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The minute I got into Nikolai Zycov's Jeep at the Jackson Hole airport Friday afternoon, I felt his emotion. Wide open spaces like that sometimes made it hard to read a person, but small enclosures worked every time. I glanced at his left hand. No ring. But I still did my usual, which was blurt what was on my mind and his heart.

"You're missing someone. Girlfriend?" I could tell this was a one-to-one thing and most likely romantic in nature.

He flicked a glance in my direction. "Empath?"

"Yeah."

"Got a handle on it?"

"Not so much."

"Then you're in the right place. And she's my fiancée. I miss my fiancée."

I liked that he didn't hold back even though we'd known each other a whopping ten minutes. "What's her name?"

"Katia."

He said it with a smile. I liked that, too. "Is she Russian?"

"She's from Missouri."

I wanted to dig deeper but didn't. My psychic gift—empathy—meant automatic intrusion into his personal space whether I wanted to be there or not. Just like always, I had to imagine mental barriers that would hopefully keep his secrets safe. I was like a sponge, especially when stressed, absorbing the moods around me until I couldn't tell which were my own.

That was really why I'd accepted the World Security League's invitation to attend their academy. Well, that and a couple of other things.

A poster in Austin, announcing their hunt for psychics, had brought them to my attention in 2021. My screening had brought me to theirs. It was a perfect match in my opinion, not that my parents felt the love. They hadn't and probably never would. As for the WSL, my empathy hadn't been needed at the time, but they'd promised to keep me in mind if it ever was.

When the WSL finally contacted me a year later, they'd actually opened a private boarding school for psychics. The Rutledge Institute. It had taken a lot of persuading to make my folks let me attend. I honestly didn't think they'd ever have agreed if not for the promise I'd get my high school diploma in addition to an obscene amount of money. Yeah, the institute was paying me instead of vice versa. That cash would go right into the bank and be there once I was ready for college, something my parents were determined to see happen, even though the WSL required a one-year commitment to their organization upon graduation. Mom and Dad hoped I'd be their third child to go for a degree. My older twin brothers were already working on theirs.

Zycov didn't say much as he left the lot and headed toward the nearest mountains. Although I'd seen photos of Rutledge in the brochures I'd received, it was hard to believe that a castle with cathedral-like architecture really was nestled in a valley in the Wyoming wilds. The stone wall that surrounded the property simply added to the illusion of a dwelling lost in time. This was going to be a whole lot more fun than the plain public school I'd been attending.

I couldn't wait to get there. But wait I did as my driver skillfully maneuvered the curvy highway. To our right lay a killer drop-off. To our left rose the colorful wall of rock from which the road had been carved. Compared to the city streets I knew, this was a picturesque pathway into the clouds. My whole body tingled in expectation of the beginning of my new life.

"Are you nervous?"

I startled when Zycov asked that and then laughed because I had. "Sort of. I've never lived away from home."

"Nothing like jumping in with both feet, dah?"

"Exactly." I thought about my family, which consisted of parents, older twin brothers, me, and younger twin sisters. "I'm kind of looking forward to being on my own. My big brothers, Clay and Dax, love telling me what to do. My little sisters, Lydia Joy and Alyssa, can't make a move without me. It's like I'm the middle of a—"

"Sibling sandwich?"

"Yes!"

"I feel your pain. There's a reason I don't live in Dreza. Too many kin."

We shared a laugh before I said, "I'm sure your fiancée misses you, too." Yikes. Could I be more personal with this guy?

He looked a little sad. "Yes, but not for long. She graduates college in fourteen days. Then she'll join me."

So he was counting down to his happy ending. Somehow I knew he deserved one. As for my own, well, so far I hadn't been lucky in love, something I blamed on my dad, who was a cop in Round Rock, the suburb we called home. Believe me when I say he could intimidate the hell out of a date, and if he didn't, my brothers did. Why, oh, why didn't they live on campus? I knew the answer, of course. The Dangelos simply couldn't afford it. Not that the guys minded. Mom still cooked for them and did their laundry.

Yeah. Spoiled much?

About forty-five minutes in, Nikolai finally slowed and turned right. That's when I realized the drop-off was now a small valley. On a hill just beyond it, I could see the sprawling institute, and it looked as amazing as the photo. In fact, the shot really hadn't caught the magic of the purple mountain backdrop, the ice blue lake, or the colorful September woods. At a glance, it looked like Mother Nature had pulled a Pollock and splattered paint everywhere, turning the pages of the brochure into a 3D miracle. The sight of a stone gazebo, draped with flowering vines and almost hidden among the beautiful trees, was the cherry on top of this slice of heaven.

Nikolai pulled up to wrought iron gates and stopped his Jeep. A guy stepped out of a guard house and checked the car before allowing us to drive onto campus. Clearly I would be safe from the die-hard radicals who made the daily news by protesting the WSL's use of psychics.

My well-being had been another parental worry. I'd text Mom first chance, assuming my cell phone could get a signal here. But of course it could. No place this big and important could function without computers, cell phones, and every other possible means of contact with the outside world.

After parking the Jeep next to a protected entrance, Nikolai got my bags and walked me into the building, which was every bit as glorious as I could've imagined and then some. Wow. Just...wow. Vaulted ceilings arched overhead. Smooth stone floors and walls stretched out before me. The area looked a little like the foyer of a medieval five-star hotel. There were gorgeous couches and chairs, antique tables, muted rugs and a long, marble-topped counter with several people sitting at desks behind it. Their computers looked ridiculously out of place.

Zycov walked me there and set down my bags. I saw that a young woman had risen and approached the counter. "Tonya Price, this is Caleigh Dangelo, our newest student." He met my gaze. "Tonya will get things started."

I pasted a smile on my face in spite of my nerves. "Thanks so much, Mr. Zycov. You have no idea how wonderful it was to see you holding that card with my name on it when I got off the plane this afternoon."

He just grinned and headed out the door to his Jeep.

I deliberately inhaled and exhaled before turning back to Tonya, who couldn't have been much older than I was. Her warmth washed over me in waves. I felt better in seconds, and my next smile came from the heart. "This place is beyond my wildest dreams."

"I know, right? I look for Kate and William every time I walk through the front doors." She'd been flipping through a manila folder of papers but now closed it. "Everything seems to be here. I'll take you to your room. Someone will bring your luggage later." With that, she joined me and led the way down one of the stone hallways that began in the foyer.  She talked the whole time. "Dorms are co-ed. Usually girls on one side of the hall, guys on the other."

Another parental worry.

"That's so the bathrooms between suites won't be co-ed, too. Guys are such pigs, you know? And girl stuff requires privacy. Unfortunately, renovation has meant closing some floors, so there's some temporary rearranging. You'll have a roommate for a while. It's also the reason you two will be sharing your bathroom with two guys. Both doors will lock, so if you knock first, you should be okay.

"No one is allowed above the second floor since it's the only one fit for habitation. Your floor has an adult director who's in and out, plus a second-in-command, usually a senior who knows the ropes. Harassment in any form should be reported. We're a working institute here. Less than professional behavior will result in getting kicked out. You can find a copy of institute rules in your packet." She exhaled in a whoosh and then laughed. "I hate the rules part of the greeting, so I always get it over with fast."

Her smile was contagious.

"And now for the fun stuff. The food is delicious. All the teachers are super cool. There is always something interesting to do. And... Are you in a relationship?"

"Nope."

"Good, because there are gorgeous guys everywhere. The place is crawling with them, thanks to the ratio of males to females. The good part? Most of them are more brain than brawn. The bad part? Most of them are more brain than brawn."

We shared another laugh. A girl after my own heart, for sure.

Not long after, we climbed some narrow stone stairs—always good exercise—to the second floor. A long hallway stretched in front of us.

Tonya continued her running commentary as we walked. "Your roommate's name is Kimi Chun."

The moment we opened the door, I realized sharing would not be a bother. The room was twice the size of mine at home. The stone walls of one side were already plastered with movie posters, most of them anime. The bed had a manga comforter on it. Fortunately I'd watched enough Hayao Miyazaki movies to recognize the genre, plus my brothers were into that sort of thing.

At that moment, a girl who had to be my
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