the Drake world—where she underwent an amazing magical transformation. First she went from human to a Made-Vampire and then from that to the only female Drake who can actually turn into a dragon, which all the Drake males can do but none of the females.

      She was standing in line beside me, her long, black hair pulled back to show the gorgeous bronze scales where her scars had been before her transformation. I remembered when, not that long ago, Kaitlyn hid behind her hair and tried to make herself small and unobtrusive. Now she stood straight with her chin up and her mismatched eyes—gold and turquoise—looked you full in the face when she spoke to you. I was so happy for her—her transformation and the love of her fated mate had brought her a joy and peace of mind she hadn’t had since a house fire had killed her parents years before.

      Mr. Seahorse—the little pet chimeling Kaitlyn had brought with her from the Sky Lands—was perched on her shoulder making soft sounds like someone ringing a doorbell. He looked a little like a seahorse—hence the name—with an S shaped body and a rounded little belly. But he also had big, golden wings, tiny bird-like legs and teeny little arms which he always kept curled into his body. Kaitlyn claimed he didn’t even use them when he was hunting, so I wasn’t sure what they were for, but they looked cute.

      Standing beside Kaitlyn was her fated mate and one of the newest members of our Coven—the Drake, Ari Reyes. He was destined to be the Alpha or king of the Sky Lands when his father gave up the throne and Kaitlyn would be their queen.

      Behind Ari was his cousin, Santiago—Saint for short. I don’t know if I would class him as a Coven-member or not. He was what the Drakes called a “Blood Drake” which was supposed to be very bad luck. His Drake was wild and untamable—in fact, several people had died trying to tame it—which meant that the rest of the Drakes refused to let him sleep in their dorm in the West Tower.

      Saint had inky black hair and eyes and an intense way about him that was slightly disturbing. I don’t want to be mean, but I could kind of understand where the rest of the Drakes were coming from when they claimed to fear him too much to let him sleep in their dorm. He had ended up in the boy’s section of the Norm Dorm instead, which he shared with Avery. Despite the fact that Avery was gay and most Drakes were extremely homophobic, he and Saint seemed to be getting along surprisingly well so far.

      The last member of our little group was Jalli—short for Jallisa—who was Ari’s little sister. She was fourteen with long dark hair and eyes and friendly as a puppy—an absolute sweetheart we had all fallen in love with from the minute Kaitlyn brought her back to study at Nocturne Academy with us. She had a club foot but she was scheduled for surgery soon to correct it. In the meantime, she hopped around with complete unconcern for how anyone looked at her and chattered away in her friendly little bird-like voice to anyone who would listen.

      And last there’s me—the only one in our Coven with absolutely nothing magical about her at all. I don’t breathe fire or drink blood or do magic spells or even come from a magical land of flying monsters, like little Jalli. I’m just plain old Emma Plunket of Frostproof, Florida—as boring and forgettable as they come.

      But don’t get me wrong—despite the fact that I couldn’t help being just a tiny bit envious of my Coven-mates’ magical abilities, I still felt incredibly lucky to have them. They were the best friends I’d ever had—would ever have, I was sure—and I couldn’t make it through Nocturne Academy without them.

      “Different how?” Avery said, turning around to frown at me.

      “Huh?” Lost in my own thoughts, I had forgotten my original question.

      “You asked us if we had noticed anything different about Bran O’Connor,” Megan reminded me.

      “He’s the new Norm boy, right?” Kaitlyn asked. “I think I’ve seen him in study hall before.” She shrugged. “He seems nice enough.”

      “He is in my wrestling class,” Ari volunteered unexpectedly. “He is…surprisingly strong.” He frowned. “Much more than you would expect, considering his size and stature.”

      “Why are you interested in him, Emma?” Griffin asked. “Has he caught your fancy?” This, of course, was his cool, Nocturne way of teasing me.

      “No. No, of course not,” I denied hastily, feeling my cheeks get hot with a blush.

      “If you have no interest, why are your cheeks becoming red?” Saint asked, sounding honestly curious. “If you truly weren’t interested in him, I don’t believe you would have such a physical reaction.”

      “Saint, let her alone!” Jalli elbowed him in the ribs, which was certainly something I wouldn’t have dared to do to the dark, brooding Drake. “It’s Emma’s own business if she has a crush on the new boy.”

      “I do not have a crush on him!” I exclaimed—loudly enough that several people outside our group glanced at us.

      To my mortification, I saw that two of the people staring happened to be Morganna Starchild and Elian Darkwing. Elian raised slim, elegant black eyebrows in surprise and Morganna giggled and whispered something in his ear that caused one corner of his mouth to turn up in a cool, disdainful smile.

      Oh God! I turned my head away, trying to pretend I didn’t notice them staring and laughing at me. Why did it seem like Morganna was always around whenever something embarrassing or awful happened?

      “Take it easy, Emmers,” Avery said, using his pet name for me. “We’re not trying to hook the two of you up. We just wanted to know why you were interested in Bran O’Connor—that’s all.”

      “I am not interested in him. There’s just something different about him. I don’t know,” I muttered, still embarrassed. “I can’t explain it or put my finger on it, it’s just a feeling I get.”

      “He’s a Norm, right?” Megan asked, using the word for a plain human who comes from a human family with no magical background.

      “Right.” I nodded. “But he stays with his family in town instead of sleeping at the Academy. That’s why he’s not in the Norm Dorm with us.”

      Actually, I could have stayed with my mom and commuted as well. But I liked living in the Norm Dorm with my Coven-mates and besides, our tiny apartment back home always reeked of cigarette smoke, since my mom has a four or five pack a day habit. Even the damp dungeon air of our underground dorm was better than living in a haze of smelly smoke.

      “Well, if he’s a Norm, maybe we ought to invite him to sit with us at mealtimes,” Kaitlyn said. “That would be a nice thing to do. It’s hard when you feel like you don’t fit in,” she added in a low voice. “I know all about that.”

      “We know you do, Katydid,” Avery said gently, smiling at her. Avery is sweet and protective with all us girls in the Coven. He’s like the big brother I never had but always kind of wanted.

      “I think Kaitlyn is right—we should invite Bran O’Connor to sit with us,” Megan said decisively. “After all, if you guys hadn’t invited me to sit with you when I first came to Nocturne, I don’t know what I would have done. Probably slit my wrists the first time Nasty Nancy and the Weird Sisters came after me.”

      “Speaking of Nancy and her crew, don’t they look lovely in their hairnets,” Avery remarked, grinning.

      Nancy Rattcliff and her two followers, Missy and Jasmine, were standing behind the serving line, slopping food onto the ubiquitous green plastic trays everyone in line was holding. They were indeed, wearing hairnets and white industrial serving aprons as well as plastic gloves as they served the food. Serving like this was part of their punishment for trying to get Kaitlyn and Megan both killed—though at different times and on separate occasions.

      Don’t get me started on the details—it’s a long story. Let’s just say that Nancy and her crew were as nasty as Morganna Starchild, though not nearly as pretty.

      Because nobody out-pretties the Fae.

      They are literally the most gorgeous—and stuck-up—creatures in this world or the next, as my mom liked to say. But what Nancy and the Weird Sisters lacked for in looks, they more than made up for in evil.

      Luckily, the Headmistress of Nocturne Academy—Ms. Nightworthy—wasn’t about to tolerate the kinds of nasty pranks and life-threatening plots Nancy and Co cooked up—literally, in one case. She had banned them from using any magic at all—good or bad—outside a classroom setting. And then they could only use it in magical classes, under a teacher’s direct supervision—not any of their other classes, where they’d been using magical means to cheat.

      In order to be certain Nancy and the Weird Sisters were obeying her orders, Headmistress Nightworthy had asked one of the teachers to lay a spell on Nancy and her friends which sounds an alarm in her office if any of them breaks the rules. As a result, Nancy couldn’t do so much as a cheer charm without getting ratted out. Now her too-large mouth was turned permanently down like she’d been sucking lemons because it made her so angry not to be able to screw with people magically.

      She couldn’t screw with their food either—which was another spell they had done not that long ago. I vividly recalled the paprika-looking magic dust they had sprinkled on a Sheppard’s pie. It had acted like a kind of magical MSG and made me want to eat more and more until that night in the Norm Dorm I had nearly exploded from overeating. It had been a miserable experience but now Headmistress Nightworthy had put some safeguards in place.

      Safeguards my Coven-mate, Avery, was about to exploit. He never ate anything the cafeteria fixed, preferring to live on over-creamed and sugared coffee during the day and the delicious “second dinner” he cooked for us almost every night with ingredients he “borrowed” from the kitchen. But ever since Nancy and her Weird Sisters had been serving, Avery had been getting in line with the rest of us—mainly to get revenge for all the awful things Nancy had done. He called it his “daily dose of schadenfraud.”

      “All right, girls—let’s see it,” he remarked, as he strolled up to the line, holding his green tray in his hands.

      Nancy narrowed her dark eyes at him, her large lips pursed into a white line.

      “What do you want, Avery?” she snapped.

      “Hmm, well now…” Avery made a considering face, rubbing his chin as though it was a tough choice. “Technically I can eat from the Sisters’ food, though I’m also okay with the Norm food. Let’s start with the Sisters first.”

      “This is it.” Nancy pointed to a platter of delicious looking lamb chops with roasted potatoes.

      “Hmm, very appetizing,” Avery remarked. “I’m sure you and your little friends will enjoy having some of that. Oh, but wait…” He tapped his temple. “Now I remember, you and your Weird Sisters are only allowed to eat Norm food for the rest of your time here at Nocturne Academy. So let me see what the Norms have today.”

      The fact that Nancy and her friends were only allowed to have Norm food was another part of their punishment—and believe me, it really was a punishment. Let’s just say the food served to non-magical people like myself at Nocturne Academy was not exactly gourmet fare.

      “It’s this,” Nancy said sourly, pointing to a casserole looking dish that appeared to be just a flat expanse of melted orange cheese, since no one had asked for any yet. I was unhappily aware that, aside from Nancy and the Weird Sisters, I was probably going to be the only person in line who got a scoop of the stuff. And you never could tell what was beneath the ubiquitous layer of cheese.

      “Well now, that does look interesting,” Avery remarked, grinning. “Why don’t you try some, Nancy—maybe I’ll have it.”

      “You know you won’t—you never do,” Nancy snarled at him. I had heard a rumor she and her friends were doing their best to live off protein bars and things like that, they could get on the weekends and smuggle into school with them. Clearly she didn’t like the Norm food any more than I did—which was, of course, why Avery delighted in making her taste it.

      “Go on,” he said, making a gesture with his tray. “Try it, Nancy. You know Headmistress Nightworthy instituted a rule that any student who wants to can ask you to try a bite of the food you’re serving—just to make sure you’re not screwing around with it.”

      “This is tuna casserole with green beans, lima beans, kidney beans, green peppers, and freaking mango salsa in it,” Nancy snapped. “I’m not eating it!”

      “Oh, yes you will.” Avery had a steely glint in his blue eyes. “Or there’s going to be trouble. Go ahead, Nancy, sweetheart—get yourself a nice big bite so I can make sure you haven’t put anything nasty in it.”

      As if putting that weird assortment of veggies, beans, and fruits in with tuna fish wasn’t nasty enough, right? But sadly, this was not an uncommon occurrence at Nocturne Academy. The cafeteria Lunch Ladies didn’t seem to think Norms counted as people—probably because we don’t have any magical powers. So they took whatever was left over from the day before of the Drakes and Fae’s and Sisters’ food, mixed it all together, and covered it in a layer of disgusting orange cheese that looked and tasted like melted crayons. It was generally awful and I didn’t blame Nancy and her crew for preferring protein bars.

      But there was no way she could get out of tasting it. This, too, was part of her punishment.

      Glaring at Avery, she snatched up a clean teaspoon and dug a chunk out of the Norm casserole. The smell that came with it was not good—extremely fishy and fruity and confused—like a tuna fish had gotten into a fight with a mango and both of them had lost. Nancy got the bite close to her oversized mouth and then her nostrils flared. She pulled the spoon away, looking like she was going to be sick.

      “I’m not doing it,” she snapped. “I can’t.”

      “But you can, Nancy my love,” Avery said, smiling wickedly. “And if you don’t like Norm food, maybe you should have thought twice about it before you attempted to have Megan killed and then tried to feed Kaitlyn to the Guardian in the moat. Personally, I think the Council of Elders should have banished or imprisoned you for life. Taking a bite of stinky tuna casserole is getting off light. Now eat it.”

      He glared at Nancy and we all knew how this was going to end.

      Still glaring back the whole time, she shoved the bite of confused tuna-mango casserole into her mouth, chewed twice, and swallowed as fast as possible. I though for a minute that she might gag, but somehow she got it down.

      “There now.” Avery smiled pleasantly at her. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? And it looks so yummy. But you know…” He cocked his head to one side as though thoughtfully considering. “I think I’ll pass. Thanks anyway for showing it to me.”

      Grinning, he left his empty tray on the dull silver top of the steam table and moved on down the line as Nancy bared her big white teeth at him.

      Saint looked at Avery in surprise, his black eyebrows raised almost to his hairline.

      “Avery, my friend, I had no idea how vindictive you could be,” he remarked, as we all moved past the place where Nancy and her friends were serving.

      Avery’s blue eyes flashed.

      “Only when it comes to putting would-be-murderers in their place,” he snapped. “And before you start, you should know I’m not kidding. That witch with a capital B back there honestly tried to put both Megan and Kaitlyn six feet under not that long ago. I might forgive a plot against my own life, but if you mess with my Coven-mates, you’re going to pay.” He smirked. “Even if you only pay in bites of stinky tuna-mango casserole, you know?”

      Saint held up the hand he wasn’t using to hold his tray in a “don’t shoot” gesture.

      “I meant no disrespect. You show loyalty, rage, and fierce bravery. My Drake approves.”

      This seemed to mean something because Kaitlyn and Ari exchanged a startled look with each other.

      “Your Drake approves?” Avery asked, frowning as we finished getting our food—well, those of us who got some, anyway. I wasn’t about to ask for a scoop of the tuna-mango casserole after Nancy had almost gagged on it.

      Saint nodded.

      “My Drake approves of you.” He frowned. “This is…most unusual. He has never approved of anyone before—at least, he has never told me so.”

      We all knew that the Drake guys were a two-in-one kind of deal. They were essentially two beings who shared one body and switched back and forth from human to dragon form. Kaitlyn, however, was an exception. Though she could now turn into a dragon herself, she had only one consciousness inside her—which was a good thing, as far as I was concerned. I could only imagine how confusing it would be to share a body with someone else.

      “Well…thanks, I guess,” Avery said at last, looking at a loss for what else to say. I knew he and Saint were getting along, sharing the boys half of the Norm Dorm, but I wasn’t sure how much they were talking. After all, you can “get along” with someone and hardly say a word and Saint didn’t exactly strike me as a chatterbox.

      “My Drake says you are very welcome,” Saint told Avery, after a moment, as though consulting his inner other half. “He says he likes your spirit of vengeance.”

      For just a moment, his eyes flashed from black to blood red in his handsome face.

      I couldn’t suppress a shiver. Rumors about Saint and his Blood Drake were all over the school—the thing that lived inside him was bad news. So it was maybe not so great that it seemed to have taken a shine to Avery.

      Avery, however, only smiled.

      “Thanks, roomie,” he said, grinning. “Tell your Drake any time he wants to come out and help me get revenge on Nancy and her Weird Sisters, I’ll be ready to go.”

      “Do not say that!” Ari looked truly alarmed as he put a hand on Avery’s shoulder.

      “What? Why not?” Avery frowned, though he didn’t try to shake the other boy’s hand off.

      “Drakes are very literal,” Kaitlyn answered for him. “If Saint’s Drake thinks you want him to come out and, oh, say…bite Nancy’s head off…” She shook her own head, frowning. “Well, he’ll most likely do it.”

      “Uh-oh—sorry.” Avery looked abashed, which doesn’t happen often with him. He’s usually very self-confident. “I’m sorry,” he told Saint. “I didn’t mean I wanted your Drake to kill Nancy. Even if she does deserve it,” he added in a rebellious mutter.

      “Avery!” Kaitlyn and Megan and I all said at the same time and with the exact same inflection. I felt a little tingle of power as we did. Our Coven is very “one-minded”—a sign of a Coven with extraordinarily close members—and we occasionally all voice the same thought or emotion at the same time.

      “All right, girls—sorry.” Avery sounded more repentant this time. “Please ask your Drake not to kill Nancy, Santiago,” he said formally to Saint. “No matter how angry I am at her for what she tried to do to my Coven-mates.”

      Saint frowned thoughtfully and was silent, as though listening for a moment.

      “No,” he said at last. “He says he will not kill her. Well, not unless she offers you insult or harm.”

      “You mean ‘you’ as in us—as in our whole Coven?” Megan asked, looking at Saint with interest.

      “No,” Saint said shortly. “Just Avery.”

      Then he took his tray over to our table, in the far corner of the vast Dining Hall, without another word.

      “Well,” Griffin said at last, after we had all stood there staring for a moment. “We had better go eat. Or, in my case, drink before the dinner hour is over.” He lifted his bottle of chilled animal blood and he and Megan followed Saint. Avery and Jalli went next but I stayed a moment to fix myself a big glass of iced tea from the beverage table beside the cafeteria door. I would need it to tide me over until “second supper” when Avery cooked for all of us. I hoped he was making roast chicken again—it was my favorite.

      I was just taking my tea towards our much smaller, humbler Norm table, when something bright lying on the grey, flagstone floor caught my eye. I knelt carefully beside it and saw that it was one of the living hair ornaments that were in fashion with all the Fae girls right now.

      Only this one wasn’t living anymore.

      “Poor thing,” I murmured as I lifted the brilliant Blue Morpho butterfly, still attached to a hair comb. Either some careless Fae girl had lost it or simply thrown it down when it died.

      They only liked live creatures to adorn themselves with—almost every one of the girls at the Fae table currently had a brilliantly colored moth or butterfly fluttering helplessly in her hair. I wasn’t sure what kind of magic they used to keep them in place but it was clear that whatever power had kept the Blue Morpho alive had run out.

      I sighed as I stared at the tiny, brilliant butterfly in my hand. It made me sad to see the lovely little creature tossed aside like so much trash—and even sadder to think that it had given its short life in service to some bubble-headed Fae’s vanity.

      “It’s a shame, isn’t it?” a deep, familiar voice said in my ear.

      I gasped and jumped, nearly spilling my tea. From the corner of my eye, I thought I saw a tall, muscular guy with dark gold hair and brilliant blue eyes standing beside me. Then my vision cleared and I saw it was only Bran O’Connor.

      “Oh, the living ornaments, you mean?” I asked, handling the butterfly hair-comb carefully in one hand and still holding my glass of tea in the other. “Yeah, it is. It’s not right to make a living creature into nothing more than a piece of jewelry to stick in your hair.”

      “It’s a perversion of the Natural Magic,” he agreed, which surprised me. “A living thing shouldn’t be fixed in place until it starves to death just to feed someone’s vanity.”

      “A ‘perversion’ of magic? What does that mean? What do you know about magic?” I asked him. “You’re just a Norm like me, right?”

      For a moment I thought I saw a look of alarm slide over his face. But I couldn’t be sure—as I mentioned before, it was really hard to keep him in focus for some reason.

      “I’m just…stating what I learned in my Magical Studies class,” he said quickly.

      “You take Magical Studies? Why?” I asked.

      “Because I…want to know more about this world.” He gestured with one hand—the one that wasn’t holding a tray. “The Magical World. It’s one reason I’m at Nocturne Academy in the first place. My father is a Professor of Magical Lore and I want to follow in his footsteps.”

      “Oh. Okay.” I shrugged, though it seemed strange. Not that many Norms know about the Magical World, as Bran had put it. I only knew myself because some unknown donor was paying to send me here, to Nocturne Academy.

      I had no idea who my mysterious benefactor was or why they would pay the extremely expensive tuition to send a blah little nothing of a Norm like me to a magical school, but I wasn’t about to turn down the scholarship. The only other option for high school in the area was Frostproof High—a dusty, drab, D-rated school full of sullen redneck students who drove pickup trucks with those stupid fake testicles dangling beneath them and would rather be out shooting things in the woods with their shotguns than learning Trigonometry or World History or anything, really.

      So, yeah, I was grateful to be at Nocturne Academy. Even if the Norm food did suck.

      And speaking of the food, I saw that Bran had a scoop of the weird tuna-mango salad on his green plastic tray.

      “I wouldn’t eat that if I were you,” I said, nodding at it. “You might really regret it later.”

      “Oh, I wondered about that.” He gave the scoop a doubtful look. “I thought it might be some kind of regional specialty.”

      “No, it’s definitely not,” I assured him. “It’s complete slop, but that’s what we Norms get to eat around here.” I shrugged sadly, indicating the vast stone Dining Hall. “Now, if you want good regional cuisine, you ought to come down to the I Scream, U Scream Ice Cream shop and Diner,” I told him. “I work there some days after school and most weekends—they make the best burgers and fries and shakes around. It’s not gourmet but it’s sure better than that.” I nodded again at his tray.

      “Thank you.” Bran’s homely face broke into a smile. “I’ll take you up on that offer. What nights do you work?”

      Oh crap—did he think I had invited him just to come and see me? And why did that thought make my heart start pounding?

      “Um…” I was saved from answering by the realization that we were standing beside the Norm table and all my friends and Coven-mates were looking at us expectantly. We must have been walking while we were talking, though I had barely noticed moving, I was so engaged in our conversation.

      “Hey Emmers,” Avery said, his blue eyes dancing, though he was careful to keep his tone light. “And who might this be?”

      As if he didn’t know.

      “Um, this is Bran O’Connor,” I said awkwardly, introducing him to the group despite my embarrassment, since it seemed I now had no choice. “Bran, this is Avery, Megan, Griffin, Ari, Kaitlyn, Saint, and Jalli,” I said, nodding at each of them in turn.

      “I already know him from our wrestling class. Hello,” Ari said, giving a respectful nod and I remembered him saying how strong Bran was.

      “Have a seat with us, Bran.” Griffin said formally.

      “We’re a table of misfits but we all get along,” Megan offered, smiling.

      “You guys can sit by me!” Jalli was bouncing in her chair as she indicated the two empty seats across from her.

      “Thanks, but maybe some other time,” Bran said politely. “I’m actually scheduled for some extra study time with Mr. Barron right after dinner and I think I’m going to be late if I don’t hurry.” He glanced at the huge clock on one grey stone wall of the Dining Hall. Its four quadrants were divided into the four symbols for the Others who attended Nocturne Academy.

      There was a green and gold dragon circling around the number 3, a gorgeous flower with silky purple petals and a vivid green stem twined around the 6, a black cat was arching its back at the 9, and at 12, a single glittering drop of ruby red blood hung from the top curve of the 2.

      “It was nice to meet you all,” Bran said, nodding at the table in general. He smiled at me. “I’ll see you later, Emma—maybe someplace with better food.”

      Then he walked away to go dump his tray.

      I frowned as I watched him go. He moved with a surprising, fluid grace that didn’t seem to go with the rest of him at all. In fact, none of him seemed to match his outward skinny, pizza-faced nerd appearance. Not his voice or his scent or his walk or the easy, confident way he carried himself. And what about that talk about the “perversion of Natural Magic” or whatever it was he had said? How strange was that?

      What was going on with Bran O’Connor?

      I wondered if I would ever find out.
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      We were all settled happily in the Norm Dorm, after an excellent second supper of roast chicken, (thanks to Avery,) when Kaitlyn’s pet chimeling started acting strangely.

      First he started whirring around her head.

      Normally at night, when we were all winding down, Mr. Seahorse seemed to get as sleepy as we were. He would doze on Kaitlyn’s shoulder, barely moving, his large golden wings fanning the air somnolently. Sometimes he even fell asleep right there and emitted the most adorable tiny, squeaky snores. This usually made us all laugh and he would wake up and chime at us indignantly before promptly closing his large, dark eyes and going back to sleep.

      But not tonight. Tonight he was whizzing around Kaitlyn’s head like a whirling dervish, his golden wings flapping so fast they almost seemed to vibrate like a humming bird’s.

      “Oh, Mr. Seahorse! What is it? What’s wrong?” Kaitlyn exclaimed, looking at her little pet in concern.

      “What’s going on with the little guy?” Avery asked, looking up from where he was stacking our plates neatly in the wooden cupboard where he kept them when we weren’t eating second supper.

      “Yeah—what happened to him?” Megan asked anxiously.

      “I don’t know!” Kaitlyn wrung her hands in worry. “Oh dear, I don’t know anything about chimelings and Ari’s already gone back to the West Tower for the night!” she said. “Quick, Megan—get Jalli.”

      Jalli had already turned in for the night but Megan went to get her. As a resident of the Sky Lands, where the little chimeling had come from, maybe she would know more about what was happening than the rest of us.

      “What’s wrong?” She came out rubbing her eyes and yawning sleepily. But the minute she saw Mr. Seahorse whirring around Kaitlyn’s head like a crazy thing, her eyes popped open and she gasped, “By the first Drake—he’s spawning!”

      “He’s what? What does that mean?” Kaitlyn demanded, sounding desperate. “Please tell me he’ll be okay, Jalli!”

      “I think he will,” Jalli said. “But if the legends are true, we have to get him outside fast.”

      “Outside the castle?” I asked doubtfully. Being outside after curfew was a serious offense. If you were caught you could count on suspension at the least—expulsion at the worst.

      But now was clearly not the time to worry about breaking the rules.

      “Come on,” Megan said quickly. “I know a way.”

      At that moment, Saint popped his head out of the boy’s dorm, frowning.

      “What is all the commotion?” he wanted to know.

      “Oh, Saint—Mr. Seahorse is spawning!” Jalli exclaimed in wide-eyed excitement. “At least I think he is. Come with us to see!”

      Saint’s black eyes widened.

      “To see a chimeling spawn is considered to be the best of luck,” he remarked. “But…” His face fell. “I cannot go. I fear the presence of my Drake would scare all the spawnlings away.”

      “Okay, we’ll be back in a minute,” Megan told him. “At least, I assume we will.”

      She looked at Mr. Seahorse doubtfully. The little chimeling was going faster and faster, working himself into a lather, I thought.

      “Okay, it’s okay,” Kaitlyn crooned, trying to soothe him. “Come on, we’re going to take you outside right now, little guy.”

      With Kaitlyn in the lead, Avery, Jalli, Megan, and I all hurried up the spiral staircase that led to the trapdoor exit to the Norm Dorm. Griffin, like Ari, had gone some time ago so it was just our original Coven—well, aside from Jalli.

      All of us were wearing our “jammy britch” as we called our PJs and the warm, fuzzy robes and slippers that kept us toasty, even in the chilly dungeon dorm. We must have made quite a sight, rushing through the darkened halls of the old stone castle, our slippered feet hush-hushing on the flagstone floors as we followed Megan to the exit she said she knew of.

      Luckily, nobody was watching—or if they were, they didn’t catch us. We made it to a little side-corridor which shouldn’t have been there—at least, not given the layout of the castle—without anyone stopping us.

      “Here it is—here’s the door.” Megan pushed open a heavy wooden door, letting in a humid breath of Florida night air. The minute she did, Mr. Seahorse flitted outside and the rest of us tumbled out after him, like a bunch of kids chasing an oversized butterfly.

      I began sweating at once—even at night, the Florida heat was no joke. I would have loosened my robe but I didn’t dare offer the mosquitoes buzzing around more of a target than they already had.

      The moon outside was full and bright—it glimmered on the lake beyond the trees that surrounded the castle. The brilliant light made it easy to see the little chimeling darting from branch to branch of the various trees and bushes, as though trying to find the perfect place to perch. He seemed like he just couldn’t make up his mind because he was going all over the place and chiming loudly as he did, making a sound like someone leaning on a doorbell.

      “Oh, what’s he doing?” Kaitlyn moaned, nearly dancing with anxiety. “Is he in some kind of pain?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jalli said, putting a hand on her arm. “Try and relax, Kaitlyn—from all the books I’ve ever read, he’s just trying to find just the right place to release his spawnlings.”

      “What in the world are ‘spawnlings’?” I asked, slapping at a mosquito as it buzzed around my ear.

      But just at that moment, Mr. Seahorse answered my question.

      Settling at last on a branch just a few feet from Kaitlyn’s head, he uncurled those tiny little arms of his and began rubbing his rounded belly with two teeny little hands.

      “Oh dear—do you have a tummy ache, Mr. Seahorse?” Kaitlyn asked him anxiously. “Oh, I thought your little belly was looking awfully big and round lately. I wonder if you ate a bad insect or something?”

      “It’s not that at all,” Jalli told her.

      “She’s right,” Avery said. “Look—what’s he doing?”

      It was a fair question, for the little chimeling had stopped rubbing his belly and now he was tugging at it with his little hands—almost like a woman wearing an apron might tug open a pocket.

      Or no, not a pocket, I realized…

      “A pouch!” Megan exclaimed. “Look—he has a pouch! Like a kangaroo!”

      “A what?” Jalli asked, frowning. Being from the Sky Lands, which was a whole different realm, she naturally didn’t know a lot about Earth animals yet.

      I started to explain about Australia and kangaroos and other marsupials but just then something tiny and bright flew out of Mr. Seahorse’s pouch. It looked like a spark—or maybe a lightning bug. Then another came out and then another and another.

      Soon a whole swarm of the tiny, sparkling creatures was issuing out of the pouch, which the little chimeling continued to hold open with his tiny hands.

      “Oh, spawnlings!” Jalli exclaimed.

      “What?” Kaitlyn still looked confused.

      “Baby chimelings,” Jalli explained. “There must be over a hundred of them!”

      “Babies?” Kaitlyn looked even more confused as she stared at her pet. “Mr. Seahorse
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