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I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

The bright sun was extinguish'd, and the stars

Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air;

Morn came and went—and came, and brought no day…




DARKNESS, BY LORD BYRON (GEORGE GORDON)





































For my husband and my family. Thank you for helping turn my wild dreams into something real.








CHAPTER ONE





ON THE FAR edge of Moonshifter Academy, hidden in the shadows, lies one of two slips—secret tears in reality that lead to Central Park. It’s the same gap I used ages ago when I first set foot on the campus with my aunt, Anika. 


But something has gone wrong. Siobhan, one of our newest students, entered. She did not come out. So, I put together a rescue mission.


Shiny black vines dangle at the slip’s entrance. Their massive thorns glint, silver in the dim light, like wicked claws. Eila shoves past, entering first, her gnarly bear coat rasping against my wolf’s pelt. 


I’m head of the whole dang school. I should be in charge.


A growl rumbles in my throat. But she ignores me. Her cranky bear ears flick forward like I don’t exist. Donna follows close behind, a sleek, silent wolverine. We shifted before stepping in—it seemed safer that way.


I get why Donna asked Eila to come. Donna’s my best friend, and she’s looking out for me. Eila’s strong. Ferocious. The kind of fighter you want on your side. But Siobhan is my student. This is my mission.


We creep forward, moving past plants that shouldn’t be here—thick, veined growths, half-dead and sprawling wildly, roots submerged in a black, tar-like sludge. The slip has changed since I used it last. It feels twisted and wrong.


Beneath the soil, a dim silver glow pulses. The ground vibrates beneath my paws. Not a lot. Just enough. My wolf senses are on high alert. The deeper we go, the worse it gets. The air thickens, humid and heavy. It clogs my throat like dirt. Aside from the strange rumble and Donna’s quiet growl as she takes in the odd surroundings, her wolverine eyes wide, there are few other sounds.


Then I notice signs of a fight: torn fabric and claw marks carved deep in the earth. Siobhan’s faint scent lingers. We press forward.


A sound breaks the silence. A groan. My ears flick forward. I follow the noise. Look up. Siobhan hangs above us, tangled in a mess of black vines like a fly in a web.


Only it’s not silk trapping her. Vines coil around her naked limbs, wrapped tight. Pulsing. Her face is gaunt, skin nearly see-through. Blue veins stand out stark beneath it, like ink through paper. A faint silver mist shrouds her body. Her eyelids flutter. “Help.” A faint whisper.


Relief crashes through me. She’s alive. “Stay calm. We’ll get you down.”


Donna is already climbing. Fast. Precise. Weaving her way up the vines, small but fierce.


Then I hear a whisper. Not from Siobhan. Something shifts in the dark—a presence. I turn. My wolf instincts snarl. Someone else is here, deeper in the darkness. I step closer. Eyes gleam from the shadows. A man.


He’s tied up, slumped against the cave wall. Mid-forties. No shifter scent that I detect. His body glows that same strange luminescent silver. But it’s his eyes that shock me. They are wild, vacant. 


“Who are you?” 


His eyes focus on me as he struggles to speak, drool running down his chin, an incongruent half-smile on his lips.


“There’s someone here,” I hiss to Eila. “A man.”


Eila ignores me. “Cut her down!” she shouts. Donna must have reached Siobhan.


The man reacts, sleepiness gone. “No, don’t do that—stop!” His voice is a frantic whisper.


I turn back toward Siobhan, ready to yell a warning. But before I can—


The man lets out a low, strangled moan. When I turn back, his face caves in on itself, and he crumbles to ash.


“Got you,” Eila grunts. My head snaps up. Donna and Eila struggle as they lower Siobhan to the ground.


I rush forward. “Is she okay?” We give her water. She slurps from the bottle. “Easy. Not too much,” I warn.


The ground rumbles again harder. Then the walls crack, and the stone crumbles, sealing our way back to the Academy. I’m about to mention the man, but there is no time. The slip is collapsing.


“Move! Now!” I shout. The only way out is through. 


I shift back to human form in an explosion of fur and bone. Eila’s eyes widen. Since consuming the Book of Shapes, my shifts have been… different. Faster. Violent. But now’s not the time to dwell on that. I grab Siobhan in my arms. It’s time to move, and it’s a lot easier to carry someone when I have arms.


The ground is caving, the walls cracking. We sprint. Soon, we break through the slip—but instead of Central Park, we find ourselves in a dark alley. Down at the end, I see the silhouette of Manhattan far in the distance. Dismal factories loom rusted and silent. I explore the alleyway while the others shift back to human form. Nothing here but scraps of trash and old industrial storage bins. 


The others finish shifting, human again. My magic fairy clothes from Yarrow—gardenia flowers—keep me covered, but the rest of them? Not so lucky. Three naked women and me in an outfit that looks like a rejected Ren Faire costume.


Siobhan stumbles. I catch her. “You okay?”


She nods weakly. “Just… tired.”


Donna frowns. “Where the hell are we?”


“Far from Central Park, that’s for sure,” Eila says.


Walking’s not an option. Not with Siobhan weak and the others, well… naked.


“We could go to the police?” Donna suggests.


Eila scoffs. “And tell them what? That we went out for a nude stroll and got lost? No cops.”


“Maybe we could find something to wear,” Donna stammers. Eila is the only woman who has this effect on her. 


“Kat, find a pay phone,” Eila orders. “I’ll keep them safe here.”


I grit my teeth. Since when does Eila call the shots? But she’s right. Nothing in sight to wear here, and we don’t even know where we are. 


I snort. “Yeah, sure. Let me hop in my time machine and—” She’s several years older than me, but it’s not like there are payphones on every corner—just those random charging stations and only in actual neighborhoods. 


“We need to call Stravos.” Eila’s voice is tight. Stress makes her dangerous. “Can’t hang here all night. It’s not safe.” 


I wrack my brain for a solution. Then it hits me: my owl.


“Wait here. I have an idea.”


I shift. Bang! A trash can lid flies against the side of a brick building under the force of my transformation. Wings burst from my back as I launch into the air. Donna grins. No one shifts faster than me.


The area sprawls below. Rooftops teem with several juicy-looking rats. A vacant lot with rusting cars sits beside a massive greenhouse as long as a football field, windows glowing eerily in the dark.


Higher. There’s gotta be a main street nearby. We’re across the Hudson in Jersey from the look of it. Then, I spot a strip of bars and restaurants. I dive lower, scanning. Yes. A guy, alone, swaying slightly, the glint of his phone in hand.


Perfect.


I swoop down, talons out. One quick snatch…and the phone is mine. The guy barely has the chance to react—just a startled yelp. He spins, confused, looking everywhere but up. In less than thirty seconds, I land and toss the phone to Eila.


She dials Stravos before the phone can lock, gives him our coordinates.


When she’s done, I grab the phone, take off, and drop it right back in front of its stunned, half-drunk owner. He stares, slack-jawed, as I vanish into the night before he can process a thing. “Wait! Hedwig, is that you?” he slurs as I fly away.
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Before long, Stravos pulls up in his van, cigarette dangling from his lips, grinning like this is just another Tuesday. We pile in. Siobhan slumps into her seat, color creeping back into her face. As we speed off, I tell them about the man in the cave, his sudden bizarre death, and the word “experiment.”


Eila exhales. “Probably a blood mage. They’re planning something. Everyone’s talking about it on the streets.”


I scowl. “And you just now mention this?”


She shrugs. “Just rumors.”


“So they’re out preying on innocents again?” They were after me not long ago, before I found the school. How many more like me are out there in the city? Helpless shifters who don’t even know what they are, hunted by blood mages?


We pass the FDR exit, heading for the bridge to Queens. Then Stravos takes a right turn away from Central Park.


“You’re going the wrong way,” I warn.


He grunts but doesn’t correct course. “Siobhan’s coming back to our place.”


I stiffen. “What? No. She’s safer at the school.”


“Tell her, Donna,” Eila says. 


Donna pretends not to hear, mumbling something about her jeans not fitting and then yelping when Stravos takes a sharp turn and sends her tumbling.


Siobhan is still too out of it to weigh in, or she’s playing possum. 


“What’s going on?” I ask, glaring at Eila.


Eila meets my eye. “Why do you think she’d wanna go back to your school? I made her an offer. She’s sick of you fools. She was on her way to meet us when she got snatched or whatever happened to her in there.” Her words hit like a slap. 


“Eila, be nice,” Donna warns.


But Eila is still half-bear. Her arms look like a sasquatch’s and would send a spa lady into a full-blown meltdown.


This is the final straw. The tension has worn me down. Words are exchanged…and then more than words. A slap, then a punch, and suddenly it’s on. My wolf rises. I’m not sure exactly how it all goes down, but a wolf and a half-bear end up fighting on the FDR. Traffic stops in both directions.


It’s over pretty fast. Eila doesn’t want attention. When a helicopter hovers overhead, Stravos hustles her back into the van, slams the door, and tears off down the emergency lane, leaving me to fend for myself.


The police arrive, and then the media shows up. They circle me, unsure whether to call the humane society or a zoo. But tonight I’m sick of hiding. With a bang that shatters the window of a nearby taxi, I shift into human form.


The cameras are rolling, and I’m on fire. “See? Magic is real!” I shout, gardenia flowers fluttering in the wind. “Shifters are real!”


I’m shaking. It feels like I just stood up on national news and got naked… well, I would have been naked if not for Yarrow’s gift of fairy clothes.


“Anyone out there who is watching, who has magic, who has an animal in them they’ve been hiding, we want you at our school. We can help keep you safe at Moonshifter Academy!”


Flashes blind me, and a million questions get shouted in my direction.


Oh man, what have I just done?










CHAPTER TWO





BENEATH THE GRAND arching dome of Madrigal’s boardroom, stained glass etched with various animals shimmers. Images of coyotes, eagles, owls, bears, and wolves prowl the rippling glass. But I hafta stop calling it that. It’s my boardroom now.


The school medallion dangles cold around my neck. I never wanted this. Head of Moonshifter Academy? Nope. Didn’t ask for it. One thing for sure is that everyone seems to want something from me. And Mika, the school’s dean and the person responsible for me getting this role seems disappointed in my leadership if you can call it that.


Board meetings are my least favorite part of the whole deal. Donna, Professor Stefans, Mika, and Yarrow sit in a circle on burgundy velvet cushions. Wilbur, my pet rat, is tearing up an old sock I sacrificed in the corner. Dark clouds obscure the sun, and the stained glass panels turn a deep purple as I pour myself a cup of Yarrow’s delicious glitter thistle tea and join them in the circle.


“Should we give her another minute?” Mika asks.


“Yes,” I say, “She’s probably—” but Anika saunters into the room just then. She’s been late for every meeting, and it makes me wonder. I never remember her being late for stuff before. Is she testing my authority?


Anika frowns. “Where did the chairs go?”


A cheeky grin spreads across Professor Stefans’s handsome, bearded face. “C’mon, join the kids; it won’t—”


“New format,” I interrupt, trying to invoke leadership. “I don’t want a stuffy board meeting. We needed something different.”


Anika grumbles, “Different doesn’t always mean better.” She pours some tea and struggles not to spill it as she eases herself onto her cushion. 


“Should we continue where we left off?” Donna scans her notes. She’s ended up being the most organized of all of us.


“Yes,” I say. “After what happened to Siobhan, we need to teach anyone with shifter talent the skills to protect themselves.”


Professor Stefans pushes his long hair back with his fingers. “And in the future, perhaps keep the faculty informed so we can assist if needed? Blood mages are no joke.”


Heat rushes to my face. I planned for the whole rescue to go without a hitch and prove myself. But I keep that thought to myself and nod. “Our doors must be open.”


Professor Stefans nods. “Agreed.”


“Without limitation?” Anika says, frowning.“After Katya’s stunt on TV, that’s asking for trouble.”


I bristle. “Stunt? We need to get the word out. These kids need us. Not that long ago, I was in their place.” Anika knows better than anyone the difficulties and dangers I went through before I got accepted into Moonshifter Academy. 


“Oh, come on, Katya. That’s different. You were practically shifting from when you were a toddler. Half these others couldn’t sprout a tail if their lives depended on it.”


“Yeah, I kinda agree with Anika,” Donna says. “Some of the new kids seem pretty lacking.”


“Well, tell that to the blood mages. They don’t seem to be fussy about who they attack.” I say. “Siobhan hadn’t been here long. And if Eila wants to speak, have her come to a meeting. I’d be happy to re-extend my invite.”


“Well said,” Professor Stefans claps softly.


Donna’s face reddens. “I’m not saying that because of Eila. And just because Siobhan decided not to study here—”


“That’s not the point.” Talking about Eila sours my mood further. I need to get Donna alone and tell her what I saw the other day. That might change her opinion about Siobhan…and Eila.


Donna scribbles notes in her ledger. 


Anika clears her throat. “People are gathering at the boat house in Central Park. We need to decide who gets admitted.”


“That’s what the initiation is for,” I say.


“An initiation for everyone?” Anika cocks an eyebrow. “That’s asking for trouble.”


“Everyone with magic. Right?” I turn to Professor Stefans, and he nods, but I hate myself for asking. Why can’t I just be assertive? I’m constantly hunting for scraps of approval, like a sparrow chasing crumbs.


“Did you see how many people are waiting in line at that boathouse?” Donna asks.


I’m about to remind her she had agreed with me just two meetings ago and suddenly flipped a full one-eighty, but a shadow crossing above in the stained glass catches my eye. For a moment, I think it’s him…Niorhal, mistaking a passing cloud for the sliver of a dragon wing.


The conversation becomes a low buzzing in my ears, and the distant thump, thump, thump I’ve been hearing for days sets me on edge. It reminds me of the heartbeat of The Harrow and my parents’ sacrifice. It’s like a strange echo of everything that happened last semester. And yet, this sound is distinct. It’s louder at night but noticeable now. It vibrates my tea, creating tiny waves in my teacup pond.


“No one else hears the thumping?”


Anika shoots me that familiar, concerned look. I glance at Donna, but she looks away. Maybe she’s just been humoring me. She said she kinda sorta heard it. 


Mika and Professor Stefans break off into a private conversation. Bits and pieces of ancient knowledge from The Book of Shapes flit at the edge of my attention, competing for focus. They seem to vibrate with the rhythm…thump, thump, thump.


Suddenly, my teacup explodes in my hand, and hot liquid sprays my chin, dripping into my lap. I leap from the cushion, and the others stop speaking, just as startled as me.


“The teacup broke.” My hands shake, and I see pity in Anika’s eyes. If I can’t handle something as simple as a fragile cup of tea…how will I control the immense power surging inside of me? How will I protect the students in this school?


I’m about to sit when the door opens, and everyone jumps. Fennel enters a wild silhouette. “Please, Kat? Have you asked them yet?”


“Katya, can you please control your boyfriends?” Anika says. “This is a private meeting.” There is a new tattoo on Fennel’s left wrist—not very well done.


“Fennel, I told you I’d check in after the meeting,” I say, trying to sound pissed when all I feel is a slow burn of panic.


Professor Stefans notices Fennel’s wrist. “Be careful with sigils,” he says. “They can be unpredictable.”


I cross to Fennel, grab his hand, and lead him out the door.


“Alright, let’s continue,” Anika says.


“Okay. We’ll go over—” Mika starts.


“No!” I say, much louder than I intended, sounding more like a toddler whose toy is being taken than the head of the most prominent magical school in the world. “No.” I swallow and repeat. “Tomorrow. We’ll continue tomorrow.” I meet Mika’s eyes, expecting anger, but instead I see a slight smile and a flicker of pride. “I should go check what’s happening at the boathouse.”


I lead Fennel out of the room and down the winding stone stairs that lead outside.


A soft rain falls, and the day is dreary. “Fennel, what were you thinking? You don’t barge into a council meeting. Do you get how bad this makes me look?”


Fennel’s face falls. “You told me that the blood mage took that girl, Siobhan. You wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to me, would you?”


“Fennel, they attack shifters, and you don’t have a single shifter spark.”


“Maybe I don’t have it yet, but I could. I know it. Magic is all I’ve ever wanted. What’s the point of me studying here otherwise? Give me a chance to prove myself.” He glances up at the sky when I do, but again, I see nothing. 


“Fennel, no. I’m sorry. I need to be the leader here. Please respect that.”


Fennel blinks, and for a moment, I think he might cry. But he shakes his head and walks away.


“Fennel, c’mon!” I watch him go, my chest tight with anxiety. He doesn’t look back. A gust of wind rattles through the trees. I glance up at the sky again.


But there’s nothing. At least, not right now.










CHAPTER THREE





I TURN AND head off toward the slip when warm fingers graze my wrist. Yarrow. She’s the only person who can sneak up on me that way. The distant sound of bells fills the air like butterfly whispers.


“Can I join you? I want to see this unruly horde at the gates for myself. Besides, I haven’t peeked into the normal world in years.”


“You’re not missing much.” I scoff as we walk across campus together.


As we descend into the underground cavern, the air is thick with the scent of damp earth. The stone walls close in around us, slick with condensation. The only light comes from scattered lanterns flickering against the darkness.


At the bottom, the rowboats wait, bobbing gently in the black water.


Until recently, there were two slips—one you could walk through. But after what happened with Siobhan, that passage self-destructed, sealing like a wound. Now, this is it. The main way in. The main way out. The other slip is long, brutal, and fiercely controlled by the Orso Gang.


Lucky for us, this one’s big. Busy. Well-traveled.


The journey has become easier than the first time I took it long ago with Anika. It’s widened as if our many passages have expanded it. The cold mist dampens everything, including conversation. We huddle together as I row, the creak of the oars cutting through the quiet. Yarrow trails her slender fingers in the water, leaving shimmering light trails. The patterns ripple like constellations drawn onto the surface, stars blooming and fading in the inky black. 


Occasionally, the light flares, shifting into delicate shapes: a spiraling flower, a crescent moon, the flicker of wings that seem ready to take flight. It’s mesmerizing, but it also feels like she’s barely trying, her fairy magic slipping out as natural as breathing.


It’s sunny when we exit the slip and step into Central Park. Moonshifter Academy and the everyday world aren’t separate dimensions—more like reflections. Mirror worlds that share the same sun, the same sky, but bend light and time differently depending on where you stand. The weather doesn’t match, though. The magic shifts things.


We land on the shore and see about one hundred people, ranging from teens to their twenties, milling about. This area’s just down from the main boat launch where the tourists gather. The boats that come and go from here are magic, and most people can’t even see them. This place used to be a secret.


A murmur rumbles through the crowd when we arrive. To some, it’s as if we appeared in our boat out of thin air…those who can’t even perceive the slip’s entrance. They stand gawking at a respectful distance.


Theo stands at the center of the chaos like some kind of zealot sunbeam. His dusky skin glows golden in the light, and his dark, unruly curls catch just enough of the sun to give him an almost saintly halo effect…ironic, given the fury spilling out of his mouth. He wields his megaphone like a weapon, his voice crackling with righteous anger. “Jesus is Lord!” he bellows, his wide eyes locking onto passersby with fiery intensity like he’s daring them to argue. 


His oversized sign, freshly painted in glaring reds and whites, shakes with his movements. It reads, “REPENT! MOONSHIFTER ACADEMY IS AN ABOMINATION.”


“Oh goodness,” Yarrow says. “How rude.”


My gaze travels across the eager faces clustered at the water’s edge. I sense magic in some. Others are unclear. The magic, if it’s there, is very weak. Suddenly, a boy I noticed when we landed jumps into the water. 


“Show me!” he shouts as he swims in the direction we came from. “I know the entrance is out there.” And it is. I can see its edge from here through the mist, but the boy cannot. 


Meanwhile, Theo is working himself into a feverish lather, pacing like a caged animal. He points at me. We’ve had words before, and he knows who I am.


“This demon lover, this sin against humanity, has you all fooled! Can’t you see the darkness she brings? She hides behind her lies and promises of magic, but her soul is damned! She’s dragging you all down with her!”


Eyes land on me, bewildered. I’m just a seventeen-year-old girl—lean, with sharp cheekbones and dark eyes that probably look more tired than terrifying. My hair’s a mess of brown waves I barely bother taming. I look more like a sleep-deprived student than a hellish villain. Demon-like? Yeah, right.


“Does he have to come every dang day?” I ask.


“Yeah, he’s getting on my nerves already,” Yarrow says. “Don’t worry, I got you covered.”


Fairy dust gathers at Yarrow’s fingertips, and she blows it into the wind when he’s not looking. Seconds later, Theo’s clothes explode into a thousand golden butterflies that flutter away in the breeze. He is left standing naked, struggling frantically to hide his private parts with his sign, his dusky skin contrasting with the red marker he used to write Repent.


He’s caught between holding up his sign and covering his, uh, dignity. But his religious fervor wins out, and he raises that sign high, buck naked, shouting louder than ever.


“See? Demon magic!” he blares. “You’re walking the path of darkness, tempted by sin and trickery! Repent now, or you’ll join her across the lake of fire!”


“It’s more a pond and pretty dang cold,” I mumble.


He turns toward me, eyes wild, as he hollers, “Your so-called ‘magic’ will damn you! Only faith in Christ can save you!”


People stare, some snickering, others straight-up gawking, while he struggles to keep his voice steady, becoming flustered by his missing pants.


A group of middle-aged women take pictures with their mobile phones. Someone calls the cops, and soon they arrive and lead him away. He breaks free and rushes toward us, and for a moment, I think he’s going to punch me, but he leans toward Yarrow and whispers something in her ear. Her face pales.


“What did he say?” I ask as they lead him away.


Yarrow shakes her head, bewildered. “Somehow, he knew it was me that did it.” 


All this distraction has been too much. I need to focus my mind and keep it calm. If I don’t, Niorhal comes. 


A distant crack of thunder pricks my senses. Then, I sense him before I see him. When I look up, he flies there. Far higher than any airplane, a black, serpentine shape. I’ve watched the havoc he can wreak in the world of the normals. I steady my mind, focusing on my breath, and the chaotic turmoil fades from my mind. When I look up, the dragon is gone.










CHAPTER FOUR





AFTER THE DISRUPTION of Theo’s arrest, the crowd disperses a bit, but not by much. Soon I’m surrounded by about thirty, each begging me to admit them. It’s heady, this feeling, like I’m a rockstar or Hollywood celebrity. I can give them what they want…and I want to give them what they want. I hate to be the one that says no. And so I don’t. I say yes. Over and over again. 


A lanky girl with saucer eyes tells me about her dreams of lions on the savannah. “I’m more lion than human, I’m sure of it.” She curls her fingers into claws and offers a pitiful mockery of a roar. She reminds me of the cowardly lion in the old Oz movie.


“Have you ever felt an odd feeling when you get upset…like fur straining to break free from under your skin?” I ask. Even that basic question reddens her cheeks. Most have never felt even the tiniest whimper of their animal—assuming they have one. My nose is flooded with senses and impressions, but I don’t pick up any shifter animals from her. Another girl, much quieter, catches my attention. 


She stands near the back of the crowd, and when I meet her eyes, I see a shy beast…is it a porcupine who raises a quill and then flits away? I motion her forward. 


“What’s your name?” I ask over the din. 


“Bryce,” she says, and I detect a slight quiver of porcupine. I send her to Yarrow and move on to the next kid. I’m erring on the side of admitting first and figuring it out later. Moon magic, so I’ve learned, is the trigger. If I don’t give them a potent dose, some students with shifter skills might slip through the cracks.


Then I think of Fennel. Could he have magic somehow? I can’t let my complicated feelings for him sway me—a friend but also more. Feelings that are made more confusing by Eddie and Artemon, my claimed boys. 


Donna sidles up behind me, shy smile on her face. I break away from the wannabe students, and they give me my space. At least people in the everyday world show me respect. Or is it fear? Not sure, but they keep their distance. Can’t say I’m used to it yet, but I kinda like it. 


We slip away from the crowd. 


“I’m sorry,” Donna says. “You were right about Eila. She asked me to speak out against normals being admitted, but I should have ‘fessed up.”


“Me too, I was kind of a dick.” I give her a big wolf hug. “But please don’t let her sway you like that. Next thing, you’ll be leaving the school like Siobhan.” I joke.


“Never. But Eila’s changed my mind about some stuff.” Donna glances at the kids clustered nearby. “Shifter magic is potent. We can’t give it to everyone.” 


“We’re allowing it to wake up in them. And we’re saving them from the mages. Don’t forget that.” I chew my lip, wondering how to bring up an awkward topic. Yesterday, I saw Eila walking through Central Park. She was with Siobhan, and they were holding hands. I’ve dreaded telling Donna, but I can’t leave her hanging. “Listen—“ 


I’m about to continue, but motion in the trees catches my attention, and a breeze carries the potent scent of male wolf. Eddie and Artemon stand, hidden in the shadows of the trees. 


“Guys! Do you need to follow me everywhere? Come here.” They emerge from their cover. Donna chuckles. 


What happened to the brash wolf boys I knew? “Seriously. Don’t you have someplace better to be?”


“You’re our alpha,” Eddie mumbles. Artemon gazes at me, powerful jaw clenched with his stormy blue-gray eyes, churning, face unreadable. 


“Well, as your alpha, I’m telling you to get a life.” I mean it as a joke, but Donna winces, and when the words hit the air, they sound harsh. The two giants—they’ve both been working out like fiends—mumble apologies and shuffle toward the boats. 


Tears sting my eyes. “I didn’t mean it like it sounded.”


“I know.” Donna rests a hand on my arm. “You’re under a lot of pressure. You can’t juggle everything at once. But you’re doing a kick-ass job.”


“Do you think so? I feel like I’m drowning.”


Donna nods. “You have a vision for the school. Like I said, I don’t agree with every piece, but overall, it’s solid.”


A flush of pride courses through me. I think of my parents and my brother. I hope they’d be proud, too. But have I earned it? That remains to be seen. I take Donna’s hand and walk into the grove of trees behind the boathouse. 


“Donna, I need to tell you something. Yesterday, on the other side of the pond, I saw Eila. And, well, I might as well say it… Bandaid-fast, right? She was with Siobhan. They were holding hands. It looked like they were on a date.”


I brace for a reaction. Maybe Donna’s wolverine, which appears when she gets angry. But to my surprise, she bursts into laughter. 


“Oh, sure, I know all about that.”


“Did you and Eila break up?”


She plays with the bark of a tree, peels some off, and nibbles on it. It must be a wolverine thing. “No, we’re still together…all three of us.”


My eyes widen. “What?”


“Yeah…One day, I shared a walk with Siobhan in the Whispering Vale, and there was a spark…I introduced her to Eila, and they hit it off. Then Siobhan dropped out. One thing led to another. We’ve all been hanging together. I’m more in love with Eila than ever…something about it clicked. This might seem weird to you, but I’m falling in love with Siobhan. Remember how Eila and I used to fight so much? We don’t anymore. Siobhan was the missing piece. We’re a pack. I’m sure you get that.”


I get a pack. You bet I do; I’m a wolf, after all. Why was I having such a rough time juggling my boys…Eddie, Artemon…oh, and Fennel is part of this, too. 


“Wow.” 


Suddenly, it clicks. I haven’t seen us all as a pack, but what if I did?


“We need to chat about this after I deal with the rest of these students. Can you help? You have a good nose.”


The students cluster around us, and we’ve started weeding through them when Anika shows up and pushes her way through, eyebrows knitted in a frown.


“We have a major problem over on the other side of the lake.” She motions down a path that leads into an arched tunnel beneath the main road. “Kat, I need you to come with me now and see for yourself.”










CHAPTER FIVE





ANIKA LEADS US away from the gaggle of students. They remain there, milling about like lost fawns. The boathouse slip feels like the parking lot of a Grateful Dead concert. Dad had a signed T-shirt from their final show he framed and hung in his bedroom. I feel like I know what I’m talking about, even though Garcia died before I was born.


Urine and the scent of dirt that hasn’t seen the sun for a few hundred years assault my nostrils as we venture into the damp tunnel. The scent of a giant grove of oaks is welcome on the other side.


As we continue, I hear the excited chatter of voices. When we reach the other side of the lake, the sun is low in the sky, and I’m stunned at what I see. About forty kids have waded into the water… and the day isn’t warm. 


One guy wears a sweater on top and just his underwear beneath. He keeps looking at his phone, and then the water gets deep… a sudden drop, and he disappears, phone and all. He thrashes to the surface, gasping and swearing. Other prospective students are more cautious, but they follow a similar pattern. They glance at their phones and then move around the area.


“I think I found it!” a shirtless guy shouts near the shallow end. Even from here, I can see the goose pimples rising on his pale chest.


“What are they doing?” I ask.


Anika taps her foot on the grass, arms folded. “Someone posted map coordinates on social media. They say there’s an entrance to the slip hidden here. Completely wrong. All these nincompoops are trying to get into the school.”


I’d feel terrible if we overlooked a kid with hidden talent. “Maybe I should just let them all in and figure it out inside?”


Anika looks at me, horrified. “These kids don’t have a speck of shifter magic!”


“Probably not,” I say. “But listen, Anika, I struggled for a long time with no one to guide me. It’s better to cast a wide net.”


Donna giggles and looks at the kids in the pond. “Yup, a net is just what you need. A lot of fish shifters, I guess.”


I burst into laughter, but Anika doesn’t join. She storms toward the group, lips pressed tight with anger. “You won’t find an entrance to the school here!” she shouts. “You’re just going to get hurt. Go home! All of you.”


They ignore her, but when I speak, they pay attention. “She’s right!” I shout. “Everyone, follow me. I’ll show you how to get into the school.”


Soon, I’m like the Pied Piper, followed by a group of dripping kids, some whose phones no longer work. Anika follows, cheeks flushed with anger.


“Be reasonable, Kat! We don’t have room for all of them.”


But that’s not true. I’ve used the keystone to expand the school. And if anything, it feels somewhat empty. “We have plenty of room,” I remind her.


“You won’t regret this!” a girl a couple of years younger than me chirps, her strong Australian accent unmistakable. “I’m Phoebe. This is my younger brother, Alistair.” A perky, ginger-haired girl says as she approaches.


Alistair’s a wiry little guy with a dark crew cut and a face that looks like he’s always up to something. 


“You’re from—” I start, about to say Australia, but she cuts me off.


“New Zealand. You Yanks always think we’re from Australia. Al gets grumpy if you say we’re Ozzies. Right, Alistair?”


Alistair goes pink and looks at me like I single-handedly hung the stars. “We’re grateful you’re admitting us to your school.”


They’re all smiles as I help them into the boat and Donna rows off with the first group. “Welcome to Moonshifter Academy.”


“Good god,” Anika mutters, storming off in a huff. A second later, that prickle creeps up my spine. Erica’s already watching me, silver streaks catching the light in her raven hair. “Nice job ruining—oh, sorry, running—the school,” she says, voice soaked in sarcasm.


“Don’t you have a bridge to lurk under?” I say. One person who reliably gets under my skin is Erica Volkers.


“Murderer,” she mumbles and scurries off before I can respond. I feel bad that she lost her dad. His fate was based on his choices. But she won’t believe me.


Just as the last prospective student gets in a boat, I spot Professor Stefans with Mika rowing toward shore. Mika sits perched on her seat, awkward in a long black gown with silver threads glittering and long horizontal lines that accent her slim figure. Stefans, the gym teacher type, even when he’s not running drills in Shifting 101, wears a smart black suit and a striking gold and blue tie.


Mika shoots a hesitant wave in my direction as they dock. It’s hard to tell in the dusky early evening light, but it seems a slight blush rises to her face. Stefans glances at his watch and then at Mika. Are they a couple?


“Where are you off to?” I ask as they pass. I don’t mean to sound brash. But I am head of the school, and teachers aren’t supposed to be romantically involved. It’s in the rules. Yes, I know, I know. Eddie and Artemon, blah, blah. But that’s different. My relationship with them started before I became Headmaster. Right? Right?


Mika hesitates, then whispers, “A vampire ball.”


I snort with laughter. She’s bullshitting the wrong girl. Vampires are a myth. Pure fiction, perhaps based on the truth of the blood mages.


Stefans shushes her and forces a laugh, but his brow furrows, and he tilts his neck side to side, letting out an audible crack. What is going on here? I wonder.


Before I can press further, they slip off into the night. I’m considering following them when Artemon interrupts. “We aren’t stalking you, I swear. Anika told us to come.” Eddie stands behind Art, giving a shy smile.


“What do you mean she told you to come here?”


“Anika put us on duty,” Eddie explains. “We’re gonna keep normals from slipping in.”


“Slip through the slip? No pun intended.” I cover my anger and surprise with humor. Eddie blinks and swallows. The corner of Artemon’s lip twitches. No other reaction. They seem to have lost their sense of humor. I try another direction.


“You mean like bouncers with a list?” I poke Eddie’s taut belly, knowing exactly how we both feel about bouncers and lists.


His Adam’s apple bobs. “There isn’t a list. Is there?”


Eddie turns to his brother. Artemon frowns and shakes his head. “Nope.”


“Well, how will you know if someone is truly normal? And since when does Anika tell you guys what to do?”


Another boat packed with students sets off, but they’ll go in circles without someone who can see the slip’s entry to guide them, and few can. A new line forms. Word is spreading. Meanwhile, my wolf rises. The smell of fear rises strongly from beneath the armpits of my two men. I take a deep breath. This is not their fault.


“She wants us to keep out the riffraff.”


“Riffraff?”


“Her words.” Art shrugs, and for a moment, I see the old Artemon, the rebel. Where has he been?


“I’ll talk to her. You don’t need to act as security guards.”


“But Anika said—” Eddie starts, but I interrupt.


“Whatever you say, boss,” Artemon finishes.


I can’t tell if he’s being sarcastic. His face is neutral. “Do you want to stay and play security guard?”


Eddie swallows and looks to Artemon.


“You don’t want us to.” Eddie slumps.


“You guys can relax. You don’t have to agree with every damn thing I say.”


An uncomfortable silence falls.


“Fine. Let’s all row back together, and I’ll clear this up with Anika.”


That seems to make them happy. Ever since I claimed them, they’ve become like puppies following their master. Maybe some would like it—I don’t. I want some fire in my men, not bobbleheads. I’ve only just started toward the boat when Ms. Lumina hurries to me.


“Anika said I might find you at the boathouse. We need to speak. Privately.”


She takes me aside, and I don’t even have to ask. Eddie and Artemon stride a respectful distance away and stand like toy soldiers waiting for a kid to play with them.


“The moon magic is too intense for the new students. Some shifters are becoming aggressive and preying on the weaker ones.”


I frown. “The school grew more moonstones to wake up the ones with magic. But it takes longer for some to adjust than others.”


“Well, for some of them, it’s driving them completely looney!”


Ms. Lumina’s face is tight with frustration, her silver hair frizzing out like static.


“So, what? You want me to go around babysitting shifters?” My voice comes out sharper than I meant, but I don’t reel it back.


She sighs and rubs her temples. “No, I want you to fix it. Anika told me to tell you to tone it down, or she’s worried half the students will end up in the nurse’s office, or worse.”


“Right, Anika,” I mutter. My wolf is stirring, restless, and I feel the faint prickle of a dragon in the air.


“I’ll handle it,” I add before she can respond.
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