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      The second I walked into the office, it was clear all was not well at the Grimm Academy.

      “—been replacing twelve pairs of sneakers a day! For over two weeks!” I heard, just before a stylish administrative type moved to close the inner door on what I recognized as a lambasting-in-progress.

      “May I help you?” She stepped up to the intimidation counter I’d seen in every school I’d ever attended.

      “At this rate you’ll be playing barefoot by the finals—” filtered from behind the closed door.

      “Becca Stringfellow,” I replied, looking just enough to her left that I wouldn’t meet her gaze. “I have an appointment.”

      “—and since none of you will explain⁠—”

      “Of course.”

      Like most sames, the secretary shifted in an attempt to make eye contact, so I countered by turning my gaze to the counter.

      “The headmaster wanted me to tell you he’ll be with you shortly.”

      “—had to invoke a Challenge⁠—”

      “I can wait until he’s done yelling,” I said, taking a seat and pulling out a treatise on World Culture.

      “—means opening our campus to anyone willing to accept the Challenge.”

      “It’s not…” the admin fluttered. “I mean, he’s not⁠—”

      “Any. One,” emerged from the office. “Including a stiltskin!”

      Unable to deny the obvious, especially when I refused to ignore it, the woman returned to her desk and I opened my book to the chapter on the geopolitical ramifications of the Frog/Princess alliance. I’d just reached the Treaty of the Pearl when the office door opened and twelve pairs of high tops crossed the floor, punctuated by the occasional drag-slap of loose soles.

      “Becca?”

      At the secretary’s call I stood, but because I was busy not-quite-looking at her, my eyes accidentally crossed those of the last departing teenager. Crossed and stuck, and in the half-a-heartbeat our eyes met, I felt a slick finger of ice down my spine.

      So, here’s the thing—I know most people assume stiltskins avoid eye contact because we’re hiding something. But the truth is, what we’re really doing is hiding from everything we see in other people’s eyes.

      Stiltskin lore even has it that Rumple’s problem was he always let himself look into another’s gaze, and that’s what made him crazy.

      Personally, I think he was just trying to save that baby from its con-artist mom and homicidal dad.

      I shook off the lingering chill as the boy moved on, leaving me with the impression of dark eyes and warm brown skin, the Oaken coloring of royalty. But then, the Grimm Academy catered almost exclusively to Bloods, with the occasional scholarship student, for those considered worthy.

      I highly doubted I’d be considered worthy.

      “If you’ll come this way, Becca.”

      I followed the secretary to the headmaster’s office, where I was greeted with the usual guarded civility and Careful Voice.

      I then settled in to hear why the Grimm Academy had invoked a Challenge. It was only the sixth Challenge since Oaken the Elder brought back the Devil’s Hair, and the first to be issued outside a Royal house. In this case, the Challenge offered a full scholarship to any commoner able to uncover the mystery of their basketball team’s ruined shoes, thereby keeping the team on track to the regional finals.
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