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      Sun & Moon Academy—where pass or fail can mean life or death.

      Even after a harrowing first semester at Sun & Moon Academy College of Supernatural Guardians, we’re back. Well, those of us who survived, anyway. And when we return to campus after the winter break to start Spring Semester, several of us discover we’ve been placed in the new Interdisciplinary Task Force class, or ITF—but WTF is more like it. As in, WTF was the Board of Regents thinking when they came up with this idea?

      They’ve thrown us into teams and assigned us “missions,” but they’re really just glorified group projects. And we all know how fun those are. Now just imagine all the team members are elite supernatural alphas. Yeah, this will certainly go well.

      It quickly becomes apparent that the most challenging mission is called The Hunt. Each team draws a card with a bizarre image and a riddle that supposedly leads to discovering a magical object hidden somewhere on campus. Sounds easy, right? If only. To retrieve the artifact, we’re forced to face our worst fears, enter otherworldly realms, survive deadly curses, and more. Learning to work together becomes not only about the grade, but about saving each other’s lives.

      If that’s not enough real world-like experience, there’s more. A god with a vengeance is determined to destroy all magic. Threatening the school, the town, and our world as we know it. This is why we’re at SMA—to train to become supernatural guardians—but for Hades’ sake, this is only our second semester. If we can’t step up, though, not only will we fail ITF, but we’ll fail the rest of the world.

      In this anthology of over 750 pages, you once again get ten paranormal fantasy novellas that all come together as one page-turning tale.
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        Want more? Discover how it all began with a collection of 10 bonus short stories from the authors of Sun & Moon Academy Book One: Fall Semester, plus more exclusive gifts and content. Sign up here.
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        While the Havenwood Falls world has been free from the Covid-19 pandemic, we noticed it’s pretty obvious the authors wrote this during the crazy times of 2020: we've dropped a helluva a lot of F-bombs throughout these pages. We’d apologize, but who are we kidding? It’s been that kind of year. We think you’ll understand, but for our parents and others who may be sensitive, please just skim right on past those. We’re just glad we were able to get this book done at all. Thank you for your patience! We hope it’s worth the wait.
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          RHIAN

        

      

    

    
      A mild shock rippled through me as I entered my dorm room in Muninn Tower at Sun & Moon Academy College of Supernatural Guardians, the school under the mountain. I didn’t know what I expected, because it looked just as I had left it that night in December after an insane battle of fighting animated statues and re-animated corpses. Perhaps I expected it to be tainted by lingering horrors of that day, settling in while I was gone. I shook the memory away. It was a pleasant surprise to see my lovely room again, and there was no need to ruin it. The bed, with its canopy of tapestries and fairy lights, still stood in the center of the room, a throw pillow with Rhian embroidered on it sitting at the top. A shaggy purple rug lay on the smooth wood floor. On the far side was my favorite part of the room—the window seat that looked down on campus. Home Sweet Home, I thought with a happy sigh.

      Winter break had been fun, full of holiday cheer in Havenwood Falls, probably one of the best places on Earth to spend the winter holidays. The small town seated in a box canyon of the Colorado Rockies had felt like a winter wonderland under a Christmas-themed snow globe. Elliana and Brielle Knight and their BFF Charleigh Wotsit had rented a condo with me, and we’d spent the last month skiing, drinking coffee, and celebrating the multitude of holidays that were crammed into the last four weeks. The dark energy I’d sensed around the Knight twins at the beginning of last semester—the energy that drove me away from making Modi Tower my home—had weakened after Brielle’s challenge last semester, although I’d felt it building again already by the end of break. It was a good thing for us to be separated now. Even though we were underground, I was happy to be back on campus and in the sweet room that felt more like home than anywhere I’d been in this life.

      Even when I knew this semester would be no better—perhaps even worse—than last.

      Everything I owned fit in my backpack (though it was admittedly charmed to hold much more than a normal school bag), so I figured I’d unpack before crashing into bed. Just like last semester, the portals to campus had reopened at midnight, but this time we had three days to settle in before classes started on Monday, rather than over a week, as we had in the fall. At least this time I already knew where I belonged.

      I’d barely begun unpacking when a handwritten note floated in the air and landed on my bed:

      
        
        Rhian, Board of Regents is meeting now and asks for your audience. ~ Addie

      

      

      “So much for being a normal student this semester,” I muttered to myself as I dropped a hoodie into the armoire that served as my dresser, among other things.

      My secret had been revealed during that battle that ended last semester. Well, one of many, anyway. Before then, only Addie Beaumont had known I was Rhiannon, a goddess of the moon and night and death. My power over death had been altered ages ago, though, turning it dark and sinister—giving me the curse of raising the dead when my power transferred to their corpses. Thus the zombies that started last term’s battle. I’d had to come clean and reveal my true self to put a stop to it all. Up until then, I’d been living life as any other SMA student.

      Well, except for the part where I’d been asked to observe the students and take notes for an old acquaintance.

      I quickly changed out of my jeans and sweater, pulling on black leather pants and a black leather jacket that made me look more my part—at least, the part the Board expected of me. Not my full-on goddess look, but more of a warrior than a teenaged university student. My long blond braids and dreadlocks were pulled up into a massive bun on the top of my head, and I fixed the stray locks that had fallen loose. With my slight frame and impish facial features—particularly my big blue eyes—I still looked deceptively innocent. I kind of liked it that way, though. I preferred melting into the background, but it was always fun to surprise people when they underestimated me.

      Another note appeared:

      
        
        We’re waiting.

      

      

      “Gods and goddesses,” I muttered as I hurried out of the room. I couldn’t imagine what couldn’t wait until tomorrow, let alone another few minutes for me to change and get across campus. Much of the Board consisted of creatures of the night, so their midnight meeting wasn’t too surprising. The urgency, though …

      But I should have known.

      My old, so-called friend who’d basically asked me to spy on the students and faculty here was likely the reason for the Board’s urgent demand. They knew her as Kialah Tursten, who’d once lived in Havenwood Falls for a brief time over a century ago and had guided the Court of the Sun and the Moon—the supernatural leaders of Havenwood Falls—to the Harvard palace under their Mount Alexa. The site that became the campus for the new college. They believed her to be a friend—an ally.

      I knew her as Kialah, but also by many other names and identities over our lifetimes together. Her true one was Zandra, a Vanir goddess. The Court and town of Havenwood Falls had met her authentic self a little over a year ago. Over break, Addie had told me some of the horrors she’d inflicted on the local residents when she’d gone by the title of the Collector. They’d presumably won their battle against her, but I couldn’t be sure. Although I hadn’t personally been in contact with her since before then—all of her communication had come by messenger or magic—I knew Zandra too well. She’d never be so easily defeated.

      I hadn’t told anyone about Kialah’s true identity. She was playing some kind of two-faced game with the Court and now SMA’s Board of Regents. Ally or foe? I wasn’t sure yet. But I did know if they had any idea who Kialah really was, they’d shut down SMA, and that was the last thing this town and the world needed. Especially if her recent message held any truth.

      I jogged through the tunnel that connected Muninn Tower to the library and rushed through the dark mezzanine to the doors leading to Halstein Hall—the largest building on campus that housed the student union, dining hall, classrooms, and administration offices. The whole way, I wondered if they’d received a new message, or even better, discovered the pieces to the weapon Kialah had mentioned in her last note. The weapon that could destroy a god who was even more dangerous than her.

      Hermod.

      I had a pretty large grudge against that fucker, and the thought that we’d be able to finally end him had my feet rushing faster up the stone stairs of Halstein, the way lit by fire sconces and magic orbs. I passed the Valkyrie statue at the entry to the admin offices and burst into the Board’s conference room unceremoniously.

      My gaze swung around the dark stone cavern with its long wooden conference table and the trickling water that fell down the side of the far wall. In the flickering firelight of the wall sconces, I didn’t see a weapon or even its pieces, and the Regents weren’t sitting around the table, either. Rather, they were gathered at one end of it, their heads bent together until they all looked up at me.

      Addie Beaumont, witch-hellhound hybrid, liaison and business manager for the Court of the Sun and the Moon, part-time SMA professor, and member of the Board of Regents, smiled at me, the diamond in the side of her nose winking in the dim light.

      “It’s about time,” Elsmed Fairchild, an ancient Seelie fae, murmured, barely glancing at me before returning his attention to whatever had had them all enraptured before I’d entered.

      “I take it you haven’t found any of the pieces?” I asked.

      “We’ve searched and searched this entire campus—physically, magically, every possible way we could imagine—since we received the last message on New Year’s Eve,” Addie said. “The one you helped us with. There are so many artifacts and so many chambers we could detect but couldn’t figure out access to—the possibilities are endless, and since we don’t know what exactly we’re looking for …” She gave me an exasperated look, her brown eyes wide behind her glasses, and shrugged.

      “It’s been utterly impossible,” Gabriel Doyle snapped, the vampire’s patience obviously thin.

      “Until now,” Saundra Beaumont, Addie’s grandmother and one of the high priestesses of the Luna Coven in town, said.

      Addie waved me over to the table. “We think this book might be a piece?”

      Elsmed’s long white fingers flipped the front cover closed to show a large and quite ancient looking leather-bound book.

      “A grimoire?” I asked.

      “We’re not sure that’s what it is,” Saundra said. “Although it’s definitely soaked in ancient magic.”

      “I received this book two days ago,” Elsmed said. “Another delivery from Kialah. But the pages were blank until tonight, just after the campus portals re-opened and the students returned.”

      “Is it a piece of the weapon?” Gabriel demanded, his blue eyes piercing me as he tried to read my mind. I already had my defenses up, though, against him and Elsmed both.

      Still, I had to be careful with how I worded things. “As I told you before, I don’t know what all the pieces look like or what exactly they do. I just know that they had to be co—” I almost said collected. That might hint at too much for them. “Gathered from various places, and once they were, they could be assembled to become a god-killing weapon. Specifically, one that would end Hermod.”

      “The god who’s supposedly headed for our world to destroy our magic,” Saundra clarified.

      “That was Kialah’s warning,” Elsmed said, his faith in her even stronger than before. If he only knew...but then the search would be over, and if she was telling the truth about Hermod’s approach, this world would be doomed. We needed to piece together the weapon.

      “So what does the book say?” I asked as I stepped up next to Elsmed.

      He opened the cover, revealing a reiteration of the message they’d received and shared with me on New Year’s Eve:

      
        
        The destroyer of magic

        Comes our way

        Bringing death and destruction

        And a world of decay

        

        But my friends,

        Do not fret

        Within the rock guardian

        Our hope is kept

        

        Entombed in stone

        Difficult to find

        Is the weapon of the gods

        Broken in nine

        

        Together with their staff

        The nine become ten

        And hope for our world

        Will be restored again

        

        May the lady of the moon

        The ruler of night

        The protector of magic

        Bring you her light

      

      

      We’d already discussed that Halvard meant “rock guardian” in Norse, so the where was clear—SMA’s campus. I’d warned them before that the pieces would be difficult to find and protected by strong magic and who knew what else.

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      “That’s it,” Elsmed said, flipping the page to a blank one.

      “Since we’ve been unable to find any of the pieces on our own, we thought we’d take advantage of the two hundred students here on campus,” Addie said.

      “It seems the campus likes to test them anyway,” Elsmed added. “Finding the weapon’s pieces will be a perfect way to do so and hopefully please the campus’s magic in that regard.”

      “We’re hoping this isn’t as dangerous as the trials the campus put them through last semester,” Saundra said.

      I suppressed a harrumph. I was pretty sure last semester was only a taste of what came next.

      “We’ve created a class with ten teams of students—one team for each piece,” Gabriel continued. “They’ll have the semester to find and retrieve it. Those who find their piece will be rewarded with a good grade.”

      “But we’re starting them off with practically nothing to go on,” Addie said. “They have no idea what they’re looking for or where exactly. And they can’t know that it’s part of a weapon. That’s the last thing we need leaked within the student body.”

      I nodded in agreement but frowned. “So you’re giving them a project they’re more than likely to fail. That hardly seems fair.”

      Elsmed turned fully toward me, crossing his arms over his chest. His thin form towered over me, and his frosty eyes gazed down his long nose and chin at me. “We were hoping you’d be able to help us with some clues.”

      I threw my hands into the air with exasperation. “Don’t you think if I knew anything I’d tell you? I want Hermod ended more than anyone in this universe. There must be more to that book, is all I can say.” I gestured at the tome, my gaze falling on its pages. My brow furrowed. “What’s that?”

      We all stepped closer, watching as the page that had just been blank began to reveal a colorful image set within a rectangle. Addie and Saundra both gasped as the image filled in.

      “Is that a tarot card?” Addie said as she gripped the corner of the book and pulled it closer to her and her grandmother.

      “Not traditional Rider-Waite, but it does look like it could be a High Priestess card,” Saundra confirmed as the colors darkened. Her fingers trailed over the beautiful though haunting image—the colors were dark, the image more fantastical and quite eerie, hardly anything like the more commonly known decks. Yet I couldn’t help but think the witches were right. As Saundra pulled her fingers back, the image peeled away from the page.

      A collective gasp filled the room.

      She now held the card in her hand.

      “There’s writing on the back,” Elsmed pointed out, and Saundra flipped it over.

      “I think we have our clue,” I said after we all read it.

      “So a tarot card and a poem—that’s it?” Gabriel asked.

      Nobody had an answer, but more pages started filling in with gorgeous dark images. Ten of them in total.

      Then one of those maddening gongs from last term rang out through campus.

      “Let the new semester begin,” Saundra declared.

      “And may the odds be ever in our favor,” Addie muttered, her tone dripping with a mixture of sarcasm and dread.

      I knew exactly how she felt.
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      Demons and darkness.

      The energy radiated from the couple in front of me, sliding over my skin and penetrating deep within, down to my soul. All at once, I wanted to bask in their dark power like a cat in the sun and tear their hearts out, sending them back to Hell where they belonged.

      Well, at least the male half of the couple. I wasn’t sure about the girl. I just knew my natural instincts had my body reacting in conflicting ways that set my jaw on edge and lifted my shoulders to my ears while I forced myself to stay back a step and lean away before I inappropriately invaded their personal space.

      Charleigh stood in line next to me, and I knew the witch could sense my tension. I should probably leave the line and let her get our order, but the couple was almost done and they’d be on their way. I could surely maintain control for another minute or two. Cups in hands, they finally turned to leave, and my shoulders dropped an inch.

      Right before I was doused in hot coffee.

      “Dude!” I screeched, jumping backward as the hot liquid splashed on my chest and down the front of my turquoise blouse. “What the fu⁠—”

      “Oh, my goddess! So sorry.” The girl began patting my chest with napkins as I stood there, clutching my last remnants of control while dark energy pumped through my veins. I didn’t know why she was apologizing when the guy standing next to her had been the one who’d just dumped the contents of his cup all over me. His green eyes almost seemed to glow under a flop of raven-black hair as I glared at him while visions of ripping his head off danced in my mind. When I tore my gaze away to look at her, her blue eyes caught mine, but they weren’t the ones I’d been searching for since arriving back at campus after winter break. Still, there was something about them—both of them—that made my breath catch.

      I didn’t know what she was, but the Darkness in me sensed some in her, too. The demon that was apparently her boyfriend repulsed me, though. My spine tingled, my wings wanting to come out and end him with one slice through his neck. But I was still drawn to him. To both of them. And it pissed me off.

      “Don’t ever apologize for a guy’s fuck-up,” I snarled, snatching the napkins out of her grip.

      A familiar hand landed on my forearm, sending a burst of warm energy into me as Charleigh quietly warned, “Elliana.”

      “It was my fault, though,” the blond girl insisted. “I distracted Torent⁠—”

      My nostrils flared, and Charleigh stepped between us, facing me but talking to them as her brown eyes, so light they were almost orange, held mine. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Shit happens. I’ll take care of this.”

      She waved her hand in front of me, muttering a spell, and the coffee stain disappeared from one of my favorite tops. I could have fixed it myself with my own brand of magic—fae, sorceress, and angel blood were just part of my mixed DNA—but the Darkness in me was bubbling up, calling to them as theirs called to me. I loved the power of it, but it was a dangerous energy. It was taking every bit of focus I had to keep control of what I referred to as the beast inside me. Charleigh knew it, which was why she’d stepped in.

      “Are you hurt, though?” the girl asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth. Luckily, it took a lot more than scalding coffee to harm me. I breathed out, “Just. Go.”

      “I need a new cup—” the guy started to say, but his girlfriend smartly pushed him away from the Coffee Haven counter.

      My gaze followed them as they left, something deep within reaching out, wanting to go with them while that tingle between my shoulder blades finally began to ease. I called on my Amadis power—the power given to us by the angels, which was the most dominant part of our DNA. Ours, as in my twin sister, Brielle, and mine. Charleigh, our BFF and cousin by life though not by blood, was a witch. A powerful one and assigned to us as our protector. She had Amadis power, too, but not like mine and Brie’s. It was the power of angels and goodness that I needed to suppress the Dark beast that always threatened to rise.

      From what sounded like a great distance but was only a couple of feet away, I could hear Roxy McCabe, the cougar shifter, asking for our order. Charleigh gave me another shot of her power, an extra boost, before finally releasing my arm, and her orange hair whipped in my face as she turned toward the counter of Coffee Haven’s campus location.

      “Are you okay?” Brielle asked as she hurried up to me. “What happened?”

      I closed my eyes briefly, mentally shaking it all off, before opening them again and forcing a smile for my identical twin. “Nothing. I’m good.”

      Her mahogany gaze drifted over me from forehead to feet before coming back up to my face, a brow lifted. “Are you sure?”

      “If you don’t let it go, I may not be,” I warned.

      She threw her hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. Letting it go.”

      Maybe she’d finally learned something after last semester’s chaos—the more focus we gave the dark energy within us, the more powerful it became. The best way to control it was to acknowledge its existence as part of us but otherwise pay it no attention, as though it was nothing more than a freckle or mole. Easier said than done.

      Charleigh turned just then—carefully, unlike some people—and held out a cup of steaming hot joe to each of us.

      “Unicorn Farts for you, Miss Elli,” she said, “because you need some rainbow sprinkles right about now. Your favorite java chip mocha, Miss Brie, and Witch’s Brew for me.”

      Leaving the long line of Coffee Haven on this first morning back to campus after winter break, we searched for an empty table in the busy Student Union. I felt the eyes on us, as if the many gazes were tangible strokes over my skin. I’d become somewhat used to it—my love for fashion, including low cut tops and high-heeled shoes and boots, tended to draw attention. Not all of the wanted kind—aka, boys. I didn’t wear it for them and not even for girls, although I didn’t mind when certain ones noticed me. I mean, come on. There were a lot of hot girls here. I chose my clothes for me, because they made me feel good. We didn’t have such luxuries as fashion in our home world, which had been in a post-apocalyptic era since before we were born.

      As I glanced around, I realized more gazes than usual were on my twin. Although we were identical, our fashion choices were on opposite ends of the spectrum, making us easy to tell apart. She couldn’t care any less about what she wore, her makeup, or hair style, and she’d spent last semester blending into the background as much as possible, more concerned about what was going on in her head than outside of it. While her outfit today wasn’t quite up to my standards, the knee-high boots, leggings, and tunic were definitely a step up from her usual jeans and hoodies, and they brought out her best features. I had a pretty good idea about the why behind the change, although I didn’t see Aithan Lanrete’s copper curls anywhere in the Student Union.

      “Why don’t we just head back to Modi?” Charleigh suggested, referring to our dorm tower and giving up on finding an open table. “We can see what everyone’s up to and who’s in our classes. Our schedules should be available by now.”

      The three of us crossed the white marble floor of the Student Union, passed the fountain with the Valkyrie statue, and exited out the double doors to the quad. The underground campus was unusually dark for this time of day, looking more like late afternoon than mid-morning, as snow fell through the skylight at the top of the mountain, blanketing the ground, bridges, and buildings that had been carved into the stone or created by the stalagmites. The first skybridge on the right of the quad led us to the teal and silver door of Modi Tower. The slickness from the snow made the many skybridges around campus extra precarious. It was a good thing we were all supernatural and had our own defenses. Otherwise, I couldn’t fathom how many students would slip off and fall the several stories to their deaths.

      I envisioned the new powder on the mountains outside and imagined the ski slopes were busy with tourists today. I already missed them. We’d had a killer time over winter break, milking the experience of Havenwood Falls during the holidays for all it was worth. I’d felt Brielle’s guilt—it was a twin thing—for enjoying all of the luxuries of this world while our families were likely in the midst of another war in our world. Charleigh and I had to remind her that our parents brought us here. And knowing our mothers, they’d want us to make the most of being here, in a world that was much like ours had been when they’d been our age. I’d been angry about coming here to hide from our reality for a while, but then decided I wasn’t about to let myself feel guilty for indulging in the life we should have had at home, if not for the demons who destroyed our world. Life had handed us a box of lemons—we could pucker up and pout or add vodka and have one hell of a party. I was all about the party.

      With a wave of Charleigh’s hand, the door to Modi Tower opened, and we entered onto the balcony that curved around to the right, following the building’s outer wall about halfway around. Seating areas were scattered about in front of the bookcases along the wall. To the left was open to below and above, the outer wall on that side punctuated with a series of three-story windows that started a floor below, providing a view of the quad, the river, and the lake. We headed straight, over the bridge that connected to the central spiral staircase, and skipped down a flight to the main floor of the common room.

      A dozen or so people were sprawled on the groupings of furniture between the windows and the vast fireplace that butted up to the stairwell in the center of the room. More were on the other side of the stairwell, under the balcony of the floor above. During the first week of last semester, the common room’s décor had changed almost every hour as witches and fae tested out different looks, but once we selected our tower colors of teal, silver, and black, the theme settled. Now the room was only in those colors, with images of Pegasus, our chosen mascot, everywhere, including on the huge tapestry that hung over the hearth.

      Aithan sat in one of the cushy couches by the windows and waved us over. I didn’t miss the smile that spread across my twin’s face. I was happy she’d finally opened her eyes to see what was right in front of her since the trials last summer—the demigod who even I had to admit had a perfect ass. And he seemed to be a decent guy, though not quite as ambitious as Brielle and me. Nobody would ever be good enough for my sister, but if I had to choose anyone on this campus, I supposed Aithan would do. With his laid-back attitude, he had a way of removing the stick that was constantly up her ass.

      I couldn’t help myself from looking around for what had been right in front of my own face all last semester—although not quite in the same way. The electric blue eyes had caught my attention on our first day in Modi Tower, but I hadn’t thought their owner was my type. I still wasn’t sure if she was, even after what we’d shared on Halloween and New Year’s Eve. Okay, she was definitely my type. I just wasn’t sure if I was hers. The elven girl seemed to have issues, and I didn’t know if I really wanted to deal with them. Still, my gaze swung around the room, hoping to find those enrapturing blue eyes staring back at me.

      There.

      My heart stuttered as our gazes locked from across the room. Sadie Angrec sat in a dark corner under the balcony, as usual surrounded by her elven friends. Her lips pursed for a moment before she looked away and pulled her blond hair in a curtain around her face, breaking the contact.

      No, I really didn’t need to deal with her shit. If only my heart didn’t react the way it did every time I saw those electric blues.

      “Elliana?” Brielle’s voice held the same annoyance I felt. Her finger jabbed into my ribs.

      “What?” I snapped, then I sighed. “Sorry.” I stepped around the low table and sank into a chair across from Aithan and Brielle, who were quite noticeably close to each other. In fact, any closer and she’d be in his lap. Charleigh sat in the chair perpendicular to all of us.

      “We were comparing schedules,” Aithan said, holding his phone up. “They came in about ten minutes ago.”

      Crossing one booted leg over the other as I leaned back in the chair, I pulled my phone out of the pocket of my leather jacket, not that I really needed to check. We’d picked classes at the end of last semester, and I already had my schedule memorized. As I glanced over the email, though, my brows pinched together.

      “What in the actual fuck?” I studied the schedule harder, shaking my head. “This isn’t right. What the hell is this shit?”

      “What’s wrong?” Charleigh leaned over, her head close to mine as we both stared at my screen. “You signed up for . . . what even is that? I don’t remember a Task Force being an offering.”

      “I did not sign up for that!” I huffed. “Eight a.m. on a freaking Monday? You know me better than that. Hold up. And then nine at night on Wednesday? And three in the afternoon on Friday? That’s sleep time, party time, and chill time! Could this be any more messed up?” I shook my head again, then stood.

      “Where are you going?” Brie asked, barely glancing up as she and Aithan compared their schedules.

      “I obviously need to see my advisor and get this changed. I don’t want to take this Interdisciplinary Task Force, whatever the hell that even is. It sounds awful. Are any of you in it?”

      They all shook their heads. Without another word, I strode out of Modi, back across the quad and into Halstein Hall, the biggest building on campus that housed the Student Union, dining hall, classrooms, and admin offices, where I headed to now.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Knight,” my advisor said after I’d waited what felt like a week. Apparently I wasn’t the only one with schedule issues. Her waiting area was packed. “If you’d read the email, you’d see that it’s a mandatory class. I can’t change it. You should be honored to be selected for the first one.”

      “But—”

      She shook her head, her dark frizz sparking with static, before calling the next student.

      With a sharp exhale, I spun on my heel and nearly collided with Electric Blues.

      “I guess that answers that,” Sadie muttered as she turned back for the door.

      “They put you in this Task Force class, too?” I asked.

      “Yep. Not exactly my thing.”

      We jogged down the stairs, our steps in synch.

      “Sadie,” I started when we hit the bottom.

      “I have to go,” she said, before hurrying over to her friends, who were watching us.

      “Okay, then. I can take a hint,” I said to no one.

      Apparently, I wasn’t exactly her thing, either.
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      Grumbling all the way to Halstein Hall for having to be awake at this ungodly hour, let alone in class, I entered the lecture-style classroom at precisely one minute before eight a.m. on Monday, our first day of classes for Spring Semester at Sun & Moon Academy College of Supernatural Guardians. Entering at the back of the room, I went down the left aisle between the rows of theater-style seats to the first one that was empty and slid into a hard chair. There were thirty, maybe forty students already seated, most talking to others around them, creating quite the din. How can they be social this early? Of course, most, including myself, had Coffee Haven to-go cups sitting on the wooden slab that served as a desk in front of each chair.

      Natalie Putnam, a witch and friend of Charleigh’s, sat a couple of rows down with her bestie Tempest and a guy whose name I believed was Eryx. Timber Greenwood, a Seelie fae who’d also helped with the big battle at the end of last semester, was a few rows in front of them with Cole Silver, an Unseelie fae, an unlikely duo. Infiniti Clausman sat a few seats down from them. I glanced over my shoulder, where Marina Del Mar, Vanna Shaw’s roommate, sat by herself behind me, and to my right, at the other end of her row, was the jerk who’d spilled coffee all over me, his girlfriend next to him. Great. Then at the last minute, someone slid into the seat next to me, and my whole body went on alert.

      “Hey,” Sadie breathed.

      Double great.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” she teased, her elbow knocking into mine for a brief moment, sending an electric zap through my veins.

      What the hell was she doing? There were more than enough empty seats she could have chosen, but she finally decided to acknowledge me?

      “Are you talking to me? Actually talking to me?” I snapped.

      “Please don’t be that way,” she said, her voice low.

      I snorted. “Sorry, but I honestly don’t know how to be with you.”

      The words came out harsher and louder than I meant at the exact same time Saundra Beaumont had entered the front of the room and the whole class had fallen silent. My face heated, and I slid down into my seat, wishing I could disappear into the floor. Sadie blew out a sigh, her only response as Professor Beaumont began to speak.

      “Welcome to Interdisciplinary Task Force,” she said, striding purposely across the front of the whiteboard at the head of the room as she spoke. Her silver hair was in its usual twist on the back of her head. Saundra Beaumont’s fashion style was elegant but incredibly boring—always a blue or black suit and white blouse, though sometimes she wore a skirt and other times pants. Pants today. At least her clothing was of the highest quality, and her shoes probably cost a small fortune.

      “You all have been selected as our inaugural class for this special style of education that will give you hands-on, real-world type experience,” she continued as she crossed the room to the other side now, before turning back again. “The Task Force will be intense and immersive, requiring more from you than all of your other classes combined. If you’re already taking a heavy workload, you may want to consider dropping another class. No, you may not drop this one. We chose you for a reason, but don’t worry. All Halvard students will have to take ITF before they can graduate. You just happen to be the first group.”

      She stopped pacing, leaning against the front of the desk on the right side of the room. Her legs crossed in front of her at the ankle, she folded her arms over her chest, her gaze continuously sweeping over us. While I’d glimpsed a softer, almost grandmotherly side to her in the past, the woman was intimidating, her magical power pouring off of her.

      “As you have noticed on your schedules, the classroom part of ITF takes place at different times throughout the week. Your instructors will vary, as well, teaching a wide range of topics that will give you a well-rounded education in subjects that you may otherwise not take for your major. You will also participate in more in-depth small group learning in the classroom and beyond. Attendance and participation is mandatory, and it is your responsibility to know where you need to be at any given time, as is expected in the real world. Supernatural or otherwise,” she added as though an afterthought. “In addition to teacher-led classes and workshops, you will be working with a team on assigned missions. There are several of these missions to span the semester. Your team can decide what order you want to do them in, and which team member will serve as lead for that mission. Each member must serve as leader on at least one mission.”

      With a flick of her hand, a paper suddenly appeared on each of our desks, and writing began to magically fill the whiteboard behind her. She verbally recounted what was on both the paper and the board, going over the various missions we’d be doing for the next twelve weeks. Missions. I snorted internally. An exciting word for group projects, and we all knew how those usually went. I had a couple in my classes last semester, and everyone always had their excuses for not doing their share. If it weren’t for Brielle, we all would have failed. And I didn’t have Brie with me this time. I was hating this class more and more each minute.

      “Your teams have been assigned, indicated by color. There will be no changes, so learn to work together. You may recruit the assistance of others, both faculty and other students. However, faculty can only serve as a resource of knowledge, information, and guidance. They cannot work on the actual mission. Other students may participate, but only the students in this class receive the credit. You may need to use your leadership and team-building skills to encourage others to assist, if you need it.” She straightened up and walked back to the center of the room. “You’ll spend the rest of this first class session getting to know each other and deciding on your first mission. You’ll also need to select a card up here that provides the clues for The Hunt mission.” She indicated an arc of cards that appeared before her, spread out like a magician would do, but hanging in the air rather than laid out on a table. Pick a card, any card, I could almost hear her saying. “It’s one of the more challenging missions. I do not recommend putting it off too long, but that is up to each team.”

      With a clap of her hands, we each lit up with various colored glows surrounding our bodies. Mine was dark blue.

      So was Sadie’s.

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. She’d have no choice but to speak to me, yet it’s not like I wanted to force her into anything. In fact, she’d been the one to start the whole thing between us. I was just trying to keep up.

      A long, lithe body sauntered over to us from behind. And here I thought the class couldn’t get any worse.

      “Midnight blue,” demon-boy said, his green-eyed gaze traveling over Sadie and me and then to something behind us. He nodded and gave a crooked smile. “Seems appropriate.”

      I had no idea what that meant. I looked over my shoulder at another guy who glowed the same dark blue as us. I didn’t know him, but I smelled the animal that was part of him. As he took a seat, he introduced himself as Slaine. Demon-boy’s name was Torent Stark, a Havenwood Falls local. Within minutes, he dropped his girlfriend’s name (Mallory), as though warning Sadie and me that he was taken. As if either of us cared. Although, maybe Sadie did. Maybe she was bi or pan, and that was her issue—she had a boyfriend. I honestly didn’t know with the girl. I honestly needed to stop caring.

      “So what’s our first mission going to be?” I picked up the paper, needing to focus on something else. Everyone studied the projects’ descriptions, nobody seeming to want to take the lead. I sighed and spoke up. “The Hunt mission—it says here the card contains our clues for finding an artifact hidden somewhere on campus. Maybe we should see what that’s about and then decide?”

      Torent shrugged. Slaine grunted in agreement. Sadie said, “Sure.”

      But nobody moved.

      Internally rolling my eyes, I stood and strode down to the front of the room. Professor Beaumont smiled in greeting.

      “I’m not surprised to see you taking the lead,” she said.

      Duh. My major was Leadership, which she’d been partially responsible for putting me in. She and the rest of the Court of the Sun and the Moon, along with our parents. After all, someday Brielle and I would be leading our world.

      “You’re the first one down here, so you get first choice.” She motioned at the arc of cards, the side facing us a dark blue with the image of a golden sun and silver moon in the center. “Close your eyes and use your intuition to select the one that feels right to you. You’ll know it when you feel it.”

      I stepped up to the cards hanging in the air, closed my eyes, and lifted my left hand, palm out. The energies pulsing off the cards varied, and I did indeed know exactly which one called to me. I plucked it from the arc and flipped it over.

      “Interesting,” the professor said, but nothing more.

      When I returned to the group, I placed the card on my desk front up so we could all study the image on it. A woman with long silvery hair waving in the air around her seemed to float above a violent sea, her long teal and blue robes flowing into the waves. Tendrils of her robes trailed over a crescent moon at her feet, as though cradled by the rocking sea. At the top of her head appeared to be horns or a two-pronged crown, with a glowing orb between the points. Behind her hung a purplish, transparent curtain draped over a rod hanging in the air, a dark, star-filled sky and still water in the background. She held an unrolled scroll in front of her. The image was darkly beautiful, the lighter colors on it almost seeming to glow against the dark blues and purples.

      “Any ideas?” I asked the group.

      “She could be a witch,” Slaine suggested. “With the moon and the scroll. Maybe we have to find a spell?”

      “There’s like a thousand grimoires on this campus,” I said. “We need more to go on than that.”

      Torent’s long fingers snatched the card off my desk. The closeness of his being to mine made my wings prickle under my skin. I’d hated demons for as long as I could remember, but even more so as I grew older and learned all that they’d done to our world. What they were still doing to it. For years, I’d planned to be a demon assassin when I grew up. Then shit happened, and we ended up here, in this world where demons lived as a part of society—not trying to destroy it. Some even contributed to it. Even wanted to be a part of the army that would protect it. Like Torent here. I’d done my best to accept that not all demons were like the ones at home, but I’d have to get better at it if Torent and I were both going to survive the semester.

      As he studied the artwork closer, I noticed the back of the card had changed. The sun and moon had faded into the background, and words now scrolled across the surface.

      I read them aloud.

      
        
        Pulp and leather, words in ink,

        Their collection, their meaning

        Have more power than you think.

        

        Within, without, above, below,

        Way up high is where to go.

        

        There you’ll find the portals of four

        But if it does not open

        It’s not your door.

      

      

      “Move your finger, demon-boy,” I ordered. Torent lifted his middle one. “Funny. Not that one.” He adjusted his grip on the card, and I continued reading the rest.

      
        
        A single tome reveals the way

        But beware: with blood

        You’ll surely pay.

        

        Through planes of darkness

        And realms of light,

        You’ll find what you seek

        Behind the veil of night.

      

      

      “What does that even mean?” Sadie asked.

      Ignoring her question, Torent flipped the card back onto my desk. “Looks like some kind of tarot card, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, I can kind of see that.” Slaine nodded as he studied it. “But no idea which one. Anybody know anything about tarot?”

      Our blank expressions were answer enough.

      “We need a witch,” Sadie declared.

      Of course, I first thought of Charleigh, but she didn’t know a lot about tarot.

      “We could just ask Professor Beaumont,” Torent suggested.

      We all glanced at the front of the room.

      “Why don’t we look at these other missions first,” Slaine quickly said. I bit my lip to keep from laughing at his obvious intimidation by the witch. I couldn’t blame him. Saundra Beaumont was a high priestess of the most powerful coven in town. For all I knew, the most powerful in the country or even world. Of course, I didn’t really know much about any of that, so that was simply speculation.

      We spent the rest of class reviewing the other missions, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away from the card. Well, I could, but if I didn’t purposely focus on it, my eyes would inevitably drift to the gorgeous blonde next to me. As it was, I kept sneaking glances, watching those full lips curve up and down with the conversation and the pointed tips of her ears peak out of white-blond locks that felt like silk between my fingers. The memory of New Year’s Eve played vividly over and over in my mind.

      “What’s your vote, Elliana?” Torent asked.

      I glanced around at the three faces staring at me. Shit. Busted. “Um . . . for what?”

      He rolled his green eyes. “Which mission to do first.”

      “Oh . . . uh . . . The Hunt.” I tapped the card. “Definitely The Hunt. If it’s our most challenging one, we may as well get it over with.”

      “It’s unanimous. And we already voted you as leader,” demon-boy announced with a smirk.
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      “The portals of four—that has to mean the portals to leave campus, right?” Slaine asked. “Maybe go up high means out of the mountain. Like the top of the mountain?”

      “There are only three portals in the vestibule to leave campus,” I pointed out.

      “Besides, it’s obviously in a library,” Sadie added, and I nodded in agreement.

      “Could be the library on Falls Campus, for the lower Academy in Havenwood Falls,” Slaine still argued.

      “There are only three portals,” I repeated.

      “Oh. Right.”

      With the chaos of the beginning of the semester and starting classes, our team didn’t have a chance to meet again until Wednesday night, right before our next ITF class. We gathered in a seating alcove down the hall from tonight’s classroom—Addie Beaumont’s—to discuss the clues. I’d hoped someone had some great ideas because I had few. The references to books and the library in the written clue was obvious, but I hadn’t had a chance to even look into tarot or try to decipher the card’s image.

      “It has to be our library here on campus,” I said.

      “That place is scary as hell,” Sadie said with a shiver.

      I was surprised to see Torent nod in agreement. “Not exactly my favorite place. Especially high up in the stacks, which is where this clue apparently wants us to go.”

      “Wasn’t Shirley Velisk attacked up there?” Slaine asked, referring to an incident last semester. We all fell silent in respect for the dead.

      “Regardless, unless we want to fail this mission and possibly this class, we have to go up there,” I said. “We’ll just have to make sure we’re prepared.”

      “And that we touch nothing we’re not supposed to,” Sadie added. Most students ran into danger in the library when they touched books and other objects when explicitly warned against it. The library and its stacks, even many of the actual books, seemed to be sentient beings, and they didn’t much like to be bothered.

      “So before we even try, we need to know what we’re looking for,” I said, motioning to the card that lay face-up on the low wooden table centered between our seats. “Do we know for sure it’s a tarot card?”

      “According to Mallory, it’s a tarot card, and her team has the Moon one,” Torent said. “Natalie Putnam’s on her team, so I’m pretty sure she would know.”

      “Then my vote is that it’s a tarot card,” Sadie said. “But I have no idea which one.”

      “Anybody have a chance to look more into it than that?” I asked, and they all shook their heads.

      “Class is in five minutes,” Addie Beaumont said as she strode past us, toward her room. “You get me as your instructor tonight,” she reminded over her shoulder.

      Everyone immediately jumped to their feet, eagerly following her. Addie was much cooler and quite a bit less intimidating than her grandmother, although at least as powerful. She was only about five or six years older than us, making her much easier to relate to, and she really knew her shit. Well, except potions. I’d heard that wasn’t exactly her strong point, so Charleigh said they brought in a new teacher this semester, Madame Tahini, to take over Addie’s Intro to Potions class. Charleigh and the other witches did say Addie was excellent at magical combat—even better than Charleigh herself, which was saying a lot, considering how we grew up. I wondered what she’d be teaching us tonight as I followed the young woman dressed in her usual black hoodie and black, ripped up jeans, her always present bracelets jangling as she walked.

      “Tonight we’ll be discussing intuition,” she announced after starting class. I stifled a groan, hoping for something more exciting. Intuition wasn’t exactly my strong point. “We all have it and to a much higher degree than humans. Shifters have their animal instincts. Vampires have their own special sixth senses. Witches rely on intuition to work much of our magic. Each and every one us should always be developing and honing this very special sense, if for no other reason than because it’s highly useful in combat.”

      Now I and many others perked up a little as she went on to describe how sensing an opponent’s next move even before they decided on it provided a major fighting advantage and then went into other benefits.

      “Knowing what’s coming before it happens, sensing what’s beyond that in front of us or even in the physical realm, feeling and following our guts, our hearts, our souls is critical during a fight. I’d go so far as to say that it’s even more important than understanding and knowing what’s physically happening around us. The warrior with a highly developed intuition and connection to the energy of this world and beyond will always have an advantage over those without.”

      For the next hour, she taught techniques and tips for honing our intuition, giving us exercises to practice. While I appreciated some of them, I also had to keep from squirming in my seat. Tapping into my inner-self—that otherworldly energy that courses through all of us—meant tapping into the Dark stuff. It was just as much a part of my connection to the Creator as the Light. Giving it extra attention defied my need for control, which was why I tended to rely on my physical senses more than intuition. I mean, I had very well developed instincts and those physical senses were far beyond any human and even most supernaturals’, so why tempt the dark beast that lived inside me?

      “One way to hone your intuition is to practice reading signs and symbols all around you,” Addie said as the class began to come to a close. “Look for them in the world—they’re everywhere. Especially on this campus. Your assignment is to write a one-thousand-word essay about using intuition to read signs and symbolism. You can choose anything relevant to the topic, but if you’re struggling with a starting point, I suggest looking into tarot. The tarot is all about intuition and symbolism. Your assignment is to be submitted to my inbox—email or physical—by Friday noon. Class dismissed.”

      “My intuition says we should learn more about tarot,” Sadie said as we walked back to Modi Tower together. Although there were a handful of night classes to accommodate those students with more nocturnal tendencies, the campus was dark and quiet.

      “All signs seem to point that way,” I said with a snort.

      She giggled and bumped my shoulder with hers. “Who knew Elliana Knight had a dorky sense of humor?”

      “Who knew Sadie Angrec was just as dorky?”

      “Um . . . I think a lot of people do,” she quipped as we reached the teal and silver door.

      I looked at her as she held the door for me, giving her a lingering and appreciative once-over. “I don’t think dork is ever, in any way, used to describe you.”

      Pink flooded her cheeks, which made me feel giddy. “Nor you.”

      Perhaps the communication lines were finally beginning to open. I opened my mouth to clear the air⁠—

      “You’re back!” declared a high-pitched voice. Fig, another elf, emerged from the dark stairwell we were headed toward. A couple of other elves followed right after her, and the next thing I knew, Sadie was gone, swept away by her friends.

      Pursing my lips, I inhaled a deep breath, then trudged up the spiral staircase to the top floor, where my own posse waited for me. Except Brielle had earbuds stuck in her ears as she sat cocooned in a blanket on her bed, studying and barely acknowledging my return with a brief wave of her fingers, and Charleigh was passed out in her own bed, mouth open, snoring away. She’d apparently fallen asleep while studying, considering the books spread out on her blankets and the one that had fallen to the floor next to the bed.

      I loved our dorm room. Not too much larger than the double and single rooms on lower floors, it allowed the three full-sized beds due to the alcoves in the walls that were perfectly sized for them. That also gave us enough room in the center for a small seating area with a loveseat and chair, a low table squatting in front of them. When we wanted to watch a movie or TV show, Charleigh magically projected the image from one of our laptops or phones to the one blank wall in the room. Tapestries covered the arched ceiling and walls of my bed alcove, making it feel like a fortune teller’s tent. The only lighting came from candles and the fire in the hearth, completing the cozy ambiance.

      My favorite place, though, was the seat in the high, arched window that looked over the quad and part of the lake below. It was the favorite of all of us, so we often had to fight over it. This cold winter night, however, was made for snuggling under the covers in bed, just as Brie was.

      After changing into pajamas that included a hoodie and thick flannel pants, I gathered two blankets around me and leaned back against a wall of pillows before opening my computer and starting a search on tarot cards.
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      “I think it’s the High Priestess,” I said to Addie the next afternoon during a break between classes.

      Addie studied my team’s card from The Hunt mission and nodded. “Tell me why you think so.”

      “Well, that’s what I’d planned to make my essay about.”

      “Excellent choice. Drawing the High Priestess card means to trust your intuition and senses beyond what you see, hear, and physically feel before you. A perfect topic for your essay, but it might help to talk it out first.”

      “Am I wrong?”

      She smiled, the clear crystal in the side of her nose twinkling in the light. “That’s not what I said. But since getting this right is for two assignments, that’s a double whammy if you’re off.”

      “Okay.” I gestured at the card. “I think the biggest giveaway is the moon at her feet, which is like the traditional Waite deck and many others. The way her hair on top of her head forms to look like horns or a crown, with that orb in the middle, looks like the triple-moon crown on the woman in the Waite deck.” Addie nodded, encouraging me to go on. “There’s a scroll, and there’s a veil behind her. Some important parts are missing, though. Like the two pillars and the pomegranate symbolism.”

      “True, but I think the contrast of the light and dark in the imagery itself preclude the need for the black and white pillars.”

      “Did you do the artwork?” I asked, something I’d wondered since the first day of class.

      Addie laughed. “I wish I was that talented. No, not my work. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

      “It is. Dark but gorgeous.”

      “As many things are.” She gave me a pointed look. “So what do the symbols of the card tell you?”

      I bit my lip. “I still need to research that more. I wanted to make sure I was on the right track first.”

      She nodded. “Do you know how it works as the clue for The Hunt?”

      “Would you tell me if I’m right?” I asked hopefully.

      “I would if I knew. You are allowed to ask for help with that, but I’m not privy to the answer. I can only give you my own thoughts. Tell me yours first.”

      “Based on the clue on the back, we’re supposed to go to the library and find a book. I think the scroll reinforces that—maybe it’s ancient or written on parchment or something.”

      “Hmm.” Addie tilted her head side to side. “I can see that. What really stood out to me, though, is her pendant. Look closely. I’ve been reading tarot since I was a kid, so I’m familiar with many decks. Usually the High Priestess wears a cross, if anything at all.”

      I picked up the card and peered more closely at it. You could barely see the woman’s pendant behind the top hand holding the scroll. “But that’s not a cross.”

      “Nope.” She popped the p. “It’s an ankh. Which is very interesting.”

      “Do you think that’s what we’re looking for? An ankh?”

      She shrugged. “It stands out as an anomaly, so possibly. But as you’re hopefully learning, these cards are full of all kinds of symbolism. It may end up being something completely different—the scroll, the triple-moon crown, even a curtain or veil.”

      I groaned. “How are we supposed to find the object if it could be so many things?”

      “If it were too easy, would you learn?” She gave me a wink. “I think you’re on the right path. Keep going. I look forward to reading your essay about the High Priestess. She’s one of my favorites.”
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      Saturday, after the first full week of classes and a mountain of homework piled on us, Sadie, Torent, Slaine, and I agreed to meet in the library and figure this thing out. We had too many projects—sorry, missions—to get bogged down on this one for too long. I’d gone over my thoughts about the High Priestess and what Addie and I discussed after Friday’s class. Sadie had pretty much decided the same thing. It would have been nice to have worked together on that, but she’d been elusive, as usual. Not surprisingly, the guys didn’t really contribute much else, so we went with the High Priestess and that we were looking for something that resembled any of the many objects on the card. Yeah, ambiguous as fuck, but what else could we do?

      “Ugh, I can’t believe they allow this thing to be operational,” Sadie said as we boarded what was supposed to be an elevator, though it was much more like a death trap.

      “We don’t have to take it. We can hike up to the top floors,” Torent teased.

      At once, all of our heads fell back as we tried to peer up into the darkness above. Nobody was really sure how many stories up the library went. The higher levels were pitch-black and full of noises that often sounded like bones crunching, but some students reported hearing other things—a woman’s wail, a baby’s cry, pain-filled moans, and what had once been described as the sound of flesh tearing. How much of it was real and how much had been figments of the
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