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The Prequel series is a Sub-Series of the Chronicles of Kerrigan.

The prequel on how Simon Kerrigan met Beth!!

Download for FREE:
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​​THE CHRONICLES OF KERRIGAN: PREQUEL –

Christmas Before the Magic

Question the Darkness

Into the Darkness

Fight the Darkness

Alone in the Darkness

Lost the Darkness
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Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

Book Trailer: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

Book II - Dark Nebula 

Book Trailer: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ca24STi_bFM

Book III - House of Cards 

Book IV - Royal Tea 

Book V - Under Fire

Book VI - End in Sight 

Book VII – Hidden Darkness 

Book VIII – Twisted Together 

Book IX – Mark of Fate

Book X – Strength & Power

Book XI – Last One Standing

Book XII – Rae of Light

[image: C:\Users\wanitajump\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCacheContent.Word\Poster TCOKS.JPG]

​​​​​​THE CHRONICLES OF KERRIGAN SEQUEL

Matter of Time

Time Piece

Second Chance

Glitch in Time

Our Time
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Living in the Past
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Present for Today
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Staring at the Future
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Website:

https://www.wjmaybooks.com

Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
http://eepurl.com/97aYf
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HOW DO YOU SAVE THE world when it’s already been saved?

Eighteen-year-old Aria was supposed to have it all. A tight-knit circle of friends, a loving family, and a magical tatù on her lower back that gave her every superpower under the sun. When it came to the battle between good and evil, she was ready to do her part. There was just one little problem.

...good had already won.

Trapped beneath their parents’ legacy, Aria and her friends find themselves restlessly pacing the halls of Guilder University. Desperate to come into their powers, desperate for whatever comes next. The months blend together, each more monotonous than the next. Until one day, no different than any other, a mysterious stranger comes to school.

Determined to uncover his secrets and driven by a fierce need to prove themselves, the new gang does whatever it takes to show the rest of the world they’re ready. But that readiness comes at a cost.

Will it be a price they’re willing to pay?
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The girl sat with her chin in her hand, blankly staring out the window. Beside her a teacher was lecturing without pausing for breath, pacing rhythmically in front of the rows of students.

A rather ordinary scene, but nothing about it was ordinary.

It wasn’t an ordinary school. He wasn’t an ordinary teacher. It wasn’t even an ordinary window. It had been replaced with bulletproof glass after the remodel about a decade before.

And if you had to describe Aria Wardell in a single word...it would never be ordinary.

“Aria.”

She jumped back to attention, dropping her pencil on her desk. The pacing had stopped, the teacher was staring at her, and she had no idea what she was supposed to say.

“Would you like to continue daydreaming? Or shall I repeat the question?”

The red-haired boy sitting beside her smirked. A few seats back a guy with messy blond hair flashed a faint grin, but never took his eyes from his desk. He was carving something into the underside of the wood. Not using a pencil, but what looked like a shard of glass.

“I’m sorry,” she uttered, swiveling quickly in her chair, trying to look engaged, “come again?”

The teacher ground his teeth in exasperation.

“Who led the British forces in the Battle of 1746?”

...there was a battle in 1746?

She glanced at her unopened textbook.

Probably in the reading last night. The reading I was going to do before Kensie made a slip-and-slide on top of the art building and we all took turns falling into the shrubs.

“That’s a very good question,” she replied, stalling for time. “And before we go any farther, I’d like to thank you for calling on me to answer it. So many schools lack the personal attention you find here in the hallowed halls of Guilder University.”

There was a tittering of laughter amongst the students. The blond lifted his eyes for the first time and the teacher tilted his head with a caustic smile.

“Much as I enjoy these little back and forths, Miss Wardell, the real battle happened in 1746. So if you can just tell me the name of the British commander, we can move on.”

Why isn’t Lily here—she’d know the answer.

Aria leaned back in her chair, about to admit defeat, when a sudden feeling of recklessness took hold and she did something else instead. Something that was very, very against the rules.

Her blue eyes dilated as they locked onto the professor, drifting out of the classroom entirely and jumping back to the morning before. She saw him stacking books into a leather satchel, glancing down at an open page. A stocky man in an ivory wig stared up at her. She squinted at the caption.

“Prince William, Duke of Cumberland,” she announced triumphantly. If only she’d stopped there, but she had a habit of taking things just a bit too far. “A true champion for modern day hair-extensions. The man was before his time.”

There was more laughter as the professor rolled his eyes and continued pacing.

It was most definitely a punishable offense. Rule number one at Guilder was never use a tatù in class, and she hadn’t even bothered to hide it. But no matter what she did, she and her friends never seemed to find themselves in any serious trouble.

Rather ironic, because they happened to be the biggest troublemakers in school.

Freshman year, they’d filled the university peace fountain with blowfish and refused to remove them on what they claimed were religious grounds. The year after that, they’d ordered sixty-five pizzas from a place in London—the delivery man had a hard time with the enchanted gate.

It was enough to get them suspended. It was enough to get them expelled.

But each time, the faculty of Guilder University would just smile and look the other way.

Like they were some kind of beloved pets that could do no wrong. Like some kind of debt was owed, the kind they could never hope to pay. It was annoying, but not entirely unexpected.

You see, our parents saved the world...a lot.

Imagine being a kid growing up in a secret magical community. Now imagine being a kid growing up in a secret magical community that your parents had saved from extinction.

There were framed pictures of them in the Oratory, wings of the campus dedicated to their achievements. Hand to the heart, there was a PC training course named after their dads.

Anything bad they did could never outweigh the good that had been done before. And anything good they did could never live up to it. Eventually, they’d given up trying. There were worse things to be than supernatural royalty, and they tried not to think about the rest.

That being said, they did enjoy testing the boundaries every now and again...

“Psst—Arie.”

She shot a backwards glance at the telekinetic sitting behind her. A boy with spiked violet hair who was making tiny origami cranes fly in a circle around his hand.

“Think you can do that in Nelson’s class to find out when he’s giving that pop quiz?”

Aria watched the birds for a moment, then plucked one out of the air with a little grin. “Stay tuned...”

Supernatural favors were like currency at Guilder—a place where most kids already had more than enough actual currency to go around. They were distributed and hoarded with a kind of meticulous fervor their teachers were constantly trying to redirect to their studies instead.

During finals the previous semester, a girl with the ability to mimic any sound let loose an air-raid siren that evacuated everyone to the basement for the better part of the morning, skipping right over a math exam for which no one was prepared. Two months before that, the purple-haired boy in question had floated a casket of formaldehyde-soaked frogs they were supposed to be dissecting straight into the sky. It had touched down somewhere in Kent, never to be seen again.

The student population owed him a great debt.

She’d find out about the quiz.

The teacher was still pacing, droning on about treaties that no longer existed and armies that had been dead for hundreds of years. He was trying to get the class revved up with historical battle cries. Something about once more onto the beach, dear friends, or cry panic and let’s kick the dogs of war.

...those didn’t sound right.

She let out a quiet sigh and ran her fingers around the edges of her textbook, wishing she was somewhere else. Why couldn’t she be training in the Oratory, or drag-racing with Benji, or testing out that new crossbow Uncle Gabriel picked up for her in Prague?

Why couldn’t she be off with Uncle Julian—learning how to see the future instead of sitting in history class, dwelling on the past? He always took her to the best places to practice. The Austrian Alps on a clear winter morning. The hills of Tuscany on a summer afternoon.

His reason on paper was that clairvoyance came best to a relaxed and open mind, but the two of them knew different. It was their special time. Since long before she turned sixteen.

And speaking of...

After a cursory glance to make sure the teacher was on the other side of the room Aria slipped her phone beneath the desk, fingers hovering over the keys. She could think of any of a number of things to write, but stopped herself with a secret smile.

There were better ways of getting her uncle’s attention...

Her eyes fluttered shut as she leaned back in her chair, a thousand bad decisions flashing through her mind. She imagined herself jumping off the roof, imagined herself setting her hair on fire. Imagined herself stealing Mr. Dorf’s car and flooring it into the pond. Imagined herself—

The phone buzzed in her hand.

Having trouble concentrating?

She grinned, and typed a hasty reply.

Made a wig joke about some old British commander. My teacher didn’t approve...

The conversation paused a few seconds as Julian turned his attention away from whatever he had been doing and centered it on his niece’s eleventh-grade history class instead.

Keep using your powers like that and they’re going to put inhibitors in the ceiling.

She rolled her eyes with a martyred grin.

It was impossible to hide anything from Uncle Julian. In a lot of ways, he was even worse than her mother. But Aria didn’t really mind. There were worse things to have in a dangerous world than a doting, prophetic uncle. And on that note...

Her fingers flew eagerly beneath the desk

Want to go to Paris? One of her favorite things to do was take long walks with her uncle along the banks of the Seine. I could be ready to go in five minutes.

There was a split second delay.

I’m in Bulgaria, sweetie.

She chewed her lip, staring down at the screen.

So, is that a no?

She could practically see him smile on the other end. Probably an ongoing interrogation raging in the background, but he stepped out to answer his bored niece’s texts.

Let’s go this weekend. I’ll be back on Saturday.

Of course he would. It didn’t matter what trouble was brewing in Bulgaria, nothing could keep Julian Decker out of London on Saturday. His only daughter was turning sixteen.

At that moment, the bell rang.

The classroom stupor exploded in a flurry of movement as a dozen kids pushed hastily to their feet, cramming their things into messenger bags and heading out to lunch. Aria was quick to follow, pausing only when she glanced down and saw her uncle’s last text.

Don’t forget your thermos.

She doubled back and grabbed it off her desk, flashing a sweet smile at Mr. Dorf as she swept outside to join the two boys waiting for her in the hall.

“Who were you texting?” Benji demanded the second they started moving, cutting straight through the center of the milling crowd. “You kept angling your phone and I couldn’t see.”

It would have been rude coming from anyone else, but the others seemed to expect nothing less. Aria tossed back a wave of raven hair, hitching her bag higher on her shoulder.

“It’s absolutely none of your business,” she replied loftily. “I have a life without you. It’s not like we know everything about each other—”

“She was texting Uncle Julian.” Jason’s blue eyes twinkled from behind twisted strands of hair. “I mean, I’m just guessing. The last thing I’d want is to overstep.”

Benji laughed aloud as Aria shot him a sideways grin.

The summer months had been good to Jason. He’d gotten a little taller, a little tanner, his blond hair was streaked with the sun. The guy had always been attractive, but lately it seemed to have soared to a different level. Maybe it was a natural part of growing up. Maybe it was that, for the first time in her entire life, Aria hadn’t seen him for a significant chunk of time.

No sooner had they completed their previous school year than Jason announced he was going backpacking for the summer with his dad. His mom was going to be away on her farewell tour with the Royal School of Ballet, and the second he’d suggested the idea Gabriel had promptly called up Carter and requested a leave of absence. He’d done it from the airport. Carter was not pleased.

The friends had been gutted, but forced smiles and wished him well. Not since he’d moved into the house across the park, almost thirteen years ago, had they been separated for more than a few days. They’d called constantly—ignoring time zones and leaving furious voicemails whenever his phone lost its charge.

Father and son had returned only a few days earlier, just in time for the start of school, and while the rest of them had slipped right back into their old groove there had been a layer of tension between Jason and Aria that she didn’t understand. A series of sideways glances and prolonged looks that left her utterly confused—wishing her old friend had come back, instead of this bronzed sparkly-eyed Adonis that had somehow taken his place.

What was worse, she wasn’t the only one to have noticed.

“Hey, Jason.”

The three friends glanced over to see Lisette Marcel, a pretty girl with mocha-colored skin and long dark braids, grinning coyly by her locker. She was a shifter—transforming into an otter, or a marmot, or some other entirely useless animal. She was nice, though.

Aria had actually liked her a great deal until that very day.

“Uh...hey.” Jason shifted his bag, caught off guard to have been singled out. They’d been friends since they were kids. All of them. 

Lisette grinned even wider, flashing every one of her pearly teeth. “You have a good summer? I heard you went camping or something.”

Aria glanced impatiently at the clock, while Benji raised his eyebrows.

“Yeah, or something.” Jason tilted his head towards the cafeteria, trying to get things back on track. “See you at lunch?”

She shut the door of her locker and flounced past him with a smile. “Count on it.”

The others froze in the middle of the hall, watching as she vanished into the crowd. None of them said a word, until Benji turned to look at the others.

“I thought she had a crush on me. Have I been getting that wrong?”

Jason snorted and kept walking as Aria clapped Benji on the back sympathetically.

“You can’t win them all.”

Benji frowned for a moment, then hurried after them. “I’m pretty sure I can...”

*   *   *
[image: ]


WITH THE CONFIDENT swagger of upperclassmen, the three friends breezed into the cafeteria and headed to their usual table in the very back. When the school had burned to the ground several years before, the table was one of the few things to have survived. That and the bathrooms. They’d taken it as a good omen and made it their lunchtime headquarters ever since.

Lily was already there, leaning over a book, ivory hair spilling down her arms. Despite the chaos around her, she was lost in her own world. There could be an earthquake and she wouldn’t notice. The building could catch fire and the girl would calmly mark her page before filing outside.

“Some things never change,” Jason said fondly.

Though they weren’t technically siblings the two had a decidedly brother-sister relationship, much like their parents before them. Hardly a day went by that they weren’t at each other’s houses, and the summer separation had been hard. While the others had crowded his backpacking trip with text messages and voicemails, Lily had written him letters. They were sitting on a shelf in his room.

“Hold this.” With a mischievous smile he handed his backpack to Benji, then snuck up behind her—crouching for a moment before lifting the entire chair off the floor. “Watch out!”

She dropped her book with a little gasp, staring around with wide eyes.

“I keep telling you not to do that,” she cried breathlessly as he set the chair back down. “You lost my page!”

Aria floated it back onto the table with a flick of her fingers.

“Give me a break, Lilybell.” He grinned and settled down beside her. “I’ve only got twenty-four more hours, then you’ll always be able to see me coming.”

No one knew exactly when ‘Lilybell’ had gotten started. Sometime when they were kids. By now, they couldn’t remember themselves. But it was reserved exclusively for Jason.

“How are you feeling about that?” Aria dropped her bag in the middle of the table, settling in her usual spot with Benji on the other side. “You ready?”

It was a serious question. In the supernatural community, birthdays weren’t to be taken lightly. And the day you turned sixteen was just about as serious as it got. That was the day your old life ended and your new life began. That was the day you got your tatù.

“I think so...” Lily murmured, dropping her eyes to the table. “I mean, I’ve thought about it a lot. I’ve talked a lot with my parents. But I don’t know if you can ever be ready.”

Staring at her across the table, it was impossible not to feel protective. With her frosting-white hair, enormous dark eyes and exquisite fragile features, the girl looked like a wintery doll come to life. The fact that she was always carrying a book in her hand completed the image to perfection.

But the question went a bit deeper than that.

If there was one person who understood the extraordinary amount of pressure Aria felt to live up to the legacy of her parents, it was Lily Decker.

Her mother’s ability was one thing. Her father’s was another.

Unprecedented power. That’s the word people always used to describe it. An unprecedented gift. 

Since Lily and Aria were just toddlers, swinging on the bars in the Oratory, they’d heard people say it. No one alive had ever possessed as much raw ability as Rae Kerrigan, and no one in history had ever come close to Julian Decker’s sight. Between the two of them, there was very little in the world they were unable to accomplish. They were the gifted amongst the gifted. Stars even amongst their group of friends—a ring of people who regularly had the word ‘unprecedented’ used about them, too. The ‘Kerrigan Gang’ wasn’t a term used lightly, and since the day the two girls were born the entire supernatural community had watched with bated breath to see what they could do.

The Kerrigan Kids, Aria thought sullenly. That’s what they’ll call us.

Like everything else in her life, it seemed like more of an afterthought. A well-intentioned epilogue to the flash and drama that had come before. It wasn’t that she wasn’t grateful; the entire supernatural community was grateful for everything their parents had done.

But that was the problem...it was done already.

Thirteen years ago, the night Gabriel and Natasha came home from a crime scene in London with a five-year-old boy, the city itself had almost been destroyed. An army of darkness had risen up to challenge the reigning powers and the common world had been caught in the crosshairs.

It could have been the end. The people of London were running for their lives as the sky rained down ash and fire. It should have been the end.

But, thanks to their parents, it was only the beginning.

People still teared up when they spoke of it. Not with sadness, but with pride. It was a night that changed the course of history. A shining moment that eclipsed everything else to come. The funny thing was, it wasn’t the first time they’d done it. The magical world was filled to the brim with weathered, talented agents—but it was a group of teenagers that had saved them from the brink.

First from Cromfield. Then from Vivian. Then from themselves.

At the friends’ insistence, the once-exclusive institution threw open its doors to welcome any and all people with magic in their blood. Outdated laws and entrenched ideologies were abandoned to beckon in a new age of inclusion and hope. Hybrids came out into the open. Families were reunited. Secrets were shared. As if that wasn’t enough there were no longer restrictions on relationships, no limits on who you could love. By their parents’ example people with ink got married, started families, and ushered in a brand new generation. A new dawn of the magical world.

Just seven young friends, but they changed absolutely everything.

And then they had children...who would never get to do the same.

For the first time in hundreds of years, the PC had closed its doors. Not permanently, as they were always looking for new recruits. But with such a strong team already in place, and so many of the usual threats eliminated, they were no longer enlisting kids straight out of school. You graduated first, that was the rule. Then, if you were lucky, you’d get a glimpse at those sacred halls.

It wasn’t that Aria wasn’t grateful. She just wanted a chance. When you had delusions of grandeur, being born in a time of peace and prosperity wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

Where was her shining moment? Her page on the history books?

Why did it feel like she was sitting in a regular school?

“Hey, guys!”

The rest of them glanced up with a smile, but Aria sank lower in her chair.

Great, if there’s one thing that can cheer me up, it’s the arrival of my little brother.

The table used to be an exclusive place. It used to demand a degree of respect. Then her brother James turned thirteen and the doors of Guilder opened for him as well.

Way back in the day, he wouldn’t have been allowed inside. Couples usually passed the gene to just one child, and she’d already gotten it. But times had changed. Couples had changed as well, and so had the school. Tatù people couldn’t date, let alone get married. That had changed too. Now, whether James received his ink or not, he was still welcome to attend. Families were kept together at all costs; there were no longer any secrets to drive them apart.

Yes, my extraordinary parents were responsible for that as well.

James reached over automatically to steal her crisps.

Lucky me...

“Smile, Arie.” He plopped down next to her with a bright grin. “You’re ugly when you sulk.”

He was saved her retaliation when Lily grabbed her smoking hand beneath the table, flashing a secret grin. The lovely girl had a great deal more patience with James than the others. Possibly because she didn’t have the privilege of having a little brother herself.

“So who’s going to start us off?” she asked routinely. “First week of school report.”

“Alden’s trying to usurp me,” Benji announced without pause. “He’s working his way through the varsity girls, one shifter at a time.”

Lily nodded seriously, making a valiant effort at keeping a straight face. While Aria rolled her eyes and started shredding her napkin into tiny smoldering pieces.

“In that case, I suggest you fight it out after school. Loser dies. Winner takes all.”

The girl might have been grown up with her head in a philosophy book, but she’d drunk the Kool-Aid just like the rest of them. And things were a bit more literal in the supernatural world.

“It must be cool to be a shifter,” James said suddenly, eyes glassed over in thought. Aside from his sister all the friends’ powers left them human, and Aria hadn’t yet been able to shift.

She shot Lisette a quick look before shrugging it off.

“I don’t know. Doesn’t she transform into a duck or something?”

Lily shot her a curious smile, while Benji and James burst out laughing. Only Jason stayed quiet, but those his eyes twinkled as they met hers across the table.

“No,” he said decisively. “She does not transform into a duck.”

Aria flushed, and pushed to her feet in a single movement. “Whatever. I’m going to get more crisps since someone stole mine.” She swatted her little brother upside the head before glancing at the rest of them. “You guys want anything?”

“Soda,” Benji answered automatically.

The rest of them shook their heads.

Without a backward glance, she swept through the rows of tables to the buffet line at the far end of the room. Truth be told, she didn’t know why she was so annoyed. Even without the added celebrity of their parents, she and her friends had always drawn attention. Both she and Lily had once stopped traffic waiting for a ride outside the local coffee shop, and each of the boys was too handsome for their own good. It was by no means the first time they’d found themselves at the center of some petty crush, laughing about it from their table in the back of the room.

But for whatever reason, this one didn’t feel the same.

“Just some crisps,” she told the woman behind the counter, once she’d moved to the front of the line. “Oh, and a soda.”

She reached into her pocket for some money but a hand shot out of nowhere, wrapping around her wrist. A second later, she found herself staring at the world’s most blinding smile.

“Here, let me get it.”

In a move as quick as the cheetah inked onto his arm a tall curly-haired boy slipped between her and the register, pulling out his wallet with another winning smile. He paid quickly, but made no move to relinquish the food. Instead he leaned against the counter, balancing it on his arm.

“I missed you this summer. You stayed in the city?”

Aria’s eyes flashed with irritation as she bit the inside of her lip.

Oliver Jack. If there was one thing she didn’t miss this summer, it was the inescapable flirtation of Oliver Jack. Never trust a guy with two first names. No matter how cute he was.

At the same time, Guilder was a close community. The people you went to school with would haunt you for the rest of your life. It was unwise to alienate people in the eleventh grade.

“Yeah,” she answered shortly, “I stayed in the city.”

He nodded like they were the only two people in the cafeteria. Like it wasn’t a wasted conversation. Like he wasn’t holding up the line.

“Not me.” He spun the soda on the tip of his finger, hitting it so quickly it didn’t have time to fall. “My parents took me to Monaco for the summer. It was all right. I surfed a lot.”

Fascinating.

That soda’s going to explode.

“That’s awesome, Ollie.” She made a failed swipe for the crisps, then gritted her teeth. Benji had a cheetah, too, but he wasn’t obnoxious about it. “Well, I’m going to get back—”

“There were a lot of girls at the resort,” he interrupted suddenly.

She stared up at him, wondering if she’d misheard. “...okay?”

That grin was back, obnoxious as ever. She didn’t know why the rest of her classmates found him so attractive. Most of the time, she imagined grinding his face into mud.

“Really hot ones, too. They spoke French.”

Okay—what the heck is WRONG with everyone today?

“Ollie,” she lowered her voice, “if you’re about to tell me about the time you made an amateur porno with some French girls over the summer, I really don’t want to hear—”

“I didn’t even notice them,” he concluded, like it was some big revelation. His arms opened with a sudden laugh. “I guess I’m only into girls with ink.”

I guess that makes you an even bigger douchebag than I thought.

She smiled sweetly and yanked her food out of his hands. “Well, then you’ve come to the right place—”

“Yeah, I have.” He stepped suddenly closer, oblivious to the fact that he hadn’t let her finish a sentence. Across the cafeteria, they were being watched by a pair of blue eyes. “And it’s no secret that you’ve got the best ink around.”

Her spine stiffened as she glared up at him. Somewhere in the last few sentences, they’d left the rules of casual conversation behind. Even now, he was leaning further into her space.

“What’s your point?” she asked quietly.

His eyes danced as he whispered in her ear. “Point is, maybe you’ll show me sometime.”

So remember how I have a reputation for being a bit of a troublemaker?

Well, this next part wasn’t going to help with that...
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​Chapter 2
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“Detention?!”

Aria stood alone in the middle of the recently evacuated cafeteria, ankle-deep in a pile of mysterious purple foam that hadn’t been there before. In front of her stood a line of three teachers, the lunch lady hovering a few steps behind—still clutching a plastic tray as a shield.

“Why the he—Why do I have detention, when he’s the one who came on to me?!”

The teachers shared a quick look as Mr. Dorf rubbed his eyes.

“Watch it, Miss Wardell.”

She threw up her hands. “It was his bloody fault!”

“And yet, he’s the one lying in the infirmary with a broken nose,” Ms. Kentoff, the math teacher, interjected. “I don’t care who started it, Miss Wardell. You broke his nose.”

“I didn’t break his nose! The chair that flew into his face broke his nose!”

How could she fail to see the distinction?

“It’s true.” The lunch lady (who might have been more amenable before the attack) flashed them an innocent smile, dripping mustard from head to toe. “Mr. Jack was the one who paid her a compliment after purchasing her food. I guess you could say he started it.”

Aria crossed her arms with a withering scowl. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

“And you didn’t escalate things?” The momentum came to a pause as Samuel Heeb, one of Aria’s favorite teachers, stepped forward with a sigh. “Aria, you didn’t escalate things?”

A vintage chandelier crashed to the floor behind them, landing in a pile of shattered glass.

“...maybe a little.”

It was a valiant effort, but the game was up. That disappointed sigh had taken all the wind from her sails. She shouldn’t have been surprised by the next words out of his mouth.

“Off you go to the headmaster’s office.”

Her shoulders slumped as she glanced outside to the huge domed building looming in the distance. Usually, she’d be thrilled to go. But now?

“Fine.”

With a look of defeat she picked up her bag and slouched off towards the door, leaving a trail of purple sludge behind her. The janitors crossed themselves as she walked past.

“Sorry about the mess.”

*   *   *
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THE DAY BRIGHTENED considerably the second she got outside. Not just because the photo-kinetics were practicing on the eastern roof, but because her friends were waiting for her.

“Hey,” she greeted them unexpectedly, surprised to see James there as well. Even Lily had ditched class to see her. Lily—who listed truancy right up there with things like arson and death.

“Day five and you’ve already been sent to the principal’s office.” Benji clapped her on the shoulder, looking proud. “I think you broke my record.”

He retracted his hand immediately, shaking off the slime as Lily shook her head.

“Shame about Ollie,” she said sarcastically, looking sorry the fight had finished before she could help. “Guess he didn’t learn any manners off in Monaco.”

“Yeah, it’s a real shame,” Jason muttered with a rather dark expression. “Between his broken arm and that shattered face, he won’t be in class anytime soon.”

Aria started nodding, then stopped just as fast.

“Broken arm?” she repeated in confusion. “I didn’t break his arm.”

Jason was suddenly distracted by something on the ground.

“At any rate—it could be worse,” Lily said helpfully. “The dean’s not here.”

The dean.

The friends shared a quick grin at the mock formality.

If it wasn’t one grandfather, it was the other. Granddad Wardell was away on business, so she’d been sent to see Granddad Carter instead. It was a toss-up as to who would be the safer bet.

“Well, wish me luck.” She started traipsing across the grass. “I shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

The others lifted their hands in a uniform wave but James broke rank at the last minute and streaked towards her, waves of messy hair falling into his feverish blue eyes.

“I’m sorry about that guy,” he blurted, looking determined yet uncomfortable all at the same time. “If you like, I can have a talk with him. When he gets out of the infirmary.”

Aria’s eyebrows lifted as Benji bowed his head with a twinkling smile.

There weren’t many people on the planet who needed less protection than his big sister, but that didn’t mean the kid wasn’t going to try. Even now, his feet were planted on the ground with that brazen defiance—straining upwards a little so he could look her in the eye.

The others graciously looked away as she gave him a rare smile. “Thanks, Jamie. I’ll keep that in mind.”

With a parting grin, she set off across the grass. Hoping her granddad was in a forgiving sort of mood. Hoping he was inextricably busy if that wasn’t the case...

*  *  *
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WITH INCREASING RELUCTANCE Aria dragged one foot in front of the other, stalling as long as she could, before finally pushing open the giant double doors that led into the Oratory. Most of the kids roaming the halls of Guilder would have cut off their right leg just to get a few seconds inside, but she’d grown up there. Toddling on the training mats. Chewing on the practice dummies.

I certainly hope they clean those things...

The place was in full swing and she waved half-heartedly at some of the agents as she walked past, wishing very much she could join their training sessions instead of going further inside.

“Well, look who it is!” A pair of shifters detached from their boxing match, bleeding profusely while flashing the same cheerful smile. “What is this—day five?”

She pulled up her hood, muttering under her breath. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

A little further down the mats an impossibly tall man was conjuring knives, throwing them with deadly precision into a target across the room. He stopped when Aria walked into his path obliviously, straightening up with an amused smile.

“Another detention?”

Two knives went whizzing behind her.

“Don’t want to talk about it...”

At last, she reached the far wall and pushed down the secret lever—bidding farewell to the world of sunshine and passing into the maze of twisted hallways with a sigh.

Given the layout of the place, she’d often thought the Privy Council didn’t need additional security. Just leave the criminals to wander the corridors. Eventually, they’d starve. She would have been in the same boat herself, but by now she’d been down there so many times some of Benji’s and her childhood artwork was still on the walls, hanging alongside a slew of framed pictures.

She paused her walk of shame, smiling faintly up at the walls.

If there was ever an actual memory lane—this was it. It was like stepping into the past, right into her parents’ childhood. There were pictures of Rae and Devon learning how to fence while balancing on steel rods. Molly holding a dead fish and looking like she was going to throw up. Angel glaring at the camera while Gabriel laughed at something behind her back.

At the end of the row, there was one she’d never noticed before. A shot of her dad and Julian at about fifteen—posing together in a one-armed hug and grinning at the camera.

Both were dripping head to toe with green slime.

Have to remember to ask about that...

At last, she reached her destination—the office at the very end of the hall. She pulled in a deep breath and knocked quietly, chanting inside her head.

Please don’t be there, please don’t be there—

“Come in.”

—crap.

Her eyes flashed to the heavens before she stepped inside.

The office looked exactly like it always did. Family photographs framed on the desk, a giant blinking map hanging on the wall. And there was her grandfather, sitting in the middle of it.

He looked up when she opened the door then leaned back in his chair, taking off his glasses with the twinkling smile he saved for whenever she was around.

“What a lovely surprise.” He waved her closer. “What brings you down here?”

She perched cautiously in the edge of a seat. “...you don’t already know?”

The smile faded slightly, tinted with a mixture of exasperation and concern. Yet another expression that seemed to make an appearance whenever she was around.

“Enlighten me.”

Her eyes lowered to the carpet. “I had some trouble with a boy in the cafeteria.”

Carter’s lips twitched, but he maintained a poker face. “Is the cafeteria still standing?”

Hard to tell whether that was a joke.

“Yes,” she said defensively. “The two of us just had a disagreement, that’s all.”

Carter nodded slowly, reading between the lines. “You punched him in the face.”

“As I said,” she replied diplomatically, “a disagreement.” She hurried on before he could speak. “Don’t you want to know why I punched him in the face?”

He set the glasses on the desk, rubbing his eyes. “I can’t begin to tell you how many times I’ve heard your mother say that exact phrase...”

She allowed him a moment, but continued with sudden confidence. It would be a cold day in hell before her grandfather sided against her. Especially with something like this.

“He asked to see my ink,” she said impressively.

There was a beat of silence.

“...that’s it?”

The two of them stared across that generational divide.

“No, Granddad—he asked to see my ink.” She leaned forward in the chair, trying her best to explain. “It’s a sex thing. It means he wanted—”

“All right, all right!” He held up a hand, stopping the conversation in its tracks. It took a few seconds to forever delete the concept from his mind, then he looked up with a sudden frown. “He propositioned you like that in the middle of the cafeteria?”

She did her best not to smirk, reeling him in line by line. “Whispered it in my ear.”

His face turned violent. For a split second, she was actually afraid.

“This punch... did you put your weight behind it?”

*   *   *
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BY THE TIME ARIA LEFT her granddad’s office, she was feeling significantly better about the day than when she’d arrived. She’d gotten to listen in on a top-secret phone call with the Prime Minister of Malta, stuffed her face with as many of Carter’s addictive peppermints as her cheeks would allow, then extracted a promise to pilot his Gulfstream before politely excusing herself.

When she finally got back to the Oratory, the day took another upward turn. 

“Uncle Gabriel!”

A handsome man was standing in the corner, wrapping his hands before beginning to train. He lifted his head as she sprinted towards him, eyes sparkling with a familiar smile.

“Hey, kid.” It didn’t matter how old she got, he’d still call her kid. He caught her in a one-armed hug, looking her over with affection, before retracing her path. “Trouble in paradise?”

“I don’t want to...” The party line rose to her lips before she changed it suddenly—glancing at the training tape wrapped around his hands. “Want to spar?”

He squinted down appraisingly, lifting his hand toward the mats.

Yes!

She ripped off her sweatshirt with a beaming grin, throwing it next to the duffel bag at his feet. Of all her parents’ friends, Gabriel was the most fun to practice with. Possibly because he was the only person in the world who didn’t treat her like she was made of glass.

“You remember the kick I taught you?” he called, once they’d gotten some distance.

She nodded fervently, having practiced it every night before going to bed.

“Show me.”

For the next few hours, the two of them engaged in a miniature battle—flipping and fighting and rolling over the mats. Gabriel hadn’t grown up the same way as the others, and he was a hard teacher. That being said, he was patient. And he had a way of explaining things in precisely the right terms so that she’d understand it best. You didn’t just train with Gabriel. You got better.

“You know,” she panted, planting both hands on her knees, trying to catch her breath, “you should really think about teaching. You’d be great at it.”

Gabriel laughed quietly, tying back his hair.

These sessions might have been gold for her, but they didn’t help him in the slightest. While she was on the verge of death, the guy hadn’t even broken a sweat.

“A teacher, huh?” He bounced slightly to stay loose, waiting for her to recover. “You could see that? Book bag and glasses. Me and Luke—eating together in the faculty lounge?”

She grinned, and swatted away his playful jab.

A few years ago, Benji’s dad had been offered a position teaching at the school. ‘The Rise of the British Empire and War in the Modern Western World.’ On paper, it sounded like a boring class—but the guy brought it to life. People never missed Luke’s lectures. Not ever.

“You could start with something easy,” she teased. “Maybe Intro to Reading...or sculpting! I could totally see you making those little ceramic pots—”

All the air whooshed from her body as she crashed into the mat.

...sort of.

Gabriel might not pull as many of his punches, but even he was careful with her. It didn’t matter how often she went flying, he’d catch her every time. She couldn’t hit the mat if she tried.

Instead of taking his outstretched hand she lay there for a minute, glaring at the fans.

“Why do you always do that?” she muttered.

He dropped his hand in surprise.

“Do what?”

“Catch me,” she accused, pushing up to her elbows. “You never let me fall.”

A strange expression flickered across his face, as if he’d had the exact same conversation not long before. He considered her a moment, then instead of helping her up he got down beside her.

“You want to fall?”

She hesitated, thrown off balance. Usually, her parents would stop the conversation before it got this far. She’d yet to script her answers for whatever was coming next.

“...no,” she admitted after a long pause. “But I want to know how it feels.”

A guilty flush spread across her cheeks just at saying the words out loud, but there was no judgement in Gabriel’s eyes. He sat there calmly, letting her work it out.

“Sometimes I feel like... like everything’s already happened,” she blurted. “Like we’re all training for this fight that’s already over. Not that we really get to train. We can’t even be agents.” She picked at a hole in the mat, trapped in the intensity of those green eyes. “And I know that’s a good thing,” she added quickly. “It’s better that people aren’t fighting, it’s better that everyone’s safe. It’s just... how can I know where I stand if I never get to try? How do I make my mark on this place, if you guys have already finished everything?”

The words hung in between them before dissipating in the air.

“I don’t want to fall,” she concluded quietly. “But I don’t want to just stand there either.”

Neither of them said anything for a long time. They simply sat there in the middle of the mats as a dozen fantastical fights raged on around them. Most people said that Julian was the best listener. Aria didn’t disagree. But sometimes she thought Gabriel was just as good.

Then there was a buzzing in his pocket and he glanced down at his phone.

“Come on,” he said softly, offering her a hand up, “your mom’s waiting outside.”

She followed along obediently, gathering up her things, but no sooner had she slipped her arms into the sweater than Gabriel was standing in front of her once more.

“You want to know how it feels?”

Without a word of warning, he thrust his palm into her chest—sending her crashing back to the mats. This time, he didn’t catch her. This time, he didn’t help her up.

“It hurts, Arie.”

She was winded, but not harmed. He was serious, but not upset. The two of them stared at each other for a moment before he started rewrapping his knuckles to begin training for real.

“Enjoy this time.” He flashed a smile, but his eyes were sad. “It won’t last forever.”

*   *   *
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ARIA’S HEAD WAS STILL spinning as she raced out of the Oratory and into the sun. Usually, when she was lucky enough to snag a sparring session with one of the adults it calmed her, centered her, let her think more clearly than whatever had been troubling her before. But this was different.

Whatever had just happened on those training mats...it was something new.

Ouch.

She rubbed absentmindedly at her collarbone, lost in thought, absentmindedly marveling at her uncle’s strength. She wondered what he’d meant by it won’t last forever. Was he talking about her exclusion thus far from the proceedings, or the peace he and the others had worked so hard to build?

If it was her exclusion, that didn’t seem likely. Not only would both her parents have to sign off on a formal recruitment offer, but her grandfather would have to sign it as well. A man who was roughly as protective as a recently-hibernated bear. It would be years before she got that coveted letter, if she was fortunate enough to get it at all.

But if he was talking about the peace...that might make some sense.

These things came in waves, that’s something her father told her. They’d thought things were over after Cromfield, but they were wrong. They’d thought things were over after they’d hunted down the remainder of his cronies, but they were wrong. They weren’t naïve enough to think things might be over after Vivian, but by some miracle the peace had held.

There were still rogue operatives, there were still hostile governments, there were still random threats. Nothing serious. Nothing coordinated. Nothing anywhere close to the scale of what had happened before. But these things came in waves. One could argue they were due.

“Hey, Arie! Heard you took a hammer to Ollie’s face. Broke half his bones!”

She lifted her eyes quickly as a trio of sophomore gave her an excited wave. No use at this point correcting them. The Guilder rumor mill would have its way with the story. She could try salvaging whatever remained of the truth when it was done.

Besides, there are worse things than attacking some perv with a hammer...

She stopped in her tracks, staring at the parking lot.

...like telling my mom.

Rae Kerrigan hadn’t come all the way from Bulgaria, she’d been tracking a drug cartel in France, but still managed to get home in time to pick up her children from school. It was a miracle she’d even made it through customs herself given how much exploded cocaine had landed in her dark hair. A single glance in the mirror and it looked like she’d aged thirty years.

“Hey, sweetie—get in!”

She waved cheerfully through the window, James already waiting in the back seat. Aria was about to take a step towards them, when a sudden commotion caught her eye.

There was a new car in the faculty lot, one she’d never seen before. The trunk was open and what looked like five cartons of books had spilled outside. A tall, youthful man was standing above them, wringing his hands. For a moment it looked like he was about to retrieve them, then he slammed the trunk in exasperation and sent a violent profanity ringing into the sky.

Aria lifted her eyebrows, fighting back a smile.

A quick glance around told her that no one else had witnessed the little explosion, but never in her life had she heard a teacher speak in such a way. It was nothing short of delightful, if a little embarrassing to have seen. But before she could turn away, he lifted his eyes and looked right at her.

Time stopped. Now it was he who was embarrassed. A rush of color darkened his cheeks as he lifted his hand in a comical wave. She was about to wave back, when a horn honked in the lot.

“Aria, let’s go.”

After flashing a tight smile she hurried to the car, forgetting the entire event the second she saw the premature grey streaking her mother’s hair.

“What happened to you?” She lifted her hand to pat it before Rae could stop her, coughing on the little cloud of dust that escaped. “Were you baking or something?”

Rae froze in horror, then grabbed her daughter’s wrist—conjuring a wipe at the same time.

“Let’s just get you guys home.” She tore out of the lot, letting her long tresses flow out the open window. “Before you both get a contact high...”
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​Chapter 3
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“You have three seconds, then I’m setting the house on fire!”

Aria stiffened nervously as her father’s voice echoed up the stairs, but her mother continued staring calmly into the mirror—dabbing the corners of her lipstick.

“Don’t worry, honey. He always says that.” She spritzed a cloud of perfume, then held up her hair. “Can you zip me up?”

Aria flashed a grin and used her uncle’s power to slide the metal zipper up the last few inches of dress. The attire for a teenager’s birthday party wasn’t exactly formal (much to her Aunt Molly’s dismay), but it had been a while since the family had been under the same roof. And she and her mother had spent the afternoon conjuring and discarding clothes to their heart’s content.

What they’d finally selected was simple but stylish.

Aria had settled on dark fitted pants with a turquoise silk halter that tied in a ribbon around the neck and was suspiciously missing a back. While Rae had opted for a cocktail dress that fit like a glove and was sure to assuage her husband’s rage.

“You’re going to wear a sweater over that,” Rae cautioned, watching as her daughter turned back and forth in front of the mirror. “Or your father might make good on the threat.”

Aria rolled her eyes but grabbed a cardigan from the top of the pile. The rest was going to a local thrift shop that believed them to be the most generous and wasteful people in the world.

“Why would Dad care if it’s backless? It’s just family there tonight.”

It seemed the appropriate response. A few days ago, she would have even meant it. But now, she found herself suddenly wondering why she’d picked such a flashy top to begin with.

Rae flashed her a quick look, then suppressed a smile. “How was Jason’s backpacking trip?”

An innocent enough question, with the world’s most suspicious timing. Aria slipped against the door- frame she’d been leaning on, flushing a thousand shades of red.

“What do you mean?”

Rae met her gaze in the mirror, eyes twinkling with that secret smile. “I mean...how was his trip?” She picked up her purse, pausing to check her lipstick one final time as Devon ranted and raged downstairs. “He was gone the whole summer. With Gabriel. I’m sure he has some great stories. It’s a miracle both of them made it back in one piece.”

It was a good point. Furthermore, Aria had heard all of her friends ask Jason the exact same thing the second they saw him. But for whatever reason, she hadn’t asked about his trip. Truth be told, the two of them had barely spoken since he got back.

“I don’t know,” she said briskly, moving suddenly to the door. “You should ask him. And we should get downstairs,” she added before her
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