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      Skye

      

      There’re only two types of people who would ever remotely consider calling Lunaria home.

      The wolves of the small towns and rural pack territories that dot the eternally icy, always dark frozen wasteland so far north of Crescent Falls that the sun only rises a few inches over the horizon for three months out of the year… and people like me–intellectuals. Researchers. Souls chasing the unexplainable with new scientific methods and theories even magic can’t decipher. People who haven’t been outside in weeks because the daily negative sixty-degree low is cold enough to freeze eyeballs in less than ten minutes. Crazy people. I digress.

      I love it here. The darkness. The stars. The endless, flat landscape of ice against the wash of the aurora, painting the sky in shades of emerald and pale pink every night… and day, in reality. It’s fall, a week before the official start of the semester, and already the sun has failed to rise for several days, barely poking above the horizon, giving off nothing more than what the locals call the “blue hour,” where the normally dark sky turns an impressive midnight blue before fading back to black.

      After four grueling years of my PhD studies and post-doctoral research, I’ve made it. I’ve done it. I did it. The small but sleek box of glass expanding around me is mine. The whiteboard? Mine. The empty bookshelves? Also mine. The slightly battered desk and ancient computer that will definitely need to be replaced? Mine, mine, mine.

      I snap a few pictures of my empty office with my phone, grinning from ear to ear. The group chat with my parents fills with shots of my empty desk, the solid, slate-colored walls, the wall-to-wall whiteboard I’m aching to fill with the theoretical equations I’ve been working on during my free time all summer.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows stretch toward the south, giving me all the light available during the blue hour–a true miracle of circumstance seeing as this was the only empty office available in the physics department, and it’s…

      “All yours, huh?” Dad’s smile is wide and rich over our video call as I spin the phone in a circle for him and Uncle Ryan to see. Silverhide in all its autumn glory takes up the screen, but both men smile when I smooth my hand over the built-in bookshelf.

      “Will you make sure Mom sees the pictures? She’s been asking me for days when I’d get the keys, and I just got them today.”

      “I’m sure she’s already showing your aunt and cousins,” Dad replies with a soft, proud chuckle. “I love it. It’s all very–”

      “Straight lines and gray?” Uncle Ryan chips in with a hearty laugh. “How long until you see the sun again, Skye?”

      I sink into the desk chair and swivel with a creak, adding a new chair to the mental list of things to request from the supply department. “I’ll come back for Solstice, so not long. There’s a bit of a break between classes then.”

      “How many classes are you teaching this semester?” Dad walks away from Ryan, and the scene in Silverhide shifts to rain clouds peeking over the valley and a group of muscular, sweaty men carrying harvesting tools while wolves pull carts of freshly harvested grain.

      “Uh, two., All lectures. All graduate level.” I smooth my hand over the gray surface of my desk before looking through the drawers to see if the last person who claimed this space left anything behind. I find a few old mints that crumble to dust in their plastic wrappings and a long-dry pen. “The rest of my time is just… research.” Thank the Goddess. I was adjunct faculty during my postdoc and spent all of my time grading undergraduate papers on Physics 101 and answering asinine emails that normally went something like, “Hey Dr. Abbot, I forgot that essay was due today. My fish back in Moonrise died :( Can I have an extension?? TYSM!!!”

      I rise and turn to the window, testing the glass against my fingertips. Compared to the icy landscape, the glass is warm and frost-free, offering a crystal clear view.

      “So… how’s everything going?” I ask, and Dad sighs heavily, our connection buffering for a few seconds. “Dad?”

      “I’m still here. It’s going fine. We’re all headed to the festival grounds tomorrow.”

      A pang of guilt whispers through my chest. “I left a wedding gift back in Moonrise for Kieran. He told me his fiancée likes books, so I wrapped up a few of my favorites.”

      “They’ll appreciate it. Kieran and Lyra’s bookshelves in that little cabin he finished building this summer are empty as it stands. They’ll be the most well-read wolves in the Emberfyll Pack–”

      His image freezes mid-sentence.

      “Dad? Dad? Shit.” I hiss out a breath and hang up, setting my phone down. Maybe it was an act of the Goddess that the call dropped during an otherwise uncomfortable conversation. Kieran, my cousin, is getting married in a few days during the harvest festival. His is the first wedding of our generation, and I’m missing it. I have a valid excuse. I’m thousands of miles away and starting my new job, the job I fought tooth and nail for, but I know what the family thinks about my situation.

      I turned twenty-eight last spring. I’m single, otherwise thriving, but have undoubtedly separated myself from the way of life set forth by my great-great-grandparents almost a century ago. I have magic in my veins. Real, unfathomable power. I’ve never questioned how to use it. I know who and what I am.

      Unlike my family members, I’m desperate to understand why.

      A resounding knock on the door is followed by a short, stout woman entering my office. I’m perched on the edge of my desk when she walks in, smiling at me, her hazel eyes crinkling. “Dr. Abbot! How are you liking it? If it’s too cold in here, I can have maintenance check your thermostat. Dr. Kleinhowser liked to keep it near freezing. He was a local, you know, of Aurorium.”

      “I know,” I say with a polite smile. “He was one of my professors during my master’s program.”

      Maisie Robertson, faculty administrator, grips her clipboard with a grin bright enough to light the night sky–or morning sky, since it’s not even 10:00 A.M.

      “Well, settle in, take your time. Classes don’t start until next Monday anyway. You know how to request supplies–”

      “Yes.”

      “Oh, right, you were a postdoc!” She grins again, but it’s a bit strained, her cheeks staining a deep pink. “Anyway, here.” She passes me a flyer, still warm from the printer. “There’s a little meet and greet tonight, nothing formal or mandatory, but it’s strictly for the faculty. The advanced psychology department had a bit of funds leftover from a research grant last year and bought a margarita machine! They promised to bring it. Otherwise, there’s going to be beer and wine for sure.”

      I nod along, resisting the urge to mumble under my breath about the fact that a department had leftover money from a grant, whereas I was scrambling for funds to replace dry-erase markers and ended up sketching equations on napkins with pencils I dug out of the trash bins in the physics lab’s break room.

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Great! Oh, it’s been so long since we’ve had someone so young on staff!” She practically hops out of the room, closing the door behind her.

      Silence sweeps through the room, rattling the normally quiet voices that whisper along the shadowed outskirts of my mind. My bracelet barely holds them back anymore. They begin to chatter.

      “Not now,” I tell them, folding the flyer into a little crane and setting it on my desk.
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        * * *

      

      The observatory is a wide, circular room set up like an auditorium. A stage rests under the glass dome protecting observers from the elements, but otherwise, the sky is wide and open. I sink into a chair at the very back. It’s dark, the stars are out and blinking, and it’s only noon. This place? It’s sacred to me–like a church where I pray, but instead of talking to the Goddess, I sit here and look up, trying to piece together the strange elements of my mind that make me who I am and determine what I see in my visions.

      I use this place as a lecture hall sometimes. An exterior shield can be brought up over the dome itself, and projectors paint the night sky instead, giving students and staff alike a view of the far reaches of our universe.

      But I like it best like this–open, quiet, watching comets whizz across the blanket of navy blue and shadow.

      I lean back, my neck draped over the top of the scratchy fabric covering the chair, and almost miss the shadow moving several rows in front of me. A tall, lean man rises and gathers his belongings before moving toward the exit–probably a student using the space for a silent study session.

      I close my eyes for a moment and let myself drift through my memories like turning pages of a book, letting my guilt over missing Kieran’s wedding during the harvest festival wash over me in gentle, lapping waves until it fades. A hazy memory I hadn’t thought of in years takes hold, bringing me back to my early twenties, when I’d first come to Lunaria on a tour with my parents to see the facilities and decided, for certain, that this is where I wanted to pursue my graduate studies.

      It had been utter madness. I was considered a prodigy back at Wellington, then at the University of Moonrise. When I transferred during my undergraduate studies, I was the star of the physics department, and Lunaria U wanted me. They even threw a welcome party for me and my parents, and I fell into bad habits I thought I’d kicked as a preteen, when the social aspect of life finally caught up to me and turned me inside out.

      I have none of the grace and social butterfly gifts of my mom and granny, Leona. I favor my dad and his rigidity, his inability to fix his face to smile when appropriate. I am his daughter through and through, and while that ensured I’d heavily favor math and science, it also meant I spent a great deal of time alone, researching how to make friends and practicing facial expressions in the mirror until I had several trained masks I could wear at any given moment.

      The party they’d thrown for me was overwhelming. All the questions, the praise…. My mask started to slip. I got confused about how I was supposed to talk, look, and behave. So, when the professor of advanced experimental physics turned his back, I ran, ducking into a utility closet in the hallway off the conference room full of people who demanded something from me I didn’t know how to bend my body into being and… hid.

      Tears blurred my vision. I kept rubbing them away, but more would come, and then it got hard to breathe.

      A hand pressed on my shoulder, slightly cold, like the person had been outside recently or holding an iced drink.

      “Take a few breaths. You’re having a panic attack.” His accent was strange. It wasn’t anything I’d ever heard before. Deep and rolling like waves against a distant shore.

      “Wh-who–”

      “In, and out—like this,” the deep male voice explained, but his image was so blurred by my tears I couldn’t make out his face. He sounded young–probably a student, which only made it worse.

      I tried to follow his direction but kept choking and wheezing, and all the while, he crouched, only a few inches from me, gripping my shoulder every time I inhaled.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” I admitted through a torrent of tears. “I–I don’t like–the fact–that I have to–”

      “Talk to people?”

      “I thought I could just–sit in a lecture hall, or the library, or–”

      “You can. You’re not the only socially-inept creature that's going to haunt these halls. Lunaria U is a hotbed for people like us.”

      Us.

      That word… it changed everything.

      He left before my vision cleared enough to dab my cheeks and go back to the party, but when I did, I noticed everyone in the room, save for a few administrators and my mom, were just like me. Their eyes didn’t match the curve of their lips. Their expressions were strained, like an event like this was painful for them, and when my dad dropped me off for my first semester of my graduate program, and I thrust myself into a full student life, I actually fit in.

      Everyone here is like me. Left-brained. Science-minded. Weirdos who like the dark and cold. People who can sit in the silence with each other and call it socializing.

      It doesn’t mean we don’t have fun, however.

      I leave the observatory and go home to get ready for the get-together. The door to my apartment slams shut while I’m dabbing my lips with deep burgundy lipstick, followed by grumbling and a low, insanely colorful curse. Abby, my roommate, a microbiologist doing her postdoc, strides past my bedroom, red in the face, and it’s not from the cold.

      “Hey? Are you okay?”

      She backs up, tucking her platinum blonde, perfectly straight hair behind her ears, and glowers, brown eyes shining. “No, I’m not.”

      “What’s up?”

      “You know, I’ve come to realize that murder can’t be all that bad if it benefits the common good.”
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            WE’VE MET

          

        

      

    

    
      Skye

      

      I cock my head and laugh as Abby braces her hands on my doorframe. Her fair skin is flushed pink from the cold, which means she was likely outside, possibly in one of the “bubble labs” as we call them, where a few of the departments do their experiments on the ice. Or, more probable, in the terrifying ice labs beneath the surface, where tunnels of ancient ice go on for miles.

      The gray slate walls behind her gleam in the pale light in the hallway of our apartment–which isn’t much, but we have windows to the outside world, which is a privilege.

      The student dormitories are in the tunnels weaving beneath the university where the sun never shines even in the summer, and the lights are specially made to give students who live there a minuscule amount of synthetic sunlight to aid the copious amounts of vitamin D supplements everyone keeps in their backpacks.

      I landed an apartment in one of the towers two years ago. It was a miracle, an actual act of the Goddess, and no one can convince me otherwise. After spending the two previous years as a certified mole person, walking into a space with windows brought me to my knees, but then I met my roommate.

      Angela.

      A postdoctoral researcher in the psychology department who spent an entire year using me as her test subject, subjecting me to often mean, nefarious forms of psychological torture in the name of the humanities.

      When she left to take her place as an administrator, in the torture department in Hell, for all I know, I actually wept with joy—and then I met Abby.

      “Murder?”

      “How do you kill someone without anyone knowing?” Abby leans into my room. She smells like an astringent cleaning solution and the soap that makes her hands crack so badly we block out a night once a week to soak them in warm milk, cover them in the thickest lotion we can find, and force her to wear socks on her hands until morning.

      “Uh, you don’t? Who do you want to murder? Toby? I thought you guys were dating again.”

      She licks her cold-chapped lips, dark eyes narrowing to cat-like slits. “Not Toby. Dr. Scarlett is on my shit list, and I’d love to see him bleed out on the ice. I’m sure his blood would be black, given that he’s a fucking demon!” She groans and pushes off the doorframe, flopping face down on my bed. “I hate him. He’s making my life fucking miserable.”

      “Just go to the dean–”

      “He’s not a postdoc,” she groans into the comforter. “He’s a professor, like you. All fancy, tenured, and untouchable. He also just so happens to be my lab director.” She turns her head to the side to look at me. I stare at her, the name not registering. She rolls her eyes. “You wouldn’t know him because he’s in the biology department, and unlike your heated lecture halls and labs within the towers, his labs are outside, under the ice.”

      “I see.” I swivel in my desk chair to face her, closing the compact mirror I used to do my makeup in my palm.

      “I have one more year of postdoctoral research, Skye. Then I’m moving back to where it’s warm. I’ll go into industry if I have to, researching fucking dolphins for all I care, as long as I don’t have to work with him ever again. I swear I will.”

      Abby is from Maatua, and for reasons only a career academic could possibly understand, didn’t leave Lunaria when she graduated with her PhD last year and go into “industry” or the real world, using her skills at a mainland lab or one of the marine labs in Maatua that offered her the world, which she refused.

      She’d stayed for Toby, but she’ll never admit it. Not even to me.

      “I think you’d love industry,” I coax, but she frowns at me.

      “I’d love to publish my research, but Dr. Scarlett is part of it and has been giving me hell about my current sea ice theories. I’ve been a mile under the ice since this summer, digging with my bare hands.” She flexes her fingers. “Must have been nice getting tenure and taking the summer off.”

      “Don’t turn your anger on me.” I tsk, and she rises on her elbows, narrowing her eyes while scanning my face.

      “Are you wearing makeup?”

      “A little.” I blush under her scrutiny. “Why? Does it look bad? Is it too much?”

      “You look like a living person for once.”

      “Amazing what a little bronzer will do,” I huff, giving her my back and fumbling in my makeup bag for the ancient tube of mascara I bought six years ago, which is long expired, but desperate times call for desperate measures.

      “Do you have a date?” Her excitement rings through the room, bouncing off the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking campus, a maze of sparkling, glass towers and skybridges connecting the different departments, labs, and common spaces.

      “No.” I laugh, swiping the mascara across my lashes. “There’s a little ‘start of the semester’ party for the professors tonight. I feel like I have to go.”

      “Ah, I see. A little gathering to decide how to torture the students this year, huh?”

      “Just the undergraduates.” I smirk, catching her eyes, and she grins back. “Speaking of which, you’ll have an entire pool of new students to seduce into working as lab assistants. Maybe instead of murdering your research director, you can pawn his wrath onto someone else?” My phone buzzes, alerting me to the time. “Shit, I have to go. How do I look?”

      I turn back to her, but her eyelids flutter, and she slumps into an exhausted, utterly limp kind of sleep. Fair enough. I suppose letting her borrow my bed means I have free rein over her well-stocked closet.

      My normally smart, academia-leaning style isn’t much more than a thick sweater and black leggings, but based on the flyer, this is a more formal affair. I flick through Abby’s options and find a black cocktail dress that isn’t too short and drape it over my body, completing the look with a pair of her knee-high black leather boots.

      My usual black wool coat is next, and that’s it. I’m ready. Ready to step into a new chapter of my life as a professor and research director.

      Which means mingling with people from the other departments isn’t something I can avoid anymore.

      The maze of skybridges connecting the LU towers is mostly empty. It’s late evening, and any students who’ve arrived early for the start of the semester or postdoctoral researchers who remained to continue their research in the icy recesses of the north are the only people around, likely congregating in the common spaces surrounding the library at the heart of campus, a spiraling glass structure that creates a midpoint in the center of the four towers, where all the skybridges eventually lead.

      It took a while to mentally map this campus when I was a new student. The crystalline towers are massive, and the spider's web of skybridges took days to figure out, and don’t even get me started on the tunnels that run underground in the ice, connecting everything at ground level. Dad has visited more than anyone as it stands, and I doubt it has much to do with me, his favorite and only daughter. He has a thing for architecture, and we’ve spent days roaming the glass hallways while he inspected every impossible curve and sharp angle.

      I reach the library, digging the flyer out of my pocket. It’s still in the shape of a crane. I carefully unfold it to check the room number while I step into an elevator bound for the commons closer to ground level, scanning the page instead of my surroundings.

      I slam into a hard body.

      The elevator doors close behind us, and my stomach flip-flops as it drops with speed.

      A tall, lean, but broad-shouldered, man clutches my arm for a moment, my vision filled entirely with the fibers of his forest green sweater, before letting me go and stepping back.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, slowly looking up at him, taking in his dark jeans and black leather jacket over his sweater, then… him.

      The handsome stranger just nods curtly before rolling his eyes to the door at my back. He’s in his early thirties, clean-shaven, with fair skin and dark, glossy hair. Black hair, actually, with a blue tinge I so rarely see in nature. But on second glance, I think it’s just the heavy fluorescent light reflecting off his sharp, ocean blue eyes giving off that startling color. I find him familiar in a way I can’t place.

      He slowly looks down at me, catching me staring boldly. “Are you new here?”

      “Me? No. No, I–sorry, I guess I’m not used to sharing elevators yet. It’s been a quiet week.” I step to the side to give him more space, but his gaze follows my progress to the transparent wall. I should say something, right? He’s probably a graduate student or new postdoctoral researcher. I haven’t seen him around before. It’s my duty, I suppose, as a tenured professor to be amiable and social with students and researchers when the circumstance calls for it.

      I open my mouth with nothing to say, but the light cuts out as the elevator breaches the surface of the ice and dives down into the tunnels.

      “Scared of the dark?” he asks as the elevator slows.

      It’s an odd question. I shiver under the weight of the darkness and his presence. “Uh, no.”

      “Hm. Could have fooled me. Your heart’s racing.”

      His scent is everywhere. Cool and clean. Like the ice all around us–with a hint of laundry detergent. But when he steps closer, the underlying masculine tone hits me, and it’s warm, cozy, spiced with a gentle, non-overbearing cologne. Something woodsy and simple.

      “Do you live in the dorms?” I ask, my voice hitching against my will.

      “I haven’t for a long time.” The doors open wide, revealing a hallway of concrete broken up by several open spaces for lounging and gathering. I step out, but unfortunately, the stranger follows, walking a few feet behind me while I navigate the hallway as it branches, following it to the right.

      And… he’s still behind me. Still matching the cadence of my steps. It takes all of my strength to resist the urge to look at him over my shoulder. I, naturally, pick up my pace as the room assigned to the party comes into view. Voices and music drift into the hallway, and at this point, I can’t help it.

      I have always been, and likely will always be, a firm follower of the rules.

      “This is a private event for tenured staff,” I bite out, whirling to face the stranger.

      He smirks as he strides past me, his arm brushing my shoulder. “I’m aware.”

      “What–”

      “Dr. Scarlett!” I slowly turn back to the door as Dr. Gerralde, a professor in my department and one of my advisors during my graduate days, beams up at the stranger, his green eyes crinkling with surprise.

      My eyes, on the other hand, narrow at the mention of Abby’s demonic research director.

      Dr. Gerralde continues. “I didn’t realize you’d be coming, but I’m so glad you’re here. I heard a rumor that you’re looking for someone from the physics department to help with your research in the biology department. I wanted to pick your brain as to who you were thinking, but you’re a hard man to pin down.”

      I step into the room. It’s dizzying. The music is suddenly too loud, and the voices screech against the concrete walls. I can’t look away from the tall, sweater-clad man as Dr. Gerralde claps him on the upper arm and motions to me.

      “Ah! Skye, my dear! Alex, this is who I wanted you to meet. Dr. Abbot was one of my…” His words drown in the endless sea of sound and bodies. I’m suddenly trapped in my head, unable to move, my body doing that thing where it ceases to function.

      Alex–Dr. Scarlett–turns to me ever so slowly, ocean blue eyes meeting mine. He tilts his head in a weak, half-assed silent acknowledgment of my presence. “We’ve met,” he says to Dr. Gerralde, thoroughly, bitingly uninterested, then side-steps through the crowd, falling out of sight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            GET RID OF ME
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      Dr. Scarlett, also known as Alex, moves into the crowd, but that doesn’t stop me from unintentionally catching his tall, imposing figure in my peripheral vision. He’s taller than everyone here, and his hair is, in fact, so black it’s nearly blue–absorbing every fractal of light in the room like a black hole.

      Dr. Gerralde turns to me, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose with a short, sharp chuckle. “Whenever I think the physics department is full of antisocial weirdos, I am reminded that the biology department might actually be worse off than we are in that regard.”

      “He’s far too young to be a department head,” I rush out, but then quickly reel myself back in and clear my throat.

      “Not a department head–yet. Although, I know the university president has him pegged as the future dean of the biology department as long as he doesn’t go into industry. He’s a professor, and he has been for a few years now. He is leading his own lab, though.”

      I’m not sure why I want to know, but I ask, “What kind of biologist is he?”

      “Paleomicrobiology is his specialty.”

      I think of the ice labs buried deep under our feet. There’re dozens of them now, all connected by tunnels of gleaming blue ice, all being used for research into the medical sciences and history, mostly. Biologists and researchers are easy to spot around campus because they proudly wear their neon yellow thermals under whatever regular clothes they have on hand after leaving their labs and returning to the surface. I’ve turned entire loads of laundry yellow by accidentally washing Abby’s thermals with my clothes.

      Dr. Gerralde steps closer, leaning in to say, “I wanted the two of you to meet. I was going to put together a little meeting, but like I said, he’s impossible. I’m shocked he’s here tonight.”

      An impossible asshole? Abby would say so, seeing as this is the same man who torments her and calls her research garbage. I keep those thoughts to myself, for now. “Why would I need to meet with Dr. Scarlett? We’re in different departments.”

      “He has been doing some impressive research in those ice labs. He got a grant three years ago from the Alpha King of Celestoria, enough to fund his labs for the next decade if he’s frugal.”

      A decade? Impossible. “Seriously? What kind of research–”

      “He’s looking for what the biologists call the Goddess Particle.” He arches a brow and gives me a knowing smirk.

      “Oh, good grief.”

      “My sentiments exactly. But we are theoretical physicists, you and I. I know how you feel about such a particle, and I can take a guess and say you know how I feel about it, as well.”

      “It doesn’t exist. We’ve proven that time and time again in our own lab.” My throat thickens around the admission. I’m not proud of my failures there. Everyone in the sciences here is looking for the same thing–the answer to everything. The powers, the magic, the one missing puzzle piece that the private benefactors who fund our search need to know–for their own gain, I suppose.

      Everyone wants a piece of the magic my family has naturally.

      I’d like to find that puzzle piece, if only to keep it hidden a little longer.

      Not in a selfish way. At least, I’ve been telling myself that for years. I just know firsthand what it’s like to have unfathomable magic at my fingertips, and it’s so dangerous. So life-altering. So wrong, honestly.

      But these days, research into what is popularly called the Goddess Particle is about more than greed.

      “Tell that to Dr. Scarlett, who, by the way, has been looking for a physicist to help with his research, and you are the lucky victim.”

      “Do not sacrifice me for the good of the department, I beg you!”

      Dr. Gerralde laughs at my dramatics and claps me on the shoulder, but I’m not laughing. I’m looking right at Alex, who’s looking right at me, his icy blue stare sucking the warmth right out of the room.

      I do my best to keep my expression painfully neutral. I can play nice with other departments. I understand the politics on campus and the undercurrent of disdain between the sciences, of course. Biologists don’t like physicists like me, especially. I’m a theorist. It’s literally my job to question everything I see, and my theories then get turned into experiments carried out by more experimental physicists.

      Not biologists. They’re the warriors of the sciences, especially those who work in the ice labs. It’s a dangerous job.

      I’ve never been beneath the surface of the ice. My lecture halls and office are always a balmy sixty-five degrees. This man? He’s hardened. Vicious. The amount of funding it takes to keep those ice labs running is exceedingly expensive, and I know, based on Abby’s constant complaining, more of their experiments go wrong than any other department, but their research is crucial.

      It’s a well-known fact across the Allied Kingdoms that once, decades ago, there was a cure for everything. Every ailment. Any injury. Anything that hurt could be resolved.

      Because of my great-great-great-grandmother’s tears.

      My great-aunt Misty’s healing gifts can’t touch what Isla’s could. Her children never carried the gifts… not as much as their mother and great-grandmother, anyway.

      And my dad? He doesn’t heal. We don’t heal. We change the Goddess’s own will. Our powers are… a sleight of hand.

      Cheating death when it’s not our call to make.

      While witches have the ability to create healing potions, and some have healing powers, it’s not enough. Not enough to mass-produce, at least. So that’s what those insane biologists are looking for in those labs–remnants of ancient magic from a time when gods and goddesses supposedly walked among us–more so than they do now.

      I would know, seeing as I’m one of them.

      Instead of the ice, I like to look up for the answers to the questions that have been plaguing me since girlhood, however.

      Dr. Gerralde is swept into another conversation. Eventually, there’s a blended margarita in my hand. Eventually, I finish half of it and decide there’s nowhere else I’d rather be than in my own apartment, but when I sneak out of the party, I can still feel Dr. Scarlett’s gaze on the back of my neck, tingling.

      When I get home, Abby’s thermals are drying out over the radiator, and she’s sitting on the couch in nothing but a sports bra and her underwear.

      “Back so soon?”

      I flex my jaw, chuckling in disbelief as I shrug out of my coat and drape it over the kitchen island. “I met Dr. Scarlett.”

      “I bet he was a joy to talk to.” She grits her teeth and shakes her head like I’ve ruined her night just by mentioning his name.

      “We didn’t really talk.” Just stared at each other, and he was so… frustratingly familiar.

      I sit on the couch with Abby while she goes on and on about Dr. Scarlett and how much she loathes the man, but my mind slips into the recesses, my powers, while muted by the bracelet, guiding me into a darkness of my own making.

      I used to come here so often. When I was a child, this place–the observatory–took up so many of my dreams. I had a friend here. I never knew his name, but he was little like me. Childish and playful, like I used to be. We’d play checkers on a board that randomly appeared one day, and I’d tell him everything about myself.

      Now, the vision in my mind is tainted by crackling ice and the smell of blood.

      I haven’t seen that little boy for many years.

      I wonder if he thinks about me as much as I’ve thought about him over the years. We never really had a chance to say goodbye before the heavens plucked the thread that bound our dreams together.

      “Skye?”

      I groggily open my eyes to see Abby standing in front of me, dressed in her thermals again. “Sorry, I fell asleep. You’re going back to the lab? It’s midnight.”

      She shrugs. “Speaking of Dr. Scarlett… that bastard never sleeps, which means the lab is open all the Goddess-damned time… and I have some work to do.” She pulls a beanie over her head and slips a pair of gray sweatpants over her thermals. “Did you find out if you’re getting a new place? Don’t all professors get their own condo or something?”

      “The Pillars?” I smooth my hand down my face. When did I fall asleep? Sometimes, I don’t even notice the pull of my powers until it’s too late. I make a mental note to reach out to Posey for a new charm–or two… or three. “I haven’t heard, but I’m sure I will.” I think of The Pillars, which is a neighborhood on the outskirts of campus that was built in a semicircle atop glass columns jutting out of the ice. It’s like a moon that hugs the campus with a view of Aurorium, the closest big city to LU.

      “Well, I really hope you don’t. I don’t want a new roommate.” She winks at me and leaves me alone in the chilly silence, and after a moment, I go to my room to sleep for a few hours.

      The rest of the week is simple and easy–nearly laid back. I finalize my syllabi. I make my new office mine with pictures of my family and a few plants that can’t live without the purple UV lights that turn the gray glass box into what Abby calls a rave, but I digress. I spend time in the physics lab and the observatory, working on my search and mapping the far off galaxy I’ve made my life’s work. I fall into what I hope is a new routine, and it feels great. Like everything is going exactly how it should be, which is just the way I like it.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a frigid Friday afternoon, three days before the official start of the semester, when Abby and I walk through the skybridges to the commissary because we’re out of cereal when I run into Maisie, the physics department’s administrator. I’ve successfully avoided her for the past several days and dodged several emails related to department social functions, but my good luck can only last so long.

      Abby tosses two boxes of cereal into our basket while Maisie goes on and on, apologizing profusely about her lack of haste in rehoming me, essentially.

      “It’s a two-bedroom, one bath, pretty standard,” she explains with a self-deprecating sigh. “Seeing as you're single, I figured it would be enough space?”

      “Uh, yeah, it’s plenty, but–”

      “She’ll take it,” Abby cuts in, rolling her eyes and snatching a third box from the shelf.

      “Great! I’ll have the keys sent to your office once the cleaning crew is done.”

      Maisie disappears into the crowd of students returning from summer break and shopping to fill their mini-refrigerator. I throw a sharp look at Abby.

      “What? You’re a professor now, Skye! And leading a lab. You’re entitled to this. It’s part of the job! Plus, I’ll have a new cool place to hang out. I heard each condo in The Pillars has its own washer and dryer units. No more digging for coins in our coat pockets and couch cushions!”

      I scoff, pivoting to face her. “You’re using me for your own convenience.”

      “This is a promotion for both of us. I’m your best friend, Skye. What’s mine is yours, and I have very little. You’re about to have an actual house.”

      “I’m fine with our apartment!”

      “You’re not a postdoc anymore!”

      “It shouldn’t matter! You just told me you didn’t want me to move out–”

      A shadow falls over us as two men brush past–one being Dr. Scarlett, who doesn’t even glance down at me until Toby pulls him to a rough stop.

      Dr. Scarlett looks just as surprised to see me as I am to see him.
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      Alex

      

      Bitter coffee scents the air as Toby slides two paper cups full of ink-colored liquid across the counter. I grab one while he pours a copious amount of sugar in his cup and wait for him to finish with the carafe of cream.

      It’s Friday, and normally I’m in the lab, but today I needed to make myself available to sign for a supply delivery coming from Aurorium, and Toby took that as an opportunity to turn my down-time into an entire event.

      We used to be roommates back when I lived in the dungeon-like dormitory beneath the ice. Unlike everyone else, I loved it down there–the darkness of it all. The shuddering pipes and crackling ice against feet of concrete felt like home, but when I was offered an apartment after I graduated with my master’s and planned to pursue a PhD, I took it, mostly because Toby begged for me to take it–and to take him with me when I finally breached the surface. So I did.

      We don’t live together now, but for whatever reason, I’m leaning against the counter in the campus coffee shop while he flips through a grocery list he made on his phone.

      “We need hand soap and towels for the lab…. Do you think the commissary is going to have any in-season vegetables?” He brings his coffee cup to his lips.

      “I highly doubt it.”

      He frowns and rolls his eyes to the windows behind us. It’s well into the afternoon and pitch black, long past the mere minutes of blue hour, or civil twilight, we get a day this far north. “Meat? The hunting here has sucked lately.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      He growls. “You’ve never been a fun person to take grocery shopping.”

      “Why not take Abby with you then?” I resist the urge to remind him he’s technically holding me against my will, but if I say that out loud, he’ll just smile, tease me, maybe even turn this into a whole thing and bring up my strange dietary habits from our time as undergrads, when I wouldn’t come near the pizza and the blended and fried raw garbage he called chicken nuggets. He only recently switched to real food.

      “Abby is honestly worse of a shopping companion than you. She buys everything on a whim. It’s chaos. Meanwhile, you spend an atrocious amount of time reading the labels on everything and not even buying anything. What do you eat these days, huh? Your precious black coffee and what, protein bars?”

      “It’s a well-balanced meal.”

      “You’re insane, Alex.”

      “The best scientists are.”

      He huffs a laugh and sips his coffee then turns back to the counter to pour more sugar into his cup. I wince, shaking my head and biting my tongue against the flurry of warnings that come to mind about glucose and its effects on wolves like Toby, but then he claps the plastic lid back on his cup and says, “Ready for shopping?”

      I reluctantly nod, falling into step with him. The little cafe near the commons connects to the library by a glass bridge, but we bypass the archways leading into LU’s massive library and head to the elevators. The commissary is perched just a story above ice level and serves as a quick stop for things like toiletries and groceries for the students who live in the dorms beneath the ground, as well as the graduate-level students, researchers, and professors above.

      I rarely come here. I watch Toby scan the shelves as he moves through the tight, crowded aisles. Even after over a decade in Lunaria, in the Allied Kingdoms, all of this still feels foreign to me. I follow along as Toby does his shopping.

      “Oh, cereal!” Toby steers his cart, which is full of soap and whatever decent looking meat and vegetables he could get his hands on around a sharp corner, and I stop short.

      Skye Abbot is tucked against one of the shelves. She nods along to whatever Maisie, the insufferable faculty administrator, is gesturing about. Skye’s eyes are slightly glazed over and remain that way when Maisie walks away, but then she blinks, and those violet irises sharpen on Abby, who’s arguing with her about something.

      I step into the aisle to follow Toby, each step calculated and determined to squeeze past her without being noticed.

      I met her before the party the other night, but she doesn’t remember. I suppose it’s best if it stays that way.

      But when Toby’s hand grips my forearm and drags me to a stop, I’m forced to face them. Face her. The one person I told myself I’d avoid like the plague.

      She’s… not just a shifter. It’s evident in her scent, the way she carries herself and the sharpening of those eyes when her gaze locks on mine and narrows into a glare.

      There’re other kinds of shifters, or at least, there used to be, according to what I’ve learned during my decade in the Kingdoms. Perhaps she’s a… cat shifter? If those exist? She moves like one, especially as she slowly follows my fingers to pry Toby’s grip from my thermal shirt.

      “Babe,” Toby beams, but Abby, like usual, snarls at him.
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        * * *

      

      Skye

      

      After years of not once seeing the man around campus, all of a sudden he’s in front of me all the time. He’s here now, turning to us as Abby snaps at Toby, who looks like being under Abby’s wrath is exactly where he wants to be at any given moment.

      I’ve never seen someone more in love. Abby, on the other hand, is still on the fence about her feelings. That, or she thoroughly enjoys torturing the poor man every second of every day.

      “You were really about to just walk right by me and not say anything?” Abby snaps, gripping the basket like a weapon. “Asshole!”

      “Babe, I literally just talked to you on the phone!”

      “You could have said you were coming to the commissary. We could have come together!”

      “I didn’t know I was going to be up here until we ran out of hand soap in the lab washroom,” he grumbles. His rich, light brown hair is slicked back from wearing a beanie most of the time. His hazel eyes briefly meet mine, and he nods, murmuring, “Hey, Skye.”

      “Hey, Toby.” I give him a quick, apologetic smile. Abby can be… a lot. But he knows that. They’ve been playing this game for years.

      They’re mates. Fated mates. Their dynamic is strange, to say the least.

      Dr. Scarlett is just standing here, watching the scene play out, his expression totally unreadable. He catches me staring but says nothing, just arches a brow while Abby continues to rail into Toby for the simple fact that they ran into each other in public.

      “This day couldn’t get any worse,” Abby huffs, shoving the basket into my unready arms. I drop it, and Dr. Scarlett catches it before it hits the ground, handing it back to me without a single word.

      “What else is going on because this can’t just be about me shopping!” Toby grips Abby’s shoulder. “Come on, Abigail.”

      “Skye just got her fancy professor condo, so she has to move out–”

      “I haven’t decided–”

      “You don’t get to decide! I knew it was going to happen. There’s never been enough apartments for the postdocs. You know that!” She’s pouting now, a trick I know all too well. Toby can’t help but melt at the sight of her puppy dog expression.

      I roll my eyes, accidentally catching Dr. Scarlett’s gaze, and this time he smiles… a bit. No teeth, but he’s obviously enjoying the show. The slight curve of his lips softens his features to something almost… handsome. Maybe even a little warm and approachable, but barely.

      “Babe, that's great news!”

      “What? Skye is moving out, and that’s great news to you? Fuck you, Toby!”

      He shakes her. “I’m supposed to be getting a new roommate, but we can room together now!”

      Dr. Scarlett and I both wait in shockingly companionable silence for Abby’s reaction, which is likely to be explosive.

      She wipes her eyes, which are dry, and looks at our sorry group, then realizes her arch nemesis is standing there, looking down at her.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Picking up supplies for the lab,” Dr. Scarlett deadpans so dryly it makes the temperature in the commissary drop by ten degrees.

      “You know what, Skye? You’ll be neighbors," Toby cuts in, looking between me and Dr. Scarlett. “Alex lives in The Pillars.”

      Great. Just super. “Again, I literally just found out there’s a place opening up, so–”

      Dr. Scarlett’s watch beeps aggressively. Toby stiffens, leaning in to see the alert lighting up the doctor’s wrist.

      “Shit. Uh, Abby, I’m gonna call you late–”

      “Don’t bother!” Abby snaps, but Toby presses a rushed kiss to her forehead that she doesn’t fight and hustles down the aisle with Alex.

      I stare at the way Alex’s muscles shift under the fabric of his thermal shirt and dark jeans, the former of which aren’t bright yellow. No, they're deep navy blue and tight enough to show off the broadness of his chest and shoulders.

      “Ew,” Abby scowls.

      “What?”

      “Why are you looking at Dr. Scarlett like that?”

      “Like what?” I hiss, my cheeks flaring with heat.

      “Toby thinks he’s the Goddess’s gift to the world, and I don’t get it. Sure, he’s a looker, but he’s also a fucking demon, Skye!”

      “I wasn’t–I wasn’t checking him out!” I whisper-snarl, glancing around to make sure we weren’t overheard.

      “Sure. Babe, I saw it.”

      “Maybe it’s a good thing I’m being forced to move out.”

      She rolls her eyes and drapes an arm over my shoulder. “Would it be too soon to move in with Toby?”

      “You’ve known you were mates for five years and have been fighting just as long.”

      “It’s foreplay.” She shrugs, laughing when I make a gagging noise that has her smiling from ear to ear. “I guess we should get some cardboard boxes while we’re here, huh?”

      Abby turns back to the shelves to browse the meager selection of granola bars. I take a shallow breath and turn to look down the aisle, unsure if the prickling on the back of my neck is just nerves or my powers making it very clear I’m being watched.

      Alex is looking right at me, unabashedly, like he isn’t bothered in the slightest that I just caught him staring.

      I do a very dumb thing. At least, I might look back on this moment and think it was the stupidest, most ridiculous event in my entire life thus far… I smile at him. Just the smallest upward tilt of my lips, and at first, his reaction edges on outright confusion.

      He blinks, reaches up to scrub the back of his neck, and gives me a similar kind of smile that’s quickly erased when Toby, standing at one of the checkout lanes, motions for Alex’s wallet.

      Alex pays for… all of it. Toby’s groceries and the soap.

      “What are you looking at? Oh, my Goddess, Skye!”

      I quickly look away and meet Abby’s eyes just as she cackles.

      “What? I–I wasn’t–”

      “Do you think he’s hot?”

      “Al–Dr. Scarlett?”

      “Obviously! Who else?”

      “I don’t know how to answer that question.”

      “Oh, girl,” she murmurs, roping her arm around mine. “Look, date anyone else. I really don’t care if you bring home a date with four sets of eyes and six fingers on each hand because that would be way easier to digest than you having the hots for the man making my life so much harder than it needs to be.”

      I glance back at the checkout line in time to see Toby and Alex disappear from view into the nearest skybridge and finally feel like I can breathe. “He seems nice enough.”

      “You haven’t been in his lab.”

      “I–I might be consulting with the biology department soon. I’m not sure–”

      A crackle of static splits the air before an announcement blares over the intercom.

      “Good afternoon, Lunaria University. This is a campus-wide weather warning. I repeat, this is a campus-wide weather warning. All outdoor spaces, including the bubble labs, will shut down at 5:00 P.M. this evening because of inclement weather. All outdoor spaces, including surface-level labs, exterior access for shifting purposes, and exterior access to ice roads will close at 5:00 P.M. because of–”

      “Jeez. I wonder what the hell that’s about?” Abby blinks up at the ceiling like the owner of the dry, monotone female voice who’s been haunting us since undergrad is hanging from the rafters.

      “Winds of 100 miles an hour expected until Saturday at 6:00 P.M.,” she drones on.

      “Great,” I whisper, clutching the basket a little closer. “Our windows are going to be flexing and popping all night.”

      “With a high temperature of negative sixty and wind chills of negative 90.”

      “I’ve made up my mind,” Abby rushes out, laughing nervously. “I’m going into industry.”

      “Will the ice labs be closed tomorrow, too?”

      “Oh, absolutely not!” She lets out another signature cackle and nearly brings herself to tears. “It’s a whole other world down there, and Dr. Scarlett doesn’t listen to a Goddess-damned thing the university's emergency alert system says. Never. But the good news is we can still go out tomorrow night. Right? Right?” She nudges my shoulder three times until I give her a stiff nod.

      But my mind wanders, my powers simmering, still on high alert.

      Because of him? Why?
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      Alex

      

      Toby grunts with effort as we move the patch in place. It’s nothing more than a sheet of steel to frame one of the smaller tunnel entrances in the lab, creating an archway leading down into the glacial, blue-tinged darkness below.

      “Shit!” Toby huffs.

      “Just hold it in place a moment longer,” I say through gritted teeth, my gloved hands slipping over the metal while trying to get a good grip. The whirling screech of the drill echoes all around us as I drive several screws through the steel and into the ice. Sensors secured to the tunnel are supposed to catch cracks before they spread, and so far, none of the sensors are going off.

      “One more,” I rush out, breathless, and send the last screw through the metal. Toby eases the pressure before letting go entirely, his hands falling to his knees in an attempt to catch his breath.

      Puffs of cold mist leave my mouth while I examine my work and check the sensors.

      “Well,” Toby remarks, chuckling, “good thing the dean doesn’t know about this.”

      “He wouldn’t care. He hasn’t been down here in six years, and I doubt a tunnel collapsing would make a difference on that front. Who’d it fall on?” I ask, smoothing my gloves over the metal.

      Toby shrugs. “Some idiot engineering graduate student testing drills down in the ice core storage area.” He points down the incline into the darkness. “He’s fine. Spooked him, is all. He thought the whole tunnel was collapsing.”

      As much as I hate having engineers in my lab, they do have the tools we need to expand the tunnels and drive drills deep into the ice to collect samples. I tolerate them as much as they tolerate my presence–because I have a habit of watching their every move. One fuckup and the entire tunnel system is coming down, and this is my lab. My research. My lab assistants and students. I’ve made sure everyone knows that.

      I chew my lower lip in thought while gathering our tools and following Toby up into the main area of the lab, which is at least thirty degrees warmer than the ice-core tunnels.

      A wide, circular room of ice expands around us, the ceiling just high enough that Toby, also a tall man like me, can walk comfortably without having to crouch. Several more ice tunnels branch off the main lab. I hold a single class here at the graduate level. Otherwise my lectures are upstairs, past the ice, in the sparkling glass towers. This space is used primarily for research on the ice, and I mean to keep it that way, even if the occasional curious onlooker from another department begs for the key code to the elevator.

      It’s Saturday, which means the lab is mostly empty of graduate students, research assistants, and postdocs, but a few mingle in their bright yellow thermals and insulated bibs around microscopes or at workstations made of pure ice.

      I don’t speak to any of them. I rarely do. I have a reputation to uphold, of course. A totally unintentional reputation.

      Some people call me a demon. A monster. A fucking dick.

      I just don’t like being wrong.

      I don’t like others fucking up and not living up to their full potential, either.

      Toby, thankfully, has never fallen into that category.

      “Did Garret get those blood samples from Aurorium that I requested?” I ask Toby before he reaches the exterior door of the lab.

      He punches a few buttons to activate the elevator and turns to me, nodding, pulling off his beanie to run his fingers through his flattened hair. His cheeks are dusted red from the cold. “They’re in the specimen fridge, top left shelf. Hey–” The elevator door opens, and he holds it while stepping in. “What’re you doing tonight?”

      “Me? Why?”

      “I’m taking Abby to the club for a few drinks to try to get on her good side again now that the weather warning has passed and the terminal reopened. You should come. Skye’s coming, too, from what Abby said.”

      “Why would I ever go to a nightclub with my postdocs, let alone another professor?”

      Toby doesn’t react to the dead, dry tone of my voice. He shrugs, smirking. “Don’t ya get lonely, Alex?”

      “Never. Not once.”

      He steps into the elevator, which is nothing more than a janky metal tube, and disappears through the layers of ancient ice, where he’ll pop out on the surface in the washroom, going through all the mandatory sterilization steps everyone who steps foot in this lab must do before entering and leaving.

      Meanwhile, I go to the specimen fridge, doing my best to block the sound of Dr. Skye Abbot’s name from my head.

      I’ve known who she is for years. It was hard not to hear about the double-major-physics-prodigy the physics department was worshipping like a deity day in and day out. Her admittance to her PhD program came with money and royal family connections, something the other departments, including mine, could only dream about. It left a bitter taste on my tongue, to say the least.

      At first, I figured that’s all she was–a princess with the money and connections to get her into such a prestigious institution without so much as batting an eyelash.

      That’s not what she is. Not really. Not at all.

      Skye Abbot is a freak of nature. She’s impossible, actually. I still don’t want to believe she was able to swing two PhD programs, but she did. One in theoretical physics and the other in observational astrophysics, which is where she shines. I’ve seen her work only because I find the observatory a warm and quiet place to sit… not because I’ve ever been interested in the stars and heavens.

      I like concrete evidence, not speculation.

      Which is why I hate theorists.

      Which is why I have to hate her.

      Which is why I will not go out tonight, even if Toby is the closest thing to a friend I’ve had since I was a child.

      Which is also why I have to ignore her thick, dark brown hair and those strange, oddly familiar violet eyes that betray every rule of nature and biology–just like I attempted to do yesterday at the commissary. She’s beautiful for a shifter. She has a whimsical type of beauty that I want to study because there’s something about her that doesn't make sense and hasn’t since the moment I first saw her, first touched her.

      That was years ago. She doesn’t remember. She thought we were meeting for the first time in that elevator, when she had the gall to assume I was a student here and not a leading researcher in the biology department.

      I know very little about her personally. She’s a princess–I know that much. She’s Toby’s mate’s best friend and long-time roommate. I know she’s related to the royal family of Crescent Falls in some way but graduated with her master’s from the University of Moonrise, for some reason. I’ve never been to either place. I never read up on royal gossip or the news, for that matter. My life is here. On this campus. In this lab. Buried in this maze of ice older than anything else in our strange, magical world.

      And it will always be that way unless I find what I’ve been looking for.

      I pull the box of blood samples–little glass vials and sterile bags this time, an interesting mix–from the fridge and sort them until the few remaining lab assistants and students who have nothing better to do than try to look busy around me to win my favor, leave. Then, I tuck four of the samples in my bag and head out, shutting off the lights and checking the sensors one last time before the elevator doors creak shut behind me, and the ice closes in on all sides.

      The blood is ice cold when I finally reach The Pillars. The skybridge wraps around half of campus with a view of nearby Aurorium, which is far enough away that it’s just a tangle of flickering light against the ice and stars beyond. The Pillar houses are boxes of glass that line the outside of the skybridge. I walk past a dozen front doors before reaching mine, press the key into the lock, and close myself into a familiar–but practically bare–space.

      I tuck the blood samples into the empty fridge, change out of my thermals, and put on something comfortable before opening my laptop on the couch and prepping myself for a night of finalizing syllabi and going through postdoc applications. That’s when my watch alerts me to a new sensor reading at the lab.

      “Fuck,” I murmur, dragging a hand down my face, and repeat the process several more times before changing back into my cold-weather gear.

      It's an endless cycle. I made myself a bed made of ice, and I’ll sleep in it, so to speak. But on my way back to the lab to figure out which sensor is malfunctioning or which ice-tunnel core is on the verge of collapse, I see her.

      Abby and Skye are walking along a skybridge below mine, both bundled in thick coats and hats. They disappear at the end of the skybridge and reappear in a glass elevator that whizzes down into the ice.

      Below campus, there’s a series of interlocking tunnels that link the dormitories and the tunnels leading into Aurorium. High-speed rail trains cart students back and forth from the city to campus a few times a day. At ground level, there’s an entrance to the ice for shifter students dead-set on trying to shift outside in the elements. Beyond that, there’s nothing here in Lunaria but a wash of ice and pitch black darkness.

      It’s not a bad setup for someone like me.

      “Dr. Scarlett!”

      Dr. James Kanten, the dean of the biology department, waves and jogs in my direction, meeting me halfway across the skybridge. Shit. I try to avoid the man at all costs. He’s a doctor, sure, but he spent most of his postgraduate years working in industry before stepping back into academia, and even then, he has spent little time in a real lab.

      I don’t think he’s ever been to my ice lab. He prefers to stay at ground level, in what we call the “bubble labs,” which are constantly being battered by wind and ice storms—if he’s in a lab at all.

      “James.” I nod in greeting, hoping he’s just jogging past, but he stops and turns to me, panting a bit while checking his watch.

      “Going back to the lab at this hour on a Saturday? I figured you’d be joining the droves headed to Aurorium for a little fun before the semester starts.”

      “We have several malfunctioning sensors.” I hold his gaze, hoping he’s reading between the lines and remembering the six emails I’ve sent to him personally about our dire need for new sensors. A tunnel collapse would not only kill whoever was inside, but it would erase years’ worth of research and cost the university a fortune. New tunnels would have to be drilled, new ice cores dug. He knows it, too. He just doesn’t give a shit.

      “Better get on that,” he says with a breathless smile, and he continues on his run.

      I lick my lips, scowling after him, my tongue catching on my pointed incisors. I make a mental note to shave them down a bit when I have the chance. “Bastard.”

      It’s well past 4:00 in the morning when I finally get back to my apartment and shed my thermals for the second time. I linger by the fridge for several minutes before pulling out one of the samples and reading the contents.

      Animal blood. Reindeer. Clean. A healthy animal. No diseases or injuries to speak of, which means no antibiotics to worry about. The lab uses these samples for experiments, and Aurorium keeps us stocked.

      No one notices when a few go missing.

      No one has noticed for the past decade.

      I open the vial and tilt the contents into my mouth.

      It’s not enough, but… it’ll do.

      For now.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/mystic-ebook.jpg
-

A KING'S BREEDER BOOK 18





