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			In loving memory of my cat Charles, who had a small head and a long tail, flexible shoulders like a flying squirrel, and two different-colored eyes. He slept on my pillow every night and bit my head every morning when he wanted food. I carried him in my sweatshirt as a kitten, and he folded his head into the crook of my neck as an adult. He was my perfect cat, and I was his person; I will forever miss his snuggles.
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			WHEN I WAS a little kid and people asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up, I gave them all sorts of wild answers. I told a teacher I wanted to be a couch potato so I could spend my days snuggled up under blankets in the living room. I told my best friend Emily’s mom I wanted to be a cookie taste-tester because that’s what Emily wanted to be. And I told my dad I wanted to be a knife so I could cut my grilled cheese sandwiches in two perfect triangles instead of the four dinky squares he always prepared. Of course this answer earned me raised eyebrows and an explanation about how a girl is a living, breathing thing that can be cut; and a knife is a sharp piece of steel that does the cutting. But now that I’ve discovered most of my childhood was a lie, I’m starting to think my younger self was onto something with the knife answer. Because in the past few weeks at Academy Absconditi, I’ve come as close to being a knife, or being stabbed by one, as anyone can get.

			I shut the door to the infirmary behind me and head down an empty hall that’s lit by torches. I roll my sleeve down over the bandage on my forearm, where the nurse slathered my wound with some kind of strong poultice that smells of pine needles and clay. She kept telling me how lucky I was to have survived the fall from the tree in the courtyard, and with no broken bones. She tsked a lot and said, “You young people take everything for granted.” I doubt she would have used the word lucky, though, if she knew I was thrown from the tree because the Lion Family wanted me dead.

			
			As I turn the corner into another silent hallway, I notice the torches have burned down, leaving the corridor ahead of me almost completely black. I slow to a stop, eyeing the dying embers on one torch suspiciously. Shouldn’t someone have replaced them? And where are the Academy guards? There’s usually one posted in every hallway. I frown, wondering if I should head back to the infirmary, when I hear a faint gurgling noise.

			I lean forward, reluctant to step into the unlit hallway, as if the dark might bite me. For a beat all is silent and I wonder if I only imagined the sound. Then a gasping cough breaks the quiet and my adrenaline spikes.

			“November!” a strangled voice calls, and everything in me sinks. I recognize that voice.

			“Ash?!” I shout, and my previous hesitation disappears; I sprint full-speed into the dark.

			My boots click rhythmically against the stone and my breathing accelerates with my pace. I run with my hand along the wall to keep my footing as I chase Ash’s distressed voice.

			Ahead of me on the left I can just make out a strip of light—the sliver of space under a closed door—and the choking sounds get louder as I near it. I grasp at the door latch in the dark, throwing my weight against the heavy wood. The hinges whine as it opens and I burst into the room, only to stop again so fast that I almost lose my balance.

			
			My chest heaves as I fight to regain control over my runaway heartbeat. The room is enormous, with stone walls and a high arched ceiling. It’s oddly devoid of furniture—except for the far end, where there are a platform and a large lavish chair that resembles a throne. The walls are hung with fancy portraits and ornate tapestries. But what’s stopped me in my tracks isn’t the architecture or the decor. It’s the dead bodies.

			My eyes sweep across the expansive floor and my hand flies to my mouth to keep from crying out. Most are people I’ve never seen, a sea of unknown faces, their features contorted in pain in their last moments. But then I spot him at the far end of the room: Ash, clawing at his throat as his mouth foams. Lying next to him is Layla, and beside her are Ines, Aarya, and Matteo. They’re splayed out, unmoving, their backs arched, bloody marks scratched across their throats. And standing in front of them all with his back to me is a tall man with silver hair. He starts to laugh, long and loud.

			“Nonono…,” I sputter in one fast breath, my pulse battering my temples as I frantically weave around bodies, panic fumbling my footing.

			Layla’s delicate hand is still clutching at her throat as if she’s fighting to get air, but her eyes are closed and she’s perfectly still. A cry escapes my lips and I trip over someone’s arm, my hands skidding on the cold stone floor. I immediately right myself. Ash’s desperate eyes meet mine and he chokes again, reaching out for me.

			The man with the silver hair looks down at Ash as he struggles.

			
			“What did you do to them?” I shriek, my words fighting their way past the lump in my throat.

			He bends down toward Ash, a small blue bottle in his hand. Poison, I think, and I yell for him to stop, but my words don’t come out right, twisting into a sob.

			“You mean, what did we do, November,” the old man says without turning around. His voice is like the purr of a big cat.

			He holds the bottle to Ash’s mouth, but Ash isn’t looking at him. He’s staring at my hand in horror. I follow his gaze, and there in my palm is a small matching blue bottle.

			The old man pours the liquid from his bottle into Ash’s mouth and I scream.
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			“November?”

			I shoot straight up, my arms flying out to steady myself, and I end up grabbing a handful of gray velvet cushion. The end of a scream escapes my lips, muted and unsure.

			Ash grips my shoulders, steadying me.

			“I didn’t—” I say, and stop short, disoriented and tense, my heart still racing like I was running in that room.

			“Look around you, November. Breathe,” Ash says calmly, and I cling to his voice.

			I do a fast scan of my surroundings to find a lit fireplace, a breakfast table by the window, maroon blackout curtains, and Ash—alive and sitting next to me on the couch in the common room I share with Layla. Everything looks normal, but the feeling of dread is still there. And even though I’m not sure how, the one thing I know—the one thing I’m certain of—is that whatever happened in that dream was my fault.

			
			“You were…,” I start, my tone unsettled, my voice shaky. “And it was my…” But I trail off there, not able to put words to the awfulness I just witnessed. It felt so real, so very real.

			Ash gives me a sympathetic look, like he knows all too well the type of thing I might be dreaming about. I take a breath, my shoulders dropping an inch. It was a nightmare. Just a nightmare. No one is dead, I reassure myself, but my unease lingers like a bad taste.

			“I don’t remember falling asleep,” I say, and rub at my face, only to discover that I’m sweating.

			Ash studies me, letting go of my shoulders but remaining close. His straight black hair falls perfectly around his temples and his eyes are insistent under his long eyelashes. Even though he’s got his fair share of cuts and bruises from being attacked yesterday, he looks more poised and elegant than I do on my best days. The longer I look at him, the guiltier I feel. Maybe the dream wasn’t real, but what is real is that Ash and I narrowly escaped with our lives—and it was all because of me.

			“I was reluctant to wake you, or I would have moved you over to your bed,” he says, but he doesn’t ask me about my nightmare. Strangely enough, I get the sense that he doesn’t want to pry. I’ve come to understand why Strategia guard their Family secrets, but the way they guard themselves and their emotions is something I’m still not used to. If my best friend, Emily, had seen me wake up in a panic like I did just now, she would not only have insisted I tell her every detail, but would have analyzed the dream with me until the meaning was nothing more than the prediction of a bad hair day.

			
			I glance at Layla’s closed bedroom door.

			“She went to bed an hour ago,” Ash says in response to my unasked question.

			I look back at him, taking in his concerned expression. “But you stayed,” I say, relieved that he did. Despite our rocky start when I first came to Academy Absconditi and all the suspicion between us, I’ve grown to truly rely on Ash.

			“I was lost in thought,” he replies with a small smile, and while I’m sure it’s true, I’m also certain it’s not the only reason he’s next to me on my couch late at night. If he were any other guy and I hadn’t just had the most gruesome nightmare of my life, I would tease him about how much he obviously wanted to be near me. But knowing Ash, he had a less romantic reason, such as trying to ensure no one stabbed me while I slept.

			“Lost in thought about what?” I ask.

			“I was just thinking that we can’t be sure who knows about your father,” Ash says, directing the conversation right back to my family’s conflict and squashing the small amount of comfort I was starting to feel, which I suppose I should be used to by now—comfort isn’t an Academy trademark. This school is more about survival than academics, more about carefully planned alliances than friendships, attributes I learned the hard way when I discovered that the most powerful Strategia Family had a vendetta against my dad. And it turns out several of the kids—as well as a professor who happened to be my dad’s brother—were prepared to kill me to show their allegiance to that Family. “Obviously Dr. Conner knew something,” Ash continues, “but what about the Lion Family in general? I think we have to assume they are hunting your family for a specific reason, one we will need to uncover if we have any hope of finding your father.”

			
			At the mention of the Lions, my thoughts flash back to the bloodied bodies in my nightmare. I momentarily look away, overcome once again by a wave of guilt for having gotten Ash involved in all of this. I rub my eyes with the heels of my palms. “Are you saying you think the Lions are after me and my dad for a reason other than my parents’ Romeo and Juliet defiance?”

			“I do,” he says. “Think about it. Your mother was a member of the Bear Family, and your father was a Lion. Twenty-five years ago, they fell in love and decided to desert their respective Families, abdicate their leadership positions, and go into hiding.” He pauses and looks at me gently. “And then the Lion assassins killed your mother when you were…?”

			“Six,” I say, readjusting my position on the couch.

			“So eleven years ago,” Ash continues. “But between then and last month, when your aunt was killed and your father sent you here, were you aware of any threats from the Lions?”

			I scrunch my forehead, scanning memories of my childhood, looking for any period where my dad seemed stressed or out of sorts, anything that might indicate that the Lions were after us. I shake my head. “Honestly, I don’t think so. Dad would have moved us if there were. I mean, we had a rough patch after Mom died, of course, but other than that, we were happy and our life was simple.” My voice quiets as I realize I’ve just put happy in past tense.

			Ash is nodding, as if I’ve confirmed his suspicion. “You see, the events are spread out. Your parents’ initial disappearance, your mother’s death, and your aunt’s recent murder,” he says.

			
			I watch him for a moment, unsure. “What are you saying, that you don’t think the Lions were after us the whole time?”

			“I’m not saying it isn’t possible, but it would have required committing resources to the effort for twenty-five years straight. It is more likely that each attack was instigated by some other event, something that gave the Lions insight or intel about your family’s movements. Correct me if I’m wrong, but from what I’ve gleaned from our previous conversations, you’ve lived in the same small town your entire life, somewhere remote, where you weren’t in hiding, but well integrated into the community.” He waits for me to contradict him, and when I don’t, he continues. “To me, that doesn’t sound like you were under siege; it sounds like you were safe.”

			I chew on my thumbnail, scouring his theory for fault points and finding none. “Okay, so let’s say you’re right,” I reply. “Then how did they find my aunt Jo? What changed?”

			“My point exactly—something changed,” Ash says. “And I imagine the reason is directly tied to whatever your father is doing at this very moment.”

			I exhale loudly, my mind once again reeling with fear for my dad. At the very least, I tell myself, Dr. Conner is gone and I’m finally free to leave the Academy. But the moment I think it, I feel ill. Dr. Conner isn’t gone, he’s dead, and his death had everything to do with me.

			Ash’s look is almost apologetic. “I know you’ve been through a great deal, but I can’t stress enough how important it is that everything go smoothly tomorrow. We aren’t in the clear yet.” My stomach drops at the word we. Ash offered to go with me to help me find my dad—an offer that is likely to get him killed.

			“No one can find out we’re leaving,” he continues in a calm voice. “You need to go to your classes with Layla as usual, eat in the dining hall, and study in the library as if everything is normal.”

			
			I meet Ash’s gaze, giving him a look that questions the suggestion that this place was ever normal. “ ‘Been through a great deal’? Now there’s an understatement,” I say, making light of how upside down I feel. “It’s almost unbelievable to me that only a month ago I had no idea this bizarre boarding school even existed, that Strategia were real.” I gesture at the common room. “And despite dodging death a half dozen times and being framed for murder, my troubles are only just beginning because my dad is now being hunted by an assassin-like secret society of Families that is so effective it’s influenced the course of history for thousands of years.” I give Ash a please-make-light-of-this-with-me look, seeing as my sleep is already threatened by untold horrors.

			“I cannot tell you things will get easier,” he says, and I groan. “In fact, they are about to get much worse.”

			“Nailed it on the comforting.”

			A small smirk appears on Ash’s face. “I’ll comfort you when I’m certain we’re not going to die.”

			In spite of myself, I laugh. “That’s literally the worst thing you could have…Haven’t you ever heard of telling someone their outfit looks good when it doesn’t? White lies save hearts.”

			“Your outfit looks good,” he replies, playfulness dancing in his eyes.

			I look down at my rumpled uniform, which consists of a white button-down, black leggings, and black lace-up boots. “It does, doesn’t it?” I say. “I could win a pirate costume contest in this thing.”

			
			Ash’s mouth pulls up into a smile, but his expression seems more than amused. He’s looking at me like I’m the most unusual and interesting person he’s ever met.

			“Also, when did you get so worried about danger? Aren’t you usually the one making light of everything? You’re seriously slacking on your duties,” I say, blushing slightly under his admiring gaze.

			“I started worrying about danger when I started having feelings for the person involved,” he says, and his answer catches me off guard.

			For a moment we’re both silent, sitting only a couple of inches apart, the air between us thick and warm in the firelight. I struggle to come up with a reply; sincerity from Ash is always unexpected.

			“Brendan,” Ash starts when I don’t respond, yanking me out of the moment.

			“Huh?” I say, trying to catch up.

			“Keep an eye on Brendan tomorrow,” he says, his voice low and reasoning. “With Nyx temporarily out of commission and Charles and Dr. Conner dead, I’m not certain what the Lions’ next move will be, but Brendan is one of their last weapons here. There’s no sense in speeding up his timeline by letting him suspect we’re leaving.”

			I sigh, my head swimming as I recall the incidents of the last week: Charles dead after trying to kill me, Nyx banished to the dungeon for trying to skewer me with her sword. And now Ash is telling me Brendan might try to pick up where they left off. “Isn’t there a universal rule somewhere that says it’s bad manners to attack people right after they’ve outmaneuvered you?”

			
			Ash leans back into the pillows. “Not when you’re Strategia. In fact, it only makes you a more interesting target.”

			His answer reminds me of a twisted version of that old saying: If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again. I grab a gray velvet throw pillow, hugging it to my chest. As I look at Ash, images from my nightmare fill my head once more. I frown. He survived Conner’s poisoning, but only barely. What about the next time? How would I live with myself knowing I got Ash hurt, or even killed? What sounded daring, even romantic, when Ash offered to drop everything to help me find my dad is now tying up my stomach in knots.

			I stare at the flames as they get lower in the fireplace. “That’s the thing, I’m the target. But you don’t have to be.”

			“What are you suggesting?” Ash asks, unsure.

			He waits a moment for my response, but I’m too lost in my tangled worries. He looks me up and down. “You’re leaning away from me, November, which means you’re trying to protect yourself. And you’re rubbing your palm with your thumb—a self-soothing gesture,” he says. “I can keep reading your body language, but it would be easier if you talked to me.”

			I shift my gaze from the dancing flames to Layla’s bedroom door, which adjoins the common area of our suite. She generously retreated earlier to give me an opportunity to talk to Ash, her twin brother. “The thing is, I’m unbelievably grateful that you want to come with me to find my dad. But think about the cost, Ash. First, you’re leaving Layla. If something happens to your sister while you’re away, you’ll never forgive yourself—or me. And vice versa with Layla, if something happens to you.”

			
			“Then we had both better come back in one piece,” he says, looking at me curiously.

			“Second,” I say without acknowledging Ash’s flippant response, “what is your Family going to say?” Given the power Brendan and the Lions have, I hate to think what backlash there will be for Ash’s Family if he moves against them. “Won’t you be putting yourself in a vulnerable position?”

			Ash smiles, but I can tell by his eyes that he’s concerned about this, too. “None of which is a problem if we succeed.”

			“I’m serious,” I say. “You just finished telling me how risky this all is and that we could die. We have no idea what we’re going to find out there. We have no idea if the other Strategia even know that I exist—”

			“I suspect more know about you than you might think,” he says quietly.

			I stare at him, hoping he’s joking.

			“Some of the students here—Matteo, for example—recognized you the moment you set foot on campus. We have to be prepared that others may do the same,” he says, answering my unspoken fear. “Then there’s the fact that Aarya told the entire school who your parents are, and even though communication to and from the Academy is monitored and often delayed, it’s possible it’ll get out before we find your father. Not to mention, suspicions will run high after you and I disappear tomorrow. People might assume Blackwood gave us leave to see our Families after what’s happened, but it’s just as likely that they will suspect we’re out for retaliation after how aggressively the Lion Family tried to kill you. So as I said earlier, we don’t want anyone to have information a moment before they absolutely need to.”

			
			“See,” I say with emphasis. “There is no way you won’t be affected by helping me.”

			“I’ve already helped you,” he says.

			“In here, yes. But we’re insulated, more protected. Out there, you’ll be a member of the Wolf Family, actively attempting to thwart the Lions. You’ve worked your whole life to prove yourself as a potential leader; this crazy mission I’m about to embark on could erode that in a flash,” I reply.

			Ash sighs like I’ve completely missed the point. “And if I let you navigate a world you don’t know and confront the most powerful Strategia Family by yourself, I might as well give up my future leadership now, because I will always know that I wasn’t there when it mattered most.”

			I stare at him, terrified of what could happen to him and just as desperate to have him with me. “If you join me, you might not live to graduate the Academy, much less lead.”

			“And I also might never learn to speak French with an undetectable accent. There are just some things one needs to accept about oneself,” Ash says, and the smile creeps back onto his face.

			“Ash—”

			“November,” he says, and takes my hand, the warmth of his fingers sending goose bumps up my arm. “I’ve considered the danger; I know very well what kind of risks we’re taking. But my decision remains unchanged. I’m going with you.”
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			THE EARLY-MORNING LIGHT seeps around the edges of the blackout curtains, and I lie awake in my canopied bed, watching the room slowly come into focus. There was a time, not long ago, when the grayness of this school and the lack of electricity unnerved me. I felt so isolated in this castle in the middle of a forest, away from everything I knew and loved. And it strikes me in this moment that I don’t know when that changed, when I changed, but I don’t feel trapped anymore. I don’t feel out of place the way I once did.

			I pull my curtains open, letting in the hazy light. There is a deep chill in the room and my socks aren’t cutting it on the cold stone floor. I make my way over to my antique dresser, which holds a bowl of water and a fresh towel. I splash some water on my face and inspect myself in the mirror. The shadow under my eye where I was punched a couple of weeks ago is barely noticeable anymore, and the cuts on my arms and legs from Felix throwing me out of the tree are red but starting to heal. The bruise along my jawline is darker than it was yesterday and I’m sore, but those seem like infinitesimal worries compared to locating my dad.

			
			I look out the window to the trees; between the branches, the first bits of snow swirl and flutter. “Snow,” I breathe, instantly homesick for Pembrook and Emily and our wintertime antics. And then it occurs to me what day it is. “December twentieth,” I say, and my chest constricts.

			“Deeeecember tweeeentieth!” Emily and I shout out the back windows of my dad’s truck. There’s six inches of snow on the ground, making the trees sparkle and our town square look like an idyllic scene from a New England holiday card.

			“What do you think? Should we go sledding?” Dad asks from the front seat.

			“Well…” Emily gives me a mischievous look. “We were thinking we could go over to Eastbury Pond and ice-skate if you don’t mind the drive.”

			“Breakfast, ice-skating, hot chocolate, sledding,” I say, seconding Emily’s enthusiasm. “Then we order a large pizza, maybe two large pizzas, and drive around to look at all the holiday decorations in the rich neighborhoods.”

			Dad parks his truck in front of Lucille’s diner and turns off the engine. “This is your day, Nova. Whatever you girls want to do, I’m game.”

			The winter after my sixth birthday and a couple of months after Mom died, Dad started the December Twentieth Winter Celebration Day—our own made-up holiday, which had no association or nostalgia to remind us of our loss. Emily’s been a part of it every year since. And even though it’s fun if the twentieth falls on a weekend, it’s a million times better when it falls on a school day and our parents let us take the day off.

			
			Emily and I jump out of the truck, our boots crunching the newly fallen snow, with grins on our faces—the particular kind of enthusiasm garnered from knowing we’re doing something awesome while everyone else is in math class.

			There’s a knock on my bedroom door and I wipe my face off with the towel. “Come in.”

			Pippa, the young maid who attends our suite, walks in with my freshly pressed clothes draped over her arm.

			“Good morning,” she says, only it sounds more like a question than a statement. She lays my black leggings and white linen shirt over the trunk at the end of my bed.

			“Thank you,” I say, trying to force life into my words, but I just wind up sounding uncomfortable.

			Pippa’s eyes drift to my banged-up arms peeking out from the rolled sleeves of my nightgown. Her forehead wrinkles with concern and I quickly pull my sleeves back down, but the gesture only reminds me of my dream last night. I give her what I hope looks like a reassuring smile, but my heart’s not in it. If I can’t make Pippa think I’m okay and that everything’s normal, I’ve got no chance of convincing my deception-expert classmates.

			Pippa stops halfway to the door and makes eye contact with me like she wants to say something, but just then Layla walks in and Pippa excuses herself. I fight the urge to blurt out a goodbye, give her a hug, and tell her thanks for taking such good care of me while I was here. No one can know we’re leaving, I remind myself.

			“I’ll tell her,” Layla says quietly as the door to the hallway closes. Despite having been locked in the dungeon herself, Layla is as poised and unruffled as always. Her long dark hair is loose and slides over her shoulder in a glossy wave. “While I may find your effusive behavior questionable, Pippa’s a nice person and I know she would appreciate a goodbye from you.” There’s no fanfare in Layla’s voice, as though she believes politeness is simply perfunctory.

			
			I nod at her, grateful.

			“Also, since you and Ash are leaving tonight, it’s time to talk about where you think your father is,” she says, and my anxiety comes back full-force. “Is your father the type to go directly after his Family in retribution for killing your aunt? Or will he hide out and gather information, opting for a subtler approach?”

			“I want to say he’s not the revenge type,” I say, and bite my thumbnail. “But if there’s one thing I’ve learned at this school, it’s how little I actually know about my own father.” I look up at Layla. “I can only assume that whatever he’s planned is dangerous. Otherwise he wouldn’t have sent me here.”

			“Okay, that’s a start,” Layla says with her usual studious expression. “If he decided to infiltrate Lion territory, that would certainly qualify as unsafe.”

			I sit on the edge of my bed. “That conclusion is exactly what kept me up half the night.”

			Layla tucks her hair behind her ear and sits down on the bed next to me. “If he’s going after the Lions, it likely means he’s somewhere in the UK. It’s the seat of their power, it’s where Jag resides, and it’s where their allies are the strongest.” She readjusts her position on the bed to better face me. “Our Family has contacts in the UK. Everyone’s Family does.” She pauses. “I’m just concerned that our Wolf Family contacts may not provide assistance to you and Ash. Not all of our Family dislikes the Lions as much as we do.” She looks at me like she’s just made a decision. “And you’re not going to be able to track down your father without some help.”

			
			I stare back at her, trying to decipher the secondary meaning of her simple statement. “I agree, Lay. But what are you suggesting?”

			“That you use your Bear contacts,” she says.

			“But I don’t know who they are.”

			“Maybe not, but Matteo does,” Layla says, and I wince.

			“You don’t really expect me to ask Matteo for help, do you? What are the chances that will go well? He hates me,” I say.

			“I didn’t say it would be easy, I said it would be smart,” she replies matter-of-factly.

			I exhale. Making it through this one last “normal” day just got more complicated.
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			I TAKE MY seat next to Layla in poisons class, which is set up like a medieval version of a high school chemistry lab. There’s a large fireplace that warms the room, the flames of which are used to heat and prepare poisonous substances, and a stone basin filled with water. At Academy Absconditi they don’t provide you with safety goggles to protect you from an explosive poisons accident, but they will extinguish you if you set yourself on fire. So that’s nice. The truly shocking part, though, isn’t the school’s lack of safety precautions; it’s that I’ve somehow grown accustomed to its risk-enthusiastic curriculum. I would shake my head at the absurdity of it all, but it wouldn’t go unnoticed by my classmates. Ever since I stepped out of my room this morning, watchful eyes of students and teachers have followed my every step.

			I’m certain Aarya made a big show of telling everyone that my parents were the rebel Romeo and Juliet of Strategia—the firstborn daughter of the Bear Family running off with the firstborn son of the Lions, only to be chased by Lion assassins. That, combined with Headmaster Blackwood’s perfunctory announcement that Dr. Conner is dead, and the fact that Ash and I are covered in unexplained cuts and bruises, has made me the subject of a great deal of side-eyed whispering.

			
			“Sit, my beauties,” says Professor Hisakawa, which is the way she addresses us at the beginning of every poisons class. She scans the room from under her blunt-cut bangs, her eyes twinkling. “We have so many wonderful things to discuss. You’re not going to want to miss a minute of it.”

			Aarya and Felix sit at the wooden table across from ours. Aarya spins the glass vials and jars in front of her, which are filled with varied horrors, while she whistles. She keeps directing smug looks to Brendan’s back, obviously still gloating about her role in Dr. Conner’s demise. The part that strikes me as unsettling, though, is that if everyone assumes Brendan was involved in the plot to kill me, why doesn’t he suffer any consequences? Does his status as a head Lion really shield him that well, or is there just no evidence to prove it?

			I shift my focus to Felix, who, unlike Aarya, is stiff and tensed, causing the long scar on his cheekbone to pull at the skin around it. He looks as banged up as me and Ash, and by the careful way he sits, I’m certain he’s as sore from plummeting through that tree as I am. He’s refused to look in my direction since he walked in the room. I guess it’s hard to look at me knowing he tried to kill me only to later discover that I’d saved his life.

			“Atropa belladonna, or deadly nightshade,” Hisakawa says with a smile, reveling in her passion for poisons. “The Gothic siren of any good apothecary and one of the most romantic poisons, if I do say so.”

			Atropa, I think, and begin my usual analysis, a name that likely pays homage to the Greek goddess Atropos, who was the oldest of the Three Fates and was responsible for choosing the way mortals die—hence the “deadly” bit. And of course bella donna means “pretty woman” in Italian. I glance at Brendan—poison is just about the only thing he and his friends didn’t try to use on me, although I’m sure he would have if he’d had the chance.

			
			Brendan sits at a table by himself, his shock of white-blond hair standing out in stark contrast to the dark wood and stone walls. Nyx hasn’t returned from the dungeon after attacking me with her sword, and it’s obvious Brendan’s aware of her absence by the way his brow furrows when he looks at her empty chair. He doesn’t make eye contact with me, but his eyes narrow and I’m certain he notices. Layla kicks my boot under the table, which I can only assume means: “Don’t be stupid enough to instigate Brendan when all you need to do is make it through one more day.”

			I adjust my gaze back to Hisakawa, who stands in front of the large fireplace with her hands clasped behind her back, rocking from the balls of her feet to the heels and back again. “The thing about belladonna that’s fascinating is that there aren’t that many recorded examples of poisoning. However, my personal favorite concerns eighteenth-century poisoner Giulia Tofana. She made Aqua Tofana, a ‘cosmetic’ sold exclusively to women for more than fifty years to help them kill their husbands. Instead of being applied to the skin, this product was poured into soup. When she was caught and executed, it was believed that Tofana had assisted in the poisoning of over six hundred men throughout Italy.” Hisakawa sighs wistfully, the way some people react to a touching poem. “Now, tell me, why would I be excited about something that has so few examples to teach from?”

			
			Aarya leans back in her chair, the picture of ease. “Because belladonna is readily accessible and grows wild all over the world.”

			“Which would have us logically conclude that there would be an excess of reported cases of belladonna poisoning, not a shortage,” Hisakawa interjects.

			“Exactly,” Aarya says like she just won a prize at a carnival, “which is what is so great about it. Belladonna is effective. Combine that with the fact that it’s easily acquired and it tells you that the people who use it go undetected.”

			“Precisely!” Hisakawa says, and goes up on her toes for emphasis. “Now, why do belladonna users go undetected?”

			Layla opens her mouth to respond, but Brendan beats her to it. “Because belladonna isn’t and wasn’t only used to kill. Women used to rub it directly into their eyes to make their pupils dilate, which was fashionable at the time. Mixed with morphine, it was called Twilight Sleep and was used as a painkiller for women giving birth. And we still use it in medicines that treat everything from Parkinson’s to bronchitis.”

			“Well said,” Hisakawa replies, and Layla looks disappointed she didn’t get an opportunity to answer. “Belladonna is common. And in being so, it often gets missed as a cause of death. Instead, the death gets assigned to an overdose or an overextended use of medication. An illegal sleep aid, even.”

			Brendan soaks in the compliment from Hisakawa and I’m reminded of the scrolls in the library that keep record of the best students in each discipline for the past thousand years. Ash told me that if you can’t excel at the Academy, you’re seen as unfit to rule your Family. And that even after you’re admitted here, you’re not done proving yourself.

			
			Hisakawa runs her fingers along the edge of her desk and leans against it. “It’s like I was telling you in our lesson last week. Capitalize on what is already in your environment. Blend. That’s what Giulia Tofana was doing with her husband-killing cosmetics. But this isn’t just about poisoners; it’s also about poison detection. You will be most vulnerable in a situation where everything seems normal and as it should be.” Hisakawa looks at me and I stare back, trying to read her expression and see if maybe she’s telling me something I need to hear. It wouldn’t be the first time she’s gone out of her way to give me a message from Headmaster Blackwood.

			As if on cue, the door opens and Blackwood steps through, letting it swing closed behind her. Her hair is pulled back into a severe bun and she wears her uniform, consisting of a white frilled blouse under a black blazer and matching black pants. “Pardon my intrusion, Professor Hisakawa. But there is a matter I would like to settle without delay, if you wouldn’t mind.”

			Layla gives me a concerned look.

			“By all means,” Hisakawa says, and gestures at the room like she’s offering it to the headmaster.

			The heavy wooden door opens with a whine and Nyx comes through, followed by two guards. Oh no. My stomach drops all the way to my toes and I shrink an inch in my seat. Nyx’s curly hair is limp, and even with her permanent eyeliner, the dark circles under her eyes make it seem like she hasn’t slept in weeks. Her face is drawn and her shoulders are slumped.

			Brendan pushes his chair away from the table with purpose, like he intends to stand and help her, but Blackwood glances in his direction and he stops midmotion.

			
			The guards aren’t restraining Nyx, and all I can think is that the dungeon must be an absolute nightmare to subdue someone as fiery and spiteful as she is.

			“November,” Blackwood says, and I wish I could crawl under my desk. The only thing more disturbing than the Academy’s dungeon is its eye-for-an-eye punishment system. “Come up here.”

			I push my chair back, and the noise it makes is amplified by the eerie stillness of the room. All eyes are on me.

			“Show us your arm,” Blackwood says, and I reluctantly pull my white linen shirt off my shoulder, revealing a four-inch cut where my stitches were recently removed.

			Blackwood turns to Nyx. “Nyx, you swapped your dull practice sword for a sharp blade in class. As far as I can ascertain from your professor, you intended to kill November with it. For that offense, you have spent time in the dungeon. But there is still the matter of the wound you inflicted. As per our rules, November will now be given a chance to retaliate.” Blackwood holds out her palm and one of the guards hands her a rolled-up piece of leather from his belt. As she unfolds it, the firelight reflects off the blade of a knife.

			Blackwood gives the weapon to me and I reluctantly take it from her. “An eye for an eye, November. You may cut her arm in the same way she cut yours. No other action will be taken.” She gives me a warning look.

			I reflexively glance at Layla, hoping something about her expression will tell me how to deal with this nightmare of a situation, but her face is completely neutral and she stares straight ahead at the headmaster.

			
			I study the knife before looking up at Nyx. She meets my eyes, and even though it’s obvious she wants nothing more than to collapse, she straightens her posture and wears a proud expression. I can’t see how hurting her will change the fact that she tried to kill me. It definitely won’t make us even. But I also can’t flat-out refuse to retaliate; everyone here will consider it weakness. Beads of sweat form in my hairline.

			Blackwood watches me, noticing my hesitation. “I don’t imagine you require further clarification, considering this is not the first time I have explained this to you,” she says, referring to my second day at the Academy, when Matteo punched me in the face. “You are not above the rules, November.”

			Aarya sucks in air like this is the best show she’s seen in years.

			The knife feels foreign in my palm, with none of its usual familiar weightiness. I glance at the door, and when I look back at Nyx, my stomach does a somersault.

			“I want to inspect the knife,” Nyx says, yanking me out of my thoughts. As weathered as she appears on the outside, it’s instantly clear by her tone that her spark hasn’t diminished. “This is poisons class. How am I supposed to know she didn’t put something on the blade?”

			We all look at Blackwood, who doesn’t answer right away. She can’t really be considering letting Nyx have the knife, can she? I shift my weight from one leg to the other.

			“I’ll grant that request,” Blackwood says, and I nearly drop the knife out of shock.

			
			Aarya slaps her knee and Layla’s cheeks drain of their color.

			Blackwood retrieves the knife from my hand and gives it to Nyx, who slowly examines the blade and handle. She sniffs it, rubs her finger on it, and holds the metal up to the light. The entire roomful of students sits on the edge of their seats, and it’s so quiet that I can hear myself breathe.

			Suddenly Nyx darts forward, the knife extended in front of her. I raise my arm in defense and the guards reach for her. But she stops short and laughs.

			Brendan snickers behind me.

			“I take it you’re satisfied?” Blackwood says to Nyx, without reprimanding her for the lunge.

			“Almost,” Nyx says, but she’s not looking at Blackwood, she’s looking at me. She makes sure she has my full attention as she raises the knife to her own shoulder. She pulls the blade along her skin without so much as a wince. A smirk appears on her lips. She hands the knife back to Blackwood, handle first, and wipes her now-bloody palm on her shirt, creating a red smear.

			“There, it’s done,” Nyx says, holding my gaze. “We’re even. Now you can stop looking at the door like you want to run and cry.”

			My whole body tenses. How in the hell did she just beat me at her own punishment? Now if I do nothing, the damage will be done—everyone will get the message that when it comes to a physical confrontation, I’m afraid to act.

			“Aaactually,” I say slowly, fighting to keep the uneasiness out of my voice, “you cutting your own shoulder in no way makes us even. In fact, that was one of the worst strategic moves I’ve seen in a long time.”

			
			If Layla looked worried before, she now looks like she might have stopped breathing. Blood drips down Nyx’s left arm and she narrows her eyes.

			Before Blackwood can say a word, I grab the knife and jab forward, just shy of Nyx’s uncut shoulder, grazing the fabric of her shirt with the sharp blade, creating a small tear. Nyx gasps and jumps out of the way.

			The class watches with wide eyes. I can tell by Nyx’s expression that she’s furious not only with me, but also with herself for having jumped like that in front of everyone.

			I laugh. “Nah, I guess we’re even. Now that you’re looking at the door like you want to run and cry.”

			She locks her jaw and glares at me like she wants to tear my head off, and even though I can’t see him, I can feel Brendan’s eyes boring into my back. So much for having a normal day.
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			I SIT ON one of the cold moss-covered benches in the garden courtyard. Overhead the oak branches are strung with strands of royal-purple profusion berries, and in the fading light of day they glow like they’re lit from within. The last of the blue, purple, and white flowers peek through the grass in intricate patterns around my feet. I look up at the canopy of tall trees, where the flurries from this morning have already melted. When I first got here, Layla explained that a hot spring runs under the school, allowing us to enjoy the flowers nearly all year round, and while it is a bit warmer on the ground than in the trees, I’m still convinced that the head horticulturist here must be something of a genius. I twirl a piece of fresh grass between my fingers, the fast motion mirroring the wound-up tension in my body.

			A small group of elemental-level students are clustered at the other side of the courtyard, speaking in hushed voices. It’s impossible to know what Families they belong to, since the students come from all over the world and speak multiple languages. But they clearly know who I am, because every once in a while they glance in my direction and lean toward one another, as though to further conceal their words.

			
			There is movement near the arched vine doorway leading into the adjacent courtyard, and I hear cloaks being taken off hooks on the other side of the vine wall, signaling that strategic sparring has just ended. Strategic sparring, knife throwing, mind games—a month ago I would have laughed at the idea that such a curriculum even existed.

			Aarya and Felix are the first to come through the vine doorway, and I get up from the bench. Aarya’s eyes light up and she brushes back a piece of wavy hair that has fallen out of her loose ponytail.

			“Well, if it isn’t my favorite circus act at Phantom High,” she says loudly enough that the elemental students turn in our direction. She switches from a British accent to an American one, both of them impeccable. In fact I don’t think there’s an accent that she hasn’t mastered, making it impossible to know anything about her upbringing, other than that she’s a Jackal and a force to be reckoned with. “After you graduate, well…if you live to graduate, you should take your show on the road. I would pay good money to watch stunts like the one you pulled with Nyx.”

			I exhale audibly. In a normal world, the fact that she helped me escape from Conner would mean that we’re now friends, but this is Aarya. “Anything else you want to shout in front of everyone, or did you get enough attention for the day?” I reply.

			Just as I’m finishing my sentence, Brendan enters the courtyard and sees me talking to Aarya. We make eye contact and his gaze is openly threatening, like he’s broadcasting the fact that he’s not done trying to kill me. The sickest part is that he’s my cousin, and even though I didn’t know that until a couple of days ago, he knew all along—and it didn’t faze him in the least.

			
			“Cranky, cranky,” Aarya says as she follows my line of sight. “Looks like…what’s the American saying? Ah yes. It looks like ‘someone bit off more than they could chew’ this morning.”

			Felix doesn’t leave Aarya’s side, but his shoulders are turned away from me and his arms are crossed, like he’s guarding himself from having to interact with me or maybe he just doesn’t want anything to do with this conversation.

			I look away from Aarya as Matteo exits strategic sparring and heads for the door leading inside.

			Aarya’s eyes twinkle, like she’s found something interesting. “Unless maaaybe you’re not scared about the consequences of pissing off Nyx and Brendan because, oh, I don’t know”—she inspects her nails—“you’re leaving us soon?”

			“What?” I nearly choke on the word and shift my attention back to her, trying to keep the shock out of my voice. “As much as I’d love to stick around and listen to your crap, I’ve got to go.” Given Aarya’s victorious look, it’s too late; she already knows the truth. So instead of continuing this disastrous conversation, I follow Matteo.

			Aarya growls and slashes her fingers at me like she’s a big cat.

			There were three things I was supposed to do today—act like everything was normal, not let people know I was leaving, and talk to Matteo. I haven’t even finished my classes for the day, and I’ve already managed to screw two of them up.

			
			I follow Matteo through the heavy wooden door leading into the foyer. Ancient shields adorn the walls; Layla once told me they are symbols of Strategia’s roots throughout world history, but to me they’re a reminder that I don’t know my own Family history the way I should.

			“I can go? You’re letting me go?” I say more to myself than to Blackwood.

			Blackwood hesitates. “Technically, you can go. However, I must advise you that you still have a great deal to learn and your skills are severely lacking in several areas. But more importantly, you know very little about the Strategia world at large.”

			“Maybe so, but there’s no way I can stay here while my dad’s out there all alone. Especially knowing what I now know,” I say. “What happened here with Dr. Conner seems to be just a microcosm of what’s happening out there.”

			“This school doesn’t involve itself in outside politics,” Blackwood says, even though we both know that the situation between her and Conner was completely political. “I’ll just say again that it would be prudent if you made additional alliances here and learned as much as you can before you leave.”

			I speed up and fall in step with Matteo’s long strides. “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute?” I say, careful to keep my voice low. With the high arched ceilings, sound is amplified in this room.

			His broad shoulders tense. “I’d rather not,” he says. He doesn’t bother turning to face me.

			“Look, I know you blame me for Stefano’s—” I start as we enter the hallway to the boys’ dorm.

			Now he does look at me, or rather down at me, with frustrated brown eyes that remind me of my aunt Jo’s. He’s a good six inches taller than me. “You’re damn right I do. And maybe it wasn’t directly your fault that he was murdered. But the fact remains that my best friend from the time I could talk is dead because you came to this school.”

			
			His words stop me in my tracks. I rub my forehead near my eyebrow—a gesture Ash once told me signifies shame, which I suppose is pretty accurate in this moment. “I can’t imagine what it would be like if someone killed my best friend,” I say, and my voice is gentler. Just the thought of anyone hurting my feisty Emily makes me want to cry. “I’d be hateful till the end of time.”

			“Yeah, well…,” he says in front of his dorm room door.

			I stare at him, unsure where to go from here. I can’t very well say “Sad about your friend, but I need something, so can we talk about that now?”

			“Sorry I bothered you,” I say instead. “And I’m sorry about Stefano. Really.” My mind spins, trying to come up with something, anything that will make him listen to me, because in three more seconds he’s going to disappear into his room and my chance will be gone. “I just came to say goodbye.”

			Matteo closes his eyes momentarily, like my presence is exhausting. “I’m not in the mood to play games with you.”

			“No game,” I say, and I scan the hall to make sure we’re alone. I pause, hoping this gamble doesn’t backfire. “I’m leaving the Academy tomorrow.”

			He exhales and breaks eye contact, looking up at the wall. After three seconds and some head-shaking, he bangs the latch on his door with the side of his fist. The door swings open.

			“Well, are you coming in?” he says, clearly displeased.

			
			I don’t hesitate. I slip through the doorway and into his common room, where the blackout curtains are already drawn and the fireplace is lit for the evening.

			“Speak quickly,” he says like he can’t get rid of me fast enough.

			I move my loose braid over my shoulder and straighten my posture, working up some courage. Ever since he told me he was my cousin, I haven’t been able to unsee the resemblance. The last thing I ever thought I would find in this school was family. And now I have two cousins—Matteo and Brendan—one who hates me and the other who wants me dead.

			I run through a few approaches in my head, but everything I want to say sounds awkward. So instead of asking him flat-out for help, I simply say, “I’m going to find my dad.”

			Matteo huffs. “You’re here to talk to me about your Lion father? I really don’t care what happens to him.”

			I take a step forward, frustration sparking in my chest at the suggestion that my dad is anything other than wonderful. “If you would listen for more than ten seconds you would see why you do care. And I’m sick of these Family lines. You’re a Bear. He’s a Lion. Who cares? Some people are terrible and some people aren’t. My dad is one of the good ones. End of story.”

			Matteo’s fist clenches, and I start talking again before he decides to kick me out.

			I take a breath, calming my voice. “After my aunt Jo died—scratch that, after our aunt Jo died—my dad sent me here. And as far as I can tell, he went to Europe to do something about it.”

			“What do you mean by ‘do something about it’? What kind of something?” Matteo says, and I can tell by his insistent tone that this question matters.

			
			“That’s exactly what I intend to find out,” I say, matching the gravity in Matteo’s voice. “I don’t know Family politics the way you do, but I know enough to say that Jag is—”

			“Jag is your father’s father, your grandfather,” he says judgmentally.

			“Do we share some of the same genes? Yes,” I say, my defensiveness ratcheting up a notch. “But don’t you dare suggest I’m anything like him or the Lions. He killed my mom, and our aunt. The Lions are hunting my dad. They’re trying to kill me. And as far as I can tell, they would be happy to take out Layla, Ines, and the rest of the talented students at this school, making all of Strategia bow to their will. Meanwhile everything I’ve been doing at this school has been aimed at stopping them.”

			He grunts. “Everything you’ve done here has been to save your own butt.”

			For a second, I’m silent. He’s not right, but he’s also not wrong.

			“So your plan is to what? To challenge the Lions by yourself? Or maybe you and your traitor father will team up,” he says flippantly, “if they haven’t killed him already, that is.”

			“Geez, Matteo,” I say, taken aback. “Can you be any more of an ass? You expect me to understand how deeply your friend’s death has affected you, but you can’t sympathize with the fact that I’m scared for my dad?” I shake my head at him disapprovingly. “At least he’s doing something. At least I am. What are you doing?”

			Matteo’s face falls and he rubs his hand over his forehead. He takes a few steps away from me. “You’re right,” he says, and his voice loses its edge. “That was uncalled for.”

			
			I watch him. Underneath his temper and his grief, I catch a glimpse of someone decent. And for a few seconds we stand there awkwardly, neither of us sure how to proceed in the absence of our usual ire.

			“Where are you going in Europe?” he finally asks.

			“I’m starting in the UK,” I say.

			He nods like he assumed as much. “Who else knows you’re leaving?”

			“Ash, Layla, and Blackwood,” I say.

			He watches me with a searching expression. “And Ash is going with you,” he says, and I look at him sideways.

			Did the way I said Ash’s name give that away or was it something in my body language? “He is,” I say reluctantly, and as the words leave my mouth, I’m surprised at how easily I’m telling him things. I have no reason to trust Matteo, do I?

			“And I’m assuming you’re here because you want my help,” Matteo continues.

			I exhale, relieved by the opening he just gave me. “Yes. Please. Whatever you’re willing to tell me,” I say. “If I’m going to be in Lion territory, I’ll need all the help I can get. And even if you hate me, surely you must hate the Lions more?”

			Matteo presses his lips together and looks around the room, like there might be an answer there somewhere. He’s silent for a few seconds and then nods like he’s come to a decision. “If I agree to help you, there’s a condition.”

			“What kind of a condition?” I say slowly.

			Matteo’s expression is serious. “You must agree that this information will be used by you and you alone. I need your word. I have absolutely no interest in telling Ash my Family secrets.”

			
			I hesitate. I hate the idea of keeping things from Ash, but I can’t discredit Matteo’s need to protect Family secrets. And in truth, I’m flattered that he’s considering trusting me with them.

			“Agreed,” I say.

			Matteo takes a good look at me, reading me again, and when he seems satisfied that I’m telling the truth, he continues. “There’s a Bear Family apothecary in London. Her shop is called Arcane Minded; the front is an antiques store. If you need supplies to use against the Lions, you can go to her. Tell her Aut cum scuto aut in scuto.”

			“Aut cum scuto aut in scuto,” I say, repeating the Latin phrase.

			“Either with shield or on shield,” Matteo says before I have a chance to work out the meaning. “It roughly means ‘Don’t surrender; never give up.’ It will let her know that you’re battling the Lions and you need her assistance.”

			Secret phrases in secret shops with secret apothecaries. A month ago I would have rolled my eyes and made a comment about how I didn’t think apothecaries existed in anything except old stories, but my entire world has shifted since I came here.

			“Will it matter that she’s never met me before?” I ask.

			“Well, that’s the thing, you do look like our immediate family. She may just assume you’re a second or third cousin she’s never met. But”—Matteo pauses—“if she realizes who you really are, you may have a problem.”

			I remember my talk with Ash last night and his warning that some European Strategia might recognize me. “Do the Bears hate me, too?”

			
			He looks thoughtful for a moment. “My mom might accept you. She loved her sisters a great deal. But our grandfather is head of the Family and I’m not sure he’ll want anything to do with you. I can’t tell you what to expect out there. You might have Bear support. You might not.”
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