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      Most people would be annoyed about transferring schools at the start of their senior year. Eva preferred to think of it as an opportunity to make new friends.

      The crowded parking lot and narrow halls of Dashmoor High School possessed a unique charm. The building’s gray and brown color-scheme wasn’t drab, but reminiscent of the earth and clouds on a rainy day.

      Eva forced a smile as she walked down the hallway. Several of the boys returned it, but their eyes swept toward the hem of her dress. Eva tugged it lower. She tried not to miss the purple plaid skirt and white button-down of her old uniform. Or her friends. Leah would’ve smiled back at a stranger, and Max never leered at girls and⁠—.

      No, stop it. Don’t think about them.

      Otherwise, Eva’s thoughts would turn to her brother. She needed to keep her composure and stay positive.

      With that in mind, Eva took a seat near the front of the classroom. She smiled at a pair of girls as they walked past her. One nudged the other and whispered something. Both girls snickered. They kept glancing at Eva as they made their way to the back of the classroom. 

      That couldn’t be good.

      Eva reached over her shoulder. The only feathers she felt belonged to her dress.

      Phew.

      “Interesting outfit for your first day of school.” A large girl with gorgeous brown hair stopped beside the desk. She studied Eva’s notebook with a pair of bright green eyes. “That your name?”

      The brunette tapped the pink swirly letters at the top, which read Evangelina Heaven.

      “Yes!” Eva responded a bit too quickly. But she couldn’t help it. The brunette was the first girl to speak to her. “Everyone calls me Eva though. It’s much shorter.”

      “Huh.”

      “What’s your—?” Before Eva could learn the brunette’s name, their teacher stormed in and ordered everyone to their seats.

      Mr. Harris was a short man with a bald spot on the back of his head. He taught Grade 12 Advanced Functions and AP Calculus. Unfortunately, Eva had been forced to take the latter. Her math grades had been artificially inflated by Cassel’s lax standards for the subject. Teachers at Dashmoor would care a lot more about numbers.

      Eva struggled to keep up as Mr. Harris launched a slideshow providing the definitions and explanations of limits. She wasn’t used to taking her own notes. Her penmanship looked like chicken scratch.

      With more than a little envy, she eyed the tablets of her classmates. Maybe she should ask her parents for one. It could help her blend in. And taking photographs seemed a lot easier than writing by hand. Before the end of the period, Eva’s fingers had started to cramp.

      The door swung open. A tall boy with long limbs strolled into the room. He kept one hand in his pocket while the other pushed back the black waves of hair falling in his face.

      Wow.

      Eva forgot about the slideshow. Judging from the whispers, the rest of the class did too.

      The boy could’ve been a model. He had the height, the long limbs, and near perfect features, almost like an artist’s sketch come to life. His smooth, golden-brown skin held a natural glow. Just talking to Mr. Harris, the boy’s movements displayed an easy casualness that a camera would’ve loved. Perhaps he thought he’d walked into a photoshoot now because—though he looked about Eva’s age—he couldn’t be a student. Otherwise, he’d be over thirty minutes late!

      “Welcome back, Nathan. So pleased you could join us,” Mr. Harris said with obvious annoyance. He pointed to an empty seat near the front.

      “Of course,” the boy, Nathan, responded in a deep voice that carried the same sense of relaxed wryness as his posture. “Figure if I’m around for at least half the classes, I’ll have a full year of work under my belt.”

      The other students laughed. Eva didn’t understand the joke. But she decided to join in.

      Unfortunately, she was a beat too late.

      The class fell silent, and Eva’s giggle hung awkwardly in the air. 

      From his place in the row ahead, Nathan turned to consider her.

      Eva’s breath caught. Viewing him in profile at the front of the class, she’d hadn’t noticed his eyes. But they might’ve been his most striking feature: warm and dark with thick lashes. They reminded Eva of a deer: sweet and almost shy, at odds with his angular feature and aloof demeanor.

      Hope flickered in Eva’s chest. Maybe Nathan was nice. Maybe they could be friends.

      She smiled and raised her hand in a wave.

      Nathan snorted and turned away. Not so sweet after all. 

      Mildly embarrassed, Eva checked her shoulders. Still just her dress. Good. Eva relaxed for a second before realizing that she’d missed several slides.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the spasms in her fingers, Eva felt a flutter of excitement as fourth period began. She’d never taken a French class before. But Dashmoor insisted that she needed a language credit.

      Eva spotted a vacant seat at the back of the room. A freckle-faced boy in a backward blue baseball cap sat beside it. He leaned against the wall, eyes already closed.

      “Mind if I sit here?” Eva inquired as she approached. Asking might’ve been the wrong move. She’d have been mortified if he said no. But so far, the boys at Dashmoor seemed nicer than the girls.

      Baseball Cap opened one eye and grinned. “Not at all. But what’re you doing in the back with us slackers?”

      Us?

      Eva glanced around, expecting another student to materialize in one of the vacant chairs. But of course, no one did.

      “Don’t you talk?”

      “Oh. Yes!” Eva nodded quickly, feeling embarrassed. She should know better than to look for someone invisible hiding in a chair at Dashmoor. “I need a break from taking notes.” As evidence, Eva lifted her hand, showing him the way her fingers had cramped, tightening and bending into a claw.

      “Yikes. That’s why you should never work too hard.” He grinned. “My name’s Chris by the way.”

      “I’m Evangelina, but you can call me⁠—”

      He snapped his fingers before she could finish. “Blue eyes.”

      “I was going to say Eva, but sure.” Nicknames were a sign of friendship, right? And Blue Eyes was still fewer syllables than Evangelina.

      Ms. Lyle, their French teacher arrived. She was a tall, thin woman with her lips downturned in a perpetual frown. She greeted the class, connected her laptop to a cable on the desk, and projected a slideshow onto the board.

      “They’re not very creative in their teaching style here, are they?” Eva whispered to Chris. 

      He gave her another grin. “Now you’re getting it.”

      But Eva had been too hasty in her judgment. Ms. Lyle deviated from the typical slideshow after a few minutes, instructing them to pair up and practice the reviewed vocabulary in conversation.

      “That assignment’s not for us slackers, Blue Eyes,” Chris informed Eva, turning toward her. Still speaking English, he asked, “So, where’d you transfer from?”

      “Nowhere interesting,” Eva said. It bordered on a lie, but people in the city considered Cassel snobbish and elite. Eva didn’t blame them. The school catered to a narrow selection of the population.

      “Mysterious,” Chris said, rubbing the end of his rather pointed nose. “What do you think of Castor’s Grove so far?”

      Eva had lived in the city all her life, so her answer was technically the truth. “I love it!”

      “Ahem.” Ms. Lyle cleared her throat. 

      Eva jumped. She hadn’t noticed the teacher approach, but Ms. Lyle now stood beside them, staring down her nose. 

      “That doesn’t sound like French.” 

      “Aw come on, ma’am,” Chris said, rocking his chair as he shrugged. “It’s the first day. Let us just chat for once, sill-vooz-plate.” He butchered the pronunciation so badly that it could only have been intentional. 

      Ms. Lyle smiled. She clapped her hands and turned toward the rest of the class. “Everyone, focus your attention here. Christopher and his new friend want to chat. Let’s listen.” 

      Eva took a deep breath as almost thirty chairs turned toward her.

      Don’t panic.

      Ms. Lyle started with Chris. She asked him several questions about his family and hobbies, but Chris must not have understood. In a phony French accent, he proceeded to tell her about how he’d spent his summer perfecting his skills in a racing game. Other than oui, oui and mademoiselle, he spoke in English.

      Eva laughed along with the rest of the class until Ms. Lyle silenced them.

      “Charming. But you’ll impress a lot more girls if you can speak the language. Right now, they’re simply laughing at you.” Ms. Lyle turned to Eva next. “Ou alors êtes-vous impressionné par les garçons qui échouent en cours de français?”

      Eva stopped laughing. The question seemed like a trap, but she did her best to answer. “Non, mademoiselle. Mais Chris a l’air sympa, et je suis hereux de me faire un ami.”

      Ms. Lyle’s eyebrows rose. Her frown grew more pronounced.

      Perhaps Eva should’ve thrown in an apology. Her response had clearly displeased the teacher.

      Ms. Lyle fired off question after question. First about Eva’s family, then pets, then books, then movies. Eva had no idea why the French teacher kept changing topic, but she continued to answer until the bell rang signaling the start of lunch.

      No one in Room 4B moved.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say your name was?” Ms. Lyle asked, switching back to English.

      “Evangelina Heaven,” Eva responded, shuffling in her chair and wishing the rest of the class would stop staring.

      Ms. Lyle’s eyes narrowed in immediate dislike. “You’re the transfer from Cassel.”

      A lump rose in Eva’s throat. She avoided looking at Chris, but she heard him whistle. Whispers broke out among the rest of the class.

      “Your French is quite advanced.” Ms. Lyle did not sound impressed. “Perhaps you should challenge yourself with a new language. Spanish perhaps? Or German?”

      Eva hesitated. But skirting the truth hadn’t helped her before, so she admitted, “I’m fluent in those too.”

      The class grew louder. Snippets of conversation reached Eva’s ears.

      “…you really think…”

      “…she’s such a showoff…”

      “…Why is she even here?”

      Eva’s throat tightened. She didn’t know where to look. Her classmates stabbed her with glares or gaped with undeserved awe. They were right to question her presence. Eva shouldn’t be there.

      Except that my brother got arrested, and now my family are pariahs, and— oh no!

      Eva felt it at once. No need to reach over her shoulder and check. She pressed her back further against the seat, heart pounding.

      Ms. Lyle’s nostrils flared before she forced a tight-lipped smile. “My, my, I do hope we here at Dashmoor can find something to teach you, Evangelina. Class dismissed.”

      She didn’t notice. No one has.

      At least, they hadn’t yet.

      Eva grabbed her bag, slung it over her back, and bolted for the door. Her limbs bumped at least a dozen people as she ran down the hallway. Eva shouted apologies, but she didn’t dare stop.

      She needed to get to the bathroom before someone realized: Eva’s wings had popped out.
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      “Dude, you should NOT have skipped French today,” Chris said, slamming his tray onto the table. Brown mush, which the cafeteria passed off as mashed potatoes, dripped over the side of his bowl.

      Nathan’s stomach growled.

      Jesus, he must’ve been hungry if that looked good.

      Nathan grabbed the packet of peanuts from his pocket. Only half left. He’d have to ration them until he had a chance to go shopping. He poured three onto his palm and put the rest back.

      “Why not?” Nathan asked, popping one of the peanuts into his mouth. “Don’t tell me Lyle missed me.”

      Chris barked out a laugh as he sat. “Please. I don’t even think she knows you take her class.”

      Nathan inclined his head in a fake bow. In the past four years, he’d missed a lot of classes at Dashmoor. But French was the only one he skipped on purpose.

      “The new girl is in it,” Chris said.

      “Who?”

      “Oh come on. You noticed her. She’s hot.”

      Of course, Nathan knew who Chris meant. Even if she hadn’t been attractive, the new girl would have been impossible to miss. Still, Nathan pretended to think about it for a few seconds. “Ah, you mean the overly cheery blonde girl who’s dressed like she’s going to a club.”

      Chris snapped his fingers. “That’s Blue Eyes.”

      “I don’t know what color her eyes are,” Nathan lied. “She’s wearing a white feather dress. Kind of hard to notice anything else.” Other than her legs. Even if he hadn’t studied the new girl, Nathan would have noticed those. But he blamed the dress for that. It wasn’t exactly long.

      “Yeah, I get it. She’s not your type. None of them ever are after a couple weeks.’ Chris waved his spoon in dismissal, wasting flecks of mush. “But you’ll never guess what Blue Eyes did in French class.”

      “Speak French?”

      “Well, yes.” Chris sounded disappointed. “But she didn’t just sort of speak it. She’s fluent.”

      “Wow. Are you telling me someone can speak two languages? Call the newspaper. Alert the media.”

      “Not two languages,” Chris said, rolling his eyes. “Four. She said she speaks Spanish and German too.”

      The hairs rose on the back of Nathan’s neck. He rolled his final peanut between his fingers and shrugged. “She’s multilingual. So what?”

      “You don’t think that’s impressive?” Chris laughed. “Seriously, what does a girl have to do to get your attention?”

      “More than they have to do to get yours.” Nathan smiled and ate his last peanut. He chewed it slowly. Without meaning to, he found his eyes flitting around the cafeteria, searching for a feathery white dress.

      What is wrong with me?

      Nathan blamed the girl’s laugh. Even nervous, the sound had a genuine warmth. He’d turned at once to find the source and assessed her: blonde hair, blue eyes, big smile that spread across her face and transformed her from pretty to stunning. He’d arrived at one word.

      Perfect.

      Her dress cemented the impression. Nathan wanted nothing to do with perfection. The less he saw of the new girl, the better. And yet, he couldn’t resist pressing Chris for more information. “So what? That’s it? You seemed so excited. I thought you’d have more intel.”

      “So you are interested.” A sly smile came over Chris’ face, and he waved his spoon at Nathan.

      “I didn’t say that.” Nathan grabbed the spoon out of his friend’s hand and stole a bite of the brown mashed potato mush. He almost spat it back out. Starvation might be more palatable.

      Likely noticing the disgust on Nathan’s face, Chris laughed for a moment before suddenly stopping. He glanced at the table. “You didn’t bring food today?”

      “I’m watching my figure.” Nathan stuck the spoon back in the mush without attempting to steal more. “So come on, tell me about the new girl. I’m sure you learned more.”

      Chris’ eyes narrowed. He must’ve known that Nathan wasn’t giving him a real answer. But one of Chris’ best qualities was that he didn’t ask too many questions. That’s why Nathan had always considered him his favorite among their friends.

      “Maybe you figured out what she did in French, but that one was easy.” Chris took another spoonful of lunch and continued talking with a mouth full of mush. “But you’ll definitely never guess where she transferred from.”

      Curiosity seized Nathan’s chest. He feigned a sigh, as though he were only accommodating his friend, and turned. With a belabored smile, Nathan said, “Tell me.”
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      Eva locked herself in the nearest available stall and hung her backpack on the peg. If she twisted her head, she could see the edges of her wings. They formed an elongated heart down her back with the tops peeking over her shoulders.

      Most Castors with wings could control when they appeared. But Eva’s popped out whenever she felt overwhelmed. At Cassel, surrounded by fairies, elves, and other angels, it had been a cute quirk. Now, it was a magical disaster waiting to happen.

      If enough of the humans at Dashmoor spotted her wings, they might realize what she was. And there was only one belief that all of the magical species of Castor’s Grove shared.

      “Secrecy is our salvation,” Eva whispered the motto that she’d learned at Cassel. It was why Castors kept to themselves and stayed away from humans. But that would be impossible at Dashmoor. Unless Eva took up permanent residence in the bathroom stall.

      She took a few deep breaths and ran her fingers over the edge of her wings. The softness of the down tickled her skin. She loved the feeling, but she couldn’t enjoy it for long.

      Eva closed her eyes and imagined her wings vanishing. When she looked next, they were hidden again.

      Thank you.

      Eva sent up a silent prayer and leaned against the wall in relief. But maybe she shouldn’t be too happy. She’d been at Dashmoor less than a day, and she’d already had trouble with her wings. That was a bad sign. 

      “No,” Eva said, speaking aloud to herself once more. “I’ll get better.” 

      “Hello?” A confused voice came from outside the stall. “Are you okay in there?”

      Eva jumped and grabbed her backpack. She hadn’t realized someone else had come in.

      “I’m fine. Just talking to myself,” Eva admitted.

      “In the bathroom?”

      “I was just reassuring myself. I’ve had a weird first day.” Eva double-checked her wings to be certain, exited the stall, and held out her hand to a short red-haired girl standing beside the sinks. “I’m Eva. I’m new.”

      The red-haired grimaced and glared at Eva’s hand like it might bite. “I didn’t ask.” She vanished into another stall.

      And just like that, Eva failed again at making a friend.

      She sighed and left the bathroom with a sense of defeat. Why was it so difficult to connect to the girls at Dashmoor? Was there something fundamentally different about humans or was Eva just out of practice? Her core group of friends hadn’t changed since she was six.

      How could all of them believe that Zeke was guilty? They’d known him most of their lives!

      Eva hugged the straps of her backpack closer as she walked to the cafeteria. She shouldn’t waste energy getting angry with her old friends. It wasn’t their fault. The Heavens had gone from admired and respected to under investigation in the space of a few days.

      It would be better at Dashmoor. Even if her classmates thought speaking multiple languages signaled an expensive education, their gossip about Eva wouldn’t include wild, unsubstantiated rumors about excommunication.

      A chill shot down Eva’s spine. The image of feathers falling from her wings flashed before her. She slammed it away fast.

      Even without students flying, transforming, or casting spells, the cafeteria at Dashmoor managed to be loud and chaotic. Students weaved through the large room, balancing trays of strange-looking food that matched the school’s gray and brown color scheme. People sat on benches and tables alike, and a pair of teens staged a sword fight with broomsticks. They’d gathered an audience, who chanted and cheered. Their voices rose and then vanished in the general din of conversation and music that pulsed through the room. 

      Eva searched for a friendly face in the chaos. There had to be at least one, didn’t there?

      Chris sat beside Nathan, the admittedly attractive boy who’d ignored Eva in math. Were they friends?

      Eva smiled, raised a tentative hand, and braced for rejection.

      To her unexpected delight, Chris grinned and waved her over. 

      Maybe Eva had made a friend at Dashmoor! Feeling suddenly more confident, she moved toward the two boys. But before she reached their table, someone grabbed her arm and pulled her away. 

      “Trust me. You don’t want to sit at the Gross Ward table. You’re better than that.” 

      “Excuse me? That’s incredibly rude,” Eva objected as a strong pair of hands forced her into a seat at an empty table.

      Her captor was the large still-nameless brunette who’d commented on Eva’s dress.

      “Don’t be silly,” the brunette said, taking the chair opposite. “It’s a compliment.”

      “You shouldn’t call people gross.” Eva didn’t know either of the boys well, but she felt the need to defend them all the same. “They’re nice.”

      “No, they’re Gross and Ward. Those are the names. Christopher Gross and Nathan Ward,” the brunette explained, grinning as though more amused than annoyed by Eva’s misunderstanding. “You have so much to learn. You’re lucky I grabbed you.”

      Eva didn’t feel lucky. She glanced back at Chris and Nathan. They’d forgotten about her and were engaged in their own conversation.

      However, as though he sensed Eva watching, Nathan turned.

      Sweet or not, he really was striking. The sharpness of his cheekbones and angular lines of his chin contrasted with the softness of his eyes in a manner that was undeniably handsome. His hair fell in thick, dark waves. The ends tickled his shoulder as he tilted his head.

      Oh no, I’m staring!

      Eva snapped her face forward, feeling her cheeks heat.

      The brunette giggled. “You think he’s cute?”

      “I suppose,” Eva admitted. Afraid to give the brunette the wrong impression, she hurried to add, “But I’m not interested in him. I mean, I don’t know him.”

      “You don’t need to,” the brunette assured, pulling her lunch out of a brown paper bag. “Nate is hot. But he’s not worth it, trust me.”

      Eva had watched enough movies about human schools to guess why another girl might caution her from taking an interest in their attractive classmate. “Are you into him?”

      The brunette dropped her sandwich. Then, she threw back her head and laughed. It was unusually deep and rich. “Definitely not! I’m objectively acknowledging that he’s attractive. There are definitely girls who’ve gone for him thanks to that alone, but he’s tossed them all aside after about a week. He’s a huge commitment-phobe. Which isn’t automatically disqualifying, but I like men who are smart, who know about the world and can recite Shakespeare. Nate and Chris were supposed to graduate last year, but they missed so many classes, they had to repeat. And not to shame them, but Dashmoor’s not exactly competitive, you know?”

      Eva unpacked the lunch she’d brought from home. She dipped the carrots into the dressing and crunched as she listened to the brunette, who seemed set on providing an overview of every Dashmoor senior. After finishing her description of Nate and Chris, she moved onto the girls who’d first laughed at Eva, then a pair of kids at the table beside them, then a boy who came over to try to talk to them.

      It wasn’t until the brunette stopped to take a bite of her sandwich that Eva finally managed to ask, “But who are you?”

      “Mm.” The brunette’s eyes widened. She hurried to swallow, coughing slightly. After taking a sip of her drink, she held out her hand and smiled. “Sorry, I do have a tendency to just talk and skip important first steps. I’m Beatrice Blackwell.” 

      Eva’s hand went limp. Beatrice either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Grip tight, she forced the handshake. 

      It was an odd coincidence. The Blackwells were a prominent coven of witches. But there were humans with the surname too. Beatrice Blackwell must have been one of them. Because, surely, a Blackwell witch wouldn’t also be attending Dashmoor High.
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      Halo was waiting for Eva when she arrived home. 

      She scooped the fluffy white cat into her arms and snuggled him against her face. He mewled in protest before settling. Now that he was no longer a kitten, Halo liked to pretend that he didn’t enjoy being held. But Eva knew the truth. 

      “I’m home!” she shouted.

      No response came.

      A spark of hope fluttered in Eva’s chest. Had her mother finally left the house? Maybe the Sanctum found evidence proving Zeke’s innocence. Magdalena could be at the prison collecting her son now.

      Eva rested both Halo and her backpack by the bottom of the steps. The cat followed her as she went toward the kitchen. 

      “I made a friend today,” Eva said, hoping she was talking to no one. “Her name’s Beatrice.”

      The silence that greeted Eva was delightful. Her smile spread only to vanish when she entered the kitchen. Not only was her mother home. Her father was there as well.

      Cyrus and Magdalena Heaven stared at one another from opposite ends of the kitchen. He wore his usual gray suit. She’d draped herself in a silky peach robe. The muscles twitched on their faces. Their fingers fluttered in almost microscopic gestures.

      Eva watched the motions, trying to guess what each meant. It was no use. Her parents had been bonded for over a quarter of a century. They could communicate without words in a manner that was beautiful and romantic. And incredibly frustrating for their children.

      Magdalena’s eyes flicked to Eva. She shook her head.

      Cyrus glanced at Eva next. Then, he turned back to his wife, eyes serious. He nodded.

      Are they fighting about me?

      Had someone noticed her wings at school after all? Her parents might’ve gotten a call from the Sanctum. It would be another strike against their family.

      Eva was about to launch into an apology when a deep, falsely cheery voice caught her off guard.

      “If it isn’t the girl of the hour?” Farrah, Cyrus’ assistant, stepped out from behind the refrigerator. She’d pulled her wild, dark curls hair into a high ponytail and paired her purple glasses with a matching blouse.

      Eva’s smile returned at the sight.

      In the wake of her brother’s arrest, her father’s employees had vanished one-by-one: new jobs, sudden resignations. All were too polite to offer the truth. They thought Zeke was guilty, and they wanted to jump ship before their names became associated with the Heavens.

      Farrah was different. Young and idealistic, she’d proved more loyal than others who’d worked for Cyrus for years. Farrah claimed she’d stayed for selfish reasons. Once everything resolved, she’d reap the rewards of Cyrus’ gratitude.

      But Eva suspected Farrah was just a good person. The assistant had become a daily visitor over the past few weeks, and she’d agreed to help with Zeke’s case. Eva loved Farrah for that alone.

      “Your first day of school might be about to get even better,” Farrah said, waving a brown envelope. Her smile stretched too wide, and her eyes bored into Eva as though afraid to accidentally make eye-contact with anyone else in the room.

      Magdalena and Cyrus had definitely been fighting.

      But it couldn’t have been about Eva. The envelope in Farrah’s hand bore Zeke’s full name: Ezekiel Heaven. It looked like official correspondence from the Sanctum.

      Magdalena’s hands flew upward. She huffed toward the ceiling, “Fine. Show it to her. See what she says.”

      The shadow of a smile flashed across Cyrus’ face. Whatever their argument, he’d won.

      Farrah must’ve been on his side. She looked relieved as she stepped forward and offered the envelope to Eva. “This came for your brother today.”

      “Like some sort of cruel joke,” Magdalena added. She sighed, turned from the rest of them, and began to straighten the appliances on her kitchen counters.

      Eva took the piece of paper. The seal had been broken, but she could see the remains of the golden wax. Whatever this was, it had come from the Inner Sanctum of Archangels.

      For a brilliant, fleeting moment, Eva imagined it was an official pardon, clearing Zeke’s name. But the tension in the room told her otherwise.

      Nervous, Eva pulled the letter free. She scanned it: To Ezekiel Heaven… your service has been requested by The Fates…etc. etc., signed by Greatness Mikhail Auclair.

      “Is this⁠—?”

      Eva’s father answered before she could finish the question. “It’s the response to Ezekiel’s application to become a guardian angel.”

      “He’s been accepted?” Eva’s eyes widened. The hope she’d dismissed earlier returned in full force. “Does that mean they’re going to let him out so he can perform his assignment?”

      Magdalena let out a choking sob. She raised her hand, covered her mouth, and disappeared into the pantry.

      “Eva, you’re too old to ask such a silly question,” her father scolded. He rubbed a hand over his forehead, where more wrinkles seemed to have appeared overnight. “Ezekiel stole for his own personal gain. From a charity of all things. They’re not going to release him.”

      “But he didn’t do those things. Zeke is innocent,” Eva insisted, clenching her jaw to hide how much her father’s comment upset her.

      “So help me,” Cyrus muttered. He sighed, and his voice softened. “Whether he’s innocent or not doesn’t matter. It’s a question of what the Sanctum believes.’

      “Then why are you showing me this?” Eva waved the letter, and tears filled her eyes. It was a silly thing to cry about, but she couldn’t help it.

      Zeke had dreamed about becoming a guardian angel. Like most things involving the Inner Sanctum, the selection process was shrouded in mystery. He’d applied almost a year ago. No one had been expecting a response to come now.

      “We think you could take his place,” Farrah said, answering before Cyrus could.

      Eva blinked, clearing the water from her eyes as she considered her father’s assistant. Farrah tugged a curl loose from her ponytail, an anxious expression in her eyes. But she had to be joking.

      “You want me to become a guardian angel?” Eva shook her head. “I’m in high school.”

      “You’re eighteen,” Farrah said. “That’s the only requirement. And they must want someone in this area, or your brother wouldn’t have been accepted.”

      “But they requested Zeke. I’ve never even submitted an application.”

      “We can send one in,” Farrah said. “My mother used to work in the Guardian Division. I have some contacts. I think if you write that you’re volunteering as a substitute for your brother since he’s—you know, incapacitated, we can get you in.”

      Eva chewed the inside of her lip. She didn’t know enough about the process or Farrah’s contacts to argue semantics. Maybe proximity was the most important factor in becoming a guardian angel. But even if the Inner Sanctum accepted Eva’s application, there was a crucial thing missing.

      “I don’t want to be a guardian angel,” Eva said. On top of being a full-time job, it would feel like stealing her brother’s dream.

      “Okay, but…” Farrah trailed off. She continued to tug on her loose curl as she turned to her boss for assistance.

      “This isn’t about what you want,” Cyrus said, sighing as he stepped forward. He took Eva’s hands in his as though they were praying. “It’s not noble, but we have to think about optics. Having a guardian angel in the family will look good. You’d be serving the Fates, showing everyone that we haven’t lost sight of our purpose here. The Heavens haven’t all fallen to earthly temptations.”

      Like money. Like Zeke.

      Eva wriggled her hands free. She clasped them to her chest, feeling her heart ache. “If I become a guardian angel, would it make it easier to clear Zeke’s name?”

      Cyrus’ eyes closed. His head bowed toward the floor.

      “It certainly wouldn’t make it harder,” Farrah said. She stepped forward, but kept enough of a distance so as not to intrude. “Eva, the truth is that we were discussing having you apply for a guardianship position anyway. This is a sign. I think you should take this opportunity.”

      Eva’s throat felt dry. She considered the possibility of becoming a guardian angel for the first time. The position required protecting those marked by the Fates, guiding them down the right path and keeping them from the wrong ones. Eva couldn’t control her own wings.

      But she was an angel. That meant she had to at least try to do the right thing. Anything that could help Zeke had to be right, and she trusted Farrah.

      Eva licked her lips and forced a smile. “Let’s put through the application then.”
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      Where is it?

      Nathan flung the last of his shirts into the mess on his floor. Empty shelves stared back at him. There was no sign of the red box.

      “Perfect.” Nathan muttered a curse, then began tossing his clothing back into the closet. He was too furious to worry about folding. Socks and underwear were shoved together in a pile. A pack of half-used tissues ended up with his shorts. It didn’t matter. Who cared how tidy his clothes were if there was no money?

      Nathan groaned and banged his head against the edge of the wall. All of his savings had been in the red box. He should’ve hidden it better. Kay Ward sniffed out cash like a pig hunted truffles.

      If only Nathan’s mother would use that ability to find a rich man instead of the pathetic losers she seemed drawn to. The cycle was always the same. Kay would attempt to play Mom for a few weeks, then she’d meet a new man, and vanish until it inevitably ended in disaster. This time, she’d taken Nathan’s savings. He hated to imagine what she was doing with them.

      “I’m hungry,’ a small voice said from the door.

      Nathan’s brother, Daniel, had stepped into the room. Black curls stuck to his forehead, and he hugged a raggedy old teddy bear. His head tilted as he surveyed the pile of clothing on the floor.

      “Are you doing laundry?” Daniel asked.

      The machine in their apartment was broken. They didn’t have change to spare at the laundromat across the street. But how did you say that to an eight-year-old?

      “Yeah, I might put in a load when I go grab us dinner,” Nathan lied. “You want something specific?”

      It was a stupid question. What would Nathan do if his brother requested lobster?

      Thankfully, Daniel shook his head. “Is Mom joining us tonight?”

      “She’s staying with a friend for a bit. You know how foggy her head gets. She needs a break sometimes.” That was Nathan’s euphemism for Mom would rather get high than take care of her kids. “I’m sure she’ll be back soon.”

      “That’s okay. It’s quieter when one of you is away.”

      Nathan winced. He and his mother did argue a lot, but Dan wasn’t supposed to hear them. The apartment needed better sound proofing.

      “Can I come with you to get dinner?” Dan asked. “I’m feeling up to it.”

      That was nice to hear for a change. Nathan smiled and ruffled his brother’s hair. “Mrs. Taylor downstairs can watch you for a few minutes. I’m not going anywhere fun. Promise.”

      Daniel narrowed his eyes. “Where are you going?”

      “It’s going to be a surprise,” Nathan said.

      For both of us.

      There had to be somewhere to get food with zero cash-on-hand.

      “Go grab your pain-killers,” Nathan instructed.

      “But I’m feeling⁠—”

      “Just in case.”

      Daniel sighed, but he turned around to do as he was told.

      That was at least one win for the day.

      Nathan ran his hand through his hair, feeling the grease beneath his fingers. It needed washing, but of course, there was no shampoo.

      Priorities. Food first, then basic hygiene.

      Nathan pulled his phone from his pocket. He couldn’t afford a decent plan, and Kay was too cheap to pay for Wi-Fi. Luckily, they’d hacked their neighbor’s years ago.

      Nathan walked into the corner of his room where the reception was best and called Chris via a messaging app.

      His friend answered after only two rings. “Sup dude?”

      Chris always managed to sound happy.

      Nathan tried to copy his friend’s nonchalant tone. “Sup! I got a favor to ask.”

      There was a silence as the video games in the background paused. Then, Chris responded, “You want to know more about the new girl, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Evangelina Heaven was the last thing Nathan wanted to think about right now. The multi-lingual former Cassel student was a walking reminder of just how shitty his life was.

      “I… uh…” Nathan struggled to get the words out. He hated himself for asking, but options were limited. “I need to borrow some money.”

      Chris would be well within his rights to refuse. Nathan still owed him from last time this had happened.

      “Sure. I probably have a bit somewhere lying around,” Chris said. “You okay, dude?”

      Nathan couldn’t tell his friend the truth. Chris lived with both his parents, and his house had a garage. He wouldn’t understand.

      “My Mom’s refusing to give me my allowance,” Nathan lied. “She’s annoyed I showed up late on the first day of school.”

      Silence followed for a couple seconds, then Chris laughed. “Oh man, my parents always do that. I get it dude. No problem.”

      “Thanks. Think I can come for it now?”

      “Course.”

      “Thanks,” Nathan repeated. He wished he had something better to say. “You know I’m good for the cash, right?”

      “No doubt.” There was another pause, then Chris added, “But it would be fine if you weren’t.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” Nathan hung up before his friend could say anything more. Begging was pathetic but being pitied felt worse.

      “I’m ready,” Daniel announced. He’d returned with a to-go bag filled with an assortment of medications. He’d learned how to pack one for himself when he was four. “Aren’t you going to gather your clothes?”

      Nathan’s brow furrowed. Then, he remembered that he’d lied about doing laundry. For someone who suffered with migraines, Daniel’s memory remained unaffected.

      “Maybe tomorrow,” Nathan said. “I think my clothes look great right there. Kind of like a very artsy carpet, no?”

      “No,” Daniel’s response was quick.

      “Wow. When I’m a famous artist, you’re going to be so embarrassed that you dismissed my talents.” Nathan rubbed his knuckles on top of the eight-year-old’s head.

      Daniel laughed and pushed him away. “I think you should stick to cooking.”

      “Professional gaming is my calling actually. I just need Eric to get better Wi-Fi so I stop getting kicked off,” Nathan joked, gesturing to the wall they shared with their neighbor.

      “Last week, you said you were going to become a professional basketball player,” Daniel reminded him.

      Jesus, there was the kid’s memory again. Did he keep track of all the nonsense Nathan invented?

      “Why limit myself to one when I have so many talents?” Nathan said.

      Despite being eight, Daniel could be a smart ass when he wanted. Nathan suspected his younger brother had a quip lined up, but the high-pitched trill of the doorbell drew both their attention.”

      “Mom?” Daniel guessed, sounding excited.

      Not unless Kay had forgotten her key. Which she might have. She’d done it before.

      But their mom had left that morning. She wouldn’t be back so soon. More likely, the person outside was one of her exes.

      “Go back to your room,” Nathan said. When his brother didn’t move, he added, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to slip out and leave you home alone.”

      That comforted Daniel enough that he listened.

      Once his brother’s door shut, Nathan crept to the kitchen and grabbed a knife. Their mom’s exes weren’t normally aggressive, but he preferred to be careful.

      Holding the knife handle tight, Nathan pressed his eye to the peephole. A figure in a large purple robe stood outside.

      What the hell?

      Had one of his mom’s exes joined some sort of freakish cult?

      The robed figure tossed back their cowl, and a round-faced middle-aged blonde stared at him. Nathan was quite certain he’d never seen her in his life.

      But she clearly knew him.

      “I know you’re in there, Nathan Ward,” the woman said, and he could hear the smugness in her voice.  “I’ve come to make you an offer.”
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      By lunch on Friday, Eva had almost forgotten about the application to become a guardian angel. She’d been too busy trying to find a way to enjoy Dashmoor.

      The classes were nothing like what she’d taken at Cassel. Eva could daydream through French without missing anything. Biology was much easier when you didn’t need to learn the physiology of fairies, werewolves, mermaids, and every other species that called Castor’s Grove home. But Calculus made Eva’s head spin, and history sounded completely different when you removed all awareness of magic.

      Eva wouldn’t have minded the challenge, but her classmates took particular delight in seeing her struggle. They snickered whenever she asked a question or got confused. Even the teachers smiled when they corrected her mistakes. 

      The only two people who didn’t seem to judge Eva for having attended Cassel were Chris and Beatrice. 

      The self-proclaimed slacker invited Eva to sit beside him whenever Beatrice wasn’t around. It would’ve been a relief were it not for his friend. Eva got the distinct impression that Nathan Ward hated her even more than the rest of her classmates. He ignored her whenever she tried to make conversation, but sometimes, she’d catch him staring at her.

      Like right now.

      Eva and Nathan locked eyes across the crowded cafeteria. Her hands flew to her shoulders, but her wings remained hidden.

      Nathan raised his eyebrows and shot her a look of such disdain that a casual observer would’ve thought he was the one who’d caught Eva staring. The expression sharpened the angles in his face, turning it into a cruel mask even if it remained a handsome one.

      “Ignore him, Eva,” Beatrice said.

      “But he keeps looking at me like he’s waiting for me to do something,” Eva insisted. Though maybe that was her imagination.

      “He probably just thinks you’re hot.” Beatrice leaned over the table, forgetting about the sandwich she’d unwrapped a minute earlier, and grinned. “I’ll bet he’s glaring at you like that to seem standoffish, but really he’s fallen madly in love.”

      Eva’s new friend launched into a tirade of theories about what was going on inside Nathan’s mind. Some of the suggestions made Eva giggle. A few made her blush. All were absurd.

      Beatrice spoke as though she were paid per word. It had confused Eva at first, but she was starting to enjoy the constant chatter. It drowned out some of the snarky comments from the rest of the school.

      An alert trilled like a bird on Eva’s phone. She recognized the tone. It was a message from The Sanctum

      “…and Nate’s following some—Ooh. That’s not your normal alarm. What is it?” Beatrice asked, changing topic mid-sentence. Her eyes burned with curiosity. “Something special? A text from a boy? You can tell me.”

      “It’s about my brother,” Eva said. That was the only reason The Sanctum had messaged the Heavens recently.

      Beatrice leaned over as if trying to see Eva’s phone. “You’ve never mentioned your brother before. Younger or older?”

      “Older brother,” Eva admitted. She shifted position so that her new friend couldn’t see the screen. Opening the email at school would be too risky, but she saw the subject line: New Guardian Position Assigned. 

      Eva’s breath caught. Did that mean the Inner Sanctum had accepted her application?

      “I have an older brother,” Beatrice continued chattering. “Albert graduated last year. He’s an absolute pain. Got in trouble all the time.”

      “You’ve mentioned him before,” Eva said, shoving her phone back into her pocket. “And his friend, Oliver.”

      Eva hoped to change the topic. She suspected Beatrice had a crush on Oliver given how frequently the brunette talked about him.

      However, Beatrice had latched onto this new piece of information about Eva.

      “What’s your brother like?” Beatrice asked.

      “Zeke’s the best.”

      Beatrice’s eyebrows quirked up. “Really? He’s never done anything wrong?”

      Eva’s chest tightened. The conversation seemed eerily familiar. Her friends at Cassel had pressed her in a similar manner before they’d begun to avoid her entirely.

      “No, never,” Eva insisted. She steeled herself, waiting for a rebuttal.

      Beatrice pursed her lips. She remained silent for an unusual length of time. Then, she smiled and took the first bite of her sandwich. “Well, if that ever changes, you can trust me with the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      When school finished that afternoon, Eva took the subway downtown. Her fingers tapped against her knee as she read the email for the hundredth time.

      She’d been accepted for the position of guardian angel. Her charge had been selected. And at the bottom, in no uncertain terms, it instructed: Report immediately to Irena Elysium. The address of her office in the Sanctum’s Headquarters followed.

      Eva refreshed the email. Reread it. The name remained the same. 

      But it had to be an error.

      Irena Elysium had been up for the position of Archangel at the same time as Eva’s father. Cyrus got the promotion. Irena had been assigned the role of karmic angel instead. Her role in the Justice Division of the Sanctum involved tracking criminals and ensuring that proper punishments were meted out to those who succumbed to earthly temptations.

      She’d be the prosecutor at Zeke’s trial.

      Why would I need to report to her?

      Either Eva’s charge was a criminal of some sort, or Irena had requested this. Neither option was reassuring.

      Eva stepped off the subway at the corner of Medway and 75th Street. She walked west toward the Sanctum Headquarters, mind spinning with worst case scenarios.

      What if this was a trap so Irena could spy on the Heavens? What if her charge was a bank robber and they set Eva up to implicate her in the crime? No, that couldn’t happen. The Fates would have assigned her task.

      But why have Irena supervise her instead of someone in the Guardian Division?

      Eva was so lost in her thoughts that it didn’t even occur to her that she was close to Cassel until she spotted a pair of familiar faces. Leah and Max Celand approached from the opposite side of the street. Despite a drastic difference in height, the two shared the same square faces, with broad cheeks and button noses. Leah’s hair swung in a tail that bounced between her shoulders. Max’s curls fell loose around his forehead. Both wore their Cassel uniforms, and their hands swung in wild gestures the way they always did when they argued.

      The sight felt so familiar that Eva almost smiled. Her hand raised of its own accord to wave to them.

      What am I doing?

      Eva shouldn’t have come down this street. Her friends would be meeting at Magic Maeve’s. Despite its name, the burger joint was human-operated and decorated in a wonderfully horrendous lime green and fluorescent red. The food was cheap and greasy, and no one named Maeve worked there. Eva and her friends loved it. She’d gone with them every Friday.

      Leah’s eyes widened. She turned from her brother mid-argument and spotted Eva with her hand half raised. Unlike the kids at Dashmoor, Leah waved back. Which might’ve been worse. The gesture felt awkward and foreign. Only a month ago, she would’ve raced forward and pounced on Eva to give her a hug.

      Max at least smiled. He stepped past the entrance to Magic Maeve’s, approaching Eva. “How are—Are you coming in?” Max gestured to the door.

      “I don’t think that’s—” Leah hurried forward, glaring at her brother, but she cut off as her eyes landed on Eva. “Not that we don’t want you to, or anything. Just, I figured you were going somewhere else.”

      “I was,” Eva assured her, forcing a massive smile. “I’m a guardian angel now. I’m about to get my assignment.”

      “Really?” Leah looked genuinely relieved. “That’s great! I had no idea you wanted to be a guardian angel.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh.”

      A painful silence hung between them.

      Max broke it, offering Eva another smile. “I’m sure you’ll be amazing. If you have time after you can join us.”

      “She won’t have time,” Leah said. She grabbed her brother’s arm, offered Eva an awkward wave goodbye, and tugged Max toward the diner’s entrance. Through the window, Eva could see the twins resume bickering as they walked to the back table where the rest of their friends sat.

      Eva’s chest burned. She watched for a moment through the smudged glass, memories of their recent conversations surfacing in her mind. Her friends had called Zeke a criminal, suggested he’d always been a borderline heretic, and said the Heavens should’ve seen this coming. When Eva told them that she’d thought about transferring to a human school, she’d hoped they might apologize for being unnecessarily cruel, for not listening to her. Instead, they’d all agreed—even Max. Eva should escape the unwanted notoriety that her brother had brought. Maybe she could return when it all died down.

      But when would that be?

      Eva didn’t know, but in that moment, it didn’t matter what her friends had said about Zeke. She would’ve given anything to be at that booth planning a trip to go flying on the coast or placing bets on who would win the Castor’s Cup. Eva wanted her old life back.
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