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      New rule: When you find a shiny, pretty necklace, do not put it on.

      Jas has long known about magical objects. She just never thought the pendant her summer fling left behind would be one.

      Now Jas has to figure out how to master her pendant … before it masters her.

    

  


  
    
      For the courageous heart within us,

      stretching always toward greater expression.

      

      And, as always, for my daughters,

      who fill me with joy every single day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Have you ever tried not to think of something? It never works. The mage had just instructed my naughty mind to embrace mischief. And my mind had the power of the angels behind it.

        JASMINE “JAZZ” JOLLY
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      Winter break passed with such agonizing slowness that I enlisted Sadie to help search my parents’ estate to ensure nothing magical was affecting the passage of time.

      In the world we lived in, nearly everything was possible.

      However, in this case, Sadie assured me that the torturous ticking away of the minutes had nothing to do with a spell and everything to do with my overbearing mother.

      Sadie would know. She’d arrived at my parents’ estate in upper New York a day after I had. Assigned by Enforcer Headquarters to be at my side at all times, she’d witnessed the constant fretting, hovering, and over-the-top controlling firsthand. As a result, she’d developed a nasty nail-biting habit since bunking with me that left her nails gnawed down to nubs.

      I caught her fingers in her mouth again as her eyes darted around the elaborate gardens to the side of the main driveway of my parents’ large home. We both vibrated with the need to escape my mother’s constant attentions.

      Why, the pandacorn cub who rarely left my side, was the only creature I’d ever met that was immune to my mother’s dubious, suffocating charms. It probably helped that he didn’t seem to understand most of what she said. Why had spent the break overeating, lounging in bed with me, and receiving belly rubs. He’d become insufferable with his demanding expectations—and cute as hell.

      I’d officially spoiled him rotten.

      “What’s taking him so long?” Sadie growled under her breath. I draped an arm over her shoulder—reaching up since she, and just about everyone else, was taller than me—and leaned most of my weight into her. Why was hugging my bare leg like a koala, mindful of pointing his horn away from my legs, neither of which could handle so much as another scratch after all they’d been through.

      Though Sadie hadn’t spoken for my mother’s benefit, Mom heard her nonetheless and pointed a look at the gold watch gracing her slim wrist. “The mage is ten minutes late. For the exorbitant fees we’re paying him, this is unacceptable. I’ll be demanding a partial refund. It’s highly unprofessional.”

      Dad stood behind Mom, a finger pressed to one of his eyelids to control the twitching that had gotten worse during my visit. “Caroline, you know how things go with magic. The art isn’t precise. He could have all sorts of reasons for delaying, some out of his control.”

      Mom didn’t even turn around to look at him, her needle-sharp gaze pinned on me. Her eyes were a light, bright blue just as mine were. “If this wizard isn’t capable of behaving in a professional manner, then he shouldn’t advertise himself as a professional.”

      “I thought you found him through the Magical Arts Academy.” I looked from the empty driveway to a bench off to the side in one of the gardens, considering. I couldn’t stand on my aching leg for much longer, but I wanted to leave the moment the mage arrived.

      “Yes, and the Magical Arts Academy is a professional school with a reputation of the highest caliber. If the academy is in the habit of recommending its graduates, then it should have good reason to.” Mom glanced at her watch again. “I’ll be notifying Sir Lancelot of my displeasure.”

      Sir Lancelot wasn’t even the headmaster of the Magical Arts Academy; he was the headmaster of my school, the Magical Creatures Academy. But Mom didn’t care. As a member of the board of the true Shifter Alliance, she used her clout to get people to listen to her demands and hop to do her bidding. I had no doubt Sir Lancelot, and a host of other creatures, would learn of her dissatisfaction.

      Sadie sighed heavily next to me, shifting from foot to foot. She was dressed in her usual jeans and kickass boots. A curved short sword adorned each hip, and today she wore a bright lilac t-shirt with a cartoon drawing of a unicorn farting rainbows. Her shoulder-length blond hair was tied into a high ponytail.

      She fidgeted constantly. She wanted out.

      So did I.

      “Maybe this is a sign, Gray.” Mom finally turned to consider Dad and give me a break from those blue beams. “She shouldn’t be going to the academy, not after what happened last term. We can’t keep her safe there, whereas here we can hire the best security money can buy.”

      That’s exactly what my parents had done for the four weeks. There wasn’t a single part of the eighty-acre estate that wasn’t continuously monitored, both via non-magical technology and the finest magical guards.

      “Mom.” I huffed while leaning into my cane. I’d told her this like a thousand times already. “No one entered the academy to get me last term. The only reason I got into trouble was because I accidentally left the campus.”

      “Yes, and that’s exactly why you should stay here with us. You have no more control over this pendant of yours now than you did then.”

      As if my pendant knew Mom was talking about it, the shiny violet gem at my chest pulsed warmth into my skin before turning cold and lifeless once more.

      I was on to it though. Its play-dead act wasn’t fooling me anymore.

      Through the pendant I could access the power of the angels, which wasn’t as cool as it sounded. I could alter my reality with a single thought. For someone as sarcastic as me, with a constant desire to misbehave, it was far more trouble than it was worth.

      Despite a month of researching and thinking and wondering, I’d gotten no closer to figuring out how to master the magical pendant before it drained me of the rest of my magic—and life force.

      “I’m not the only one who’s been looking into the pendant’s powers, remember?” I added.

      Of course she did. I’d only told her this another thousand times. Mom’s M.O. was to hound you until you saw things her way. She didn’t mind celebrating victory gained via exasperation or exhaustion. She took her wins however she got them.

      When Mom opened her mouth, I plowed on. “Albacus and Mordecai spent the whole time I’ve been here looking into it, as did Sir Lancelot.” I had no idea whether this bit was true or not, but it’s what they’d told me they’d do, and I needed all the points in my favor I could get. “And Mister Mont, Ky’s dad, he’s an expert in all this stuff and he’s been researching too.”

      But Mom was shaking her head, her long, glossy black hair swinging back and forth and catching the sun, making the strands look nearly blue. “That’s another point. You’ll be with Ky at the academy and I won’t be there to supervise.”

      Yes, thank fuck. I’d finally get to see Ky!

      I schooled my features. “You know they have curfews at the dorms, Ma. You have nothing to worry about. Besides, I’ll behave.”

      And by that I of course meant that I was going to misbehave. Saying I’d behave didn’t indicate in which way I’d behave.

      Mom crossed her arms and tilted her head to the side, studying me up and down. I wore a mini-skirt above the full-length cast on my right leg, a black tank top that didn’t reveal too much cleavage, a Betty Boop sock, and a single black Doc Marten’s—and a pandacorn sitting right on it as the latest in fashion accessories.

      “Mom, you worry too much. You know, I worry about you too. All this fretting isn’t good for you. Haven’t you heard that stress causes premature aging?” Sweeping the white lock of hair from my face, I offered my mom a last-ditch smile. “I have to go back to school to figure this out, and you need some time to … decompress.”

      There. Diplomacy at its finest.

      “Decompress?” The shrillness of her voice would have been enough to realize I’d said the wrong thing, but the way her features pinched like she was constipated confirmed it.

      “A mother’s job is to worry. That’s what mothers do. Are you telling me that just because you turned twenty you think you don’t need a mother anymore? Because let me tell you, you do. You need me now more than ever, and that’s why you have to stay here. You can even keep that bothersome pandacorn with you. I’ll order him cupcakes in bulk. He can have whole palettes of them, dripping in icing.”

      Next to me, Sadie rolled her neck to a tune of loud cracks.

      I feel ya, girl. Every muscle in my body was cramped when I should have been relaxing and continuing my tenuous healing.

      Sucking in the last dregs of patience I could scrounge, I smiled some more, hoping it wasn’t as fake as it felt. “Of course I’m not saying I don’t need a mother anymore.” Though maybe I could do with a different mother. “I care about you, and I don’t like seeing you so upset.”

      “And I don’t like seeing you half dead with your leg hanging from its socket like you were attacked by cannibals!”

      “Cannibals? Really, Ma?”

      “Don’t you really, Ma me. There are psychos after you. That bunch of power-grabbing assholes of the Voice is after you, Jasmine. They want that pendant of yours, and the big jerks won’t stop until they get it—or we kill them all first.”

      “Whoa,” I whispered, and Sadie leaned in, finally interested.

      “What? You think you’re the only one in this family allowed to use colorful language, young lady? Make no mistake, I am pissed. If anyone else so much as lays a hand on you, I will tear them limb from limb.”

      Mom was a possum shifter, so that might take a while. Yet from the grim purse of her lips and the manic gleam to her eyes, I had no doubt she meant what she said.

      “Your mom’s fierce,” Sadie whispered right next to my ear.

      My mom’s sneer widened into a serial-killer smile. “Hell yes, I’m fierce, and that’s why you should stay home, Jasmine, with me and your father.”

      “And the protective force standing guard all around the estate,” Dad added.

      “Et tu, Brute?” I said to him.

      Dad was almost always on my side. When you lived with a woman who pumped motherhood like she was on steroids, you needed allies.

      Dad shrugged and dropped the finger from his eye. His eyelid twitched twice in quick succession, and he sighed. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you either. If you can’t control this pendant of yours, then we can’t be sure you’ll be safe at the academy.”

      “That also applies here,” I said. “I could disappear here just as easily.”

      “But here, we’d find out right away,” Mom argued. “And we could set people to tracking you immediately.”

      Sadie cleared her throat while I surreptitiously checked the area where the mage was appointed to arrive. Where was this guy? If he didn’t get here soon, I might scream.

      “Mister and Missus Jolly,” Sadie started, “my assignment is to guard your daughter at all times. I’ll be sleeping in the same room as her. I’ll be accompanying her to every single class and eating meals with her. Wherever she goes, I go. Nothing will happen to her while I’m on duty, but if anything were to, I’d let you know immediately.”

      Mom nibbled at her bottom lip, which meant she was nervous as hell … but also considering what Sadie said. Dad walked up to Mom and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder, squeezing it a couple of times.

      “Sadie is one of the very best Enforcers there is. I confirmed it with two of her bosses. They both assured me there was no one better for the job. If she’s watching our daughter the whole time, Jas will be fine—or as fine as she’d be here anyhow.”

      While my dad talked, all I could think about was how after all this time of waiting for alone time with Ky, it didn’t sound like I was going to get any—ever.

      Casting a burdened look at the bench in the gardens, I leaned on my cane and started walking toward it. Though progress had been slow, my right leg had healed substantially over the month of vacation. I could put light weight on the limb, but the cast, which stretched from my ankle to my hip, would remain on until I was fully healed. At this rate, I might never get it off.

      If the pendant hadn’t been draining me of my magic and life force, I would have been entirely healed by this point, or, at the very least, my full and complete healing would have been all but guaranteed.

      Thanks to my lovely jewelry, which I couldn’t remove no matter what I tried, I was lucky to have progressed this far. My parents had invested a small fortune in healers and their magical ointments, and the investment had paid off.

      The pain that swept through the length of my leg and into my hip joint had muted to a dull ache and occasional throb. Considering I hadn’t been sure my leg would piece itself back together in the first place, this was great progress.

      But I couldn’t stand on the leg for long.

      I’d taken several steps in the direction of the bench, leaning heavily on Sadie while Why scampered along next to me, when the air began to crackle. Why’s hair stood on end, and the loose hairs of Sadie’s ponytail electrified.

      Multi-colored flashes sparked to life, and Sadie guided me toward them right away. I hadn’t walked this fast since the werewolf took a bite out of me.

      “Bye, Mom and Dad,” I called over my shoulder before swallowing a yelp when Mom popped up right next to me.

      “If you think you’re leaving like we’re strangers, without a hug and a kiss, you have another thing coming, young lady. I am your mother.”

      I was guaranteed never, ever to forget that fact.

      Sadie drew to a stop a few feet from the lights and I sagged into her, with Why back to clutching my good leg. When the lights flickered and shone in all colors of the rainbow like we were at a hopping rave, a circle large enough to fit people coalesced out of the flashing beams.

      “Thank everything holy,” I muttered while Mom checked her watch yet again, undoubtedly to tell the mage precisely how late he was in picking me up.

      The mage she’d contracted was male, so I expected a polished shoe to step out of the portal, or perhaps a boot or a sneaker, or maybe even something wild and interesting like crocodile-skinned moccasins—mages were eccentric, after all.

      What I didn’t expect was the long, hairy foot with the fire-engine-red painted claws.

      I knew exactly whom it belonged to.

      I swallowed my groan. This creature was as fearsome as Mom.
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      Roberta Raindown Rabbit’s dark beady eyes landed on me the second she stepped free of the portal. “There’s my bestie!”

      Mom sputtered, speechless for once, as Roberta threw her furry arms wide and bounded toward me. But then she stopped immediately in front of me, sweeping her sharp gaze up and down my body while her arms dropped to her sides. “Ya look a little better, for sho, but ya should be lookin’ better still. Have they not been takin’ good care o’ ya here?”

      Mom growled. I attempted to sidle away from her.

      She clamped a strong hand on my shoulder and wouldn’t let me move. “I’m her mother. I take plenty good care of her, and I don’t appreciate the implications of your question.”

      “You’re her momma, ya say?” Roberta turned to study my mom, who jutted her chin out, straightening her shoulders so she could tower over the rabbit, who was nearly as tall as Mom and me. When you counted Roberta’s one ear, which stood tall and straight while the other flopped, we were shorter than the bunny.

      Roberta, dressed to impress in a jean mini-skirt much like mine, a tank top not made for furry chests, and colorful, chintzy bracelets running the length of one arm, twisted her lips back and forth—thankfully concealing the shark-like teeth they housed inside. “Well, why didn’t ya say ya were her momma? Ya must be a good one for Jas to’ve turned out so good. I know all about motherin’. I got hundreds of young’uns of ma own.”

      Roberta latched on to Mom before she could do anything to stop her. Mom’s eyes bulged, her mouth hanging open, while Roberta pulled her tightly against her chest, hugging the shock right out of her.

      Dad’s eyes were as wide as Mom’s, and he hurried to take a few steps back, moving out of hugging range.

      “Where’s a camera when you need one?” Sadie murmured to me, and I laughed.

      She was right. The moment was priceless. Mom was never out of her element; she made sure that was the case, always surrounding herself with situations and people she could control.

      But Roberta, well, the rabbit couldn’t have been quite like anyone else Mom had encountered. The way Mom’s mouth gaped open and shut confirmed it.

      Roberta thumped Mom on the back a few times, squeezing her shoulder with clawed paws. When the rabbit stepped back, she peered at my mom curiously. “Did I miss somethin’? Wait.” She swiveled in place, bringing her paws up in front of her in a fighting stance. “Are we under attack?”

      “Wh-why would you think that?” Mom sputtered.

      “Because ya look like ya seen a ghost, hon, and maybe that ghost was tryin’ to kill y’all.”

      A chuckle escaped me, and by then Mom had recovered enough of her wits to glare at me before pinning a polite, professional look on the killer rabbit in our midst. She swept a hand across either side of her sky-blue suit jacket as if Roberta might have marred it.

      Roberta peered out into the gardens before settling on me. “So no threat to your life or body?”

      I shook my head, afraid to speak for fear I’d laugh at the absurdity of it all. Now there were two women I didn’t want to piss off, possibly three. Sadie and I had banded together in our united terror of my mother, but I hadn’t forgotten how ferocious the Enforcer could be. She’d cut an enemy down in seconds and ask for a snack right after.

      Roberta dropped her paws to her sides and faced the lone mage who’d emerged from the portal while we were all gobsmacked with the rabbit mafia matriarch.

      The man stood with his fingers intertwined in front of him, twisting them over and over again. He had a full head of limp, graying hair, and wore a crumpled suit and a shell-shocked expression. Clearly, he’d been exposed to the full Roberta experience.

      The rabbit turned back around as if the mage didn’t much matter. “Sadie, I need ta get in there. I haven’t seen my bestie in a full month. I need my hugs.”

      Sadie obligingly stepped aside. Even Why jumped off my leg and whined as he scampered a few feet away—he had real attachment issues.

      I heard my mom mutter “bestie?” while I allowed Roberta to haul me into a bone-crushing embrace and carry much of my weight as she squeezed. Roberta was as strong as her personality.

      She lifted her hand to thump my back, but then stopped. I pulled my face back to look at her, eyebrows quirked.

      “Don’t worry, ma gurl, I haven’t forgotten you’re a bit delicate at the moment”—I scowled; she chuckled. “Just for the moment, mind. I got no plans ta treat ya like a stiff fart could blow ya over. I know what you’re made of, and whoever done put this pendant on ya better be gettin’ ready to have his ass handed to ‘im—or her. Never smart to discount the ladies.”

      “Damn straight,” Sadie said, and I leaned back into her as Roberta disengaged.

      When I’d first met Sadie, I’d been in awe of her intensity. Here was a woman who wouldn’t take shit from anyone. She kicked ass, took names, and then did it all over again after breakfast.

      In my current company, she was the safest bet, short of Dad, and he was clearly cowering at the current levels of estrogen.

      “Well, now that the portal is here, we should be going,” Sadie announced loudly.

      Bless her for keeping us on a track that would get us out of here pronto.

      Why nudged at my shiny cane with his horn, tapping it a few times. The cane was carved out of one solid piece of amethyst. Ironically, its hue matched my pendant perfectly. I brought it to my lips and whispered: “Magic done, tuck yourself away, until I require aid another day.”

      Mom grumbled under her breath. I didn’t hear what she said, but I could guess. She didn’t approve of incorrect grammar or exaggerated informality.

      It wasn’t the most sophisticated of spells, but the mage who’d set me up with the cane had insisted it needed to be something easy to say that I’d remember, so I’d chosen accordingly.

      In a total of five seconds, the cane vanished in a twinkling of lights. I sensed it tuck itself away in the bracelet I wore on my right wrist. The amethyst jewel set in the middle of the silver bracelet warmed as it accepted the magic, then cooled immediately.

      Why rose onto his hind legs and pressed his front paws against my bare leg. Muttering an empty complaint, I bent to pick him up. The moment he was in my arms, he nuzzled me, humming his contentment, then instantly fell asleep, his horn pointed away from me.

      “That pandacorn is a bloody menace,” Mom grumbled. “If he so much as scratches you with that horn of his…”

      Her threat hung in the air until Sadie, Roberta, and I pinned the nastiest of glares on her.

      Mom threw her hands in the air. “You want to placate that creature? Fine, go ahead. But don’t go complaining to me when he slices you open.”

      “Jeez, Mom. Take a chill pill, will ya?”

      “Why stop at one? Take the whole bottle,” Sadie breathed. When Mom turned suspicion on her, the Enforcer started to whistle, tilting her head to the sky.

      I swallowed a chortle. Sadie was the worst at covering up. Ordinarily unapologetic for what she said and did, deceit wasn’t her style. She was more like the proverbial bull in a china shop. And she should stay that way.

      “All right, Mom and Dad,” I rushed to say before any more shit could go down. “We’d better get going.”

      “Not till I have a word with your transporter.”

      Before I could voice my complaint, she was stalking the poor man, who cast calculating looks at the sparking portal behind him, like he was debating if he could walk back through it before Mom could grill his hide.

      Mom stopped in front of him, clicking her heels together like she was in the military. “You are extremely late.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Jolly. I’m sorry about that. It couldn’t be helped.” He cast a meaningful glance at Roberta while wiping at the sweat beading along his brow with the back of a hand.

      “If that means ya be pointin’ fingers at me, don’t point if ya be attached to your fingers.” Roberta crossed her arms over her chest, and the mage took a hurried step back, placing him two steps away from the point of no return, where the portal would suck him into it.

      “Ah haha.” He chuckled with a nervous grimace. “What I mean is Roberta Raindown insisted I pick her up, and when I did, there was a, um, issue with her children.”

      Roberta’s paws shifted to her waist. She cocked a hip out to the side. “What he means is that some of my chillun’ were thinkin’ they needed to come along. It took me a few minutes to set them straight and remind them I was all the protection Jas needed—save Sadie, o’ course, but I didn’t know she’d be comin’ along then.”

      Bless his quaking heart, the mage cleared his throat with a shaky scratch. “Uh, part of my services is to provide protection on the voyage.”

      “Yes, speaking of your services,” my mom interjected, “I expect a partial refund for your tardiness. My time and my husband’s is valuable. Also, as I’m the one who hired you, and I didn’t order you to pick up the rabbit, you shouldn’t have done so. Perhaps I’m entitled to a complete refund. What do you think, Gray?”

      My father shot the mage an apologetic look before Mom turned on him. When her eyes landed on Dad, his features schooled into impassivity. “His tardiness might be excused, but he did deviate from our orders.”

      “Right he is.” Mom whirled back on the poor mage. “You were to come here, pick up our daughter, and take her directly to the Magical Creatures Academy, no stops allowed.”

      “Yes, well, ah haha.” The mage took another step toward the portal. One more, and I’d be stuck here until I could arrange a different mode of transport, and portaling was by far the safest way to go with the Voice presumably after me. Once I entered the portal, nothing could interfere with our travel until we were spit out at our destination, reassembled back into one piece.

      The mage ran a hand through his hair, leaving it standing up like a cock’s comb. “Well, ma’am, just look at her. I didn’t have a choice.”

      I followed the direction of his chin. A very pleased Roberta clasped her paws behind her back and swung back and forth. Then she grinned, revealing far too many needle-pointed teeth. “I’m right fierce, I am. No one messes with me or ma friends. I don’t need my young’uns for that.”

      She moved to my other side. “Now, right as I can tell, there are a bunch of poo brains after ya and that pretty necklace ya got. Best get movin’ afore they figure out where ta find ya. They’ll know the new term’s about ta start. If we wait any longer, they might be waitin’ for ya when we get there.”

      She tilted her head over her shoulder to address my parents. “Don’t ya worry none, Jas
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