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      Out of the frying pan into the fire. That sums up what Emery’s life has become. Things with Gentry fell apart. Luckily, Aleister’s there to pick up the pieces. Or maybe that’s not so good.

      

      Gentry’s world’s fallen apart. Tormented by a lost love, torn by a new love, he drifts in and out of states of torture as he tries to keep Emery safe while at the same time keeping his distance.

      

      Aleister’s thrilled to have a chance with Emery, but will it cost him his friendship with Gentry?

      

      As if all of this isn’t bad enough, more deaths on campus, kidnappings, mysterious tattoos and brands make for a difficult semester at the academy for supernaturals.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Aleister

        

      

    

    
      The fae barista dropped off two cups of coffee, creamer, and a small metal canister of blood at our table in the corner. I thanked her, and she winked, bustling away to take care of another table. The fall semester had ended with too many unknowns. Too many questions without answers. Too many riddles that made it hard to sleep.

      Across the table, Gentry grunted, poured creamer and blood into his coffee, and stirred it while he glared at the table.

      “Brolan said you haven’t been attending the meetings with him.” Indeed, the prince of Gentry’s coven had been reaching out to me to check on Gentry.

      He kept stirring. “And?”

      I shrugged, added blood to my coffee, and took a sip. “And he’s worried. You’ve never neglected your duties before. He’s asking questions about what else might’ve happened during the attack on us.”

      “We made a deal not to mention her,” he reminded me with a growl.

      The patrons around us gave him worried glances, but I smiled and waved them off. “I know we did. I don’t plan on going back on that deal, but we need to tell him something, or he’s going to stop letting me try to get answers, and he’ll do it himself.”

      “Semester’s starting soon. He won’t have a chance to bother me because I’ll be out of the lodge and in the dorms.”

      True enough. This time, during break, I’d joined Aleister in his coven’s lodge in Burning Glade.

      Still, I reminded him, “We have a week left of break, and if you recall, there’s a session about to start. He’s staying right here in Burning Glade for that. It’s not like you can hide from him indefinitely.”

      Brolan and the entire Eternal Ember were in Burning Glade for their once a month weekly sit-in.

      Gentry’s brow crinkled, and he finally stopped stirring his coffee. His confused expression worried me. It wasn’t the first time he’d appeared lost, like he couldn’t remember what we’d been talking about or how we got somewhere. Not that we’d gone many places over the break. This was the first time he ventured out in public in weeks. His hair was messier than usual, and dark circles surrounded his eyes. He appeared sickly. Even his clothes were rumpled; the dark blue long-sleeve shirt was the same one he’d worn for the last three days. His jeans were caked with mud at the bottoms, as were his boots. He’d never been one to appear pristine, but I’d never seen him care so little about his appearance. Loudly, he tapped his fingers on the table, tilting his head, and hissing quietly.

      “Key,” he whispered. “She’s the key.”

      “What did you say?” I waited, but he acted like he didn’t hear me. “Gentry?”

      “What?”

      “You can talk to me,” I reminded him quietly. “About whatever’s going on inside your head.”

      “Why? So you can report to Brolan that I’m losing it?”

      “Are you?”

      He scoffed, sinking into his chair. “I don’t know.” The blatant uncertainty in his three words made it hard to stomach the rest of my coffee. He continued, “Everything’s changed. Everything. What I believed for so long is wrong. How could I be so wrong?”

      “It’s not hard to see,” I assured him. “You only had bad experiences with it. She said it herself. Not many talk about that side of it.”

      He swallowed hard, picking at a splinter on the tabletop. “Have you spoken to her?”

      “Since leaving the academy? No. I thought it best to give her space.”

      “But you told her, right? That I was sorry.”

      “Yeah. She knows, but she’s going to need time. What we’d been ready to do—”

      “Not we,” he snapped, slamming his palm on the table. “Me. It was only me. I talked you into it. I manipulated you into being paranoid that she was behind the murders.”

      The fae behind the counter shot us a nervous glance. I set money on the table to pay for our coffees and hauled Gentry to his feet. “Let’s take a walk.”

      He yanked his arm free but led the way out of the café.

      A heavy layer of snow lay over Burning Glade. It crunched under our feet while we walked toward the park. Streetlamps lit the walking paths, mostly vacant at this time of night. Gentry grumbled and hissed incessantly until we were deep into the trees that surrounded the small, frozen lake. A guttural growl erupted from his lips, and he punched the trunk of the nearest tree, splitting it down the center.

      “You can’t return to the academy if you’re out of control like this,” I stated, resting my back against another tree.

      Gentry’s hands twitched at his sides while he stomped through the snow one way, then the other, and back again. “I told myself she was a murderer,” he rasped. “Even after all that time I spent with her, I pushed it aside like it meant nothing because she has death magic.” A harsh laugh slipped past his lips, and he ran his hands through his hair, giving me a crazed look. “I was ready to let them kill her in that clearing. Good riddance, right? Another necromancer gone from this world. That’d be good. Another one dead is always good, but it’s not.” Shouting, he charged another tree and kicked it, sending it toppling to the ground with a harsh creak and burst of white powder. “She saved us, Aleister. She saved me. She healed us.”

      “She did,” I agreed, hoping he’d keep talking. This was more than I’d gotten out of him since I joined him at his coven’s home to spend the break together. “You made a mistake. It’s understandable. Why are you so upset?”

      “I knew I was a cold-hearted bastard after Kiley died, but Emery was innocent, and I,” he choked on the word, turning his back on me, “I didn’t care. I couldn’t see that.”

      “But you did,” I reminded him. “You came to like her, remember?”

      “Until I saw proof of what she was. Then it didn’t matter what she was to me. When did I get this cold? When did I turn into such a bastard?”

      “You’ve been through some shit.” I shrugged, crossed my arms. “Everyone deals with it differently.”

      “You have too, but you’re not an utter asshole.”

      “You aren’t either. You merely put on the guise of one to stop yourself from getting close to anyone. To stop from being hurt again.”

      “And she saw right through it.” He sank to the snow, sitting, elbows resting on bent knees, tilting his head back to look at the sky. “She helped me. Made me not feel so alone. Made me feel like I could move on. The bad days weren’t so bad anymore. And the anger, she soothed it. She did so much for me, and I stabbed her in the back.”

      I joined him on the ground, nudging him with my shoulder. “Maybe when we get back, you should talk to her. Have an honest, open conversation. Get it all out there. I’m not saying she’ll forgive you right away, but in time.”

      “I can’t,” he whispered, dragging his fingers through the snow. “I don’t trust myself.”

      “To do what?”

      “She needs to be protected,” he replied, confusing me even more.

      “And she will be. I’m not about to say anything, and you’re not either. I know you won’t because she saved your ass.”

      “Not what I meant.” He pushed to his feet and sped to the sidewalk. “I’ll see you back at the lodge.”

      “Gentry,” I called, but he took off. “What the hell is he talking about?”

      Those words, something about a key, they weren’t the first time I’d heard him muttering them under his breath. Nor was it the first time he’d mentioned protecting Emery. At first, I was worried he’d been having nightmares and was talking about Kiley. One day, he’d snapped at me that it all had to do with Emery. I brushed the snow from my pants and meandered to the stone path winding through the park. I only passed a few others while the temperature dropped, and night slowly gave way to morning. If he was talking about Emery, what could she possibly be the key to?

      I was almost back to the lodge when a set of footsteps joined mine.

      I sighed and paused. “Really? You know they’re overreacting, right?”

      There was no reply, and I patiently waited, gazing into the shadows between the cedar trees.

      “Gretchen. I’m not blind.”

      “Seems like it to me,” she replied, appearing to my right. “Been following you since the café.”

      “Oh, I noticed. I was too busy dealing with another vampire. No one’s tried to kidnap me all break. You told Roderick that, right? He can stop having bodyguards tail me.”

      Gretchen clasped her hands behind her back, smirking. Her blood-red hair was pulled back in a severe bun since she was on duty. A pair of silver eyes slid my way, shining in the moonlight. She was nearly as old as I was in vampire years and was turned around the same age, too. Roderick held her in high regard as one of his most trusted bodyguards. She was also my friend, unless she was on duty. Then she was a pain in the ass with how much she followed the rules. She was loyal to the house and the vampires who ruled over it. She wore all black, her trench coat hiding the short sword I knew was sheathed at her hip and the multitude of knives she was obsessed with strapped across her chest. I used to hate admitting it, but I stopped caring that she could kick my ass.

      Meant she could kick just about anyone’s ass if they tried to hurt my father, mother, or me.

      “Gentry seems to be worsening,” she mused while we walked.

      “I take it you’re not going to speak to Roderick about my not needing a guard then,” I complained, and she chuckled. “Fine, fine. And yeah, he’s worsening.”

      “Have you spoken with Brolan?”

      “I don’t have to. I’m sure he sees Gentry slipping.”

      “And this is all from the kidnapping attempt?”

      Ensuring to keep my face blank, I told her it was. She gave me a questioning look, which I ignored, and mentioned the night must’ve triggered old memories. “He’s never moved on from losing so many. And from watching Kiley turned into a puppet.”

      “You think he’ll make it through the next semester?”

      “He’ll do what he needs to do. He always does. The students might think he’s a downright bastard by the end of it, but he’ll be fine.”

      Her eyes turned from suspicious to contemplative. “I hope so. And there might not have been attempts to kidnap you, but what you’re saying is getting around. Roderick’s worried someone is going to take extreme measures to make a lesson out of you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, the heir to the House of the Phoenix is now spouting support for those with death magic,” she murmured, slowly taking in our surroundings like she expected an attack. “He’s worried you’re going to stir up trouble by speaking out.”

      “They’re witches, just with a different magical path. They deserve the same rights.”

      “And what made you change your mind?”

      “Nothing,” I insisted. “I’ve always been in support of them regaining their place in society. I merely didn’t speak out as loudly.”

      Her quiet hiss said she wasn’t buying my story. “Nothing else changed?”

      “No, why?”

      “I simply assumed after the murders at the academy being linked to death magic, you would’ve gone the opposite way.”

      I touched her arm, bringing us to a stop on the path. “What?” No one except Gentry and I knew that detail thanks to Emery. I’d meant to pass it on to the Guard, but it’d merely be speculation without a credible source. They needed hard facts. Concrete evidence. Worry that somehow another person had outed Emery, I waited impatiently for Gretchen to answer.

      Her eyes flicked up and down the path, but we were alone in the quiet of the early morning. “They brought in a witch named Astrid. Oldest psychic medium alive,” she whispered. “The Guard was at a dead end, and after much pleading, she came to examine the victims. She barely got the words death magic out of her mouth before a backlash of power put her in the hospital. They have no idea where it came from or what caused it.”

      “Is she going to live?”

      “They’re unsure. She hasn’t awakened. That was a week ago. There haven’t been any new leads on the death of Clara Flannigan either, though the theory is she knew her killer. If I were you, I’d cut the prince and princess some slack when it comes to keeping their heir safe.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I’d like to think so, too, but then I’d be out of a job.” She winked, and we walked down the path, making our way to the lodge.

      The sprawling grounds and massive structure that was more fortress than lodge was across the road from the Hall of the Undying. The fifteen members of the Eternal Ember oversaw our supernatural society, meeting at the Hall once a month for week-long sit-ins. They’d also gather in times when an emergency needed to be dealt with. Out of the fifteen Eternal Ember members, three were always present, one from each major race. This month was Brolan’s turn for the vampires. Once the sit-in concluded for January, he’d remain behind for a month. Aside from the three members, countless others resided in the Hall of the Undying full-time.

      The Guard was also headquartered there. The barracks were around the southern edge of the property. The Guard commanders were almost always on-site, unless their presence was required elsewhere. Assistants, politicians, lawyers, ambassadors representing other races and the covens worldwide resided in Burning Glade and held offices within the massive Hall of the Undying which towered over the capital.

      The lodge, where visiting members held living quarters, was slightly less intimidating in appearance, made of stone and timbers instead of obsidian. It also lacked the guard towers, stone wall, and gate. There was plenty of protection present, and the place had an expansive magical security system. Still, it was nothing compared to the Hall itself. I stopped outside the double front doors, wishing I had another couple of weeks until classes started. I needed more time with Gentry.

      “Aleister?” Gretchen said.

      “Sorry. Lost in thought is all. Thanks for the walk,” I added and made my way inside.

      “Anytime,” she whispered.

      When I turned, she was already gone.

      I wondered at the shift in her tone of voice but let it go. Gretchen and I were friends, nothing more.

      Shaking my head, I hurried inside, mulling over what she’d told me about the murdered vampires. Emery had been right about death magic being involved, not that I doubted her word on the subject. She’d seemed freaked out about what she’d uncovered of the murdered vampires. If I could talk to her again, she might be able to tell me exactly what she felt or saw. All I knew was they’d been forced to rip their own hearts out, and their spirits had been hexed. No one said anything about the burn on the last victim’s wrist, the one of an iris. If the others had it, the Guard kept that detail quiet. There had to be more she could give me to pass onto the Guard. Anything.

      Or you push her into looking for answers, and she winds up in the hospital like Astrid or having her magic exposed.

      Also not a good choice. I couldn’t use Emery for her death magic. That’d go against everything I stood for currently. Either way, I wasn’t going to last the entire semester without speaking to her.

      Someone clearly wanted her for some dark purpose. As much as she would hate to admit it, Gentry and I might end up being her only allies in whatever came next. This fight those strangers started was far from over. And with the murderer still out there, all of us were in danger.
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          Gentry

        

      

    

    
      My furious growls bounced around my room while I smashed the heels of my palms to my eyes. The throbbing remained. Cursing the looming cloud of darkness that had plagued me for weeks, I kicked my way free of the blankets and staggered to the bathroom.

      Protect Emery… Protect her… Key. She’s the key…

      “Shut up!” I bashed my fist into the mirror, creating a spiderweb of cracks shooting out from the center.

      The bite of pain did nothing to quiet the whispers in my ears. Yanking my fist back, I snarled, hoping to drown out Kiley’s voice. The words drifted away, leaving me shaking and clinging to the bathroom sink.

      “All you keep saying is protect her,” I muttered to my distraught reflection. “Protect her from what? Just tell me that.”

      But like all the times before, there was no answer.

      Yelling, I slammed my palms onto the sink, shattering the ceramic. My glowing red eyes glared back at me in the wrecked mirror. My destroyed bathroom was going to be fun to explain to the lodge staff. I’d have to bribe someone not to pass on what they saw to Brolan.

      “Get it together, or Brolan’s going to make you go home and stay there.”

      Aleister had been right yesterday when he asked if I was losing it. The semester ended, and I left without speaking to Emery or figuring out who tried to kidnap her. No, not just kidnap her. Hurt her. That totem they chained her too, I’d spent the past few weeks searching for any information on what it was. Without flat-out telling the historians in our house what I was looking for, they’d been unable to give me anything helpful. If I poked around too much, Brolan would find out, and he’d be asking me more questions than he already was. I was surprised he hadn’t put a damned watchdog on me.

      I scoffed at my reflection. “Doesn’t have to. Aleister’s doing it for him.”

      Stepping around the broken shards of ceramic and glass littering the bathroom, I returned to my room to look for a somewhat clean shirt to tug on. I was expected to attend several meetings with Brolan tonight. Coming up with an excuse to keep avoiding the gatherings was only going to work for so long before he dragged me to them himself. But first, there was the matter of the two historians I’d been speaking with who said they might have new information tonight. No, actually. First was the matter of sustenance. I needed blood.

      Pulling on my black boots, I ran my fingers through my hair in a vain attempt to tame it and left my room. I was halfway down the long stretch of the dark-red carpeted hall when Kiley’s whispers returned. I rumbled, clenching my hands at my sides and digging my nails into my palms, hoping the pain would drive the thoughts away. The pain helped, but it wouldn’t last forever.

      Aleister had tried to talk to me about Emery several times throughout our winter break. And each time, I wanted to punch him. He didn’t understand what I was going through. How could he? It’d been so easy for me to betray her, and yet she still turned around and saved my life. Without knowing who I was supposed to protect her from, I needed to keep my distance. What if it was me who needed to stay away? What if I ended up being the reason she was hurt or killed? Witnessing what she was capable of, how death magic wasn’t all bad should’ve been enough to convince me she wasn’t like those evil bastards who killed Kiley.

      Yet that doubting voice in the back of my head kept reminding me how powerful Emery truly was. And she bore the marking. How could I ignore that? Aleister experienced firsthand the power of being controlled, as did I. She might’ve done it by accident both times, but what about the next time? She was only going to become more formidable. The bear she’d summoned had rampaged through that camp and torn her attackers apart like they were paper. That bear not being her only tattoo was also a cause for worry.

      All the necromancers I’d met throughout my lifetime only bore one tattoo. Not four. And the bear hadn’t been there when we were first taken. She’d shown us her right side where she bore that horrible scar from her childhood. There’d been no bear tattoo on her ribs then. I sensed she was oblivious to the significance of having so many markings gifted to her.

      I had to know how powerful her death magic could become. She might be willing to use it for healing now, but what happened if she was attacked again? Or if she decided to go take the same dark road so many others ventured down? The potential for her to turn was there. It always would be. That’s what death magic was. A curse. When that day came, when she no longer saw the light in her magic, someone would have to be there to stop her.

      “You might want to ease up there,” Aleister murmured beside me.

      I hadn’t even heard him sit down at the small round table beside me. Shit, I wasn’t even sure I could recall reaching the dining room and pouring myself a tall glass of blood either. My hand squeezed that glass. Carefully, I let it go, resting my palm on the table.

      “No better this evening?”

      “What do you think?” I snapped. “No, I’m not any better.”

      “Yeah, I can tell. Wishful thinking.”

      “We need to keep an eye on her,” I muttered in a rush.

      “Who?” he asked, then sighed a second later. “That glint in your eyes says it’s not just to ensure no one else tries to kidnap her.”

      “You saw what she did, what she’s capable of.”

      “And? She’s not the enemy. Don’t start mixing your past with who she is,” he warned. “Last night, you were ranting about keeping her safe and hating yourself for turning your back on her. Now you want to stalk her like she’s one of them. What changed?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Don’t give me that. You’re letting your fears get the better of you.”

      “Shut up,” I said, hissing quietly. “You’ll never understand.”

      “I understand you’re having nightmares again, and those are making you doubt everything you witnessed with your own eyes.”

      Vampires at the surrounding tables shot us curious glances.

      Aleister’s eye twitched.

      I continued, “We can talk about this later, but you need to stop trying to make her the bad guy when she’s not.” Though there were times I fought that very thing myself.

      He rose from the table, but I snagged his arm, not letting him walk away yet. “How can you be so sure? You experienced the same thing I did. You saw the birthmark, the tattoos,” I added on a breath, praying no one else heard. “That’s not normal. None of it is.” The battle within me to trust and not trust her clearly waged on.

      “You know what she did as well as I do. When the semester starts, I’m going to find a way to speak to her and let her know she’s not alone in this. Whoever it was out in the woods, they didn’t simply kidnap her. They hurt her, probably would’ve killed her, and some of them got away. You really think they won’t come back? She’s going to need friends, Gentry, not more enemies. You are her friend, aren’t you?”

      I’d been more than her friend up until the moment I learned the truth. Scowling at the table, I released Aleister’s wrist. My back and forth battle of feelings for Emery was beyond exhausting.

      He strode away, and I was left to drink my blood alone, wondering how I was going to make it through the next semester.

      ***

      “You wanted to see me?”

      Brolan Wolcen, Prince of the House of the Red Moon, waved me forward without glancing up from his desk. He was broad-shouldered like me and built like a wall with fangs. His dark brown hair was down to his shoulders and usually on the messier side, giving him a disheveled look that clashed with how pristinely he dressed. A pair of light brown eyes flicked to me for a second when I remained in the doorway. He beckoned me forward a second time, saying, “I did. You’ll be returning to the academy in two days. I thought it’d be a good idea to have a conversation before you left.”

      Striding into the room, I took a seat in front of the desk, waiting for him to finish writing. The pen scratching across paper set my teeth on edge. I curled my hands around the arms of the chair, sensing Kiley’s voice about to whisper in my ears. The noise of Brolan’s writing mimicked her whispers.

      I hissed loudly, hoping to cut off the sound.

      Brolan’s hand paused. He set the pen down and leaned back in his chair. “You haven’t been doing well, have you.”

      “Is that a question?”

      “No, an observation. I know last semester was hard for you, what with the murders and these mysterious villains who kidnapped you and Aleister, but there’s more going on that you’re not telling me. Be honest. What’s troubling you?”

      Telling him I’d finally been able to move on from Kiley, but that the one I turned to was a witch who has death magic would only start a world of trouble I wasn’t ready to deal with, nor bring down on Emery’s head. I shrugged, holding his gaze the best I could. “Nightmares are back.”

      “Of that night?”

      “What else would they be of?” I gnashed my teeth, too anxious to sit still any longer. Rising from the chair, I stomped around the study, needing to hit something.

      “You misunderstand me. The night Kiley died? Or the night you were attacked in the hollow? You see, it’s curious is all, why you have our historians digging into death magic and trying to understand the totem you mentioned you saw.”

      “Why am I not surprised they told you?”

      “They didn’t, but nothing goes on in the House of the Red Moon that I don’t know about.” He came around his desk, sitting on the corner. “You need to be focusing on teaching your classes at the academy, nothing more.”

      “I need answers. Whatever they were after involved that totem and the magic within it.”

      “And I’ll make sure we find answers to what they were doing and who they are, but the last thing you’re going to do is rush off after these people alone. Or get yourself tangled up with someone who has death magic,” he warned, a hiss accompanying his words. “You never mentioned if someone used it that night.”

      “Used what?” I asked, willing myself not to react.

      “Death magic in the hollow. You said there were shifters, witches, and even vampires who attacked you and Aleister. Why else would you be interested in that tainted power unless it was used against you? So, was it?”

      Leaving Emery out of the story meant there had been no mention of death magic until I started digging. Chalk one more point up to my being a dumbass. “The murders on campus were,” I said, using those as an excuse. “Aleister and I believed death magic could be involved. I merely wanted to see if there was a way to be certain. There was
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