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1: Orientation

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

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

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

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

He has to push it back.
He reminds himself that he’s just waiting for his roommate. He’s just

waiting to meet the person he will share living space with for their freshman
year here at PHU. It’s nothing. Nothing.

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



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

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

“Whoa, hey, um, down boy?”
Alaric can barely see the guy standing there. He sees a bright shock of

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

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

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

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

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

Suddenly uncomfortable, Alaric pulls his hand free and steps back,
stopping short with the bed in his way behind his shoulders. There’s a rush



of amusement in the air, and he swats at Drea’s hand in answer.
“213, this is it.” The voice is cheerful, female, and Alaric has just

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

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

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

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

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

He’s not what Alaric expected.
Rory sinks down on the bed, closes his eyes and exhales as soon as the

others leave. “We are overwhelming, I’m sorry,” he says, and Alaric snorts
softly.

“Mages,” he says. “Mages and Clan haven’t ever really gotten along.”
Rory licks his lips, shrugs one shoulder before he looks at Alaric. “I told

you what we were over the summer,” he says.
“And I said it wasn’t a problem,” Alaric counters. “Is it going to be a

problem for you?”
Rory shakes his head. “And you can see how fascinated my brother is,”

he adds dryly. “He’s more likely to be a problem for you than anything else.
He gets excited about things sometimes, and doesn’t always have a great
sense of personal boundaries. But if you say no, he’ll listen. He’s good
about that.”



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

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

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

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

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

It gives him something to focus on, a reason to keep going forward for
the moment. He’ll figure out the rest when he has to, and not a moment
before.

∞
The dorm room feels crowded once everything’s in its place. Alaric

helps Rory turn his bed into a loft, and stow his bureau and the fridge under
it. They share space on the shelves Alaric placed under his own bed, and do
their best to reconfigure the rest of the room into something that will fit all
of Rory’s instruments along with study space and room to walk.

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

Alaric makes a noise of agreement. He’s not sure he’ll use a desk, either.
“I don’t like studying in my room,” he grumbles, which is only half a truth.
He doesn’t like studying in general, but it’s a necessary evil if he’s going to



play football. Or go home again. Clan doesn’t like deadbeats, even if Alaric
thinks he can come up with other ways of serving their community.

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

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

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

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

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

He can think anything he wants, but he really shouldn’t be staring.
Alaric blinks twice and shakes his head, pulling the door closed as he

steps back into the room.
“If that was the RA, we missed our chance to ask about getting rid of the

desk,” Rory points out, and Alaric’s expression twists.
“We’ll ask after the meeting.” Because if one desk is gone, Alaric thinks

the room might be livable. He never really thought about sharing space with
this much stuff before. There are two guitars—one electric and one acoustic
—and a bass, each with their own stand, as well as a full-sized keyboard
that Rory claims is better than having a piano in the room. At least it has a
headphone jack. Of course, Alaric can’t complain, since his own workout
gear is taking up one corner of the room, mostly neatly stuffed into bags
and stacked on shelves, but still taking up space. “I’m not used to sharing a
room,” he admits, because this is new for him.



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

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

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

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

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

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

When they get down to the common room, it’s already packed. Rory
sinks into the last open chair, comments quietly, “I don’t mind if you want
to share.” Alaric makes himself as comfortable as he can perched on the
arm of the chair, his arms crossed and his knees and hip kept carefully away
from touching Rory. There’s a moment of tension, then he feels Rory relax,
and the bump of the guitar against him while Rory gets comfortable.

There are eighteen people, split evenly between women and men. The
guy who knocked on their door clears his throat, then claps his hands to get
attention. “I’m TJ Howell, and I’m your RA. This is Douglass Hall, second



floor, which you already know, and every single one of you is a freshman.
I’m a sophomore, and I’m in the School of Fine Arts, majoring in Dance
and Performing Arts. If you need anything, I’m here. Need to talk? My door
is always open. Got locked out of your room? I can help with that. And lock
your room when you’re not in it, and when you’re sleeping—this is not a
joke. I hope we can trust everyone on this floor, and the building is
supposed to be locked, but people are polite and hold doors open, and
sometimes things disappear.”

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

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

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

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

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



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

“You don’t like people?”
Alaric steps to the side, keeps the wall at his back as he puts space

between himself and the man standing next to him. He has to look down;
unlike Jackson and Rory, this new floor mate is significantly shorter than
him. “I don’t hate people,” he grumbles. “But I don’t like crowds.”

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It’s only day one. They still have a long way to go.
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