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            LOCK AND KEY

          

          NOCTURNE ACADEMY, BOOK 1

        

      

    

    
      What do a mysterious necklace, forbidden Blood Magic rituals, and a tall, sarcastic Nocturne boy with the face of a fallen angel all have in common?

      Me, apparently.

      Because ever since I started school at Nocturne Academy, strange things have been happening to me. There's the weird key necklace I found at a flea market and put on...which starts to choke me when I try to take it off. Also, the fact that I met a boy—a tall, beautiful, bitingly sarcastic Nocturne—who has a necklace that matches it, only his has a lock. His name is Griffin Darkheart and I can't seem to stay away from him, even though he's being Censured for mysterious crimes nobody seems to know the details of. Add that to the fact that the student body is composed of vampires, witches, were-dragons, and fairies and I no longer know what my future holds.

      Right now I'm just hoping to graduate alive, but that may not be possible.  Because Nocturne Academy is full of deadly dangers...

      And I've already got a target on my back.
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      “Blood stones.”

      “Excuse me?” I looked up from the heap of jewelry, laid out the rickety folding table. It sparkled like plastic diamonds under the hot Tampa sun.

      “Blood stones,” the old woman who stood behind the table said again. She nodded at the necklace I’d been examining. It stood out in the glittering, tawdry jumble, maybe because it didn’t glitter—at least, the necklace itself didn’t. The fine-linked chain was made of some matte black metal I had never seen before. Hanging from it was an unusual pendant—a single key made from the same black metal and studded with four tiny crimson stones. The key was about an inch long and felt unusually heavy in my hand.

      “You mean these?” I pointed to the stones set in the head of the key. “I thought they were garnets.” There’s no way they could be rubies. Nothing that valuable would turn up at a flea market on the bad side of town. At least, I assumed this was the bad side of town. I’d only been in Tampa a few hours but so far I wasn’t impressed.

      “They’re rare.” The old woman nodded solemnly, as though imparting a piece of secret wisdom. “A piece like this…it’s not for just anyone.”

      “Riiiight,” I said skeptically. I could tell what the old woman was trying to do—she wanted to make the necklace seem special, unique. Doubtless so she could charge more for it.

      I was tempted to put it down and walk away. The flea market was crowded and loud and the heat from the Florida sun was oppressive—like wearing a fur coat I couldn’t take off. The long-sleeved Henley shirt I had on wasn’t helping but changing clothes wasn’t an option. All these minor aggravations added up and I was in no mood to be hustled, especially by a saleswoman who looked like one of the three weird sisters from Macbeth.

      But somehow I couldn’t let the necklace go.

      “Try it on,” the old woman urged, leaning forward. “You’ll know if it’s right when you try it.” She had straggly gray hair and a hooked nose with a wart on one side. Seriously, all she needed was a broomstick and a black cat to complete the image.

      “I don’t know…” I said. But already my hands were slipping the black chain over my head, moving independently of my reluctant thoughts.

      The necklace settled naturally around my neck and the key slipped into the open collar of my shirt and came to rest just above my breasts, almost as though it was coming home. Despite the fact that it had been lying out in the bright, hot sunlight, the metal felt strangely cool against my skin—almost cold in fact.

      “Looks good.” The old woman nodded approvingly. “The blood stones are almost the color of your hair.”

      “Not really. It just looks that way because of the light.” I put a hand to my long, wavy hair self-consciously. It’s auburn-brown but it looks wine-red in the sun—not that I got out to admire the effect very often. With my pale complexion, I exploded into freckles if I spent too much time in direct sunlight so I pretty much avoided it like the plague. It had never been too much of a problem in Seattle, where I grew up. But after just a few hours in the intense Florida heat, I was beginning to think it was time to invest in some serious sun block.

      “It looks good on you,” the old woman insisted, nodding at the necklace. “You should buy it.”

      “That’s really nice of you to say but I don’t have much money on me.” I tried to sound regretful but honestly, I just wanted to get away. The old woman was giving me the creeps and the sun seemed to have gotten even hotter in the last few minutes. It pounded against my skull like a golden hammer, making me feel vaguely nauseous.

      I hate being hot.

      “I need to go find my aunt,” I gave as an excuse, as I pulled the necklace over my head to return it. Or tried to anyway.

      Because the necklace wouldn’t come off.

      I tried again. Hadn’t it slipped over my head with the greatest of ease just a moment before? The chain had been long enough that the key pendant settled almost between my breasts. But now it didn’t seem long enough to come off and the key was higher—nestled in the hollow of my throat.

      “It likes you.” The old witch eyed me with bird-like interest as I fumbled with the necklace. “A lot, it seems.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I slid the fine-linked chain through my fingers, feeling for a clasp of some kind. There wasn’t one. “It’s just a necklace.”

      “With blood stones in it. Very rare. Very precious.” She leaned forward, eyeing my neck in a disturbing way. “And it’s not the necklace—it’s the key, dearie. It’s the key.”

      “What about the key? Is this some kind of a trick?” I was beginning to panic. I yanked at the necklace, which responded by growing even smaller. It was almost a choker now, the cool black metal encircling my throat like icy fingers.

      “No trick,” the witch-woman snapped. “The key has chosen you.” She held out one gnarled hand. “I’ll give it to you for a hundred.”

      “Dollars?” Her words shocked me so much I forgot to fight with the necklace for a moment. The minute I stopped pulling at it, it loosened its grip and settled with the key in the hollow of my throat again. “I told you I don’t have much money on me!” I said.

      The old woman got an obstinate look in her faded brown eyes.

      “If you can’t give back the necklace, you’ll have to pay for it. It’s rare and precious—a hundred is a bargain.”

      “But I don’t have a hundred,” I protested. I was beginning to feel dizzy and the nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach was growing. If only I could get out of this heat! Living in cool, gloomy Seattle all my life hadn’t prepared me for the muggy oven that was a Tampa late-September afternoon. Back home temperatures were in sixties—beautiful fall weather. Here summer still reigned supreme and it was in the high nineties.

      I yanked at the necklace again which tightened so much I suddenly couldn’t breathe. Stars danced in front of my eyes like phantom sunspots and I stumbled against the rickety table, knocking some of the fake jewelry to the ground.

      “Now look what you’ve done!”

      The old woman knelt stiffly in the sandy dirt, scrabbling to pick up her spilled treasure. Loops of glass and plastic beads hung from her claw-like hands, reflecting stray darts of sunlight into my eyes.

      “Please!” I twisted my fingers in the fine-link chain, feeling like I was being strangled. Or maybe garroted. If only the damn thing would let up for a minute so I could breathe…

      “Meggie, what’s wrong?”

      The cheerful voice of my Aunt Delilah made me spin around, still clawing at my throat. She was dressed in her usual thrift store splendor—a pale blue caftan dress imprinted with rainbows and clouds which floated around her plump figure like the robes of some strange priestess.

      “Aunt Delliee,” I managed to gasp. “This necklace…choking me. Won’t come off.”

      “Oh my, that is pretty.” Completely unperturbed by my distress, Aunt Delliee leaned forward to examine the key. “Let go now, dear—let me get a good look at it,” she said.

      She moved my hands gently but firmly out of the way. At once, and to my relief, the necklace quieted, the key settling once again in the hollow of my throat.

      I drew in a ragged, relieved gasp and then another. Now that I could breathe again, I was a little calmer. My hands still itched with the instinctive need to yank at the necklace, to get the strangling thing from around my vulnerable throat. But fear stopped me. What if it tightened up again the minute I touched it? Reluctantly, I kept my hands clenched into fists at my sides.

      “It won’t come off,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “It went on fine but now I can’t get it off.”

      Instead of expressing concern, Aunt Delliee smiled. “Well, it suits you. Just leave it on.”

      “But…” I stared at my aunt, uncertain how she could miss the obvious point. “But it won’t come off. And she wants a hundred dollars for it.” I nodded at the old witch-woman who had risen and resumed her former place behind the folding table.

      “Blood stones,” the woman snapped. “They’re not cheap.”

      “I see,” Aunt Delliee said thoughtfully. “As one practitioner to another, would you take fifty?”

      The woman gave her an appraising look. “You walk in the ways of the Goddess?”

      “Always.” Aunt Delliee beamed at her. She had never made a secret out of being a pagan, even though the rest of the family mocked her for it. I didn’t mind her weird religion, although to me she looked less like a witch and more like one of those eccentric ladies who lives alone and keeps about a thousand cats for company.

      “Ninety then,” the woman said, nodding as though she was doing Aunt Delliee a favor.

      Aunt Delliee didn’t bat a lash. “Sixty.”

      The woman got a mulish expression on her wrinkled face. “Eighty and that’s my last offer.”

      “All right then.” Aunt Delliee reached into the oversized bag printed with uber-cute kittens she carried everywhere and dug around in it. A look of concentration creased her plain but kind face and at last she pulled out three crumpled twenties, a ten and two fives. “Here.” She held out the bills to the old witch-woman who snatched them and made them disappear.

      “Thank you,” she muttered. “Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” Aunt Delliee said gravely and took me by the arm. “Come on, Meggie honey—we need to get going.”

      I’d asked her again and again to call me Megan or at least Meg but she seemed to think I was still six instead of sixteen. She started off into the crowd, pulling me along behind her.

      “Aunt Delliee…” The key around my neck felt heavy and the heat made me dizzy. I stumbled and nearly fell but my aunt dragged me up by the arm.

      “Are you all right?” She dropped her voice, scanning the busy booths of the flea market around us. “Are you on your cycle, Meggie?” she asked, her green eyes concerned.

      “No,” I hissed back in a horrified whisper. I had always been what people call “mature for my age.” If asked, I would have said that I was well past the age where everything an adult said was mortally embarrassing. But though I can deal with my aunt’s weird religion, loud clothes, and kitten bag, this topic was beyond the pale.

      “All right then, sorry.” Aunt Delliee patted my arm. “I just thought that might be why you were looking so peaky.”

      “It’s the heat. And this necklace.” I reached for the black chain again and dropped my hand to my side when I remembered the consequences of yanking on it.

      “Yup, it’s a scorcher.” Aunt Delliee looked up into the remorseless blue sky and shrugged. “Better get used to it, honey. Now that you’re gonna be living here, I mean.”

      My heart sank down into my shoes and for a minute I forgot all about the necklace. Living here—I was going to be living here.

      I was going to be stuck.

      And not even stuck in Tampa which was at least a decent sized city. I was going back with Aunt Delliee to Frostproof.

      Frostproof was a tiny town right in the middle of central Florida. At the last census, it had less than three thousand residents. Which meant my old high school in Seattle had more students than my new hometown had people. Great.

      It was located right between two lakes—Lake Clinch to the west and Reedy Lake to the east—and the main industry was the orange groves that surround it. According to the Wikipedia article I read, that was how it got its name. The town fathers were trying to lure citrus growers there by promising the weather would never get cold enough to ruin their crops—hence the name “Frostproof.”

      So I was pretty sure it would probably be hot there all year round, which I was going to hate.

      The only interesting thing I had found when researching my new home was the cultural make-up of the town. It was mostly White and African American and Hispanic—which came as no surprise—with some Pacific Islander, Asian, and Native American thrown in for flavor. Which was great—being from a big city I craved diversity. But 14.35% of the residents listed themselves as other.

      I could be wrong, but that seemed like a large percentage of the population that claimed to be different in such a small town. I couldn’t help wondering what nationality they were. What exactly did other mean? And what would I find when I finally reached my destination, the freaky little town of Frostproof?

      Well, if Google Earth was any indication, mostly just a lot of orange trees.

      “Yup, looks like we’re stuck together for the next couple years,” my aunt said, mirroring my thoughts in that uncanny way she had sometimes. “Come on, let’s get back to the car and crank up the AC. Now that you found something nice to wear on the first day of school, I need to be getting back home.”

      I followed her, picking my way through the milling crowd, my arms crossed tight across my chest. The key sat like a lump of ice in the hollow of my throat but it wasn’t going to be there for long. The minute we got back to Aunt Delliee’s house, I was going to find some pliers and cut the damn thing off.

      There was no way in hell I was wearing the weird key necklace to my new school or anywhere else.
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      The pliers broke.

      I sat there on the faded blue bedspread of the room Aunt Delliee had designated as mine and stared at them in horrified fascination. There was a huge notch carved out of the rusty metal, as though I had tried to cut a diamond instead of the thin, fine-linked chain. And these weren’t dainty jewelry making pliers either—they were heavy duty. I had found them in the tool shed out behind the drafty old antebellum mansion which Aunt Delliee called home. My home too now, I guessed.

      What the hell was going on here?

      I lifted the pliers to try again but the necklace chose that moment to tighten warningly. I put the pliers down and it loosened, the key settling in the hollow of my throat like an unwanted lump of ice.

      I laid the pliers on the bed and stood up, crossing the creaking wooden floor to the full-length mirror in the corner of my new room. I wasn’t sure who had stayed in this room before me, but it was made up like an old-fashioned nursery. There was a rocking horse in the opposite corner and several china dolls with blank faces crowded each other on top of the bookcase.

      Actually, it was kind of spooky.

      Ignoring the blank stares of the dolls, I examined myself in the mirror. A girl with long, auburn-brown hair and green-gray eyes looked back. All the woman in my family had the same eyes. My mother had them too, but she’d been dead almost two years now.

      I pushed the morbid thought away and looked at the necklace which felt heavy and cold around my throat. If I painted, I would have done a self-portrait and entitled it Girl with Key. Or maybe Girl with a Freaky Necklace that Won’t Come Off. Ha-ha, Megan, very funny.

      Hesitantly, I reached up and brushed just the tips of my fingers against the jewel-studded black metal. The key throbbed at my touch like a live thing and I jerked my hand away with an indrawn hiss of breath.

      I’d read the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy—not because of the movies or for AP English but because they were the kind of books my Dad used to recommend to me. Before Mom had died and he became an absentee parent, that was. Anyway, the key around my neck reminded me of Tolkien’s one ring. Especially the way he described it as Sam and Frodo got closer to Mordor. The way it got heavier and heavier—the way it seemed to have a mind of its own…

      The comparison freaked me out. It was bizarre and more than a little scary.

      I thought about trying to talk to Aunt Delliee again, but when I opened my bedroom door, I heard the faint sounds of Middle Eastern music drifting up the broad central staircase. Oh right, she had told me she was teaching a belly dancing class this evening—that was the whole reason she was in such a hurry to get home. Well, that and the fact that she wanted me to get plenty of sleep on the night before my first day of school.

      Like that was ever going to happen.

      I closed the door and decided to try and forget about the necklace and its weird key and concentrate on my clothing options for tomorrow instead. Not that I was some kind of a fashion maven, but school had already been in session here in Frostproof for a couple of weeks so I was walking into hostile territory.

      It’s always best to be prepared.

      Of course, I had always gotten along fine back home in Seattle. I more or less blended into the background—just another college fast-track academic nerd. But there was only one small high school in Frostproof and I was sure most of the kids there had been friends since kindergarten. Any hope I had of fitting in, or at least going unnoticed and being left alone, might depend on a good first impression—or maybe no impression at all.

      What I needed was a nondescript outfit that didn’t draw attention to me, I decided. I began to unpack my one large suitcase, hanging clothes in the single dusty closet. I considered my options as I went along.

      Unfortunately, everything I owned had long sleeves.

      There was a good reason for that. I pushed up my Henley’s sleeves and looked at myself critically. The neat rows of tiny pinkish-white scars marching up and down my inner arms looked like a ladder. They were much too visible against my pale skin—much too noticeable.

      I didn’t need to spend my first day at school being labeled and judged. So it looked like I’d be wearing a long-sleeved shirt no matter how hot it was. I sighed as I look at the scars again. But I didn’t regret a single one of them.

      Yes, I was a cutter—or I used to be, anyway. But not for the reasons you might think.

      I had started back when Mom was dying. Dad and I both knew she was going and she knew it too. That was awful—too awful to think about and yet it was all I could think about. I literally couldn’t turn my mind off.

      That was why I started cutting. The physical pain seemed to release the emotional hurt somehow. When the blade sliced my flesh, I had a brief moment of respite from the never-ending loop of Mom’s dying, she’s leaving me, I’ll never see her again, she’s dying that ran over and over inside my head constantly. It always came back, of course, but in that brief moment of bright, sharp pain, I was free of it.

      I’ll take physical pain over emotional agony any day.

      So yes, I did start cutting for the usual reasons. (Well, if you can call your mom dying of terminal lung cancer usual.) But that’s not why I kept it up.

      Near the end, Mom was in so much pain that nothing they gave her helped. The cancer had metastasized which is a technical way to say it spread all over and it was eating her up from the inside out. She would lie there in bed, her face shiny with sweat, and try to talk to me like nothing was happening. But I could see the pain in her gray-green eyes. And I could hear her moaning when she thought I couldn’t hear.

      It was awful.

      One day it was too much. I was sitting with her when she woke up crying, the pain was so bad. I rang for the nurse and then ran to the bathroom. I knew I ought to wait until I got home but I couldn’t help it—I needed to cut.

      I took out the tiny, thin razor blade I had wrapped in tissue and hidden in the folds of my battered Choco Cat wallet. Mom had given it to me for my twelfth birthday when I was still into all things Hello Kitty. Remembering that made me want to cry, made me need to cut even more.

      With trembling fingers I drew the blade across my arm, making a shallow slice just below the crook of my elbow. And suddenly, I felt it—an agony so deep and throbbing it took my breath away. It filled me like water fills a cup, pouring into my body until I didn’t think I could stand any more.

      But at the same time, my mother’s cries lessened and then ceased. Despite the weird pain, I had a moment of blind panic—was she dead? Feeling like I was one big ache, I opened the bathroom door a crack to reassure myself that she was still all right. To my surprise, she was breathing peacefully, a look of relief on her thin, wasted face.

      “Mom?” I made her name a question and she turned her head to look at me and smiled.

      “Megan,” she whispered, smiling. “It’s gone. I don’t know why but the pain is gone.”

      I frowned. “Did the nurse come already to give you something?”

      She shook her head. “No, no one came. They’re giving me everything they can but up until now it wasn’t helping. Maybe…maybe it just kicked in.”

      I had my doubts about that. But it seemed too far fetched to believe anything else.

      “Maybe so,” I told her. “I’ll be right out.”

      I retreated back into the bathroom and washed the shallow cut in the sink. I still felt the dull, aching pain but it seemed to lessen as the water ran clear and the blood stopped flowing from my wound. By the time I put a tiny bandage on the cut, the weird pain was almost gone.

      I went out of the room, hoping to have a real conversation with my Mom for once, instead of just asking her if she was all right when I could see clearly that she wasn’t. But she was already asleep.

      I kissed her forehead and left but the incident had planted an idea in my mind. An idea which refused to be uprooted or pushed aside, no matter how crazy it seemed.

      Could it be that I had somehow eased my mother’s pain? Had I transferred it to myself in some way and given her a moment’s release? If so, would it be possible to do it again?

      It was and I did.

      I cut more often after that, but not because I needed to relieve my own emotional pain. The horrible feeling of helplessness was gone. Yes, my mother was still dying, yes I was going to lose her, but until that happened, I had found a way to ease her anguish and that stopped the endless loop in my head. So the cutting was no longer for me—it was for her.

      I came to see her every day after school, cut in the bathroom, and then sat with her until visiting hours were over. I usually cut once more before I left, to give her a few more hours of peace. The effects of my strange little ritual seemed to last anywhere from two to five hours, depending on how bad the pain was and what state of mind she was in. Feeling her agony inside me every time wasn’t pleasant but I took it gladly. As I said before, I’ll take physical pain over the emotional variety any time.

      Mom lasted another three months that way. I ran out of room on my forearms and started on my inner thighs instead. I knew I’d have the scars for life but I didn’t care. I didn’t care because it helped her. I didn’t know how—I didn’t believe in magic or witchcraft or things that go bump in the night—but somehow it helped.

      I never regretted the scars—they were all I had left of my mom.

      But that didn’t help me now. Now that I was staring at my limited, mostly winter weather wardrobe, and realizing that I had moved to a place where tank tops and short shorts were probably the local uniform of choice. And tomorrow I would be going to school in long sleeves and jeans.

      God, the first day of school was going to suck. Hard.

      The key at my throat throbbed as if in agreement or maybe just to remind me of its hateful presence. I brushed it with my fingertips again and I swore it jumped at my touch.

      Right. I would be going to my new school in long sleeves, jeans, and a freaky magic necklace that wouldn’t come off.

      I didn’t see how things could get any stranger.
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      “Meggie are you up? Are you getting ready? I have such wonderful news!” Aunt Delliee’s voice echoed down the hallway and I opened the door to my room to see her standing outside, nearly dancing with excitement. She was holding an oversized envelope made of some thick, creamy cardstock. It looked like a wedding invitation of some kind and she shoved it into my hands as though I should know what to do with it.

      “What’s this?” I asked, looking at the envelope blankly. It had my name—well, sort of—in gorgeous calligraphy on the front, Miss Meagan Latimer.

      Only Latimer was my mother’s maiden name—my last name was Foster. I said as much to Aunt Delliee but she waved a hand in dismissal.

      “Never you mind that, Meggie. You’re a Latimer and you come from a long and distinguished lineage through your great-great-grandmother’s line.”

      Which was kind of weird, but the envelope itself wasn’t exactly normal. Turning it over, I saw it was closed with an honest-to-God wax seal, like you’d see in a movie about kings and counts in the 17th century or something.

      Someone had actually dribbled scarlet wax on it and stamped it with an elaborate crest that looked like a castle with battlements and towers. Curving over the top of the castle in flowing script were the words, Nocturne Academy. Under it, in what I assumed was Latin, I read, Qui Dominatur in Omni Noctem.

      “What does this mean?” I asked, pointing to the phrase.

      “The Night Reigns Over All,” Aunt Delliee said quickly, as though such a weird motto was of no consequence. “It’s just the Nocturne crest—quickly Meggie, open it!”

      “Okay.” I sort of hated to break the elaborate wax seal but it peeled easily up off the paper as I lifted the edge of the envelope, so I didn’t have to worry after all. Inside was a single sheet of creamy paper folded in threes. I pulled it out and opened it.

      
        
        Dear Miss Latimer, (it read)

        It is Nocturne Academy’s very great pleasure to inform you that you have been admitted to our venerable institution of Superior Learning and Other Studies, said admittance effective immediately. Please present yourself to the North Tower at Nine of the Clock on Monday the Tenth of September, the Year of our Lord, two thousand and twenty.

        Very Truly Yours,

        Isabel Nightworthy, Headmistress.

        

        Post Script: Despite your current Null status, a strong case has been made for your distinguished lineage and the possibility of talents which may emerge in the future. Therefore, no remuneration will be required for your tuition. Your room, board, books and uniforms will likewise be provided completely gratis. We welcome you.

        Qui Dominatur in Omni Noctem.

      

      

      I stared at the paper and its strange message. I had never seen a letter which actually spelled out “post script” before. Then again, I had never been summoned anywhere in “the year of our Lord” before either. What was going on?

      “Oh, they gave you a full scholarship! I knew they would. You see? You’re not a Latimer for nothing, my dear!”

      Aunt Delliee had been reading over my shoulder. Her gray-green eyes—the same color as mine and all the women in our family—were shining with excitement.

      “But what is Nocturne Academy? I never applied there.” I turned the paper over as though I might find something else on the back—maybe a history of this strange place which had apparently accepted me out of the blue. There was nothing though—just creamy blankness.

      “My dear, it’s only the premier Learning Academy for Other Studies in the entire Southeast quadrant!” Aunt Delliee exclaimed. “I applied you for admittance the minute your father promised he was sending you here to live. I didn’t want to tell you before because I wasn’t quite sure about you getting admitted,” she added. “And they certainly took their time about deliberating but the envelope arrived just in time!”

      “But where is it?” I asked, frowning. “Today is September the tenth and it’s eight o’clock now. How can I possibly get there in time?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Aunt Delliee said, plucking the letter from my hands and putting it carefully back in its envelope. “The Academy’s just down Orange Blossom Lane in the old Pearson orchard. Come on, Meggie—we have to go.”
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      “But I thought there was only one high school here in Frostproof,” I protested, as we drove past the building in question. It was a dull, dusty brown structure squatting a little way back from the main road with a few dirty, beaten-down pick-ups parked out front. The Florida state flag drooped listlessly from the flagpole and the few students I could see going into its flat brick front looked sullen and resentful that they had to be there.

      I couldn’t exactly say I would rather be going to Frostproof High—in fact, I had been dreading it. But at least it hadn’t suddenly popped into existence in the last fifteen minutes, complete with a fancy letter, an elaborate crest, and a weird Latin motto about Night conquering all.

      “That’s what most people think,” Aunt Delliee said comfortably. She had taken a moment to dress up, exchanging her regular brightly flowered cat-lady clothes for a dark blue business jacket and matching skirt. The outfit was only a little marred by the long white hairs of her two pampered Persian cats, Mork and Mindy, who had apparently been laying on it before she put it on.

      I had asked if I should change my clothes too, but my aunt had waved away that idea.

      “Of course not, Meggie. The admission letter said everything is gratis—that means free.”

      “I know what gratis means,” I pointed out. “But I’m wearing jeans and a Henley and you’re in your best interview suit.” At least, that was what I assumed she wore it for.

      “Don’t worry—you’ll be fitted for a uniform once you get there.”

      She seemed so certain that I had allowed myself to be bundled into her old car and now we were on our way to the mysterious Nocturne Academy, which I had never heard of until less than an hour ago.

      I thought about asking if it was prestigious—if it would look good on my college applications. But really, what could be less prestigious than Frostproof High? Nocturne must be a step up from that. In fact, just having the word “Academy” in the name of my new high school was bound to get some colleges interested right away.

      I looked down at my faded jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt again. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about showing my scars. Probably anyplace swanky enough to make the students wear uniforms would have a blazer I could put on to cover them. So that was good.

      There was one part of my wardrobe I wouldn’t be changing when we got to the mysterious Academy, though. The black key necklace with its dark red Bloodstones was still firmly around my neck, the key hanging like a lump of ice between my breasts. It seemed to feel extra heavy this morning. I thought. Extra solid. Almost as though it was anticipating my new destination.

      I thought again of Frodo taking the ring to Mount Doom and shivered.

      Trying to take my mind off my sense of foreboding, I opened the acceptance letter and looked at it again.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said to Aunt Dellie. “What does it mean, ‘your Null status’?”

      She frowned as she turned the car down a long dusty road with rows and rows of bright green orange trees on either side.

      “Oh, that’s nonsense, Meggie. Don’t you pay it any attention. It isn’t your fault you haven’t manifested yet. I’m sure you will soon.”

      “Manifested? What are you talking about?” I demanded. “Manifested what?”

      “Oh—here we are!” Aunt Dellie exclaimed, as she took a final hairpin turn in the dusty road and came to a small parking area. And there, in the distance, I caught my first glimpse of Nocturne Academy.

      It was in the middle of a lake that shouldn’t have been there.

      I knew this because of my time spent on Google Earth and Wikipedia before moving to Frostproof in the first place. There were only supposed to be two major bodies of water in the area—Lake Clinch and Reedy Lake. But what I was seeing wasn’t listed or shown in anything I had looked at beforehand.

      The lake situated in the middle of the orange grove was huge—as in, it had to take up most of the orchard it was occupying. Its waters were flat, opaque black—as black as the key around my neck—and it somehow managed not to reflect any sunlight back at all, though a bright Florida sun shone overhead.

      But it wasn’t so much the lake which caught my eye. Nocturne Academy, sitting in the middle of it, looked just like the wax seal stamped on my envelope.

      “It’s a castle,” I gasped, staring at its high battlements and stone turrets. It was made of immaculate, velvety gray stone with four tall towers, one on each corner of the square structure and looked like something straight out of a Medieval fantasy. “A freaking castle!”

      “Yes indeed, imported stone by stone from Wales and set up here in central Florida at great expense,” Aunt Dellie said with satisfaction. “Of course, that was the Nocturnes’ idea. They’re never ones to pinch pennies and since they were footing most of the bill for the construction, the rest of the Others had no objection. The Sisters would never have done such a thing—we’re much too frugal. And though the Drakes are almost as rich as the Nocturnes, they don’t have quite the same flair for style. The Faes on the other hand—well they wouldn’t even be seen someplace third rate when they’re visiting from the Realm so in the end, the Nocturnes had to make everything nice—not just their own little corner. And that’s why they brought the entire castle,” she finished in a rush.

      I shook my head, bewildered. Faes? Drakes? Nocturnes? Sisters?

      “I don’t know any of these people you’re talking about. And I don’t understand how such a huge lake and castle could have been hidden from view when I was looking up Frostproof online,” I said blankly.

      “Never mind about that. Here we are—be sure you bring your acceptance letter.” Aunt Dellie patted my knee comfortingly and parked the car next to a few others scattered around the small parking area on this end of the lake.

      We got out and I saw that there was a kind of bridge—almost like an extended pier—stretching from the land to the castle, which sat in the very middle of the black waters. It looked like kind of a long walk but Aunt Dellie started down the bridge briskly, her sensible low heels tap-tap-tapping on the smooth planks.

      I followed her, my sneakers squeaking on the polished gray wood which matched the stones of the castle. I wondered how they kept everything in such pristine order here. There wasn’t a single scuff-mark on the bridge as far as the eye could see and the green hedges which surrounded the perimeter of the castle were perfectly trimmed too.

      The bright sunshine meant it was already hot, even though it wasn’t quite nine in the morning yet, but there was a brisk breeze blowing across the lake which seemed to cool things down some. I clutched the acceptance envelope tightly in one hand, not wanting it to get blown away.

      One thing that made me nervous was the fact that there were no guardrails on either side of the bridge and that the bridge itself, which was about five feet wide, was only about a foot above the impenetrable black water. I could hear it lapping beneath the wooden planks, a quiet, somehow ominous sound.

      “Aunt Dellie?” I asked her as we walked. “Isn’t it dangerous to have a bridge over a lake so close to the water and with no guardrails too? I mean, this is Florida—there could be gators, couldn’t there?”

      “Gators?” She spoke without even looking around. “Don’t be silly, Meggie—the Guardian would never allow that.”

      “Guardian?” I asked but as the word left my lips, I saw something from the corner of my eye that made me catch my breath.

      A broad, scaly head breached the water far out in the lake to the left and vast nostrils flared as though catching our scent. Then a huge golden eye the size of a dinner plate winked open and stared at us with a slitted cat’s pupil for a long moment before the immense head disappeared once more below the surface of the lake with scarcely a ripple.

      “Aunt Dellie!” I gasped, snatching at the back of her jacket. “Did you see that?”

      “See what, dear?” She was completely focused on getting to the other end of the long bridge where a rounded stone arch framed a truly massive set of double wooden doors bound in black metal.

      “That…that thing in the lake!” I exclaimed. “It was huge. I mean, if that was an alligator, it was the size of twenty regular-sized ones.”

      “I told you, Meggie, there aren’t any alligators in the Nocturne Academy Moat. Ah—here we are.”

      We had reached the double doors at last. Without a trace of uncertainty, Aunt Dellie lifted the heavy iron knocker, which was shaped like the head of some strange animal with horns and teeth straight out of a nightmare, and let it fall. The knocker boomed sonorously against the wood and the door swung silently open at once, almost as though someone had been expecting us.

      But when we stepped through the vast doorway, no one was there.
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      “Welcome to Nocturne Academy. And you are?” The receptionist in the North Tower, which turned out to be the administration building—or at least the bottom of it was—looked over the rims of her horn-rimmed glasses at me with obvious disapproval. She was wearing a severe black suit and her hair was pulled tightly back from her high forehead into a bun at the back of her skinny neck.

      She was staring at me like I was something she’d scraped off the bottom of her shoe.

      Crap—knew I should have changed my clothes!

      I shuffled my feet and tried not to look as shabby and insignificant as I felt.

      “I’m Megan Foster—I mean Latimer,” I hastily corrected myself. “And I’m here because I got a letter—an acceptance letter.”

      “Let me see.” She snatched it out of my hand rudely and began to scan it. I crossed my arms over my chest and wished miserably that Aunt Dellie was still with me.

      After wandering our way through a huge deserted courtyard which seemed to be divided into several sections—a flower garden in one corner, a vast grassy lawn in another, and an area with a café and seats under broad, spreading umbrellas to keep the merciless sun at bay in a third, Aunt Dellie and I had finally come to the North Tower.

      And there my aunt abruptly deserted me.

      “Well, this is where I leave you dear,” she said, smiling at me.

      “What? But why?” It wasn’t that I couldn’t go on alone. I was used to going it alone since my mom had died. But it felt weird to be left in a place I hadn’t even known existed an hour ago—a place which shouldn’t exist, at least according to the all-knowing Internet.

      “I can’t stay with you all day, Meggie—I have an herbalist class to teach in an hour,” she said kindly. “Besides, I’m sure you’re going to fit in here just fine.”

      Looking around at the grand, immaculate castle and then down at my own way-too casual outfit, I doubted that she was right. But if she had to go, she had to go.

      “All right,” I mumbled. “Um…will you pick me up after school then?”

      Not that I relished the idea of walking down that long bridge to meet her on my own. I was sure I had seen something in the black waters of the lake—the huge golden dinner-plate sized eye was burned into my memory. But still if it was the only way to get home…

      But my aunt was shaking her head.

      “Oh no, Meggie—you’ll be staying here at the Academy. Except on the weekends, when you can come home of course—if you want to,” she said, smiling.

      “I’m staying here?” I said stupidly, not quite believing it. And then I remembered that the acceptance letter had said that “room and board” were free. I had thought it was just a formality—a way to say I wouldn’t have to pay for anything. But apparently they meant it—I would be living at Nocturne Academy, at least Monday through Friday, anyway.

      “You’ll be fine.” Aunt Dellie patted my cheek, her own plump cheeks pink with enthusiasm. “Oh, I’m so excited for you, Meggie! I remember my own days here at the Academy! You’ll make friends and coven-sisters here that will last your entire life—just see if you don’t.”

      “Coven-sisters? Aunt Dellie, you know I’m not into Wicca like you are. I mean, if you want to do it, that’s fine with me—I won’t judge. But I’m not⁠—”

      “Not a witch?” she finished for me, arching an eyebrow. “No, not yet anyway. But the Academy is going to change all that.”

      “Aunt Dellie,” I said, frowning at her. “Please don’t tell me you enrolled me in a religious school just to teach me about Wicca and Paganism. Because that is not going to look good on my college applications at all!”

      “Oh no, my dear!” Her gray-green eyes opened wide. “No, of course not! Nocturne Academy is a very prestigious institution and fully accredited. After you attend here, any door you want will open for you—I promise you that.”

      That made me feel a little better and I nodded reluctantly.

      “Well…all right. Then I guess…I guess you’d better get going.”

      “Yes, I really must.” Aunt Dellie looked down at her watch, which had an oversized face with a fuzzy yellow kitten batting at a butterfly on it. (The kitten’s front paws were the minute and hour hand and the butterfly was on the tip of the second hand.) She shook her head when she saw the time. “Oh my, class starts in half an hour and I still have to change. I can’t teach my class in this!”

      She winced, as though the conservative blue suit was the worst thing she owned. It was certainly the most constrictive—you could actually see her figure in it which wasn’t half bad, unlike the flowery muumuus she normally wore around the house.

      “All right. I’ll see you this Friday afternoon then?” I said, making it a question.

      “Unless you find some friends and don’t want to come home for the weekend. If that happens, just call me,” Aunt Dellie said. She hesitated. “Not that cell phones always work here at Nocturne. You might have to find a non-spelled spot for that, but I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      Great—so the freaky castle in the middle of the lake-which-shouldn’t-be was also a dead spot for cell phones. Inwardly, I sighed—it wasn’t like I had anyone to call anyway.

      Also, I was pretty sure me finding a bunch of friends I wanted to spend the weekend with wasn’t going to happen. Even at my own school, I had always been a loner. Somehow, I just never quite fit in anywhere so I never belonged to a group. But it was nice of my aunt to think I could suddenly find bosom friends, even if it was never going to happen.

      “I’ll see you Friday afternoon,” I said firmly. “As soon as school lets out. You’ll be here?”

      She nodded. “Of course.” Then she hugged me again spontaneously. “Oh Meggie—I’m so excited for you! Your whole life is about to start!”

      She gave me a smacking kiss on the cheek and pointed at the heavy wooden door set in the base of the North Tower.

      “Go on now—get in there.” Then she turned and trotted away, her low heels clacking on the flagstones that led back to the stone arch and the entrance to the castle.

      I watched her until she was out of sight and then, taking a deep breath, I had pushed open the North tower door and let myself inside.

      

      Which was how I now found myself being scrutinized by the glasses-wearing receptionist who was had on an immaculate black suit and an expression of distain.

      She looked up at last from the acceptance letter she’d snatched from my hand and shook her head.

      “I don’t know what the Headmistress is thinking, admitting a Null Talent student on a full scholarship but she is known to like hard-luck cases. You’ll have to be housed with the Norms of course—unless you can manage to get into the Sisters’ dormitory in the South Tower. But I doubt that, so I’ll have your things sent to the dungeon.”

      “The dungeon?” I exclaimed. “Why would you send my stuff there?”

      “Because it’s where the Norms have their dormitory, of course,” she snapped briskly. “The Others have their quarters in the four towers. Sisters in the South Tower, Faes in the East Tower, Drakes in the West. And of course, Nocturnes in the North Tower, just above us here.” She pointed at the arching stone ceiling above her head.

      “Okay,” I said. I’ll try to keep that straight when I’m finding my way around the different towers. Do you have a map of the campus I could have?” I asked hopefully.

      But I seemed to have said the exact wrong thing.

      The receptionist glared at me.

      “You will never enter the towers,” she spat. “A student must never enter the dormitory of a group he or she does not belong to. Others avoid those of dissimilar origin, except for during classes, of course. That is unavoidable.” She sniffed. “But on the whole, Others do not mix. That is the number one rule here, at Nocturne Academy. You will do well to remember it, even if you lack Other status yourself.”

      I stared at her uncertainly. Was this school segregated in some way? Wasn’t that illegal? Before I could ask any questions, she went briskly on.

      “All right, now that you know the rules, let’s get you some uniforms and a meal ticket.”

      She led me from the reception area—which was set up like a normal office, except it looked strange to have a normal office in the grand setting of a castle—and through a stone archway.

      We walked into a room with racks and racks of clothing—all of them uniforms. I saw rows of neat white shirts, black pleated skirts, and black blazers with blood-red trim. There were slacks hanging neatly from hangers too, which led me to believe that there were male students here as well—though as yet, I hadn’t seen any students at all. Maybe they were all in classes?

      “All right, let’s see…” The receptionist sized me up with her sharp black eyes and began pulling hangers off the racks. She got five skirts, two blazers, five crisp white blouses, and two blood-red ties and hung them all on a rolling gold luggage cart, like the kind you see at fancy hotels.

      To these, she added a pair of plain black Mary Jane shoes, (after inquiring my size) some white socks, and even a bundle of plain white underwear and bras and some long, lacy nightdresses. Last, she added an indeterminate pile of folded black and white clothing and a new pair of pristine white tennis shoes. “For physical education,” she explained, as she put them on the bottom of the cart. “All students must dress out every day or risk disciplinary action.”

      I nodded meekly. “Okay, got it. Thanks.”

      “Now, on to personal toiletry items and your backpack for classes. It will come fully equipped with all the pens, pencils, notebooks, and paper you will need for each class,” she announced but I stepped forward to stop her.

      “Wait—the uniform blouses,” I began hesitantly.

      “Yes? What about them?” Her eyes flicked over my worn Henley shirt. “Are they not to your liking? Not the right size?” She indicated the white, short-sleeved uniform shirts hanging in a starched row from the gold bar at the top of the luggage rack.

      “They’re the right size,” I said, lifting my chin. “But I would prefer those.” I nodded at another row of shirts—ones with longer sleeves—hanging in a row further down the line of uniforms.

      “These?” She strode briskly over and pulled one out, to be sure she understood me. When I nodded, she frowned. “But these are winter uniform blouses,” she said, speaking slowly, as though to a slow child. “It gets very hot here in Florida, even with the weather incantations and the moat to keep things cool. You’re going to be extremely warm if you insist on wearing long-sleeves until around January when it gets chilly for a bit.”

      “I’d still like them,” I said firmly. “Please.” Good manners are important, my mom always used to say. They’ll get you things and places that rudeness can’t.

      It wasn’t the first time my mom had been proved right. With a huffy sigh, the receptionist put back the short-sleeved uniform blouses and pulled out five of the long-sleeved ones to hang on the rolling luggage cart instead.

      “Fine—here you are. But don’t come crying to me that you’re too hot in a day or two. These are all you get for this semester so I warn you, you’d better be sure.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, keeping my voice steady with an effort of will. I wasn’t going to snap back at her or react to her snotty attitude. And, I had decided, I wasn’t going to let myself care that she was treating me like a charity case.

      Nobody can make you feel inferior unless you let them. Eleanor Roosevelt said that, I think. Anyway—it was true no matter who said it. If this receptionist was any indication of the rest of the school, I was going to have to remind myself of it on a daily basis. I might even get it tattooed on my arm when I went back into town this weekend—if dumpy little Frostproof was big enough to have a tattoo parlor, that was.

      “All right—winter blouses it is,” the receptionist said, breaking into my thoughts. “Now let’s get you a meal ticket.”

      She went to a far wall, where a long line of hooks were neatly fixed to a long wooden board. They all had lanyards with different colored plastic tags hanging from them. The colors were emerald green, sapphire blue, ruby red, and royal purple.

      Her long skinny fingers hovered over the lanyards with blue tags for a moment but then skimmed over to a hook far in the corner which hadn’t caught my eye before. Probably because the tags hanging from those lanyards were a dull, ordinary gray.

      “Here—you’ll have to be ranked with the Norms due to your Null status,” she said, taking one of the lanyards with the gray tags. “However, since the Headmistress herself is sponsoring you…”

      Her hand skimmed on to another hook, which held five rolls of colored tape—green, red, purple, blue, and a thick roll of black. Tearing a piece of red tape off, she applied it to the middle of the gray tag on either side.

      “And since you are supposed to be with the Sisters if you ever manifest…” she went on, grabbing another roll of tape—the blue one this time. Tearing off a piece, she applied it across the red tape so that my gray tag had a red and blue cross on it Well, at least it was more colorful than it had been, even though I still wasn’t sure what all the colors meant.

      Satisfied at last, she gave me the lanyard carefully, as though she was bestowing a diamond necklace.

      “This is very important—never take it off. All of our distinct groups must be marked and preserved. The lanyard is a constant reminder of your place in the Academy hierarchy and your adherence to our rules.”

      “Um, okay.” Shrugging, I draped the lanyard over my head where it rested against my Henley. Beneath the shirt, I felt the black key shift and grow even heavier but I tried to ignore it.

      “Now you can’t go to class wearing that,” the receptionist pronounced, eyeing my clothes distastefully. “So I’m going to send you to the restroom to change and then it’s off to the guidance councilor for your class schedule. Er…” She frowned. “Well, off to the school secretary, anyway. Our old councilor, Mrs. Rosenstein, had to quit and we haven’t had time to replace her yet. But you’ll be fine with Mrs. Vernon. You should be in time to make your second class of the day, if you hurry. The rest of your things will be sent to the dungeon.”

      I didn’t protest the idea of my clothing going to the dungeon this time. After all, since Nocturne Academy was located in a castle, it stood to reason that they would try to utilize every bit of available space. Though it seemed kind of unfair that the “Norms” whatever that meant, got sent to the dungeon.

      But I had no idea of how truly unfair things could get at Nocturne Academy—though I was about to find out.
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      “You can’t put me in remedial English! I was in AP Literature in my old school.”

      I leaned forward across the oak counter which separated the guidance office into two parts, staring earnestly at the middle-aged school secretary, Mrs. Vernon. She sat behind a heavy wooden desk, while I had to stand like a supplicant, as though to emphasize who had the power in the room.

      If the receptionist had been intimidatingly perfect and precise in her personal appearance, Mrs. Vernon was the exact opposite. Her hair was a strange, reddish-purple shade that clearly came out of a bottle and she was wearing a too-tight blue blouse with big pink flowers printed all over it.

      Also, she very clearly didn’t give a damn about what I was saying.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Latimer,” she said with a shrug of her plump shoulders. “That’s the only spot I have open. Honors classes aren’t normally available to Nulls. Besides, there are only fifteen seats in our honors English class and all of them are filled.”

      “But…but this is going to affect my college applications. I’m going to major in English Literature—how can I do that if I’m in remedial English?” I exclaimed.

      “Well now, a degree like that won’t get you very far,” Mrs. Vernon objected. “You should forget about honors English and take something practical honey, like Home Economics,” she told me, with the air of someone older and wiser imparting valuable advice.

      What so I can wind up as a school secretary? I wanted to ask but somehow I bit my tongue.

      “I want to get a doctorate and teach someday,” I said stiffly. “I want to concentrate on Fourteenth Century English Literature. You know—Chaucer? The Canterbury Tales?”

      “Ah yes, The Canterbury Tales,” a sarcastic voice murmured behind me. “Scintillating reading with the emphasis on sin.”

      I whirled around to see a boy about my age or maybe a little older leaning against the door jam. There was something about him—something that momentarily took my breath away. He was tall and had a swimmer’s physique—muscular without being bulky—but that wasn’t what drew a little gasp from my lips.

      He had the face of a fallen angel—perfectly chiseled with an angular jaw and cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass. I felt like I had seen that face before—perhaps in my dreams.

      Or maybe in my nightmares.

      For whatever reason, I couldn’t look away.

      Despite his model looks, his beauty was somehow purely masculine. The hair that fell carelessly over his high forehead was so black it was almost blue but I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were because of the dark sunglasses he was wearing.

      “Very funny, Griffin,” the secretary snapped at him with obvious dislike. “I was just explaining to Miss Latimer here that getting a degree in English isn’t the most practical career path.”

      “Well it’s the path I’ve chosen,” I said, turning back to her and trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. “And I need to be in AP English to get to it.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Latimer, but as I have explained that class is full.” Mrs. Vernon crossed her arms over her ample pink-flowered bosom and glared at me.

      “You could let her sit in the back,” the boy called Griffin said, still lounging against the door jam. “She doesn’t look like she would bother anyone. Let her find out the hard way that AP English isn’t nearly as exciting as say, being a school busybody—I mean, secretary. After all, the greatest scholars are not usually the wisest people.”

      I glanced at him, frowning. Had he just quoted Chaucer?

      If he had, it clearly went right over the secretary’s head.

      “That’s enough, Mr. Darkheart,” she huffed, her doughy cheeks turning an angry red and her tone going formal as she reverted to his last name. “I make the class schedules here and I won’t tolerate any sass about it.”

      “So you’re in charge and what you say goes, even if it ruins someone’s future. Is that it?” he taunted. “Who are you, Mrs. Vernon, to stand between someone and their dream of higher learning? Who are you to ruin her futile little fantasy of getting out of this dump of a town forever?”

      Mrs. Vernon’s face got even redder. “Mr. Darkheart! That is enough. You will shut your mouth at once if you don’t want more demerits than you can handle.”

      I cast another quick glance at him. He was saying exactly what I was thinking, but he wasn’t helping my case at all.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I can handle this myself.”

      “You can, can you? How potent is the fancy!” he murmured, giving me what I assumed was a sardonic look from behind his dark shades. “People are so impressionable, they can die of imagination.”

      This time I recognized the Chaucer quote at once. “You’re hilarious,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. Mrs. Vernon didn’t appear to agree.

      “Leave now, Mr. Darkheart,” she said, pointing at the door. “And since you’re so interested in her fate, you can take Miss Latimer with you to remedial English.”

      He gave me a disinterested look.

      “Now why would I want to do that? Let her find her own way.”

      But despite his mocking words, he held the door open for me and nodded me through it.

      I was reluctant to leave with my schedule still screwed up, but a look at the secretary’s red, angry face convinced me I wasn’t getting any further in my quest to get into the honors English class. Not at the moment, anyway. With a sigh, I left the office, which meant I had to pass within inches of Griffin’s tall frame.
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