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To my family, both by blood and by choice:

	I couldn’t do this without you.
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1

	The thing about email is that it doesn’t really tell you about a person. Oh, it tells you everything they want you to know, but there are no tells, no scents, no skipping heartbeats and little bits of body language to give hints for the things they hide inside their mind. Alaric knows this better than anyone; he knows the things he left out when he emailed with his roommate over the summer. He made sure they got the important topics on the table: that they’re both Talented, who’s bringing the TV and who’s bringing the fridge, whether they have early morning classes (they both do) and like to stay up late (his roommate does, and Alaric can sleep through anything anyway).

	Other than that, Alaric doesn’t know much more about Harrison Everett other than that he prefers to be called Rory, and he’s apparently a guitarist in some band which is why he hasn’t had time to email much.

	Alaric can’t get upset about Rory hiding things. It’s not like Rory knows much more about Alaric.

	But it’s the not knowing that makes Alaric’s skin itch. He can feel his power rippling under his skin, hear the baying in his mind that means the shift is coming whether he wants it to or not. Fur covers the backs of his fingers; his nails elongate into claws as he flexes his hands and growls softly.

	He has to push it back.

	He reminds himself that he’s just waiting for his roommate. He’s just waiting to meet the person he will share living space with for their freshman year here at PHU. It’s nothing. Nothing.

	There’s a quick rap on the door and a creak as it slides open. Alaric jumps off his bed, able to shake off the shift as he catches the familiar scent coming through. He catches his twin in a hug as soon as Drea opens her arms, pulling her in close and pressing his cheek to hers. She lifts her hand to his head, threads her fingers in his hair, and rubs her cheek along his. “We got to campus about an hour ago, Ric,” she says, and Alaric looks beyond her as if his parents might walk in at any moment. “And they already left,” she continues with a rueful smile. “They helped me get everything moved into Davison, but Dad knew you wouldn’t—”

	“He’s right.” Alaric pulls out the chair from his desk, gestures to it for Drea, but she ignores him and hitches herself up onto his bed instead, her feet dangling. It settles the beast under his skin to have her here—not to mention knowing that his parents have been and gone without him having to play polite games. He came to school two weeks early to start training with the team, and it’s been a welcome respite from dealing with the pressure of home life.

	He’s got his hands on the bed, about to push himself up to sit beside her, when the door crashes open behind him. His lip curls, a fresh growl starting. Claws tip his fingers as he turns on light feet, the change trying to rush through him.

	“Whoa, hey, um, down boy?”

	Alaric can barely see the guy standing there. He sees a bright shock of red hair, almost hidden by the stack of boxes he’s carrying. The boxes drop, and the guy is stocky, freckles spattered across his face and his hair a bushy mess around his face. Definitely not Rory; they did at least manage to exchange pictures. The redhead grins easily, obviously not afraid as he steps around the boxes, one hand held out.

	“Rory said you were Clan. Cool. I’m Thorne, Rory’s brother. We’re getting him moved in before we go get my apartment set up. Dad offered to take me over to mine”—he gestures with his right hand—“but I wanted to make sure Rory’s settled first. Besides, I know Dad”—he gestures with his left hand—“would rather we do this as a family.”

	Alaric takes that to mean that Rory and his parents can’t be too far behind Thorne’s arrival in the room. He cocks his head, listening for voices approaching, but he can’t separate anything out from the general hubbub in the hallway.

	He’d liked this place until today. It was quiet. Peaceful. Now it reeks of anxiety and exhaustion, and he can’t make anything make sense.

	Drea’s hand falls on his shoulder, and he realizes that he hasn’t taken Thorne’s offered hand yet. Alaric inhales, manages to convince the claws to become short, blunt nails as he wraps his hand around Thorne’s. He squeezes once, notes the callouses on Thorne’s fingers and palms and the warmth of Thorne’s hand as he squeezes back.

	Suddenly uncomfortable, Alaric pulls his hand free and steps back, stopping short with the bed in his way behind his shoulders. There’s a rush of amusement in the air, and he swats at Drea’s hand in answer.

	“213. This is it.” The voice is cheerful, female, and Alaric has just enough time to brace himself before the small dorm room is suddenly full of too many people. “Hi there. I’m Lucy Wilson.” Lucy has an easy smile as she sets down the suitcase she’s carrying. “You must be Alaric.”

	Alaric can’t find his voice. He blinks, because there’s Rory—he recognizes him from the pictures, tall and whipcord thin, his dark hair long and falling slightly in his face—but there’s Lucy, and two other men, one who looks like Thorne and one who looks like Rory. And it’s too many and too much all at once.

	“I think we’re overwhelming him,” the taller man says softly, and Alaric glares at him. It’s true, but he doesn’t need it pointed out.

	“Mom, Dad, Dad,” Thorne says, pointing quickly at Lucy and the two other men.

	Rory pushes past them, sets the guitar case he’s carrying on the remaining bed. “Lucy, Daniel, Rowan.” He points to the same three, offering names. “Why don’t you guys go get the rest of my instruments and I’ll start unpacking.” Rory stands with his shoulders lightly hunched, body curled in on itself, and Drea makes a soft noise. Alaric can smell the discomfort as much as Drea can read it in his body language. He doesn’t quite smell like prey, but he’s not strong right now, either.

	He’s not what Alaric expected.

	Rory sinks down on the bed, closes his eyes, and exhales as soon as the others leave. “We are overwhelming. I’m sorry,” he says, and Alaric snorts softly.

	“Mages,” he says. “Mages and Clan haven’t ever really gotten along.”

	Rory licks his lips, shrugs one shoulder before he looks at Alaric. “I told you what we were over the summer,” he says.

	“And I said it wasn’t a problem,” Alaric counters. “Is it going to be a problem for you?”

	Rory shakes his head. “And you can see how fascinated my brother is,” he adds dryly. “He’s more likely to be a problem for you than I’ll be. He gets excited about things sometimes, and he doesn’t always have a great sense of personal boundaries. But if you say no, he’ll listen. He’s good about that.”

	Alaric nods. He’s supposed to say something else, he figures, but he’s never been good at small talk or extending conversations. Instead he looks back at Drea, and she lifts one hand, shrugging. “You need help bringing things in?” he finally asks, glancing at the door. He knows the rest of them will be back soon, and a part of him is braced for the impact of their arrival.

	“Let’s focus on getting our room set up so we’re not tripping over each other. My family can do the carrying.” Rory comes to stand in front of Alaric’s bed, looks at the way he has it lifted, with his bureau underneath. “I need a place for my instruments, but I need to make sure I don’t bang my head every time I get into bed.”

	Alaric rarely feels short, but Rory’s a solid three inches taller than him, at least, and he’s so thin that he looks even taller. “Fine Arts,” he says, because it’s one more fact that Rory had offered over email.

	“With a side of Magical Studies, yeah.” Rory moves his guitar case to the side, motions for Alaric to help him with the bed. “And you?”

	“Undecided.” Alaric’s tone is flat, because that’s really the best way to describe a lot of things in his life right now. “I’ve got time to figure it out. Right now, it’s all just about the football.”

	It gives him something to focus on, a reason to keep going forward for the moment. He’ll figure out the rest when he has to, and not a moment before.
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	The dorm room feels crowded once everything’s in its place. Alaric helps Rory turn his bed into a loft and stow his bureau and the fridge under it. They share space on the shelves Alaric placed under his own bed and do their best to reconfigure the rest of the room into something that will fit all of Rory’s instruments along with study space and room to walk.

	“I think we should get rid of one of the desks.” Rory turns slowly, surveying the room. “It’s the one thing that doesn’t fit, and I’ll either do my homework on my bed, or I’ll be sitting on the bed or floor while I work on music. I don’t like desks unless I’m really deep in working on a ritual.”

	Alaric makes a noise of agreement. He’s not sure he’ll use a desk, either. “I don’t like studying in my room,” he grumbles, which is only half a truth. He doesn’t like studying in general, but it’s a necessary evil if he’s going to play football. Or go home again. Clan doesn’t like deadbeats, even if Alaric thinks he can come up with other ways of serving their community.

	“I’ll ask the RA,” Alaric says. He pulls open the door, starts to step out, and pulls back when he realizes someone is standing there, hand raised to knock.

	“Floor meeting in fifteen,” the guy says. He’s got a charming smile. It’s the only word Alaric can come up with for it, that kind of smile where Alaric feels like he should smile back; he’s half looking for the lens flare reflecting off the guy’s teeth. At least it smells genuine.

	“I’ve ordered pizza, and if you want to bring any snacks with you, go ahead,” the guy says. “We’ll be introducing ourselves, going over the ground rules, getting to know each other. Don’t be late.”

	“Dining halls open tomorrow,” Rory comments. It’s a good point. Pizza will be welcome, and Alaric hopes that the RA took Clan appetite into account when he was ordering for the floor.

	Alaric stands in the doorway, watching as the stranger moves on to the next room. The guy has a nice—Alaric almost stops himself, but no, he can think anything he wants in the privacy of his own mind. The guy has a nice ass. And he moves in such a fluid way. Liquid. More like dancing than with a predator’s easy grace. It’s the kind of movement that Alaric could watch all day.

	He can think anything he wants, but he really shouldn’t be staring.

	Alaric blinks twice and shakes his head, pulling the door closed as he steps back into the room.

	“If that was the RA, we missed our chance to ask about getting rid of the desk,” Rory points out, and Alaric’s expression twists.

	“We’ll ask after the meeting.” Because if one desk is gone, Alaric thinks the room might be livable. He never really thought about sharing space with this much stuff before. There are two guitars—one electric and one acoustic—and a bass, each with their own stand, as well as a full-sized keyboard that Rory claims is better than having a piano in the room. At least it has a headphone jack. Of course, Alaric can’t complain because his own workout gear is taking up one corner of the room, mostly neatly stuffed into bags or stacked on shelves, but still taking up space.

	“I’m not used to sharing a room with strangers,” he admits.

	A faint flush tinges Rory’s cheeks. “I’m used to being crammed into tight spaces,” he says. “We tour in a van. I share a room with my brother back home. I grew up on the road during the summer, so I’m used to sleeping in a puppy pile and waking up in different places. I don’t mind it, if it’s someone I know.” He glances at Alaric, and Alaric offers a rueful smile because he can smell that faint trepidation again.

	The way Rory lives sounds stifling, and it’s almost a relief to realize that Rory’s as wary as Alaric is of sharing space with each other. “We don’t touch as much as rumor would have you think,” Alaric says, because there are public ideas about what Clan is like, and Rory grins.

	“I didn’t think you did. I’m pretty sure no one hugs as much as my family. I’m sorry about that. You looked—you looked like Mom was torturing you, but now you see where Thorne gets his lack of spatial awareness when it comes to people.” Rory touches the two guitars, his fingers lingering on the neck of the acoustic. He reaches for it, lifts it carefully. “Let’s get to the meeting.”

	“You planning on breaking the ice with a song?” Alaric gestures at the guitar. He figures it’s an identifying item for Rory, but Alaric’s thing is football. And he can’t exactly carry a football around without looking ridiculous. So he strips his shirt off quickly and digs through his things to find the T-shirt they gave him with his name and number on it, pulling that on instead.

	“I’m planning on sitting with a guitar,” Rory says with a little shrug. “It gives me something to do with my hands.”

	And something to hide behind, but Alaric won’t fault him for that. They’re still dancing around most topics, but instinct has Alaric liking Rory for all the things he doesn’t say.

	When they get down to the common room, it’s already packed. Rory sinks into the last open chair, commenting quietly, “I don’t mind if you want to share.”

	Alaric makes himself as comfortable as he can perched on the arm of the chair, his arms crossed and his knees and hip kept carefully away from touching Rory. There’s a moment of tension, then he feels Rory relax, and the guitar bumps against him while Rory gets comfortable.

	There are eighteen people, split evenly between women and men. The guy who knocked on their door clears his throat, then claps his hands to get attention. “I’m TJ Howell, and I’m your RA. This is Douglass Hall, second floor, which you already know, and every single one of you is a freshman. I’m a sophomore, and I’m in the School of Fine Arts, majoring in dance and performing arts. If you need anything, I’m here. Want or need to talk? My door is always open. Got locked out of your room? I can help with that. And lock your room when you’re not in it, and when you’re sleeping—this is not a joke. I hope we can trust everyone on this floor, and the building is supposed to be locked, but people are polite and hold doors open, and sometimes things disappear.”

	TJ walks as he talks, and Alaric tries to watch his hands and his mouth, not the way his feet move. Dance. That makes sense. It makes a lot of sense. He’d be fast on the field, too, Alaric thinks, with quick steps.

	TJ stops in front of Alaric, takes a step to one side so he’s looking at everyone and not blocking Alaric’s view. “There are some ground rules, and there’s a poster right over there.” He points to where it hangs just above the kitchen counter. “Rules about the kitchen, the bathrooms, food. Plenty of rules. But I want to bring one up now, because I think it’s the most important.” He takes a step back, spreads his hands, and looks around the room, and Alaric can see the way he meets the eyes of every single person here.

	“Pine Hills is known for being one of the top one hundred most tolerant schools in the nation,” TJ says solemnly. “We will not tolerate discrimination based on race, religion, sexuality, gender, Talent, or any other difference you can think of between people. Don’t make assumptions about the person sitting next to you, and don’t intrude on their privacy. No slurs. No hate. Be polite and do your damnedest to be accepting. If there’s something you don’t know or don’t understand, learn. Remember that we all live together here.” He goes silent, and Alaric feels the silence, feels the way everyone spends time processing TJ’s statements.

	“One more thing before we introduce ourselves and get to the food.” TJ makes a face. “No displays of destructive Talent in ways that might cause a problem. This is subjective, of course, but let’s put it this way: lighting a candle with a flame from your finger is okay, but starting a bonfire in the middle of your room—whether you can control it or not—is not allowed.”

	Alaric swears he hears Rory snort and mutter Thorne, but no one else seems to notice.

	TJ starts the introductions with a repeat of his own information, and as they circle around the room, Alaric tries to match names to faces but only manages to catch a few. Pels and Nikita are two of the girls in the only triple on the floor—room 211, next door to his own room, but he entirely misses the name of the third girl in their room, and he has no idea what the names are of the girls in 215, on the other side of his room. He catches Jackson’s name—but not which room he’s in—mostly because he comments on playing basketball, and he’s the only other athlete on the floor. Everything else is a blur, and Alaric takes advantage of the chance to get up and get pizza to regroup and take a break from sitting too close to everyone else.

	“You don’t like people?”

	Alaric steps to the side, keeps the wall at his back as he puts space between himself and the man standing next to him. He has to look down; unlike Jackson and Rory, this new floor-mate is significantly shorter than him. “I don’t hate people,” he grumbles, “but I don’t like crowds.”

	“Patrick,” the guy says. “Call me Pat. And you’re Alaric. You said you play football, right? I’ll have to check out your stats later. I’ve never been into playing sports—too small for a lot of them, and I’m terrible at soccer—but I love watching them.” Pat runs a hand over his bald head, blue eyes crinkling with his smile. The movement shows the ink that runs along the inside of his forearm, words in script that Alaric can’t read from this angle and isn’t rude enough to ask about. The tattoo matches the image already set forth by the gauges that stretch Pat’s earlobes, and his tank top and loose shorts. “You any good?”

	“I’m on a scholarship.” Alaric bites his tongue, stopping himself from asking further questions. He wants to know how to catalog and place these people so his inner hound doesn’t try to worry at the issue of who they are. He inhales, exhales slowly because questions invite questions, and he doesn’t want to answer them. “Quarterback. I’ll be second string, so I’ll only see action when the starting QB is off the field. And during the scrimmage Friday, because it’s orientation. We’re doing an all-freshmen starting line.”

	Pat nods, opens his mouth to say something, when there’s a plink of a guitar string, answered by another one. “Your roommate has found my roommate,” Pat says, “or vice versa.”

	Jackson has pulled a chair over from somewhere and is sitting in it with a guitar, facing Rory, who is cross-legged in his own chair, his hair dropping forward as he plucks at the strings of his own acoustic. The guitars are mirror images, the necks facing in the same direction as the boys face each other, and it takes Alaric a moment to figure out that Rory must be playing left-handed. Jackson and Rory confer quietly, tuning their guitars for a moment before Jackson starts to play something and Rory laughs, low and vaguely embarrassed.

	“Did you hope no one noticed?” Jackson asks. Alaric makes his way over to them slowly, curious about Rory’s music.

	Rory shakes his head. “I didn’t think it’d be that easy, but I’m not going to go around telling everyone I’m in a band. I leave that to Thorne.”

	“Wait, you’re that Rory Everett?” Pat ducks around, takes a good look at him. “You have three albums out already. ‘Fired Up’ is one of my favorites; it’s on my skate mix.”

	Rory shifts what he’s playing, and the few notes are almost familiar, like it’s something Alaric’s heard overplayed on the radio when Drea was listening. “Thorne wrote that one.” He pauses, changes again to something a little slower but no less energetic. “This is one of mine.”

	It takes a moment, but Jackson manages to follow along, and a moment later, TJ is there and singing in a rich tenor that doesn’t sound right for the song but is nice to listen to anyway. As Rory picks up tempo, Nikita starts banging out a rhythm on the table, and someone else starts singing along as well.

	Maybe music to break the ice isn’t a bad idea. It’s put Rory dead center of the circle of people, but Alaric’s not sure Rory actually notices; his focus is entirely on the music, his head down. Occasionally he lifts his gaze to check if Jackson’s keeping up or so he can offer advice on how to improve a riff.

	It gives Alaric a chance to step aside, get some more pizza, and feed the beast simmering under his skin. It gives him time to look at everyone, try to match scents to faces, because that’s more important than names. He closes his eyes, listens to the beats of their hearts, lets himself assimilate this new background noise that he’ll be living with for the rest of the year.

	It’s only day one. They still have a long way to go.
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	By the end of the first evening, Alaric’s head is spinning. Some of his floor-mates are more open than others. He now knows that Pat is half Chinese and half Irish and grew up mostly in Cambridge, which isn’t actually part of Boston. The third girl in the triple is Jennifer, and the two girls in 215 are Soledad and Winter. He also knows that Soledad is extremely flirtatious and thinks nothing of taking a seat in a lap if it’s available, whether it’s offered or not, and doesn’t really seem care if she’s flirting with men or women. But she also doesn’t seem to want to push it past flirtation and that somehow makes Alaric comfortable with her level of personal space invasion.

	He has a long conversation with TJ about VIT, because TJ’s sister is starting as a freshman there, and Alaric’s best friend, Corbin, is a freshman as well. TJ offers to drive Alaric over if he wants to visit, but also explains that there’s a shuttle bus that runs between the two schools and stops in the town as well.

	Alaric escapes eventually. He knows they have to be up early for social activities in the morning; he’s not sure how well he’ll sleep now that there’s someone else in his room. He pushes open the door and flicks on the light, turning it off a split second later when he catches the low breath and the uptick of Rory’s heartbeat. “Oh, sorry. Didn’t realize you’d come back.”

	He can’t read the emotion that slides off of Rory’s skin, but he hears the huff of sound when Rory turns over, faces him in the dark.

	“There was a good time to slip out, so I figured I’d try to fall asleep before you got back,” Rory says.

	“And I woke you up.”

	Rory snorts softly. “I’ve been here for a half hour, and I haven’t fallen asleep yet, so no. It’s fine.”

	Alaric closes and locks the door behind him, toes off his shoes, then pads through the darkness to his bureau. He doesn’t need the light, although it does make things easier. It’s not easy to shift just enough to let the hound’s vision take over, but he can get at least partly there, see the large shapes around him and not trip over anything. He pulls out a pair of sleep pants and changes quickly in the dark.

	“Would you rather be called Alaric, or Ric, or Al?”

	He’d almost managed to forget about Rory, even though his soft breath is a part of the room’s strange atmosphere now. Alaric stiffens slightly, then strips off his shirt because the room is heavy with the lingering remains of late-summer heat. He drops the shirt over the back of the remaining desk chair. “My twin calls me ‘Ric’ sometimes,” he says. “Tonight’s the first time anyone’s called me Al.” He shakes his head, the name unfamiliar to his tongue still. “Either Alaric or Ric’s fine.”

	It’s not fine. It’s just a name, sure, but “Ric” seems like family to him. It’s the name Drea uses, or the one… it’s the one Corbin uses, and sometimes Orson. On the other hand, it’s the one his father will never use. So maybe it is fine. Maybe this is a new space, new people, new name. “Ric’s fine.”

	Another small huff, and he takes it as agreement; it’s followed by the shiver of sheets and skin while Rory turns over. When Alaric glances over, Rory’s a lump under the sheets, one foot sticking out, his back curved as he curls in on himself, away from Alaric.

	Alaric climbs into his own bed, tugs the sheet up, and wraps himself up in it. It’s past one, he thinks, so he lets himself drift, tries to find the sleep that seems to elude him. And he waits for Rory’s breath to even out, waits for the way his heart will go even with slumber.

	It doesn’t happen.

	“What’s wrong?” Alaric grumbles, because maybe that’s what’s keeping him up. Maybe he can’t sleep because there’s someone else—a stranger—in his room and awake, and the beast in his heart won’t let him let down his guard.

	“You breathe wrong,” Rory grumbles. He shifts again, the sound of a hand punching a pillow into shape. “I spent sixteen years sharing a room with one person, and after that I learned how to sleep when he wasn’t there, and you just… you sound wrong. This whole place is wrong.”

	“But you travel all the time.” Alaric is sure he’s missing some part of this explanation. “You’re always sleeping in different places.”

	“And Thorne’s always there.” Rory says it like it’s obvious. “When I’m someplace strange, he’s there, and he just—I know what he sounds like when he’s breathing.”

	It’s such a Clan statement that Alaric doesn’t know how to respond at first. He stretches out, rolls over to face Rory through the darkness. “You listen to how he breathes? You know how your brother breathes?”

	“Share a room for that long and you get to know everything about what it sounds like in the dark,” Rory says quietly. “Like when I had bronchitis and Thorne panicked because I kept sounding like I was wheezing at night. Or when he snuck out and thought he could get away with sneaking back in hours later. It’s easy to ignore the familiar things, because they’re there all the time.”

	“I had to listen to everyone’s heartbeats,” Alaric admits. He shifts to lie on his back, one arm thrown back under his pillow as he stares at the ceiling. “I’m going to be living with people—and it’s not all Clan, but some of us are more sensitive to it than others. Depends on what you’re like. But my hound—I need to know scents and heartbeats. So I get it. If you were my friend Corbin, this’d be easy. But you smell wrong, and you sound wrong.”

	A low huff of a sigh, like the breath relaxes out of him. “Exactly,” Rory says.

	“It’ll get easier,” Alaric says, because it has to, right? They’ll get used to each other, get comfortable with the new sounds and scents. He moves, cranes his head to look over when he hears a disgruntled sound. “What?”

	“It took me—” Rory cuts off, pauses before he says, “Yeah, it’ll be fine. It just takes time. And don’t take this the wrong way, but if they didn’t say that every freshman needs to live on campus, I wouldn’t be here.”

	“I’d have an apartment with Drea if I could,” Alaric says, and there’s another soft sound of assent.

	“I’m moving into one with Thorne next year.” When Rory exhales this time, it’s a little slower, a little closer to sleep.

	Alaric turns away again and burrows under the covers. He wonders if Rory would be bothered to find a hound in the room in the morning, but as nice as it would be, it’s not the right option. Alaric knows this, can almost hear Drea’s voice in his mind reminding him “control” and that he can’t let himself slip. So he lies there in the dark and hopes that eventually sleep will come.

	 


4

	When Alaric leaves to get ready for the game on Friday, TJ lets him know that the entire floor will be there to cheer him on. Not to mention that somehow TJ has managed to make friends with Drea during the three days since move-in, so Drea’s floor from Davison will be joining Alaric’s floor in the stands.

	That means there will be sixty people sitting in one section, entirely focused on Alaric’s part in the game. He can’t let it get to him, not on a night where everything has to be about the football rather than worrying about what people think of him.

	He’s played in front of larger crowds. Fuck, he’s played in front of his parents. This should be easy.

	Alaric is in the locker room, in the middle of tugging his shirt down over his pads, when someone claps his shoulder on the way by. He growls and tugs the shirt down quickly, the snarl dying when he sees that it’s Chris Stone, the first-string QB. The confidence that Chris projects should help, but Alaric still feels prickly and uncertain.

	“What?” he asks, the one word sharper than he means it to be.

	Chris straddles the bench opposite Alaric, moving someone’s things out of the way to make space so he can sit. “You ready to start tonight? Coach says he’s thinking you might start more often this season, depending on how you play in this scrimmage. He’s impressed with your performance during practice.”

	“You don’t want that,” Alaric says, because why would Chris want it? He’s the starter, and he’s a junior. He’s got two seasons left in the limelight and a chance to see if he could go pro. Because as far as Alaric knows, Chris isn’t Talented, and if he’s a human willing to play in a Blended league and who stands out as a starter, the pros have to be impressed.

	“You’re good,” Chris says plainly. He reaches out, grips Alaric’s wrist, and turns his hand palm up. Alaric stares at the dark fingers that wrap around his paler wrist, tries to ignore the heat of Chris’s touch. “These are good hands. You can throw farther than I can, and you’ve got a good grip. I’m smaller and faster. You’re tougher. We can learn from each other this season, and you are going to kick ass after I graduate. But you’re not going to do shit if you don’t play.”

	“I don’t need to start to play.”

	“Neither do I.” Chris spreads his hands. “Coach is going to make sure we both get our time in the game, Ric. It’s just a question of who starts first. So take a deep breath and settle yourself, so you don’t get the whole team on edge.”

	“I’m not on edge.” It’s a lie, and Alaric sits down, stares at his feet while he gets his shoes on.

	Chris’s laugh is a low rumble, and it’s warm to Alaric’s ears. It’s a good sound, the kind that makes his hound whine and want to roll over, and fuck that, Alaric doesn’t have time for this. He lifts his gaze, sets his jaw as he meets Chris’s brown eyes which are lit with amusement.

	“According to Bea, your nerves are a simmering volcano, just waiting to erupt,” Chris tells him with a shake of his head that sets his locs swinging. “Her words, not mine. On the other hand, you’re moving like you’re tense, so she might be right. Let yourself relax. You need softer hands or you’re going to fumble the second you get the snap.”

	“I won’t.”

	“I know you won’t. Because you’ll get your head in the game before then.” Chris pushes to his feet and steps over the bench in one motion. He grips Alaric’s hand, tugs him in to thump a hand against his back. “Go out there and kick some ass, Herne.”

	Alaric’s breath goes tight and for just a moment he squeezes Chris’s hand too hard. He hears the small noise Chris makes and let’s go quickly; he doesn’t want to break anything. There’s heat in his face, and he swallows as he looks away, ignores the fact that Chris lingers for a moment before he walks away.

	Alaric liked it better when he was captain of his own team. He liked being the top of the pecking order on the team rather than the new guy who needs a pep talk before he goes on the field. Because he’s fine. He is absolutely fine, and he’s going to get out there and perform better than anyone expects. Fuck nerves, and fuck the beast. Fuck the way the hound is upset by the onslaught of change.

	He can do this.

	He lines up with the team, makes an entrance onto the field as a song plays; he doesn’t even register what it is. He waits until his number and position are called, then moves out to join the line of starting players for the night. This is it, his first game starting at PHU, and everything he’s been waiting for.

	It’s time to show them that the scholarship is money well spent.

	PHU loses the coin flip, so Alaric has time on the sidelines to wait. He bounces on his toes, does little sprints to keep himself warm while he watches how the other team plays. He won’t have to deal with their offense, but it’s still good to know how they think, what kinds of plays they rely on. The defensive coach will have different ideas, but watching will still give him insight into the overall play style.

	And frankly, in his opinion, they suck. The quarterback is slow and steady, preferring short, quick passes that get them nowhere when the PHU defense tackles the receiver, pushing him back. Alaric stops moving when they’re on a fourth down and decide to punt, and special teams goes in.

	It’s time. He’s about to be on.

	The kick goes long, bouncing into the end zone for a touchback, and the refs bring the ball out to the 20-yard line. Alaric runs onto the field with the rest of the offensive starting line, everyone clapping shoulders and butts on the way by.

	Focus.

	They move into position, the play already set, and Alaric glances up after he settles into a crouch. This is the moment when time seems to stop, when he can look over the opposing team and try to read what they’re going to do. He goes through the play, takes the snap and sinks back, arm up as he seeks out the receivers. He spots Jensen midway down the field and lets the ball fly.

	He doesn’t even see the hit that takes him down coming.

	It’s just on the edge of legal, and for a moment he wonders where the hell his defense was, why they didn’t protect him from being hit. But he wasn’t sacked, the ball left his hand in a valid pass, and while Jensen’s on the ground, the refs are signaling a good catch.

	The opposing player stands up, offers Alaric a hand. He clasps it automatically, sees the sudden swift grin from behind the mask of his opponent.

	“So it’s like that,” the other guy whispers. Number 44, Marks by the name on his jersey. “Didn’t know they let dogs on the field.”

	There’s a swift rush of blood to Alaric’s head, enough to make his ears ring and his body sway. He clenches his hands, refuses to listen to whatever Marks says next.

	But he can’t get away, can’t get his fullback into position to block Marks. It’s like Marks just walks right through, takes Alaric down every damned time until his head is spinning. He loses ground after being sacked, makes it up with a wobbly pass that just barely makes it into Jensen’s hands for a first down.

	And everyone’s watching. He can hear the voices, hears Drea plain as day shouting his name, cheering for him. And Chris, standing by the sideline, yelling to him. Yelling at him. The advice and encouragement burns in his chest, because he’s disappointing them. He is fucking this up and he can’t get the ball down the field, and he needs to get it right.

	He hunkers down at the line of scrimmage, calls the play on the third down, and waits for the snap from the center. As soon as he has the ball in his hand, he looks up, sees Marks coming toward him.

	And he won’t let him. He won’t let Marks take this away from his team.

	The hound bays in his heart, but it’s the bear who burgeons forth. It’s the bear that sends him lumbering into Marks, throwing him roughly to one side before he sinks back into humanity and rushes ahead, racing to the other end of the field.

	He hears the whistle, sees the flag, and he skids to a stop.

	The bear.

	Fuck.

	Alaric turns slowly, the ball dropping from nerveless fingers. The opposing team clusters around a fallen figure on the ground, the coach crouched over Marks as he holds up three fingers. There’s a call for a stretcher, and Alaric dimly registers the penalty of aggravated unnecessary roughness. A hand touches his shoulder, and he blinks and looks at Dawson, nods as Dawson takes his place on the field.

	He’s numb as he walks off the field, yanks his helmet off before he even gets to the bench. He sinks down on the bench and looks out over the turf again, spots where Marks is on the stretcher, slowly being wheeled off.

	“He’s conscious; he’s going to be fine.” Chris settles next to Alaric on the bench, his helmet off as well. Brown eyes are soft and kind, careful as he nudges his knee into Alaric’s. “Coach is going to want to talk to you about that.”

	“Yeah.” Coach. Both coaches. Whatever governing bodies there are. Alaric knows there will be people looking for him and that this is bad. Possibly scholarship-ending levels of bad. A full-body shudder rolls through him, and he clasps his hands together, tries to keep the change from happening again.

	He has control. He’s better than this.

	“Has that ever happened before?” Chris’s voice is low, carefully even.

	Alaric shakes his head. “Not like that.” Not with the beast escaping. He’s punched a guy. More than once, but always after being pushed, always after the fight has already broken out around him. Alaric has a temper, he knows this, but he’s always managed to keep it at bay on the field. It’s always been the only place where the beast was fully at rest and under control. Until now.

	“Herne!” Assistant Coach Young calls out, points to the locker room.

	Alaric rises slowly, ignores the way that Chris pats his butt to offer luck on the way by. There’s nothing he can do now. Alaric will be lucky to still be on the team after the game is done. Better to face the music now with Young than to have to wait. It’s barely happened and he’s already ready for it to be over with.
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	Alaric slumps in the chair behind Young’s desk in the office that the coaches share. He spins it slightly back and forth, his toe pressed against the floor, his fingers digging into the arm of the chair. Left, right, left, right. It squeaks every time he goes left, groans a little going right; the sounds synchronize like the rise and fall of a song.

	“Alaric.”

	His nostrils flare as he looks up. Coach Campbell is there, with Young behind him, and even though he can’t see them, Alaric recognizes the scent and heartbeats of Drea and Rory in the hall. He presses his lips together thinly and stares at the wall above the door. “Have they made a ruling?”

	“They need time to consider,” Campbell says.

	“This is the first time there’s been a bear attack during a game,” Young adds, and Alaric can catch the hint of amusement in his scent.

	It’s not funny.

	“Fine,” he says sharply. “I’ll wait here.” He pushes at the floor roughly with his toe, sends his chair spinning to the left, leaving his back to the door. The hound whispers in the back of his mind, and with a growl he spins to the right again, crosses his arms, and stares at the coaches.

	“You’re having a tantrum.” He still can’t see her, but Drea’s voice is clear.

	“I’m trying to maintain control,” Alaric counters. “In case you didn’t notice, I hurt someone.”

	“They’ll review the tapes, determine all the factors, and make a ruling.” Campbell leans on the corner of the desk, looks down at Alaric. “In the meantime, go back to your dorm and find a way to relax. I expect the decision will come tomorrow, and we’ll probably have a small press conference.”

	Great. Just fucking great. “I can stay here.”

	“You’re not in jail,” Young points out. “And I have work to do and need my desk. You’re fine, Herne, and you’ll be more settled if you’re in your own space. You’re not the first Clan I’ve worked with.”

	“I’m the first to shift on the field in the middle of a game,” Alaric snarls, his teeth dropping sharp as his lip curls. Campbell doesn’t move, and Young only steps closer.

	“We’re still learning how to integrate Talent in Division 1 sports,” Young says blandly. “At least you didn’t light the field on fire like Halstead did in Seattle.”

	“No one got hurt then.”

	Silence at that, because it’s true. Halstead may have killed off an entire field of grass, made it so they had to replace the turf and forfeit a game, but no one was hurt. Whereas Alaric may have been pissed off at Marks, but he hadn’t wanted to hurt the guy. His beast apparently had different plans.

	“You can’t stay here.” Campbell points to the door. “Your roommate’s waiting, and the team is already gone so you don’t have to deal with them. Just go back to your dorm and get a good night’s sleep. I’ll let you know as soon as we have a decision.”

	Fine. Alaric pushes to his feet, starts to head out, but hesitates at the door. “How bad do you think it’s going to be?”

	“One game suspension, minimum,” Young says. “You showed Talent on the field, and you used it against another player in an offensive manner. That’s an aggravated penalty at the very least. We won’t know the rest until we know how Marks is.”

	Alaric’s mouth is dry; he has no idea what happened. He has minimal memory of what he did, no coherent view of how he might have hurt Marks. All he knows is what he saw afterward, and that if it weren’t serious, someone would already have given him more information. He nods once and backs out of the room, stopping when he comes up against Drea’s hand at his back.

	He closes his eyes and drinks in her scent, takes comfort from the closeness of Clan and twin.

	“Do you have everything you need?” Drea asks.

	He has to look at her when he shakes his head, and he can’t avoid spotting Rory standing behind her, just out of reach and slightly hunched, arms crossed over his chest. He looks away and tries not to catch the scent of what Rory’s feeling. He doesn’t need more fear, more worry. He shakes his head quickly. “My bag’s at my locker. I went into the office after I got changed. I couldn’t stay in there.”

	“Makes sense.” Rory’s voice is steady when he speaks. “Want me to go in and get it for you?”

	“I’ll get it. If the team’s gone, it doesn’t matter if you come in too.” He includes Drea in the gesture, loathe to leave his twin behind, and when he pushes open the door, she’s right behind him as he goes inside.

	He heads straight for the team space in the back. His bag lies where he left it against his locker, which hangs ajar. He tugs the door open, makes sure his equipment is stored properly, his helmet on the shelf, then closes it with quiet finality. That might have been his only game at PHU, and it wasn’t more than a scrimmage.

	Someone clears their throat; Chris is standing three lockers down, a towel wrapped around his waist.

	“My sister’s in here,” Alaric says, and Chris laughs softly.

	“She ducked out of sight as soon as she saw me, along with her boyfriend,” Chris says. He tucks the towel a little tighter, and Alaric’s gaze drops to his hips and the bright line that the white of the towel makes across his skin.

	Think later. Don’t stare now.

	Alaric looks up slowly, meets Chris’s eyes. “Don’t think I’ll be starting again any time soon,” he says. “Dawson’s not bad. Train him up and he’ll be fine.”

	“Jeff Dawson’s a decent player, but he’s not you.” Chris reaches into his locker and pulls out a shirt, tugs it over his head. “You’ll be back, Ric. What did Coach say about the decision?”

	Alaric shrugs. “Tomorrow, probably. Press conference.” He should say more, but it’s hard to find the words right now. All he can think is disappointment, and it rings in his ears louder than anything else.

	Chris makes a small noise, turns his back, and drops his towel so he can pull on a pair of tight boxer briefs. By the time he turns around again, Alaric’s gaze is firmly on his face, and Alaric is holding onto his bag, ready to go.

	“I’ll be here for the press conference,” Chris says easily. “All three captains will be here, and we’ll have your back. So don’t worry, Ric. Marks knew what he was signing up for in a Blended league.”

	“If it happened to you?” Alaric has to ask, because he doesn’t know if Marks is Talented or not, but he’s pretty damned sure he knows where Chris Stone lies on that scale.

	“I wouldn’t blame you,” Chris says firmly. “Go get some rest. Do whatever you have to do to work those nerves out, Ric. I’m not going to say drink—you’re in training. But spend time with friends, go get laid, whatever it takes. Unwind. The shoe will drop tomorrow, and we’ll deal with it then, okay?”

	No, it’s not okay. Alaric’s not sure it’s going to be okay tomorrow, either, but he nods because that’s what Chris expects, and he takes a step back.

	Chris turns away to grab jeans from his locker, and Alaric takes that as a dismissal, heading quickly for the door and holding it open so that Rory and Drea can precede him into the hall.

	“You could have corrected him,” Rory grumbles.

	“About what?” Alaric’s confused, and Drea’s laughter surprises him, as out of place as it seems.

	“About Rory being my boyfriend. Mom and Dad would have absolute shit fits if I brought home a musician and said I’m dating him.” She giggles so hard she starts snorting, and it’s infectious enough that he laughs before he realizes what she’s said. His gaze darts between the two of them, Drea still laughing and Rory rolling his eyes.

	“I am not dating you just to piss your parents off,” Rory tells her. “You’re not my type.”

	“You’re not my type either, cute as you are.” She manages to land a kiss on his cheek and Alaric isn’t even sure how, given that Rory’s a solid foot taller than her. Then she links her hand with Alaric’s and squeezes gently. “Let’s get you back to your room and order a pizza or Chinese or something. So you can relax. Unless you’d rather take the rest of his advice.”

	Alaric can feel his cheeks heating up abruptly and wonders if it shows. “No,” he says curtly.

	He takes a few steps, stutters to a stop when he almost walks into Rory, who falls back abruptly. Alaric’s jaw goes tight, and he looks at the wall. “I’m not going to hurt you,” he mutters, a snarl tearing at his throat.

	“I didn’t think you were.” Rory doesn’t move, standing only a few inches from Alaric, one hand slightly raised. “I just—” He turns his hand palm up, offers it, and Alaric has no idea why.

	Alaric’s brow furrows. “What?”

	Rory’s breath goes tight. “Will you let me touch you if I say it will help?” A small thin smile. “This isn’t… I don’t touch people like this all the time, not unless they’re family or close friends. And you don’t like to be touched, I get that. But this… it will help.”

	Alaric doubts that. He’s already got Clan with him, and Drea’s scent wraps around him like comfort, and if that’s not enough he can’t think what would be. But what does he have to lose? “Fine.” He reaches out, bridges the distance between them, and lets his fingers close around Rory’s.

	There’s a second where nothing happens, then his anger melts away, the fury dropping into a soft buzz in his chest. Alaric tugs his hands free, presses them to his chest as the beast rises under his skin again, making him itch.

	“Do you see?” Rory offers his hand again, and Alaric warily takes it, waits for the moment when the beast leaves him alone. “It’s my innate Talent. Some people control fire. Some people call storms. Me, I make Talent stop.” There’s a faint flush on his cheeks, high bright points against pale skin, and Alaric just swallows because he can’t find the words for what this feels like.

	He’s not sure if he likes it, but it’s better for now.

	“I could kiss you for this,” Drea says, and Rory’s scent goes sour.

	“Please don’t,” he replies.

	The door behind them opens, and Alaric freezes. He turns, his hand still tucked into Rory’s; Chris stands in the doorway, his bag slung over one shoulder, attention fixed on Alaric. Chris cocks his head, and he looks them over, sweeping from Alaric to Rory to Drea, then he nods once and turns to walk away without speaking.

	“This looks far more awkward than it is,” Rory says, and Alaric winces.

	“It doesn’t matter.” Alaric slowly takes his hand away, shoves both his hands in his pockets. “And thank you. It’s… it helps. If you could—if you wouldn’t mind…” He isn’t quite sure what he’s asking, but Rory nods anyway.

	“Sure. We’ll get food, watch a movie, and I’ll…” Rory raises his hand and drops it.

	Drea bumps Alaric with her shoulder. “Between him and me, we’ll get you back on track.” She tangles his fingers with his, and Alaric lets her because he can walk across campus holding his sister’s hand. That’s okay. “Don’t worry, Alaric. Everything’s going to be just fine.”

	Aggravated unnecessary roughness. A Talent-based penalty, and at minimum, a one game suspension. Alaric’s not sure anything’s going to be fine after this, but there’s nothing he can do until the decision is handed down. “Of course, Drea,” he mutters, and he follows when she tugs; Rory falls in behind them. “Everything’s going to be perfect.”

	 



Excerpt from When Magic Entered the World: Interviews With Lineage Talent, by Pawel Szczek, © 2009


	I was eighteen that summer. I didn’t like gymnastics, but my youngest sister was obsessed with the sport. We were home alone, and she was watching the Junior Nationals on TV, while I was trying to read and hiding in the next room over so I could ignore her chatter.

	Then she screamed, and I didn’t know if it was a shriek of pleasure or a howl of terror. Lightning struck the rod at the top of the house, and thunder boomed all around us as it started pouring down rain that sheeted against our windows. Whatever it was that made her scream, it also had her calling down a storm from nowhere, and she was only eight years old.

	She screamed my name—Tammy! Tammy!—and I ran into the living room where she was jumping up and down, pointing at the TV. There was a dark-skinned girl in a bright yellow leotard performing on the bars; it’s funny how I remember exactly how she looked, her hair all tightly pinned in place on top of her head but fuzzing out around her face as she moved effortlessly from the lower bar to the top bar and started to do those big loops. She released the top bar and flew into the air. Something wasn’t right, and I could see that she wasn’t going to be able to catch the bar on the way down. The television went silent, as if everyone held their breath in horror, then the girl blinked out of existence.

	One moment she was there, and the next she was gone. The announcer shouted, and I saw the girl falling from much higher, blinking in and out of existence before she caught the bar and swung around and around it. She dismounted after that, stuck a perfect landing and threw her arms up in the air while the cameras zoomed in on her shaky smile that didn’t even come close to reaching her eyes.

	The replay started again, and I muted the TV.

	My sister was chattering, amazed at what she had just seen. The storm outside faded to a soft pitter-patter of rain, and I walked to the window, threw it open, and leaned out to feel the water over my fingertips. I touched it and sent it on its way, coaxed the clouds to disperse until the sky was as blue as it had been before our world was shaken.

	Because I knew then that everything would be different. What I didn’t know was what would happen next, and I wondered, would we finally be free to tell the world about our magic? Or would our neighbors come hunting witches and burn us at the stake?

	 


New Beginnings
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	Alaric follows Rory into the lecture hall. They pause in the back, Alaric’s nostrils flaring, his expression twisting at the thick scent of too many people. He smells a buzz from the caffeine, a heavy overlay of chocolate, coffee, and tea above the other scents, muddled with sweet pastry and egg sandwiches. There’s a touch to the back of his shoulder, and the scents fade.

	Alaric glances at Rory. “I don’t need your help.” The cacophony of scents floods back in as Rory’s hand falls away.

	“You stopped dead, so I figured…” Rory stops, looks out over the lecture hall. “We should get seats. Front, back, or middle?”

	There’s really no good answer. “Not the middle,” Alaric grumbles. If he can keep from being surrounded, the beast under his skin should be mollified at least somewhat. He spots Pat sitting at one end of a row with a dark-haired girl that Alaric doesn’t recognize, their skateboards leaning up against the wall. Drea’s in class as well, but she’s dead center of the front row, and Alaric doesn’t feel like being that close to the professor, nor that much in view of the rest of the class. He nudges Rory, points quietly toward Pat, and they head that way.

	Pat glances up when they drop into the two seats behind him, a quick grin brightening his expression. “Hey. Ric, Rory, this is Sera.”

	“Hey.” She turns slightly, one hand raised. It’s covered in black ink, an intricate design that starts around her wrist and trickles across the back of her right hand like lace. Alaric just barely catches the glint of shine from her nose ring; his gaze narrows slightly, because he can smell more metal but doesn’t see it, not at this angle. When she curls her fingers down, leaving only her middle finger raised, he makes an embarrassed sound.

	“I don’t like staring,” she says.

	“If I don’t figure people out, it irritates the beast,” Alaric tells her flatly.

	“So you needed to figure out my tits?” She twists more, looks over her shoulder at him, one eyebrow raised. Now he can see a narrow silver bar through the edge of her eyebrow, and he spots a small cluster of five silver rings just at her temple.

	“Piercings. Smelled the metal,” Alaric says. “I never even noticed anything else.” His voice is even. “I don’t really give a fuck about your tits.” If she’s going to be blunt, he might as well be blunt right back.

	She twists fully around now and reaches up to pat his cheek. “I think I like you,” she says, then she slumps in her chair again, arms crossed and her back to Alaric.

	He looks at Rory, because honestly, what just happened? Rory shrugs, and Alaric sighs.

	There’s a sound pricking at his ears, too low for anyone else to notice. Alaric rubs at his ear, spots Drea doing the same along with two people in the back. It lasts for only a moment before it cuts out, replaced by tapping against a microphone and squealing feedback that dies out as soon as the chatter goes silent.

	“Sorry, sorry.” The man standing next to the podium doesn’t look old enough to be teaching. He’s got sharp cheekbones but a slight roundness to the rest of his face that makes him seem young, and the buzzed haircut doesn’t help. “But hey, now that I’ve got your attention, let’s get this show on the road. I’ve got a hundred of you in this section, and another hundred and fifty in the Tuesday morning section, so if you don’t pay attention you’re going to get lost in the shuffle.”

	He claps his hands once, the sound reverberating in the room. “I’m Pawel Szczek. My name is not a sneeze, and I’m not Professor S. You will practice it, learn my name, and when you talk to me, you will use it. This is only polite, just like I will learn every one of your names, and I expect you to learn the names of every other student and professor you interact with regularly on this campus. They say that names have power, and while it’s not true that knowing a true name can help you conjure a curse against a person, it does go a long way to making friends. So let’s all say it once together: Szczek.”

	Alaric would feel more awkward repeating the name aloud like a five-year-old if it weren’t for everyone else around him doing exactly the same thing. He has to admit, it doesn’t sound a thing like it looks. He writes down Szheck in the corner of his notes to remind himself.

	“Good. If you keep going past this class and get into one of my seminars, your reward is that you can call me Pawel, which is a hell of a lot easier to pronounce.” Pawel reaches for a stylus and starts drawing on his laptop, the words projecting onto the screen behind him. “There are five TAs for this class, and each one will be teaching two recitation classes of twenty-five students each. If you don’t already know, recitation is your chance to go over homework, ask questions, and seek clarification. It’s not required that you attend recitation, but we highly recommend it. Which brings me to my next point: I don’t care if you’re Talented or not, you’re here to learn. Don’t think you know everything just because you grew up with magic, because you probably don’t.”

	There’s a small flash in the front row, and Pawel glances that way, then nods. He finishes writing on the screen, and Alaric copies down the five names and email addresses. “You already have your recitation on your schedule. Your TA will email you before the first session. I highly recommend that you at least try to get to that one.”

	Pawel sets the stylus down with a soft thunk. “Welcome to Introduction to Magical Studies. This is a gateway course. Without this, you cannot take more advanced courses in this major. Without this, you cannot declare either a major or a minor within this department. This is the class that almost everyone takes at some point or another. It is offered in the fall, in the spring, and in the summer. If you think you’re in the wrong place, please feel free to consult with me. If you want to change sections, you’re out of luck because Tuesday’s already overfilled. If you think you’re going to hate me as a professor, you might be right, but give it a few days. I’m an acquired taste.”

	Pawel grins, and Alaric grins back before he thinks about it. He scowls when he catches himself, busies himself copying down the remainder of the information about the TAs.

	“Quick personal points about me. I have office hours; pay attention to them.” Pawel leans against the front of the podium, crosses his arms. “I’m busy, and while I spend a lot of time on this campus, I have plenty of responsibility. I am the faculty advisor for the PHU Coven, and I am a faculty coach for the PHU taekwondo team. I am also a single parent.” He gestures at where a young boy sits in one of the yellow chairs in the front, headphones in his ears, thoroughly absorbed in a game on his tablet. “Conor will be a guest here until his own school starts. My schedule revolves around classes, office hours, and him. Any questions?”

	Pawel gestures at one of the raised hands in the back of the room, and he goes through answering a series of questions fired at him from students, all about the specifics of the class. Alaric doesn’t care. He takes the syllabus that one of the TAs passes down the line of seats and looks that over instead, adding office hours into his calendar and signing up for the text notifications for both his specific recitation and the entire class.

	“Books!” Pawel gestures and the remaining questioning hands around the room lower. “There are three of them. There will be selected periodic readings available in the library that I will expect you to review and return. We will also be watching two movies, selections from two modern television shows, and video of important events taken when Talent and the modern world have intertwined. There will be classes that begin early—they are noted on the syllabus. I’ll bring donuts, you’ll be on time. It’s that simple. If you don’t already have the books, get them. Your first readings are listed on the syllabus, and they are due on Wednesday morning; be prepared for discussion. In the meantime, let’s do some introductions. If there is anyone in this room who is willing to acknowledge being Lineage Talent, please raise your hand.”

	Alaric sees the small twitch from his sister, several rows down and several seats away. He murmurs an assent under his breath, and together they raise their hands. Perhaps a quarter of the room, maybe less, have their hands up, including Rory, and the two Alaric had noticed wincing at the sound earlier.

	“Good. Plenty of personal experience to draw on in our discussions.” Pawel gestures and waits for their hands to lower. “Next, anyone who is willing to acknowledge being Emergent Talent, please raise your hand.”

	There are fewer this time, including the professor himself, all five TAs, and Sera.

	“Thank you.” Pawel slowly looks around the room, and as his gaze seems to fall on him, Alaric sinks a little lower into his seat. “The rest of you are either not Talented or unwilling to disclose, which is fine. One of the important things we will be talking about in this class is the intersection between Talent and the rest of humanity, and how the Emergence changed the world in all aspects of society. Can anyone tell me one way that you see the world as having changed in the last ten years?”

	Rory glances at Alaric, and Alaric sinks even lower into his seat. Alaric can think of several ways. Like football. Like having the chance to play and blowing it all by causing an injury to another player. He stares down at his paper and makes a conscious decision to let this discussion go on without him. He’s had enough of this particular topic in his day-to-day life lately.
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	“Alaric Herne, can I speak to you before you leave?” Pawel isn’t looking at the students as he gathers up the papers on his desk, but Alaric is still pretty damned sure that the professor knows exactly who he is.

	“You were dead silent. How’d you get in trouble already?” Pat asks. He stands up, hitching his skateboard under his arm, backpack hanging low on his back.

	“Some people are talented like that.” Sera nudges Pat, her own board hanging loose from her fingertips, almost scraping the floor. “We’ve got class in Hopper, let’s get going.”

	Alaric shoves his things in his bag, pausing when his phone chimes.

	Need me to stay?

	Drea’s hovering at one of the exits on the lower level, near the stage. He shakes his head and texts her back: I’m fine. He waits for her to head out, then realizes that Rory’s apparently already gone as well.

	Alaric makes his way to the front of the room, where Pawel waits at the podium. Class ended early, so there’s time before the students for the next class will filter in. The empty room doesn’t help the way Alaric’s skin itches, the beast reacting to the tension of having to stay trapped here and to the idea of potential confrontation.

	Pawel looks up as he approaches, and Alaric catches a swift scent of ozone around him, as if lightning’s struck at the front of the class. Pawel neatly stacks his papers on top of his laptop, then gives Alaric his full attention when he speaks. “I mentioned that we’d be reviewing incidents where Talent and the world have intersected in memorable—or impactful—ways. I’d like to use video of the game.”

	Alaric appreciates the blunt speech, even if his breath is tight in chest. “Thanks for the warning,” he says.

	“It’s not just a warning.” Pawel leans against the podium with one hip, cocks his head as he crosses his arms. He’s an inch shorter than Alaric, a little slighter, but it doesn’t make him seem any less intimidating. The bright, fresh scent increases, and Alaric’s hound whines, wants him to step back. Instead Alaric swallows and stands his ground; Pawel seems to relax a little and the scent fades.

	“Then what is it?”

	“I’m asking permission.” Pawel shrugs one shoulder, and Alaric isn’t sure he believes him. “There are plenty of incidents I can use, places where Talent has come out unexpectedly, or has been used very purposefully in ways that the Talented never thought would impact those around them or themselves. Your incident has several advantages over others, however. For one, most of the freshmen in this class either attended the game or heard about it after. For another, there were two incidences of use within the game: one purposeful, and one accidental and reactive. It highlights both sides of the equation, as well as highlighting how the rules of the game have changed in order to protect the players in the Blended league.”

	“Sounds like you have it all thought out,” Alaric mutters. “It’s not like I’m going to say no because I’m worried people will find out. It was on the fucking news.” He catches himself moments after the word is out. “Sorry.”

	Pawel laughs and looks past Alaric. He shakes his head. “My son has his headphones in, so it’s not like you’re corrupting young ears. Look, I’m going to blow more F-bombs during the year than you’d think any professor would. Most of them will be accidental, but there are some that are very much on purpose. I understand the reasons behind language, Alaric. We speak the way we do because it helps present emotion and tension, and it adds verbal clarity to the situation. I’m not going to ask you to temper your speech in class unless you are being offensive to another person. In this particular case, given your situation, I can’t deny that the news was not on your side. That’s another aspect we will discuss, because prejudice against Talent remains a problem even a decade after the Emergence and will continue to be a problem for a long time. So yes, I really am asking permission. While it’s a fantastic choice to use for this class, I can find other options if you think it will be a problem.”

	“It won’t be a problem.” The words are tight, but Alaric forces them out. He needs to deal with this, and he needs to face it head on. “I have a three-game suspension, and I have to do mandatory anger management counseling, all because some asshole decided to use his Talent to antagonize me.”

	“And what kind of suspension did he get?” Pawel asks.

	“One-game suspension, can’t start for the first half of the season,” Alaric tells him. He memorized Marks’s sentence as much as his own, and it fucking burns that Marks gets off lighter than he does. Some people might argue that because Marks is a senior, it’s worse for him, losing out on starting for most of his senior year. “It pisses me off,” Alaric grumbles. “He did it on purpose, and I’m the one paying because he pushed me to the point where I shifted.”

	“There are arguments to be made in both directions.” Pawel’s tone is mild, and he holds up one hand. “I’m not going to say whether I agree or disagree with any argument, either. But be prepared that we will be looking at all aspects of this case, because Marks did act with full knowledge of what he was doing. And you did lose control, and in doing so, Marks was injured. On the other hand, you expressed immediate knowledge of what you had done, expressed regret, and left the field, whereas Marks hid his actions until they were proven during a review of records, and that’s why the punishment wasn’t handed out immediately.” He pauses, gaze narrowing. “What are you intending to do for your anger management?”

	Alaric shrugs. “Haven’t talked to the coaches about it yet. I’m sure they’ve got something they want me to do. We’ve got practice today.”

	“I’ve got something I want you to think about, and I’ll send it to your head coach as well.” Pawel digs out his wallet and withdraws a card. On the front there is a silhouette of a figure kicking, and it says PHU TKD. On the back is Pawel’s name, email, and multiple phone numbers. “Come by on Wednesday at 7 p.m. in the gym—we’re in one of the exercise rooms upstairs. You’re Clan; you’re not going to be satisfied by yoga or tai chi. You need an active form of anger management, a way to channel your energy and find your center. I’ve known plenty of other Talents who’ve used taekwondo as an outlet for their energy, myself included, as well as my son. It’s particularly helpful with Emergents who’ve never had to handle that kind of energy before, but if you’re having control issues, I think it could help as well.”

	Fighting. Because that sounds like such a good idea to Alaric, using violence to make himself less angry. He shakes his head but tucks the card into his pocket. “Maybe.”

	There’s a soft sound of someone walking in, and Alaric tenses for a moment before he recognizes Rory’s scent. He turns before Rory clears his throat.

	“I just wanted to ask Professor Szczek about Coven,” Rory says quietly. “It’s the only official club for Mages, and I’m interested in traditional ritual. Thorne participated his freshman year.”

	Pawel grins. “Thorne Baker? I remember him. He was… explosive, then he took a year off.”

	“Dad calls him a force of nature.” Rory gestures with his right hand. “And he’s back. He’s my brother.”

	Pawel holds up his hand, one finger in a clear hold that thought gesture. His gaze falls on Alaric. “I want you to think about what we discussed and let me know by email what your decision is. Take some time and don’t just say yes because you feel you have to. And if you want to talk to someone who’s Talent-aware but isn’t a therapist or your coach, feel free to come by my office any time I have office hours or send me an email to schedule an appointment. Also, don’t forget what I said about Wednesday.”

	Rory throws him a curious look, but Alaric doesn’t want to get back into that particular conversation, so he just nods once. “Fine, yes, I’ll let you know.” It’s a statement that covers everything Pawel has said, and it gives him an escape. “See you later, Rory,” he mutters, and heads out of the room.
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	When Alaric walks into the practice room in the gym for the first meeting of the taekwondo club, he’s surprised to see how busy it is. They’ve opened an airwall, combining two rooms into one, and there are at least thirty people there. Some are standing awkwardly, like he is, around the edges of the room. Others are helping get mats out of the closet, spreading them out across the floor. Alaric spots Jackson, wearing the same kind of white pants as the people who seem to know what they’re doing, along with a long-sleeved white top that looks hot in the late-summer heat.

	Pawel directs Jackson to lay out one set of mats, and Jackson motions to Alaric when he sees him.

	“Do you do taekwondo?” Jackson shows Alaric how to get the mats linked together like puzzle pieces, and they add a strip to the long line that covers most of the floor. Alaric shakes his head, and Jackson offers a reassuring grin. “I’ve been looking forward to working with the club. It was one of the things that drew me to PHU.” He shrugs one shoulder. “That and the basketball scholarship.”

	“Figured I’d try it.” Alaric feels like a fish out of water here. Everyone else seems skinnier. Quicker. Lighter on their feet. He’s fought before, but it was brawling: fists and knees and wrestling on the ground. He glances at where a dark-skinned girl is bouncing lightly on her feet, tightly coiled springs of black hair in a cloud around her face, bouncing with her. She explodes forward, kicking at the targets that Pawel holds, three kicks in rapid succession before she finishes with a spinning kick that Alaric is pretty sure went as high as his own head. “Not sure it’s for me,” he mutters.

	“You might be surprised. I started when I was a kid because I had behavior issues. Couldn’t sit still,” Jackson admits. “I had to stop for a while, but when I started again, I got my black belt. I had this and basketball, and I love them both.”

	Alaric’s still watching the girl kick. It’s like a dance, the way she moves, all compact energy and flowing motion. She almost seems to anticipate where Pawel is going to place the targets, footwork taking her easily from place to place, finding the target with her kick, then moving back out of range as he chases her down. There’s a faint sheen of sweat on the back of her neck, just barely soaking the collar of a T-shirt that says Kick with PHU across the back.

	She stops and turns, hands on her hips. She places her fingers to her lips and lets out a piercing whistle.

	Everyone goes silent.

	“Have a seat by the windows,” she calls out. “Sit comfortably.”

	Alaric follows Jackson to a spot along the long wall of windows. They sit cross-legged with everyone else other than the girl and Professor Szczek. It gives Alaric a chance to take stock, notice the smaller details, like the black belt around Jackson’s waist with his name on it and the brightly colored belts some of the others wear. There are T-shirts that say PHU or Pine Hills University, and there are T-shirts bearing names that Alaric has to assume are taekwondo schools. Or maybe they’re something else entirely; he honestly has no idea.

	The girl takes a moment to look over the group. Hands on her hips again, she faces the group and smiles slightly. Her T-shirt says I get FIERCE to stay CALM on the front, and Alaric’s gaze shifts from that to Pawel, who is watching him in return.

	“My name is Mac Palmer, and I’m the coach of the PHU taekwondo team,” Mac announces. “I’ve been doing taekwondo since I was a kid, and I got my first-degree black belt when I was a teenager. I’m currently a third degree, and if you forget my name, you’ll see it right here.” She holds up her belt where her name is embroidered. “You’ll call me Coach Palmer, or Miss Palmer. I’m not a Master yet—but Master Pawel is. Give him the respect that’s due.”

	Pawel raises a hand, points to Mac. “Give me respect, yes, but remember that even though I outrank her, Mac’s in charge. I’m just here as the faculty advisor. I’ve been kicking since I was four years old, and my dad enrolled me because I was a hyperactive little shit, and because I was small and easily bullied. I sometimes train with my son’s taekwondo school, but my primary training is here, with all of you. Don’t be intimidated by the kind of belt someone wears—we’re all still learning, here.”

	Mac gives him a side-eye. “He likes to take charge more than he thinks,” she says dryly. “But yes, I’m the primary coach. We meet on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday, and you can join the club whether you’ve never done taekwondo before or if you’ve been doing it since you were four. I don’t care if you have Talent or not, but if you want to compete, you must be purely human. Talk to me if you’re interested in competition.” She never quite stops moving, bouncing slightly on her toes as she speaks. “We’re going to pair up, get ourselves warmed up, start working on some basics. If you’ve never done this before, pick a partner who’s wearing uniform pants and a belt. The darker the color, the more experience they have. Newbies, pick a brown, red, or black belt if you can. Any final words?” She glances at Pawel.

	“Just this.” Pawel’s expression is serious. “This is based on the tradition of martial arts, but it’s also a sport. There will be forms, movements that you need to learn, but there will also be fighting. When you’re working, don’t think about how hard the techniques are. Don’t hesitate. Don’t overthink it. Commit to the kick. It’s easier to do something when you give it all you have than it is to accomplish a goal if you’re afraid. Be willing to go all-in. We’re all here to help you. And everyone falls on their ass at some point, even the black belts. Pick yourself up, move on.”

	Jackson taps Alaric’s shoulder, and Alaric nods in response; as Mac calls out for them to run, they start jogging around the room side by side. Mac leads them through warmups which are familiar enough from football—a mix of endurance, speed footwork, and flexibility. By the time they’re claiming space on the mats to work together, Alaric can already feel the burn of hard work.

	Jackson holds two paddles, and they start with simple kicks, working from the quick front kick to a rotating roundhouse kick, then the sharply falling axe kick. It’s a simple set of drills, ten kicks on each side, switch partners, then repeat until Mac changes the drill. Alaric needs to pay attention long enough to figure out how to hold the paddles properly for each kick, but it surprises him how easy it is to get out of his own head. He can focus on the repetitive motion, the simple act of getting into position, then firing the kick, then chambering his foot back so he can repeat. When Pawel asks him to stop long enough to correct his stance and help him see how far he needs to rotate his hips for the correct strike, Alaric simply nods and tries again. And again, and again.

	They drop the paddles after a time, and Alaric lines up behind Jackson, learning what a horseriding stance is. They move quickly through the simplest of hand techniques—a proper punch, several blocks, a knifehand strike. Again, it repeats, over and over, until the sharp sound of Mac counting reverberates in his mind, and Alaric simply throws the technique and forgets everything else.

	When Mac calls a halt, he’s surprised to realize that he’s damp with sweat, his hair falling across his forehead. He pushes it back, rubs the sweat from his eyes, and grabs for his water bottle. “It’s more of a workout than I expected,” he mutters into the water.

	Jackson laughs. “It’s fighting. We have to be in top shape if we’re going to go two minutes in the ring with someone else. Football isn’t the only physical sport on this campus, Ric.”

	Alaric throws him a dark look. “It’s not that. It’s just not… it’s not the same as football. I’m in shape.”

	“And you’re going to hurt tomorrow.” Somehow Mac is right there, by his elbow. She’s small, he realizes, her head coming to the top of his shoulder. It doesn’t make her seem any less dangerous. Her stance is light and ready, her body tense. Alaric catches the scent of a predator rolling off of her, and he bares his teeth when he smiles at her.

	“Oh yeah, this hits completely different muscles than basketball.” Jackson slides down onto the floor into a straddle that’s not far from a split, then sits back so he can stretch. “Don’t be surprised if you hurt like hell tomorrow, Ric.”

	He has no idea how to reply to that, so he simply shrugs. “That’s fine. Not afraid of getting hurt.”

	“I’ll show you some stretching methods that can help.” Mac takes a few steps, glances back at Alaric. “Come with me. We’re going to talk.”

	“Guess I’ll see you back at the dorm.” Alaric follows Mac into the hall where he spots TJ, Patrick, and Sera lingering at the other end. Sera’s on her skateboard, balancing, fidgeting while TJ and Patrick talk. Mac takes up a spot against the wall opposite the room; it looks like she has to concentrate on relaxing, arms folding over her chest and the wall taking her weight, legs crossed at the ankles.

	“Pawel told me he recommended that you try this,” Mac says. “I just wanted you to know that I know where you’re coming from.”

	Great. Fuck. Alaric growls, the corner of his lip lifting in a snarl. He doesn’t need a babysitter. “I’m not going to hurt anyone.”

	“I didn’t think you would.” Her tone stays mild, her brown eyes calm. “And if you do lose control, I’m stronger than I look, and I know techniques that could drop you in your tracks. Or at least make you cry like a baby and beg for me to let you go. But that’s not the point I wanted to make here.”

	Seems like she made it anyway. “Then what was?” Alaric grumbles.

	“The point is, I get it.” She meets his eyes. “Pawel’s not wrong—this is a great way of learning to control your temper, control your Talent. He’s been through it, and so have I. It’s not an easy road, and this isn’t the answer for everyone. But the repetition, the need to think through exactly how hard you hit a target—or a person—really does help. It’s a level of control you’re not going to get in football. But it’s also a different level of control and respect that we’ll be demanding from you, and expecting you to practice. So if you’re not up for it, don’t start.”

	“The fuck?” Alaric shakes his head, pulls back from her so he won’t advance on her; he doesn’t want to loom. “You think I’d walk away just because you expect me to practice? It’s okay. I liked it. Wasn’t bad working with Jackson.”

	“You’ll work with different partners. Tall ones, short ones. You’ll learn how to measure your strength so you don’t overwhelm a smaller opponent.” Mac fires each word like a bullet, and Alaric finds himself nodding along. “And in the end, we’re here to help the non-Talented folks get to a point where they can compete. And we can’t work toward competing ourselves, because there isn’t a Blended league to allow Talent to compete in taekwondo yet. So you’ll be stuck on the sidelines. Benched.” Her smile is small and tight.

	“That’s fine.” Another door farther down the hall opens, and people spill out, talking as they go. Jackson lingers for a moment, and Alaric waves slightly; Jackson turns and meets up with TJ and the others and they head downstairs. “I’m in,” Alaric says firmly. “Where do I get the T-shirt and pants?”

	“This T-shirt?” Mac pulls it out slightly, showing him the words.

	I get FIERCE to stay CALM.

	Alaric shrugs. “Sure. That one. Whatever shirts you have. I’m in.” And maybe that particular shirt is dead-on, but it’s not like Alaric can hide from his own reputation. That bear is going to follow him like a hulking shadow; he might as well show that he’s making an effort to put it to rest.
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	The second taekwondo class is as good as the first. Mac asks Alaric to stay when it’s done, and waits for everyone to clear out, leaving the mats on the floor. Pawel lingers by the side, watching without saying a thing, while Mac shows Alaric the protective gear that they use when they fight. She helps him get the arm and shin protectors on, then laces him into a chest protector and hands him a helmet. He feels awkward, like the chest protector is too tight and restricts his breathing. The gear on his forearms seems to be in the wrong place, but he reminds himself that he won’t be lowering his shoulder for a tackle here—he’ll be blocking with his arm.

	Mac leads him out to the center of the mats. “Pawel’s the ref. He says stop, we stop. And this is just so you can get a feel for what it’s like to kick an actual person. You need to know if this is something you’re going to have to work on specifically, if it will trigger your change.”

	He rolls his eyes because no, it won’t. But he also has no idea how hard to kick and doesn’t want to damage Mac. In the end, they spend twenty minutes exchanging kicks, and Alaric knows exactly how much strength the slender woman has. She lands a head kick that makes his ears ring despite the helmet, and he shakes his head.

	“Do you beat up every potential teammate?” he mutters, and Pawel laughs.

	“Only the ones I’m worried about being able to bite my head off,” Mac deadpans. When she grins, it’s bright and shiny, her eyes creased in the corners. “I want you to do well, Alaric. You’ve got a lot of anger; I know what that feels like. And I know what it’s like when it starts exploding out in all the wrong directions. Now go shower. We all reek when we take off the gear.”

	He isn’t sure what to do with the gear as he takes it off, but Pawel gives him a backpack, shows him how to pack it up, and instructs him to take it back to his room and label each piece so he doesn’t lose it. Alaric shoves it into his closet as soon as he gets back to the room, praying it doesn’t smell as much as Mac threatened it might. But he probably does stink, so he strips quickly and wraps a towel around his waist before heading down the hall to the showers.

	He hears people talking when he’s walking back to his room. The door is slightly open, and Chris’s voice is obvious. The other voice is familiar, but Alaric can’t place it, and he isn’t sure why they’re in his room and why he doesn’t hear Rory as well.

	Alaric grips the edge of his towel with one hand, his basket of toiletries with the other. His shower shoes flap against the floor, and he sees the door pull open farther, then Thorne is standing there in his way.

	“Didn’t expect this,” Thorne says cheerfully. His gaze lingers on Alaric’s chest, then slowly drops to look him over. “But can’t say I mind. You look good.”

	“You think all football players look good,” Chris says, nudging Thorne out of the door.

	“I think most athletes look good.” Thorne shrugs. “Actually, I think most people look good, and the ones who think they don’t just aren’t seeing themselves in the right light. But Alaric here, he’s a damned good example of an excellent specimen.”

	Alaric can feel the heat of his flush all over his chest and face, adding a red undertone to his tanned skin. “What are you doing here?”

	“Believe it or not, I’m friends with him,” Chris says dryly. “You get changed. We’ll talk when you’re wearing clothes.”

	“We could just wait here…” Thorne’s voice trails off as Chris manhandles him through the door and into the hallway. “What? I won’t look, if he doesn’t want. Consent is important.”

	“You’re ogling, and he’s uncomfortable.” Chris yanks the door shut, leaving Alaric standing in the middle of his own empty room.

	The voices outside are muffled, but Alaric doesn’t listen. He’s not sure he wants to know what they’re saying, although he catches something about freshman year, and something else about football, then he tunes out completely. He drops the towel, drags on clean clothes as quickly as he can. By the time he opens the door, Rory’s there as well, slightly hunched as he ducks into the room, Thorne following after him.

	“My house is throwing a party tonight,” Chris explains. “Omega Pi Tau is mostly football players, although not everyone there is on the team. We always do something on the first Friday of the semester. First game’s on Sunday, and we’ll be spending part of Saturday on the bus. It’s a good way to blow off steam before the real season starts.”

	Because that exhibition game was only a scrimmage. It didn’t even count, and Alaric still managed to find a way to fuck things up. His gaze falls, and Chris catches him, squeezes his shoulder. “The team wants you there,” he says quietly. “You took off after practice, and I didn’t get the chance to tell you then. You’re going to be at the games, even though you’ll be on the bench. And you’ll be playing when the suspension is over. So come over, spend some time with the team, and relax before the first game.”

	Relax before there are people watching him, staring at him, knowing that he’s the one who fucked up. Alaric’s breath is tight in his chest. Chris’s fingers go a bit tighter on his shoulder. “Alaric?”

	“Fine. I’ll be there.”

	He doesn’t mean to sound as blunt or dismissive as he does, and he winces when Chris abruptly drops the touch and steps away. “Good.”

	“And if getting laid is part of how you relax, there’s nothing like a frat party to pick up girls,” Thorne says with a ready grin. “Or boys, if that’s your preference.” Rory makes a choking noise, and Alaric feels the flush on his skin heat up all over again.

	“I don’t—” Alaric fails to find words.

	“Leave off, Thorne.” Chris slaps Thorne on the back hard enough to send him forward a step. “Let’s go. I’m sure they’ll make it over in their own time.”

	The door closes with a thud again, and Alaric looks over at Rory, who is leaning against his bunk, arms crossed tight over his chest.

	“I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck,” Alaric grumbles, and Rory snorts softly.

	“A lot of people come out of encounters with Thorne feeling like that.” Rory unfolds himself carefully, picks up the discarded towel from the floor, and tosses it over the back of a chair. “Are you going?”

	If he goes, it’s going to be uncomfortable. If he doesn’t go, Alaric suspects he’ll offend the football team. He lifts one shoulder. “They’re my teammates. I’m probably supposed to pledge the frat eventually.”

	“Do you want to?”

	“Don’t know. I’m not big on group houses. Never got much privacy at home.” Alaric pulls at his T-shirt, looks at it critically. He has no idea how to dress for a frat party, and he doubts that movies or television shows are at all accurate. “I should go. You going?”

	“Thorne wants me to.” Rory glances at the corner where his instruments are stored. “It’s not the kind of place where I can bring a guitar. At least not when it’s not an official gig.”
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