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      Jasmine has been around magic all her life. She knows the rules, and she loves to break them.

      When she turned eighteen, her shifter powers manifested, just as she expected them to. When the Magical Creatures Academy invited her to attend the prestigious school, she wasn’t surprised. When she had a fling with a flirtatious fae over the summer, she thought nothing would come of it, especially as she’s had her eye on a mighty fine shifter at the academy.

      But for once Jas is about to be shocked. The fae isn’t what he appeared to be, and neither is the amulet he left behind.

    

  


  
    
      For the uncensored truth speaker within all of us.

      Live wild and free.

      

      And, as always, for my daughters,

      who make my heart happy every single day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        I don’t figure there’s any point to pussyfooting around life. Life is too short to censor what we say, what we do, and what we feel.

        JASMINE “JAZZ” JOLLY
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      Knuckles rapped against the door to my bedroom. I groaned into my pillow. “Go away, Ma!” I grumbled.

      “It’s time to wake up, Jasmine,” my mother insisted, her voice crisp even as it filtered through the door.

      “It is not. I have my alarm set and it hasn’t even gone off yet.”

      “Then you set your alarm too late. You don’t want to start the new term by being late to your first day of school.”

      I groaned again. With my mother’s constant fretting, the summer had been unreasonably long. “School doesn’t even start till tomorrow.”

      “Yes, but you have to travel there today, and who knows what unplanned inconveniences might happen. Fate favors the prepared. You don’t want to risk delaying.”

      “No, Ma, you don’t want to risk delaying,” I said, but only to my pillow. There was no point talking sense into the woman.

      “The sooner you get up, the sooner you⁠—”

      “I’m up! Just leave me alone so I can get dressed.”

      “You are not up. You’re lying in bed waiting for me to go away so you can snooze some more.”

      It was like the woman had x-ray vision. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if she had some kind of secret superpower that allowed her to track my every move.

      “I never did understand the snooze feature,” she prattled on. “How anyone could go back to sleep knowing that they have to get up is beyond me.”

      She wasn’t going to stop until she was sure I was up. I rolled my eyes heavily, and then rolled them again in anticipation of whatever else she might say, gave the mother of all moans, and threw the cozy down comforter off me. My bare feet slapped against the hardwood floor as I walked over and yanked my bedroom door open.

      “There. I’m up. Are you happy now?”

      I offered her a forced smile. She didn’t even blink at it. My mom was a pro.

      “I’ll be happier once you wash that pretty face of yours and get moving. You really shouldn’t go to sleep with makeup on, Jasmine. I don’t understand why you put all that gunk on to conceal that beautiful face of yours.”

      “I don’t ‘conceal’ my beauty, I enhance it.”

      Mom was shaking her head. “No, you mask it. Why do you want to hide behind a mask?” She peered at me with light blue eyes that reminded me of my own.

      “I’m not in the mood for psychotherapy at the butt crack of morning, Ma.”

      She tucked her long black hair behind an ear and studied me far too intently.

      “Don’t even go there…” I warned.

      “Maybe I should set you up with a nice therapist that could help you work through some of your issues. I’m sure I could find one that would work with you while you’re at the academy.”

      I breathed deeply, calling on the god of patience, hoping one existed. “Mom,” I started with more calm than I possessed, “I don’t need therapy.”

      “But what if there are things you need to talk about that you won’t talk about with me? What if you’re holding feelings inside and just letting them fester there? That’s not good, you know? You shouldn’t hold back your true self. You used to talk to me about everything, and now…” Her shoulders sagged, and I couldn’t tell if she was really saddened or if it was a ploy to get me to talk. The woman was that good.

      I sighed. “I do talk to you.”

      She looked up at me with hopeful eyes, and I still couldn’t decide if she was playing me. I leaned on the open door, resigned to having this conversation.

      Her dark lashes fluttered against her pale cheeks as she tilted her head to the side. “You didn’t tell me about the boy you had coming around over the summer.”

      The breath lodged in my chest and I choked on it. “You knew about that?”

      Her demure pretense fell from her face, so similar to mine, and I knew I’d been had.

      She beamed victory. “Ah-ha. So I was right.”

      “Are you kidding me right now? Ma, that was entrapment.”

      “That was a mother-daughter chat we just had. That’s what that was.”

      She’d purposefully woken me up far too early, knowing I was as much a morning person as a vamp, and then suckered me in before I had my wits about me.

      “Don’t you narrow your eyes at me, Jasmine,” Mom continued, unfazed. She had an extra spring in her step now, and I wondered how long she’d been planning this.

      I flung my hands in the air. “How many times do I have to tell you and Dad not to call me Jasmine?”

      “Until you tire of it, apparently. Your name is pretty, Jasmine, you should use it. Jazz is just so … informal … like you’re some gang hoodlum or something.”

      “Asking people to call me Jas instead of the name of a stupid flower makes me a hoodlum…” I dragged out. “Are you for real right now?”

      “Jasmines are not stupid. They are lovely flowers with the most amazing fragrance.” She breathed in deeply as if she could scent them in the air around us right then. “It’s the perfect name for my beautiful daughter.”

      “I’m a skunk shifter, Ma,” I deadpanned. “Or have you forgotten that little fact? A skunk shifter can’t be named after a flower.”

      “And why not? You’re an amazing specimen of skunk shifter. I’ve never heard of another skunk shifter as large and strong as yours. You should be proud of your animal. Your father and I are proud of our animals.”

      “Yeah, but I’m a skunk. You’re a possum and Dad’s a raccoon. That’s way better. Skunks are smelly.”

      A hand fluttered to her chest in indignation. “You are not smelly. Skunks spray as a defense mechanism, and you do not spray unless you have to.”

      Sighing heavily, I leaned my head against the door with a thud. “I’ve never sprayed anyone.”

      “See! You’re a flower, not smelly.”

      “Flowers are smelly,” I said, only because I couldn’t help myself.

      “In the best of ways, just like you.” She patted my cheek until I drew back.

      When she started shaking her head at me, I followed her gaze. When I noticed it on my nose, I opened my mouth to stop what I knew was coming.

      She was too fast, a scowl transforming her pretty face. “Why you’d put a hole in that gorgeous face of yours…”

      “It’s just a nose piercing, Ma, no big deal.”

      “No big deal? No big deal! You put a hole in the face I gave you!” Her cheeks flushed pink as she prepared to really get going. In all my nearly twenty years of life, I’d never witnessed my mother stopping on her own.

      “Yes, well, Ma, we don’t have time for this,” I said. “I’m running late, remember? You don’t want me to be late for my first day of school, do you?”

      “It’s the day before school starts, isn’t that what you said?”

      “Still, lots to do to get ready. I need to pack and wash my face and stuff.”

      I peered at her, gauging whether that was enough to set her off in a different direction. Nope, not enough. She was still flicking her gaze to my nose a little too often.

      “I’ll be starting my fourth term at the academy,” I tried instead. “That’s a big deal. I’ve already made it through three full terms. Only six more to go,” I added with false cheer.

      She studied me with narrowed eyes while I scrambled to think of what else to say. When she breathed calmly and beamed her pride at me, I let out a silent sigh of relief.

      She smiled. “You’ve done such a marvelous job. Your instructors have nothing but glowing things to say about you.”

      Yeah, probably because you hounded them until that was the easiest way to get rid of you.

      “Yep. So … I’d better get ready for school.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you to watch your language, young lady?”

      “What?” My eyebrows drew together. “What’d I say this time?”

      “‘Yep’ is not a word.”

      God of patience, where are you? I smiled tightly. “Fine. Yes.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me. It’s my duty to educate you properly. The only reason I’m letting you go so far away for school is because there’s no finer place for shifters to study. If that weren’t the case, I’d want you here, with me, where I could personally supervise your education.”

      Just the thought of that made me shudder. When I did actually shudder, again she narrowed those sharp blue eyes at me. Before she could say anything else, I decided smoothing things over was the best course of action.

      I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Thanks for all the looking out for me you do.” I meant that by at least half. “I know you only worry ‘cause you love me.”

      Her eyes lit up. “That’s right, my little Jasmine. I love you more than I love myself.”

      That’s a really sweet thing to say, I told myself while I worked not to react to her calling me by my given name. I’d never been able to decide whether or not she did it on purpose just to rile me up.

      She leaned into me, sweeping her arms around me in a fierce embrace, and I decided that she didn’t intentionally do things to bug me. She just couldn’t help her ways.

      I patted her on the back a few times. When I figured it was enough, I pulled back. “All right. Let me get to it. Once I’m done packing, I’ll let you know so you can call for a car.”

      “Not ‘done.’ Cakes are done, people are finished.”

      “Yes, right.” I plastered on the last fake smile I had. I began to inch the door shut in her face. “I’m going to get ready.”

      Her eyes darted all over me as if seeking one more thing to give me instructions about.

      “I’m about to turn twenty years old, remember,” I nudged. “I don’t need you to hold my hand anymore.”

      Instantly, I realized it was the wrong thing to say. Her face fell as if in slow motion, and I wanted to kick myself. I almost had the door closed and then I had to go and mess it up.

      “I’ll be coming back for winter break,” I told her. “That’s only four months from now.”

      Her eyes were rimmed with tears. “My baby.” She shook her head and I didn’t think she even realized she was doing it. “My only daughter, all grown up and flying the nest.”

      Not for the first time, I wished I weren’t an only child. I could’ve shared this obsessive attention with a sibling or twenty.

      “I’ll come home again, Ma, I promise.”

      Sniffling, she nodded, and the sadness dragging her face down was almost enough to pull her into another hug—almost. Now that she was upset, she wasn’t as sharp. It was my chance, and I wasn’t about to waste it.

      I pulled out the mother of all daughterly weapons to ensure my victory. “I love you, Ma. I’m gonna get ready for school now, okay?”

      Sniffling some more, she nodded, looking small and frail. Looks deceived.

      “I’m going to close the door now, all right?” Inching it forward, I watched her, warring with my conscience. When I was about to fully shut it, I sighed. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine, Jasmine. I always am, aren’t I?” But it’d been a long time since I’d heard her this deflated. Since the last time I went off to school, actually.

      “Go find Dad,” I suggested. “He’ll help.”

      Nodding absently, she started down the hall, a hand clutched to her chest as if it could help the ache there. Confident Dad would bring her around, I finally closed the door all the way and leaned heavily against it. I breathed a sigh upward until the white streak that punctuated my otherwise black hair fluttered into my line of sight.

      I suddenly couldn’t wait to get to school. I loved my mom and all, but I could do without the loony-tune drama every day.

      I stalked to the bathroom and ran the shower, stepped into the water and let it wash over me. The last three terms at the Magical Creatures Academy had been intense; the school had been nowhere near as safe as Mom surely imagined it was, or she’d never let me return. Even with Dad as one of the head honchos of the Shifter Alliance—the true Shifter Alliance, not its rebel faction within the Voice headed by the now-dead and very much crazed mountain lion shifter, Rage—my parents didn’t know the full extent of what had gone down at the school.

      I didn’t think its headmaster, the erudite pygmy owl, Sir Lancelot, purposefully kept things from parents. I suspected it had to do with the last three terms at the academy having been a shit show, and he had his hands—uh, wings—fully occupied doing damage control.

      When I’d asked him not to inform my parents of my accident last semester, he hadn’t wanted to conceal my injuries from them—they’d been severe. Finally, however, he’d relented, and it probably had much to do with my mother’s personality. As part of the board of the Shifter Alliance herself, Sir Lancelot must have had some interaction with her, and once you met my mom, you didn’t easily forget her. It was better for everyone that she never found out my entire left leg had been crushed from the thigh down. I would’ve never left her side again if she had.

      Now that the rebel shifters and their cronies who’d invaded the school’s supposedly impenetrable defenses were either dead or subdued, the academy was bound to somewhat be the safe learning environment it was touted to be. The Magical Creatures Academy would never be fully safe; it couldn’t be—the academy was a melting pot of magic and powerful young adults with untrained abilities. On good days, it seemed like a cesspool of hormones, jealous girls with chips on their shoulders, and vampires with something to prove.

      Tilting my head back, I let the water slide over me, running across the necklace that hung low between my breasts. I hadn’t taken it off since my summer fling left it behind when he returned to the fae’s Golden Forest, where I’d never see him again. It was forbidden to travel to the land of the fae without an express invitation and one of them as a guide. Jabar and I had said our farewells; we’d known the summer was all we’d share from the start.

      Pressing my hand to the triangular, violet crystal, I sensed the energy that pulsed within it. As usual, I couldn’t tell if it was me or if the crystal actually possessed magic. But I figured Jabar wouldn’t have left it behind if it were worth anything.

      Now it was mine, and I loved it already. It glowed continually, but so faintly that not even Mom had noticed it hanging beneath my shirts. It was as if it only revealed its secret to me.

      With the prospect of seeing my friends, I started to soap up, trying to hurry. When my thoughts drifted toward Ky, the alluring mountain lion shifter who was like a walking advertisement for sex, I decided instead to take my time.

      Ky had been giving me a bit of the runaround. This semester, I intended to make him mine.
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      I drove the sleek rental car I picked up at the airport through the quiet streets of Sedona and took a sharp turn into the small parking lot that served the trailhead to Thunder Mountain. The lot was usually all but empty. When parents dropped off their kids, they exchanged hasty goodbyes and left before drawing attention to the fact that they were depositing people with bags in the middle of a lot that didn’t seem to lead anywhere.

      Today the lot was hopping. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I groaned. “They’re still at this?”

      I parked the car as far away as I could from the multiple stands set up on the other side of the lot, removed the small bag I’d packed from the backseat, double checked that I hadn’t forgotten anything, then locked the car and left the keys inside. Mom would arrange for someone to return it to the rental agency. With her obsessive attention to detail, Mom was good at getting things done, especially since my parents possessed the wealth to smooth over most situations.

      After taking in the wares the merchants were selling from afar, I tucked my head down and strode purposefully toward the trail that led to the base of Thunder Mountain. I didn’t even make it five steps before a woman in a long, tie-dyed dress and no evidence of a bra beneath it rushed to my side, intercepting me and cutting off my escape.

      “Aloha and blessings,” she announced in an airy voice that I suspected was supposed to make her sound like a spiritual guru but only made me wonder whether I could outrun her in her Birkenstocks.

      “Hi. I’m in a hurry here.”

      “Ah.” She nodded sagely, her super long dirty-blond hair swishing beneath her ass. “Isn’t that just the way of our times? Always rushing here and there, never really experiencing the blessings of life that surround us at all times … when we learn to see them.”

      What I was seeing was that she’d slowly swept across my path so that now she fully blocked it. By necessity, I drew to a stop and scowled at the woman, who didn’t seem to be more than a few years older than I was.

      She held up a bright lavender t-shirt in front of her chest. “I believe in the Angel of Hidden Blessings” was emblazoned across it. The font and screen-printing jobs were mediocre at best, but that wasn’t what had me doing a hard mental eye roll.

      “If you believe in the Angel of Hidden Blessings,” the woman was saying, “good fortune will come your way.”

      “Let me guess,” I said, “the best way to draw this good fortune to me is to buy and then wear one of your t-shirts…”

      She smiled and it was radiant; I had to give her that. Like she actually believed the crock of shit she was selling. “What better way to tell the universe you believe and that you’re ready to receive the blessings it always wants to send your way? The great universe waits until we’re ready to accept what we deserve, and we deserve every gift and ease it can come up with. The universe is unlimited imagination, infinite creation.”

      Pulling back just enough to give me a good once over, but not enough to open up a route of escape, she shook her head at me, the shoulder-length beaded earrings in each ear undulating with her movements. “I get feelings about people, it’s one of my gifts, and I’m getting the feeling you could use some blessings in your life right about now. It’s been hard for you lately, hasn’t it?” Her eyes drooped in deep sympathy. “You’ve had, hmm, I’m going to say … you’ve had some serious health issues in the last few months. Am I right?”

      When it became clear she wasn’t going to let me move on before she finished her spiel, I shrugged, as if a crushed leg that had been severe enough to very nearly kill me wasn’t a big deal. “Maybe.”

      “See! I knew it.” She clapped her hands, startling me and setting to tinkling the many bracelets that overlapped on both her wrists. “You like my bracelets, do you?” she asked before I could pretend I hadn’t been staring. “They’re made with beads of all my power crystals. Everything that will help my etheric body best align with my highest good. Here I have amethyst, apophyllite, blue lace agate, and Herkimer diamond. Those are for the upper chakras. And then this one has carnelian, garnet, and smoky quartz for the lower chakras.”

      She pushed aside the first two of at least a dozen. “This one has citrine and clear quartz, because you know quartz crystal can be programmed any which way you want. It’s amazing for supporting manifestation. You just program in your intentions and the crystals send energy to them while you go on about your day. Pretty amazing, right?”

      She draped the t-shirt over one arm and pinched yet another bracelet between two fingers. “These are mandala beads⁠—”

      “Yeah, well, that’s all fascinating and whatnot, but I really have to be going. I’m in a hurry.”

      “To go where?” Her head spun as she inspected our surroundings, taking in the red rocks, red dirt, cactuses, and juniper trees—and not much else. “Are you going on a hike?” She scanned my outfit. I was wearing a low-cut tank top, a short mini skirt, my favorite knee-high Minnie Mouse socks, and black Doc Martens. I had a small duffle on one shoulder, my favorite Betty Boop backpack on the other.

      “You don’t look like you’re going for a hike,” she said.

      I sure didn’t. Of course I couldn’t tell her where I was really going and send her along her merry way to gaze adoringly at her crystals or whatever she did when she wasn’t hounding potential customers.

      “I’m going to go, ah, sit with the great mountains.” Or whatever it was kooky New-Agers said. “Spend some time with myself, get to know my spirit.” I nodded sagely, trying to lend credence to what I was saying since I didn’t know the lingo.

      She stared at me for a few beats, long enough for me to think I’d messed up, until she finally nodded, like she understood exactly what I meant. “I see that you’re already energy aware, which means the universe will favor you soon. It could only help to broadcast your intentions more clearly. I have t-shirts that say you believe in the Angel of Hope too. Those are my favorites, only because the Angel of Hope is so gorgeous.”

      As if she’d said something she shouldn’t have, she started backpedaling. “Not that the Angel of Hidden Blessings wasn’t beautiful in her own way too, but the Angel of Hope was…”

      When she trailed off after making it clear she’d been the one to spot—and mistake—my friends Rina and Leo for angels, I couldn’t quite help myself. I mean, I could’ve, but where’s the fun in that? I had to get away from her, and she was proving she was as skilled at trapping people in conversations against their will as my mom.

      “The Angel of Hope was hot as blazing hell, right?”

      Startled from her memories, she stared at me, mouth hanging open, eyes wide. “How … how’d you know that? I was the only one here when they graced me with an angelic appearance.” She paused for a few moments until realization sparked. “Oh! You know he was hot because all angels are beautiful. It’s their angelic spirits that shine through to their physical bodies, making them fulfill our ideals of the perfect man.” She smiled widely, revealing slightly crooked front teeth, apparently satisfied with her explanation.

      I smirked, taking a step back from her, and hitched my backpack higher on my shoulder. “Did the Angel of Hope have shoulder-length silver hair, silver eyes, and big white, feathery wings?”

      Her mouth gaped open. She didn’t even blink as her jaw waggled a few times.

      “Was he tall and built with a body made for naughty times?”

      Her lips rounded in affronted shock. “I’d never … no, his body wasn’t like that. I’d never think that of an angel.” But she sure as hell had. Pink intensified across her already bright cheeks, hot from the summer temperatures. “I … he’s an angel! You shouldn’t think of him that way.”

      I probably shouldn’t, but only because Leo was Rina’s man, through and through. Still, I’d never claimed to be anything but a hot-blooded woman, and the prince of the fae was a tasty specimen of man.

      “I bet you remember him and his firm ass far better than you do the female angel,” I suggested, no longer in as much of a hurry to get away from her now that I was having fun.

      “That’s not so,” she retorted. “The Angel of Hidden Blessings was a girl, and she had long brown hair.”

      I chuckled. “Her hair is a bright blond.”

      “Of course, that’s what I meant. And she had … long legs and arms.”

      “Long legs and arms?” I quirked a brow at her.

      “Yeah, and she also had a nice face.”

      “A nice face…” I deadpanned.

      “That’s right.” Her smile was tremulous, but she still gave it her all, though I could no longer tell if she was trying to convince me or herself that she hadn’t been too busy checking out Leo to focus on the second supposed angel he’d been carrying in his arms. I hadn’t been there, but Rina had relayed the story of her arrival with Leo to the trailhead in sufficient detail.

      The devilish side of me wanted to keep screwing with her, but she looked conflicted enough to take the fun out of messing with her.

      “I’m going to go now,” I announced.

      Reeling herself in from wherever she’d gone to reflect, she pinned her eyes on me; they sparkled with sudden desperation. “So you saw the angels too? They also chose you?”

      “To perform acts of kindness? Sure.”

      She ran a skittish gaze across the multiple stands behind me, where she wasn’t the only one trying to bank on the unfortunate timing that delivered Rina and Leo coming through a portal right in front of this woman. She’d recruited fellow zealots, though I couldn’t decide whether her fanaticism aligned with the angels or with a ready source of income. They wouldn’t hang out in the parking lot like this if people didn’t buy from them.

      “Offering t-shirts with uplifting messages is an act of kindness,” she defended, though I hadn’t outwardly accused her of anything.

      I just smiled blandly. “Well, gotta go.”

      “We’re doing good deeds here. The world needs to know about magic. It gives people hope. Magic is amazing.”

      I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me at her choice of wording. “I couldn’t agree more. Magic rocks my world.”

      When I rounded her, clearly intending to move on, she shot a hand out, stilling me. “Wait. The others will want to meet you. If you’ve been chosen as I have, then you’re important to our cause.”

      “You don’t need to tell them I’ve seen the angels too. The way they appeared to me was really different than how you saw them.”

      Hope swept across her gaze, so I plowed onward. “It wasn’t the same with me, I promise. You can leave me out of it.”

      She nibbled at her lip.

      “Seriously, that’s what the angels would want, I know it with certainty. I feel the truth of it, right here.” I pressed my chest, working hard to keep a straight face. My fingers landed on the pendant tucked between my breasts and a pulse of magic swept across them before I yanked my hand away.

      “If you’re sure…” she hedged.

      “A thousand percent. ‘Kay. Later.”

      Indecision clouded her features as she clutched the shirt she’d been trying to sell me, so I brushed past her quickly. Her debate with herself was far from over, and I’d had more than my quota of nutjobs lately, possibly starting with my mom, who never fully convinced me of her sanity.

      “Wait!” she called before I could make it off the asphalt and onto the rough trail that led from it. “What’s your name? How can I find you?”

      Picking up my pace, I pretended not to hear her and kept my head low, hurrying onto the dirt trail that would eventually lead me to a place this woman, despite her vivid imagination, would never guess. A hawk whistled its call overhead, its haunting tune sinking deep into my bones, while I rounded the base of the mountain, sensing for the entrance to the school that couldn’t be seen by anyone without magic.

      Once certain that cuckoo Angel Lady wasn’t following, I slowed my speed walking and allowed myself to enjoy my surroundings. Sedona, with its towering mountains of terracotta red and brilliant blue skies, was undoubtedly majestic. But there was no place quite like the Magical Creatures Academy. Despite having heard tales of it my entire life, it had exceeded my expectations a hundred fold, and I couldn’t wait to enter its grounds once more.

      When I finally found the unmarked entrance that led into the secret passageway through the mountain, I took in a deep breath of Sedona’s rich, clean air. Enthusiasm swept through my extremities in tingles as I took my first step toward the school for magical creatures…

      And slammed my knee and forehead into a mountain that wasn’t supposed to be there for shifters like me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      I winced, bending over so I could rub my forehead and knee at the same time. “That fucking hurt.” My eyes watered for a few more seconds before the initial sting of impact started to abate. “What the hell is going on?”

      I squinted my accusation at the rock in front of me, but it looked just as it always did: solid.

      I’d been here several times before, and I was sure this was the entrance. It felt just like it, as if a magical shimmer marked its dimensions just beyond what the eye could make out. Roughly the size of a garage door, I couldn’t have missed it when attempting to walk through it. Still, maybe I had. It was possible that I’d attempted to enter a few feet beyond the opening.

      Hitching my bags higher onto my shoulders, I made sure I had a really firm sense on the dimensions of the magical opening into the mountain and approached again—this time slower. I extended my hand in front of me and tried to push through.

      The rock was as solid and unyielding as before.

      “This makes no damn sense!” I muttered, accustomed to talking to myself when no one else was around—only children are cool like that. Slapping my open palm against the mountain, the result was the same as before. The entrance to the school wasn’t allowing me in.

      Either that, or it wasn’t there anymore.

      Given how drunk the Academy Spell, which governed all the magical functioning of the school, had been last term, it was entirely possible that the spell had moved the entrance and not bothered to tell anyone. After all the nuttiness of last term, I wouldn’t put anything past the spell.

      Still, two of the greatest wizards in all magical history, Albacus and Mordecai, had come to the school to give the spell a tune-up. Given that they had founded the school in the first place, and established the spell to monitor its functioning, it seemed like by now they should have fixed its kinks.

      Nibbling at my lip, I glared at the rock in front of me like it might submit to my will.

      The only other option I could think of was unlikely. Only students approved by the Academy Spell could enter. There was no reason for the spell to expel me, was there?

      No. As an enrolled student, a fourth year, I was as approved as it got. I hadn’t done anything worthy of expulsion. There had to be another explanation.

      I could just wait until someone else came along. It was early afternoon of the day before classes. I wouldn’t be the only one who thought to arrive early. Plopping my bags to the ground next to me, I slid my back along the rock wall that was supposed to contain the entrance.

      Two minutes later, there was no sign of anyone. Rubbing at my forehead and knee again, I dug in my backpack until I located my phone. I activated the screen and stared at it, going through the mental Rolodex of my friends. Adalia would be traveling from the fae’s Golden Forest with Leo—no reason for them to arrive early that I could think of. Plus, the land of the fae was a cellphone-free zone, which meant Adalia was out. And last I’d seen them, Leo and Rina couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Chances were high she was riding his pogo stick for a final hoorah before they left the land of the fae and came to school, which meant they were out too. That left Wren, Dave, Ky, or Boone.

      Ky was never far from my daydreams, but I didn’t dig the whole damsel-in-distress scenario, which led me to Wren. I dialed her up and brought the phone to my ear.

      “Jas?” she answered on the third ring. “What’s up? Where are you?”

      “Hey, Wren. I’m stuck on the wrong side of Thunder Mountain. The entrance won’t let me through.”

      “What? Why won’t it let you through?”

      I heard voices in the background. “Hold on, guys,” Wren said to them, “I can’t hear if you’re all talking.” A quick pause, and then she added, “It’s Jas.”

      “Wren, where are you?” I asked, pulling her attention back to me.

      “At the dorms. Dave and I got here a little while ago.”

      “Who else is there?”

      “Ky and Boone just stopped by. Ky was looking for Rina, but she’s with Leo apparently.”

      “All you guys got through the entrance no problem?”

      “Yeah, same as always.”

      “That’s weird.”

      “It won’t open for you at all?”

      “No. Open sesame isn’t working.”

      “Hold on a sec, they keep asking me questions.”

      I heard her relay what I’d said to the others before she popped back on the line. “Ky and Boone are coming to get you. Just hang tight.”

      “All right. Thanks.” I disconnected right away when Dave murmured something I couldn’t quite make out that made Wren giggle. Those two could be sickeningly cute together.

      Fifteen minutes passed and still no one came for me, and neither did any other students arrive to seek entrance to the school. I palmed my phone, ready to dial Wren again, when a long, hairy foot stepped through the mountain. Startled, I took in the fire-engine red nail polish that coated the claws on said foot. When a rabbit leg followed, and then a frilly sky-blue skirt that hit mid-hairy-thigh, I realized exactly who’d come to get me.

      “As if the day hasn’t been crazy enough already…” I muttered to myself.

      “What’d ya say, girl?” Roberta Raindown asked when she finished stepping through the mountain and pinned those sharp, black, pupil-less eyes on me. Despite the fact that she was a cotton-tail bunny, she was the size of a small
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