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        Briar’s gone from being an aimless foster child to being a witch at Academy of Ancients. She’s not just any ol’ witch, she’s one with two elements. And not only that, she’s one of a kind, evidently.

        So rare that she’s sought after by a paranormal military cadre.

      

        

      
        Zach can’t reach his brothers. His efforts to keep Briar safe keep him knee-deep in trouble. And as if that’s bad enough, he’s hell-bent on trespassing on property that Academy has deemed off limits. He wants to explore an abandoned and condemned building nicknamed the cathedral.

      

        

      
        And in the meantime, at Academy of Ancients, more students are disappearing. Carter’s pretty much zombified, and there’s this general who seems to have it out for Briar.

      

        

      
        Can’t a teen witch get a break?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Zach

        

      

    

    
      My cell phone’s vibrations on my nightstand woke me from a restless night of sleep. Nothing worse than cell phones buzzing on wooden furniture when you were trying to sleep. Not that I’d had a peaceful sleep since leaving campus for home over winter break. Every night for the past three weeks was the same. I’d see the dead coming toward me and Briar. The fire catching and both of us nearly dying.

      And then Hooke ordered me to stay away from her for the final few weeks of the fall semester and after we returned for the spring semester.

      No more mentoring her or teaching her about the spirit element. No more being with her. For the first time in years, I found a girl who I felt comfortable with. And though she drove me crazy at times, it was a good crazy. And now we’d both be thrown in the crypts if we were found even talking to each other. At least on campus. Not that my mom allowed me to see her at all during the winter break. Threatened to magically ward me here if I even tried. Warding. Pretty much what being grounded was to human teens. Except for magic types like us, it was a lot more complicated. Warding was a spell that locked us in or out of a place.

      Mom said it was because of my own actions, but I sensed she was not so quietly voicing her dislike of Briar.

      Groggy, I flung my arm out of my covers, searching for my cell as it went off again.

      The sun’s rays peeked through the dark curtain in my bedroom back home. It had to be late morning, but surprisingly, Mom had been letting me keep to myself ever since getting home. She was worried about me after what happened, that’s what she’d said.

      Worried Dad’s death hit me harder than she thought, and I was slipping. If that’s what she wanted to think, fine. I refused to give her the full details of the past few weeks, or the attack in the library. Hooke had told her plenty. The rest, I’d keep to myself.

      The people I needed—my brothers—were all off somewhere, somewhere that I couldn’t reach them. Still.

      I checked my cell and grinned. Two messages from Briar. She had stayed on campus through the break, not wanting to head back to Texas. I offered her a chance to come with me, but she refused, worried she’d make things worse for me at home. She was probably right, but it didn’t stop me from regretting not just tossing her in the back seat of a car and taking off to get her away from Hooke’s watchful gaze.

      Her first message was a picture of Herbert sitting at the window, watching snowflakes fall. The second was her wanting to know why the hell there was snow inside the mountain.

      I laughed quietly to myself and texted her back that it was just snow. She should go out and play in it.

      The stream of annoyed faces she sent back had me laughing louder and wanting to get back there so I could… could do what? The second we came near each other, I had no doubt Ivan would appear out of nowhere to haul one or both of us off to the crypts.

      I groaned, sinking back to my bed and glaring at the ceiling.

      One semester, I had to get through one semester before we didn’t have to worry about Hooke. Or at least, I didn’t have to, but she had three years left at the Academy of Ancients. Three years on that campus. Alone.

      “Zach? You up?” Mom knocked on my door. “I made breakfast. Or well, lunch, at this point.”

      I grabbed my pillow and flattened it over my face for a few seconds before I called back, “Yeah, I’m up. Be out in a few minutes.”

      “You only have a few days left of break. I’d like to see your face a bit more, young man.”

      I cringed, but promised I’d be right down and heard her walking away. I texted Briar again, telling her I’d be back in a few days. Nothing came in reply to that and I worried if maybe texting throughout the break had been a good idea after all. If we should just break it off, whatever this was, and both go our separate ways.

      That train of thought left me feeling empty, and my gut ached for two reasons. We found something down in those catacombs. We did, and we’d almost been killed for it. And two… two, I was not about to give up on a chance to be with Briar, the girl who set her feet on fire when we kissed.

      I was smiling as I grabbed some jeans and a shirt, jammed my feet into shoes, ran my fingers through my hair, and left my room. The house was quiet, what with just me and Mom in it. Usually, I’d spend most of the day with her, hanging out, fixing things around the house, talking about my military career that I’d be starting next fall, after graduation.

      The second I got home this time, she’d asked if I needed to talk to a shrink. Seriously? I was constantly waiting for another lecture. Even Christmas had been an overly quiet and dull affair instead of loud and happy like it usually was. That day had ended with half a lecture before I’d left the room.

      Mom was famous for them, being a diplomat and all. Though by the end of the lectures, her voice wasn’t all that calm. She’d said nothing to me about Briar most times, but as soon as I stepped into the kitchen, I wished I would’ve stayed upstairs a bit longer. She was drinking her coffee at the table, eyeing me like she was worried I was about to run out the door, screaming like a mad person.

      “So, you ready to go back?” she asked as I joined her at the table.

      I poured syrup on my stack of pancakes. “Ready to get it over with,” I muttered.

      “And what about your finals? Did you study enough for the makeup exams?”

      “I was ready before. Hooke didn’t have to postpone them.”

      She sighed, setting her coffee down and giving me that over-worried Mom look. “Zach, you went through a pretty traumatic experience. Headmaster Hooke did you a favor. I suggest you thank him for it instead of being angry with him.”

      “Hard not to be.”

      “They told me what happened, remember? And I have to say I agree with the headmaster’s decision. That girl, she’s unstable. And the last thing I want to hear is how you were hurt because she was being careless.”

      I slammed my fork down on my plate. “Briar was not being careless and she’s far from unstable.”

      “Not what I heard.”

      “And who told you, huh? I worked with her every day, Mother, I know exactly what she was capable of. I know how stable she really was.”

      “But the fire—”

      “Was caused by something out of her control. And out of mine,” I cut her off sharply.

      I kept the majority of the details from Mom, but Hooke had filled her in on the story he spread around campus. Briar and I were down in the catacombs, participating in inappropriate behavior, and her powers got away from her. It was total bullshit, but nearly everyone believed him.

      Hunter and Nyala were the only two still talking to Briar. Between the so-called attack on Carter and the fire in the library, she was public enemy number one right now, and she was there alone.

      “I do not want you around her.”

      “Don’t worry. Hooke already made a new set of rules just for us.” I shoved my plate away, no longer hungry. “You finished lecturing me? Don’t you need to get to the embassy?”

      “I thought I’d take your last few days off so we could talk.”

      I rolled my eyes and huffed. Great, more time spent with her talking to me like I was five and not about to graduate from Academy. “I’m fine, Mom, really, you should get to work.”

      She slammed her mug down and inwardly, I kicked myself. “Zachary Pierce, you are going to drop this attitude of yours right now. In all your years of schooling, you have never gotten yourself into trouble. Never. Then this girl comes along and now I’m getting phone calls from Hooke saying you’re disruptive, that you’re having a relationship with the student you’re supposed to be mentoring,” she ranted on, no longer trying to hide her anger, “and if that’s not enough, you two are found at the scene of the worst accident to ever happen on campus.”

      “Worst accident that you know of,” I whispered.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, Mom. It’s nothing.”

      She tapped her fingers on her mug and a gust of air whipped around the kitchen, knocking glasses off the counter and blowing my hair around my face. The sound of glass breaking seemed to pull her from her anger and the wind stopped immediately.

      “You have one semester left, Zach, one. I would’ve thought you would want to do your father proud and graduate at the top of your class.”

      My jaw dropped and then I was on my feet. “Don’t use Dad against me,” I snapped. “Don’t you dare. I did nothing wrong this semester, nothing. And I don’t want to hear you talking about Briar anymore, alright? I’m twenty-one, Mom. I’m not a kid. I know what the hell I’m doing.” I stormed out of the kitchen.

      “You get back here right now.”

      “No.” I walked faster and charged out the front door, marched around the side of the house, then straight across the empty field that stretched out behind our house.

      I expected Mom to follow, but she stayed inside.

      Our house was on a large plot of land in the middle of nowhere, safer for Mom and Dad’s summoning—well, mostly because of their tempers—and the grounds were warded for her safety because of her job, and Dad’s, not that his safety was anyone’s concern anymore.

      I kicked at clumps of dirt as I went, my angry puffs of air fogging around my face. It was freezing, and I hadn’t grabbed a coat. I shut my eyes for a few seconds to clear my head then let the spirit I summoned cover my body like a second skin. It wasn’t warm like a fire, like Briar’s fire, but it’d keep me from getting frostbite, at least.

      I found myself at the door of the greenhouse and stepped into the humid air, letting the second skin fall away as I slowly warmed back up. This place used to be filled with color, plants growing so large they burst out of their pots and hung over the edge of the raised beds. But it had been Dad’s project and Mom never found the heart to bring herself out here to keep it going.

      My brothers and I weren’t home enough to take care of it so now it was filled with half-dead plants, cracked and broken pots, and dingy glass windows that hadn’t been seen through in a few years.

      I walked to the back where an old stone bench was crumbling around the edges and plopped down.

      “Where the hell are you guys?” I muttered as I pulled my cell from my pocket and texted all three of my brothers, again.

      It was my daily ritual. At some point, I figured they’d get sick of my blowing up their phones, but so far, they’d been silent. I’d asked Mom a few times if she knew where they were, but all she did was give me that worried look.

      I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, breathing the muggy air in. Just a few more days and I’d be away from this hellhole and back in another one.

      My cell vibrated in my hand and when I saw Briar’s message, I clutched my cell in my fist so hard, I expected it to break. Carter was up and walking around. He hadn’t spoken to her, but he eyed her in the corridor for a few minutes, she told me, with a creepy ass smile on his face.

      Carter, whom we’d both seen dead down in the catacombs.

      We hadn’t risked it all break, just in case Hooke considered this as being with her, but I called her now, imagining her freaking out alone in her quarters.

      “Zach,” she answered on the first ring, sounding out of breath.

      “Hey, are you alright?”

      “Yeah, fine, just… He just freaked me out is all. Standing out there, alone.”

      “And Hooke, or Ivan?”

      She sighed, and I heard the creak of her desk chair.

      “They’re around, but they’ve left me alone. Everyone has actually. It’s like I have the plague.”

      “They’ll get over it.”

      “Will they? Zach, they all think I tried to kill Carter and destroy the entire library. It’s like I’m a time bomb walking around on campus,” she said bitterly. “I’ve spent the past few weeks texting you and talking to Herbert. Feel like a damned insane asylum patient.”

      I got up and walked around the greenhouse, needing to do something since I couldn’t be right there with her. Absently, I started weeding an overgrown bed, digging around to find the actual plant that was meant to be there. Hydrangeas, I thought.

      “You’re not that crazy yet,” I teased, hoping to hear her laugh. “You have your moments. Set your feet on fire lately?”

      “Just a few, usually when I’m thinking about you.”

      My chest grew tight and I hung my head. “Listen, I’m heading back to campus early,” I decided suddenly.

      “What, why?”

      “Because you’re going nuts there, and I don’t like that Carter’s just wandering around the halls when we both know it’s not him.”

      “What is he then? He’s dead, right?” she whispered. “Won’t his body start, I don’t know, rotting away?”

      “I’m not exactly an expert on necromancy.”

      “And I’m banned from the library until the semester starts,” she informed me. “And even then, I have to have a professor with me.”

      “Hooke hasn’t given you a new mentor?” I asked, hoping I didn’t sound jealous.

      Her laugh told me I failed. “Not yet, but don’t worry, I’m not the girl to fall for every mentor thrown her way.”

      “Damned right you’re not.”

      She burst out laughing harder and I relaxed. “I miss you. Pretty boring here with no one to mess with. Watching you scowl, and then try to give me a lecture, and then scowl again.”

      “I have scowling down to a science.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you do.”

      Silence fell over the air, filled with all the words I wanted to say, but couldn’t seem to get out of my mouth. The next few months were going to be the hardest of my Academy career and I had a feeling what we started last semester, finding those files, was far from over.

      “I’m still coming back early.”

      “To do what? We can’t exactly be seen together, and I might be okay with being considered a screwup, but I’m not taking you down with me.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      “No, don’t you put that on me,” she argued. “You’re about to graduate, and I… I gave you enough trouble. Maybe, maybe this is all for the best in the end.” Her voice was strained, but I could tell she’d been thinking about it all break.

      “Not happening, Shroud, so knock off that kind of talk right now.”

      “But—”

      “No, not listening. We started this together and I am not even close to being okay with just dropping our relationship because Hooke thinks you’re unstable.”

      She mumbled something under her breath, but I missed it.

      When I asked, she said it was nothing, but I sensed a hint of fear in her words.

      “Look, I just want to make sure you at least graduate and can move on with your career and whatever else you do in this magical world. I can take care of myself. Been doing it for a long ass time.”

      “Yeah, and maybe it’s time you let someone help you out.”

      “You sure you want to be seen with the psycho who plays with fire and breaks into people’s heads?”

      “Who said I care about what people think? We’ll figure it out, I promise. I’m not giving up on us yet, so don’t you do it either. Promise?”

      She kept quiet.

      I gripped my phone harder. “Shroud? You’re killing me here.”

      “I’m sorry, you’re right. Promise,” she said, but there was a hint of uncertainty in her tone.

      “I’ll see you soon, then. Stay away from Carter.”

      “Don’t need to tell me twice…” She trailed off and I heard her chair creak. “Hold on.”

      “Shroud?” I waited anxiously, but there was no sound on the other end of the line. I paced up and down the plant beds, waiting for her to come back on the line when I heard a door thrown open, and something smashing into the wall. “Shroud? What are you doing?”

      A door slammed shut and then she was back on the line, swearing in a way that made me smile, or would’ve, if I wasn’t worried about what just happened.

      “Sorry, heard something outside my door. Thought it was Carter, but the hall’s empty.”

      I was moving for the door to the greenhouse before she even stopped talking. “I’m heading back right now. Stay in your room if you can.”

      “Zach.”

      “If you’re going to argue with me, save your breath.”

      “No, I was just going to say to be careful, please.”

      My hand paused as I reached for the door. “I will, Shroud, don’t worry about me. I’m your mentor, right? I’m supposed to watch out for you.”

      “Ex-mentor.”

      “In title only. I take my duties very seriously.”

      She chuckled. “Don’t I know it. Alright, see you soon then, somehow.”

      “Leave it to me.” I wanted to say more, but there was nothing left to say.

      Going through several traumatic experiences with Briar made me really look at how I felt about her, but the last thing I wanted was for us to move too fast and realize it was all adrenaline from this craziness we found ourselves in.

      “Text you when I get there,” I finished lamely and hung up.

      Back at the house, Mom was nowhere to be found and there was a note taped to my bedroom door. She went into work after all, and said she’d see me later so we could have a more in-depth discussion about my future.

      “Not if I’m not here.” I jotted down my own note before I ducked into my bedroom to pack.

      Four and a half months.

      I had to survive through four and a half months and then I’d be out of Academy and Hooke couldn’t tell me to do a damned thing. But that also meant my time was limited to solve the mystery of the missing students, and who the Briar doppelganger was. It was a tall order, but I’d never been so motivated to get answers in my life.

      If only my brothers could see me now, I was pretty sure they’d be proud of all the shit I was about to stir up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Briar

        

      

    

    
      “Please tell me you did not spend all break talking to Herbert?”

      I spun around at the sound and saw Nyala in the doorway and rushed to hug her. “You have no idea how boring it’s been. Another human. Are you real?” I lifted her hair and studied it closely. “Oh my God, you are real. I’m saved.”

      “It couldn’t have been that bad.” She laughed and dumped her bag on her bed.

      “Eh, on the bright side I finally caught up on all the reading Zach gave me last semester.”

      “That’s good,” she agreed. “And what else with you and Zach?” She waggled her eyebrows, but when I plopped on my bed with an aggravated groan, she frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, it’s just… He came back a few days early, and I can’t actually see him.”

      “I can’t believe Hooke is forcing you two apart like this. Feel like that goes against some moral code or something—student welfare and whatnot.”

      “Sadly not.”

      Herbert flew around the room until he landed on my shoulder. All I’d managed to do was see Zach outside the dorm building when he first arrived. His eyes had found mine like they were drawn to me, then he’d smiled. But that was it. He was on the top floor of this building, so close, but the first day when I attempted to go see him, I found Ivan lurking in the corridor outside Zach’s quarters. I’d had to hightail it back to my room before he saw me and told Hooke.

      “They’re watching us,” I whispered.

      “You’re serious?” She glanced at the door then back to me. “This is terrible. You didn’t start that fire.”

      “Not what they say and not what everyone else believes.”

      “But it was several weeks ago. And it’s not like you burned down Academy while we were all away on winter break, right?” She joined me on my bed and Herbert flew off to land on her open palm. “Anything else going on while I was gone?”

      I tilted my head back and forth, debating on telling her, but she’d find out sooner or later. “Carter’s up and walking around.”

      She shuddered, and I shared her sentiment. After the incident in the library and being told I couldn’t talk to Zach, I’d recounted every last detail about the attack to Nyala, leaving out my conversation with General Derrick Morris.

      At first, I worried about dragging her any deeper into this dangerous situation, but I had to confide in someone who believed me. She’d even tried to get back down to the catacombs to see if anything was left, but the entire lower level was blocked off. Over break, she promised to do some digging and researching of the names I could remember. But after a week, she’d texted me and related stuff I already knew. None of the names yielded any information. Nothing at all. Like they didn’t even exist.

      Worst of all, I had no idea who that girl was who looked exactly like me. We had to be related. After General Morris’s reaction when I asked him about kids, the notion that I was his daughter stuck with me.

      “Briar. Feet,” Nyala said absentmindedly.

      I glanced at my feet, currently covered with flames writhing and making a vine, and grunted as I pulled the fire back into me. “Sorry, that’s been happening a lot lately.”

      “Don’t get mad when I say this, but if you want everyone to start believing you’re stable, you might want to get a better handle on starting fires when you’re a bit emotional,” she advised, getting up to unpack her bag.

      “No, I know.”

      I nibbled my bottom lip, not sure if I should tell her what was really bothering me. Or at least, bothering me more than just not being able to see Zach. General Morris was still here, living on campus as Hooke’s guest. His threat hung over my head every day he stayed. Each time I texted Zach, I almost told him, but he was stressed out enough. That, and I had a feeling he might do something stupid, like confront the general himself. Zach and I had both changed since the beginning of my first semester here, and his protective instincts were pretty obvious to me now.

      He would do anything to protect me, but I wasn’t willing to let him fall any lower because of me.

      “Alright, spill,” Nyala demanded, standing right in front of me. “What’s bugging you?”

      “You know what.”

      “No, there’s something else. What are you trying to hide? And don’t lie to me, please. I feel we both have a little more respect for each other than to resort to lying.”

      I avoided her intense stare for a whole thirty seconds before she started tapping her toe annoyingly loud.

      “Alright, alright fine, but what I tell you cannot leave this room, got it? And you can’t tell Zach, not a word.”

      Her brow furrowed at the harshness of my words. “Briar, what else happened to you?”

      “When I was recovering in the infirmary,” I started, “Hooke came in and talked to me.”

      “Yeah, I know that part and you saw that General Morris guy.”

      I cringed. “I might have asked him outright if he had any kids, which pissed him off—”

      “Why would you do that? I thought you guys were worried about the wrong people finding out about those files?”

      “That girl’s last name is Morris, Nyala, the question just sort of came out. That, and I might have been trying to get back at him.”

      “For what?”

      “For threatening to take me away for some military experiment if I stepped out of bounds.”

      Her mouth fell open and she stared at me in disbelief. “They can’t do that.”

      “That’s what I said, too, but I was informed otherwise. Not like I have a family who’s going to ask questions if I disappear,” I reminded her. “He and Hooke made it very clear that if they were going to throw me out of Academy for attacking another student or for breaking his damned rules about me and Zach, he’d hand me over to Morris, no questions asked. Apparently,” I went on, nervously pulling at a thread on my blanket, “they find my ability to astral project into someone’s mind extremely appealing.”

      Nyala cursed, something she rarely did.

      I smiled.

      “Why are you smiling? This isn’t funny.”

      “No, it’s not, but realizing how much I’ve rubbed off on you is.”

      She puffed out her cheeks then broke into a grin, too. “You couldn’t have just come here and been normal like the rest of us, huh?”

      “Guess not. Just making waves and best friends wherever I go.”

      “Really, though, why haven’t you told Zach? His family is big in the military. I doubt he would let you vanish without a trace,” she assured me.

      “I texted him all break and he hasn’t heard back from any of his brothers.” I glanced at my phone on my nightstand now, hating that was the only way I could communicate with him. “And from the tiny bit I wheedled out of him, his mom is far from happy with my influence over her son. Seems to think I should’ve stayed in Texas. Too much of a rebel for her liking.”

      “Nice. Pissing off the mom of your boyfriend already. Good job.” She patted me on the shoulder.

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not exactly a couple.”

      “You aren’t? Huh, could’ve fooled me.”

      “How are we supposed to be a couple when we can’t even be in the same room together?”

      “So, you have a long-distance relationship while you’re what, three floors apart.”

      I stared at her blankly.

      “What? It’s going to be fine. Look, do we need to start having those optimistic conversations again so you don’t brood the entire semester?”

      “I can’t see Zach and I might be carted off for secret military experiments. Not a lot to be positive about.”

      Nyala’s smile fell and I realized this whole time she’d been keeping up the happy mood for my sake.

      “I won’t let them take you away and Zach won’t either. You have to tell him, and you have to do it soon.”

      “No.”

      “No? Briar, you’re scared. Hell, I’m scared for you. Tell him, please.”

      I’d been scared since I woke up in that infirmary and realized Zach wasn’t there. He left Academy without even saying goodbye, leaving me alone in this place. Yeah, I’d been scared shitless that first week.

      Jake had begged me to come home to Texas for the winter, saying he was worried about me, but I’d lied and told him everything was working out great at my new school. Jake. He seemed like a distant memory now. We’d been roommates at our foster home. Roommates and best friends. I’d had a crush on him, unrequited naturally. But now, looking at my feelings for Zach, I realized that what I had felt for Jake was puppy love—kid’s stuff.

      I’d kept a secret from everyone. The part about Hooke and Morris giving me strict instructions that I was on lockdown. Hadn’t told anyone that and I wasn’t going to. I went to bed those first few nights wondering if I would be in the same place when I woke up, or if government summoners were going to steal me away, or worse, the dead were going to find me and finish the job they started in the library.

      To say I was scared was an understatement. But I never showed fear. It was a weakness. I was the unbreakable Briar Shroud and that’s exactly who I was going to be right now.

      “If I feel like the situation is getting out of hand, I will.”

      “Yeah, because it’s not already out of hand.”

      “Nyala, don’t tell him. Please?” I clasped my hands together and pouted, giving her the saddest eyes I could until she sagged, giving in.

      “Fine, but you have to at least tell me everything. Someone has to know if there’s a chance you’re going to disappear,” she muttered, digging around in her bag and then pulling out her toiletry bag. “I’m going to take a shower, and you and I are grabbing some food. I’m starving.”

      Being around the rest of the students wasn’t exactly at the top of my to-do list and I groaned in protest, falling back onto my bed and burying my head under my pillow.

      “You have to go back to your classes eventually,” she sang as she went out the door.

      “Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” I yelled after her, but she was already gone.

      I threw my pillow to the foot of my bed and watched Herbert flying around the ceiling until Nyala eventually made it back from the bathroom, all done up and looking cute as always. She asked if I was going to change out of my typical jeans and black T-shirt, Zach’s sweatshirt in hand, but I was walking to the door with a grimace on my face.

      “Just thought you might want to change it up a bit.”

      We chatted through the dorms and across the lawn, with me complaining about the few inches of snow covering the ground. I had no coat and had to make do with wearing the hoodie I still had from Zach.

      Nyala had made a doe-eyed, lovey-dovey face when I pulled it on, but thankfully dropped the matter after I gave her a look. If I couldn’t be around Zach, at least I had this to keep me warm. I mentally cringed, realizing how sappy that was, but it was the only real comfort I had at the moment.

      The second we stepped into the dining hall, a hush fell over the tables. I started to back away, but Nyala grabbed my arm, not slowing down our conversation at all, and dragged me to our usual spot. I sat down, and everyone scooted away.

      “This is going to be hell,” I muttered, glaring down at my plate.

      “Who cares what they think, right? You know what really happened and that’s what matters.”

      “You’re right, it doesn’t make it any easier.”

      Nyala loaded up my plate with potatoes, steak, and corn before she did the same to her own and talked as if not a thing in the world was wrong. I really did not deserve a friend like her.

      Dinner wasn’t as bad as I expected and being looked at like I was going to suddenly try to set the place on fire was almost entertaining. A couple of girls, first years like me, ones who’d hung out with Carter last semester, kept whispering behind their hands. They sat at another table, right in my line of sight. I shouldn’t have done it, but what can I say? I was looking for a tiny bit of fun.

      I lifted my gaze
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