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      “My feet are like, falling off.”

      Hanna Skye sat on the gymnasium stage of Schrödinger High with her best friend, Sheena Callahan and her winter guard co-captain Tiondra King at practice late on a Saturday afternoon in late November. She rubbed her feet with ice cold fingers, made colder by her barely-activated ice powers. She kept her power tamped down, just cold enough to help the swollen blood vessels in her feet without giving away her secret.

      “I told you it was gonna be intense,” Sheena teased. She rolled her feet across a pink plastic rolling pin and mopped her red hair out of her eyes. “Shew. I know it’s necessary, but guard camp can be the pits sometimes.”

      “I thought marching band camp was bad, but this takes the cake,” Hanna agreed.

      Tiondra laughed. “Girl, I know that’s right.”

      A loud thud echoed through the gym. Hanna glanced over to see Klaus Tempest, winter guard captain and her frenemy-turned-guardian-angel, running after his rifle with a grimace.

      “That sounded expensive,” Tiondra called.

      Klaus snorted and pushed his rectangular glasses back up the bridge of his nose. His long, dark hair, pulled back in a ponytail, left thin hairs trailing into his face. “She nearly caught my head on the way down.” He picked up the gun and examined the taped white wood, then flashed them a thumbs-up. “She’s alright.”

      “What are you even working on?” Sheena asked, arching an eyebrow. “You don’t know how to take a break like the rest of us?”

      “Not when I’m captain,” Klaus replied with a smug smile.

      “Not when I’m captain,” Hanna mimicked, earning her laughs from the girls. “Thinks he’s hot stuff.” She shot a playful glare at Klaus.

      He puffed out his chest. “Last time I checked, I could catch a toss behind my back. Can you do that, Stripes?”

      Hanna rolled her eyes. “Whatever, Tempest.” She turned her back to him.

      “Oh, is that disrespect I hear? Nah, you ain’t getting out of this one,” Klaus asserted. “Get down here and work on your sixes.”

      Hanna peeked over her shoulder to see him storming her direction and turned back around in a hurry.

      Ti and Sheena giggled. “Done made him mad now, girl. What is this, like the fifth time today?” Ti noted.

      “Come on, Stripes,” Klaus commanded. “I’m waiting.”

      Hanna ignored him purposefully. She bit her lip to hide a playful grin and exchanged glances with the girls.

      “Are you ignoring your captain?” His voice pitched up in feigned indignation.

      She felt a poke in her ribs and batted Klaus’ rifle away, then turned to face him and composed her features into affected sternness. “If you can catch a nine without dropping it, I’ll work on my sixes.”

      Klaus crossed his arms and scoffed. “Is that even a challenge?”

      Hanna crossed her arms, mirrored his posture, and arched an eyebrow. “Let’s see it, then, Mr. Hot Shot.”

      Klaus raised his eyebrows and opened his arms in a little bow. “Alright. Fine.”

      He dipped the rifle’s nose to the gym floor, crouched into the momentum, then launched it high into the air with perfect technique.

      Hanna counted the rifle’s rotations. 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9—and a half-turn more.

      He turned with a flourish under the gun, and it slapped upside down into his outstretched hands, the wrong way, but still solid and firm.

      “Ooh,” Sheena and Tiondra chorused as Hanna stared at him agape.

      Klaus smirked, arched an eyebrow, then beckoned Hanna. “I win. Get down here and practice sixes.”

      “That was nine and a half,” Hanna protested, scowling to hide the fact that she was genuinely impressed.

      “I caught it, though, didn’t I?” Klaus retorted. “Technically I gave you more than you asked for.”

      “I mean, he’s not wrong,” Sheena put in, then ducked and laughed as Hanna glared at her.

      “Fine. A deal’s a deal.” Hanna grabbed her rifle and stomped to the edge of the stage.

      Klaus held out a hand to help her down, still wearing his ridiculous smirk.

      Hanna shot him a look. She hadn’t seen him since before Thanksgiving break, and he was the guy who’d thrown himself in front of Kurt to protect her and gotten his lights knocked out in the process. But that didn’t mean he got to lord it over her.

      At least, not that much, she thought with a twinge of guilt.

      She leapt down off the stage without his help and hurried out to the tarp.

      He followed close behind and took his spot a few paces in front of her. “Let’s see a raw one.”

      “Okay.” Hanna took a deep breath, dipped the tip of her rifle down, then released with all her strength.

      Klaus watched the gun intently, counting silently as he watched it fall back towards her hands.

      Hanna reached for it, but it bounced away from her palms and she barely caught it by its strap.

      “How many was that?” Hanna asked.

      “Five,” Klaus noted.

      “Dang it!” Hanna stomped a foot. “I’m not strong enough for a six yet, I tell you.”

      “Sure you are.” Klaus squeezed her bicep playfully. “It’s not so much about the strength, anyway. It’s about the spin.” He stepped back and demonstrated with his own rifle. A fluid, perfect six launched through the air and landed back in his hands with a soft slap.

      Hanna scowled. “It’s about the spin, says the guy who could launch his rifle to Pluto.”

      Klaus chuckled. “I’m being serious, Stripes.” He pretended to launch his gun several times, pushing the butt of the rifle and letting it lift over his hand. “This is how you create spin. Push down on the end and flick your release wrist.” He stepped close to her and lifted her hand over her head. “When you release, put that hand up straight and high, palm out.” He let go of her hand but didn’t step away. “Now try.”

      Hanna struggled to maintain her composure. He was close enough she could smell his musky cologne. “You’re gonna stand in the kill zone again, El Capitan?” She asked him.

      Klaus arched an eyebrow. “Maybe. What are you gonna do about it?”

      “Knock you upside the head, that’s what,” Hanna retorted.

      “Was that a threat?” Klaus grabbed hold of her rifle with a broad, teasing smile.

      “No, it was a guarantee!” Hanna laughed as Klaus tried to tug her gun away from her. “Now let go!”

      “Fine.” Klaus took a step back to allow her enough room to toss. “You better not hit me, though.”

      Hanna rolled her eyes. She dipped the nose of the rifle toward the floor and pressed her hand against the end of the gun as she released up, letting each module of the technique Klaus had been teaching her lock into place part by part.

      As the rifle came back down, she anchored her feet to the floor and relaxed her shoulders. Just like Klaus had taught her.

      It hurtled down straight toward her head and her panic spiked.

      “Don’t move!” Klaus commanded.

      Hanna whimpered and stepped back.

      The gun hit the floor with a noisy bang.

      “Stripes, Stripes, Stripes!” Klaus picked up her gun and inspected it for breakage. “How many times do I have to tell you not to move?”

      “I’m sorry,” Hanna sighed. “It looks like it’s gonna take me out every dang time.”

      “It’s not!” Klaus handed her rifle back to her and shook her shoulders gently. “You gotta trust yourself more. Trust the process.”

      Hanna twisted her mouth in a half-smile. She had trusted herself last semester, and it had ended with her assault and Klaus taking a brutal beating to save her from the consequences of her own actions.

      “Thanks, but, um, have you met me?” She snarked. “I’m a walking disaster.”

      Klaus shook his head. “You are not. You came to winter guard from one season of color guard already tossing fives.” He arched an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t call that a disaster.”

      Hanna’s half-smile widened. “Wow, an actual compliment. I’ll have to log that away somewhere.”

      “Go ahead. You won’t get any more.”

      Hanna stuck her tongue out at Klaus, though her heart swelled with warmth.
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        * * *

      

      Winter guard practice left Hanna sore and exhausted by the time four o’clock rolled around, but as much as she longed to just go home and collapse into a bean bag chair, her day wasn’t yet finished.

      She headed down the sidewalk and slipped into the small forest adjacent to the high school, where a narrow, snaking path led her all the way back to the cedar tree marking the Pathway—the magical, lightning-fueled teleportation device used by all weather Manipulators to get to and from Aeromancy Academy. She was thirty minutes early for the first day of the semester, so she’d have time to slip inside Cumulus Manor and change into her uniform without her fellow students seeing her. Desert Wind, Prefect of the House of Gales and typically her escort, had given her solo Pathway privileges this semester, and she intended to make good use of them.

      She stopped in front of the cedar, pulled her icy magic into her hands and let it form delicate, frosty snowflakes around her.

      “Cumulus Manor,” she commanded.

      The harmless rainbow lightning bolt struck from above and bathed her in familiar, crackling warmth. As she appeared in the foyer of the grand Gothic manor a split second later, she rubbed her arms to tame the goosebumps that had risen, then glanced around the marble-covered foyer.

      Empty. Just perfect.

      She hurried off to the ladies room on the left side of the grand staircase, across the hall from the training room. The door of the training room was closed, and from within, she heard the patter of rain drops smacking the floor, then a squeal and gentle, accented commands.

      “Come now, Mountain Gale.” The familiar, half-scolding, half-teasing voice of Desert Wind. “It’s just rain.”

      “Just rain?” Summer Rain’s indignant voice in response.

      “You know I do not mean it that way,” Desert Wind chuckled.

      Hanna rolled her eyes and slipped into the ladies room. Her fellow House of Gales student Mountain Gale was in Combat training at the moment, it seemed. The girl talked a good talk and knew all the right techniques, but when push came to shove, she tended to get overwhelmed and freeze in fear.

      She locked herself in an ornate stall and peeled off her winter guard practice clothes, stuffing them to the bottom of her backpack. Then she pulled out her dark blue cardigan, white button up, and green-and-blue buffalo plaid skirt, along with her knitted blue stockings and shiny Mary Jane flats.

      “I’ll have to get this scuff mark out,” Hanna muttered, staring down at a muted spot in her right shoe’s shiny texture.

      Then she pulled her sparkling, delicately-painted mask out and smiled.

      She’d be debuting her new mask in class today, which was sure to turn a lot of heads, though the news of her debut mission had been out for a while among her classmates. Not many first-year students had the privilege of being sent on an official Academy mission. The objective of her first mission had been even more unusual—a fight against the strongest Prefect gone rogue, who’d sought to ruin her marching band’s final performance of the season.

      Hanna shuddered at the memory of the intense fight, then slipped the mask over her eyes and stepped out of the stall and up to the mirror. She hadn’t fought alone, and that had been what saved her butt. If it hadn’t been for Desert Wind’s wild dust devil, she would have finally experienced first-hand the raw power of super-charged lightning.

      She pushed the memory aside, pulled a brush out of her bag, and got to work on her sweaty blonde locks tinted purple at the ends. By the time she was through, her hair looked semi-decent—good enough to pass Desert Wind’s rigorous inspection, anyway.

      Satisfied with her reflection, she stowed everything in her backpack and took a deep breath.

      The halls, empty before, now teemed with masked and uniformed students and lively chatter. Evidently, she hadn’t been the only one with the idea of arriving early.

      “Ice Queen!”

      Hanna turned toward the exuberant voice and nearly toppled as a dark-haired girl tackled her in a hug.

      “Hey, MG!” She laughed and patted Mountain Gale’s damp back. “Had a run in with Summer Rain, I heard.”

      “Ugh.” Mountain Gale sighed dramatically into her shoulder. “It’s just rain, says DW. I tell you, he gets more sarcastic by the day.”

      Hanna laughed. “That’s for dang sure.”

      “Hey, is that the new mask?” Mountain Gale surveyed her mask with wide, dark eyes. “It’s gorgeous. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jelly, but you earned it.” She beamed at Hanna.

      “Thanks.” Hanna rubbed her arm self-consciously. “It wasn’t all me, though.”

      “That’s right.” A warm hand rested on her shoulder, and she glanced back to find her Prefect smirking behind her. “We made a great team.” His amused blue eyes softened. “However, she is right. You did earn it.”

      Hanna couldn’t help a pleased smile. “Thanks, D-Dubs.”

      “Ice Queen, you look amazing!” Another familiar voice, this time from a sweet girl with honey-blond braids and a French accent. Silver Mist took Hanna’s hands and studied her mask with wonder. “The details are so nice, and it sparkles in the light like glitter! It will look ravishing at the gala this spring.”

      “Gala?” Hanna exchanged glances with Mountain Gale and Desert Wind. “I haven’t heard about any gala.”

      “It is annual tradition.” Desert Wind rolled his eyes, uninterested. “Girls go crazy over it. Just an excuse to parade around in dresses.”

      “Hey, let us have our pretty dresses.” Mountain Gale punched his arm playfully. “And you can go ogle over armor or fighting techniques or whatever it is you Prefects find interesting.”

      “Besides, you’re asking Ice Queen, aren’t you?” Silver Mist challenged, hands on her hips as she arched an eyebrow at Desert Wind.

      “What?” Hanna and Desert Wind chorused.

      “I have never said such a thing,” Desert Wind protested, holding his black-gloved hands up in defense. “I do not know if I am even going.”

      “Of course you’re going!” Mountain Gale said. “You’re a Prefect. You have to go.”

      Desert Wind shook his head and sighed. “I am done with this conversation. Off to class with you, ladies.” He made a shooing motion with his hands, then glanced at Hanna a little dubiously. “Do not forget Combat training after class.”

      “Got it.” She flashed him a thumbs-up, keeping it casual so he’d relax his stiff shoulders.

      He turned and headed quickly down the hall and she followed him with her eyes. Was he afraid he’d hurt her feelings? Sure, they’d bonded in amazing ways since the fiasco of her Selection, but they’d never been anything more than friends. He didn’t have to worry about hurting her that way.

      Hanna’s heart twisted, though, as her imagination presented her with D-Dubs’ trademark smirk and the way she’d felt warm and happy in his arms after their fight with Blue Lightning.

      She bit her lip. Did she have a thing for her Prefect?

      “Don’t worry.” Silver Mist looped her arm around Hanna’s shoulders. “He’s gonna ask you.”

      “Seriously?” Hanna laughed and shook her head to clear her mind. “I don’t know why y’all are so keen on it. I’m no different to him than any other student.”

      “Says the girl who took out Blue Lightning with him,” Mountain Gale snarked. She gave Hanna a knowing look. “You’ve been special since you set foot in this Academy, girl. Don’t think for one second we don’t see it coming.”

      “Whatever.” Hanna wrapped her arms around both girls’ waists. “Let’s just go to class.”

      “Whatever you say, your majesty,” Silver Mist teased.
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      Hanna headed to her locker on the first day of regular high school, five minutes before concert band practice was due to start. To her relief, neither Kurt nor Isabela were anywhere near her locker door as she put in her new combination. She couldn’t help but feel grateful, though her curiosity about Isabela’s flashing eyes wouldn’t leave her.

      Not like she would ever be able to know if Isabela was a Manipulator, anyway. The Headmaster and Headmistress would never tell her, and if she somehow figured it out on her own, they’d edit her memory, just like they’d done to Sheena and Klaus. It was the Academy’s modus operandi to keep everyone in the dark.

      Hanna turned her attention to her backpack before her guilt and bitterness over her friends’ memory edits could swallow her anew. Her fresh, clean locker quickly got filled with a jumble of folders and notebooks for her new classes. As she straightened to close her locker, a familiar silhouette with shaggy blond hair appeared at the locker next to hers.

      She stiffened instinctively and inched away, but Kurt didn’t acknowledge her existence, not even as she slung her backpack over her shoulder and slammed her locker door shut.

      “Hey, Stripes.” Klaus’s voice was a welcome relief.

      She turned and greeted Klaus, Tex and Bea with a smile. “Hey, guys.”

      “Ready for your first official concert band practice?” Bea asked excitedly.

      “I guess so.” Hanna rubbed her arm. “I’m a little nervous. I didn’t get much practice in over Christmas break, so I’m not much good for anything harder than Mary Had a Little Lamb, unfortunately.”

      Tex laughed and patted her shoulder. “You’ll pick it up fast, don’t worry. Mr. J will keep you on the easy stuff until you get more comfortable.”

      Hanna’s neck prickled. She glanced back at Kurt to find him glaring a hole through Klaus’ head.

      She narrowed her gaze and glared back at him, just daring him to do or say something stupid.

      Klaus followed Hanna’s line of vision, then Tex and Bea, and soon all four friends stared Kurt down with a vengeance.

      Kurt scowled, turned, and sauntered off down the hall.

      Hanna lifted her chin defiantly, then smiled at her friends. “Anyway. What were we talking about?”

      Klaus chuckled and shook his head. “Not still pining over him, are you, Stripes?”

      Hanna wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Absolutely not.”

      “Good.” Klaus gave her a teasing smile. “You know I’ll have to screen all your dates from now on. I might even have to come along.” He rolled up his sleeve and flexed his bicep, his green eyes twinkling with a mix of amusement and determination.

      “Get real, man,” Tex scoffed as he elbowed Klaus. “You are her date from now on.”

      Hanna stifled a squeak of surprise while Klaus’ cheeks blossomed red.

      “I’m waiting for the prom-posal with bated breath,” Bea added with a giggle.

      “Come on, man.” Klaus shoved Tex’s arm. “I’m just looking out for her.”

      “Right. He’s just a friend,” Hanna added quickly. She glanced at Klaus with what she hoped was a casual grin. “You won’t have to worry about screening my dates, Tempest. I don’t plan on having any for quite a while. Not after that fiasco.”

      “Can’t say I blame you one bit,” Klaus affirmed. His eyes flashed briefly with buried indignation on her behalf, but the storm cleared as he gave her a sparkling smile. “We can just not date together. Sound good?”

      “I still heard the word together,” Bea pointed out.

      Hanna rolled her eyes. “Sounds good to me, Tempest.”
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        * * *

      

      Concert band practice wasn’t as bad as Hanna originally expected. Though she was nowhere near ready to start playing every note on the sheet music Mr. J gave her, she found it easier than she’d first thought. She even managed to get a whole phrase in towards the end of class, after Klaus—who sat beside her with his bari sax—helped her circle and make note of all the various moving parts of the piece: tempo, dynamics, and Mr. J’s own specialized instructions for how he wanted the piece to sound.

      He’d also added a note in code on the back of her music, much to her chagrin. She couldn’t read music fluently yet, so the message (You’re such a…followed by four music notes) would remain a mystery to her until she sat and decoded it. She was sure it was some dorky insult, but she didn’t have time to figure it out while also trying not to sound like a dying duck as she played along with the rest of the band.

      “You’re doing great, Hanna Banana,” Mr. J encouraged as he dismissed the band for the day. “Don’t be afraid to put some volume behind it, though.”

      Hanna smiled as she took her clarinet apart and stowed it in its case. “Thanks, Mr. J.”

      Klaus pulled the mouthpiece off of his instrument and guided the neck strap over his head. “Getting the hang of it pretty well?” He asked Hanna.

      “I guess so. I have no idea how I’m supposed to be doing at this point, but some notes are better than none.”

      “If you want, I could come over this afternoon and help you,” Bea chimed in from the row in front of Hanna. She knelt backwards on her chair to beam at Hanna. “I don’t play a reed instrument, so maybe your seat neighbor could join me. I could help you with the music side and he could help with getting more volume.”

      “Yeah, I could do that. If you’re cool with it, that is.” Klaus tilted his head questioningly at Hanna, who nodded.

      “Sure. Of course. I’ll take all the help I can get.”

      “Good idea, B.B.,” Sheena called from the back row. She winked conspiratorially at the willowy brunette, who winked back.

      Hanna smiled halfheartedly. She already had half a notion that her friends were trying to force her and Klaus into closer proximity.

      While she didn’t mind, she could do without the constant romantic pressure from her friends. She wanted to let her friendship with Klaus—and maybe later, a relationship—happen on its own time, if it was going to at all.

      After what had happened with Kurt, her heart felt fragile, weak, and untrustworthy. The last thing she wanted to do was rush into a situation where it might get broken again. Especially with hers and Klaus’ stormy past, and especially with the guilt eating her alive over what had happened to him when he’d protected her last semester. It had been all her fault, and she was having the worst time trying to forgive herself.

      After putting her clarinet away and stowing the case in her backpack, she headed down the sidewalk toward her house with Klaus and Bea.

      “I’ve already let Becks know to expect two extra for dinner,” Hanna noted as she finished off her text to her sister.

      “Aw, we don’t want to intrude,” Bea objected, but Hanna shook her head with a smile.

      “It’s all good. We order pizza all the time.”

      “Pizza?” Klaus’s eyes lit up. “What kind? I mean—that was so kind of you. Yeah.” He laughed and rubbed the back of his neck.

      Hanna and Bea both laughed.

      

      A few minutes later, the three of them sat cross-legged on Hanna’s bedroom floor while Hanna tightened her reed onto her mouthpiece.

      “I want to play louder. I’m just afraid I’m gonna squeak,” Hanna explained as she adjusted the ligature. “Plus, what if I play the wrong note really loudly?”

      “It’s happened to the best of us,” Bea noted with a laugh.

      “Alright. Here’s a little lesson on embouchure,” Klaus began. He took the clarinet mouthpiece from Hanna.

      “Embouchure?” Hanna tilted her head in confusion. “What’s that?”

      “It’s the way you shape your mouth around the mouthpiece,” Klaus explained, pointing to the reed and tip of the mouthpiece as he spoke. “You’re doing a great job lining up this reed with the edge of the mouthpiece, but you probably need to let it sit in your mouth a little longer. It looks kinda dry to me.”

      “Oh.” Hanna obediently took the reed off and placed it back on her tongue to moisten. “My bad,” she mouthed past the reed.

      Bea giggled.

      Once the reed was moistened to Klaus’ standard, Hanna put it back on the mouthpiece.

      “Now show me what you’re doing with it,” Klaus instructed.

      Hanna put her top teeth against the top of the mouthpiece, then curled her bottom lip over her bottom teeth like Mr. J had taught her.

      “Ah. See?” Klaus reached over and touched the corners of her mouth.

      Hanna went wide-eyed.

      “You’re not closed enough here,” he explained. “Letting too much air out.” He took the mouthpiece from her. “You got the bottom lip curl and the top teeth right.” He demonstrated. “But you gotta close the whole thing up.” He curled his lips around the mouthpiece, then took it out of his mouth and smiled. “You try.”

      “Uhm.” Hanna reached halfheartedly for the mouthpiece. “It’s kinda late to ask, but you sure you want to put your mouth on that?”

      Klaus shrugged. “I’m not afraid of your germs.”

      “Uh-huh.” Hanna gulped and rubbed the mouthpiece against her shirt.

      “Bit of a germophobe, huh?” Klaus tossed her a spray bottle from his backpack. “Mouthpiece sanitizer. Great stuff. Won’t leave an alcohol taste on the reed.”

      Hanna blinked at the bottle, then nodded appreciatively. “Huh. Thanks.” She gave the mouthpiece and reed a spritz and shook it to let it dry, then tried not to think about how his lips had just been pressed against the mouthpiece as she placed her mouth around it the way he’d shown her.

      “Good.” He reached out with his index finger and thumb to pinch her lips closer in. “A little tighter.”

      Hanna’s face reddened. She snorted, then giggled in spite of herself, pushing air through the mouthpiece. It squawked, and Hanna laughed harder. Bea and Klaus started cackling, too.

      “Um. What was that?” Becca stuck her head in the door with a puzzled look. “It didn’t sound like music, that’s for sure.”

      Hanna struggled to catch her breath through bouts of laughter. “The mouthpiece—made a sound like a goose—when I laughed!”

      Bea and Klaus fell back on the floor holding their sides while Hanna wheezed with laughter.

      Becca chuckled. “I was just gonna tell you the pizza’s here. You should probably breathe for a minute before you come down.” She turned to go, then glanced back at Klaus. “I got you a whole one. I know how teenage boys eat.”

      “A whole pizza?” Klaus’ green eyes went wide, and his dreamy grin made Hanna laugh all over again. “I mean.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I can help pay for it.”

      Becca shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. After what you did for my baby sister, you have free pizza privileges at the Casa de Skye for life.” She winked and left the door cracked behind her as she left.

      “Oh, wow. That’s really nice,” Bea sighed.

      Klaus stared after Becca with a grateful half-smile, then glanced at Hanna tenderly.

      Hanna smiled back.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome, dear girl. Thank you for coming.”

      Kurt sat in a padded green chair in front of his mother’s desk. He glanced up at the raven-haired beauty who stood beaming in front of Aurora, her mask already painted with flames.

      “It’s an honor to be here, Headmistress,” Crimson Blaze replied, her tone all honey. “What’s the mission you have for me?”

      “It will require the strictest of secrecy until the time is right,” Aurora cautioned. She held Crimson Blaze gently by the shoulders. “Secrecy, subterfuge, and a penchant for quick thinking.”

      Crimson Blaze nodded. “I can do that.”

      Kurt stifled a snort. That was an understatement in the extreme.

      “Good. What I need from you is this.” Aurora rounded her desk and sat down while Crimson Blaze took the chair next to Kurt. “There is a disaster I want prevented, and the price I’m willing to pay is quite high.”

      Crimson Blaze nodded thoughtfully. “Go on.”

      “Given the right circumstances—and those circumstances have abounded as of late—ice can form in the harsh, dry sands of the desert.” Aurora spoke slowly, weighting every word. “It takes high humidity, the low temperatures of the night, shelter from the harsh heat of the sun. What I need from you is a little light. A little heat. A little…aridity.”

      Kurt scowled at his mother. This wasn’t going to work.

      Crimson Blaze smirked. “I think I understand you perfectly, Headmistress. I’ll gladly take care of this for you, but first I need to know the price you’re willing to pay.”

      Aurora steepled her fingers and smiled back. “Of course, darling girl. I would not expect you to take on such a task without payment.” She glanced at Kurt. “First, you will have the knowledge that what you do advances the interests of the Academy and helps bring healing to someone you know very well.”

      Crimson Blaze flicked a disinterested glance at Kurt. She crossed her arms.

      “Okay. Fine. It helps Kurt. That’s great…but what else?”

      Aurora grinned. “Why, dear girl. It comes with vengeance.”

      Crimson Blaze furrowed her brows. “I don’t understand.”

      Aurora leaned across the table, her voice hushed. “In order to fulfill this mission, you will be privy to information that is usually kept under lock and key…and behind mask and cloak.” She slid two black files across the table.

      Kurt stiffened. He glanced incredulously at his mother.

      Crimson Blaze’s eyes widened. Her fingers shook as she took the files.

      “Look under the starry masks of your targets,” Aurora urged, her green eyes alight. “There you will discover everything you need to know in order to drive a wedge between them.”

      Crimson Blaze’s eyes shifted between Aurora and Kurt. When Aurora nodded, she gulped and flipped open the files.

      Her wide-eyed gaze scanned the first file. She nodded, then grinned wickedly, savoring the revelation.

      Then the second file opened. She gasped. Her fingers gently traced a photo. Her eyes watered and her lips silently formed a name.

      Klaus.

      Kurt closed his eyes and clenched his fists. This was the second girl he’d lost to his twin—and this one he’d lost three years ago. He’d only ever had her body. Not her soul. Not her heart.

      Crimson Blaze pulled in a trembling breath. Then she closed the files and let Aurora take them, set her lips into a thin line, and nodded.

      “I’ll do it,” she muttered, her throat tight.

      “Very good.” Aurora smiled mysteriously. “Your mission starts now, Isabela Fiamma. Do not fail me.”
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      “You amaze me, my queen.”

      Hanna, masked and disguised in her Ice Queen jumpsuit, beamed with pride.

      Desert Wind examined her life-size ice statue, still whole under the scorching heat of a kerosene heater they’d dragged into the training room.

      “Hardly mark on it,” Desert Wind noted with a nod. He scribbled on his clipboard. “Excellent work.”

      “Thanks, D-Dubs.”

      “I expect a technique report by next session,” he reminded her, quirking up a teasing grin as Hanna rolled her eyes. “We will hear it straight from the source. Your ice powers —”

      “Rare and hardly studied. I know.” Hanna released her hold on the magic keeping her statue frozen, and it began to dribble water all over the floor. “Kinda sucks being Aeromancy Academy’s resident guinea pig.”

      “We honor you.” Desert Wind flashed her a charming smile, then switched off the heater and offered her his arm. “I will take you home before it gets too late. I heard about band practice tomorrow evening.”

      “Yep.” Hanna gave him a teasing smile. “You keep up awful well with my schedule.”

      “It’s my job,” DW replied.

      Hanna took his arm and let him escort her through the hall and down the sweeping, emerald-carpeted mahogany stairs. As they made their way down the main staircase, another familiar figure appeared from the Academy Wing with a flaming mask—Fire Starter. On his arm, a young woman with a similar mask and long dark hair strutted, her wide eyes glued to Desert Wind.

      “Hey, DW,” Fire Starter called. He gave Hanna a friendly wave. “Hello, Ice Queen.”

      “Hello, Fire Starter,” Desert Wind replied. He gestured at the young lady on his arm. “Your newest student?”

      “Yes.” Fire Starter met them at the top of the main stairwell, then smiled at the young woman who hadn’t stopped staring at DW. “This is Crimson Blaze. CB, you already know Desert Wind. And here is one of his talented students, Ice Queen.”

      Crimson Blaze flicked her brown gaze once to Hanna. She forced a smile and a nod, which Hanna returned, then turned her attention right back to DW and grinned mischievously. “Hello, again, Desert Wind.” She offered her hand.

      Desert Wind took it and kissed it politely, but Hanna could tell from his tense shoulders and furrowed brows that he was puzzled by Crimson Blaze’s attention.

      “I remember your Selection. You nearly melted all the candles in the chandelier.” Desert Wind remarked with a polite smile. “A powerful gift you have.”

      Crimson Blaze’s return smile was playful and seductive. “Thanks, but I hear yours and Ice Queen’s gifts are very rare. I’ve never seen a sandstorm.” She took a step closer to him. “I hear they can be quite…mesmerizing.”

      Hanna arched an eyebrow. Clearly this girl had a thing for D-Dubs.

      Desert Wind blinked as if confused. “Mesmerizing? Not how I would describe a blinding wall of sand.”

      Crimson Blaze giggled. “You’re too funny.” She touched his arm and smirked. “Will I get to train against your powers? I’d love to see them in action.”

      Desert Wind’s confused blue gaze widened. “Perhaps. All Prefects of Aeromancy Academy participate in Combat trials.”

      “Good.” Crimson Blaze walked her fingers up his arm. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      Desert Wind’s shoulders tensed. He glanced sidelong at Hanna with a questioning, suspicious look, as if asking her for confirmation. Can you believe this girl?

      Hanna took a deep breath and grasped Desert Wind’s elbow, gently nudging Crimson Blaze away as she did so. “Hate to interrupt, but Desert Wind needs to escort me home. It’s getting late.” She flashed the peeved brunette an apologetic smile.

      “Good afternoon, Fire Starter, Crimson Blaze.” Desert Wind nodded to both of them and led Hanna quickly toward the Pathway. As soon as they were in front of the cedar, Desert Wind let out a sigh of relief.

      “You feeling any better, D-Dubs?” Hanna asked. “You didn’t look too comfortable.”

      “You knew?” Desert Wind studied her curiously as he let his shoulders slump. “I talk to her just the same way I talk to you.”

      “I know you well enough by now,” Hanna teased as she nudged him with her elbow. “Those blue eyes were all wide and shocked, and the way you looked at me like, help…” She trailed off into laughter. “You really are not a ladies’ man, are you, DW?”

      He shook his head with a chuckle. “I do not know why she is so interested in me.”

      “Aw, come on. Give yourself some more credit.” Hanna nudged him. “You got this stunning mask and the whole mysterious vibe going. Long hair is pretty dashing, too.”

      “Hmm. You think so?” DW gave her an amused look.

      Hanna snorted and cursed the heat in her cheeks. “I’m just saying. I could see why other girls might have a thing for you. Not me, of course.” She stuck her tongue out. “That’d be weird.”

      He laughed. “Of course, my queen.”

      “Do you know her identity?” Hanna mused. “If you knew her from real life like you know me, maybe you could ask her on a date.”

      “No, no, no.” DW held his hands out with wide eyes. “I do not know her identity, and even if I did, I do not date. Yours was a most unusual Selection, Miss Skye. Prefects are not usually privy to the identities of their students.”

      “Huh.” Hanna nodded thoughtfully. “Guess you have to be extra careful with me, then.”

      “Indeed I do. Why else do you think I am your guardian angel, hmm?” He patted her cheek. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, my queen. I will see you Sunday.”

      With that, he turned back to the Pathway and let its prismatic lightning envelop him. Then he was gone.

      Hanna laughed softly to herself and headed toward the sidewalk. Turned out she wasn’t the only student at the Academy to think good old D-Dubs was a snack with his Romanian accent and long hair. She’d had a low-key crush for a while—ever since they’d settled into their tight camaraderie last semester.

      But she’d never given it any thought beyond the passing observation that he could turn some heads. Her fiercely loyal, hard-won friendship with D-Dubs was too precious to risk on something so silly as a crush.

      Besides. She thought of Klaus and her heart fluttered. She had her own long-haired, reluctant-to-love hero to get to know this semester.

      If Desert Wind could just stay out of Crimson Blaze’s sights, he’d be just fine.

      “Psst.”

      Hanna stopped dead. She glanced to her right.

      A figure in all-black stepped out of the trees. The blue zig-zags on his mask and his shock of blond hair gave him away as Blue Lightning.

      Hanna’s hackles rose. Hadn’t Blue Lightning been punished for his havoc at the contest by having his Prefect privileges stripped? Yet here he was with his electric blue crest and dashing smirk to badger her.

      “What are you doing here?” She took a step back, glancing toward the cedar. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” He held his hands up sheepishly and paused several feet away. “You are not in danger. I only want to apologize.”

      Hanna crossed her arms protectively over her chest and studied him dubiously.

      “Uh-huh. And why did you feel the need to follow me through the Pathway just to apologize?”

      “Your Prefect would never allow me near you,” he explained. “I had to come in secret.”

      Hanna huffed. “Well, go ahead. Apologize.”

      He offered her a grim half-smile and produced an object from his cloak. Gold foil wrapping caught the dappled sunlight falling through the trees.

      “I’m very sorry for all the pain I’ve caused you,” he said. His brown eyes glimmered with sincerity through the mask. He offered her the object. “I know it will never suffice to make it up to you, but I wanted you to have this.”

      It was a chocolate bar—her favorite flavor, salted caramel. DW often reserved it for her after intense Combat training sessions.

      Hanna glanced up at him warily. “It’s not full of lightning, is it?”

      “Of course not.” He pressed it into her hands. “It’s your favorite, no?”

      Hanna took the chocolate, eyeing him suspiciously as she unwrapped the foil.

      “I understand your mistrust,” he murmured. He took a step back. “I hope in time I will regain your friendship. For now, enjoy your day, Miss Skye.” Blue Lightning dropped into an elegant bow and strode away toward the cedar.

      Hanna followed him with her wary gaze. She took a tentative bite of the chocolate. Familiar, creamy, buttery goodness melted on her tongue.

      She arched an eyebrow in pleasant surprise and headed for the sidewalk. It seemed at least two Prefects knew her weakness for chocolate, and if Blue Lightning’s quest for redemption resulted in more of it coming her way, she wasn’t too mad about it. As long as he kept his distance from her and minded his manners, he could bring her all the chocolate he wanted.
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      Monday’s concert band practice arrived before Hanna was ready for it. She’d practiced all afternoon on Sunday with Sheena and Bea to keep her company, but like they always did when they got together, more laughing was accomplished than actual playing.

      She slipped into her seat, pulled out her music binder and spread it on her music stand, then opened her clarinet case to start putting her instrument together.

      As she twisted the bell on, Klaus slipped into his seat next to her.

      “Figured out that special message yet?” He asked past the reed in his mouth.

      “No.” Hanna rolled her eyes and flipped through her music. “I can’t even remember which page you wrote it on.”

      “No worries. I’ll still think it’s hilarious once you figure it out.” He winked.

      Hanna chuckled as she pulled her reed from its plastic case. It slipped out of her fingers and she squealed as it hit the floor.

      “Oh, no.”

      She scooped up the reed and gasped. The tip had split, and one corner had broken off completely.

      “Stripes.” Klaus stared at her, aghast. “You broke your reed.”

      Hanna gulped. “How much trouble am I in?”

      “So much.” Klaus glanced around furtively, then grabbed the reed and hid it between his palms. “You’re gonna need to skip practice, maybe even skip town. Don’t worry. I’ll cover for you.”

      Hanna furrowed her brows, finally picking up on his sarcasm. “Really?”

      His eyes lit up with amusement. “Or you could just buy a new one.”

      “How much are they?” Hanna patted her pockets.

      “Totally a hundred dollars a piece,” Klaus answered.

      Hanna swatted at him. “Quit it!”

      He laughed. “Alright, fine.” He got up and laid his bari sax against his chair. “I’ll spot you this time.”

      “No, you don’t have to do that!” Hanna scrabbled up after him.

      “It’s only a couple bucks,” Klaus scoffed.

      “I can pay for it,” Hanna insisted.

      “Sure you can, but I’m going to.” Klaus led her back to her seat and guided her into it. “Consider it your get-out-of-reed-jail-free card.”

      Hanna gave him half a dubious smile. “Thanks.”

      Klaus grinned and patted her cheek. “Anything for my little protege.”

      Hanna rolled her eyes, but she kept watching him as he headed for Mr. J’s office, her cheeks burning like a wildfire. Klaus hadn’t stopped teaching her, guiding her, and stepping up to the plate for her since that fiasco with Kurt last semester. His tender attention made her feel like a princess, but it also made her stomach twist with guilt.

      She’d gotten him hurt, rejected his advice, and taken him to the Academy to have his memory tampered with. She didn’t feel like a good friend at all, while Klaus, on the other hand, simply seemed to pretend that their shaky past had never happened. He was as loyal, devoted, and passionately helpful as Sheena and the others had always told her, but she was still the same mistake-prone, sarcastic, and secretly sensitive girl she’d been since she joined band a semester ago.

      What did he see in her? Why did he insist on showering her with kindness?

      Hanna didn’t know, and she wasn’t sure what she’d do without his playful banter and glittering smiles. Klaus was right up there with Sheena in the best friend category, and though she felt unworthy of wanting more, she had to admit that she did. Desperately. Just as desperately as she had the first day she’d seen him, and even more so now that she knew the real him.

      But would he ever feel comfortable dating again? Would either of them let their hearts out of their iron boxes even if Klaus reciprocated her feelings?

      Hanna still didn’t know why Klaus was so reluctant to love, but the feeling was one she resonated with and respected now that she’d experienced Kurt’s brutal betrayal. She could only hope that with time and patience, their dazzling camaraderie would grow into something even more special—and trust that if it was meant to, it absolutely would.
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        * * *

      

      Klaus made his way home after teasing Hanna to kingdom come at practice over her broken reed. He’d bought her a whole pack and stashed them in her backpack after giving her the one he said he’d bought.

      She’d likely text him in a tizzy later and scold him for spending his money, but he didn’t care. Hanna was his friend. That meant he got to spoil her, protect her, tease her, look out for her, and take her under his wing as much as he wanted—but without letting on his deeper feelings yet.

      He’d been her hero, but he didn’t want that aspect of their bond to become the only thing that Hanna saw—as if he was some sort of Superman and she was Lois Lane.

      He wanted to show her who he truly was, what he was passionate about, his sense of humor, the confidence that lay buried deep under layers of misunderstanding and shyness. He needed her friendship like he needed water, and it beckoned him like an oasis in the loneliness of his secret Sturm identity.

      He called up the familiar lightning bolt of the Pathway with his magic, disappearing in a blinding flash of rainbow light. When he reappeared, he noticed frantic movement up ahead instead of the empty foyer he usually came home into.

      Slipping into the shadow, he peered around the corner toward the staircase. Kris and Kieran, both in disguise, had a body draped between them, hanging limply as they carried it up the stairs.
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