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      Jasmine thought her problems would end once she mastered the cursed pendant.

      Ah-ha-ha. How cute.

      When she returns to the Magical Creatures Academy after a prolonged absence, she discovers the supernatural community is at the brink of war.

      A rogue organization of paranormals wants power it shouldn’t have, leaving the magical world divided … and more dangerous than ever.

      Safety is no longer guaranteed. Not for anyone. Not anywhere.

      That doesn’t cut it for Jas and her friends. Together, they’ll join the fight.
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      Never had I been so elated to see Sadie. The Enforcer had a reputation for competent ferocity, and if she weren’t such a badass I might have been tempted to run to her and throw my arms around her like she was my salvation. As it was, I stood there staring at her and her companions, barely able to believe that my struggles were finally over.

      Enforcer Headquarters had assigned her as my protector. I had no idea if that had changed in the time I was gone, but if I knew Sadie, it wouldn’t matter to her whether I was her official assignment or not; she’d keep me safe.

      And now that I was back in the same dimension Gorky Gower inhabited, my safety would be in question. Last I saw him, he’d enlisted dark mages in his employ to link him to my pendant. Though the jewel’s magic was now inert, it was possible that Gorky’s dark mages would still be alerted of its presence.

      Which meant they’d be alerted to my presence.

      Hence my great relief to see Sadie, Damon, and Orangesicle—as my friends and I referred to the pygmy troll with the fluorescent orange fro-hawk, pissy attitude, and monster crush on Sadie.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” Sadie accused as she closed the distance between us with swift, efficient strides.

      Why jolted awake at the sound of her voice and blinked open his eyes in what appeared to be a confused daze. Val paced between Why and me, his hooves clip-clopping on the rock beneath us, casting nervous glances at Sadie and her crew as they stalked toward us.

      “We’ve been looking for you everywhere. And I do mean everywhere. The academy’s been in an uproar over your disappearance. We thought you might be dead! Do you have any idea how insane your mom’s been?”

      Damon, who was the most chill Enforcer I’d ever met, nodded in agreement, making his waist-long dreadlocks slide across his back. He was tall, muscular, and relaxed in that way people were when they knew they could break every bone in your body a hundred different ways but, for the most part, chose not to. Today he wore cut-off sleeves, revealing dark-skinned muscles despite the chilly temperatures—we shifters tended to suffer the cold less than humans—and straps crisscrossed over his chest, holding up two long, slim cases. Damon never liked to be far away from his guns. He was one of the few members of the paranormal community who could actually use guns and have them perform the way they were intended. For the rest of us, our power interfered with them, making them jam or misfire. Either way, as a norm, we avoided them at all costs.

      He was the perfect partner for Sadie, unless you asked Orangesicle, who was threatened by the male Enforcer even if he wouldn’t admit to it. But no one asked Orangesicle. And every time I’d come across Sadie and the pygmy troll, she was telling him to get lost.

      Sadie, Damon, and Orangesicle stared first at me, and then at my two companions—three, if you counted the unhatched dragon egg I cradled under one arm.

      Orangesicle was wearing the loincloth every pygmy troll on staff at the Magical Creatures Academy wore. He too didn’t seem concerned with the cold; the pygmy troll was probably too fierce to allow something like the weather to have any kind of power over him. His usual choice of attire exposed round little buttocks, a whole lot of round, firm belly, and far too much skin—so they couldn’t find Val too weird. And they already loved Why. Everybody did.

      The pandacorn cub rolled up and sat, facing them, cute despite the blue and now red tinge to his fur from Sedona’s terracotta-colored dirt.

      “Jas?” Sadie followed up, her tone softening as she tipped her head to study me, her blond ponytail swinging. “Are you all right? It’s not like you to be quiet like this. Did they hurt you, the fuckers?”

      I blinked at her and repositioned Egg under my arm, struggling to register it all. We were back. We were safe. I’d done it. “My mom is always insane. What fuckers?”

      “The ones who took you! Gorky and his slimy-ass shifters. Or his slimy-ass dark mages. They’re all pieces of shit.”

      Orangesicle nodded his hearty agreement, his fro-hawk oscillating with his obvious desire for righteous vengeance. “The jerks are gonna pay.”

      “Right. The assholes are def gonna pay,” I said, fully snapping myself out of my shocked relief to discover myself back at the academy—almost—and with people I could hand over my problems to.

      But I shook my head. “There are no fuckers.” Maybe I wasn’t back to my full self yet. “I mean, yes Gorky is a fucker, no doubt. A huge-ass fucker. As big a fucker as fuckers get. And so are his ‘roided-out friends. But they didn’t take me anywhere. I sent myself away to protect the pendant so he couldn’t get it.”

      The pendant.

      Remembering it with a start, along with how it was as much of a fucker as Gorky was, I palmed my front pocket. Discovering a lump beneath the fabric of my jean shorts, I relaxed. I planned to cast the thing into the fiery depths of Mount Doom at the earliest opportunity. Just because I didn’t sense magic from it anymore didn’t mean I was trusting it. I’d rest easy only once it was melted or pulverized. I wasn’t about to be picky so long as it could never hurt another supe again.

      Sadie’s brow arched as she tipped her head at me again, making her signature blond ponytail swing another time. “Wait, you’re the fucker whose ass I’ve been wanting to kick from here to hell and back?”

      I snorted, realizing how much I’d missed her colorful language. Pudgester could suck it. “I’m not the fucker, Sadie, trust me. I had to send myself away or Gorky would’ve killed more people.” Images of Selene and Professor Whittle came back to me. “Did they … are they?” I sighed and spit it out. “Are Selene and Professor Whittle dead?”

      My mouth dried during the few moments I waited for an answer.

      “They’re fine,” Sadie said, and so much relief whooshed through me right then that I had to plop to the ground. I hadn’t allowed myself to think about them much. Worrying without any way of knowing their fate would have only driven me mad.

      “How?” I asked as I spread my legs out in front of me and moved Egg to my lap.

      “The sirangel’s father,” Orangesicle said in a voice a bit like sandpaper.

      “He’s an angel,” I said. “Angels never come down to Earth.”

      “Well, apparently they make exceptions to their rules. He came down here to get it on with her siren mother. And he came down to save their daughter’s life.”

      “And the professor’s…?”

      “His too. While the angel Raziel was here, he reanimated Wendell.”

      I scrunched up my face in distaste. Reanimating the dead never went as planned, unless you were a necromancer, and then they didn’t care that the person who returned was never the same as the one who’d departed.

      Sadie huffed. “He’s being theatrical.”

      “I always like to impress my woman,” Orangesicle said, causing Sadie to roll her eyes, bringing my attention to her T-shirt. As usual, she was wearing something worth noting: an obnoxious fuchsia background with a bright green sea turtle on it. Underwater, the sea turtle was farting turtle-shaped bubbles. I couldn’t even decipher what that meant, if anything other than satisfying Sadie’s enjoyment in wearing the craziest shit.

      “She wasn’t there to see the angel descend,” Orangesicle continued, “so I gotta tell the story. I’m always here to help my woman.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” said Sadie. “The angel was magnificent, his wings glorious, his face beautiful, his hot bod to die for.” She winked at me. “I heard the story from Marcy June too. She says Raziel’s a hunka hunka. She won’t stop talking about his tight ass and how she wants to get some of that.”

      Orangesicle’s little old man face settled into a displeased frown. Damon didn’t react at all, though according to Sadie, he had the hots for her too.

      “You’d better not be checking out anyone’s ass but mine,” Orangesicle said, clearly still content to ignore all of Sadie’s rejections. He pointed his butt at her and wiggled it, giving me a plain view of his round bubbly behind.

      Sadie made a show of checking him out and waggled her brows at him, making my own climb up my forehead.

      This was new.

      “Don’t worry,” she told him. “I wasn’t even there to check out the angel’s ass. Or his impressive pecs, or long shiny locks, or hard abs…”

      She looked back at me, mischief rolling through her light eyes. “MJ’s been very descriptive. At every opportunity.”

      “Man,” I said, “I’ve missed you guys.”

      “Hey,” Orangesicle snapped at me while Damon smiled like he’d just finished off a blunt. “Don’t call my woman a guy. She’s all lady, trust me on that one.”

      “Uh, ew, no thanks. Moving the hell on…” I was so not going there. If Sadie wanted to have some kinky-shit threesome going on, I didn’t want to know.

      Okay, maybe I did want to know, but not then. Not in front of the pygmy troll who was barely waist-high and that was including his tall fro-hawk. Maybe he was just the right height for—hell, I had to force myself from the subject before I went down a path with no return.

      “So Selene and Professor Whittle are for sure okay?”

      Sadie nodded, finally whisking her attention from the tiny troll whose personality made up for his small stature. “A hundred percent back to normal.”

      “Professor Whittle isn’t fun anymore, then?” I couldn’t help the disappointment that rushed through me. I made him cool and then missed most of the show he put on in his Creature History class.

      Sadie grinned wickedly, and a lightness spread through my body, relaxing more of the tension I was apparently holding absolutely everywhere. I so needed some time alone with Ky to get some release. Jeez, it was like a health requirement at this point. I wasn’t used to being wound so tightly; it was no way to live.

      “Whatever you did to Wendell was still in effect last I heard. Trust me, MJ’s told me all about that too. She’s surprisingly gossipy for someone who’s decent at kicking ass. Now,” she said, eyeing my charges, causing Val to press against my leg, “you have a shit-ton of explaining to do. Start talking.”

      “While we move,” Damon said, glancing around us.

      Sadie gave her partner a sharp nod. “Definitely. We’re too exposed with them like this.”

      She faced me again. “The supe world’s in the crapper. The Voice has been trying to get into the academy basically since you left.” She huffed. “Well, before then of course. It’s time to teach them some manners, preferably in a way that involves me using my short swords.” Sadie brought her hands to her hips, framing the short, curved swords that hung from either side of her belt. I’d never seen her without them. She probably showered with them. She smiled, a bit of bloodlust peeking through, and I couldn’t blame her. The Voice had killed most of her fellow Enforcers—while they slept. Even pregnant women. Even apprentices barely out of the academy. They’d attacked in vast numbers so they could kill as many Enforcers as possible before any could call out an alarm and wake the rest. There probably weren’t many on the right side of this war who didn’t want justice for the Attack.

      “Okay, let’s go through the mountain pass,” she said.

      “I already tried that,” I said. “It won’t let me through.”

      “That’s okay. It’ll let us carry you through. And your, uh, friends? I see you picked up a new stray … and an egg. What kind of egg is that?”

      “And is it safe to bring back to the academy?” Orangesicle added.

      I purposefully ignored his question, because how could I possibly have the answer to it? I’d received the egg from some rando dragon while in Happy Land, where magical creatures went to spend the rest of their lives once they’d mastered inner peace or whatever. I didn’t know what the requirements were of an eternity in an alternate dimension, since I sure as shit hadn’t mastered inner peace. It’d taken me a small eternity to master a stupid fucking pendant, and even then I’d probably just gotten lucky.

      I ignored the way Orangesicle stared at Egg with squinty, disapproving eyes, and faced Sadie instead.

      “It’s a dragon egg,” I told her, as if peeps were given dragon eggs all the time.

      She blinked. “A dragon egg.”

      “Yep.” I petted its dark, iridescent, scaly surface, approximately the size of a deflated volleyball, making Why whine—probably with jealousy, the doof—and hug the leg opposite Val like the little bear that he was. I ran a hand along his back, trying to reassure him before he attempted to scale my body, as was his way, and then did the same for Val, because being left out sucked.

      “You vanish from the academy, make us think you’re probably dead, and now show up with a dragon egg and more strays.”

      I shrugged. “I never did anything to make you think I was dead.”

      “Yeah.” Sadie snorted. “Other than disappearing in the middle of a battle where Gorky Gower and his crew were trying to kill us all left and right.”

      “It wasn’t quite like that,” I said.

      Damon was shaking his head, casting suspicious glances around us again. “We gotta move.” Even though the Sedona day was quiet, the sky bright blue and calm, I had no doubt he was right.

      “We do.” For the first time, Sadie gave her full attention to Val. “But first, who’s this stray? I need to know before we bring anyone else into the academy.”

      “Best friend,” Val corrected, and Sadie visibly startled. Orangesicle transferred his narrowed gaze from Egg to Val, and Damon didn’t do anything. He was as chill as chill got, all the while still remaining alert and being great at his job. Something to strive for…

      “It talks,” Sadie said.

      Val was the size and shape of a Shetland pony, with several exceptions: he was pink like a pig, and covered in fine, fuzzy hair just like a pig, along with a curlicue spring of a tail. But he also had light brown horns like a reindeer, two of them, short, fuzzy, and blunt. Val wasn’t like any creature I’d ever seen before, and by the way Sadie and Orangesicle gaped slightly as they studied him, I guessed they’d never seen anyone like Val either. He had said he was one-of-a-kind…

      Val pointed his chin up. He was roughly the same height as the pygmy troll. “I do talk. And I’m a he, not an it.”

      Why squeezed my leg, trying to climb it, stepping on my bare foot in the process, sharply reminding me I wasn’t wearing shoes and I was still in my cutoff jean shorts and Betty Boop T-shirt, stained blue from Happy Land’s icing grass.

      “It’s okay, boy,” I told him, cooing. “We’ll be fine now. Just hold on.”

      He whined and tried to climb me some more, but after a few soothing shhhhhs and pets, he calmed.

      I gave Val a pat on the head, between his horns. “Sadie, this is Val, as in Percival. Val, this is Sadie, Damon, and Ora—I mean, Tanmroosh.”

      Damn that was close. Offending a pygmy troll was high on my list of things not to do. My friends and I had nicknames for all of them, but that was only because their names were convoluted, hard to remember, and difficult to pronounce.

      Okay, that’s not entirely true. We probably would have given them monikers regardless; the sourpusses all but begged for the treatment—behind their backs. Never to their faces.

      Sadie, who didn’t bother with pleasantries any more than I usually did, simply offered Val a curt nod of acknowledgment. “And where did Val come from?”

      “Long story,” I said.

      “Which we’ll have to hear on the move,” Damon said, giving Sadie a meaningful look before leading us up to the rock face that housed the secret entrance to the Magical Creatures Academy, exactly where I’d already tried to pass through the mountain and failed. The gateway was invisible and sealed to everyone but those approved by the Academy Spell, which governed the functioning of the academy. Current students and staff, along with special pre-approved visitors, like the Enforcers, could usually get in without incident.

      Since my life had been remarkably unusual lately, I didn’t bother mustering much surprise at the fact that it’d refused me entry—once again. My life had been one big clusterfuck lately; it was a theme.

      I bent over to pick up Why and hitched him on my hip as if he were a human toddler. He wrapped his legs around my waist and leaned his head against my shoulder, content, and, knowing him, probably settling in for another nap. In my one-armed hold, he’d grow heavy, but I had Egg to carry too. If I picked up any more strays I’d need to invest in a wagon to lug them all around in.

      Val followed us, walking next to me, his clip-clop footfalls timid, waiting for me to tell his story.

      “Val was in Happy Land with me,” I started.

      Sadie turned from the rock to look at me, her forehead wrinkled. “What the hell is Happy Land?”

      “I’ll tell you everything in detail, but before we go anywhere, I should probably tell you that I think I killed the pendant. Its magic is gone. And Val’s on the run from some fairy who made a deal with his mother. He was supposed to go to Happy Land to fulfill the bargain, which he did, and since no one’s supposed to ever leave Happy Land, I think we might be okay, but really I don’t know...”

      Sadie positioned herself directly in front of the entrance to the academy, precisely where I’d tried to enter and encountered nothing but solid rock. “We’ll figure it out once you tell us the whole story. For now, Damon’s right. Time to go. Jas, Damon will carry you since you say the entrance still won’t open for you.”

      “Yeah, and why’s that?” I asked. “I’m still a student, aren’t I?”

      “I don’t know, Jas. Before, when the gateway wouldn’t let you through, I think it was because of the pendant’s magic distorting your own power signature. But now…” She shrugged. “If its magic is no longer active, it might be because of how long you’ve been gone. Albacus and Mordecai have tightened down the Academy Spell so it’s tighter than a dolphin’s ass. No one gets in or out without their permission.”

      “Um…” I licked my lips nervously. “How long have I been gone exactly?”

      Sadie exchanged a loaded look with Damon. “Let’s just say you’ve been gone longer than that prick Zavid held us in his fae court.”

      My stomach sank into the soles of my feet. “We were gone for nearly an entire semester, then…”

      “Yep. Shit hasn’t been good since you’ve been gone. I’m telling you, everything’s been royally fucked up.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, getting over my pity party really fast, as concern for my friends ratcheted up my priority list. Besides, it could have been much worse. Time could have ticked by differently in Happy Land. I could have been gone for decades, or even longer.

      “I mean, the supe world is all but at war. And the academy is preparing to join the fight.”

      I swallowed around my parched throat. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Hell no, girl, haven’t you been listening?” Sadie said. “No one’s okay. Until we blow the Voice the hell up, we’re all in shit’s panties. All supes are in the middle of this now. Probably even the dragons, and they really don’t want to join in.” She cast a glance at Egg. “The Voice hasn’t given us a choice. None of us.”

      Before I could say another word, Orangesicle approached, arms wide. Why, who understood what was about to happen sooner than I did, immediately started whining, pulling his head back from my shoulder to shoot panicked, puppy eyes at me.

      The pygmy troll was gentler than I’d ever seen him, extending his short, stubby arms to my pandacorn cub while he spoke to him in gentle tones. “I need to carry you to get you into the academy so you can be with your person. I’ll keep you right next to her.”

      Why glanced from me to him and back again and again.

      “It’s okay, boy. Go with him. I’ll be right there with you,” I told him.

      With enough droopiness to make sure we all knew he wasn’t pleased with the arrangement, he dragged his paws over to the troll, who took him from me. Why was nearly Orangesicle’s size, but the pygmy trolls were crazy strong. He wouldn’t drop him.

      “Hold on to that egg,” Damon said.

      “Okay, why?” I said, then squealed in a far too feminine a manner as he scooped me up and tossed me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. I mean, I should have known it was coming, but somehow I didn’t expect him to throw me around like a sack of potatoes. I snatched Egg from under my arm before I dropped it, and cradled it in both hands, holding it aloft. Then I realized the position placed my hands above Damon’s ass—and it was a very fine, tight ass, a nice view through his worn jeans. I was in the middle of debating the benefits of keeping my hands exactly where they were when Damon hitched me higher on his shoulder, jumbling my thoughts.

      Sadie scooped up Val, who squealed in surprise much as I had and then looked at me over her shoulder with wide-eyed shock. What kind of world had I brought him into? My stomach rose back to its rightful place, only to twist itself into a horrible knot. I offered Val a sorry grimace, for all the good it would do. He probably would have been better off in Happy Land, for all its faults—just as I’d told him.

      “Let’s go,” Sadie said, and slid a foot through the mountain face. “We’ll call Caroline Jolly the moment Jas is safe in the academy. I can’t wait to shut her the hell up. She’s been driving me nuts!”

      “I can imagine,” I told her with genuine empathy. My mom had likely driven everyone with any sort of influence in the supernatural community up the wall.

      “You have no idea,” Sadie added.

      But of course I, of all people, had a very good idea how bad my mom had been during my unexplained absence.

      Damon stepped through the solid-looking red rock with ease, and the darkness of the tunnel that connected Sedona, Arizona, to the Magical Creatures Academy enveloped us. The air became insubstantial and thin, the product of magic.

      As Orangesicle entered the gateway behind us, Sadie commanded me: “Tell us everything.”

      I sighed heavily and launched into my story. There was so much to tell. I wanted to get it over with so I could start asking more questions of my own.
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      The magical tunnel that cut through the depths of Thunder Mountain wasn’t nearly long enough to allow for me to share my story and ask my questions. I only just managed to tell them everything of importance about Happy Land and Panland, including a few complaints about Pudgester, by the time we exited the passageway. I was winded from talking with Damon’s shoulder lodged against my diaphragm, and sucked in a greedy breath when he set me down, the pebbles of the path digging into the soles of my bare feet.

      “Wow. Happy Land really sounds like an awful place,” said Sadie while I squinted at the bright sky, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the sudden light after such encompassing darkness. “No wonder Val wanted to get the hell out of there. I don’t blame him one bit, especially since he was only there because of a nasty fairy deal. Fairies are seriously the worst with their fine-print clauses.” She gazed down at Val in her hold, her arms wrapped around his chest, his legs hanging above and below her grip. He stared back at her, blinking wide eyes, seeming intimidated by the tough Enforcer.

      “No cursing?” she went on. “Everyone happy all the frigging time, whether they want to be or not? Yeah, sounds like a total nightmare to me. I’m really feeling you right now, Jas. I would’ve hated being stuck in Happy Land.”

      She freed one hand for a moment to swat me on the back with as much finesse as a stampeding rhinoceros. My chest thudded and I jumped forward a few inches, holding on to Egg for dear life.

      “No one had better get any lofty ideas about sending me there,” she added. “I’ll tear shit up if they do.”

      I chortled. “I doubt it’s going to be a problem. It’s only for those who’ve mastered everything there is to learn in this life and have so much inner peace or whatever that they have to leave and move on to Happy Land. I don’t think that’s you, like, in any way whatsoever.”

      “Yeah, no way is that me. I have too many asses to kick to be finished with this place anytime soon. There are too many assholes and too few of us Enforcers left to put them in their place.”

      She set Val down and cracked her knuckles. As the bloodiest—and most cowardly—event in the recent history of the magical world, the murder of the Enforcers seemed never far from anyone’s mind. The act had revealed that we were no longer a unified community, if we ever were. Strife had always colored the paranormal world. Where there was power and magic, there seemed to always be those trying to take more than their share.

      Just as I was really getting going in my mind, ready to go find Gorky Assbucket Gower and pull him apart limb from limb, Val asked: “What is this place?”

      His long face swiveled in every direction, eyes eager, trying to take in the extent of our surroundings. “Is this the academy? The Magical Creatures Academy you told me about, Jazzy?”

      I nodded, but before I could further elaborate about the academy for Val’s sake, or address Sadie’s already open mouth—certain to precede some comment about my newest nickname I didn’t want to hear—Orangesicle emerged from the rock face with a needy Why, who leapt from his arms with more agility than the cub usually demonstrated, running straight for me. Why rose onto his hind legs and pressed his front paws against my leg and whined. I didn’t even pretend to try to teach him restraint or manners. I’d passed the point of no return in spoiling the pandacorn cub ages ago. No reason to make either one of us suffer now.

      I tucked Egg under an arm again and swept Why into my free arm, positioning him so that his horn pointed away from me as Val said: “Is this all magic? Because if it is, it’s amazing. Actually, it’s amazing whether it is magic or isn’t. It’s so awesome. And so pretty. And warm and bright.”

      “Most of it’s magic,” I told him as we started making our way up the pebbled path that led to the academy gate. I stepped gingerly, wishing for shoes. “The Academy Spell governs nearly everything that happens here.”

      “Even the flowers?” His eyes were big as he turned his head in every direction, taking it all in. “They’re so colorful and beautiful. You know, my mumsie says I’m as beautiful as a flower. My family always tells me the truth, so she must be right. And look at them!”

      I smiled; I couldn’t help it. After all the challenges my friends and I had endured since attending the academy, it was refreshing to see it all through Val’s eyes—as if I were a oner all over again, thinking myself so lucky to get to attend the finest academy for shifters in the entire world. Even though I’d known of the academy’s existence all my life, it had been even better than I’d imagined to arrive here, where the school, so enmeshed in mystery, finally revealed its secrets.

      The flowers lining the graveled path bloomed in an assortment of bright colors, giving the entrance to the school the charm of a fairy tale—the part of the fairy tale before the monsters made their appearance.

      “I don’t know about the flowers,” I told Val, who walked beside me on my left, his hooves crunching against the pebbles. “But they’re probably kept so beautiful with the help of the magic of the Academy Spell. The sky is definitely so bright because of the spell, and it’s always like this here, like spring, warm but not hot and perfectly pleasant.”

      I caught myself sounding like an overly cheery tour guide, and dropped my smile. It was just that compared to Happy Land the Academy was amazing.

      “The flowers bloom on their own,” Orangesicle said from where he brought up the rear of our incredibly motley crew. “Most of the plants just like it here and that’s why they look so healthy.”

      Sadie leaned over from my right, stage whispering: “He knows everything there is to know about the academy.”

      “That’s right, my woman,” Orangesicle rumbled like a mini earthquake. “Almost everything. I’d love nothing more than to get to know … absolutely everything about you too.”

      Ew. The pygmy troll made it all sound so … lascivious. I definitely hadn’t missed the way he thought Sadie was the best thing to come along since loincloths. I was left with the definite desire to wipe what he’d just said clean from my memory. Too bad it didn’t work that way, especially not with my perfect recall. I’d be stuck with what he said, and a soundbite of exactly how he’d purred it, for the rest of my life.

      Thanks, universe.

      One glance at Val told me he wanted to ask lots more questions about the academy, so I jumped in before he could. We’d reach the gate soon. And if my “bestie” Roberta “Raindown” Rabbit was there, my chance to control the situation would vanish faster than a cupcake
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