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      I whirled in the dark, searching for Tello. Where was he? He’d been behind me just a few seconds ago. My breaths were so loud I couldn’t hear anything else. The night was an oppressive, dark shroud, and the trees around me were giants that served as hiding places for my enemies.

      “Jaz! Don’t, stop!” Val urged, ahead of me as he ran. He was almost to the top of the hill, about fifty yards away.

      “But Tello,” I hissed desperately. “I don’t know where he is. He was right behind me.”

      Val halted, glancing back, and gesturing with one hand for me to hurry. “Magistrate Magnus will keep him safe. C’mon, hurry!”

      I hesitated a moment but had to trust that they’d be all right. With one last glance back, I started climbing uphill again. My legs burned, but I had to keep going. We needed to get out of wildling territory.

      A shape flew at me from behind a tree. I cried out in pain as a shoulder rammed into my side and thick arms enveloped me. We rolled down the rocky hill, grunting and struggling. When we finally came to a stop, my attacker was on top, pinning me down. I stared into luminous green eyes. Sharp canines gleamed as the savage leered at me with hatred.

      “Filthy city rat,” he said in a barely intelligible voice.

      I tried to reach for my weapon, but I couldn’t move.

      He leaned closer. His fingers dug into my shoulders, claws prickling through the fabric of my uniform coat. Panic building in my chest, I pushed, but he was a wall of pure muscle. His chest was bare and his skin and taut sinew shone under the dim moonlight. I bucked. He pushed a leg between mine and jammed it against my crotch. I froze in shock at the brazen move.

      The wildling angled his sharp teeth toward my throat. I growled, pushing, but it was useless. When his mouth touched my skin, he stopped and inhaled deeply. I shuddered as he went utterly still. I braced myself for death, but he pulled away.

      His shifter eyes locked with mine. He appeared confused. His savage features softened slightly. He opened his mouth as if to say something, then his head and gaze snapped up.

      “Get your filthy paws off her,” Val screamed as he barreled in our direction.

      My attacker jumped off me with inhuman speed, and a split second later, Val’s sword slashed through the air right at the level where the wildling’s neck had been. Val ran after him toward the trees, shouting hoarsely, sword held high.

      I rolled onto my side, wincing. “Val, no!”

      Gratefully, he stopped and we watched the wildling disappear among the many tree trunks and bushes.

      Clenching my teeth and holding my side, I rose to my feet.

      Val faced me. “Are you all⁠—”

      “Run!” Magistrate Magnus ordered, appearing at a bend at the bottom of the hill. “Run, you idiots!”

      We ran, and it wasn’t until we reached the top of the hill that I stopped to wonder where Tello was.
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        * * *

      

      The wolf wildlings killed Tello, and now, all we could do was watch from the top of the ridge as they tore him to pieces.

      Val had an arm around my waist, holding me back as I fought to get free and do some tearing of my own. I wanted to run back down there and kill them, rip them apart, and spread chunks of their flesh all over the forest for all the wild packs to find.

      We’d lost so many of our peers this way that I couldn’t stand the thought of losing another—even if that was the nature of Lux Academy.

      “Settle down, Initiate Jazmin!” Magistrate Magnus growled. He was standing a few paces away, his back to us, with the dark sky and large moon as his backdrop.

      I kept struggling.

      “Please, Jaz,” Val whispered in my ear. “You’ll get us all killed. We’re outnumbered, and it’s a full moon.”

      I went limp, his words piercing through my anger and turning it to acceptance. Val released me and I dropped to my knees, a choking pressure in my throat.

      Magistrate Magnus was standing at the edge of the ridge, looking at the valley below. He wore the hood of his black robe over his head, obscuring wrinkles too deep for his age and a beard that had gone white ahead of his light brown hair.

      “They desecrate him,” he spat, in his grumbling voice. Anger trembled in his words and swept through us.

      Val joined the Magistrate, his back straight as a rod. He would watch and learn firsthand about the wildling’s savagery. The lessons were almost over for us and—after Proventus, our graduation—this would become our lives. There was no running from it. Not that we wanted to. Skews, perverse supernaturals, infected the rest of the world, but they didn’t belong here, and we would fight to root the infection from our lands.

      I stood on shaky legs and went to stand next to Val and the Magistrate. Tello wouldn’t get a chance to graduate because he’d been brave and had tried to fight. I couldn’t be a coward and also miss my chance. Few were chosen to fight the wild Skews, and those who hid from the truth were not among them.

      As I joined them, Magistrate Magnus glanced at me sideways and gave me a slight nod. He would forgive my outburst, see that I’d gotten myself under control. The other Magistrates might not be so forgiving—discipline was paramount—but he was reasonable, more than most of them anyway.

      I forced myself to watch, same as Val.

      Our long coats flapped in the wind, and below, a trail of smoke snaked toward the sky. The wildlings had started a fire and had lain Tello next to it.

      Under the glow of the moonlight and the flames, I could make out his outline. He had fought bravely, giving us three the chance to escape. Guilt washed over me again, the same way it had as we’d run up the mountain while he stood his ground and faced the Tetrad—three werewolves and their alpha. I would’ve gone back and fought beside him, but Magistrate Magnus didn’t allow it—not when we’d told him of the wildling that had attacked me.

      The magistrate’s magic had disguised our path, and we’d managed to confuse the wildlings’ keen senses, but we’d lost Tello. I clenched my teeth to hold back a scream.

      Damn wildlings and their barbaric ways!

      “Not many initiates get to witness this,” Magistrate Magnus said. “I was twenty the first time I saw.” His voice wavered.

      I lowered my head, not daring to glance in his direction. I’d never heard him be anything but firm—even when he named the dead after our dawn cleansing sessions. I wondered who he’d lost the first time he saw that still made him falter now.

      Howls rent the night.

      My eyes snapped back to the dancing flames and Tello’s immobile shape on the dusty ground.

      Three wolves had positioned themselves at Tello’s feet, facing their alpha who stood by Tello’s head. The leader’s tattooed arms stretched toward the heavens as he swayed from side to side. I knew from my studies that he was chanting in victory, but I couldn’t hear him from where we stood.

      After a long moment lost in his ecstasy, the alpha dropped to his knees and opened Tello’s blood-soaked shirt, revealing his broad chest.

      I fought the urge to turn away at the sight of his ruined torso. It looked as if the wolves had tried to disembowel him, but it was no surprise. Their savagery and violence knew no limits, and their thirst for blood was insatiable.

      Just to prove my point, the alpha pressed his hands to Tello’s chest, then brought them up to his face. Swaying on his knees, he wiped the blood across his cheeks. The wolves howled again, stirred into a frenzy, waiting for the next step in their barbaric ritual.

      Pulling a knife from the belt at his waist, the alpha presented it to his pack. They howled once more, lowering their heads, eyes flashing with the firelight. My fist closed around a handful of my coat. Next to me, Val shook on the spot.

      When we left Lux City so late in the afternoon, we’d known the dangers, and yet, we’d been excited to accompany Magistrate Magnus, Tello more than Val or me. The Magistrate had met with someone, a woman who’d given him a sealed parcel. We didn’t know who she was or what was in the package, but it wasn’t our business to ask. We’d come on foot, an hour north of the Academy.

      “Maybe we’ll run into a Tetrad, and we’ll teach them a lesson,” he’d said, always so ready to fight, so brave.

      I wished we would’ve stayed in our dorm, talking, fooling around. Instead, now…

      The alpha lifted the knife with both hands and held it over his head.

      By the Light!

      The blade came down.

      I held my breath and imagined a thud, followed by a wet, squelching sound.

      The alpha’s arms worked up and down, up and down. When he was done cutting, he dropped the knife to the ground and stuck his hand in the hole. It came away bloody. He ran his fingers over his face. Was he tasting the blood? I couldn’t tell from this distance, but whatever it was, it was horrid. Beasts!

      We stood frozen, too shocked to turn away from the horror. My stomach clenched painfully, and my heart lodged in my throat. I could barely breathe.

      After a long moment, Magistrate Magnus gave an audible inhale and said, “We must go.”

      “But…” I protested. “Maybe we could bury him when they leave.”

      “You know well there’ll be nothing left to bury,” he said, walking south in Lux City’s direction.

      The earth must return to the earth.

      It was the only way to give anyone proper rest, and now Tello wouldn’t even have that. Instead, he would be devoured, digested in the guts of those filthy beasts.

      Magistrate Magnus stopped and extended a hand to indicate we should walk ahead of him. He wanted to keep an eye on us, probably expecting us to linger or attempt something even more stupid than that.

      “We must tread carefully,” he said. “My magic is exhausted.”

      Val and I exchanged a glance. Like me, he was probably wishing we were already able to cast magic, but that wouldn’t be possible until after Proventus, once the ink bracelets around our wrists—our codas—were complete.

      Pulling up my sleeve, I examined mine under the moonlight that seeped through the trees.

      “We’ll get the last of our ink soon,” Val said. “Don’t worry.”

      There was only a half-inch gap left to fill and make one end of the tattoo connect with the other. Each different pattern in the bracelet represented a year at Lux, and once the bracelet was complete, we would no longer be initiates. We would be apprentices, assigned to one of the Magistrates.

      I looked over at Magistrate Magnus hoping, as always, to be assigned to him—if I was even selected, and not dismissed back into the world.

      “We’ll make them pay for what they did,” Val whispered. “We got a good look at one of them. We’ll find their pack.”

      “We will!” I said, too loudly.

      He put a finger to his lips and threw a quick glance over his shoulder. I nodded once, Tello’s jovial face flashing before my eyes, and the desire for revenge swelling in my chest like a disease.

      A month from now was the Last Day of Indulgence, and he wouldn’t be with us to enjoy it. I held back my tears and made a silent pledge.

      They’ll pay for what they did to you, Tello. I promise.
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      Girls were jutting their hips and winking at me? At me?!

      Really? What the hell?

      I glanced away. They were wasting their time. Two-fold. I was not available. My Lux Academy uniform let them know that, and I was not a guy. They would be mighty disappointed when they took a closer look between my legs and didn’t find the bits they were hoping to arouse. Of course, my close-cropped hair, and hips and boobs hidden under my coat didn’t help them make a distinction, but still.

      It had been two weeks since Tello’s death. He should be here with us, celebrating, but the space to my left was empty.

      The air carried a sharp bite, typical for late April and northern Maine. Lux City lay in the Carrabassett Valley south of Flagstaff Lake. It was blessedly closed to outsiders, a place free of Skews and the depravity found in places as close as Augusta—not to mention Boston or New York. Our community had remained the same for hundreds of years since colonists settled in the area. Everyone who lived here was proud to be Luxian.

      Uniformed Academy students went in and out of the shops and ran down the streets, whooping, enjoying their free day. The town square and surrounding streets were closed to traffic and alive with people in the mood for celebration. Spring was here in force. The sun was out. The Last Day of Indulgence had arrived, and it was a yearly affair.

      “They really like you.” Back from the baker shop, Val elbowed me and handed me a pistachio pastry. Honey dripped from the thin pieces of pastry onto a paper napkin. Um, delicious!

      “Thanks, my favorite!” I took a bite, then moaned from pleasure.

      From across the cobble street, one of the girls blew me a kiss, then giggled along with her friend. They wore tight jeans, tall boots, and very tight tops and, despite the chilly temperature, it seemed they’d left their jackets at home. Their hair bounced in an impossible way. I had no idea how they managed that.

      “Why do they act like that?” I turned away, blushing, and took another bite of my pastry.

      Val turned with me. There was a twinkle in his eye, and I knew just what he had on his dirty mind.

      “I know it is the Last Day of Indulgence, Val,” I said, “but you can’t possibly be considering…” I trailed off, looking over my shoulder at the two girls.

      Their boobs were squeezed so tight together they looked like overripe, pale, giggly melons. Gah! Even the wildlings covered their… fruits better than that.

      “I am considering it,” Val said. “But I think they won’t be happy if you don’t come with me.” He pressed his too-red lips into a thin line, obviously trying to repress a smile.

      I glanced over at the girls again to see if—with Val standing next to me—they’d finally realized I wasn’t a guy.

      One of them stared directly at me and bit her lower lip.

      Nope. No such luck.

      I was tall and slender compared to them, but nothing like Val. He was half a foot taller than me, and all angles and broad chest. He had a wide jaw, thick eyebrows, and his steel blue eyes carried a menace that was strictly male. He was imposing in the Academy black uniform. We all looked damn good in them. The sharp cut of the coat accentuated our waists and broadened our shoulders. The malleable leather pants hugged our muscular thighs, and the sword and tall boots with its silver-plated accents simply made us look badass. The uniform had been the same for centuries. Some less-traditional magistrates wanted to exchange the swords for guns, but tradition was everything at the Academy. Besides, the wildlings didn’t use firearms, and proper magistrates liked a fair and balanced fight.

      A woman pushing a cart full of fresh flowers approached. Wheels clanked against the cobblestones.

      “After she passes by, we can sneak away behind her cart,” I suggested.

      Except Val was already crossing the street, his polished boots tapping firmly, the tip of his sword peeking from under his long coat.

      “Such a hot guy going in the service, what a freakin’ shame!” I could almost hear the girls complain. Val with his steely eyes and damn confidence.

      They seemed to forget we were all orphans, lucky to have been accepted into the folds of the ancient institution and shaped into valuable members of society. Yep, the uniform had power.

      Across the street, Val pointed at me, causing one of the girls to smile broadly. Shit! What was he telling them? I shoved the rest of the pastry into my mouth, dabbed at my honeyed lips with the napkin, and threw it into a trash can.

      I wanted to go off on my own in search of more sweets. Val could indulge himself with those girls, but I wasn’t about to waste my last day flirting with a girl who thought I was a guy. If I was interested in that sort of indulgence, I would find a handsome, broad-chested, hard-muscled dude.

      My gaze traveled lazily in Val’s direction.

      To my dismay, he was coming back, a full smile displaying his perfect teeth. I looked left and right, searching for an escape. Any escape.

      “Jaz,” he said in that tone I knew well—the overly sweet one he always used when he wanted something from me.

      “No!” I shook my head and took a step back.

      “Please, Jaz. It may be my last chance to… you know.” He put his hands together in prayer and gave me hungry-puppy eyes.

      “And what about me?!” I demanded.

      He frowned. “I didn’t realize you wanted to…”

      “Oh, no. Not that.” I made a face of disgust. “I mean I don’t want to waste my last day indulging you. There are plenty more sweets I intend to eat, and I want to go by the amphitheater to watch the play.”

      “I promise you we’ll still do all of that.” He glanced back sadly at the girls as if they were mirages that would soon blink out of existence, which I guessed they were since, after today, we were to be celibate, along with a number of other things, including moderate in all habits. Hence my need for obscene amounts of sweets and entertainment.

      “Wouldn’t it be better if you never know what you’re missing?” I asked.

      “Imagine if you had never eaten a pistachio pastry, or a honey cake, or any strawberry confections.”

      My mouth watered at the mention of all my favorite desserts. “Stop talking blasphemy!” I snapped.

      Val shrugged and put his hands up as if saying “see what I mean?”

      “Couldn’t you take both of them?”

      Val cocked his head to one side, pondering. “Maybe I could, but the blonde one wants you. She says she won’t come if you don’t.”

      “By Lux! Are you joking?”

      “I’m not. Please, I’ll muck out your horse for a week.” I hated mucking out my horse’s stall, and Val knew it. It was a twice-a-day chore I could do without. Especially when, as an initiate, I didn’t get to ride through the mountains chasing wildlings. Maybe, once I became an apprentice and killed my first wildling, I would feel differently about it.

      “Oh, okay!” I gave up and took the deal. “But be quick about it.”

      He made a face then shrugged, probably realizing it would go quick anyhow since he hadn’t been with a girl in a while.

      We had to be back in our dorm by 10 PM. It was six now, and I would get my treats one way or another. The world didn’t revolve around Valentine Ferro.

      “Thank you, thank you!” He patted my shoulder, then dragged me across the street, straight toward the flirty blonde.
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      “Hello," the girl said, blinking in quick succession and tucking a blond curl behind her ear. “My name is Emily. What’s yours?” Her cheeks were red with blush and her skin smoother than a slab of marble.

      “Jaz,” I said, making my voice deeper and feeling rather unfeminine and sun-weathered. I did a lot of drills under the harsh sun and wind. My skin was amber-colored to begin with—I had First Nation blood in me for sure—but all the training had kicked it into bronze. Lux City was a mixture of skin colors since the first colonists had intermarried with the natives. Though that was before they had learned of their treachery.

      She frowned at my name.

      “Jazmone,” Val added quickly.

      I stared daggers in his direction. He went by Val, and he never worried it might be mistaken for a woman’s name.

      “Jazmone,” the girl repeated, wrinkling her nose. “I can see why you go by Jaz.”

      I forced a smile. “Same reason why Valifred goes by Val.”

      “Yikes!” the other girl said. “It seems the Academy needs some help coming up with names for its recruits.”

      The Academy named us all and wasn’t in need of help in this area, or any others. They gave all the orphans honorable names, including Latin last names that represented something about us. Val’s was Ferro for the steel in his gaze. Mine was Bronte for the thunder in my cry when I was a baby.

      “Um, why don’t we take a walk?” Val asked, extending a hand down the sidewalk.

      “Sure!” Emily hooked her arm in mine.

      I bit down hard and fought the urge to push her away. Val owed me. Big time. I would have to make my horse eat double this week.

      “Tell me about you, Jaz,” Emily said, leaning closer as we followed Val and… what was the other girl’s name?

      I had no idea.

      “Do you exercise a lot?” She squeezed my biceps through my coat, almost making me jump.

      Was she always like this? Or was it because it was the Last Day of Indulgence?

      “You’re so tall and handsome,” she said, punctuating her words with a pinch to my ass.

      This time, I did jump away from her, my mouth opening and closing as I tried to think of something to distract her.

      “Val said you were shy, but there is no reason to be.” Emily batted her eyelashes and licked her lips seductively. I felt my pistachio pastry making its way back up my throat.

      My face burned. I glanced around at the passersby, embarrassed, but no one seemed to have noticed, least of all Val who had his arm around his girl’s waist and was pulling her in for a quick kiss.

      Crap! What did I get myself into? Was Emily expecting me to kiss her?

      “What an interesting birthmark,” she said, running two fingers over my cropped hair, near my right temple. “It looks like a waning moon.”

      “Waxing,” I said, leaning away from her touch.

      “Huh?”

      “A waxing moon, not a waning moon,” I corrected.

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      Apprehension building, I noticed we’d reached Paradise Street, an area perfectly designed for anyone with bad habits to indulge. Food, drink, gambling, and any number of diversions could be found for the next ten blocks. Unsurprisingly, the streets were full of uniformed initiates like Val and me.

      I spotted a couple of our peers, staggering into a bar, and wished Val had more interest in beer than women.

      Paper lanterns illuminated every corner, blotting the quickly darkening sky. The scent of grilled meat and freshly baked rolls made my mouth water. Garlands of black and silver hung from lamp post to lamp post, matching the Academy colors and our uniforms to perfection.

      Lux City was vibrant, beautiful, and safe thanks to the magistrates and their apprentices who kept the wildlings in their place—away from all the places they had once corrupted with their ignorance and barbaric practices.

      Determined to enjoy myself, I turned to Emily. “Would you like a honey cake?” I pointed at a street vendor.

      “A honey cake?” she repeated as if I were offering her a skewered squirrel like the ones the wildlings favored. “No, baby, there’s only one type of honey I’m interested in.”

      Before I could figure out what she meant, she grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me into a narrow alley, the same way Val and the other girl had gone.

      I stumbled forward as Emily spun me around and pushed me against the wall. Further down the alley and locked in a passionate kiss, Val pushed his companion behind a tall, wooden crate. Apparently, he was going to get what he wanted as quickly as he’d promised. Now all I had to do was keep Emily’s busy hands off me.
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      Emily got on tip-toes, eyes closed and lips pursed, ready for a kiss.

      Wincing, I pushed back against the wall, turning my face away and hoping Val’s stamina was as small as his patience.

      For a crazy moment, I imagined it was me with him behind that crate, but I quickly pushed the idea aside. Thoughts like that were likely to get me kicked out of the Academy no matter how promising or successful an initiate I might be. Affairs between students were strictly forbidden. Probably because it would make a lifetime of celibacy together damn awkward.

      Undeterred by my refusal to kiss her, she slid her hand up my stomach, making sounds of pleasure as she felt my muscles through my uniform. I went stiff and slapped her hand away as she inched closer to my breasts.

      “Ow!” she complained when I swiftly spun around, pushed her against the wall, and took a step away from her.

      Her chin quivered, and she pressed a hand to her chest, an injured expression on her face.

      “Look,” I said, “It’s not you… um… it’s me.”

      She sniffled. “Lux! This is so humiliating.”

      “I’m sorry, I⁠—”

      Deep inside the alley, a movement caught my eye. Two bright dots shone in the darkness, well past Val’s crate.

      “Val!” I pulled out my sword from my metal scabbard with a zing. “Something’s back there.”

      Next to me, Emily shrieked and ran out of the alley. Val walked into the open, pulling out his own sword and fumbling with the buttons on his shirt. He urged the girl to walk out, protecting her with his body. They backed away slowly, the girl pressing her removed top to her boobs.

      Val stopped when he reached me, his eyes drilling into the depths of the alley, same as mine. The girl ran off, calling her friend’s name.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “Wolf’s eyes.”

      We were quiet for a moment, staring, waiting. The glowing eyes didn’t reappear.

      “How dare they come here and today?” Val asked in a near growl.

      “We need to pass the word,” I said. The other initiates needed to be on the lookout. People should probably be evacuated, but any mention of wildlings would cause a panic. And what if I was imagining things?

      He nodded. We backed out of the alley and sheathed our swords as discretely as possible.

      I gave Val a sideways glance. “Sorry about your… you know, but I did see something back there.”

      “No need to apologize. I believe you. She wasn’t a very good kisser, anyway.” He wiped his fingers around his chin.

      “Did she slobber like a wolf wildling?” I laughed, trying to ease my nerves.

      The news of her lousy abilities made me glad for some reason. I’d never kissed a guy, never met one that made me want to, but I was sure I wouldn’t have licked his face. My gaze strayed to Val’s red lips for a second, then I shook my head and peered back toward the spot where I’d seen those eyes. But whoever had been there was now gone.

      “Let’s go.” He gestured down the street.

      We moved swiftly along the crowded streets, stopping our peers, and whispering to them to be alert. After thirty minutes of strolling up and down the street and keeping our eyes peeled, I began to relax and believe I had imagined the whole thing. I’d wanted to escape Emily’s tentacle hands, after all.

      I bought a honey cake at one of the street vendors, while Val stared at a group of girls, each one of them staring into their cell phones.

      What a one-track mind.

      As I was about to take a bite of my cake, I locked eyes with a guy who was staring right at me from across the street. He was tall with short black hair. He wore jeans and a ratty, once-white T-shirt. His eyes were a piercing green that unsettled me. Something about him made me pause. He seemed familiar. A shiver ran down my spine as I remembered the wildling that attacked me the day Tello died. But it was impossible. He couldn’t be here. Besides, that wildling’s face had appeared different that night, untamed, and with glowing eyes that promised brutality. This guy’s face was similar in some of its features, but it was thoughtful and civilized. Still, something about him made me uneasy.

      I elbowed Val and mumbled from behind my cake. “Across the street, in the dirty T-shirt.”

      His gaze flicked toward the guy. His brow started to furrow, but a shrill scream rent the atmosphere, making us forget all about the guy.

      Several initiates, including Val, jumped into action, responding to our duty of protecting Lux City the way we were trained to do.

      I cursed, gave a longing glance toward my untouched honey cake, and threw it down. I’d turned to follow Val when an arm wrapped around my middle and pulled me back into the dark between the two buildings behind me.
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      I fought to get free, but whatever or whoever had grabbed me was too strong and had pulled me well away from the street. My boots scraped against the cobblestones as I kicked and bucked. I could have cried out, but my only thought was to fight and keep everyone else away from danger.

      I bucked again, throwing my head back this time. It connected with something. There was a grunt, and I was released. Spinning around, I went for my sword, but someone else sprang from the shadows and put me in a chokehold.

      A hot whisper brushed past my ear, but I didn’t understand it.

      A wildling word! I was sure of it.

      I fought harder. Something pricked my neck and numbness spread over my body like a wave of warm water washing over me. My arms and legs only twitched a little as I fought to move them.

      A wildling stood in front of me. He was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, but the blue glow of his eyes let me know his true nature. He was a wolf in pants. I wondered where he’d put his tail. He’d probably slicked it between his legs with the same greasy stuff that was on his black hair. The guy was massive, at least six-foot-five.

      I tried to cry out then, but my throat was stuck as if I’d tried to swallow ten honey cakes at once. But I couldn’t be that lucky. Instead, I’d been pricked with the witch-wildling immobilizing serum—something the witch covens made and shared with the packs—even my breaths were labored.

      They’d taught us about it in class and explained its effects but being told about a thing was far different from meeting it firsthand. This was bad. I’d been turned into a helpless bag of potatoes. The effects of the stuff could last for over an hour. It was more than enough time to disembowel me like they’d done to Tello.

      If only my coda was complete, I would have some magic of my own to fight them. Instead, all I could do was watch, my eyelids frozen open.

      The sound of steps came from my left.

      Val!

      But when the figure drew closer, the shadows receding slightly from his face, I realized it wasn’t Val.

      It was the guy that had been staring at me earlier.

      “Hello, Jaz,” he said, his eyes flashing green with light from within.

      Lux! It was the guy that had attacked me in the forest. His face had turned feral again, and with the glow in his eyes, it was impossible not to recognize him. And how the hell did he know my name?!

      Duh, stupid question, Jaz!

      Wolf wildlings—same as vampire wildlings—had abnormal hearing, so he must have picked it up from Val’s lips.

      How long had they been watching me?

      I gave him a low half-baked growl which was all I could manage. He grinned crookedly. Of course, he would. I didn’t speak dog, so I’d probably said something like pork chop or big toe. I resolved not to growl again, but if he gave me back my words I would fill his flea-infected ears with descriptions of his mangy mother.

      The other wildling, the massive one with the blue eyes, stepped closer.

      Suddenly, the chokehold loosened and my feet came off the ground briefly as I was picked up and propped like a doll against the building. I started falling sideways, but my body hit an exposed pipe that ran up the wall and stopped.

      The wildling that had been holding me stepped into view. He appeared to be in his early twenties just like the other two. He hadn’t bothered with jeans and, instead, wore pack clothes in earth tones: leather pants, supple boots to match, and a sleeveless vest that showed his many tattoos. His eyes glowed yellow and long honey-colored hair was pulled away from his face by a few well-placed, small braids. He had thick eyebrows that met over his nose.

      As I leaned against the pipe like a forgotten broom, the three stood shoulder to shoulder, their glowing eyes scrutinizing me up and down.

      A triad! Shit!

      Wolf wildlings with no alpha. I swallowed.

      I was as good as dead.
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      “We’ve been watching you,” the green-eyed wildling said. “But of course, you already know that.” He moved closer and took my hand.

      I would’ve pulled it back and punched him straight in the snout if I’d been able to, but I could do little more than twitch my fingers.

      “My name is Kall,” he said.

      What was with all the niceties? They’d blatantly poisoned me. There was no room for that bullshit.

      Kall pushed my sleeve up and examined my wrist, turning it this way and that. His thumb ran over my coda tattoo, sending a shiver up my arm. A smile spread across his lips. He turned his face to one side and gave his wildling friends a nod. The other two grinned.

      They were happy my coda wasn’t complete since that meant I didn’t have magic yet. Bastards! What did they intend? Kidnapping? I wouldn’t be the first. Other Lux Academy students had been taken in the past. We knew that, though we didn’t know why.

      Panic sizzled in my veins as I fought against the poison that bound me, but all I managed to do was make myself want to pee. Damn! I stopped fighting to safeguard my dignity.

      “Let’s do this, then,” the blue-eyed wildling said, stepping forward and proceeding to remove my sword and coat.

      I tried to scream, but only a small humph came out. I swallowed hard, fear for what was about to happen clogging my chest. I was jostled about awkwardly. I slowly swiveled my gaze to one side. Blue Eyes was contorting me into a different coat.

      Um… wasn’t the point undressing me?

      Not that I wanted these savages to go there, but what were they? Fashion critics? There was nothing wrong with my Academy coat except… well, the fact that it was so obviously an Academy coat, black with a double row of silver buttons down the front.

      It dawned on me that they were putting me in a disguise so they could kidnap me. There was no stealthy way out of Lux City today. The streets were packed in all directions, and we were right in the middle of the celebration.

      It made no sense. Why take such a big risk?

      Whatever the answer, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that it wouldn’t be easy for them to whisk me away. They’d have to go through a bunch of Academy students who were already on the alert.

      When Blue Eyes was done buttoning the plain coat that he’d stuffed me in, he threw me over his shoulder without ceremony. He was the biggest of the three and solid as a stone wall, so he lifted me as if I was a dry pelt.

      I hung down his back, arms dangling. A magistrate’s robe had nothing on me. I could drape like the best of them. I pictured my butt up in the air. So much for safeguarding my dignity.

      The yellowed-eyed savage crouched for a better look at me and winked. I gave him the best “die, wildling” stare I could conjure, though with my face as rigid as a door, I didn’t think I got my point across.

      Kall kicked my discarded jacket into a corner. “Let’s go.” He started out of the alley.

      Still crouching, Yellow Eyes began to tremble.

      That’s right. Be afraid, wildling. You’re about to die.

      No one came into our city and kidnapped our residents, much less a Lux Academy initiate.

      He trembled faster and became a blur.

      Oh, no! He wasn’t trembling from fear. I was seeing things. It had to be all the blood rushing to my head. Or the poison.

      Now he was just a smudge, like an abstract painting.

      Holy light! He must be shifting. I didn’t want to see that. It was a gruesome sight with clothes ripping to reveal all the bits, joints popping out of place, and jutting out at wrong angles, bare jaw bones and tail bones ripping through skin and spraying out blood. My gut twisted. Gah!

      Except none of that happened. What the hell?

      What I actually saw, or what I thought I saw, was the undefined smudge of a human shape smoothly turning into a tawny wolf with eyes the color of a yellow summer moon and edges as sharp as anyone else’s. The transformation was swift and graceful.

      Graceful? Really, Jaz?

      No, it was a lie.

      Our teachers at the Academy had taught us about the gruesome affair of shifting. We had entire textbooks that explained it and showed bloody illustrations that made me want to puke. It was an illusion of some kind. Maybe it was that damn poison. Or maybe they’d brought a witch wildling with them, and she was hiding somewhere, casting a spell. Our teachers said shifter Skews the world over fooled everyone with different tricks. They hid their true, hideous nature.

      The wolf took a few steps and brought his snout close to my face. I tried to push back, afraid to lose my nose, but it was useless. He sniffed me like a piece of meat, then licked me! I would’ve gagged if most of my body wasn’t paralyzed.

      The beast seemed to smile, baring his teeth, and crinkling his yellow eyes.

      Stupid dog!

      After slobbering all over my face, I watched his upside-down shape trot toward the end of the alley. He leaped onto a metal staircase and climbed, bounding so fast between levels that I soon lost sight of him.

      Not a wolf. Nope. An oversized squirrel.

      As soon as the wolf disappeared, Blue Eyes exited the alley. I stared at his boat-sized, battered shoes as they tapped against the cobblestones.

      The sweets I’d eaten swayed from side to side inside my stomach. As awful as it would be, I wished I could vomit down his pants leg. That would show him not to kidnap people.

      He stopped at the alley’s entrance. I swayed a few times before I stopped. Then we were on the move again, this time on the sidewalk. I knew because the cobblestones were polished to a shine by constant foot traffic and because I could see several pairs of legs passing by. The din of agitated conversation filled my ears.

      “She said she saw a wildling.”

      “By Lux! Here, in the city? How dare they?”

      “I hope they catch the bastard.”

      “I hope they skin it.”

      You idiots, stop gossiping and pay attention!

      I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs, but only unintelligible grunts came out.

      Here were two wildlings passing right beside them and all they could do was tittle-tattle.

      Val, where are you? Help me, damn it!

      Kall walked next to Blue Eyes and me, his stride confident. We got to the end of the block with no one barely noticing the abducting savages. They turned left, away from the city’s center. If they managed to move a few more blocks in that direction, I was done for.

      “We’ve lost him,” a familiar voice said.

      Branden?

      My eyes swiveled in their sockets like suds going down a drain as I tried to spot him. He was an initiate in my year. He would recognize me.

      I tried to call out, but only more grunts came out. I sounded like a drunk and probably looked like one. I was hanging off someone’s shoulder, for Lux’s sake. This was how the Last Night of Indulgence ended for many people.

      “It couldn’t have gone far,” someone else responded.

      Val!

      I spotted his boots. They had a scuff he always complained about. He was facing away from me.

      Val Val Val.

      Grunt Grunt Grunt.

      I projected myself toward him, the way Magistrate Magnus was teaching us to do. I didn’t have any magic yet, but my mind was the only thing working properly and I was desperate. Of course, my attempt had no effect.

      As we hurried away, I was able to twist my head a fraction and could see more of my friend.

      I grunted some more.

      Blue Eyes pinched my butt in warning. Animal!

      Val began to turn. Oh, Lux! His profile had never looked so magnificent. Just as our gazes were about to meet, a deep howl sounded the way we’d come.

      “That way!” Branden cried out.

      Boots slapped the cobblestones as Lux City’s protectors charged toward the sound.

      Damn Yellow Eyes! His job was to distract everyone while they stole me. Why? Why me?

      Val turned away, his head snapping in the opposite direction.

      He rushed after the others.

      No!

      The word projected out of me, charged with all my will. I felt it woosh forward, passing through me like a lightning bolt.

      Val stopped and stood there without moving a muscle, his back to me.

      Turn turn turn.

      Kall and Blue Eyes picked up their pace.

      All at once, Val’s head whipped back, his steel eyes dark as night.

      “Stop right there!” he ordered, his voice thundering down the street with the authority of a magistrate and not a simple initiate.

      Thank the light, I was saved.
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      Blue Eyes didn’t stop, but Kall did. I saw nothing but his legs as I bounced against my captor’s back.

      I was not saved, after all. If anything, I’d just gotten Val killed. He might have sounded as commanding as a magistrate, but he wasn’t one, which meant he had no hope of defeating a wolf wildling.

      The zing of his sword coming out of its scabbard reached my ears. Val should run, but the stubborn idiot was planting his feet to fight.

      One of my hands bent slowly into a claw. I was regaining some of my mobility, but the puny attempt only served to mock me. I couldn’t do anything to get free, to help Val.

      Without warning, Blue Eyes came to an abrupt stop. My nose smashed against his back, filling my head with the scent of pine, wood smoke, and sweat.

      “You made a big mistake coming to Lux City,” a voice boomed through the street, echoing as if a thousand men were speaking at the same time.

      If I didn’t know better, I might’ve believed a platoon of magistrates had arrived, but I recognized it for what it was: magic thrust. Relief washed over me. I was truly saved now. Magistrate Candor was here. I’d heard his booming voice more times than I cared to remember during drilling exercises, and aside from Magistrate Magnus there was no one else I’d choose to come to my rescue.

      Blue Eyes cursed.

      Serves you right, wildling. Prepare to fry.

      As if I were a sack of potatoes, Blue Eyes dropped me on the sidewalk. I landed on my shoulder, jamming it so hard that the pain made my eyes roll back.

      Chaos blitzed around me. There were shouts and the sound of running steps, the whoosh of magic followed along with its sour smell.

      I forced my eyes open. The pain had brought on involuntary tears, and they clouded my vision. A red flash of light flew overhead, and the wildling fell to his knees next to me.

      At first, I thought he was hit, but that assumption flew out of my head when he pulled me to a sitting position and pressed a knife to my throat.

      “My weapon is sharp,” he growled. “A little slip of my hand, and she’ll die.”

      Wait!

      What happened to kidnapping me? That was far better than killing me. My heart climbed into my throat. I couldn’t die, not when I was so close to becoming an apprentice, not at the hands of a wildling and with no chance of defending myself.

      “Coward.” The word was but a rasp in the back of my throat, but Blue Eyes heard it. The quick flick of his gaze in my direction let me know.

      A growl rumbled to my left. I strained to see and caught sight of two glowing green eyes. Kall had shifted and stood in his animal form, teeth bared, snout pointing in Magistrate Candor’s direction. The wolf's pelt was as pristine white as his soul was black.

      My teacher stood in the middle of the street, his robe fluttering behind him as a fiery sphere of magic twirled in his outstretched hand.

      “Stay where you are!” Blue Eyes shouted over his shoulder.

      “Do as he says, Valentine,” Magistrate Candor warned.

      I couldn’t see what was behind us, but I could imagine Val inching closer, taking unnecessary risks when he should leave this to the experts. There was a knife at my jugular, and we all knew how wildlings liked to keep their knives: able to split hairs.

      If I get killed because of you, Val, I’ll haunt your ass.

      “Let the initiate go and I won’t harm you,” Magistrate Candor said.

      Blue Eyes laughed. “You know we’re past believing your lies, denizen.”

      “I’m not lying. You have my word,” Magistrate Candor said.

      “A word as rotten as your city.”

      Kall took a few paces forward. The savage probably thought he could sneak up on him, but Magistrate Candor never missed a thing. I knew from experience.

      “We are at an impasse then,” Magistrate Candor said, “and I’m afraid neither one of you will get out of Lux City alive.” As he said these words, the sphere of fire in his hand doubled in size.

      Blue Eyes’ hold tightened, ready for the kill. I swallowed, my throat bobbing against the blade.

      “I’m sorry,” Blue Eyes whispered in my ear, his hot breath sending a chill down my spine.

      I closed my eyes, preparing to die.

      “We tried,” he said with regret.

      Holding my breath, I waited for the deadly slicing motion. It didn’t come. Instead, I was released and hit the ground once more. My shoulder screamed in pain. My eyes sprang open.

      A blue-eyed wolf hovered over me, huge fangs bared, pointed ears leaning back. He seemed to nod at his pack mate, then they both leaped in unison and charged Magistrate Candor.

      The fire orb flew from the magistrate’s hand, quickly followed by a second one. The wolves weaved paths, then leaped up in the air at the last moment. Magic exploded against the street, sending pieces of stone flying up in the air and narrowly missing the wildlings. They kept running at full pelt, their claws scratching against stone, their snarls making me shudder.

      “Are you okay?” Val came up behind me, hooked his hands under my arms, and pulled me backward, further away from the melee.

      My feet dragged after me. I peered past my boots, heart in my throat.

      Magistrate Candor didn’t attack again. Instead, he held his ground as the wolves got closer, running at leaps and bounds and zigzagging to make themselves difficult targets. Fire glowed in the magistrate’s hands, the orbs growing larger and larger with each leap the wolves took.

      Shoot! Shoot those bastards!

      If I could have shouted at my teacher, I would have. What was he waiting for? The wildlings were almost within leaping distance, and if he didn’t attack, they would maul him.

      The magistrate finally pulled an arm back, ready to unleash his magic.

      “Yes! They’re dead,” Val said triumphantly, clearly as relieved as I was.

      Except my teacher, my role model of a lifetime, never got the chance to release his attack because the third wolf, Yellow Eyes, lunged from behind, clamped his jaws around Magistrate Candor’s neck, and pulled him to the ground. As they fell, the wolf jerked his head with vicious savagery.

      “No!” Val shouted and charged forward, holding up his sword. He ran at the wolves, but they were already darting away at full speed, their animalistic speed carrying them faster than any normal human was capable of running.

      Val came to a halt next to Magistrate Candor and hurled his sword at the retreating wildlings. I tried to claw my way in his direction, but the poison was still in my veins, making me weak.

      Pulling at his hair, Val fell to his knees in front of our teacher. He went to touch him, but in the last moment, snatched his hand back and covered his face.

      Cowards. Filthy animals!

      First Tello and now Magistrate Candor. They would pay for this. Tears flowed freely, blurring the horrific scene, and spilling down my face.
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      I was sitting limply with my back resting against the wall of an adjacent building when Magistrate Magnus and Magistrate Novus came running down the street, pushing past onlookers and ordering them to go home.

      Initiates who had been out celebrating and had tried to find the wolf when the woman shrieked, now stood in a protective circle around my teacher’s body. The magistrates strode toward the circle, their robes swaying from side to side as they went. I turned away and focused on bending my knee. I didn’t want to see their expressions when they found their friend dead, mangled by the wildling.

      My knee remained stiff, but my toes wiggled inside my boot, tingling a bit as if waking up from a nap. Damn wildling poison. If only we could figure out something that made us resistant to it, or at least some sort of antidote to speed up recovery.

      “Initiate Bronte.”

      I startled. My gaze snapped to a pair of boots and traveled up to find Magistrate Magnus standing in front of me. His face appeared to have turned a vomit shade of gray, but nothing else about his expression gave away the pain he must feel.

      “Initiate Valentine explained what happened. Are you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Just the poison they gave me hasn’t left my body yet. Other than that, I’m fine.”

      He nodded once and crouched to examine me closer. “Did they say anything… of import?”

      My head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton, and it was hard to remember exactly what had happened. What had they said?

      “Um… they seemed interested in my coda,” I said, glad to come up with at least that bit of information.

      His mouth twitched ever so slightly but quickly went back to normal.

      “May I?” He took my hand and pushed my sleeve back. He studied my tattoo much in the same way that Blue Eyes had.

      After turning my wrist in every direction, he placed his thumb on the gap that had yet to be filled. His fingernail was neat and large, its half moon visible and perfectly white. Under it, my coda’s opening seemed to disappear, and for a second, I imagined the last bit of the tattoo had been inked, and I’d become an apprentice.

      My life’s dream.

      It was all I ever wanted, the reason I was one of the Academy’s top students, both in intellectual subjects and physical ones. I worked hard for that. My peers thought my acceptance into an apprenticeship was guaranteed. Val and I talked all the time about our exploits as magistrates, canvasing the forest for wildlings, protecting our city from their evil. We’d spent many nights on top of our dorm’s roof, staring at the stars and imagining the dissemination of entire packs and covens at our hands.

      But my coda wasn’t complete. Not yet. Magistrate Magnus had simply covered the gap with his finger and was now speaking a spell under his breath. I fought the urge to pull away. I didn’t know what he was doing, but it wasn’t my job to question him. So, I endured the few silent beats until his lips stopped moving.

      He let go of my wrist and took a deep breath. Watching his face intently, I waited for him to say something, except he didn’t. The only hint that he’d learned something from my coda was a momentary tightening of his mouth. Disappointment? I couldn’t tell. It came and went too fast.

      “I’m glad you’re uninjured, Initiate Bronte,” he said, surprising me.

      Magistrates never used our last names. A smile spread across my face. The fact that he’d used it was a sign of respect. Practically a promise that I would soon be referred to as Apprentice Bronte, and after that, Magistrate Bronte. My heart skipped a beat from excitement, and I nearly jumped up and whooped like an idiot. Good thing the paralyzing poison wasn’t completely gone.

      “I will ask Initiate Valentine and Magistrate Novus to take you back to the Academy,” he said, stretching to his full height.

      He turned to leave, but before he did, I thought I caught sight of that disappointed expression again. My excitement plummeted to the pit of my stomach and, for some reason that I couldn’t understand, it slowly morphed into a dark premonition that something wasn’t right. Not in the least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we were two hundred yards away from Lux Academy’s large iron gate, the wildling poison had left my body. Val and Magistrate Novus had carried me most of the way. It was only a fifteen-minute walk north from where we’d been, but I’d hated every second of it, and as soon as I felt strong enough, I asked them to put me down. Still, some other force was making my limbs feel just as heavy and useless.

      “Are you sure you’re fine?” Val asked for the third time.

      I nodded, a lie.

      The Academy’s stone portico stood tall and proud, the same as the rest of the structure with its towers and battlements. It had been built over 300 hundred years ago, and it had never been bridged—not even when wildlings were an infestation on the land. Several banners blew in the breeze, snapping against the dark sky. The luscious hill on which it was built was strewn with crab apple trees that, at the moment, bloomed with the delicate pink flowers that were common during springtime.

      Val sighed as I struggled to put one foot in front of the other.

      “Well, that was an eventful Day of Indulgence,” he said. “Too bad those damn wildlings got away.”

      Until now, he’d avoided the topic, but I could tell he was brimming with a million questions. He threw a surreptitious glance toward Magistrate Novus who was walking several yards ahead of us.

      “The Last Day of Indulgence for us,” I said in a casual tone, trying to drive the conversation toward Proventus because I didn’t want to talk about what had happened, not until I’d processed the jumble of feelings churning inside me, especially this dark, heavy one that had been creeping toward my throat ever since we left Magistrate Magnus.

      “They’ll snatch us at any moment,” Val’s voice trembled with nerves and excitement.

      Good, I’d managed to distract him.

      “I’m so ready!” he said.

      He was referring to the Reaping—the Academy’s tradition of unexpectedly separating the chosen initiates from the rest. Many times, the Reaping had coincided with the Last Day of Indulgence. What if that was the plan for this year? Maybe my subconscious knew something I didn’t, and that was the reason for my jitters.

      Lux! We’d both worked so hard to earn an apprenticeship. Failure was simply not an option.

      “I wish they would just announce the chosen ones. I hate all the damn games,” he complained. “At this point, they already know who they’ll pick, but they just get off on making us suffer.”

      “Maybe because they suffered too—when it was their turn.”

      Val shrugged.

      We crested the hill and my legs practically sighed in relief. Ahead of us, Magistrate Novus hurried her pace and soon disappeared through the gate after exchanging a quick word with the guards on post. The light from the gas lamps on the walls cast flickering shadows on the ground and the guards’ faces. Past the gate, the buildings’ many windows shone with soft electric light.

      “Well, she’s in a hurry,” Val pointed out as the tails of the magistrate’s robes billowed and quickly disappeared.

      We took a few more steps toward the gate and, when we were a few paces away, I paused, that feeling in my throat growing, starting to suffocate me.

      Val glanced over his shoulder and frowned. “What is it? You’re as pale as a vampire fang.”

      “I am?” I asked dumbly, even though I could feel the blood draining from my face.

      “Come on. Let’s get you to bed. I’m sure a good night’s sleep will help you get rid of any leftover poison still in your veins.”

      Yeah, yeah. That had to be it. The poison was the reason I was feeling so weird, the reason this feeling of foreboding was crawling all over my skin. Everything would be fine and tomorrow⁠—

      Magistrate Novus reappeared at the gate, looking a bit panicked. “Initiate Bronte,” she said, approaching me with tentative steps as if she were afraid of me.

      What?! Another magistrate using my surname. Val noticed too, and his eyebrows rose almost to his hairline.

      “You look unwell,” Novus said. “You should come in and rest.” She beckoned with one hand, coming closer. When she reached me, a thin smile stretched her lips and her hand wrapped gently around my elbow. “Come.”

      I started moving again, but my steps were small and stiff. Val followed. Magistrate Novus kept smiling at me as she guided me past the gate. At some point, I thought I would scream from the pent-up anxiety in my chest, but then we strode past the guards, stepped inside, and the sweet scent of the blooming crab apple trees eased my nerves into oblivion.

      I was home.

      My shoulders relaxed, and I chided myself for acting like a fool. But the feeling of relief was short-lived because Magistrate Novus suddenly stepped away from me, looking as if I’d grown fangs and furry ears. She lowered her head, looking as disappointed as Magistrate Magnus had.

      “What… what’s wrong?” I asked.

      Two hooded figures—Reaping Envoys!—moved into the light from the shadows of one of the buildings and stepped in our path. My heart stopped. I’d been right.

      Tonight, the Reaping began.
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      One of the hooded figures approached Val while the other one came toward me.

      Their faces were hidden behind black sheer fabric draping down the top of their hoods. Their flowing robes brushed the ground, and their long sleeves covered their hands. Absolutely no skin was visible. The apprentices—because they were the ones tasked with separating the chosen from the discarded—inclined their heads in silent salute.

      Val and I exchanged a glance. He seemed nervous, but the excitement and pride in his eyes were unmistakable. I stared at the ground, aware that the feelings crowding my chest were very different from his. Just hours ago, I would’ve shared his enthusiasm, but now, something had changed, and I wasn’t sure I’d be chosen.

      My envoy extended a hand to show me the path to follow. The fabric of his robe swayed, nearly hypnotizing me. My heart hammered as I wondered if Val would be asked to follow the same path.

      Full of apprehension, I glanced sideways and almost collapsed in relief when Val was instructed to go in the same direction. He winked at me, a toothy grin lighting up his features. We walked toward the apprentices’ dormitories where our new quarters would be located.

      Magistrates resided in the main building which stood to our left, ancient and majestic, with its carved columns and massive towers at each corner. Their windows glowed warmly with the magistrates keeping to their private rooms on a night they weren’t allowed to enjoy. Since they’d become apprentices themselves, their only comforts had consisted of teaching, killing wildlings, and keeping everyone safe.

      A pang of regret hit me. Too much sleep, too much food, too much alcohol, and any number of other things would be forbidden from tonight on. Protecting Lux City would be my sacred priority, and anything that got in the way of my task would be considered a sin.

      For the first time ever, I regretted the fact that I would never have sex. I would be a virgin until the day I died. Ivetta—one of the apprentices assigned to our training—said it was the thing she missed the most, more than pistachio pastries, spiked coffee, and lazy naps on Sunday afternoon. I’d never had the chance to sleep with a man, and the closest I’d come to a kiss was today in the alley with that multi-tentacled girl whose name was already fading from my memory.

      Would I regret it? Was it better not to know what I would be missing? Or worse to miss the impossible ideals my mind would come up with?

      I shook my head. Those thoughts were useless now. I’d made it. I’d gotten my heart’s desire. I’d been chosen! Excitement and joy should have flooded me, but the same dread still clung to my heart like a tick to a wolf wildling.

      My envoy stopped and pointed to the right of our
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