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        Some girls like good boys. Nice boys. Sweet boys.

      

      

      

      
        
        Some girls like big, bad men.

      

      

      

      
        
        If you came here looking for heroes…

      

      

      

      
        
        Turn back now.

      

      

      

      
        
        Before it’s too late.
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      You never know when you’re going to be taken. Maybe it’s on your day off work. The last afternoon of summer. Your best friend’s birthday.

      Maybe it happens on the best day of your life.

      It doesn’t really matter, and neither do you.

      To him, you’re just a body.

      For him, it’s just a Tuesday.

      He’s the man your parents warned you about—if you’re lucky enough to have parents, anyway. He’s the killer lurking under your car in the dingy parking garage and the creep who follows you home after you’ve worked a double shift. Maybe he gets you in the dirty bathroom of a gas station off the interstate or lures you away from your friends while you’re at the mall.

      You can take precautions. Take tae kwon do classes. Learn how to defend yourself. You can keep your eyes peeled for suspicious strangers following you around the grocery store and hold your keys between your knuckles when you walk home alone at night. Hold yourself like someone who shouldn’t be fucked with. Keep mace in your purse. Carry a knife.

      If you’re lucky, when he tries to take you, you get away with a bruise on your throat and a scary story you can use to warn your daughters someday.

      If you’re even luckier, you never meet him at all.

      The first thing you need to know about us is that luck was never on our side.

      This isn’t a story about lucky girls.
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      They called him the Star-Crossed Slasher. Some dipstick of a crime reporter back in the ‘80s coined the name. He chose his victims based on their zodiac signs and sent their birth charts to the local papers after the deed was done.

      My opinion? It was kind of stupid for a serial killer pseudonym. A real mouthful. Not catchy at all. But then again, The Zodiac Killer had already been taken by someone else—and what did I know?

      After you’re kidnapped by a deranged murderer, it’s funny how your opinions on things stop mattering.

      For more than a year now, I’d been stuck in his grimy basement, waiting for the stars to align.

      “Good evening, little water-bearer.” My captor’s deep, smooth voice flowed like warm honey through the open flap of my cell’s food slot. “Only a few more hours before everything slides into place.”

      His voice may have flowed sweet, but his words pierced me like a meat hook to the throat. I forced myself to swallow my fear back down.

      Only a few more hours.

      When those few hours were up, I knew I’d learn my fate. For better or worse.

      I sat on my thin, lumpy mattress with my knees tucked up against my chest. Somerville hissed at the door as he bristled at my side. I didn’t blame him.

      I wanted to hiss, too.

      Once upon a time, I’d been a one-in-a-million success story. Aisling Hargrave: born with nothing, the daughter of two heroin addicts in a dead-end town. I’d been the poor, naked baby left bawling in the hospital dumpster and the “difficult” foster kid nobody had wanted.

      I’d taken all of that nothing and turned it into a bright future. I’d been an honors student. A National Merit Scholar with a 35 on my ACT and a full ride to study at Oxford in England come the fall.

      Then, on my way to my own graduation ceremony, the Star-Crossed Slasher had lured me into an alleyway with an injured cat and stuffed me in his van.

      That was how I’d met Somerville. I’d lost everything that day, but I’d gained a pet cat. He was all I had now.

      Now, I was just a faded face on the side of a discarded milk carton. A one-in-a-million tragedy. A forgotten headline: Girl missing, presumed dead.

      To him, I was only little water-bearer, the Aquarius-shaped piece in his latest cosmic puzzle.

      I’d first read about the Slasher when I was younger, seven years ago when he’d been active in Detroit.

      He always abducted three girls. They were always in their late teens. Their zodiac signs varied, but they were always born, like me, on Friday the 13th.

      He’d been active since the late ‘70s. As far as I knew, he’d never even come close to getting caught.

      He was meticulous.

      He was a genius.

      He was absolutely nuts.

      “Have you captured your other brides, then?” I called out across the room. He’d only come down here to bring me my three square meals yesterday, and captivity had made me into a light sleeper. I would have heard him if he’d brought someone in last night. “No point in completing your ritual if it’s just little ol’ me on the chopping block, right?”

      Through the food slot, I watched his full, wide lips curl into a sly grin.

      Generally speaking, that was a bad sign.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” he purred back at me.

      “I would, yes. Seems like relevant information.” I furrowed my brow.

      Normally, it wasn’t this hard to get him talking. If there was one thing he loved more than kidnapping plucky teenagers and reading their horoscopes, it was gloating.

      “You truly are an Aquarius, aren’t you?”

      “Of course I am. You’ve seen my birth chart.” He had it memorized, in fact. He showed it to me sometimes, when he felt like trying to impress me. Or scare me. I never really knew which it actually was. I still didn’t know how he’d gotten his grubby hands on the date and time I’d come screaming into this world in the first place, but I knew he could draw my entire chart from memory by hand.

      “That’s classic Aquarius behavior,” he assured me. “Obstinate and analytical to the end.”

      I gulped and tried not to let my nervousness seep into my voice. “Is this the end?”

      “You’ll find out soon enough.” His smile faded as he paused. “I’m going to open the door now. Stay against the far wall. You’ll be shocked by what happens if you don’t.”

      Ah, yes. It was good to see that even on the night of my maybe-murder, my would-be killer still hadn’t lost his sense of humor. The shock collar he’d fastened around my neck had probably been meant for a big, snarling dog, but that hadn’t stopped him from experimenting with its effects on humans.

      It made sense, in a screwed-up kind of way. He certainly thought of me as his bitch.

      It took the Slasher a while to unlock the door. He didn’t open it often, and here in the damp of his basement, I was surprised the locks hadn’t rusted shut. At the sound of the deadbolt scraping aside, Somerville arched his back and began to growl, yowly and low.

      “And keep that damn cat away from me, too,” the Slasher barked from the other side of the door.

      I dragged that damn cat toward my lap immediately. I couldn’t risk him getting hurt. He dug into the mattress with sharp claws from his massive paws, only releasing them when I took him by the fluffy scruff of his calico neck and yanked him aside.

      Somerville was a giant of a cat. Probably had some Maine Coon in him—normal cats didn’t get that big. I’d named him Somerville after the house at Oxford I’d been accepted to, back before my life had taken such a turn for the screwed up and miserable.

      For the last year of my life, he’d been my only friend. Actually, he’d been my only interaction with another living creature at all.

      Other than, well.

      Him.

      My cell was five paces long and four wide. The walls dripped with earwax yellow insulation foam, the kind that expands to fill a space and goes rock hard when it dries.

      He’d put it there so no one could hear me scream.

      The only way out was the heavy metal door along the wall opposite my bed. It groaned when he pushed it open after the deadbolt finally scraped free.

      Through it, the Slasher stepped inside.

      He was tall, with a broad chest and the symmetrical, strong-jawed face of a soap opera hero. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut high and tight. His eyes were a piercing green, flecked with gold.

      The thriller movies I used to binge-watch on my ancient, glitchy laptop while I waited in the child services offices had gotten it all wrong. They’d painted sociopaths as pudgy, pasty old men with thin lips and receding hairlines, pervert glasses and beady eyes.

      But the Slasher was handsome. Clean-cut and ruggedly masculine all at once. He must’ve been in his fifties, but he looked at least ten years younger than that.

      They said that stress could age a person. Apparently, a lifetime of killing innocent women hadn’t cost the Slasher any beauty sleep.

      “I brought you dinner.” He held up a brown take-out bag with a gentle smile on his lips, then placed it on the floor.

      I eyed it curiously. “That’s new. What happened? Did you run out of boiled potatoes and baked beans?”

      He laughed. “I thought we’d do something special for a change. Tonight is a special night.”

      “Must be.” My stomach rumbled as I breathed in the scent that had come in with the bag. Soy sauce. Lemongrass. Ginger. Smells that hadn’t graced my nose in a long time. “What a gentleman.”

      His smile broadened. “I try my best.”

      My mind was screaming at me to rush him, but a glance at the little remote clenched in his fist reminded me what a bad idea that was. I’d tried it before. When I was finally done twitching from the shock he sent coursing through my nervous system with that remote of his, he liked to give me a nice, firm kick to the ribs as a parting gift.

      The Slasher was many things—but a gentleman, he was not.

      “Did you get the other girls the same thing?” He wouldn’t be this cool, calm and collected if he hadn’t already procured his other victims. I’d seen his star charts and his celestial calculations. He’d shown them to me himself. His window of opportunity was closing. There had to be other girls.

      “Feeling jealous?” he teased—as if I cared. “That’s not like you at all. More of a Scorpio trait, don’t you think?”

      “Just curious.” It wasn’t a lie. I might’ve been his captive, but he was on a deadline.

      If he didn’t make it, there was a slim chance he might actually let me go.

      He took another step into my cell, then another.

      That was unusual, too. He’d never come this far into my space before.

      My heart raced as I tried not to glance at his remote again.

      He was letting his guard down. Getting cocky. That sold me on it—he had his other victims in his clutches, even if they weren’t down here in his holding cells yet. He must have finally found the other two girls he needed.

      That made the next few moments some of the most important ones of my life.

      I’d dreamed about an opportunity like this. Planned it out in my head, beat by beat. If I could lure him in close enough, I might be able to grab his remote before he pushed the button to zap me.

      If Somerville and I could beat him to the door and shut him in, we’d be free.

      “You shouldn’t worry so much, kitten. You ought to know by now that there’s no need.”

      Pfft. Yeah, right.

      “I’ve got a Virgo moon,” I reminded him. Thanks to his unsolicited astrology lessons, I knew more about the zodiac than I’d ever cared to learn. “Practical, but possessive.” I tilted my chin down and raised my eyes at him to make myself look sultry, yet innocent. My voice turned into a well-practiced pout. “Maybe I want you all to myself.”

      The Slasher took yet another step closer. I tightened my grip on Somerville as he strained against my arms, just as desperate to spring up and attack as I was.

      Not yet, big guy. Not yet.

      “I value all my brides, water-bearer. When we pass through the Veil into Beyond tonight, you’ll all join me and become my concubines.” He reached for my cheek to cup it in his hand. I lowered my gaze and fought back the urge to flinch. “But with those pretty gray eyes of yours…that lovely red hair… I’ve known you for longer than most, my Aquarius. You, I’ll love above all others. You will be my queen.”

      I suppressed an eye roll. I’d heard this spiel before. The Veil—an invisible barrier between our world and the others he believed in. Beyond—another dimension full of magic and power. One he thought he would conquer, if only he could open a portal to it so he could make his way inside.

      Like I said. He was nuttier than a five-pound jar of Jiffy, extra chunks.

      As for his so-called brides…

      Those were his victims. The ones he’d already killed, and the ones he was still planning to slay tonight.

      I slipped my hand beneath my pillow as I raised my gaze to him with wide, innocent doe-eyes.

      He thought he knew me. He thought he loved me.

      My fingers clasped around the bristles of my toothbrush beneath the pillow. In a single, vicious motion, I pulled it out and jabbed its sharpened handle up toward his neck.

      “You only know my star sign,” I spat, lunging for the remote as I struck with my makeshift shiv. “You don’t know me at all.”

      The sharp end of the toothbrush connected with his jaw as my fingers scrambled for the remote—but not quick enough.

      The shock rocketed through me, tearing its way up and down my spine. My shiv clattered uselessly to the ground. In an instant, my entire body went stiff as my entire world flooded with pain.

      I fell back onto the mattress, twitching like a moth stuck to a bug zapper.

      I may have been incapacitated—but now, without my arms to hold him back, Somerville was free to attack too.

      He leapt from my lap and sank his claws into the thigh of the Slasher’s slacks.

      No! I mouthed, but my teeth were vibrating. As the Slasher grabbed Somerville by the scruff of his neck and threw him aside, only a whimper came out of my lips.

      In the next moment, the Slasher was on top of me. The remote for my collar pressed painfully against my skull as he took my head in his hands and squeezed.

      The effects of the shock were fading away now, but I could tell from the pressure of his fingers that he was strong enough to crush my skull.

      “That was very brave of you, water-bearer.” Blood from his jaw dripped down onto my face, still warm from his veins. “And very stupid, too. Are you going to behave now?”

      As much as I could, I nodded my concession.

      I wasn’t doing it for me. I was doing it for Somerville.

      “I’ll do whatever you want,” I grunted through my teeth. “No more tricks. Just promise me one thing.”

      He pulled back and chuckled softly. “You’re not really in a position to be bargaining right now.”

      “If you kill me here, all your hard work will have been for nothing,” I reminded him. He was crazy, but I doubted he’d forgotten why he’d kept me alive until now. “But if you do this for me, I’ll obey your every word. I’ll be totally compliant. The perfect bride.”

      I could see the wheels turning in his head as he considered it. A light of interest appeared in his gold-flecked green eyes.

      “That will be hard for you. Aquarius are very independent,” he mused. “All right. What is it?”

      “The cat,” I said. “Swear you won’t hurt him. And after I’m dead—swear you’ll set him free.”

      Gradually, the Slasher released his hold on my skull. He stared down at me for a moment, then moved his lips to my cheek. Experimentally, he pressed a dry kiss to my skin—like he was waiting to see if I’d fight him. If I’d pull away.

      I didn’t. I couldn’t.

      My life was already forfeit. But Somerville’s was still on the line.

      “All right,” he said, pulling back. “It’s a deal.”

      He straightened, wiped the blood from his jaw, and backed away.

      “I want to hear you say it.” I pushed myself up onto my elbows so I could look him in the eyes. “Swear on the throne of Beyond.”

      That was the only thing that mattered to him, anyway. Crossing over. Conquering his woo-woo bullshit new world. Becoming its king.

      “I swear on the throne of Beyond,” the Slasher intoned solemnly. He inclined his head to Somerville, who had backed himself into a corner with his back still arched and his fur standing on end. “I won’t harm the cat. When the stars align and the Veil is parted, I’ll set him free.”

      He moved to the door and nudged the bag of take-out food with the toe of his shoe.

      “Enjoy your meal, water-bearer.” He stepped out and swung the door closed. “I’ll be back for you soon.”

      The minute that he was gone, I threw myself across the room and took Somerville into my arms.
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      In my dreams, there was a man with a knife.

      The icy tip of the blade caressed the inside of my warm, bare thigh. He trailed it all the way up to the hollow valley at the edge of my panties with a wicked, focused intent.

      “You’ve been a bad girl, Annalace.” His voice was cold and smooth and dark against my ear, like chilled, black silk. “What do you think I do with bad girls?”

      Punish them, I wanted to reply.

      But I couldn’t speak. My mouth was bound with a gag.

      “That’s right. I punish them,” he answered despite my silence, like he’d just read my mind. He pressed the blade of his knife flat against my pussy. All my muscles tensed as I tried not to squirm. “The question is…how should I punish you tonight?”

      Heat poured from my core and pooled between my legs. My mouth watered as I awaited his decision.

      I knew it wasn’t real. Of course it wasn’t. Nothing this thrilling ever was.

      But it felt real. That was the important thing. I may have only had this much fun in my dreams, but at least it was a break from the monotony of being awake.

      My life was comfortable. Pampered, even. My parents kept me in a carefully curated prison of marble mansions and designer clothes. But it was also a boring life. A dull one, too.

      If I could only relish the feeling of a strong, dangerous man’s firm grasp on my long blonde hair or the crack of a belt against the back of my thighs while I slept…

      For now, my dreams would have to do.

      I whimpered greedily as my dream-man drew the knife away from my pussy. In its place, he gave my cunt a sharp, firm smack! It stung deliciously. I moaned for him, hungry for more.

      “Mm. You liked that, did you?” He cupped my sex in his broad palm, rubbing until the sting of his slap bloomed into warmth. “My little masochist. Do you feel like being a good girl now?”

      I nodded rapidly. As long as he kept treating me like a bad girl, I’d be as good as he liked.

      “Greedy little minx.” He slipped his fingers beneath the fabric of my panties and pressed them against the slickness of my folds. “Look at that. You’re swimming in it, Annalace. Good girls don’t get wet like this for men like me.”

      He’d be surprised what a good girl like me would do for a man like him, then. I bucked my hips up, thrusting my pussy harder against his fingers.

      I let out a cry as he pulled his hand away.

      “I’m going to slap your cunt again, Annalace,” he warned me. “And this time, I want you to—”

      Mrrrow!

      Slowly, I frowned.

      What the heck?

      Even I could admit I was into some pretty wild stuff. But as far as the meowing went… it wasn’t exactly the kind of pussy action I’d had in mind.

      The sound came again—the pained yowl of a cat cutting through the darkness all around me. It sounded injured.

      Just like that, my dream fell apart.

      I woke up gasping and concerned. When I tore my silk sleeping mask away from my eyes, I found my room empty. Dark. A misty wind blew in from off the balcony, stirring the sheer white drapes around my canopy bed.

      There was no sign of any cat in here, though. Not that it surprised me. I didn’t own one. My parents didn’t approve of pets in the house. The only animals they kept were my father’s hunting dogs.

      My family absolutely hated cats.

      But as I listened to the wind, I heard the rumble of thunder in the distance. And then…

      Mrrrow!

      Yes! There it was again!

      I shoved the gauzy drapes aside and scrambled out of bed immediately. My thighs were slick as I shoved my feet into my little puffball-embellished slippers, but that couldn’t be helped.

      There’d be time for wet dreams later.

      Right now, there was a storm brewing outside, and somewhere within earshot, there was a cat who needed my help.

      I grabbed my chiffon summer robe and forced my arms through it as I rushed toward the balcony. My room was on the second floor of my parents’ mansion. If I went out through any of the doors downstairs, I’d set off the security alarms.

      And of course, my parents couldn’t really keep their precious princess locked in her tower if they trusted her with the security system’s deactivation codes.

      The balcony was my only way down.

      Luckily, this was far from the first time I’d considered sneaking out at night. Twice, I’d even made it halfway down the rose trellis before I chickened out and climbed back up.

      I knew it would hold my weight.

      When my feet found solid ground, I raised my head up and held my breath, listening carefully.

      Mrrrrow!

      It sounded like the cat was out in the yard somewhere. I wished I had a cell phone so I could shine a light ahead of me, but my parents had never trusted me with one. Instead, I kept my ears peeled for the cat’s cry as I wandered away from the mansion, out past the pool I wasn’t allowed to swim in (The chlorine will turn your hair green, Annalace!) and the stables full of horses I wasn’t allowed to ride (Do you really want to ruin your virginity by bouncing on a saddle, Annalace?).

      Finally, I found the source of the meowing under the hedges along the property line. The musky-sweet scent of honeysuckle mingled with the smell of the rain as I pulled the branches aside.

      There in the dirt and fallen white blossoms, was a dirty, pitiful-looking white cat. Its fur was thick and matted. All four of its legs were tangled up in plastic twine.

      It looked up at me with big, pleading blue eyes.

      “Mrr,” it chirped softly, almost a whisper.

      “Poor baby!” I dropped to my knees immediately, not caring about getting dirty from the rain-soaked earth.

      If my nightie or robe ended up filthy, I’d rinse them clean in the sink and give them a blast from my hair dryer before the maid came up for my laundry in the morning. No one needed to find out that I’d even left my room.

      A better question was how I was going to conceal this cat from my entire household.

      But before I figured that out, I needed to free it first.

      “Hold still. I’ll have you untangled in just a moment,” I cooed, stroking my fingers down its neck to help calm it down.

      The cat closed its eyes and leaned into my touch gratefully. It was obviously tame—someone’s pet, maybe?

      If it had wandered here from one of the other estates, it’d come a long way. My father owned all the land for miles around our house.

      If someone had dumped it, though…

      I supposed that meant this cat was mine, now.

      “I’m going to keep you safe, okay?” I worked the twine away from its back legs first, then moved my fingers to the knots around its front paws. “We’ll either find out who you belong to or…I’ll think of something.”

      Hopefully, I’d do it before my parents found out I was harboring a filthy stray feline in our perfect, pristine home.

      The front knots were harder to untangle. As I teased them loose, I thought hard about what I could do with the cat once it was light out again.

      I didn’t have any friends. The only girls my parents allowed me to talk to were their friends’ snooty daughters. They’d be useless for this, even if I got up the courage to ask for their help.

      Spacey Lacey, they called me. They all thought I was a weirdo. Maybe they were right.

      Better a weirdo than a stuck-up brat, though. They all had their noses poked so high in the air, if they’d been out here in the rain tonight, they would’ve drowned.

      As for other people in my life…there were the servants, who I was pretty sure were being paid to sneer when they saw me, and there were my father’s buddies from the country club.

      It was kind of depressing, but the creepy older men who my dad played golf with were probably my best bet for smuggling the cat somewhere safe. They’d always been relatively kind to me, even if it was only so they could stare at my breasts over hors d'oeuvres at charity auctions or oh-so-casually brush their hands against my ass at my debutante ball.

      I even knew which of them was most likely to help. If I could sneak into my father’s office tomorrow to use the computer, I could probably email Paul Randall. He wasn’t exactly the suave, knife-wielding dominant in my dreams, but he liked to sneak me sips of his wine when he came over for dinner, and he loved to joke to my father about marrying me someday.

      If I ever wanted to be free of my parents and the obsessively short reins they kept on me someday, I might even let him.

      “This girl!” I could recall his voice perfectly, full of smoky laughter as he grabbed my hand. “You’d better watch out, Constantine. If you’re not careful, I’ll slip a ring on her pretty little finger and whisk her away!”

      My father always laughed along with him. I was only nineteen, which meant that Paul was at least thirty years my senior…but he was also the majority investor in my father’s company.

      If Paul Randall wanted anything—including my hand in marriage—my father would probably agree.

      I took a deep breath and nodded, setting my will as I freed the cat’s front paws.

      Paul was who I needed to talk to about this. He’d find a safe place for the cat if I asked him to. If I promised him a kiss—or maybe more—he might even talk my father into letting me keep it for myself.

      “There. All fixed.” I lifted the cat up and clutched it to my chest, hunching my back to protect it from the rain.

      It was really hammering down now. Fat, heavy raindrops dripped down off my forehead and ran down my back. If I didn’t get us inside soon, we’d both end up soaked through.

      “Hey. Stop squirming!” I yelped at the cat as it began to kick and fuss in my arms.

      “Rrrrowl!” Its eyes were wide. Its pupils, huge. But they weren’t focused on me.

      It was looking at something over my shoulder. Had one of the servants noticed me sneaking out? Had one of my parents?

      Before I could turn to see how much trouble I might find waiting behind me, a hand clasped something soft and damp over my mouth and nose. The scent was astringent, but sweet.

      I wrenched myself away from it immediately, thrashing as I tried to break free.

      An arm clamped down around my neck. The harder I struggled, the more I choked.

      It looked like I hadn’t found trouble after all.

      Trouble had found me instead.
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      It was a humid Saturday evening in Landfield, Missouri. The heat rippled over the blacktop’s patchwork and potholes like the sizzle off a deep fryer. As I pulled my Commando off the four-lane freeway and into the parking lot of the Budget Inn, Jon Bon Jovi wailed from the windows of a passing Chevy about being wanted, dead or alive.

      Lightning crackled across the sky on the horizon. I counted fifteen seconds before thunder rumbled in response. Three miles away; there was a storm rolling in. It was probably pissing down on all the rich folks in Gilded Willows now, but it’d be here soon enough.

      Not a good night to be parking a bike.

      There was no cover to shelter the Commando beneath, so I wheeled in under the lot’s only light pole and pulled out my tarp. The light would make the bike more visible, so I had to weigh the pros and cons. It was good for personal safety; bad because it might encourage theft. The tarp would help mitigate that, on top of protecting it from the rain. Out of sight, out of mind.

      More importantly, if someone decided to jump me, they were more likely to do it in the dark.

      So. Under the light it was.

      I slipped the disk lock over the brakes rotor and slid the pin into the vent hole as an added protection. Finally, I clicked the fuel valve off and flipped the kill switch on, just in case.

      Fumbling with the lock and the controls would rain on any would-be thief’s parade just as much as any approaching storm. Besides, the Commando’s engine was a screamer. I’d hear it from my room if anyone got any truly inspired sticky-fingered ideas.

      After I snapped my helmet into its clip and secured the tarp, I tucked my keys between my knuckles and hefted my dark green army duffle over my shoulder.

      Time to check in.

      The Budget Inn’s reception area was just like any other. The lighting was painfully fluorescent and the scent of stale coffee was soaked into the faded carpet. An ancient, sparsely stocked vending machine hummed in one corner. A wire rack displaying yellowed tourist brochures hung on the opposite wall.

      Behind the front desk, a man in his late forties sat staring at his phone. He had sallow skin and a threadbare comb-over. The bags beneath his sunken eyes were big enough to warrant a bellhop. Through the reflection in his thick-framed stalker glasses, I could see a video of a round, jiggling ass being pounded by a beefy cock.

      Oh, boy. He was watching porn.

      So, this was gonna be an entire barrel of monkeys, huh?

      I cleared my throat and stepped up to the other side of the counter.

      “Room for two. Should be under Reznikov,” I said in a Russian accent, laying it on nice and thick.

      I wasn’t Russian, and my surname wasn’t Reznikov—but he had no way of knowing that.

      People just tended to fuck with you less if they thought you were former Soviet Bloc.

      “For two?” The desk creep glanced up at me and immediately started to gawk. I could tell he was checking me out just as much as he was trying to match the accent with my looks. Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t built like the porn star on his phone. I was bony and angular, with Siberia-blue eyes and messy black hair twisted atop my head in a haphazard bun. Hopefully, not his cup of tea. “Will someone be joining you then, sweetheart?”

      “Da. My husband.” I jerked my head toward the door and ignored the way he licked his lips as I spoke. “He is parking car now.”

      I didn’t have a husband either, of course. Not that it was any of his business.

      But people certainly tended to fuck with you less if they thought you were accompanied by a big, strong spouse willing to break their jaw if they made one wrong move.

      “Ah. Well, he’s a lucky man.” His face fell slightly, which I relished. He paused his video on a close-up shot of a cum-covered butthole and placed his phone to the side. His eyes only slipped off of me just long enough to check his computer for my reservation. “Looks like you’re in room 204. That work for you?”

      “Is acceptable.” At least someone had paid attention when I made my booking. One of my many rules for traveling alone: never get a room on the ground floor. “It has window, yes?”

      “Just one, over by the bed.” A small smirk appeared on his lips. “Looking like you do, you’ll have to tell your husband to mind the drapes. Lots of unsavory folks in these parts.”

      Oh, I was sure there were. Beginning with him, and, hopefully, ending with him, too.

      I bit the inside of my cheek to keep my expression neutral. The window was more good news, even if his delivery left a lot to be desired. Another of my rules: always have a second exit. Even if it isn’t a door.

      “I will be fine. My husband is very protective man,” I informed him. “Big. Quick temper. Please inform cleaners we should not be disturbed.”

      “Of course, Mrs. Reznikov. I’ll make a note of that.” He made no move to do any such thing. Dick. “What brings you two to Landfill? You headed somewhere special? Romantic little road trip?”

      “Vegas.” Another lie. Never tell anyone your real destination. “For our honeymoon.”

      Romantic little road trip indeed.

      “And how will you be paying today? Or should we wait for your husband for that?”

      “Unnecessary. I have cash.” I pulled it from the pocket of my black jeans in a thin fold of bills I’d set aside for this earlier. More rules. Never leave a paper trail. And no matter how much you’ve got on you, never go flashing money around.

      He unfolded the bills and shuffled through them. His thin, pale lips moved silently as he counted them out.

      “Perfect,” he oozed, opening the register. He held out two key cards along with my change. “And will you be needing anything else from me before you retire?”

      “Nyet. Spasiba.” I reached for the cards and the money, but he caught my hand before I could grab them.

      “I do mean anything. If your husband gives you any problems…”

      I watched his thumb caress my bony knuckles, calculating.

      Did he not buy my accent? My husband story?

      Or was he actually that dumb?

      “Did I mention my husband is possessive? He would break your hand for that.” I met him with a steely gaze. “Assuming I do not break it first.”

      Finally, something must’ve clicked in his horny pea-brain. I saw it in his eyes as he withdrew his hand from mine: the knowledge that he’d just fucked up.

      “I—uh—I’m so sorry,” he mumbled, lowering his gaze. “My mistake.”

      I left the reception area feeling a little less assured by that encounter than I’d expected. Traveling alone as a woman was dangerous business. I had to be on high alert at all times—but usually, all the rules I followed and precautions I took helped lessen those dangers a little.

      Annoyingly, this was beginning to look like an unusual night.

      The wind was picking up as I headed up the stairs that would take me to my room. I glanced across the parking lot to my Commando. Thankfully, it was still secure under its tarp. Even more thankfully, the yellow hatchback and white plumber’s van in the lot didn’t have anyone lurking around them. Their owners must’ve already been in their rooms for the evening.

      Excellent. That meant there was no one around to see where I’d be staying tonight.

      Inside 204, I immediately started setting up my other safety measures. The door was already locked, but anyone with a keycard—handsy idiot desk clerks, for example—could still open it. I flipped the deadbolt into place for some added protection, then hung the keys to the Commando on the door’s handle. If it turned, they’d clatter to the floor, alerting me that someone uninvited was trying to force their way in.

      I let my bag slump onto the bathroom counter and left all the lights off while I investigated the room further. I was looking for little red lights glowing in the dark. Luckily, I didn’t spot any. No hidden cameras—at least, not yet.

      The mirrors were my next targets. The one in the bathroom didn’t concern me, since it was hung on one of the room’s interior walls. But the ones over the desk and the bed’s headboard were set into the wall, which gave me pause.

      With the lights still off, I took out my smart phone and ran my thumb across its shattered screen. It was old and battered and burned through battery life so fast, I kept a backup battery in my bag just in case it died when I needed it most. But its flashlight function still worked.

      I pressed my phone’s light up against one mirror, then the other. With each, I let out a sigh of relief. I couldn’t see through them. Another box ticked off my checklist: they weren’t two-ways.

      The rest of my checks felt a little less paranoid. I turned on the lights to search the sheets and mattress for live bedbugs or tiny rust-colored spots. I made sure the television, alarm clock, and smoke detector’s front panels didn’t pull away—more hiding places for cameras—and confirmed that the window was locked.

      That was nearly everything. There was only one last suspicion to put to rest.

      I moved through the room one last time, checking all the outlets.

      I was glad that I hadn’t forgotten. I ended up finding what I’d been looking for in the form of an innocent phone charger plugged into the socket over the desk.

      When I unplugged the charger and checked its back, sure enough, there was a little memory card stuck into the plastic. A hidden camera—placed there by Stalker Glasses downstairs, no doubt.

      I grabbed my bag from the bathroom and pulled it to the bed. The charger and sim card both went into an interior pocket.

      When I left town tomorrow, I’d swing by the police station and drop it off with a nice little note. An anonymous tip.

      With that sorted, I pulled dinner out of the duffel—a couple of now-cold McDonald’s burgers, the last of my mealy emergency apples, and a sweaty can of Coke. It wasn’t haute cuisine or anything, but it was necessary. Yet another rule: once you’re in your room, you stay there ‘til sunrise.

      As I ate, I tried to remember a time when I hadn’t needed to do all of this. It wasn’t easy. It felt like I’d been living this way for my entire life.

      Ever since I’d run away from my last foster home three years ago, I’d met all kinds of unscrupulous sorts on the road. They’d all been far too keen to prey upon a young girl traveling on her own.

      It had finally taken a stern talking-to from a scruffy, silver-eyed drifter at a rest stop outside of Texola to make me see the light. He’d talked me through all the precautions I needed to take for my safety. Over the cup of coffee and sandwich he’d bought me from a vending machine, he’d schooled me on his rules until I could repeat them back to him, word for word.

      In Waco, and in Davenport, and again in Oklahoma City, his teachings had probably saved my life.

      After dinner was done, I slipped out of my boots and shimmied into bed.

      I slept with my clothes on. Always be ready to make a speedy exit.

      That rule had never been more important for me than it was tonight.

      I couldn’t have been out for more than an hour before I heard the keys drop. I grabbed my phone immediately and shined my light toward the sound.

      A long, slender metal wire with a loop at the end was snaking up from beneath the door.

      I sprang into my boots and shoved my phone into my bag as I scrambled for the keys. I swept them up in my fist then rushed back across the room toward the window.

      I unlocked it, then shoved it open.

      Time to skip town.

      I tossed my bag out first, then lowered myself down after it. The storm had finally arrived. The rain left the grass below damp and soft as I tensed my abs, tucked and rolled.

      I tore around the side of the building, heading for the parking lot. I didn’t dare look back to see if I was being followed, or by whom.

      Probably, it was the thick-headed desk creep, come to see if he might be able to lure me away from my nonexistent Russian husband after all.

      I ripped the tarp off the Commando and shoved it down the front of my jacket. I didn’t even bother to pocket my disk lock after I’d freed it from my bike. I’d pick up another one later.

      Right now, I needed to get gone.

      I clicked the fuel valve back on and flipped the kill switch off as I swung my leg over the bike. The Commando screamed to life beneath me. Its headlight illuminated the rain puddles forming across the parking lot before me—

      But that wasn’t all they illuminated.

      Crumbled just in front of my bike in a little furry black heap bound with blue twine was a cat.

      I could’ve backed the bike up then and taken off. I could’ve steered around the tiny creature and dialed up animal control on my way out of town.

      But even in my current predicament, I wasn’t heartless. Besides, of all the rules the drifter in Texola had pounded into my head, there was one he’d emphasized with extra fervor: Never abandon a cat in need.

      He’d never told me the meaning behind that rule, but even though this hardly seemed like the time to go playing Doctor Doolittle, I knew I had to stick to it.

      The rules had never led me astray before. I wasn’t about to start going off the rails now.

      I swung my leg back off the bike and stumbled over to the pathetic little thing. When I stooped to pick it up, its yellow eyes met mine and it began to purr. Cute.

      I shoved it in my jacket on top of the Commando’s tarp. It wouldn’t be comfortable, but for the sake of our getaway, it would be safe enough.

      Unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for me.

      As I straightened, I found myself face to face with a tall, broad-shouldered man with a crowbar one hand.

      He was handsome. That threw me for a second, even though it shouldn’t have. Out on the road, I’d been attacked by handsome men just as often as I’d been jumped by ugly ones.

      But I hadn’t been expecting some dude who looked like he’d walked straight off a movie set. I’d been expecting the desk creep.

      The time that my surprise cost me was just enough to give my opponent the upper hand.

      He rushed me as I turned to flee, catching the back of my jacket. I unzipped it immediately, slipping one arm out while I used the other to lower the cat to the ground.

      Sorry, little guy, I wanted to say. I’ll circle back and grab you again when I’ve shaken this guy loose.

      But there wasn’t time to go chit-chatting with my new feline friend. My attacker tossed the jacket aside as soon as I was free of it. This time when he grabbed me, he went for my neck.

      I whirled back toward him with an elbow to the throat. The strike connected beautifully, but he wasn’t nearly as fazed as he should have been.

      He threw an arm around my waist next, pulling my body tight against his. Gross.

      But hey—that was his stupid decision. His stupid funeral, too.

      Rule: There’s no such thing as fighting dirty when you’re fighting for your life.

      I grabbed his face, clawing my nails into him until they broke through skin. He hissed in pain as I slammed my knee up into his groin.

      Not so handsome now, huh?

      “Stop struggling,” he panted, jerking his head to the side as he tried to break my hold.

      “Yeah, or what?” I dug my fingers into his cheek even deeper, edging my thumbs up toward his eyes. I had no qualms against gouging his eyes out. I’d tear his entire face off too, if I could.

      “Or I’ll kill you,” he growled.

      I laughed, high and sharp. “Do it, then.”

      Never let them take you to a second location. Of all my rules, that one mattered the most now. He was probably going to try to murder me either way. If I went with him, he’d be able to torture me, rape me—strangle me or slit my throat on his terms, with plenty of time and privacy to dispose of my body however he wanted.

      Not gonna happen. If he killed me, he was going to have to do it here.

      But instead of snapping my neck then and there, he seemed to have realized I’d called his bluff. He slapped a wet cloth over my nose and mouth in the next moment. It smelled sticky sweet, like disinfectant mixed with sugar. Just one whiff of it made my head feel floaty and light.

      Chloroform.

      I held my breath and kept fighting. He’d have to keep that over my nose for a full five minutes before he knocked me out entirely—and for as long as he held it there, he only had one hand to defend himself with.

      Unfortunately for me, that hand still held a crowbar.

      I bit down on his fingers through the rag as hard as I could. He struck me across the temple with his length of metal in return.

      I crumpled on impact. The puddled ground rushed up at me from my feet. The wound seared and split, until warm blood flowed down my face along with the rain.

      He descended upon me as soon as I was down. The chloroform rag was over my mouth again, and this time, I was too dazed to fight back.

      He stooped to pick up the cat, then dragged us both to the white plumber’s van. It was the same one I’d noticed in the parking lot when I first went up to my room.

      Shit. Had he been watching me all along, biding his time?

      He wrenched the doors open and drew us both into the back, keeping his cloth over my mouth and nose the entire time.

      It was then that I realized we weren’t back here alone.

      There was another girl in the van, blonde and unconscious. Her wrists and ankles were bound with zip-ties. A dirty white cat was curled up next to her, mewing softly and licking her cheek.

      I didn’t know why, but as I felt my consciousness slipping away, the presence of the other girl and the other cat made this all seem so much worse.

      Maybe it was because it meant that if I managed to escape later, my conscience demanded that I’d have to drag along two cats and a ditzy blonde.

      Or maybe it was because it made me feel like all of this was part of some grand, master plan—one in which I now played my least favorite part of all:

      Prey.
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      I plucked at my pad thai with the tines of my plastic spork. The noodles were half-congealed already. The basil leaves were as limp as my spirits.

      This was it, then. I’d made my bid for freedom, and I’d blown it.

      He wouldn’t drop his guard around me like that again.

      “Meow!” Somerville yowled loudly from across the room.

      “Not now, buddy.” I poked at the noodles listlessly. They’d probably been nice back when they’d been warmer. I supposed I’d eat them anyway.

      I knew it would be my last meal.

      “Meoww!”

      Normally, I didn’t mind Somerville’s chatter. But considering the circumstances, a moment of silence might’ve been nice.

      “I love you, big guy, but knock it off.” I frowned as I pushed the noodles around in their container. “You heard him, didn’t you? He’s letting you go once I’m done for. It’ll be better for you to be out in the fresh air again, right?”

      “Meowwww!”

      “Yeah, I know.” I screwed my eyes shut and sighed. “I’ll miss you, too.”

      I could feel the tears coming on. I guessed I had plenty to cry about tonight—but I wasn’t going to give the Slasher the satisfaction of making my waterworks flow.

      “You should find a new owner after he sets you free, though. A nice little old lady—or newlyweds.” I sniffed. I’d never be married. Even if the Slasher’s crackpot theory turned out to be true—yeah, right—I’d only be one roughly a dozen zombie concubines. Not exactly the kind of ‘happily ever after’ I’d had in mind.

      But I needed to focus on the positive right now. Somerville would be okay. That was the important part. No matter what happened to me, he’d make it out of this alive.

      I rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand and swallowed my tears down.

      “You know, Somerville, even if it ends like this… I’m glad we met. Anyone would be lucky to have a cat like you.” I nodded solemnly and raised a bite of noodles toward my lips. “I certainly was.”

      “MRRRROW!” Somerville brayed insistently, louder than ever.

      “Okay, you know what? Fine!” I shoved my food and self-pity aside to look up at him. “What? What do you want?”

      Somerville was sitting at the door, swishing his tail back and forth in sharp little flicks. His green eyes met mine, then he turned and bumped his head against the metal.

      The door shifted slightly inward. When he pulled away, the door shifted back outward again.

      My jaw dropped and my noodles slid off my fork as the meaning of that motion clicked in my brain. Somerville had discovered something important: the door wasn’t completely shut.

      My dinner was immediately forgotten as I scrambled over to Somerville’s side. I gave the door a firm, sharp shove and heard the deadbolt rattle.

      I had no way to be sure…but it felt like it was slipping out of place.

      In his furious exit, the Slasher must not have closed the lock completely. He’d been feeling cocky. Then, I’d made him angry. And now…

      I smiled.

      He was getting sloppy, too. With all the rust on the metal from lack of use, the deadbolt hadn’t completely slid into its hole.

      That meant I still had a chance.

      “Good boy! Perfect boy.” I paused only for a moment to scratch Somerville behind the ears and he leaned into my touch, purring. “Okay. Pack your catnip, bud.”

      I shoved myself at the door again, and again. Each time, it felt like the hinges had a little more give.

      “We’re getting out of here.”
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      Smack-smack-smack-smack-SMACK!

      Oof. Normally I wasn’t opposed to being slapped around a little in my dreams—but as I felt the gentle sting of repeated whacks against my cheek, I had to admit that this wasn’t as sexy as I imagined it.

      “Huh?” I scrunched my face up and cracked my eyes open to a blurry existence. My head felt like someone had soaked my entire brain in bleach. There was a light weight on my chest. It seemed to be…purring.

      I was greeted by another set of rapid slaps.

      “Get up. Now,” a female voice hissed over me. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

      “I’m trying,” I slurred. My body was heavy and sluggish. My skull throbbed like I’d just awoken from a nap in a country club coat room after nipping too many sips of Paul Randall’s champagne.

      Actually, this was way worse than a champagne hangover. At least those came after something fun.

      The weight on my chest hopped off with a feline trill: kkrrrrt! I caught a little flash of dirty white fur out of the corner of my eye.

      Of course! The cat!

      The last thing I remembered was untying the cat as a storm bore down over us. After that, my memory was even more tangled up than the little white creature had been. Recollections came in flashes: a cloth over my mouth, a burn in my sinuses, the sound of a door slamming and a gentle rumbling beneath me.

      Then—there’d been the wake-up smacks.

      A pair of hands slipped beneath my armpits and began tugging my body across the puddle my soaking-wet clothing had left on the floor.

      “What are you doing?” I tried to struggle away, but that was easier said than done. My wrists wouldn’t come apart. Neither would my ankles. My hands and feet had been bound—and definitely not in a sexy way. “Where am I?”

      “You’re in the basement of a murderous psychopath—and I’m trying to save your ass before he kills us both.”

      I glanced up at the source of the voice. As my vision came into focus, I found myself staring up at a pretty girl with long, messy Titian-red hair and stormy gray eyes. She had constellations of freckles across her long, straight nose and what looked like a dog collar padlocked around her neck.

      “Wait. I know you.” I blinked at her. Her face looked familiar. I’d seen it in the papers a few times. “You’re Aisling Hargrave. That girl who went missing from Landfill last year.”

      “Glad someone remembered. And it’s Ash.” She grunted as she continued to drag me along. “This would be easier if you helped me a little, you know. As skinny as you are, you feel like a bag of bricks.”

      “I’d love to, but I’m a little tied up right now,” I pointed out. I glanced down to my wrists and ankles. They’d been zip-tied together. My feet were bare. My slippers were nowhere to be seen. “I’m woozy, but if you find something to cut me free with, I think I can walk.”

      “I’ll try.” Ash lowered me back down and rushed around the room we were in. She overturned papers scattered across a card table and shuffled around the items strewn on a counter beneath a corkboard that hung on the wall.

      When I saw the pictures on the board, my heart thudded to a stop.

      There were weird charts plastered across it bearing strange symbols laid out across concentric circles. The symbols were all connected by a series of multicolored lines. At the top of the board, three pictures had been pinned.

      One was a blurry photo of a girl at a gas station counter. She wore a leather jacket and had unruly black hair. Another was a school picture. The girl in it looked an awful lot like Ash.

      The third picture was a group shot of a bunch of girls in beautiful gowns. I recognized the ballroom of my father’s country club in the background. One of the girl’s faces had been circled with red pen.

      I didn’t have to get any closer to know it was me.

      “Meow!” At Ash’s feet, a gargantuan calico cat chirped and pawed at something on the floor.

      “Somerville?” Ash stooped to pick the item up and gave the cat an enthusiastic scratch behind the ears. “Good going, big guy.”

      Ash returned to me with a pair of scissors in hand. As she cut me free, the calico—Somerville?—licked at my ankle. Meanwhile, the white cat padded up toward my face and rubbed its cheek against mine.

      I didn’t know why, but I felt like its name was Milkshake.

      For the time being, that would have to do.

      “There,” Ash said, cutting the zip-ties at my feet free. She offered me a hand up and I took it. “Now, let’s go.”

      “Thanks.” My knees were wobbly as I stood, but they seemed to be steady enough to hold my weight. My ears whooshed uncomfortably as I stooped down to scoop Milkshake into my arms.

      “This way.” Ash and Somerville moved with purpose toward a rickety wooden staircase to our left. “If we can get out of here before he gets back, we can at least get outside. Then, if he has any neighbors, we’ll start knocking on doors and—”

      Ash continued to describe her plans to me, but as I took my first few steps toward freedom, I felt something pulling me back.

      It wasn’t more zip-ties. It was just…a feeling. I knew Ash was right. We needed to leave. But that feeling…it told me not to go. Something strong and profound that ran through my gut and tugged me toward the corkboard was telling me I ought to get a better look at it first.

      I clutched Milkshake to my chest and wandered over to the board. Sure enough, the pictures at the top of the board had our names on them. Aisling Hargrave, Aquarius. Annalace Constantine, Pisces. The black-haired girl’s photo was labeled, too: Heather Blakely, Sagittarius.

      “Wait!” I called out to Ash. I pointed at Heather’s picture. “There’s another girl posted here. Heather. Is she down here, too?”

      “No idea. When I jimmied my way out of my cell, all I found down here was you and that cat you’re holding. Will you hurry up?”

      “We can’t just leave her.”

      “She isn’t down here, Blondie! Remember her name and we’ll give it to the police once we’re gone.”

      “My name isn’t Blondie. It’s Annalace.” I frowned as I shifted my gaze to the charts on the board. Annalace was what my parents called me. I’d never liked it. “Actually, it’s just Lace. What do all these symbols and lines mean?”

      “They’re celestial calculations.” Ash ran back over and grabbed my arm, tugging me away from the board. “It’s how he decides when to kill his victims. I can give you the full Sparknotes when we’re out of here, okay?”

      “Aquarius, Pisces, Sagittarius.” I resisted Ash’s insistent yanking as I wracked my head for what I knew of astrology. If we’d been chosen based on this guy’s star charts…were our signs connected somehow? “What does it all mean?”

      “It means he’s going to kill us all tonight if we aren’t gone by the time he gets back.” Ash jabbed her thumb at the calendar pinned to the board. A date had been circled on it. Today’s date. “We’ve lost a lot of time already. I have no idea when he’ll return. So, can we go? Please?”

      I bit my lip. The feeling in my gut was still telling me to stay. I wished I knew why. It was illogical. It was stupid.

      “One more thing.” I felt the invisible string that ran through me tugging me to one of the room’s dark corners now. It contained a rusty old washer and dryer. On top of the dryer, I spied a cardboard box.

      “What now?” Ash groaned. “This isn’t the time to be playing Nancy Drew!”

      “This,” I said, pulling a black cat out of the box. It was wrapped up in the same blue twine that Milkshake had been tied in. I moved to Ash and pushed it into her arms. “There. Now we can go.”

      Even as we headed up the stairs, I still felt something holding me back…

      But we were in the lair of a serial killer. One who Ash was certain wanted to kill us tonight.

      So why the heck didn’t I want to leave?
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      I stirred to the sound of a metal door slamming shut. There was drool on my mouth and cold metal against my cheek. As I pried my eyes open and peeled my face off the floor, I struggled to bring my vision into focus and found that I couldn’t.

      Well, wasn’t that just a treat.

      As far as I could tell, I was in the back of a windowless van. I’d been so sure I’d seen another girl in here earlier—another cat, and my cat, too—but now, the van was empty. Only I was left.

      I tried to move my arms, but they were bound together at the wrists. A shift of my legs told me my feet were similarly incapacitated. When I shuffled into a sitting position and scooted over to the door to try the handle, it was locked.

      Everything sure was coming up zip-ties and chloroform for me tonight.

      The urge to panic struck me, but I shot it down before it could take hold. Whatever you do, stay calm. Adrenaline wasn’t magic ninja juice. It didn’t turn people into automatic superheroes. It only gave a burst of energy the moment it kicked in. If it wasn’t put to good use, the rogue surge of it would only make my body shaky as I burned through energy faster than ever. I wasn’t lifting a burning car off a helpless toddler here; I needed to keep my cool as I found a way to escape.

      That was easier said than done. The wallop on the forehead that my captor had given me pounded like the bedframe of a frisky upstairs neighbor rocking against the wall. I could feel every beat of my heart swell and release in painful jolts across my brow.

      By the time I finally had my boot laces tied together so I could start sawing away at my plastic bindings with them, the back doors of the van opened once more.

      And there he was. My kidnapper. Probably my soon-to-be killer too. He was just as handsome as I’d originally noticed. Just as deranged. He looked down at me with that same wide, crazed fire in his eyes—like he was a starving diner at a five-star restaurant and I was the foie fucking gras.

      He dove toward me and the world twisted. The world churned. I lunged forward at him as he dipped his shoulder down into my gut, but it was useless. My hands were tied, and my coordination was screwed up.

      The blow to my head had probably given me a concussion.

      And that meant I was screwed up, too.

      As he hefted me over his shoulder and carried me out of the van, everything went blurry and upside down. I did my best to focus on what I could—always keep track of your surroundings—but from my current position, that was mostly the ground.

      Crumbling sidewalk with grass growing up through the cracks.

      Creaking, half-rotted wooden porch steps, soaked through with rain.

      Yellowing laminate kitchen tile, laid out in a checkerboard pattern that made me nauseated to look at for too long.

      And then, as I found myself unhefted and lowered back onto my wobbly legs…

      I turned my head to the side and saw a set of stairs leading down to a dark basement lit by a single, naked, dangling light bulb.

      On those stairs, was a giant, fluffy calico cat and two other girls, both probably around my age. They each held another cat in their arms. One blonde, who carried the white cat I’d seen in the van earlier. One redhead, even scrawnier than I was, cradling the black cat I’d stopped to save.

      Vanilla, strawberry, and chocolate. Put us together, and we were like a Neapolitan sundae for this sick freak. You scream, I scream. Ha-ha-ha.

      They were frozen mid-step as they stared up at us, like we’d just caught them trying to sneak out. Given the circumstances, we probably had.

      Our captor stared back at them wordlessly. As I struggled to stay standing, for a tense moment, so did I.

      “Do…something!” I finally grunted out to the other girls.

      The guy standing at my side was big. He was brutal.

      But we outnumbered him.

      If we could just work together…

      Unfortunately, already I could feel my legs giving way. My vision was going again—this time, velvety black.

      I was losing consciousness again. Pretty soon, I was going to be dead weight.

      In a hail Mary of a fall, I threw all my weight in the direction of the guy that had abducted me. Had abducted us.

      I crashed into him hard. I must’ve surprised him, because my weight sent him stumbling aside.

      All the while, I knew that this was probably it for me. If the other girls weren’t stupid, they’d take this opportunity to get the fuck out of this place. They’d take the cats and bolt. They’d run, and they wouldn’t stop running until they knew they were far away from our captor and his plans.

      For the first time today, I’d just broken one of my rules: don’t be a hero.

      But my head was full of banana pudding. My body was spent.

      And if I couldn’t save myself…

      The least I could do was try to save someone else.
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      A spear of pure ice pierced my spine as I watched black-haired girl collapse into the Slasher, sending them both crashing to the side.

      It hit me almost instantly: She’d done that on purpose.

      “Let’s go,” I urged Lace as I bounded up the top half of the stairs. The black cat wriggled in my arms and Somerville led the way.

      But behind me, Lace still seemed frozen from being caught by our captor mid-escape.

      “Come on. Let’s go!” I repeated. “That other girl just sacrificed herself for us. We’re not going to get a better chance than this.”

      “No.” Lace’s voice was distant and breathy. When I glanced over my shoulder at her, she had a thousand-mile stare in her sea-green eyes. “I know it sounds crazy, but I think… We’re supposed to be here. I can feel it. I think we should stay.”

      “Like hell we should!” I barked at her. What was wrong with this girl? Whatever the Slasher had used to knock her out had obviously melted her brain. “Move your ass! Now!”

      But as I reached the top of the stairs, the Slasher lurched back into the doorway, gripping the frame and baring his teeth ferociously as he blocked my way out.

      Fuck! No!

      My heart went into free fall.

      A second later, he kicked me in my stomach, and so did I.

      I tumbled backwards down the stairs, crashing into Lace and taking her with me.

      After that, it was all a blur of light and sound. I must’ve hit my head when we landed, because my ears were ringing, and the seconds mushed together like soggy, dull green peas.

      The next clear, cognizant moment I had was a view of the Slasher’s furrowed brow as he hauled my arms up over my head. I tried to scream, but my mouth was taped shut. My wrists were crushed together tightly with thick, rough rope. He placed my bindings over a large metal hook that hung from the ceiling on a rusty chain. My bare feet dangled uselessly beneath me. I tilted my toes downward, but I couldn’t manage to touch the floor.

      My ears were ringing bloody murder as I lolled my head to the side. The black-haired girl—Heather, Lace had called her—was hung up by her wrists next to me. In front of us was Lace herself. Her hands were tied behind her back. She was on her knees, positioned behind a stock tank full of dark water.

      The three cats were nowhere to be seen.

      “My brides.” The Slasher stepped back to admire his handiwork. “Tonight is an auspicious night.”

      He stooped to pick up a red plastic canister. Gasoline fumes burned my eyes as he splashed the liquid all over Heather’s body, soaking her through.

      “I’ve brought you together here to fulfill an important purpose. With your sacrifice, the four of us will accomplish what no one else has ever done.”

      He stepped back, dropped the gas can, and reached into his pocket, pulling out a little black matchbook. He snapped a match off, then leaned toward me.

      He pressed a kiss over the duct tape on my mouth.

      “Tonight, you will all die for me in your own ways. Water for Pisces.”

      He gestured to Lace behind him without looking at her. She met my eyes with a pitiful expression. Though she struggled, she didn’t seem able to rise. He must have anchored her to the floor.

      “Fire for Sagittarius.”

      He swiped the match against the matchbook, striking up a flame. Heather grunted louder and kicked even harder to no avail.

      “Air for Aquarius.” As the match burned down between his fingers, he pulled a plastic bag from his back pocket, shook it out and tugged it down over my head.

      “Ad gloriam et ad potentiam,” he intoned solemnly. “Thank you, girls. I’m going to kill you now. I’ll see you again in Beyond.”

      He flicked his match at Heather. She thrashed and screamed beneath the duct tape as her body went up in flames.

      My heart scourged against my chest with every beat as he moved to me next. I took as deep of a breath as I could in preparation as he tied the opening of the plastic bag tight around my neck.

      I couldn’t even risk a scream. There was no hope of escaping—not now. But still, I knew I had to hold my breath for as long as I could.

      I heard a splash next. He must have plunged Lace’s head into the stock tank. The water sloshed noisily as she fought him—but the Slasher was strong, and Lace was skinny enough, I doubted she could’ve fought her way out of a paper bag.

      Just like I couldn’t fight my way out of the plastic one fogging up around my face.

      I was letting my breath out slowly. It didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things, but it mattered to me.

      Suffocating to death was going to suck. It was going to hurt, and when my body finally used up all of its remaining oxygen, my panic response was going to kick in.

      I knew these were the last moments of my pathetic, sob story of a life. And if I was going to die tonight, I was going to do everything in my power to die fighting.

      But as I fought, all around me everything began to change.

      It was the shift of the lighting that caught my attention first. The dim of the basement melted into moonlight. Through the fog on the plastic, I could see the blurs of my surroundings begin to fade.

      “Yes,” the Slasher hissed. Delight dripped from his voice. “Yes! It’s working! Yes!”

      He sounded just as surprised as I felt.

      All this time, I’d assumed his brains had been made of stardust and Elmer’s glue.

      And all this time, I’d been wrong—at least in part. I couldn’t be sure that this was the Slasher’s fabled Beyond.

      But we definitely weren’t in his basement anymore.

      As the Slasher continued to celebrate, I realized something almost as strange as our change of location.

      My lungs were no longer burning. I drew in a breath and the bag didn’t even contract around my face. A gentle breeze flowed over me, caressing my cheeks like I was generating a cloud of air around my head.

      Oxygen. I should have been suffocating, but I could breathe with no problem at all.

      Heather’s screams had stopped. So had the sound of sloshing water from Lace’s tank.

      I wasn’t dead. Were they?

      The Slasher untied the bag around my neck and tore it off my head.

      “I did it, little water-bearer.” He kissed my lips over the duct tape again. “We did it!”

      He was grinning at me triumphantly, looking happier than I’d ever seen him before. Not that I cared about that.

      My focus was on Lace behind him and Heather to my side. Lace’s blonde hair was dark with water as she leaned over the surface tank she’d been drowning in only a few moments ago. She looked exhausted, but alive.

      Heather, to my amazement, was even more soaking wet than Lace. Her clothes were completely saturated, dripping a puddle onto the floor. Her hair was plastered to her face like someone had just dumped a bucket of water over her head. It wasn’t gasoline—that smell was entirely gone.

      The Slasher let out a high, sharp laugh and stretched his arms out at his sides. He spun slowly, taking in the room around us like it was the first conquered castle of his new domain.

      It certainly looked like a castle—though, not one I would want to rule. Rubble littered the stonework of the floor. Part of the ceiling was caved in, revealing a blood-red moon hanging in an impossibly starry sky overhead. There were armored skeletons everywhere—some clearly human, some with skulls shaped like those of large dogs or even wolves. Beneath the caved-in ceiling, the gargantuan bones of what looked like a dinosaur were buried.

      A dinosaur…or a dragon.

      At the head of the room was a massive, gilded throne. Twelve smaller thrones made of ornately shaped silver were arranged alongside it. Six to the left, six to the right.

      “We’re here. We’re really here.” The Slasher laughed again as he walked toward a long table laden with an abandoned feast. He selected an apple from a tray of cobwebbed fruit. It was so rotten, the core dropped out of it as soon as he picked it up. He made a face and tossed the rest of it aside. “The castle will need some renovating…but it doesn’t matter. There will be other castles—and the three of you will be the first of my treasured concubines. I thought the others would be waiting for us here, of course, but we’ll track them down soon enough.” He moved to Lace. She winced and pulled away as he stroked her cheek. “Everything will be easier now that I’m king.”

      “Then allow me to welcome you to your new kingdom, my liege.” A dark, smoky male voice echoed through the vast, ruined space.

      We all turned our heads to see a man standing at the top of the room’s grand staircase. He was tall with broad shoulders. The sleeves of his loose white linen shirt billowed like he carried his own breeze with him wherever he walked. He wore dark, high-waisted breeches tucked into leather boots that gleamed in the moonlight with every casual, measured step of his descent. His black hair was laced with silver and shaved close on the sides.

      “And who the fuck are you?” the Slasher bellowed at him. Apparently, this newcomer had soured his moment of triumph. “Where are we? Where did you come from? Give me your name.”

      “I’m called Oberon Harshing. The first of your many loyal subjects, I’m sure.” The man’s—Harshing’s—cheekbones were sharp. His jaw was chiseled and angular. His eyes were deep-set and intense. Even from a distance, I could tell they were blood red. “We’re in a lost place right now. Somewhere forsaken and abandoned—cursed by too much spilled blood.” He motioned behind him with a debonair flick of his wrist. “I came in through the door.”

      Just looking at this Harshing character, I could tell he wasn’t someone who should be underestimated. It was in the way he carried himself—like he was the king of this ruined castle, not the Slasher.

      But the Slasher obviously didn’t notice. He only lowered his hand from Lace’s cheek and smiled.

      “A loyal subject? Then you can bring me my crown and my scepter. Kneel to me and swear your allegiance to my name, and I’ll even make you the first of my high lords.”

      “A high lord? How generous of you.” For a moment, it looked like Harshing almost returned the Slasher’s smile. “Unfortunately, I must decline.”

      I blinked, and Harshing was no longer on the stairs anymore.

      He was right behind the Slasher, with the Slasher’s arm grasped tightly in his hands.

      A wet snap! echoed through the hall, followed by a ragged howl of pain torn from the Slasher’s throat.

      “Oh dear,” Harshing deadpanned as he stared down at the splintered femur poking up through the Slasher’s skin. “I’m afraid you’re going to have a very difficult time holding that scepter now.”

      The Slasher whipped around, panting. He swung at the other man with a haymaker, but it was no use.

      The other man simply waved his hand dismissively in front of the Slasher’s face. “Somnum.”

      The Slasher’s eyes rolled back. He crumpled like a discarded page of a bad essay.

      But how?

      “Good evening, ladies.” Harshing strode over to Lace and untied her, then helped her to her feet. “I apologize for the unpleasantness. He won’t be touching you like that again. May I?”

      Harshing’s fingers hovered over the duct tape on Lace’s mouth. She nodded, wide-eyed and shivering. Carefully, he pulled it away from her skin.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. Her teeth chattered as she stared up at him.

      “Of course.” For the second time since he’d entered, I saw him almost smile. Almost—but not quite. “It was a pleasure.”

      He moved to Heather next.

      “What do you want with us?” Heather asked when he ripped the duct tape from her lips—not anywhere near as gentle as he’d been with Lace. “Why are you here?”

      “I’d thought that much was obvious. I’m here to save your lives.”

      Harshing pulled a knife from his belt and placed it beneath the ropes that bound Heather’s wrists. It sliced through them like they were made of soft butter. Heather dropped to the floor and yelped as she landed on her ass.

      “Generally, this would be the point in the conversation where you get on your hands and knees to kiss my feet with gratefulness,” he informed her.

      “Yeah, not gonna happen.” Heather glowered, rubbed her bruised backside, then began to untie her ankles. “So. I’m gonna ask you again—what do you want with us?”

      “The three of you are all very special girls.” Harshing cut the shock collar from my neck, slicing my wrists free next. Luckily, unlike Heather, I was prepared for the drop and managed to land on my feet. “You’re Changelings. Fae who were lost to the human world. Now, you’ve returned to your true home.” He held his arms out, gesturing to our surroundings. “Welcome to Beyond.”

      Changelings. Fae. Beyond.

      Maybe I was still loopy from my near-death experience. But incredibly, Beyond struck me as the craziest of those three words.

      I pulled the duct tape away from my mouth and crumpled it in my fist.

      “So, all this time…it was real? This is really Beyond?” I looked at the slumped-over body on the floor. My kidnapper. My jailer. The crackpot who had nearly taken my life tonight—maybe he wasn’t such a crackpot after all. “The Slasher was right?”

      “This is the Slasher, I presume?” Harshing moved to the body and nudged it with the toe of his boot like it was an unknown species of sentient cowpie.

      I nodded. “That’s him.”

      “It’s rare that humans become aware of the other worlds. Rare, but not unheard of.” Harshing walked toward me and turned his knife over in his hand, offering it to me so I could cut my ankles free. “His name is Malcolm Sharpe. He’s a fifty-three-year-old ex-mercenary and the owner of a national data security firm in your realm.”

      That explained how he’d gotten the info to calculate our star charts, at least. He’d probably hacked into the systems of the local schools or hospitals for our birth certificates. Maybe he’d even designed their networks himself.

      I sliced through the ropes at my ankles and handed Harshing his knife back.

      Malcolm Sharpe. After all this time, I finally had the Slasher’s name.

      I’d always thought it would make me feel better, knowing who my captor really was. But as it turned out…I didn’t care.

      The Star-Crossed Slasher was a dumb name—but Malcolm Sharpe was an even dumber one.

      No. He’d always be the Slasher to me.

      “I’m gonna ask you this one more time,” Heather growled, losing her patience. “Enough about fairies and Changelings and all your woo-woo bullshit. What. Do you. Want. With us?”

      “Your attention, firstly.” Harshing snapped his fingers.

      In the same second, my spine went stiff and straight like it had just been strapped to an invisible board. Lace and Heather both stood up straighter too.

      I didn’t know how he’d done it—but I knew without a doubt that it was somehow his doing.

      “I have an offer for you,” said Harshing.

      “Oh, good,” Heather grunted, straining against her own magically mandated good posture. “In that case, thanks, but no thanks. We’re not interested.”

      “Yes, we are,” Lace said quickly. She carried her spinal adjustment with an elegant ease. “I want to hear it, at least.” She glanced to me. “Don’t you?”

      “I…I do.” I caught Harshing’s red eyes. This guy might have saved us, but I didn’t trust him. Not yet. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to say yes.”

      “Ah, defiance. How cute.” Harshing held my gaze, obviously unimpressed, then turned to the table, where he poured himself a glass of red wine from a large, crystal decanter. “Fortunately, I think you’ll find my offer to be one that’s hard to refuse.”
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      My body trembled as I stood at attention. My lungs should have been burning from filling with water…but they didn’t. Despite the cold and everything we’d been through tonight, this was actually the best my body had ever felt.

      Like this place was somewhere that I truly, finally belonged.

      When I glanced at Ash, her lips weren’t blue from nearly suffocating. Heather should have been in agony from her burns—but instead, she looked almost as wet as I was.

      None of this made sense. We all should have been dead.

      But we weren’t, and that was what mattered right now.

      “What’s the offer?” I asked Mr. Harshing as he sipped his wine. Maybe once he’d told us, he’d be able to explain how we were all alive—and why.

      “You’re shivering, Miss Constantine.”

      An extra tremor rattled down my spine as he walked toward me, swirling his wine around in his glass. His voice was even smoother and darker than the voice that usually dirty-talked to me in my dreams.

      He raised the glass to my lips and tipped the wine against them.

      “Drink,” he commanded. “It’s aged well. It should warm you up.”

      I took a tiny sip. The wine’s taste was rich and complex. It felt like sunshine on my tongue. When I swallowed, heat flowed from my stomach through my entire body.

      I stopped shivering. I didn’t feel cold at all anymore.

      “There. That’s better.” He lowered the glass again. “As for my offer… I’m the headmaster of an elite school known as the Academy. It’s the most prestigious and competitive learning institution in all of Beyond. I’d like to give the three of you placements there in this year’s incoming freshman class.”

      “Your academy is…a university?” Ash asked, clearly interested.

      “In a way. In another way, it’s a finishing school.”

      My eyes widened with excitement. A finishing school…I could actually be good at that.

      “Right. Because there’s nothing I’d rather do with my time than write essays and learn if a fork goes with the salad or the cake.” Heather rolled her eyes.

      “It’s not hard,” I said. “The cake fork is smaller.”

      Another eyeroll. “Gee, thanks.”

      “And in other ways still, it’s a…” Harshing looked pointedly at Heather. “I believe on Earth the term is boot camp.”

      Heather perked up at that.

      “You’re gonna train us how to fight?” She cracked her knuckles. “I don’t know about essays and tea parties, but I’d be up for that.”

      “Your coursework will include magical studies, Fae etiquette and combat training,” Harshing explained. “The Academy’s top graduates are traditionally offered invitations to the Seelie King’s court, which is even more dangerous than the Academy itself. You’ll need to master all three disciplines if you wish to survive there. Or at all. Beyond is not a place for the weak.”

      “You mean if I keep my grades up, I win a chance to curtsy at the silly king?” Heather snorted, obviously disinterested once again. “Oh, boy. Can’t wait.”

      “Seelie, Miss Blakely. You and I and everyone else you’ll meet here in Beyond are members of the Seelie Fae.”

      “How do you become a top graduate?” asked Ash.

      “At the Academy, you’ll be awarded points for your successes and deducted points for your failures,” said Harshing. “Those will determine your class rankings. Students who have accrued over a thousand points at the time of graduation receive the king’s invitation. Beyond that… it’s a matter of staying alive. As I said, the Academy is competitive. Cutthroat, some might say. We don’t prevent students from eliminating competition or weeding out those who can’t hold their own.”

      I gulped. I could hold my own at napkin-folding, maybe. But in combat? I was screwed.

      “So you run a school where you actively encourage the murderous inclinations of precocious magical predators,” said Ash.

      “Out of the freakin’ frying pan…” Heather grumbled. “You’re sadists, is what you mean.”

      “We’re strong, Miss Blakely,” Harshing corrected her. “There’s no place for those who can’t command their own powers among the Seelie. Better to cull the weak than to let them run amok.”

      “This isn’t real. It’s a…post-death hallucination. Nothing more.” Ash shook her head. “I don’t believe in magic. I believe in science.”

      “And I believe you’re full of shit,” Heather agreed. “Fairies? What a joke. How dumb do you think we are?”

      Headmaster Harshing looked at me—to see if I had some clever quip to add, probably. I stayed silent.

      I had always wanted to believe in magic. I’d been sheltered from almost everything that excited me about the world for my entire life. Even if I would be in danger at his Academy…I’d just have to work hard to become one of the strong people he’d talked about.

      Everything he’d said so far sounded like a dream come true.

      “Very well. If you need more convincing…” Harshing walked to the table and placed his glass of wine down.

      He snapped his fingers, and suddenly I wasn’t soaking wet anymore. My drenched nightgown was replaced by a beautiful corseted ballgown with a big, poofy skirt. Its silk was sea green.

      Heather’s wet leather jacket and jeans turned into a ballgown as well. It was black and shimmery. Ash wore a matching one, sapphire blue.

      He snapped again and my arms moved like I was a marionette being pulled by invisible strings. Ash’s and Heather’s arms positioned themselves in the same way: the right, bent and lifted; the left, stretched out, palm down.

      “Revivesco,” Harshing intoned, waving his hand over the piles of armor and bones.

      Before my eyes, the bones rose up and pieced themselves into the figures of two armored skeletons.

      “Saltandi,” he ordered the skeletons with a clap of his hands.

      Creaking and clanging, they moved to Heather and Ash. The skeletons bowed low, then took the other two girls in their arms and began to drag them along in a waltz.

      “What? Hey!” Ash yelped.

      “Get off me,” Heather growled.

      I was left without a partner—but Headmaster Harshing rectified that.

      “May I have this dance, Miss Constantine?” he asked, standing before me.

      He was close enough now that I didn’t know whether my shivers were from the cold…or if they were because of him. “Am I even allowed to say no?”

      “You always say no.” His red eyes glinted with seriousness. “You must simply be strong enough to deal with the repercussions that follow.”

      I sucked my lower lip between my teeth anxiously. Repercussions…would he punish me if I refused him?

      More importantly, did I even want to say no to him? It was no fun being without a partner—and I loved to dance. The fact that he was so much older didn’t bother me. I’d danced with Paul Randall. I danced with my father’s friends at the country club all the time.

      I’d just never danced with an older man like him before.

      “Then yes,” I said, inclining my head to him as much as my puppet strings would allow. “I’ll dance with you.”

      As he bowed to me, my nod turned into a deep, elegant curtsy.

      Then, he took my hand in his and wrapped an arm around my waist. He pulled my body against him firmly, until the petticoats of my gown were the only things keeping my hips from being pressed right against his thighs.

      He didn’t hesitate to take the lead. He swept me across the floor in fluid, elegant steps. He held himself like a gentleman—but with how inappropriately close our bodies were, I knew he was acting like anything but.

      I just wasn’t sure that I cared. The warmth in my body from that sip of wine was quickly flushing to a burning, luxurious heat. Every time I inhaled, I caught the scent of his delicious cologne. It was mossy and woody, with just a hint of something white and floral. Lily-of-the-Valley, maybe.

      That suited him. Gorgeous, sweet-scented…and entirely poisonous from flowers to roots.

      “You dance well,” he said as he raised my hand in the air to spin me. “Do you know this one?”

      “Of course I do. It’s just a waltz.” My heart was beginning to pound faster in my chest. There was something terrifying about the way he looked at me—and it wasn’t just the red of his eyes. That shouldn’t have excited me so much—but it did. “Besides. You’re doing most of the work for me.”

      “So I am.” His gaze lowered to my neck. “How fascinating.”

      “What?” I asked, feeling self-conscious. “What do you mean?”

      I’d been called plenty of things by the few men I knew. Fascinating was not one of them.

      The red in his eyes deepened. His gaze didn’t falter. “Your heart’s racing.”

      He was right. It was.

      But how could he know that?

      He took my waist in his hands and lifted me effortlessly. Slowly, he twirled me around in a circle as the bones of Ash and Heather’s skeletal partners clattered to the floor.

      As he placed me back on my feet, I supposed that meant our dance had come to an end.

      “You really think forcing us to dance with a bunch of bones is going to convince us that we’re not dead?” Heather snapped, wiping her hands on her skirt.

      Harshing stepped back and bowed to me. Again, I found myself curtsying in return—but this time, I wasn’t sure if that was his doing or my own.

      “Frankly, Miss Blakely, it doesn’t matter if you’re dead or not. This is the path you walk now,” said Harshing. “The Academy is a dangerous place, but it’s not without its merits. It has the finest professors the Beyond has to offer, as well as the best magical library, save for the one belonging to King Solis himself.”

      “A library… God.” Ash softened and sighed. “I’ve missed real books so much.”

      “You’ll be able to learn to master your powers and defend yourselves, too. If you’d been found sooner, a man like that—” He inclined his head to the Slasher’s unconscious body— “would have never been able to touch you.”

      Heather stared at the Slasher with a glower. “Fair enough.”

      “Most importantly of all, you’ll have the freedom to make your own way in life.” Harshing’s red eyes found mine again.

      It was like he knew that freedom was all I’d ever wanted.

      It was the perfect thing to say.

      “What’s the catch, then?” asked Heather. “This gonna cost us an arm and a leg?”

      “Room and board will be provided for you. There’s no tuition cost. Consider yourselves on scholarship.”

      “You said this was an offer, though,” said Ash. “That implies that there’s a choice.”

      Harshing nodded. “Of course there is. Either you attend the Academy, or I can return you to your realm as I found you: suffocating, burning, and drowning. It shouldn’t take long to finish you off. Is that what you want?”

      My heart shuddered in my chest.

      “No,” I said immediately. It seemed like a pretty clear-cut deal to me.

      Unfortunately, Ash and Heather weren’t so easily convinced.

      “That’s not fair,” said Ash.

      “You saved us once,” Heather pointed out. “If you send us back there to die, you’ve wasted your entire night.”

      “Changelings are dangerous when left untrained on Earth. Magic is a hungry, consuming force. If you aren’t able to manage your powers, you’ll become consumed by them. Now, in your current form, you’re Seelie—as I said before. But fail to control the magic within you, and you’ll turn.”

      “Into what? Vampires and werewolves?”

      “If you wish. Plenty of the Seelie are able to take those forms. But no. You’ll become Unseelie—dangerous creatures which must be into the Fade, the third of the Forgotten realms. The Unseelie are the sworn enemies of the Seelie Fae. I can’t allow their ranks to grow. Learn to use your powers at the Academy or lose them—and your lives as well.”

      Ash and Heather looked at each other, defeated.

      “All right,” said Heather. “But I have some demands.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Harshing droned. “But yes. Fine. I’ll grant you each one boon. Consider it a welcome home gift. What will it be?”

      “One word,” said Heather. “Commando.”

      Harshing arched an eyebrow. “Daring—but as you wish.”

      He snapped his fingers. Beneath my gown, I felt my panties vanish in an instant. I’d heard of men who were panty-melting hot before… but panty-vanishing? That was new.

      “What the—” Heather clenched her hands and snarled at Harshing. “I meant my bike. And I suspect you knew that!”

      “I did,” Harshing admitted. “Allow it to be a lesson for you—here in Beyond, you would do well to be very careful with the precision of your words—and those of others, too.”

      “The cats,” Ash said next. “They’re still in the Slasher’s basement. I’m not going anywhere without Somerville. Will you bring them here?”

      “Of course. It’s traditional for young Fae entering the Academy to bring a familiar.” He snapped his fingers and three confused cats appeared between us. One calico, one white, one black. “There.”

      “Somerville!”

      Harshing must have removed his posture spell on us, because Ash was able to race toward the big fluffy calico. He ran to her as well, leaping up into her arms. She held him close and cuddled him tight, burying her face in his fur.

      “Hey, you.” Gently, Heather nudged the black cat with her dainty slipper as it approached her. It rubbed up against her leg and began to purr.

      “Milkshake,” I whispered, stooping down to collect the white cat. It wasn’t dirty anymore, but it was still too skinny—just like me.

      I turned it over onto its back so I could cradle it like a baby in my arms. It closed its pretty blue eyes and looked happy.

      I scratched it beneath its chin, and it started purring.

      I smiled. “Guess you really are mine.”

      “Last but not least…What is it you desire, Miss Constantine?”

      My eyes were drawn to the sharpness of his collarbones. I could imagine curling my fingers around them and pressing my thumbs against the firmness of his pecs all too well. His scent still lingered gently around me, delicious and addictive. I knew if I buried my face in his chest hair, that smell would be even stronger.

      You, I nearly said. Thankfully, I stopped myself—but my cheeks caught fire anyway.

      “Advice,” I blurted quickly, before Harshing noticed my blush and put two and two together. “You said the students of the Academy can eliminate each other, and you don’t stop them. What’s the best strategy to survive?”

      “That’s a good question, Miss Constantine.” He stared at me with intense interest, like I’d impressed him somehow. “You’re a clever girl, aren’t you?”

      I shrugged, trying to shake the weight of his gaze from my shoulders. “I’m a girl who wants to live.”

      “Keep thinking like that, and you just might. If I were you…I would establish myself as a dominant student. Make allies of the most powerful people I could find and eliminate the weakest of the pack at the first chance I got—before I became prey myself.” His eyes drifted to my neck again. “That’s what I did, anyway. Now—are you ready to go?”

      Ash looked at the Slasher’s body again. She walked toward him and gave his stomach a hard kick with her slipper. “What will you do with him?”

      “I can kill him, if you like,” Harshing offered. “He should die relatively happy. His life’s work has been to pass through the Veil and enter Beyond. He’s already gotten further than most other humans could ever dream. Or, I can send him back to Earth. Miss Constantine’s adoptive parents have noted her disappearance and contacted the police with surveillance footage of his van. The officers should be arriving at his home shortly. Once there, they’ll find perfect doubles of your bodies dead in his basement. Should they find him on the scene, I suspect they’ll put him away for a long time.”

      I gulped. My parents—I’d almost forgotten about them.

      “My parents…they’ll think that I’m dead?” I asked.

      “As far as the human world is concerned, you are dead,” said Harshing. “Think of this as a fresh start to a new life.”

      I pursed my lips. My parents had been good to me. Not great. Not lenient. Never kind. But they’d loved me in the only way they’d known how.

      I’d miss them…but if I wanted to gain my freedom and keep my life, I knew I’d have to leave them behind.

      “I say kill him.” Heather joined Ash at the Slasher’s body and gave him an even harder kick—this one to the head. He didn’t even stir. “Prison’s too good for him.”

      “No,” I said, stepping forward with more confidence than I felt. “If we let him live…even if his lawyers issue an insanity plea, he’ll spend the rest of his days locked up in a psychiatric prison. He’ll have to live with the knowledge that he came so close to what he wanted most in the world—and that he lost it. No one will even believe him.”

      “That’s…horrible,” Ash whispered. “But…you’re right. No less than he deserves.”

      Heather chuckled and looked at me with approval. “You’ve got a dark streak, huh?”

      “There are some things worse than death.” Like losing your freedom with no hope to ever get it back. I knew that better than most. I turned to Harshing. “Do it. Send him back.”

      “An excellent choice.” Harshing waved his hand and the Slasher’s body vanished in an instant. Just like that, he was gone to meet his fate. Harshing’s gaze drifted back to me again. “Now…we’ll need to do something about your clothes for the night.”

      With another snap of his fingers, our ballgowns vanished. They were replaced by short silk nighties edged in lace, complete with matching robes. They were just like the nightclothes I’d worn back home…but somehow, they were even nicer. Heather’s outfit was black. Ash’s was blue. Mine was still sea green.

      “Is everything in Beyond color coded?” Heather asked. “Not that I’m complaining. Black is my color. But…”

      “You’re correct,” Harshing confirmed. “Blue for Aquarius, green for Pisces, black for Scorpio.”

      “But aren’t you a Sagittarius?” Ash turned to Heather. “The Slasher said you were. He wouldn’t get that wrong.”

      “Yeah, well, he did. I don’t know how he managed to get a peek at my birth certificate, but it doesn’t have the right date on it.” Heather reached beneath the neckline of her nightgown and pulled out a silver necklace with a charm shaped like an M on it. “It’s the only thing I have from my birth mother. I was born on November 13. That’s Scorpio, right?”

      I shuffled Milkshake in my arms so I could clasp the charm of the necklace I wore in my hand.

      “I have one of those too.” I held it up to show them. The charm was shaped like a weird H. “For Pisces.”

      “That’s…really strange. So do I.” Ash frowned. There was no Aquarius charm hanging around her neck. “Or at least, I did before the Slasher captured me.”

      She was right. That was weird. But before I could question it further, Harshing cleared his throat.

      “If everything’s in order, I’m going to send you to a room at the Celestial for the night now. It’s the finest of Beyond’s hotels. You’ll be safe there, so I suggest you get some sleep. I’ll see you again in the morning.”

      He raised his hand, but I took a step toward him before he could vanish us away too.

      “Thank you, Headmaster.” I stared up at him, letting him see the gratefulness shining in my green eyes. “I mean it. Thank you for saving us, and thank you for…for all of this.”

      For the first time all evening, Harshing’s lips spread into a slow, true smile and I caught sight of his teeth. They were straight and white, but his upper incisors were long and sharp.

      Vampire. The word popped into my head as I connected half a dozen little dots. He’d teleported. He’d snapped the Slasher’s arm like a twig. He’d controlled my body. I suspected he could read my mind as well. When he’d commented on my pulse—had he been thinking about drinking my blood?

      I frowned as my pussy throbbed.

      Oh, no. Oh, no. I had a lot of racy kinks—but I didn’t dare allow myself to fantasize about that.

      “Thank me after graduation,” said Harshing. His smile faded, but there was a glint in his red eyes like he knew exactly what I was thinking about. “Assuming you survive for that long.”

      I bit my lip and did my best to compose myself. It wasn’t easy.

      “Goodnight, Headmaster.” I hugged Milkshake a little tighter and gave Harshing a nod, which he didn’t return.

      He only stared.

      “Goodnight, Annalace.”

      With a wave of his hand, we were suddenly somewhere else—and he was gone.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      The room we’d been whisked away to was, without a doubt, the swankiest place I’d ever set foot inside in my entire life. A crystal chandelier sparkled as tiny, floating golden orbs danced around it overhead. The thick, cream-colored drapes were drawn back to reveal floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking a beautiful city lit by lamplight.

      The room contained three four-poster, king-sized beds with canopies. One green, one blue, one black.

      I placed my scrawny cat down on the black bed and gave him a scratch behind the ears. He curled up on the bed and closed his eyes.

      Lucky bastard. I would have loved to go to sleep.

      Instead, I started going about my normal procedure. I started with the door, flipping both the lock on the knob and the deadbolt shut tight.

      “What are you doing?” the redhead asked, wandering over.

      “Making sure this place is safe for the night.” I moved to the mirrors next. Luckily, they were attached to the room’s three vanity stations. “Do you think magical mirrors can be two-ways? I don’t want any fairy voyeurs watching me sleep.”

      I looked at Blondie, who shrugged. Useless. Luckily, there were some decorative runners draped across the foot of each bed. Those would do. I grabbed all three and tossed them over the mirrors one by one, covering them up.

      “Hey.” The redhead grabbed my arm as I trudged toward the bathroom. God, it had been a long night. “Thank you.”

      “I’m not doing this for you.” I jerked my arm away. “I don’t even know who you are.”

      “Ash,” she said, then nodded to the blonde. “That’s Lace. And that’s not what I mean. Earlier, when you were at the top of the stairs with the Slasher—when he caught us trying to escape—you collapsed into him when you passed out.”

      “Yeah. So?” I went into the bathroom. Annoyingly, Ash followed me. Inside was another chandelier. More glowing orbs. No mirror, thankfully—just a massive claw-foot tub, a rack of towels and toiletries in ornate little glass bottles, and a sink. I glared up at the orbs. “You think those things are sentient? I don’t like the look of ‘em. They might be spying on us.”

      “You’re paranoid.”

      “No, I’m smart. How do you think we turn them off?”

      “I think you clap,” Lace called out from the bedroom.

      I clapped twice and the orbs faded.

      “Hey, good guess,” I called back to Lace. “Hardballs was right. You’re more clever than you look.”

      “You didn’t have to do it.” Ash stepped in front of me before I could exit the bathroom. She was a persistent little nerd, wasn’t she? “You didn’t have to, but you did it anyway. You gave Lace and me a chance to escape.”

      “Which you immediately squandered,” I pointed out, shoving past her. “Look, when we get to this Academy, everyone’s going to be at each other’s throats. I’m not interested in braiding hair and making friendship bracelets with you two, okay?”

      “I’m not trying to braid your hair,” Ash insisted, trailing after me again. “I’m trying to thank you for what you did for us.”

      “And now you have. Problem is, I don’t want it.” I turned to stare her down. She was the exact same height as me. Actually, so was Lace. “You heard tall, dark and Harshing. He said to align ourselves with the most powerful people we can, and all three of us are short, scrawny and clueless about this place—easy pickings once those predators at the Academy catch our scent, so save the Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants stuff for someone who cares.”

      “You really think this is a Traveling Pants scenario?” Ash arched an eyebrow.

      “We all just got sucked into a magical land after nearly being serial murdered together,” Lace said from her bed as she pulled her white cat into her lap. “I think all they did was trade jeans.”

      “We’re better off if we don’t get to know each other too well. I don’t want to feel bad when the other students send you two to the Fairy graveyard in your sparkle-coffins. Got it?”

      No response from either of them. Ash continued to glare at me. Her cat even joined in. Lace kept her eyes downcast.

      I took their silence as a confirmation. Whatever we got into from here on out, we were all on our own.

      I finished up my checks on the room. Finding no magical pervert devices—at least, none that I could think of—I finally gave into the ache of exhaustion behind my eyes and decided to get some sleep.

      “I’m going to bed,” I announced. “And before either of you get any wise ideas about killing me in my sleep—try it, and I’ll feed you your own fingers before I bash in your skulls.”

      “Great.” Ash clapped twice, plunging the room into darkness. “If I get hungry, I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      I woke up the next morning to the sound of tiny, gentle snoring and a tickle beneath my nose. There was something warm and furry against my chest and neck.

      “What the hell…”

      I opened my eyes to find the little black cat curled up against me. My arms were wrapped around it as well.

      “Mrr?” Its eyes opened to reveal a sliver of amber irises. It looked sleepy. Comfy, even. It closed its eyes again as it snuggled deeper into my embrace.

      “Don’t get used to this,” I warned it, cuddling back. Just a little bit. Because it was kind of cute—and for absolutely no other reason. “I guess if we’re stuck with each other, you’ll need a name, though…”

      It purred, and out of nowhere, a word popped into my head.

      “Banshee?” The cat trilled again in reply. Good enough. “Okay. Banshee it is. It’s…a cool name.”

      It actually was.

      I stayed in bed with Banshee for a little longer, then helped myself to the shower before one of the other girls could use up the hot water.

      When I sat down at the vanity across from my bed, I checked the place on my temple where the Slasher had struck me with his crowbar. I’d almost forgotten about it entirely. After he’d set me on fire last night, everything else had seemed kind of secondary.

      To my amazement, there was no wound on my head at all. I should have looked rough…but I didn’t. We’d been through a special kind of hell last night, but my skin was practically glowing. My blue eyes were huge and bright. My black hair was thick and glossy, already drying into supernaturally tame old Hollywood waves.

      If anything, I looked like I’d just gotten back from some kind of spa retreat. The kind where they force-feed you spinach juice and realign your butthole chakra to make your farts smell like fresh-baked cookies.

      Maybe this was just what it was like, being in Fairyland. We’d all be fairy princesses now. Harshing would probably make us ride to his Academy on the backs of unicorns, singing happy fairy songs for morale before we all started slaughtering each other. Woo-freakin’-hoo.

      “Mistress! Hello, Mistress!” a tiny, high-pitched voice squeaked at my elbow.

      I nearly startled as I turned to see where the voice was coming from: a knee-high little woman in a bonnet. She looked kind of like a garden gnome, with rosy cheeks, a rotund body and stubby little limbs. In her pudgy fist, she held a wicker basket, twice her size, full of packages wrapped in brown paper and ribbons.

      “Don’t call me that,” I ordered her. “So what are you? Some kind of third-rate Keebler Elf? Where’d you come from?”

      “I’m a Brownie, Mistress. Night and day, we serve the Fae. Day or night, we’ll set things right! I came from the fairy-door.” She gestured to a tiny wooden door that had appeared in the corner of the room, next to the radiator. I knew for a fact that it hadn’t been there last night. I would have noticed it during my safety scan. “My name is Pimsy and I attend to the guests here at the Celestial. I have a message for you and the other young ladies from Master Harshing, as well as fresh changes of clothes.”

      Great. So fairyland had its own brand of Dobby the House Elves—and they could apparently make doors appear wherever they liked.

      Pimsy hauled the basket up with both hands and offered it to me.

      “Okay. Whatever. Thanks.” I grabbed the package bound in the black ribbon and unwrapped it. Inside, I found a lacy bra with matching panties and a garter belt. There were thick white thigh-high stockings with black rings around the upper edge and a black silk tie as well.

      I groaned. I knew exactly where this little ensemble was headed. My suspicions were confirmed as I unfolded a pleated black plaid miniskirt, a white button-down, and a black cardigan emblazoned with a coat of arms. In the center of it was a cursive capital A stitched in silver. A pair of black Mary Janes and a leather satchel completed the look.

      I’d be flouncing around Beyond dressed like a slutty schoolgirl. This place just got better and better, huh?

      Ash and Lace stirred as I got dressed. When Ash spotted Pimsy lurking near the edge of her bed, she let out a high, sharp yelp.

      “What is that thing?” She looked at me, half-panicked.

      “Its name is Plinky. It’s a magical cupcake. Hardballs sent it up to us for breakfast.” I smirked as I did up the straps on my Mary Janes. “Night and day, it feeds the Fae.”

      Ash’s eyes went wide with horror. “It what?”

      “No…it’s a Brownie. Aren’t you?” Delicately, Lace emerged from beneath her blankets and gathered her white cat up in her arms.

      “I am, Mistress!” Pimsy beamed. “I have a message for you! Clean clothes, too.”

      “How did you guess that?” Ash asked Lace.

      “Sometimes, I just know stuff. Maybe it’s a Pisces thing. We’re intuitive, you know.” Lace took the envelope from Pimsy and gave the little ankle-biter a gentle smile. “Thank you, Plinky.”

      “No problem at all, Mistress! It’s my pleasure to serve.” Pimsy didn’t make any attempt to correct Lace about the name thing. She just bowed three times—once to Lace, once to Ash, and once to me—then she opened the little door near the radiator and slipped away.

      “What’s the note say?” asked Ash, unwrapping her package of clothes.

      “Headmaster Harshing wants us to get dressed and meet him outside. He says leave the cats here—they’ll meet us at the Academy. Sounds like we’re going out to buy school supplies.” Lace pursed her lips, then glanced between Ash and me. “But…I don’t have any money here. Do either of you?”

      “I didn’t have money even before the Slasher abducted me,” said Ash. She frowned as she held up a mismatched set of underthings—a blue bra and a pair of lacy red underwear. Someone must’ve gotten her things mixed up with someone else’s, I guessed. “I certainly don’t have any now.”

      “Mine got vanished away with my boots when Hardballs started playing dress-up with us last night.” I fumbled with the clasps on my garter belt. Already, I could tell that this uniform get-up had probably been invented just to get on my nerves. “Guess we’d better hope he’s willing to foot the bill.”
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      Once Ash and Lace were dressed and ready, we went out into the hall. Another Brownie dressed in a tiny bellhop costume beckoned us to a brass-cage elevator and took us down to the ground floor.

      The lobby of the Celestial had black marble floors swirled with glittering silver. Beautiful women in fancy, old-timey gowns and men wearing top hats and waistcoats bustled around the cream-colored couches and oaken tables with more Brownies hauling brass carts piled high with luggage.

      Harshing was nowhere to be seen.

      “I checked at the front desk about Harshing, but the lady there had no idea what I was talking about.” Ash returned to Lace and me with a frown on her face. She was dressed in a schoolgirl outfit that matched mine, except hers was Aquarius blue.

      “Maybe we should go outside?” Lace had tied her long, blonde hair up into a high ponytail with the sea-green ribbon from the package that Pimsy had brought for her. Her clothes were the same color. Pisces green. “He could be waiting for us out there.”

      Outside, horse-drawn carriages rumbled down a broad, cobblestone street. I failed to see a single person wearing anything reasonable. One woman was dressed in a giant ballgown with a Marie Antoinette hairdo, like she’d never heard of a guillotine before. Two tall, black-cloaked figures passed us by wearing sinister, long-beaked plague doctor masks. A man across the street looked like he’d been pulled straight from the Mary Poppins chimney-sweep scene.

      “I’d ask where we are, but maybe I should be wondering when instead,” I grumbled. “These people can’t seem to decide whether it’s 1350, 1776 or 1905.”

      “I think it’s Fifth Avenue. Like in New York. Just…different,” said Lace, pointing to a seven-storied building on the corner. “Look—that’s the Sak’s building. My mother used to take me shopping there every summer.”

      “Good. Then you can lead the way, princess.” I clapped Lace on the shoulder. I highly doubted that this was New York City, but if it was some kind of weird, alternate-dimension version of it, then Lace might actually be useful. “Where do the rich and famous of NYC usually buy their eye of newt and toe of frog?”

      Lace glanced around nervously. “Um…”

      “Excuse me, ladies,” a polite male voice crooned from behind us. “Would you three be interested in—”

      We turned around to find a tall, handsome man with thick blond hair, glimmering purple eyes, straight teeth and cherubic dimples grinning down at us. As he stared back at us, his smile faded slightly and his pink cheeks grew pale.

      He looked like he’d just seen a ghost.

      “Oh, my. Ah…oh. How strange. Might I inquire what your names are?”

      “That’s Daenerys Targaryen and Sansa Stark. I’m Margaery Tyrell,” I lied. “We’re on a magical quest to save the kingdom from the White Walkers—and you’re giving off some real Littlefinger vibes, bud.”

      “Ha-ha. You’re very funny. Do the three of you need help? I can tell from your uniforms you’ll be attending the Academy, but…” He leaned in and sniffed Ash as she recoiled. “You smell like humans. You’re certainly a long way from home. Are you lost?”

      “No, Lost is a different show,” I quipped. “I’m doing a Game of Thrones bit right now.”

      “We appreciate your kind offer,” Lace said gracefully, stepping forward. “We’re waiting for our companion so we can go purchase school supplies. We’d be very grateful for your help.”

      “We would?” I blurted out. What was next—hopping into another windowless white van?

      Lace shrugged at me. “Headmaster Harshing is obviously busy, and I want to get a better look at this place.”

      “We don’t have any money,” I reminded her.

      “Oh.” She blinked. “Right.”

      “Never fear! You don’t need money here on Beyond Fifth.” The man’s smile returned, bigger and brighter than ever. “If it’s school supplies you want, I know just the place. I’m Master Goodfellow, a purveyor of fine wares. You’ll find everything you need in my emporium. All the Academy’s students purchase their things there. As fate would have it, it’s just around the corner here.”

      He offered Lace his arm, but she hesitated as she reached for it. Maybe that intuition of hers had finally kicked in.

      There was something definitely not-right about this guy.

      “It can’t hurt to at least go look. I’m curious about this place myself.” Ash stepped forward and gave Goodfellow a nod. “And if it’s where everyone else goes… Lead the way.”

      Lace and I fell into step behind Ash and Goodfellow as he guided us down the street and into a long, narrow alleyway.

      I could see how Ash got herself abducted by the Slasher to begin with. What was the saying? Curiosity killed the cat?

      “You picking up the stink on this guy too?” I asked Lace, keeping my voice low.

      “As soon as I reached for his arm,” said Lace. “But I’m not leaving Ash alone with him. You can go, if you want. I know you don’t have any interest being friends with us scrawny idiots.”

      I clenched my jaw. She had a point—but I didn’t stop walking.

      “If I leave you two alone and you end up Goodfingered, I don’t want that on my conscience.”

      “How kind of you,” Lace said tonelessly. “We’ll try not to weigh you down, then.”

      “Here we are!” Goodfellow announced, opening a rickety door for us. Inside was a mostly dark room full of piles and piles of dusty old junk. “So, you’ll be needing cauldrons, schoolbooks, broomsticks, robes…”

      “That’s a lot of stuff.” I grabbed Ash’s arm before she could step through the door. “And you’re just going to hand it over to us, I suppose?”

      “What?” Goodfellow pressed his hand to his chest and let his jaw drop to show how deeply my question had wounded him. “Of course not! I’m a generous man, but nothing in Beyond comes for free.”

      “But you said we don’t need any money,” Ash argued.

      “The Fae pay in other ways. I can provide all of your supplies at a very reasonable price,” Goodfellow assured us.

      “I think we’ll be the ones to decide that.” I tugged Ash back a step. “What’s it gonna cost us?”

      “For everything you’ll need… I’ll tell you what. I’ll cut you a deal. All of your school supplies for…ah, let’s see. The color of your hair, the color of your eyes, and…” His gaze flicked down to my chest. “And the color of your nipples.” He grinned. “That’s more than fair.”

      “Right.” I grabbed Lace by the arm as well and hauled them back toward the main street. “Good going, Ash. You’ve dragged us into an emporium for perverts. Let’s go.”

      Goodfellow bounded after us, yelping like a kicked puppy. “Wait! Wait! That’s a very good price, I’ll have you know!”

      I picked up the pace. As we neared the mouth of the alley, I could hear the sounds of the street again. The clopping of horse hooves against cobblestone, the cry of a paperboy hawking the daily news…

      And voices. Three of them, all male, coming our way.

      “Guess you and Val are official now that Senka’s out of the way, huh Rayner?”

      “Gonna finally make an honest woman of her?”

      “Don’t make me laugh.” The third voice was haughty and sour. “It would take more than a betrothal to make an honest woman of Val. I don’t really see the point in marrying her to begin with. She was already giving it up for me on the regular. What else do I have to gain?”

      “Her family’s pretty powerful. They say the Takumis are rolling in gold these days.”

      “Not as much as my family,” said the sour voice. “My father’s a high lord. The Takumis are new money with no positions at court to speak of. Don’t see why we need to lower ourselves to the—Oof!”

      As we emerged from the alleyway, we met the sources of the voices.

      In fact, we were nearly mowed down by them.

      “Idiots! Watch where you’re…”

      A pair of black, narrowed eyes met my blues. They belonged to a tall, handsome blond guy who couldn’t have been much older than me. He wore an Academy uniform of a pair of slacks and a blazer, black like my own. His silk tie was knotted loosely over his white button-down. Over the edge of his collar, I noticed his neck was heavily tattooed with scorpions and roses.

      “…Going,” the man finished. As he stared at me, his Adam’s apple bobbed with an uncomfortable swallow. He glanced at Ash and Lace, the color quickly draining from his cheeks. “Huh. Pisces, Aquarius…Scorpio.” His eyes were on me again. “Morning, Senka. Last time I saw you, you were dead.”

      Senka? What was this dude on?

      “Actually, all three of you were,” added one of the man’s companions. He was the size of a thick-muscled mountain. His shaved head was tattooed with long, pointed goat’s horns on either side. “Right on the front page this morning.”

      “What do you think, boys?” asked the third companion. He was angular and haughty-looking like a male underwear model, with elegantly disheveled auburn waves and tawny eyes, the color of a harvest moon. “Zombies, revenants, or ghosts?”

      “D, none of the above.” I gritted my teeth and shoved my way around them, dragging Ash and Lace behind me. “Have a nice day.”

      But of course, there was no way we were going to get out of this so easily. The Academy boys closed ranks, stopping me from getting through, just as Goodfellow finally caught up with us, huffing and panting like he’d just sprinted a mile.

      “Ladies, please! I’ve looked over my ledgers and—what about just the color of your nipples? You won’t even miss it, I can assure you. If you’ll just…” Goodfellow stumbled to a stop behind us. The Academy boys’ eyes glinted sinisterly as they caught sight of him. “Oh. Ah… Oh, no.”

      “Well, if it isn’t our old friend Puck.” Neck-Tattoos reached past me and grabbed hold of Goodfellow’s collar, tugging him forward. “Nice meat-suit—but I liked your old look better. Change back.”

      Goodfellow twisted his face furiously. For a second, he looked like he was either trying to pass a giant fart—or maybe just hold it in.

      “Change. Back,” Neck-Tattoos growled again.

      Pop! Goodfellow’s appearance shifted immediately. His arms and legs shortened. His nose shrank down to a stubby snub. His belly dropped down, and his thick hair fell out in a cloud of gold strands, revealing a shiny bald head.

      “Rude!” Goodfellow—or was it Puck?—grabbed hold of his now-shabby lapels and wrenched himself out of Neck-Tattoos’ hold. The Academy boys all roared with laughter as Goodfellow slunk away.

      “How did he do that?” Lace whispered to Ash and me.

      “He’s a Gemini,” Neck-Tattoos answered her. “Shapeshifting is in his blood as much as mind control is in mine. But you all ought to know that.” He tilted his head as he stared at me curiously. “You’re not really Senka, are you?”

      I stared at him with boredom. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Looking like that…you’re not disappointing at all.” He took my chin between his fingers and his thumb to turn my face up toward his. Gross. “That does beg the question, though… Who are you? Why don’t you give me your name?”

      “We’re just three girls who owe you our thanks,” Ash said, stepping forward. “It was kind of you to run that man off like that.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Lace added brightly. “We appreciate it. Really. Right, Heather?”

      Ash elbowed me in the ribs as Neck-Tattoos dropped my chin.

      “Yeah,” I grumbled, backing away. “Thanks a lot.”

      “You hear that, boys? They appreciate us.” Goat-Horns snorted like our thanks was some sort of joke to him. “They think we were being kind.”

      “Sweet of them, isn’t it? And they even said thank you,” Golden-Eyes added, shaking his head and chuckling to himself. “You girls aren’t from around these parts, are you?”

      “If they are, they’re as dumb as they are pretty.” As Neck-Tattoos smiled, I caught a flash of fangs among his teeth. “Are you feeling hungry, Flint?”

      “Just ate, actually,” said Goat-Horns, grinning fangs as well. “But now that you mention it…these three do look like some pretty tasty snacks. Hold them for us, Jules?”

      “In a second,” Golden-Eyes mused as he reached toward Lace’s sweater. “Now that Puck’s mentioned it, I’m a little interested in the color of their nipples myself…”

      “Rayner! Laurier! Hale!” Like a caped crusader clad in an overcoat, Harshing barked the names as he stormed toward us on the sidewalk. “Don’t the three of you have some hair gel to be applying?”

      “Headmaster Harshing.” Neck-Tattoos gave Harshing a nod as Jules lowered his hand from Lace. “We were just introducing ourselves.” His eyes flicked to me again. “You really should give me your name. I’d love to have it.”

      “Not today, Rayner,” Harshing said coldly. “You’ll have plenty of time to prey on innocents once you’re at the Academy. Now—make yourselves scarce before I lose patience with you.”

      “Oh, fine. Come on, boys.” Rayner slung his arms around the necks of his goons and led them away. He cast a final glance over his shoulder at me as he left. “I’m called Sloan Rayner. Don’t forget it. I’ll see you at the Academy, Scorpio. We can talk about the debt you owe me then.”
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      My bones were full of jitters as I followed Harshing down the street with Lace and Heather. Luckily, we were heading in the opposite direction of Sloan, Jules, and Flint.

      “Why do you think they thought we were dead?” I wondered aloud. The three of them had given me plenty to wonder about—like whether Sloan and Flint had actually been planning on eating us—but that detail stuck out for me more than any of the rest.

      “Maybe they get news from Earth here?” Lace suggested. “As far as everyone back home is concerned, we are dead.”

      “Doesn’t explain why they called me Senka,” said Heather. “Bunch of weirdos, if you ask me.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you tried to keep up, ladies. We have a lot of ground to cover today,” Harshing said over his shoulder. “What are you three muttering about back there?”

      “We’re just wondering why everyone here keeps looking at us like we’re ghosts,” I said.

      Harshing gestured to a kid in a newsboy cap hawking papers on the corner ahead of us. “Why don’t you check a newspaper and find out for yourself?”

      It had been a long time since I’d read a newspaper. A long time since I’d even seen one, actually. Before the Slasher had kidnapped me, I’d enjoyed doing the crosswords.

      What kind of news made the papers here in Beyond?

      “Hello,” I said, giving the boy a friendly smile. “I’d like a paper. How do I pay for it?”

      He gulped as he stared up at me with wide, terrified eyes.

      “You cut me at the table, but I’m not for eats. I may get served, but I’m no treat!” the newsboy squeaked.

      I blinked at him, then it clicked in my brain: a riddle.

      My smile widened. That was a price I was more than willing to pay.

      You could cut cards at a table—or deals. Negotiations. Those definitely weren’t for eating. But cards weren’t served at a table. They were dealt.

      What kind of deal was served, but no treat?

      “Divorce?” I guessed.

      The paperboy nodded rapidly, then shoved the newspaper into my hands and hurried away.

      “What’s it say?” Heather asked, craning her neck over my shoulder as I unfolded the paper. For someone who wasn’t interested in being friends with Lace and me, she was certainly happy enough to benefit from my riddle-answering.

      “Three girls slain, murderer still at large,” I read from the headline.

      “Huh,” said Heather. “Guess they get news from Earth here after all.”

      “I’m not so sure.” I stared at the pictures beneath the headline. They were grisly, graphic murder scenes—way too intense to be published in any newspaper from back home. This couldn’t be talking about our supposed murders.

      Could it?

      My heart thudded to the stop as I saw the faces of the victims.

      Heather’s. Lace’s. My own.

      All three of the victims looked exactly like us—except they’d all been slashed across the throat.

      I scanned the text of the article, frantically looking for our names.

      “Chaya Erembour (Aquarius), Melany Ombretta (Pisces), and Senka Zilthai (Scorpio),” I read, feeling a little guilty as I was hit with a wave of relief. It was bad enough seeing someone who looked like me murdered on the front page of the Beyond Times. Reading my name in that moment would have been a little too shocking to bear. “Found dead in their respective parents’ homes early this morning. All three were enrolled to attend the Academy this year. There were no signs of a forced entry. The Fae Bureau of Investigations has no current leads.”

      “The three of us were nearly murdered on Earth last night…and now, three dead girls who look just like us turn up here in Beyond?” Heather sucked her teeth. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone had it out for us,” I agreed.

      Chaya Erembour. Melany Ombretta. Senka Zilthai. A furrow formed in my brow as I tried to make sense of their names, like this was just another crossword puzzle and I was filling in the clues.

      I couldn’t be sure without consulting a few translation dictionaries… But the only thing that stuck out at me was that, in one language or another, their names all meant shadow.

      “What the hell is going on here?” Heather barked at Harshing, tearing the paper from my hands.

      “It appears that three girls with your star signs and likenesses were recently murdered,” Harshing said, playing Captain Obvious. “Did you really think that openings at the Academy were easy to come by? Our freshman roster was missing an Aquarius, a Pisces, and a Scorpio. You three were saved from your fates to take their place.”

      I frowned. Harshing’s explanation almost made sense…

      But it also stunk of deception.

      If Chaya’s, Melany’s, and Senka’s bodies had only been found this morning, how had Harshing known that there were openings that needed to be filled? Maybe a better question—if keeping a full freshman roster was so important to him and he’d known that these murders would occur…

      Why had he gone all the way to Earth to save us instead of rescuing Chaya, Melany and Senka instead?

      That sold it for me. He knew more than he was letting on. Not that I was about to grill him on the matter. I doubted he’d be so kind as to enlighten me. He seemed like someone who played his cards pretty close to his chest.

      “Come along,” said Harshing. “We really don’t have time for this.”

      A third question came to mind as we followed Harshing down Beyond Fifth: had these girls been killed before or after we’d been saved?

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      Harshing led us into the first stop on our shopping trip. It was a cute little shop with a sign over the door: Verso & Recto, Fine Books and Bindery.

      As soon as I stepped inside, I knew I’d never want to leave.

      Beautiful leather-bound tomes in every color imaginable lined seemingly infinite floor-to-ceiling shelves. The scent of fresh paper and black ink was thick in the air.

      My heart began to race as I took it all in.

      Books. I felt like a woman dying of thirst in the desert who’d just stumbled upon an oasis. Books! Real ones! More than I could even begin to count!

      “Have a look around,” Harshing encouraged us. “Take all the time you need.”

      “How many can we get?” My feet were already moving toward the stacks.

      “Just one,” said Harshing. “One is all you’ll need.”

      My heart fell slightly—in a room full of so many beautiful things, how the hell was I supposed to choose just one?

      There were no titles on any of the spines, which lent them all an air of mystery.

      That suited me fine. Trapped in the Slasher’s cell, I’d only had a copy of How to Win Friends and Influence People and Dr. Seuss’ Oh, the Places You’ll Go!—both of which had felt like cruel jokes.

      I reached for a sleek sapphire blue spine and pulled it out carefully. Its pages were vermeiled in silver. I held my breath as I allowed it to fall open in my hands.

      My mouth was practically watering in anticipation over what might be inside. Homer? Euripides? Aristotle? Did I even dare hope for a Bronte?

      “What?” I scowled as the book’s secrets were revealed. I looked at Harshing, showing him the source of my annoyance. “All the pages are blank.”

      “As they should be. You’re holding a grimoire,” he explained. “Once purchased, it will fill up automatically with all the secrets you uncover and the useful things you learn.”

      “Whoa. Cool,” said Heather. She held a black-covered book in her hands. My frown deepened as she yanked it open, immediately breaking the spine. Rude. “I’ve always hated taking notes.”

      “They’re beautiful.” Lace selected a sea-green grimoire and ran her fingers down its glossy cover. “I love mine already. It feels…right.”

      “As it should.” Harshing nodded to Lace’s grimoire. “Grimoires tend to call to their rightful owners. The first one you pick up is unquestionably the one you’re meant to own.”

      Harshing led us to the front counter, where two short, mustached men beamed at us over the register.

      “Verso,” he greeted the man on the left, who had a strong jawline and a scar across one eye. He turned to the pudgy, red-cheeked man on the right. “Recto. These girls are ready to pay for their grimoires now.”

      “How do we pay?” I hugged my book to my chest and bit my lip. More riddles, maybe?

      Whatever their answer was, I just hoped it had nothing to do with what color my nipples were.

      “Why, secrets, of course!” Recto blustered in a posh English accent. “What else?”

      “Secrets, da. Is what books are made for,” Verso added. His accent was thick and Russian. “One secret from each of you. We will guard them with care.”

      Secrets? Something about that proposition made my skin crawl. I glanced to Lace and Heather. They looked as uncomfortable with this arrangement as I felt.

      “What kind of secrets?” Heather narrowed her eyes warily.

      “Good ones,” said Verso. “Juicy, like roasted beet.”

      “Best lead with something personal,” added Recto. “Something you’ve never told anyone before should do the trick.”

      Damn. I didn’t like the idea of spilling any of the skeletons in my closet. Maybe trading away the color of my nipples hadn’t been that bad of a deal after all.

      “Um. Okay. I can do that.” Lace stepped forward and placed her book on the counter. “Sometimes, I dream about a man tying me up and punishing me.”

      “A nightmare?” Verso asked with obvious interest.

      “Not really.” Lace’s cheeks flushed pink as she cast her eyes downward, but her lips curled like she was smiling to herself. “It’s usually more…erotic than that.”

      Erotic? I blinked in surprise. That was…unexpected, then.

      I wasn’t the only one who thought so, either.

      “Is it a recurring dream?” asked Harshing. I watched his jaw clench and relax as he stared at Lace. It was like he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her.

      “Almost every night,” she admitted. Her eyes flicked up to the booksellers again. “Is that good enough?”

      Together, Verso and Recto nodded. Lace beamed as she reclaimed her book.

      “Oh. It’s just pervy stuff you want, huh? I can do that,” said Heather.

      She placed her book on the counter next.

      “I met a drifter in Texola one night, back on Earth. He offered me a hundred bucks if I’d follow him back to his motel to do some work. When I accepted, he spent like three hours giving me a talking-to about the dangers of being a young woman traveling alone. Pointed out how easily he could’ve taken advantage of me. I appreciated the advice, but the truth is…he was pretty handsome for someone so scruffy looking. If he’d wanted to have his wicked way with me, I would’ve been game.” She arched a dark brow. “Did that get your dicks hard enough?”

      Verso and Recto exchanged a glance, then Recto pushed Heather’s grimoire back toward her. Her secret had been accepted.

      I took a deep breath.

      That only left me.

      Coming up with a secret of my own was harder than I’d thought it would be, though. I didn’t have wet dreams about BDSM like Lace—and I certainly never had Heather’s nerve.

      I placed my book on the counter and knitted my brows together with worry.

      What did I even have to tell?

      “I was bullied a lot back in school,” I finally admitted. “It was mortifying. The football team did all sorts of horrible stuff to me—shoving me in lockers, stealing my books, unhooking my bra. But even though I shouldn’t have…I kind of liked the attention.”

      I looked at Verso and Recto, waiting for their nods of approval. They only stared.

      Apparently, my secret wasn’t quite juicy enough.

      “Fine!” I snapped. My cheeks were starting to catch fire. “It made me wet, being tortured by hot guys who normally never would’ve given me the time of day. All right?”

      Recto let out a bawdy chuckle, and Verso reached out to pat my shoulder reassuringly.

      “Is good,” said Verso. “The book is yours.”

      I tore my grimoire away from the counter and glared daggers at them both. Heather was right—these two were pervs.

      “You’ll want to guard those books with your lives,” Harshing warned us as we left the shop. “They’ll fill with your secrets along with your knowledge. If you found that little exercise embarrassing…just imagine how it would feel if those books fell into the wrong hands.”

      As little as I wanted to admit it…he had a good point.

      It piqued my curiosity, anyway, enough to drown out my frustration. As we stepped back out into the street, I opened my new grimoire again.

      This time, I found words inside. They were written in my handwriting, like I’d penned them myself.

      The first page bore my name: Property of Aisling Argent Hargrave. The second was a table of contents. It had only one entry in it so far: Page 3 - Ledgers.

      I flipped to it and found two headings: Assets and Debts. There was nothing under the first column, but under the second, there was already a list of names:

      Heather Blakely, for a valiant act in a time of great need.

      Sloan Rayner, Jules Laurier, & Flint Hale, for the diffusing of an awkward encounter.

      Great. How had that even happened? I’d hadn’t been in Beyond for a full day yet, and already my balance was in the red.
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      Before we went to our next stop, Headmaster Harshing took us to brunch at a cafe called The Sweet Hermia. It was a relief. After the combined events of last night and this morning, I was starving. When the waitress brought out our platters of still-sizzling sausages, golden-yolked fried eggs, crispy bacon, and blueberry pancakes, I could hardly restrain myself.

      It all looked beyond delicious, and it smelled even better. I stared at it longingly and licked my lips as I laid my napkin across my lap.

      I desperately wanted to dig in—but I didn’t even know where to start.

      “Is something wrong, Miss Constantine?” Harshing asked me as my stomach let out a pathetic growl.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled. “I’m just…a little overwhelmed, I think. Breakfast was usually just half a grapefruit and a cup of Earl Grey back home. My mother kept me on a pretty strict diet. To, um. Preserve my figure, she said.”

      “I see.” Harshing’s deep red gaze trailed down my so-called figure—sharp clavicles, fragile waist and painfully small breasts—as the waitress placed a glass of golden champagne on the table before me. “And did it make you feel that way? Preserved?”

      “No. It made me feel…small. Like a little girl.” I knew how stupid that sounded even as I said it. I was nineteen. A woman—not that I’d ever been treated like one before. Back home, I’d felt more like a possession. “I think everyone always preferred me that way.”

      “I prefer you fed.” Harshing took the serving spoons in his hands and began piling food onto my plate. “If you wait any longer, the rumbling of your stomach is going to make the table shake.”

      I placed my hands over my concave stomach self-consciously. Had it really been that loud?

      More importantly…Headmaster Harshing was handsome. He was distinguished and stern and wore power like it was a custom-tailored Italian suit. He made Paul Randall look like a pair of baggy, rumpled half-price slacks from off the rack.

      And the way he’d looked at me…for a second, it had felt like the thing he was most hungry for hadn’t been pancakes at all.

      “Sorry,” I whispered to him self-consciously.

      I took a sip of my champagne and almost laughed as the bubbles tickled my lips.

      Harshing raised his glass as well. His dark eyes trailed down my body again, from my lips to my waist, before he took a sip. His gaze made me shiver deliciously.

      “No need to apologize, Miss Constantine.” He placed his glass back down on the table and began cutting into a fried egg like he was completely oblivious to the effect his gaze had on me. “Just eat your pancakes.”

      He was cold and detached again—but he’d definitely been staring at me. I knew I wasn’t just imagining it.

      I found myself smiling as I picked up my knife and fork.

      I couldn’t wait to find out where we’d go next.

      

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      

      I fell into step with Headmaster Harshing as we walked to our second destination. I didn’t mean to, exactly. It just…happened. Like two metronomes falling into the same rhythm or tides with synchronizing waves.

      Just being close to him made my entire body prickle with electricity. The sensation was tense and comforting all at once.

      He was magnetic, and he was intimidating. Half of me wanted to tuck myself beneath his arm and cling close to him; the other half of me was screaming to stay the heck away. But every time a gust of wind whispered past, I caught another breath of his scent—that smoky cedar and bold, masculine spice—and found myself leaning towards closer.

      The instinct to run was still there, but it quieted.

      Maybe that was part of his powers—he smelled good enough that if he decided he wanted me, I’d be easy prey.

      As if the universe was aware of how active my nose was feeling, the next shop we came to looked like a perfumery. Beautiful, intricately shaped glass bottles glimmered in the window. The sign over the door read Madame Desrosier’s.

      “Is perfume really necessary for attending Hunger Games Hogwarts?” Heather asked as Harshing held the door for us, ushering us inside.

      “Yes,” he said simply. “These aren’t just any perfumes.”

      Inside the shop, dozens of scents immediately overwhelmed my senses. Rose mingled with black licorice. Sweet almond danced with herbaceous thyme. Impossibly, even under the barrage of all the perfume in the air, I could still smell him.

      A strong urge passed over me: I wanted to bury my face in his chest so I could breathe in just him.

      But I wasn’t stupid. If I did that, he’d probably laugh at me.

      Or something even worse than that.

      “What’s wrong, Miss Constantine?” he asked as Ash and Heather wandered away to take a closer look at the shop’s wares.

      Oh, no. He’d noticed that I was on edge. Maybe he’d even read my mind—but even if he did know that I was straining to stop myself from throwing myself at him, I couldn’t exactly tell him that.

      My eyes darted around the shop, desperately searching for a lie. Luckily, I quickly found one.

      More people in here were staring at me, Ash, and Heather—like they were pretty sure we were supposed to be dead.

      “I don’t like how people look at us here,” I said, which was at least true. We hadn’t asked to be dead ringers for those murdered girls. It sucked that we were paying the price regardless. “I feel like everyone’s afraid of us. Like we’re the walking dead.”

      “Is that such a bad thing?”

      “I want to build a life here.” I clenched my fists tight. I really did. This was my chance. Probably the only chance I’d ever get. “How am I supposed to do that if everyone’s terrified of me?”

      “Find a way to use that fear to your advantage. I’ve never minded being feared.”

      “Yeah. I can tell.” I looked away from him. I was sure he thought my concerns were stupid—but hey, he’d asked.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      I blinked. That threw me for a loop. Why did he even care?

      “A little,” I admitted, finding my gaze wandering back to him. It was hard enough to keep my hands off of him, smelling like he did. My eyes certainly weren’t interested in being wrangled, too. “I’ve been wondering if you killed those other girls. The ones here, that look like us.”

      Just barely, he raised an eyebrow. “You think I would kill three innocent women just to make a place for you at my school?”

      I bit my lip.

      “I think you’re capable of all sorts of things.”

      “And you’d be right.” To my amazement, that earned me a smile. Or, at least, a smirk—but it looked like the genuinely amused kind. “I’m happy to assuage your concerns, however.”

      “You are?”

      “Of course.” Idly, Harshing reached out and smoothed a lock of hair away from my face. “If I had killed those girls, no one would have ever found the bodies.”

      Electricity coursed through me at his touch.

      That had felt way too good.

      “Telling spooky stories again, Oberon?”

      The voice was flowing and male. It came from just behind my shoulder, so close that I startled in surprise. I spun around to see who’d sneaked up on me so silently—

      And bumped right up against one of the perfume displays.

      It all happened whip-crack fast. I lost my footing and stumbled off-kilter. A heavy glass bottle plummeted off the edge of the display toward the floor. Harshing dropped to catch the bottle just before it shattered.

      As for me—I found myself in the other man’s arms.

      “Hello there.” The man smiled down at me. “Are you alright?”

      I blinked up at him in return.

      His arms were strong and warm. He had a friendly face, almost boyish despite the laugh lines in the corners of his cerulean eyes. His hair was dark, coppery blond and swept back in thick waves.

      He was, just like nearly every other man I’d met so far, ridiculously handsome. But where Harshing was the kind of dark, dangerous good-looking that made my soul want to shiver right out of my body and grind itself against his thigh, this man’s handsomeness felt…wrong somehow. As he helped me regain my feet, my stomach dropped suddenly.

      Having his arms around me felt like walking down the stairs in the dark and missing the final step.

      “That was a close one, wasn’t it?” the copper-hair man prompted, and I realized I hadn’t answered his last question yet.

      Close was an understatement. He was holding me like I was the heroine on the cover of one of my mother’s ancient paperback bodice rippers.

      “Skin-Be-Gone,” Harshing read from the bottle’s label. He gave me a stern look. “You should really be more careful, Miss Constantine.” The stern look shifted to the other man. “As should your professor.”

      “Professor?” Finally, I found my voice again and inched myself closer to Harshing. “You teach at the Academy, then?”

      “Professor Antony Douglas.” Even beneath Harshing’s stare of judgment and doom, Professor Douglas’ friendly smile didn’t wilt. “Augury is my specialty, but I’m also the major professor for Pisces students and the head of Aqua—the house of water signs.” He brushed his fingers against the sea-green sleeve of my sweater. “Seems you’ll be one of mine.”

      One of his. Douglas’ demeanor was amiable enough, but something about that concept—his—made me feel like I’d just stepped in a puddle while wearing only socks.

      I turned to Harshing, trying to think of a way to dismiss myself from this conversation, but before I could open my mouth, someone else grabbed his attention instead.

      “Coldstone Harshing! Iz zat you, ma biquet?” A beautiful, busty brunette woman with red lips and thick, dramatic eyebrows waved girlishly at Harshing from behind the counter. Her intensely emerald eyes sparkled at the sight of him.

      “Madame Desrosier. It’s good to see you.” Harshing gave her a nod, then turned back to Douglas and me. “I’ll be back in a moment. Behave.”

      As he walked away, I wondered—was that behave for Professor Douglas, or for me?

      “Um.” Normally, I wasn’t so awkward in social settings. If my mother heard me um in that moment, she would have glared daggers at me for it. I needed to collect myself—and stop being so rude. “Thank you for catching me. I appreciate it.”

      Douglas pulled back and gave me a look like I’d just said something amusing. “Did you really just thank me?”

      “You stopped me from falling,” I explained. “Shouldn’t I have?”

      “You must be new to Beyond. Thanking people here puts you in their debt.”

      Their what?

      Oh, no. I’d been thanking people left and right ever since we got here. Harshing, Sloan, Flint, Jules…

      And now, him.

      “Not that I mind,” Douglas continued as I stared up at him, wide-eyed. “Miss Constantine, is it? Give me your full name.”

      I swallowed down my horror at how many debts I must have accrued. I’d have to deal with that later. For the moment, I straightened my back and pulled myself to my full height—not that it amounted to much—before offering him my hand to shake.

      “Annalace Erin Constantine.” There. I was behaving. Being every bit the prim, proper young lady I’d been raised to be. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Professor Douglas.”

      “Likewise.” He took my hand, turned it over, and bowed to place a dry kiss on the back of my palm. “Annalace. That’s a lovely name.”

      My stomach rolled as he spoke. Now, I felt like I’d just missed the bottom stair—and stepped straight into mud. That…couldn’t be good.

      “Girls!” Harshing called for us at the perfume counter.

      I gave Professor Douglas a close-lipped smile and headed toward Harshing with relief.

      “This is Madame Desrosier.” Harshing gestured to the gorgeous brunette woman behind the counter. “She’s the finest perfumier in all of Beyond. She’ll be collecting your scents today.”

      “You.” Madame Desrosier held her hand out to Ash and waved her forward. “Give me your wrist.”

      “Collecting our scents, huh?” Ash shoved the sleeve of her sweater up to her elbow and reached across the counter. “I didn’t realize I had a scent.”

      “Ah, oui. A natural one. Like a fingerprint, specific only to you.” Madame Desrosier dipped her long, hooked nose down to hover over Ash’s wrist. “Zere. Citron, vetiver, and old books. Bright, unexpected, and unique. Ze essence of a true Aquarius.” She looked at Heather. “You next.”

      “What do you need our scents for?” Heather asked warily. “And how do we pay?”

      “I need zem to distill into a perfume, of course. Wearing one’s signature scent iz a powerful thing. You are most yourself when you smell like yourself, and zherefore, closest to your powers. I will keep a small amount of each of your perfume in my stores for payment.”

      “What do you need that for?” Ash asked, eyes narrowed.

      “My own purposes,” Madame Desrosier said with a shrug.

      “The Madame has the scent of every significant Fae in all of Beyond in her perfume library,” said Harshing. “Every member of the king’s court—save for the king’s himself.”

      “Zhey have zheir own uses.” Madame Desrosier sighed dreamily. “Once, it was said zat two soulmates could recognize eachozzer by scent alone. Like twin flames burning as one through a dark night.”

      “Soulmates? People believe in those here?” I glanced at Harshing, then wished I hadn’t.

      Was that why I liked how he smelled so much? If so…

      Oh, no. I was in trouble.

      “They used to,” Douglas answered. “It’s a bit old fashioned. But romantic, isn’t it?”

      “A romantic disaster,” said Harshing. “Not all soulmate connections are reciprocated. It was an excellent system for turning perfectly rational people into obsessive, love-sick simpletons.”

      Self-consciously, I raised a hand to my temple and followed the path Harshing’s fingers had taken earlier when he’d brushed my hair behind my ear. Love-sick simpleton…I definitely couldn’t let him know any of my worries on this matter, then. Not now.

      “Eet iz out of vogue anyway,” Madame Desrosier said. “Political marriages are ze standard now. C’est la vie.”

      “As they should be,” said Harshing.

      That gave me some relief. Or it should have. It had to. If Harshing was my soulmate…at least it didn’t mean anything, right? That was good.

      Wasn’t it?

      I’d learned a lot since entering Madame Desrosier’s shop. So far, almost all of it had only made me more confused.

      “All right,” said Heather, rolling her eyes and rolling up her sleeve. “Sniff away.”

      “Hm. Crushed rose, bourbon vanilla, and…gunpowder,” Madame Desrosier said as she sniffed. “Passionate, bold, and destructive. A mysterious scent ideal for a Scorpio.”

      Madame Desrosier looked to me next, but before I could offer her my own wrist, a hip crashed against mine, sending me stumbling out of the way—and right into Professor Douglas again. For the second time today, he caught me.

      For the second time, he looked down at me with his unnervingly friendly smile as he held me in his arms.

      This time, I wasn’t stupid enough to thank him as I found my feet.

      “Kiara Leone,” announced the girl who’d shoved me aside. From her cute, tiny nose to her long, golden blonde hair, she looked like one of the Playboy bunnies my father’s divorced friends brought to show off at the country club sometimes. Her outfit was like mine, except that hers was colored gold. “I’m the Leo freshman for the Academy this year. I’m ready to have my essence distilled.”

      “Iz zat so?” Madame Desrosier arched a thick eyebrow at Kiara. She looked annoyed.

      “My betrothed is a very powerful Aries senior,” Kiara explained—though no one had asked. “I imagine we’re likely soulmates. I’m already obsessed with his scent. I can’t wait to show him mine.”

      “Yeah, well, get in line then.” Heather crossed her arms over her ribs and cocked her head toward me. “It’s her turn next.”

      Kiara looked at me like I was a dog turd she’d nearly just stepped in.

      “Ew. No, I don’t think so. My father is the High Lord of House Leo at the king’s court. I have a pedigree that stretches back for thousands of generations of fine breeding. Leones have never waited in line before.”

      “Then you can be the first,” said Ash, reaching out to shove Kiara aside. “Either wait your turn or—”

      “No, it’s fine, Ash.” I placed my fingers on Ash’s wrist and lowered it, then gave Kiara my friendliest smile. “Someone as beautiful and well-bred as Kiara should be allowed to go first. It’s only right. I wouldn’t dream of making her wait.”

      “Thank you,” Kiara said curtly.

      Her face fell in horror as soon as the words came out of her mouth. I kept my smile on my lips as I stepped back and let Kiara get sniffed.

      “Why’d you let her cut in front of you like that?” Ash hissed.

      Heather snorted. “Kissing ass already, Lace?”

      “She tricked Miss Leone into thanking her.” Once again, I seemed to have earned one of Harshing’s smirks. “That was clever of you, Miss Constantine. Now, Miss Leone will be in her debt.”

      Beneath his praise, I found myself smiling and a little smug.

      He didn’t think I was a love-sick simpleton. He thought I was clever. Smart.

      “You’re a quick learner,” said Professor Douglas. “That kind of thinking will serve you well at the Academy.”

      “A debt?” Ash’s face twisted in panic. “Is that what those boys were talking about earlier?”

      “That’s what happens when you thank someone here,” I explained.

      “Great,” Heather grumbled. “No more of that, then.”

      When Kiara was done, I finally stepped up to the counter so Madame Desrosier could pass her judgment on my scent. Unfortunately, my head was elsewhere. I barely heard her assessment of my essence—Bergamot, sea salt, and leather.

      If I could trick Kiara into thanking me…

      How many of the people I was currently in debt to had tricked me in the exact same way?

      “Feel free to look around while Madame Desrosier prepares your perfumes,” Harshing told us, moving behind the counter. “I need to attend to some business with the Madame while she works.” This time, his crimson eyes washed over all of us. “Behave.”

      “Attend to some business, huh?” Heather muttered beneath her breath after Harshing and Desrosier had disappeared into the back room. “That’s not suspicious at all.”

      “Do you think they’re…you know?” Ash made an OK sign with one hand and slid the index finger of her other in and out of the O.

      Heather smirked. “They don’t call him Hardballs for nothing.”

      I frowned as I watched them wander away. I hadn’t considered that Harshing might have…existing romantic attachments. It made sense, though. He was handsome. He was powerful. He might even have a wife—I hadn’t asked. Maybe Madame Desrosier was his mistress?

      Maybe it was none of my business. Whatever Headmaster Harshing did with Madame Desrosier in private was his concern, not mine. He’d just said he thought soulmates were stupid. Not all soulmate connections are reciprocated. Even if soulmates were real—even if he was mine—I probably wasn’t his. I had no claim to him.

      I just liked the way he smelled.

      “So.” I set my jaw with seriousness and turned to Professor Douglas with my head held high. “You teach Augury at the Academy, you said?”

      “Divination. Fortune-telling and future-seeing, yes,” he replied. “Why do you ask, Annalace?”

      “When I fell…it almost felt like you knew you were going to have to catch me.” In fact, it had felt exactly like he’d known.

      He chuckled, then swept a hand over his hair. “You’ve got me there. I did know it, yes. It’s part of a fully trained Pisces’ powers—precognition. My own abilities in that field are limited to a few moments ahead in time, but the most powerful Fae of our sign become famous seers. Most gain employment with King Solis himself.”

      “If you knew I was going to fall…why did you startle me in the first place?” I asked.

      I felt like I already knew the answer. Maybe I didn’t have precognition—but my intuition hadn’t served me wrong yet.

      Douglas stared at me for a moment, then took a step closer. Then another, until he was far too close.

      “A man like me might have certain interests in keeping a woman like you in his debt.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “A man like you?”

      “Don’t worry, Annalace. Put your trust me. I won’t abuse it.” He reached toward me and brushed my hair behind my ear—just like Harshing had only a little while ago. But this time when it happened, I felt something thrash and twist in the pit of my belly like a dying snake. “Apart from your own blood, I’m the only person at the Academy you can trust.”

      His touch lingered in my hair for just a moment too long. It felt wrong. All of this felt wrong.

      But as I considered his words…I realized I did trust him. I trusted him completely. Insanely, even.

      I knew next to nothing about this man…but I trusted him.

      I only wished I knew why.

      “Aaaah!”

      I turned my head as something shattered and Kiara screamed from the other side of the shop. She was standing in a thick brown cloud with her hands balled up into fists.

      “You rude little plebians! Look what you’ve done!”

      “Seems like you knocked over a bottle of…” From a few feet away, Ash pinched her nose as leaned over to peer at the broken glass on the floor. “Eau de Barnyard. How unfortunate for you.”

      “Well, if the stink fits…” Heather’s lips twitched like she was trying to hold in her laughter. She wasn’t doing a very good job of it. “Look at it this way—now, you smell the way you act. Like you were raised in a barn.”

      “You’ll all pay for this. Don’t think that you won’t,” Kiara snapped, marching toward the counter as Madame Desrosier emerged again with four bottles in her arms. Kiara marched past me to snatch up her bottle of perfume and her scent hit me like a pitchfork to the face. Eau de Barnyard was right—the smell wafting off of Kiara was just like manure.

      “I see that Miss Leone’s temperament hasn’t improved.” Harshing emerged from behind the counter just in time to watch Kiara storm out. He held a small package in his hands wrapped in plain brown paper. It was impossible to tell what it was—but he didn’t look like he’d just been making love to Madame Desrosier, at least.

      I realized a moment later…his eyes weren’t red anymore. They were a deep, alluring green.

      Just like Madame Desrosier’s.

      “Are all Leos like that here?” I asked him, reaching for my bottle of perfume. I could tell it was mine from the color—same as my uniform. The cap was silver, shaped like a mermaid.

      “Not in the least,” said Harshing. “Generally, they’re vivacious and natural leaders. I’m afraid Miss Leone’s particular stench is all her own.”

      I glanced anxiously at Heather and Ash as they collected their perfumes as well. Heather’s was in a black bottle with a werewolf’s head for a cap. Ash’s was sapphire blue. Her cap was shaped like a witch’s head, complete with pointed hat.

      “I guess I should thank you for teaching Kiara a lesson,” I said to them. “I owe both of you now, too.”

      “That’s cute,” Heather said. “But save your thanks. I didn’t do that for you.”

      “People shouldn’t treat other people like that.” Ash glowered at the door as Kiara made a huge show of slamming it. “We did it because she deserved it.”

      “Speak for yourself, Red.” Heather headed for the exit with a smile on her lips. “I did it because it was fun.
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      “Are you going to put yours on now?” Ash asked as she sniffed the nozzle of her new perfume. “Mine smells…surprisingly good.”

      “I guess. Nothing like going around smelling like gunpowder and roses all day.” I spritzed my wrist with a small spray, then tucked the bottle into my bag.

      Incredibly, it did smell good.

      Up ahead of us, Lace had managed to end up sandwiched between Harshing and the new tagalong we’d picked up. Harshing was silent as we walked to our next destination, but the other guy—I heard Lace call him Professor Douglas—was chatting away at her. There seemed to be no end to the things he had to say.

      “I’m a little worried for her.” Ash’s gaze was on Lace as well. “It’s like watching a pretty little betta fish trapped between a snake and a crocodile.”

      “Hope she’s a fast swimmer, then.”

      I didn’t want to admit it—especially not after my no hair-braiding spiel last night—but I was worried for Lace, too.

      Beyond was proving to be an even fuckier kind of place than I’d expected. Everyone here was cloaked in good looks and bad vibes. Impossibly, Lace and Ash were the two most agreeable people I’d met so far. Unfortunately, they also seemed like the most gullible and naive.

      They were going to have to harden the hell up before we got to the Academy if they wanted to survive this place.

      “This is our last stop for the day,” Harshing said as we came to yet another shop. Glittering jewelry was encased behind its large windows. Over each of its blue awnings were the words Tiffany & Beyond.

      “This is Tiffany’s,” Lace said as she stared up at the shopfront. “I’ve been here before.”

      “Like in that Audrey Hepburn movie?” Ash asked, peering at a necklace made of fat diamonds on display.

      “Beyond Tiffany’s,” Professor Douglas said. He smiled down at Lace. “It’s like the one on Earth…but better.”

      Inside, we were greeted by a prim ice-blonde woman with a pinched face. She stood behind one of the shop’s octagon-shaped display cases, wearing a crisp taupe skirt-suit with extreme shoulder pads.

      “Come in, come in.” She beckoned us forward with a wave of her hand. “You’ll be the last of the Academy’s freshmen for the year, I suppose.”

      “We are,” Ash confirmed as we approached the counter. Harshing and Douglas stuck close to the door. “What is it that we’ll be buying here?”

      “Haunted tiaras and cursed toe rings,” I guessed. It was probably only a matter of time before we traded our favorite colors for the Hope Diamond or the Delhi Sapphire. I’d never had enough money to enjoy shopping before—but now that I was giving away bits of myself for school supplies, I was enjoying it even less.

      “Of course not. Don’t be silly.” The blonde shot me an annoyed look as she opened up the case before her. “I’m Ms. Sterling. I’ll be providing you with your crystals today.”

      I hung back, already disinterested. Crystals—and just when I didn’t think things could get any loopier and even more woo-woo than it already was. Where would Harshing take us next—to go buy incense and yoga mats?

      “Do we get to choose our own?” Lace pointed to a deep red stone inside the case. “That one’s pretty.”

      “So is that one.” Ash bent over as she peered at a glossy, deep orange orb.

      “No, no, no. Those are all wrong for your signs. Garnet is a Capricorn stone. Carnelian is for Aries. These are much better for your alignments,” Ms. Sterling said, placing three clusters of crystals on the counter. “Amethyst for Aquarius, aquamarine for Pisces, and citrine for Scorpio.”

      “And what are they gonna cost us?” I asked. Not more secrets, I hoped.

      “Each of these stones is a highly attuned magical object. They can store memories, which they use to create power that a Fae can draw upon in moments of weakness,” Ms. Sterling explained. “To claim them, all I ask is for a happy memory of your own.”

      “If we give you the memory, will we lose it?” asked Lace.

      “Not at all. The memory will be stored in your stone as well as your mind.” Ms. Sterling fingertips trailed across the crystals with an unexpected gentleness. “These items are all precious to me. I’m not willing to part with them for those who will only fill them with negativity.”

      “Okay,” Ash said, stepping closer. “That’s easy enough. The day I got my acceptance letter to Oxford—that was the happiest day of my life. Going to such a fancy college…it felt like a world that someone like me was never meant to be a part of. No one thought that I could do it. But I worked so hard, and I got in anyway. I was so…excited. It felt like my life was finally starting to go right.”

      As Ash spoke, a small, wistful smile appeared on her lips. It was obvious how much Oxford had mattered to her.

      But when I’d met her, she’d been stuck in the Slasher’s basement with a shock collar around her neck. She’d said she’d been down there for more than a year.

      I’d never cared about college…but for someone like Ash, missing out on something like that must have been a huge loss.

      “That will do.” Ms. Sterling pushed the purple cluster of crystals toward Ash, who picked it up and put it in her bag before backing away.

      Lace stepped up next.

      “For my eighteenth birthday, my great-aunt gifted me her apartment in Paris and enough money to live off of there. She wanted me to write and paint and make a life for myself.” Lace crossed an arm over her body and rubbed her elbow self-consciously. “I finally felt free from my parents…for a little while.”

      I could imagine someone like Lace in Paris, bicycling to the market for fresh baguettes and flowers every morning. It suited her.

      But somehow, I doubted that she’d been in Paris when the Slasher had picked her up.

      Lace’s big plans for her life must’ve fallen through as well.

      Ms. Sterling pushed the pale blue-gray crystal cluster toward Lace, then looked at me.

      “And you?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Coming up with a happy memory wasn’t exactly an easy thing for me. Between foster care, group homes, being on the road…I hadn’t had a chance for a lot of happy times.

      I sighed and stepped forward, keeping my eyes on the goldish cluster of crystals that remained on the counter.

      “When I was little, a woman—probably a social worker or something… She used to hold me and sing me this lullaby.” I shrugged and met Ms. Sterling’s deep gray eyes. “It was nice. How’s that?”

      “You’re telling,” Ms. Sterling chided me. “Not remembering. Try harder. Sing me the song.”

      I stiffened immediately. Singing was…not exactly something I did often.

      The last time I’d sung in front of people was during mandatory choir class back in middle school. The last time I’d done it on my own was…never.

      But if it would get me out of here sooner…

      I took a deep breath and conjured the tune in my mind.

      
        
        “O woman washing beside the river,

        Hush-a-bye baby, babe not mine,

        My woeful wail, do you pity never?

        Hush-a-bye baby, babe not mine.”

      

      

      My voice came out rough and quiet at first. The shop was entirely silent except for my song. I could feel everyone’s attention on me like a noose tightening around my neck.

      But with every line I could recall the sound of the woman’s singing more clearly. It was a simple tune in a minor key. She’d sang it to me while I sat on her lap. I remembered the warmth of her arms wrapped around me and little beads of raindrops racing each other down a stained-glass window as a storm rumbled around us outside.

      By the end of the song, my voice was a mournful alto that echoed around the shop, loud and clear.

      Ms. Sterling nodded with approval and pushed the final crystal—citrine for Scorpio—my way.

      “That’s…really weird. I know that lullaby,” said Ash as I tucked the citrine into my bag.

      “So do I,” Lace said. “I don’t know from where—but I do.”

      “It’s an old Fae song,” Harshing called out from behind us. “A song about Changelings, as fate would have it.”

      “Maybe you heard it from your mother,” said Douglas. “It’s entirely possible that you all did, before you were lost to Earth.”

      “It’s a common song,” Hashing said dismissively. “Plenty of people sing it—across all the realms.”

      “Still…that’s something, isn’t it?” Lace asked Harshing as we headed toward the door. “If we’re all Fae…surely three children suddenly disappearing doesn’t go unnoticed here.”

      “There was a great war between the Seelie and Unseelie around the time of your births,” Harshing explained. “Many Fae lost their children. They were either taken by the Unseelie, killed or…who knows.” He opened the door for us and ushered us out. “It’s time to go.”

      Ash hooked arms with Lace and me as soon as we were out of the shop, dragging us away from Harshing and Douglas.

      “I don’t know about you two,” she whispered. “But I think Harshing knows more than he’s telling us.”

      “Gee, you don’t say.” I rolled my eyes. Our soon-to-be headmaster was like a seven-layer burrito of mystery—suspicious meat topped with secret beans slathered in clandestine sour cream.

      “We need to figure out who our birth parents are,” Ash said. “If we do, maybe it will explain some of this for us. Where we came from. Why those murdered girls looked like us. If we know who our parents are…they could even still be alive somewhere here in Beyond.”

      “If they were alive, why would they have sent us to Earth in the first place?” Lace asked, frowning.

      “To protect us, maybe. This place is a shitshow.” It was just a guess, but if I had a kid, I certainly wouldn’t want her to grow up around all this crap.

      “Or to force us to meet someday. Matching necklaces, matching lullaby…” I could practically see the wheels of Ash’s mind spinning as she spoke. “Lace—remember when we were leaving the Slasher’s basement? You felt like we needed to stay—and since we did, we were brought here. That can’t be a coincidence, can it?”

      “Professor Douglas said that Pisces have precognition,” Lace mused. “If one of our parents was a Pisces…or if they knew someone who was…”

      Ash nodded. “Maybe all of this is preordained.”

      “Are you three done whispering to each other yet?” Harshing called out. “We have a schedule to keep.”

      “Oh, let the girls have their secrets, Oberon. The train station is barely a block away.” Douglas approached us with a smile on his lips—directed toward Lace, of course. “Do you need me to carry your things for you, Annalace? I don’t mind.”

      “No, but that’s very kind.” Lace clutched her satchel a little tighter. “It’s not too heavy. I’m fine.”

      Ash and I shared a look. Harshing and Lace obviously had something weird between them. I’d clocked it the second he started dancing with her while Ash and I were forced to waltz with skeletons. But whatever Douglas had invested in her was cloying and overly friendly and way weirder.

      As we walked, I could see the sign for a subway station up ahead. The only thing standing between us and our destination was a bar, The Three Sheets. We were just passing its sign when the bar’s ghoulish green door was thrown open—and through it, a hunched man in a black wool overcoat stumbled out, clutching his face.

      His blond hair was shaggy and damp. Judging by his malty aroma and the bleeding gash across his temple, I hazarded a guess that someone had just broken a beer bottle on his head. More blood dripped from the hand he had clasped over his face and mouth.

      Worst of all, as he tried to regain his balance, he staggered straight into me.

      “Oof!” I put my hands against his broad shoulders and felt firm, tense muscles beneath his beer-soaked overcoat as I pushed him off of me. “Watch where you’re going, jackass!”

      He turned to look at me. As his sparkling silver eyes met mine, his glance became an intrigued, intense stare.

      “If my destinations looked like you more often, I’d sure as hell try.”

      He lowered his hand from his face, revealing a stubbled jawline, a handsomely broken nose and a bastard’s smirk. A thin, pale scar traveled down one side of his face, running vertically over his left eye. Immediately, my heart lodged itself in my throat.

      Oh.

      Oh, no.

      The door of the bar slammed as it was thrown open. The bleeding stranger tore his eyes from mine to face down the three giant men who emerged from the dim barroom behind the door.

      “Stand and fight, you mangy stray dog!” snarled one giant—a bearded dude in a tattered trench coat.

      “You’re out of your territory, Blackford. You know what that means,” a tall bald man with a network of shining scars across his entire face and neck added, aiming a kick toward the blond man’s ribs.

      The blond man—Blackford?—gave me a quick wink, then darted away just in time to dodge the bald guy’s kick and throw him off balance. Unfortunately for him, the move landed him right into the chest of a thick-muscled thug with wiry gray mutton chops.

      “We should’ve done this the second you turned traitor,” Mutton-Chops growled with a sinister grin as he grabbed for Blackford’s arms. “Time to finally face the music, lone wolf.”

      “What kind of music aref we talking here?” Blackford smirked and regained his footing, slipping out of Mutton-Chops’ grasp with a drunken sort of grace. “Rock ‘n’ roll? Rhythm and blues?” He arched a thick, dark gold eyebrow as he held his arms out to his sides, then wiggled his fingers theatrically. “Jazz?”

      I glanced at Harshing and Douglas as the thugs closed in on Blackford. Despite Blackford’s debonair attitude, he was obviously outnumbered.

      Were they really going to just stand there and let a man get his ass kicked right in front of us?

      Apparently, yes. They were both watching the scene unfold in front of us like it was an old movie that they’d already seen a dozen times.

      “Are you okay?” Lace whispered to me as we all stared.

      “I’m fine. It’s him you should be worried about.” I swallowed hard to dislodge the lump in my throat as the giants circled Blackford, slowly closing in.

      Now, he wasn’t just outnumbered—he was trapped.

      “Three on one isn’t playing fair.” One of my rules: No fight is fair. Even the odds when you can. I shrugged my satchel off of my shoulder and shoved it toward Lace. “We should do something.”

      “You won’t need to.” Harshing held out an arm to stop me before I marched forward. “Watch.”

      I focused on the action again. Mutton-Chops took a swing at Blackford. Blackford ducked and dodged it with ease, grabbing Mutton-Chops’ punching arm in the process.

      Blackford swung Mutton-Chops into Bald-Guy, releasing his grasp just in time to put both assailants on the ground in a heap. In the meantime, Beard-Dude had drawn a knife. He jabbed it at Blackford’s ribs—

      But mid-shanking, a hurricane-force wind shot out of nowhere. It caught all three of the thugs in its gales and blew them all to the other side of the street.

      The door of the Three Sheets was open yet again. Standing in the doorway was a stunning black woman in a long-sleeved blue dress. The wind rippled violently through the folds of her hijab as she held out a hand in the direction the three thugs had just blown off into.

      It was like she was making the air move where she willed.

      “There you are, Dayne,” the woman said. “I did wonder where you’d wandered off to.” The woman dusted off her hands, then turned and noticed our little group. “And look here. Oberon and Antony as well. This is practically a staff party at this point.”

      “I should hope not,” Harshing scoffed. “Good to see you again, Zephyr.”

      “I’m glad to hear it.” The woman—Zephyr—moved to Blackford and assessed his broken nose before casting a glance toward us. “Who are the girls?”

      “These are the Changelings I told you about. Miss Hargrave, Miss Constantine, and Miss Blakely. They’ll be taking the late Miss Erembour’s, Miss Ombretta’s, and Miss Zilthai’s places for House Aquarius, House Pisces, and House Scorpio at the Academy this year,” Harshing explained.

      “Changelings. How exciting.” Zephyr turned to Ash with a warm, polite smile. “I am called Professor Akasha Zephyr, head of Ventus House at the Academy and major professor for all Aquarius students. Miss Hargrave, I believe you’ll be freshman for this year.”

      “Blakely, is it?” Blackford wiped his bleeding nose on the sleeve of his coat and turned his attention to me. “I teach the Scorpio students. Suppose that makes you mine.”

      “I’m not anyone’s,” I said promptly—before he got any ideas about owning me. He might have been handsome—and a good fighter to boot—but that didn’t make me his. I sniffed the air again, smelling whiskey beneath his aroma of beer. “And I’d rather not work beneath a sloppy drunk.”

      “You can work on top of me if you prefer.” He reached out and snatched my wrist, then bowed to lower his broken nose to my skin. I clenched my jaw to keep from shivering as his hot blood dripped down onto me. No man had any business looking that good with his face smashed in. “You smell like trouble.”

      “And you smell like bourbon,” I snapped back at him. “Let go of my hand or you’re gonna find out pretty quick exactly how much trouble I can be.”

      Blackford stared at me for a moment, then laughed.

      “You’ve given me a feisty one this year, Oberon.” He released my wrist and straightened to clap Harshing on the shoulder. “Lately, they’ve all been little shits. This should be fun.”

      “Remember yourself, Dayne,” Harshing warned him. “The Academy’s rules about relationships between professors and students still stands.” Harshing turned to Ash, Lace, and me. “And your train should be pulling up any minute now. I expect you’ll be able to make your own way to the Academy from here.”

      “Throwing them to the wolves so soon, Oberon? No offense, Blackford.” Douglas smirked at Blackford for a moment before he turned his attention to Lace. “I can escort you to the train and see you off, if you like.”

      I caught Blackford and Zephyr exchanging a suspicious glance. Good—so it wasn’t just Ash and me who picked up on Douglas’ creeper vibes. Blackford might have been a scoundrel, but at least he was charming about it. Douglas’ charms, on the other hand, left a lot to be desired.

      Which begged the question—why had Lace’s intuition suddenly shoved its head up her ass?

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Antony,” Zephyr said with a carefully curated smile. “Let the girls fend for themselves. At the Academy, they’ll have to. Stay and have a drink with us instead.”

      “Maybe at a different bar.” Blackford rubbed the back of his head as he side-eyed the Three Sheets. Obviously, he wasn’t welcome there, even if Zephyr had managed to blow his thugs away. “You should join us as well, Oberon. It’s been a long summer. I know how much you enjoy catching up with your staff.”

      “I’m afraid I must decline. I have business elsewhere.” Harshing pointed us toward the subway entrance—Fifty-First Street Station. “Pass through the broken turnstyle and board the 6 Train. The announcer will tell you to exit at the Brooklyn Bridge/City Hall stop. Stay on. It will take you through the abandoned City Hall Station, then to the Academy.” He turned and walked away. “I’ll see you there.”
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      The subway train looked just like the ones I’d seen in the movies: metallic and gray. Sometimes, out of the corner of my eye, I could even see the transparent figures of normally-dressed people riding with us. It was like we were riding the subway with people from Earth, only in a parallel dimension where the boundaries between here and there were thin to the point of translucency. It was like the compartment we sat in was a liminal space—a place between one destination and the next where the Slasher’s precious Veil thinned and blurred.

      At the Brooklyn Bridge stop, the announcer told us to get off—and just like Harshing had instructed, we didn’t listen. The train drove on afterward, past a beautiful, abandoned station that smeared by as we rode on.

      Once we were past it, the train began to change.

      “What the fuck?” Heather pushed herself off of her seat as it turned from hard, yellow-orange plastic into cushioned leather encased in glossy mahogany.

      The silver poles dissolved before our eyes and the harsh fluorescent lights turned to lanterns that harbored the warm, golden glow of flickering flames.

      “That’s it, then.” My body swung forward as the seats beneath us turned into a booth with a beautiful wooden table between Heather and Lace’s side and my own. “We’re on our way.”

      I pulled my grimoire out of my leather bag, just to see if anything new had been added. There were two new pages on my table of contents: Inventory and Secrets.

      Under the Inventory page, I found three items listed:

      Somerville, a green-eyed male calico familiar.

      Essence, a bottled perfume of citron, vetiver, and old books.

      Amethyst, to absorb negative energies and lessen the weight of the burdens that an Aquarius tends to take upon herself.

      When I turned to the Secrets page, my heart skipped a beat.

      Every little interior detail of my life was laid out on the pages—in my own handwriting, no less. My eyes fell to the middle of the page.

      Age fourteen: A guidance counselor informed Miss Hargrave that she was too poor and unintelligent to ever possibly get into an Ivy League university.

      Age fifteen: Miss Hargrave lied about reading Great Expectations and composed a high school English paper on the book from the website SparksNotes.

      Age sixteen: The quarterback of Miss Hargrave’s high school football team forced her to trade him her first kiss for the return of her copy of Wuthering Heights, an event which later that night she would recall privately while in the shower and—

      I snapped the book shut before I had to relive any more of my most embarrassing memories.

      I could see now why Harshing had told us to protect these with our lives.

      While I’d been assessing my deep, dark secrets, Heather and Lace had been busy going over their ledgers.

      “We’re going to need to figure out how to cross out these debts quickly,” Lace muttered, frowning at her list of debts. “I’ve been going around thanking everyone like an idiot.”

      “We’re going to need to do a lot more than just pay our dues,” said Heather. “Once we get to the Academy, I’d bet good money that it’s going to be a bloodbath.”

      “I feel like you’re probably right.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose between my fingers to relieve some of the tension in my face. We hadn’t even started school yet, and it already felt like we were behind. “We don’t know any magic. We don’t know anything.”

      “We need a gameplan,” said Heather.

      Lace and I both stared at her blankly.

      “We?” If there hadn’t been such dire straits on our horizon, I might have even laughed. “What happened to no Sisterhood of the Traveling—”

      “Oh, no. We’re still not doing that,” Heather assured us. “I was talking generally. I don’t care what you two do—but a plan would help us all avoid getting murdered in our sleep on our first night, right?”

      “Okay,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “And what’s your idea of a plan?”

      “I guess we probably should do like Hardballs said,” Heather mused. “We start picking off the weak immediately. Show ‘em all that we shouldn’t be fucked with.”

      “No,” Lace said abruptly. Gently, she closed her grimoire.

      “No?” Heather and I said at the same time.

      “No,” Lace confirmed. “We’re at a lot of disadvantages here already. We barely know anything or anyone. But that means practically no one knows us, either—and we can turn that into a strength. The people at the top of the pack are going to be targeted by the ambitious, and the people at the bottom are going to be easy pickings for the cruel. If we keep our heads down, work on our powers, by the time anyone notices us at all, we’ll be able to hold our own.”

      “That’s…actually not a bad idea.” Heather sounded impressed. So was I.

      “And in the meantime, we should…” Lace knitted her brow and nodded with certainty. “Make friends and be kind.”

      “Did you hear Sloan and his gang of ghouls?” Heather leaned forward, like she was concerned that Lace couldn’t hear her. “Harshing, too. People aren’t kind here.”

      “Which is why we should be,” said Lace. “If they thank us, they’ll be in our debt. You never know when that might come in handy. And if they like us, they won’t target us. Simple as that.”

      I let out a low whistle. “That’s positively Machiavellian, Lace.”

      “No, it’s smart,” said Heather. “Fuck’s sake, Lace. Where’d you pick up that wicked streak?”

      “My parents—my adoptive parents, I guess—had a lot of money. I’ve spent my entire life watching rich people play out their social dramas.” Lace shrugged. “From what I’ve seen of Beyond, rich people are the same here as they are back on Earth.”

      I would have liked to scheme with Heather and Lace a little more on this subject, but people weren’t exactly my strong suit. Neither was self-defense. If they needed something researched, I might be of use, but I’d spent the last year of my life locked in a basement. I imagined they both knew a heck of a lot more about the outside world than I did at this point.

      Our conversation was cut short when the door of our car slid open. Two girls entered through it. One wore a silver uniform, the same color Jules’ had been. She had short, messy hair that was an even brighter shade of red than mine. The other had limp brown hair and an empty look in her eyes. Her uniform was tan.

      Neither of them stared at us like we were dead girls walking, at least—which was a pleasant change.

      “Um…Hi. Can we sit with you?” asked the brunette, wringing her hands. “Some of the other compartments are a little…”

      “Mean,” the redhead finished for the brunette with a weary smile. “I’m called Cordelia Whitney. She’s Georgia Bronson.” The redhead’s gaze fell on Heather’s uniform and her face lit up. “Oh! You’re a Scorpio. That’s perfect—I’m a Cancer. We’ll both be part of the Pack soon. Best if we get to know each other now, right?”

      “The Pack?” Heather met the girls with a steely gaze as they slid into the booth across from us. I shifted to sit with Heather and Lace.

      Even after she’d nearly been murdered with Lace and me, it had taken a full day before she’d even been open to the idea of working together. Despite Lace’s plan, Heather didn’t seem excited at the notion of extending her circle of friends.

      “Don’t you know about it?” Cordelia asked. “We’ll be joining up with whoever the Capricorn freshman is, I suppose. Cancers like me are werewolves, and Capricorns are vampires. You’re lucky, really. Scorpios are somewhere in between. You’ll be able to shift into both forms once you’ve learned how.”

      “Great,” Heather scoffed. “So, I’ll be half-bloodsucker, half-moon-crazy bitch.”

      “Exactly!” Cordelia said brightly. Sarcasm didn’t seem to be in her vocabulary. “When we meet the Alpha, Sloan—”

      Heather, Lace, and I all glanced between each other.

      “Oh, we know all about Sloan,” said Heather. Sloan was a dirty word for us at this point.

      “You’ve already met him?” Cordelia’s eyes went wide, and her green eyes got even greener with envy. She lowered her voice to a hushed, almost holy tone. “Is he as handsome as they say he is? What’s he like?”

      “Oh, he’s handsome all right,” Heather assured her. “As long as you don’t mind your handsome with a king-sized helping of dickhead.”

      Cordelia blushed and giggled. “I mean…that’s kind of the point, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” asked Lace.

      “The Alpha has the right of first claim to any female student in the Pack,” Georgiana said distantly as she stared out the window at the amber lights of the subway tunnel as they flashed by.

      “You know. To make love to,” Cordelia whispered with another giggle. She clasped her hands over her knees and shrugged her shoulders up like the idea made her shiver with excitement. “I hear he’s betrothed now, of course—but I still hope he chooses me. At least for one night. He’ll probably be High Lord of House Scorpio at court someday. All of my sisters are Cancers too, and they all lost their virginities to their Alphas when they were at the Academy. I don’t want to miss out.”

      Lace and I glanced to Heather with concern. Right of first claim—that didn’t sound good at all. The look on Heather’s face was so deeply disgusted, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d crawled right out of her own skin and skittered off the train completely.

      Meanwhile, Cordelia’s girlish giggling had faded into a frown of confusion. “Everyone in Beyond knows what the Pack is. Where are you three from?”

      “You’re the Changelings, aren’t you?” Georgiana’s gaze slipped from the window to focus onto the three of us with a wary kind of interest. “Everyone’s been talking about it. You’re the ones who are taking the places of those girls who were murdered last night.”

      “You’re the Changelings?” Cordelia’s mouth fell open into surprised O. “We heard a rumor that you three were nearly killed, too. By a serial killer. Is it true?”

      “Where’d you hear that from?” The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. The only person here who should have known about the Slasher was Harshing himself—and he didn’t strike me as much of a blabbermouth.

      “Like Georgiana said. Everyone’s talking about it.” Cordelia shrugged. “Word travels fast in Beyond.”

      “So?” Georgiana prompted. “Did you really escape a serial killer?”

      “It’s true,” I confirmed. If everyone was already talking about it, at least this would be our chance to set the record straight. “On Earth, they called him the Star-Crossed Slasher. He kept me captive in his basement for over a year.”

      “And he took me from my family’s backyard.” Lace added. “He nearly killed all three of us. If it wasn’t for Headmaster Harshing, we’d all be dead right now.”

      “Headmaster Harshing saved you?” Cordelia blinked, mouth still agape. “That…doesn’t sound like him at all.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Lace asked.

      “He’s not exactly known for being a white knight,” Cordelia explained. “You three must be really special, if he took time out of his day to save your lives.”

      “Where did the serial killer take you from?” Georgiana asked Heather.

      “Mordor.” Heather rolled her eyes as she slipped out of the booth and headed for the door. “Enjoy the peanut gallery. I’m going to find snacks.”

      “We have so many questions about Earth.” Cordelia smiled again with enthusiasm as she changed the subject. “What’s yeet mean? Is The Bachelor real?”

      “It can’t be. All those women marrying the same man…” Georgiana shook her head. “Even here in Beyond, the only man who gets to do that is the king.”

      “No, it’s not like that,” I explained. It had been a long time since I’d watched television—but I still remembered how The Bachelor went at least. “See, they’re all just competing to marry him—but he can only choose one.”

      I couldn’t believe I was spending part of my first day here in Beyond explaining the rules of a reality dating show to two Fae, but Cordelia and Georgiana hung onto every word.

      Thankfully, Lace took over the exposition as Cordelia and Georgiana asked for more specific details about the show—even before I’d had my life ripped away from me, I hadn’t exactly been a faithful viewer. She was just in the process of describing the rose ceremony—How romantic! according to Cordelia—when the door of our compartment opened again.

      I glanced over, expecting Heather.

      Instead, I found Kiara’s too-pretty face scowling down at me. She was accompanied by a boy in a golden uniform with a thick mane of bronze hair, a lanky, slouching brunet boy in a royal purple blazer, and a tall, unfairly gorgeous man dressed in red.

      My heart stuttered as his eyes met mine.

      I didn’t have BDSM wet dreams like Lace did—but if I had, the man in red would have starred in every single one.

      And so of course, Kiara had already sunken her claws into him.

      “There they are, Romin,” Kiara whined as she pointed a finger of accusation at Lace and me. “The Aquarius and the Pisces. Those are the girls that stink-bombed me at Madame Desrosiers!”

      Romin and the other two boys stared at Lace and me with calculating interest. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Cordelia and Georgiana slowly slip beneath a table like they were preparing for a bloodbath.

      So much for making loyal friends.

      “Those two?” Romin arched a dark eyebrow up toward the messy black hair that fell over his forehead. “You didn’t tell me you were bested by an Aquarius and a Pisces.”

      “Embarrassing,” scoffed the boy in purple.

      “Weakest signs in the Zodiac,” the Leo boy agreed.

      “You said they were serious threats, Leone.” Far too casually, Romin’s gaze followed the line of my stockings all the way up to the clasp of my garter belt where it peeked out from beneath the hem of my skirt. Self-consciously, I tried to covertly tug my skirt down to hide the garter—but of course, Romin caught me doing it. His eyes flicked up to meet mine. He held my gaze. “When the stakes are high, these two won’t even be tall enough to reach them.”

      Oh, ha-ha. Yeah, we were short. I nearly opened my mouth to shoot a comeback at him, but thought better of it.

      If he wanted to underestimate me, fine. Romin might’ve been handsome, but I wasn’t looking for trouble.

      As far as I was concerned, the less he expected of me, the sooner he’d realize he had nothing to gain from this interaction—and the sooner he’d leave, taking Kiara and the other boys with him.

      “There was a Scorpio, too,” Kiara pouted. “Do something about it, Romin. My father wouldn’t be happy to learn that you weren’t willing to defend my honor.”

      “I think he'd be even less happy to learn that you couldn’t defend it yourself. These two are nobodies.” He shook his head and turned to leave. “This is a waste of my time.”

      “They have it out for me—and that Scorpio is dangerous. They’re all working together,” Kiara insisted. “They ganged up on me, Romin. Like cowards.”

      I snorted. Ganged up on her—yeah, right.

      At the sound, Romin froze. Slowly, he turned around again.

      “Something funny, Aquarius?”

      Aw, crap.

      I shouldn’t have reacted. I should have just let it go.

      But it was too late to take anything back now.

      “Go on, then. Tell us what you’re laughing about.” Romin swaggered toward me, cocky. His brown eyes met my grays, full of challenge. “Unless…are you a coward? I’d expect nothing better from the fish, but you water-bearers are usually a little more courageous than most.”

      Water-bearer. I stiffened at those words. The same name that the Slasher had called me over and over again during the year he’d stolen from me—only, he’d said it like it was a pet name. Romin leveled it like a slur.

      “We’re not interested in fighting with you,” Lace said diplomatically.

      “Quiet, Pisces,” Romin snapped. “The adults are talking.”

      “We’re not afraid of you, either.” My lips moved of their own accord. My brain was screaming don’t fucking push this guy, but his attitude got under my skin.

      Lace was one of the closest things I had to a friend here. I didn’t always understand her—but that didn’t mean I was going to put up with someone talking to her like that.

      “No. You’re a brave girl, aren’t you?” Romin reached out and took a lock of my hair between his fingers. “I can fix that.”

      “Or you can save yourself the effort,” I replied. “We didn’t do anything to your precious betrothed. She knocked that perfume bottle over all by herself.”

      It was…mostly true.

      Heather and I had just helped her along a little bit. Who knew that being told there was a spider on her skirt would send her into such a tizzy like that?

      No less than she’d deserved, for the way she’d treated Lace.

      “They made me do it,” Kiara spat. “It wasn’t my fault. It was theirs.” She looked at the male Leo. “You believe me, don’t you, Magnus?”

      “Maybe the Scorpio mind-controlled her,” the other Leo—Magnus—said with a shrug. “She could be advanced. We’ll have to watch out for her.”

      “Seems like she’s left you all alone now, though.” Romin glanced to where Georgiana and Cordelia were cowering beneath the table. He rolled his eyes, snorted, and focused on me again. “Completely unprotected.”

      “Maybe we should give them a little reminder of where their signs stand here,” the boy in purple said. “They’re fun-sized. Wouldn’t be hard to put them in their place.”

      “You’re right, Chiron. Maybe we should,” Romin agreed. Lightning-fast, he grabbed the front of my shirt and hauled me up out of the booth like I weighed nothing to him. My feet dangled uselessly over the floor as he lifted me, until I was level with his gaze. “Why don’t you whimper a little apology to Kiara here? If you can show me that you know how to treat your betters, I might let you go.”

      I blinked at him. He must’ve been nearly six-four—more than a full foot taller than me. He was stronger, and he was obviously more well-connected.

      Kiara’s words echoed back to me: My betrothed is a very powerful Aries senior. Now that I’d seen him for myself, I could believe it.

      Apologizing was probably the safest course of action.

      Not that I planned on taking it now.

      Harshing had said that there was no place for weakness at the Academy. If I did as Romin said, I’d only be proving his point: that I was a defenseless little coward.

      And if I rolled over and begged for his mercy now, it was only a matter of time before someone like him would make me do it again. And again. And again.

      “Put her down. Please,” Lace said, shifting onto her knees in the booth. “This is all a big misunderstanding.”

      “She’s right,” I rasped, clasping my hands over Romin’s to try and keep myself from gagging on my own necktie.

      That earned me a look of approval from Romin.

      “Is that so?” he asked, lowering me back down to the floor.

      “You seem to think you’re my better.” I dug my heels in and grabbed his wrist, tearing it away from my shirt. “You’re not.”

      He snorted dismissively. While my shirt may have slipped from his grasp, he retained hold of my tie with ease.

      “Those are mighty words, coming from an orphan runt who had to be dragged back from Earth to fill a real Aquarius’ shoes.” He smirked as he clocked the surprise on my face. “Oh, yeah. I’ve heard. We all have. You’re one of those three poor, stupid Changelings so weak they were nearly murdered by a powerless human. How sad.”

      “And you’re nothing more than a low-life guard dog with bad manners.” I relished the way the light went darker in his gorgeous brown eyes as I spoke. “Barking at freshmen because your butterfingered girlfriend can’t handle things herself. Your parents must be so proud.”

      Romin stared at me for a long moment. I watched anger, then visceral hate, seep into his gaze.

      “My parents are the High Lord and Lady of House Aries at the king’s court.” He wound the length of my tie around his palm as he spoke, reeling me in like a fish on a line. “I have manners, Aquarius. I just don’t waste them on snide little Changeling nobodies like you.”

      He grabbed my wrist and spun me around, roping the remaining length of my tie tight around my throat.

      “Stop that!” Lace vaulted the table and lunged at Romin, but Magnus rushed forward and caught her in his arms before she even got close to landing a blow.

      “Bad idea, Pisces,” he growled as he dragged Lace, kicking and thrashing, away from Romin and me.

      “Huh. You smell better than I expected. Not bad, for a Changeling.” Romin’s breath was hot and humid against my ear as he buried his nose in the red waves of my hair. Now that he mentioned it, I could smell him, too. Warm, spicy ginger and clean white smoke. Annoyingly…it was delicious. “Give me your name.”

      “Or what?” I struggled against his hold on me, but there wasn’t anywhere to go. The harder I pulled away, the more he was able to choke me with my tie.

      “Or I’ll give you a new one. Just need some inspiration.”

      As I continued to strain against his grasp, he abruptly released me.

      Dick!

      I tumbled forward helplessly. My knees smacked against the compartment’s floor hard enough to bruise. I caught myself with my hands before I face-planted, too.

      Romin placed his foot on the small of my back, pressing down firmly. I had no choice but to arch for him, pushing my ass out.

      The air licked against the backs of my thighs. Chiron and Magnus snickered. Kiara pointed and laughed.

      My cheeks caught fire. I knew exactly what they were chuckling at.

      My skirt was too short to hold this position with any dignity. My ass must have been on full view to the entire compartment.

      “There we go. That’s perfect. Trying to turn me on, Aquarius? You’re wearing my color, you know.” Romin pushed his foot down on my back a little harder, forcing me to arch even more for him as he craned his neck to get a better look at my backside. “For a woman dressed in blue, your panties sure are red.”

      “Panties?” I blanched as I forced the word out of my mouth. It sounded even worse than moist. Even repeating it felt wrong. “That word’s as disgusting and crass as you are.”

      “And it’s your new name—Panties. Give me your real one, or I’ll have every student at the Academy calling you that before you even set foot on the school grounds.”

      “My name is Aisling Hargrave,” I growled over my shoulder at him. “I’d tell you to remember it—but let’s be honest, we all know you’ll be moaning it in your sleep tonight anyway.”

      Romin snorted and lifted his foot off my back. “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t forget.”

      “I’ll make sure you don’t.”

      I scrambled to my feet, spun around and lunged at him. Unfortunately, he caught my wrists before I could take a swing at him. His fingers squeezed tight enough to make my bones ache as he drew my hands to his chest.

      “Cheap shots don’t become you, Panties,” he purred with a devilish smirk. “I think I’m going to have to punish you for that.”

      Punish me? What was he going to do—bend me over and spank me like a naughty girl who needed to learn a lesson? In front of his precious betrothed, no less? My lips twisted in anger as I tried to wrench my wrists out of his grasp. Now that we were face to face, my body flared up hotter than ever. I may have been an air sign, but something about Romin made me feel full of fire instead.

      This guy wasn’t anything like the high school bullies who’d managed to both torture me and make me wet for them.

      He was even more handsome. Even more dangerous.

      And as he stared down at me, daring me to make my next move, I could tell that he had every intention of making good on his threat.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” Heather snarled from the door as she reentered the compartment. The wrappers of a dozen different snacks crinkled as she shifted them in her arms.

      “Aw, shit. They do have a Scorpio with them,” Magnus grumbled. “And unlike the Cancer, she looks like she’s got some fight in her. I’m out.”

      “What? Don’t wanna play with her before Sloan makes her his special pet?” Chiron asked.

      “If I had a death wish, I’d just jump in front of the train when it pulls away from the Academy.”

      I didn’t dare take my eyes off of Romin’s, but on my periphery, I saw Magnus release Lace and back away.

      “It’s not Sloan you oughta be worried about, cupcake.” Heather tossed her armful of snacks into one of the booths and cracked her neck like she was ready for a fight. “I’m no one’s special pet—but stick around and I might make you mine.”

      Romin kept his eyes on me as well as Heather, still staring him down. Magnus might have been afraid of Sloan, but Romin obviously wasn’t so easily intimidated. The glint in his eyes told me he might even enjoy seeing how this played out if Heather made good on her threat.

      That was definitely a bad sign. He couldn’t be intimidated. He made no motion of backing down.

      “Come on, Romin!” Kiara whined from the opposite doorway. “The train’s almost at the Academy anyway. She’s not worth it. Let’s go.”

      “Aisling Hargrave.” Romin licked his lips like he was savoring my name’s taste as he dropped my wrists and backed away. “Oh, you’re going to regret that…Panties.”

      My cheeks caught fire as he turned and placed his arm around Kiara’s shoulders. Together, he and his little band of delinquents moseyed on out.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” Cordelia warned me in a whisper as she crawled out from beneath the table. “Names are powerful things here—and I hear that Romin is the most powerful student at the Academy. They say he’s the only senior because he killed all of his classmates first thing freshman year. If he says you’re going to regret it…you will.”

      I still couldn’t quite take my eyes off Romin as he left—and the feeling was apparently mutual. He cast a glance over his shoulder as he passed through the door and caught my eye.

      He winked at me, puckering his lips like he was sending me a kiss from across the compartment. I twisted my face in disgust back at him.

      Regret it?

      We’d see about that.
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      “You okay?” Heather asked as I rubbed my neck. My throat was sore from where Magnus had crushed it beneath his arm. “Your neck is bruised. Looks like that guy got you pretty good.”

      “What do you care?” I mumbled, heading back toward my seat. Being held captive like that had wounded my pride just as much as it had bruised my neck.

      “I cared enough to save both your asses from those snooty pricks, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah.” I couldn’t deny that Heather had saved the day. I just wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about giving her a chance to rub it in. “I just don’t know why. You hate everyone.”

      “I don’t hate you,” Heather said. She averted her gaze and lowered her voice. “I’m just…not used to having friends.”

      I blinked at her. “You think we’re friends?”

      “Way I see it…You, me, and Ash all survived the same fucked-up ordeal. We all came into this world together—and we’ve met enough shitheads by now. They’re all either thugs or cowards.” She cast a glare at Georgiana and Cordelia, who’d both emerged from beneath the tables and returned to their seats. “I figure we’re the closest thing to friends anyone has here. You’re better than the rest of these weirdos, at least.”

      “Aw. Look at you.” Ash came up behind Heather and pinched her cheek. “Guess we’ll be braiding hair after all, huh?”

      “Don’t push it, nerd,” Heather growled—but she didn’t move to separate herself from us. “Who were those dicks and what the hell did you do to piss them off?”

      “The boy in the gold blazer was Magnus. I think he’s a Leo, like Kiara,” I explained. “They called the one in the purple Chiron. And the one in the red was Kiara’s boyfriend, Romin.”

      “Not boyfriend,” Ash corrected. “Betrothed.”

      Heather arched an eyebrow. “You got a crush or something?”

      “Not in the least. But it sounds like there’s a difference. You heard Sloan talking to Jules and Flint earlier,” Ash reminded us. “He’s not happy about whoever his parents matched him with. And Madame Desrosier said so herself, didn’t she? People don’t date here—their marriages are political ones.”

      “I guess that makes sense.” I wrapped my arms around myself and sighed. “It’s kind of a bummer, though.”

      “Is it?” asked Heather. “We’re lucky, if you ask me. If marriage is political here, then we’ll be worthless to those knuckle-draggers. No one will be trying to lock us down.”

      “It’s just a lot like how things were for me back on Earth,” I admitted. “My best bet of getting free of my parents there was probably going to be agreeing to marry one of my father’s friends. It would’ve been nice to have a chance to date and have a boyfriend.” I hugged myself a little tighter. “I’ve never had one before.”

      “I’d worry less about downloading Fairy Tinder and more about staying alive.” Heather turned to Ash and poked her in the shoulder. “And you need to stop getting all worked up over bad boys who treat you like shit. You’ve got a problem, and he’s not worth it.”

      “I don’t have a problem.” Ash’s cheeks caught fire as she looked away. “And I’m aware.”

      “The train’s stopping,” Georgiana piped up from across the compartment.

      Cordelia gave us a friendly smile—like she hadn’t just abandoned us to cower beneath a table mere minutes ago. “Do you all want to stick together for the tour?”

      “There’s a tour?” I asked. That seemed…almost too normal, considering everything else that had happened since we’d come to Beyond.

      “They usually show freshmen around to let them get their bearings,” Georgiana said. She kept her eyes on the floor. “My sister told me about it.”

      “Oh? Your sister attends the Academy too?” I asked, trying to be friendly.

      Georgiana was quiet for a long moment, then shrugged expressionlessly. “Doesn’t matter.”

      Huh. That was…a weird way to answer that question. There was something weird about Georgiana in general, actually. Every time I talked to her, it felt like putting on an uncomfortably tight, itchy coat.

      “Let’s go,” Cordelia said as the train slowed to a stop. She linked arms with Georgiana and me, dragging us both toward the door. “We don’t want to be in the back of the group!”

      I looked at Ash and Heather, but neither of them seemed interested in linking up arms too. I guessed that was pretty typical. Ash didn’t seem into anything so frivolous, and Heather was about as lone wolf as a person could get. They trailed along behind us as Cordelia led us through a few compartments toward the train’s exit instead.
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      Once we were off the train, we took a set of stairs from the platform to the surface. Outside, the trees were full of red and orange leaves and the grass was so lush and green it almost didn’t look real. If my father could have seen it, he would have wanted to hire the Academy’s landscaper on the spot.

      The older students were all chatting and laughing as they headed for a massive stone wall and set of wrought iron gates. I even saw a few of them passing bottles of liquor between them and nipping from flasks—apparently, Beyond didn’t have a drinking age. Beyond the gates was a gorgeous, sprawling campus, full of castle-like towers and buildings with glass domes.

      That was the Academy, then. Now that Ash, Heather, and I were away from Earth for good, I supposed it would pretty much be the closest thing we had to a home.

      “Freshmen! Over here!” Professor Zephyr stood before the gates, waving as a group of girls in a rainbow of uniforms formed around her. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Professor Zephyr. I’ve drawn the short straw for showing you all around. Once everyone is accounted for, we’ll move out.”

      Cordelia kept a tight hold on my arm as Professor Zephyr led us through the gates and down a winding path. We were headed for a huge golden dome. Behind it, the rest of the campus’ buildings were arranged. More paths led out from the dome, like rays coming off of a bright, shining sun.

      “This is the Astrolabe,” Zephyr explained as our group came to a stop in front of the dome. “Within, you’ll find the Academy’s dining room, where three hot meals are served daily. Our administrative offices, including Headmaster Harshing’s quarters, are on the second floor.”

      I stared up at the dome in awe. It was huge. So, this was where Harshing lived, then. Here on campus, just like the rest of us.

      For some reason, that made me nervous. Day or night, he’d never be far away.

      Zephyr took us around the campus’ perimeter next. She showed us Lake Umbra, which she said held ancient ruins beneath its depths, and the Inanus Woods, which she claimed were full of dangers—but not off limits to students who were brave enough to explore its mysteries.

      “The Colosseum is where the school’s dueling teams practice and compete.” Professor Zephyr gestured to a huge, round building rimmed with white marble columns. “If you’re interested in participating as a combatant, contact Professor Blackford—though, it’s worth mentioning that freshmen rarely make it onto any of the teams.”

      Zephyr took us past the library that Ash had been so excited to hear about, then the classrooms next. There were four buildings, one for each element. Ignis Hall had a red roof. Ventus Hall’s roof was a pale blue. Aqua Hall’s, a dark blue, and Terra Hall’s was green.

      “The major professors for Aries, Leo, and Sagittarius have offices and classrooms in Ignis,” said Zephyr. “Gemini, Libra, and Aquarius—that’s me—are in Ventus. Cancer, Scorpio, and Pisces can be found in Aqua. Which leaves Taurus, Virgo, and Capricorn in Terra.”

      I gawked at Aqua Hall as the tour moved along. That was where Professor Douglas’ office would be, then. I made a mental note of that. I still hadn’t forgotten his warning—apart from your own blood, I’m the only person at the Academy you can trust.

      I trusted Ash. I trusted Heather. And I definitely trusted Professor Douglas, enough to memorize where his office was just in case something went sideways and I needed help. I didn’t know why I trusted him—being close to him still felt like missing steps and wet socks—but I did.

      “These are the dorms for each of the elemental houses,” Zephyr said.

      Zephyr guided us past two towers—one with a red conical roof topped with a flaming flag, the other stretching so high up in the clouds that I couldn’t actually see the top. The fire dorms and the air dorms, must have been. The earth dorms looked like a walled garden—it didn’t even look like it contained beds. I stiffened as I saw the so-called water dorms.

      It was just a big, stupid-looking fountain. Statues of mermaids, busty werewolves, and horned demon women shot water from their stony nipples all around the fountain’s center column. There wasn’t even a common room—and there certainly weren’t any beds.

      “Professor Zephyr?” I squeaked with nervousness as I peered down into the fountain’s rippling basin. The water was dark, deep blue that faded to black. It must have been deep. “Where do the water students, um…sleep?”

      “You’ll have to find that out for yourself,” Zephyr said with a wry smile. “Each of the dorms can only be accessed by an individual who holds the elemental power which will enable them to enter. But you don’t need to worry about that right now.”

      She took us down a wide path through the Inanus Woods. At the end of the path, away from all the rest of the buildings, was a small, quaint little cottage. Behind it, the ground dropped off into a rocky cliffside. As we approached it, I could hear the crashing of waves and smelled the briny scent of the sea.

      “This is Red Dwarf Cottage,” said Zephyr. “Freshmen students stay here for the duration of our first week of classes—also known as Dead Week.”

      “The first week?” Ash called out from behind me. “But isn’t Dead Week usually toward the end of the year?”

      I could hear the trepidation in her voice. I didn’t blame her. It hardly seemed right to hold final exams so close to the beginning of the school year. We hadn’t even gotten a chance to study anything yet!

      “Dead Week is just what the other students have taken to calling it,” Zephyr explained. “For your first week here, upperclassmen are forbidden from seriously harming or killing freshmen students. But should any of you choose to turn on one another…” She sighed and waved us toward the cottage. “Then you’d best start now, while the weakest of you are still learning to manage your magic.”

      “Come on!” Cordelia said, finally releasing my arm and breaking into a trot as several of the girls raced through the little front garden toward the cottage door. Georgiana followed her obediently. “We need to hurry if we want to get beds close to each other!”

      I took this opportunity for freedom to hang back so I could regroup with Ash and Heather.

      “Don’t want to get a bed next to your new bestie?” Heather asked me.

      “I’d rather be around you two,” I admitted. “Cordelia is a bit…much. And Georgiana…I don’t know why, but she gives me the creeps.”

      “She seems innocent enough…” Ash said—then shrugged as we entered the cottage together. “But if your intuition says she’s bad news, she probably is.”

      Inside the cottage, we found chaos. The other girls were running around, frantically collecting bags and trunks from a pile in the center of the floor and claiming twin-sized beds from the rows on either side of the cottage. Birds squawked from their gilded cages, dogs barked as they were collected by their owners, and cats hissed at each other menacingly until they were pulled apart.

      By the time we entered the fray, there were only three trunks and three beds left. On top of each of the trunks, to my delight, sat our cats.

      “Milkshake!” I ran to the white cat and scooped it up into my arms. It bit my nose gently, then licked my cheek, and I giggled. “Did you miss me?”

      Ash hefted Somerville up off of the trunk and tucked him beneath her arm as she peered inside it. “There are clothes in here. Nightgowns and workout things and the gown and jewelry that Harshing snapped me into when he saved us, too.”

      I opened my trunk and found my seafoam-green gown on top. Just seeing it made me shiver.

      I could still recall the way that Harshing had taken my waist in his hands as he spun me—and the way he’d stared at my neck with his red eyes, too.

      As Heather’s black cat wound itself around her ankles, Heather let out a gasp of delight at the contents of her own trunk.

      “Yes!” She pulled a big, army-green duffle bag from the trunk and hugged it tight. “I had this on me when the Slasher nabbed me. It’s no Commando—but it’s got lots of useful stuff in it.”

      I watched with a little envy as she unzipped one of the bag’s pockets and pulled out a small, black object. It looked like a phone charger, minus the cord.

      I hadn’t gotten to keep anything from back home—but then again, my mother had always been the one to choose my clothes, anyway. I’d never worn anything that I felt suited me. Maybe it was better this way—leaving everything from my old life behind.

      Unfortunately, the only beds left were right next to the one that Kiara currently sat on, applying lip gloss.

      “Ugh.” She stared at us with open disgust as we approached. “Do you three have to sleep so close to me? I can smell the humanity on you from here.”

      “Yeah, and I can still smell the shit on you, Goldilocks,” Heather sneered back, searching around the wall beneath her bed. She must have been looking for a socket—though she didn’t seem to find one. She tucked the little black object next to the bedpost on top of the headboard instead.

      “There aren’t any other beds,” I pointed out as I pushed my trunk to the foot of the bed next to Heather’s.

      Ash hauled her trunk to the bed on the other side of mine—closest to Kiara’s. “It’s only for a week, anyway. Guess we’ll all have to make do.”

      “Ladies! Once you’ve finished stowing your things, please file out. We’ll be reconvening with the others at the Academy’s front gates.” Professor Zephyr clapped her hands together twice, then smiled. “The Hearkening is about to begin.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      Banshee gave me a playful nip at my ankle as he followed me out of Red Dwarf Cottage, then prowled off into the Inanus Woods as the sun set on the horizon. When Ash and Lace placed their cats on the ground, they bounded off after Banshee.

      I guessed they were all going for an adventure of their own.

      Ash and Lace stuck close to me as we made our way back to the Academy’s gates. Zephyr waited until all of the freshmen were through before she closed the gates behind us, securing them with a heavy metal lock.

      While we’d been on our tour, the other students had produced more bottles of booze. A party was raging around the gates. I spotted Kiara hanging off Romin’s arm where they were clustered with Magnus and Chiron. There was a group of older girls sitting cross-legged in a circle, laughing and passing a bottle of glowing pink liquor around.

      And then, there was Sloan. He caught my gaze almost immediately and began making his way over.

      “You two should make yourselves scarce,” I warned Ash and Lace. “I’m probably stuck dealing with Sloan thanks to this stupid Pack nonsense, but whatever this Hearkening thing is, I don’t think you want him trying to collect on your debts before it starts.”

      “Duly noted.” Ash patted my shoulder and gave me a grim smile.

      “Good luck,” Lace whispered as she and Ash walked away.

      “Well, well.” Sloan raked his fingers through his blond hair as he approached me. He brought the scent of vodka along with him and held a silver chalice in his hand. “If it isn’t our newest little Scorpio. Ready to give me your name yet?” He leaned down and purred into my ear. “We could go somewhere private.”

      “I’d rather give you a swift kick to the ass.” I placed my hand on his chest then shoved hard enough to send him stumbling away. If Cordelia was right and Sloan was allowed to lay claim to any members of the Pack he fancied, I wanted to make it clear to him that I wasn’t interested. “You can call me Heather—but I’d rather you didn’t call me at all.”

      “Ha. Clever. I like that in a woman.” Sloan smiled broadly at me as he caught himself and pulled himself back up to his full height. “You might just survive the Hearkening after all. We’re taking bets on you freshmen, you know. Who will live, who will die.”

      “Oh, yeah? What are my odds?” I asked, half-interested. If I knew my chances, I’d know how other students perceived me. It might be something I could use.

      “Not bad,” Sloan admitted, strolling back over to me. “You seem like pretty tough shit for a girl who barely clears five-one. Not as good as Senka’s chances would’ve been, though.”

      My ears perked up at that name. Senka—my dead doppelganger.

      Sloan was full of information, wasn’t he?

      And if he was going to keep buzzing around me, I was going to squeeze as much out of him as I could.

      “Senka, Senka, Senka.” I tutted, shaking my head. Baiting him. “Is that all you ever talk about? You two must’ve been close.”

      “You could say that. She would’ve been my betrothed if she hadn’t been killed. I might’ve even liked that.” He took the bait like a large-mouth bass and closed in on me again. I’d never met a man easier to reel in. “She was just as hot as you are—only, not so clueless. I’m sure you’ve realized now that you look just like her. Could’ve been twins.”

      “And why do you suppose that is?” C’mon, Sloan. Keep the information flowing.

      “I’ve got a theory.” He lowered his mouth toward mine, exhaling humid vodka-breath over my lips. “I’ll tell you all about it—for a kiss.”

      I laughed and took a step back as he leaned in, sending him stumbling forward once more. I’d been fine with taking his info for free—but I certainly wasn’t going to pay for it.

      “You’re drunk,” I told him. “And my kisses are worth more than your theories.”

      “Sloan?” A tall, slender girl in a Scorpio uniform approached us. She had long, jet black hair, heavy bangs, and even heavier eyeliner. With her were two other girls—a tawny-skinned brunette in a bronze uniform and a silver-haired Cancer. “Who’s the girl?”

      “A Heather, apparently. She’s our newest recruit.” Sloan slung his arm around my shoulder and pulled me tight against him. “Heather, meet Sage—” He waved to the brunette— “And Bianca.”

      The Cancer girl inclined her head.

      “I’m Val Takumi.” The Scorpio girl’s dark-rimmed blue eyes shifted between Sloan and me. “Sloan’s betrothed. You must be our new Scorpio, Heather. They really had to scrape the bottom of the barrel after Senka was murdered, didn’t they?”

      “Same place you get your eyeliner from.” I wasn’t bothered by her insult. It wasn’t her fault that she was stuck with Sloan—and mean girls had never fazed me before.

      Val seethed as Sloan laughed.

      “This year’s going to be a riot.” He pinched my cheek fondly. “I can already tell.”

      “Heather! Hey!” Cordelia bounded over with a heavy-lidded girl trailing behind her. The other girl’s skin was deeply brown. She wore her emerald hair in tight, thick ringlets and was dressed in a bronze uniform, like Sage. “Look who I found! This is Cybele Armand, our Capricorn!”

      Capricorn—that was what the bronze meant.

      “Good,” said Sloan. “You all managed to make it off the train without killing yourselves.”

      “Ladies,” Flint greeted us as he staggered over to us. Jules prowled elegantly at his side. Their arms were full of bottles. “We come bearing sustenance!”

      Sustenance must’ve meant liquor. I could smell it on Flint, too. Was there some kind of prerequisite for the Hearkening that we all had to be drunk first?

      “Good seeing you again, Armand.” Jules smirked at Cybele, offering her a bottle.

      “Laurier,” she replied, snatching the bottle from his fingers. “We have very different definitions of good.”

      Yeesh. Okay. So apparently there was some bad blood there. Not any of my business, but good to keep in mind, I guess.

      “Is someone going to introduce us?” Cordelia asked in a whisper. Her eyes followed Flint and Jules with girlish excitement as they moved through the group passing more bottles out.

      Classes hadn’t even started yet, and Cordelia was already trying to figure out who might want to stake their claim on her. Ugh.

      “Sloan here is Val’s boyfriend.” I unwound his arm from my shoulders and moved to stand by Cybele. “When he remembers, anyway.”

      “Jules and Flint are free agents, though,” Bianca said with a smirk. “They have more dick than they do brain cells—but to be fair, their dicks are fairly…”

      Bianca and Sage laughed as they held their hands apart, indicating phallus size. No wonder Jules and Flint were so cocky—apparently, they were mostly made of cock.

      “Aw, babes. You flatter us.” Flint pressed a firm kiss to Bianca’s cheek.

      “Always appreciate a good review.” Jules appeared behind me. Over my shoulder, he offered me a half-empty bottle of something dark. “Do you drink, Scorpio?”

      “When I want to.” That was a lie. Rule: Don’t drink your wits away. You never know when you might need them. “Logic would say when in Rome—but I have no idea what the Hearkening is. If I’m going to face the unknown, I’d rather do it sober.”

      “Wish I could tell you,” said Jules. “But it would screw up our betting odds. If you ask me, though…” He pressed the bottle into my hands. His fingers were burning hot as they curled around mine, raising the mouth of the bottle up to my lips. “Take a quick nip for courage, then stay off the sauce until you’ve got something to celebrate.”

      “Duly noted.” God, I sounded like Ash. I wasn’t one for peer pressure, but if everyone else was going into the Hearkening liquored up…it might actually be an advantage. Besides—Jules didn’t act as drunk as Sloan and Flint were. It seemed like sound advice.

      I tipped the bottle back and let a trickle of booze flow over my tongue. Just a nip, like he’d said. Then, I turned and let him have the bottle back.

      “Good girl.” Jules flashed me a suave, lazy smile.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cybele huff and move away.

      She probably wasn’t wrong to. Jules was handsome enough—and presently, friendly enough—that it might have made him likable. But I still hadn’t forgotten the debt I owed him and the way he’d wanted to see my nipples as payment. I doubted that was something I’d ever easily forget.

      “You’re a lot more helpful now than you were back on Beyond Fifth,” I pointed out. “If you think I’m going to be stupid enough to thank you again—”

      “Not my current motive,” Jules assured me. “It’s in my best interest to give you what few pointers I can. I’ve got three favors in the betting pool riding on you making it through the Hearkening alive.”

      “And I’ve got six on Professor Blackford bringing you back in little pieces,” Sloan said as he passed me on his way over to Val. “Prove me wrong.”

      I rolled my eyes and slunk away as our little group commenced with getting shit faced.

      So, this was the Pack, then. A bunch of hormone-riddled, sex-crazed alcoholics. Some of them were okay, I guessed—but if I’d been able to choose my own little clique here, I doubted that a single one of them would be my first choice.

      I was stuck with them now—but I would have much preferred to be hanging out with Ash and Lace. Or, even better, working alone.

      A hush fell over the crowd of students as Headmaster Harshing walked to the front of the gates. He had more than a dozen other people with him. I spotted Douglas, Zephyr, and a scowling Blackford among them. Those must have been the professors, then.

      Whatever the Hearkening was, it looked like it was about to kick off.

      Harshing cleared his throat and the last little snippets of chatter died away immediately.

      “Welcome to the Academy. It’s the start of a new year. You’re here because, out of all the young Fae in Beyond, you’ve been determined to have the strongest affinities for your powers—and as such, the greatest likelihood of successfully contributing to King Solis’ court upon graduation.” Harshing’s eyes scanned the crowd. I was pretty sure his irises had been green for a little while earlier—but now, once again, they were dark red. “I should remind you all that just because you have access to great power doesn’t mean that you’re capable of controlling it. To prove that you are worthy of an education here, as is customary, you’ll each need to travel through the Shade and make it out alive. Professor Zephyr?”

      Zephyr moved in front of the iron gates and pulled on a single glove, then withdrew a silver knife from her belt. She jabbed the tip of the blade at a place over her head, then moved the knife in a wide circle like she was cutting through the air. As she worked, a rippling shimmer appeared before her. Even when she backed away again, the shimmer stayed.

      “Each year of students will pass through the Shade. An hourglass will be turned as you enter. Those who make it back before the final grain of sand falls to the bottom will be permitted entry to the Academy.” Harshing didn’t mention what happened to those who didn’t—but if I had to take a guess, it probably wasn’t anything good. “The rules for the Hearkening are simple. You may not help your fellow students through the Shade. You may not accept help from others. And while inside, should you find yourself stumbling into the Hearkening of another, you may not attempt to hinder one another, either—the Shade is dangerous enough on its own.”

      I nodded with each rule, committing them to memory. That all sounded easy enough.

      “Finally, I must remind you all of a few particular dangers of the Shade which you should not, under any circumstances, attempt to interact with,” said Harshing. “The Shade will bring you closer to your innermost magics, secrets, and desires. However, it also contains close borders with the Veil of the Fade, where the Unseelie reside. Do not attempt to open any doors, pass through any tunnels, or use any staircases you find within the Shade. Should you encounter any shadow-like figures, avoid them for your own safety. The Shadelings are harmless to the strong and the healthy—but they sense weakness with ease and will descend hungrily on any of those incapable of crossing back through the portal to Beyond.”

      No doors, no tunnels, no staircases, no shadows. Got it. If we only had to avoid things, how hard could that be?

      “The order in which the students of each class make it back from the Shade will determine your class ranking for the beginning of the year. The first student to return will receive 120 points, with diminishing amounts of points awarded to those who return after.” Harshing nodded once, then held out a hand toward the first of the four hourglasses. “Good luck—and do try to return before time runs out. Seniors! Prepare to begin.”

      I didn’t know why he used the plural form of the word. Only Romin stepped forward to answer Harshing’s call. Apparently, the rumors were at least partly true.

      Romin was the only senior left.

      He tugged his tie loose from its knot, then tossed it to the ground as he removed his shirt. His shoulders flexed as he stretched in preparation. His muscles were massive and covered in more tattoos than I could count.

      I cast a glance toward Ash across the crowd. Big surprise—she was staring at him with a look in her eyes like he was a big, stupid inferno that she was desperate to throw herself into the flames of. She hadn’t learned her lesson at all.

      As Romin walked into the shimmer Zephyr had made in the air…he disappeared. Blinked completely out of existence.

      I guessed that meant he was through.

      Harshing turned over the first of his hourglasses to start the time, then looked back to the crowd of students once more.

      “Juniors!”

      Val grabbed the front of Sloan’s shirt and pulled him to her. She kissed him, hard and passionate, but the whole time she was staring at me like she was staking her claim.

      As if I cared.

      Val, Sage, and Bianca joined five more girls in green, gold, brown, red and pink uniforms in front of the shimmer. That made eight in total. The other ones, like Romin’s classmates, I presumed to be dead.

      As the juniors disappeared into the shimmer, the second hourglass was turned over.

      “Sophomores!” Harshing shouted.

      “You want a kiss for luck too, sweetheart?” Sloan asked me as Jules and Flint headed over to group up with the other sophomores.

      I crossed my arms over my chest and took a step back from him. “Oh, kiss my ass, Sloan.”

      “Bend over, then.” He grinned. “Happy to oblige.”

      I glared at him. We both knew that wasn’t what I meant.

      “Your loss.” After a beat, Sloan shrugged. “See you on the other side.”

      Magnus and Chiron got into position near Sloan, Jules, and Flint as they prepared to pass through the Veil, along with two other boys. One wore green. The other brown. They all roared as they raced each other toward the shimmer.

      Harshing turned the third hourglass over after they’d disappeared.

      “Freshmen!”

      I interlaced my fingers and turned them over to stretch them out.

      That was my cue.

      “Have fun with your new drinking buddies?” Ash asked as she got into place next to me.

      She assumed a clumsy-looking starting stance. Next to her, Lace didn’t make any move to get ready to run at all. She stood up, prim and proper, staring at the shimmer like it was a piece of expensive art she might like to put on one of her mansion’s walls.

      “Not as much as you were enjoying Romin with his shirt off.” I smirked and dropped down into a four-point start as Ash huffed.

      Everything was silent while the other girls got into place. I’d run track in high school for a couple of years before I skipped town. I knew what I needed to be doing: envisioning myself succeeding at this. Whatever this ended up being.

      But instead, annoyingly, I found myself worrying about the princess and the nerd.

      “Hey.” I looked up to Ash and Lace. “Be careful in there, okay?”

      Lace blinked like I’d just yanked her out of some airheaded fantasy, then nodded and dropped down, mimicking my stance. “You too.”

      After a moment, Ash joined us near the ground. “We’ll try.”

      I focused on the shimmer again. There was no telling what was beyond it except for danger.

      Luckily, a little danger had never stopped me before.

      I pushed off and sprinted as straight ahead as I could. As I passed through the shimmer, the world dissolved.
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      I didn’t know what I was expecting through the Shade—but it certainly wasn’t what I found.

      I slowed to a stop inside a massive library. The shelves were packed tight with books. They must have been nearly fifty feet high.

      My breathing immediately went a little heavy—and not from the sprinting. Verso & Recto had nothing on this place. The shelves of books here seemed to have no end.

      I didn’t see any staircases or tunnels or foreboding-looking doors around—but I did see a whole lot of ancient-looking tomes that I was itching to take a peek at. Luckily, Harshing hadn’t said anything about not picking up books.

      I grabbed the closest one within reach. Its brown leather cover was surprisingly warm in my hands. I turned it over, searching for a title or author. If this one was empty like the ones at Verso & Recto had been, I was going to be sorely disappointed.

      The only marking I found on the book was a simple phrase stamped into the leather of the book’s back cover: THIS BOOK IS BOUND IN HUMAN FLESH.

      I dropped it immediately, frantically rubbing my hands on my sweater as I reeled away from it.

      Human flesh—that couldn’t be true. Could it? Where would whatever creature who stocked the shelves of a library in the Shade have even acquired something like that?

      As I puzzled over that question, the pages of the book began to flutter. The air whistled as a breeze swept through the stacks.

      My eyes went wide as I peered down the endless main aisle of the library.

      No. Not a breeze.

      A tornado.

      And it was coming directly my way.

      I thought fast, wracking my brain for what I knew of tornadoes—and what I knew of my powers, too.

      The former was easy. I’d never had a permanent home, but I’d spent my whole life in the American Midwest. Tornado Alley was my natural habitat.

      As for the latter…I’d seen Professor Zephyr shoot wind from her hands. She was an Aquarius, like me. An air sign.

      Maybe I could do it, too.

      I held my palm out toward the base of the tornado and thought about a cold, steady breeze. That was how real tornadoes finally dissipated: they needed a cold downdraft and a warm updraft to maintain their shape. Without one or the other, they spun themselves out.

      Just as I’d hoped, an icy blast of air shot from my palm. As it connected with the base of the tornado, the rapidly churning giant disappeared.

      Yes! So, I really did have some kind of powers, then—air powers. Maybe that was even the reason I was able to breathe when we passed into Beyond during the Slasher’s ritual: I’d unknowingly made my own oxygen inside the bag he’d put over my head.

      I looked around, waiting for the next threat to hit. But I didn’t see anything—just some books that the tornado had pulled from their shelves.

      Maybe…the tornado was all I had to get through?

      As I took a breath, I quickly realized that getting through the Shade wouldn’t be nearly so easy.

      My throat began to burn. I smelled smoke.

      The shelves around me burst into flames almost spontaneously. Before I knew it, the entire library was on fire.

      Crap. My powers were going to leave me completely out of luck on this matter, then. Air didn’t put out fires of this size—it only fed them and spread them around.

      I broke into a run. Maybe I could find the exit before the fire did. Smoke filled my lungs for my first few strides, but I summoned up the thought of clean, fresh air around my head. Just like that, I could breathe.

      A flaming shelf teetered dangerously up ahead. If it fell, it would block off my path—my only path. Behind me and to my sides, the air shimmered with heat. Already, I was sweating.

      I picked up the pace, running as fast as I could. Unfortunately, a year stuck in the Slasher’s basement hadn’t exactly turned me into a track star. I needed to get past the shelf before it toppled down in front of me, but I was out of shape—and out of time.

      My heart jumped up into my throat as the shelf came down on top of me. I threw my hands up over my head to try and protect myself—and as I moved my hands, the ground rose up beneath the stack in two columns of hard-packed dirt. I was bracing for an impact that would never come. The  ground propped the shelf up, preventing it from squishing me like a cockroach beneath its weight.

      As flaming books fell from their shelf, I held my hands up to them as well. The fire in the pages turned to embers and smoke as my left hand burned hot. From my right palm, more air blasted out and whisked them away.

      “Oh, thank fuck,” I whispered to myself. I didn’t know how—but apparently, in this place, I could control far more elements than just air.

      My moon was in Virgo. That was an Earth sign. And my rising was Sagittarius—fire. Maybe that had something to do with it?

      There was no time to experiment further—or to celebrate not dying, for that matter. As I ducked beneath the half-fallen shelf, I saw more shelves crashing down up ahead.

      These ones weren’t falling to the fire, though. They were being swept away by a roaring oncoming wave.

      Oh, no. I tried to remember any water signs that the Slasher had told me about in my chart. I didn’t have many. Just my Jupiter and Mars in Pisces, if I remembered correctly.

      Would that be enough?

      I held my hands out in front of me and thought about…oh, God. I had no idea. Not drowning? The wave was rapidly approaching—but as I focused on it, it didn’t budge.

      I shifted tactics, thinking instead of Moses and the Red Sea. I spread my hands apart, imagining my fingers digging into the waves and prying them apart into two.

      To my amazement…

      It worked.

      It actually worked.

      I held my hands out to either side of me, breaking into a run once more. The waves sprayed a gentle mist of water onto me as they loomed on either side of my path like watery curtains. I probably looked like an idiot—but whatever I was doing with my hands was holding the water apart. Good enough.

      As I neared the end of the wave-passage, the ground began to rumble beneath my feet. My body was screaming with exertion. It was going to hate me in the morning for putting it through this hellish experience of performing actual physical exercise. In fact, it hated me already.

      I pushed through the pain anyway, racing forward at a full sprint—then skidded to a sharp, sudden stop.

      My feet came to a halt just in time as the ground crumbled away. It dropped off into a ragged cliffside at the tips of my toes. I gulped as I stared down into the sharp drop I’d just narrowly avoided. It was dark and just as seemingly endless as the library had been.

      But in that darkness, there was a rippling shimmer, just like the one I’d rushed through when I first entered the Shade.

      That was the exit, then. It must have been.

      If I jumped carefully, the shimmer was just big enough that I had a good chance of falling through it. All I had to do was gather up my courage and take the leap.

      There was just one problem.

      Sweat beaded down from my brow. My chest felt so tight, I could barely draw breath.

      Once upon a time, before the Slasher had chosen me to become one of his stupid brides, the football team at my high school had shoved me out onto the school’s roof and locked the door behind them. My foster family at the time had enough kids running around their house, they hadn’t even noticed that I was missing.

      I’d stayed up there all night before I finally gave up on anyone coming to get me. I finally had to work up the guts to drop down into some bushes. It was a miracle that I hadn’t broken anything during the fall.

      As a result, I may have been…a little afraid of heights.

      “Okay,” I encouraged myself as I panted. “Okay. Okay. I can do this. Okay.”

      As I gritted my teeth and backed up so I could take a run at the jump, something shifting into existence on my peripherals caught my attention. I turned my head for a better look and found myself staring at a tall, gilded set of double doors.

      The temptation to push through them instead of taking my chances with the drop was strong, even despite Harshing’s warning.

      Do not open any doors you find within the Shade. I hadn’t forgotten.

      But there was something strangely familiar about this door. It called to me in a way I couldn’t explain: Aisling Hargrave, forget everything you’ve been told about this place and open! This! Door!

      I glanced down toward the shimmer again. Ugh. Falling was going to suck. Maybe…just a little peek behind the door wouldn’t be so bad? Harshing had told us not to open the doors—but he hadn’t said why.

      Maybe there was something cool behind it. Like secrets. Like answers.

      Maybe it was another way out.

      But as I turned back to the door, I screamed.

      A dark, shadowy figure had appeared between me and the door—mere inches away from my face.

      The decision about what to do next was quickly made for me as I stumbled forward—right over the edge of the cliff. So much for courage. I only caught my footing at the very last second.

      It was just enough time to push off and launch myself into the abyss.

      As I tumbled down through the shimmer, a burning pain seared into the back of my neck and traveled down my spine. It felt like a thousand tiny needles piercing my skin all at once.

      Then, abruptly, my body thumped down onto solid earth, and the pain was gone.

      “Aquarius! Hell, yeah!”

      I didn’t even have time to pick myself up off the ground or take in my surroundings before a man’s voice cut through the air. I saw a flash of yellow blazer, then felt a body pounce on top of mine in a tackle hug. Half a second later, a second body joined the dogpile.

      “She did it! Holy shit!”

      “Fuck, yeah! Now that’s a good sign!”

      “What’s a good sign?” I grunted, half-suffocating as I tried to wiggle my way out from beneath them. “Being crushed to death?”

      “Aw, shit!”

      “Sorry, freshman!”

      The bodies on top of mine finally shifted off of me. I took a nice, deep breath as the pressure was removed from my lungs.

      “C’mon, let’s give her some help up.”

      “Need a hand?”

      I looked back and forth between two grinning men, looming over me and offering me their palms. It was like I was seeing double. They both had messy, ruddy brown hair. They were both tall and lean. They had the same green eyes, the same long, narrow noses and the same puckish grins. Even their uniforms were the same: yellow jackets and yellow silk ties.

      In every way, they looked exactly alike.

      Ah. These were the twins that I’d seen enter the Shade with the other sophomores earlier.

      Warily, I grabbed their hands and let them haul me to my feet.

      The Academy was supposed to be cutthroat, wasn’t it? Every man—and woman—for themselves.

      So why were these two so excited for me?

      “It’s been nearly ten years since an air sign made it out of the Shade first in their class.” The first man shook my left hand enthusiastically as he grinned down at me.

      “Things are looking up for the future of Ventus House,” the second redhead agreed, giving my other hand a squeeze. “Thanks to you.”

      They nodded to each other, then raised my arms up into the air between them. The cluster of sophomores, juniors, seniors and staff that had gathered around us applauded and cheered like I’d just won the Fairy Olympic gold in not-dying.

      “I’m really the first one back?” That couldn’t be right. Maybe if the Hearkening had been an essay contest, I would’ve believed it.

      But Heather should have been back before me. Or that tall, intense-looking girl with the shaved head and the purple uniform—she’d been made of pure muscle. There was no way I’d outpaced her. Any other number of the freshmen must have been more physically fit than me. Almost all of them should have had a better idea of how to use their magic and what to expect in the Shade.

      But as the two yellow-coated men lowered my arms, the one on my left pointed to a wooden scoreboard that loomed behind the crowd.

      “See for yourself,” he said.

      Sure enough, I spotted Professor Blackford hanging the first wooden slat beneath the section of the scoreboard labeled, FRESHMEN:

      
        
        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave – 120

      

      

      The only name up on the board was my own.

      “Believe us now?” asked the twin on my right.

      “I guess so.” I glanced to the senior scoreboard, where Romin’s name was also the only one featured. He had exactly 1,000 points—the amount necessary to be invited to the king’s court.

      Well…good for him, then. It wasn’t exactly like he’d had much competition.

      If the rumors were true, he’d killed it all off, one by one.

      “We should introduce ourselves,” the twin on my left said. “He’s Ajax.”

      “And he’s Achilles,” said the other twin. “We’re Gemini. If you make it through Dead Week, you’ll be in our house here.”

      “In our beds too, if you play your cards right,” Achilles added with a wink.

      I blinked at them. My mouth opened, but no words came out.

      In their beds? I’d expected everyone here to want to kill me. The notion that a lot of the students here were probably having crazy monkey sex between murders hadn’t even occurred to me yet.

      Neither had the concept that anyone would want to actually want to have sex with me.

      “Aw, look. She’s bashful,” Ajax said with a laugh as I felt my cheeks start to turn pink.

      “We can start slow,” Achilles offered, placing a hand on my hip. “One at a time—”

      Ajax placed a hand on my other hip possessively. “Until you’re ready to take both of us at once.”

      “Dick away, boys.” I was rescued from Ajax and Achilles’ erotic offer by a tall, pretty junior girl in a pink uniform. Her hair was pin straight and glossy black, cut into a bob. Her eyes were pale brown, like a tinted glass bottle held up to the sun. She pressed a bronze metal cup full of liquid into my hand. “Don’t mind the twins. They mean well—as long as they remember to think with the heads above their belts instead of the heads below.”

      “Thanks.” I peered down into the cup, then sniffed it. I reeled back as the burn of hard liquor assaulted my nose. “Uh…what is this?”

      She smiled warmly. “Brownie mead. It’s the strongest alcohol in all of Beyond. Since you got through the Hearkening so fast, you’re either very powerful—or very much in need of a drink.”

      “Or both,” Ajax suggested. The older girl laughed as he placed a hand on top of her head and messed up her hair. “This is Naomi Nerine, the junior Libra.”

      “You’re lucky you got a head start on your score this year,” Naomi informed me. “The earth sign professors love deducting points from us. Old rivalries between opposing signs die hard, I guess.”

      I sipped at the mead, which was surprisingly sweet despite its intense smell. It didn’t really taste like alcohol at all. I took a bigger gulp as I glanced around for the other air signs—but I didn’t find any.

      “Where’s the rest of Ventus House?” I asked.

      Ajax, Achilles and Naomi all shared a tense look.

      “This is the rest of Ventus House,” Naomi explained. “With Geminis being twins, we should be the largest of the houses. But Romin slaughtered all four of his air sign classmates during Dead Week of his freshman year, and the Pack picked off all the others except for Calanthe. And she…” Naomi bit her lip, then shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. We’re the only ones left.”

      I took another drink from my cup as I processed Naomi’s words. She’d lost three Ventus House classmates since she’d started the Academy. The twins had lost two. Romin and his gang of assholes had called Aquarius one of the weakest signs. Was this proof?

      If so, I was intent on shattering those expectations. I sought out Romin’s messy black hair in the crowd and found him staring at me with dark promise.

      The fact that I was the first of the freshmen to emerge from the Shade hadn’t escaped his notice. Good. My initial plan to let him underestimate me had shattered the moment he’d attacked me, but now, I was more than happy for him to know exactly what he was up against. He was a murderer. A predator.

      And I wasn’t going to be his prey.

      One by one, the other freshmen returned through the shimmer on the other side of the gates. The green-haired girl in the bronze uniform was next to emerge. She was covered in dirt and had a bloody cut down one cheek, but seemed completely unfazed by it. The other freshmen trickled in after her. When Cordelia came out, she was soaking wet and looked terrified. They were all quickly congratulated by their future housemates as their names were placed up on the board beneath mine.

      Kiara stumbled out of the shimmer with a singed face and badly burnt split ends. She choked out a puff of thick black smoke, then scanned the crowd frantically until her eyes fell upon me.

      I didn’t know what her deal was now, but with the way she was glaring, I supposed she’d decided I’d done something else wrong. I had no idea what.

      The names of the other freshmen all went up on the scoreboard beneath mine as they completed their Hearkenings.

      Now, it read:

      
        
        Freshmen

        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave – 120

        ♑︎ Cybele Armand – 110

        ♈︎ Scarlett Kenyatta – 100

        ♉︎ Tara Southerland – 90

        ♐︎ Yvette Von Brandt – 80

        ♎︎ Paloma Nalini – 70

        ♊︎ Iris & Irene Ilmarinen – 60

        ♋︎ Cordelia Whitney – 50

        ♌︎ Kiara Leone – 40

      

      

      The sand in the upper half of the freshmen’s hourglass was beginning to run low. Only Heather, Lace, and the Virgo freshman we’d met on the train, Georgiana, were left in the Shade now.

      Where were they? Lace’s intuition and Heather’s fuck you-itude should have seen them through their Hearkenings ages ago. It had me worried.

      What if they didn’t come back at all?

      I glanced to the group of professors gathered near the shimmer. Blackford was pacing, but Headmaster Harshing looked calm.

      Professor Douglas, on the other hand, was edging toward the back of the group. I didn’t know how he managed to escape everyone else’s notice—but for some strange reason, he was separating himself from the others. I stared at him curiously as I watched him slink away.

      “Everything okay, Aisling?” Naomi placed a hand on my shoulder. It was only then that I realized my brows were knitted together in a puzzled scowl.

      “It’s Ash, actually.” I’d never liked my name. Everyone always pronounced it wrong—Ay-zling instead of Ash-ling. But especially now that Romin had gone to such great lengths to learn my name, I definitely preferred Ash. “I’m just…worried about my friends. That’s all.”

      “Some students have more difficult Hearkenings than others,” Naomi assured me. “They’ve got time left. I’m sure they’re fine.”

      I held my breath and stared into the swirls of the shimmer.

      I hoped she was right.
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            LACE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t! Want! To marry! You!” I roared at Paul Randall, shooting balls of fire at him from my palms with every exclamation point.

      He took the blasts to the chest of his smoldering tuxedo, recoiling as each of them hit. His boutonnière was burned to a crisp, hanging onto his lapel by a pin and a prayer.

      Paul’s left eyebrow was bleeding from where I’d pulled a disk of stone from the ground and magically maneuvered it into his skull. His leg was badly broken—he’d landed badly when I launched him away from me on a gust of mystically summoned gale-force wind.

      I didn’t know how I was doing any of this yet, of course—only that it was happening. The earth, air, fire, water…all of it moved where I told it to move here in the Shade. It was pure instinct.

      Here, only Paul Randall—the man that I probably would have married if the Slasher hadn’t yanked me out of my life back on Earth—failed to do what I wanted him to.

      No matter what I hit him with, he just kept coming. His gait was positively zombie-like. So was everything else about him, at that. But instead of trying to sink his teeth into my flesh when he got close enough to grab my hand, he’d been trying to force a little golden wedding ring onto my finger instead.

      I hitched the skirt of my wedding dress up around my knees and made a break for it again. I’d been wearing the big, puffy white ballgown from the moment I’d passed through the shimmer. It had just appeared on my body without exploitation.

      Then, Paul had shown up.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see if he was still following me. Naturally, he was. He held the ring between the fingers of his outstretched hand like an offering.

      My intuition told me that if I let him put it on my finger, I’d never emerge from the Shade ever again.

      I hissed as the backs of my baby blue stilettos scraped against my heels while I fled. I was in a space that looked like an exact replica of my father’s country club—except that almost every wall was surrounded by staircases, tunnels, and doors. Basically, everything that Harshing had told us to avoid.

      It meant that no matter how far I ran, there was nowhere to really run to. The temptation to ignore Harshing’s warning was strong. Anything to get away from Paul.

      One set of doors in particular, a pair of towering golden ones, kept calling to me more than any of the others. I stopped and stared at them, panting as I put my hands on my knees and took a quick rest. My chest was burning from all the running around I’d been doing. My legs were starting to feel like Jell-O.

      The golden doors were beautiful. I felt like I needed to open them if I ever wanted to get out of here—and my intuition had been pretty spot on so far. If it hadn’t been for Harshing’s words of caution, I would have done so in an instant. It just seemed…right.

      Part of me wondered if that wasn’t the real test of this place. Maybe we were supposed to break the rules.

      If we were, I was poorly suited for the Hearkening. With the way my parents had raised me, rule-following was practically a compulsion for me. From what I knew so far about Beyond, the Fae here were partial to them, too.

      Harshing had certainly sounded serious about his no-doors policy…

      But I didn’t trust Harshing. I didn’t trust anyone here at the Academy, except for Professor Douglas, Heather, and Ash.

      I tore my veil from my hair and threw it over Paul’s face as he approached me again. I’d already wasted too much time wondering how the heck I was supposed to get out of this place. Back in Beyond, the sand in the hourglass for the freshmen students was probably running low. I suspected I didn’t have much time to lose.

      I darted for the golden doors.

      Maybe it was high time I stopped following rules and started breaking them instead.

      I was nearly to the doors when the water began to rush in. It flooded down the staircases and poured out of the tunnels, quickly soaking my feet up to my ankles. The resistance of it made running more difficult and sprinting nearly impossible.

      And it didn’t stop coming. If anything, it was flowing in faster with every passing second, turning the ballroom into a swimming pool.

      Before I knew it, the water was up to my waist. Its icy chill made my back teeth clack together—but it was a sudden jolt of fear that truly made my blood run cold.

      In the Slasher’s lair, he’d tried to drown me. I’d never felt so completely helpless. I wished I could say that my life had flashed before my eyes while I’d struggled against his grasp in that stock tank, but it hadn’t. There hadn’t been anything worth flashing back to. My whole life had been pampered and privileged and pathetic. Not a life at all—just a series of dinner parties and wardrobe changes.

      Now, the water was churning around my shoulders. The skirts of my wedding dress were only pulling me down, growing heavier with every drop they absorbed.

      I was a Pisces. Romin had called me a fish.

      But after my encounter with the Slasher, I was terrified of drowning.

      I’d never even learned how to swim.

      I kicked off my heels and reached around my back, scrambling with the laces of the dress’ corset. I needed to get this thing off of me. Even if I couldn’t swim, I might be able to float if I didn’t have the dress weighing me down.

      I couldn’t see Paul Randall anymore. He’d disappeared somewhere beneath the surface. That was almost scarier than having him ambling around after me. Now, he could be lurking anywhere within the water, waiting to grab me as soon as he was close enough to strike.

      The last lace of the corset came free from its hook with a satisfying pop. I kicked the dress off quickly, tipping my head back as the water rose up to my chin. Once I was free of the fabric, I realized I only had a thin strapless bra and a lacy pair of panties on underneath it—but I could float now.

      The doors I’d been eyeing were going to be impossible to open now that the ballroom was flooded. I still had no exit, but at least I wasn’t going to drown.

      I kicked my feet a little and moved my arms the way I’d seen people do at the country club pool. I was a little clumsy at first, but as I synchronized my movements, everything became easier. Natural, even.

      Maybe I was a better Pisces than I’d given myself credit for. As I propelled myself across the water’s rising surface, it started to feel like I might have even been born to swim.

      I raised my gaze toward the ballroom’s ceiling. There were balconies up there, level with the glittering chandeliers that illuminated the room with a twinkling golden glow.

      There! On one of the balconies, I spotted a shimmering portal, just like the one I’d passed through on my way into the Shade.

      Finally, I was figuring it out. It had taken me long enough—but now, the water would actually help me get to where I needed to go.

      I dog-paddled toward the balcony as fast as I could, kicking my legs like a frog. But as I struck out my foot, it connected with something.

      Icy cold fingers clasped tightly around my ankle.

      Paul.

      A scream tore its way through my throat—which cost me dearly. It meant I had no time to draw a breath before Paul Randall began to pull me into the treacherous depths of the water below.

      It was hard not to panic. Here I was, drowning all over again. I kicked with all my might, but I couldn’t break Paul’s grip.

      The only thing that kept me from losing it completely was the memory of when Heather, Ash, and I had passed into Beyond. For a moment, before the Slasher had pulled my head up out of the stock tank, I hadn’t been drowning at all.

      It had felt like I could actually breathe the water in, just like air.

      My hair flowed above me like pale golden rays of sun as Paul continued to drag me down. Wobbling bubbles of air escaped my lips. With every passing moment, the oxygen in my body was getting closer to being all used up—and the shimmer in the balcony was getting further and further away.

      It might have been a long shot, but it was the only shot I had.

      I gave Paul’s hand another firm kick with my free foot and gathered up all the courage I had within me as I prepared to draw a tentative breath.

      Suddenly, before I could test my theory, Paul’s hand fell away from my ankle. In an instant, I was free.

      But…why?

      The answer swam up from below me with a bare chest, a sea-green tail…and a smile.

      Professor Douglas. He was here in the Shade too—or something that looked like him was. At his waist, his skin turned to shimmery scales. He’d taken the form of something I’d only seen in pictures and emblazoned on Starbucks cups—a merman.

      His cold, bare arms wrapped around me like a vice. He pulled me to his chest and began to swim me to the surface, so fast that we were halfway there before I remembered the rest of Harshing’s rules.

      You may not help your fellow students through the Shade. You may not accept help from others.

      Immediately, I started struggling again. If this was Douglas—if he’d found some way into the Shade so he could come to my rescue—all he was going to do was ensure that my entire Hearkening didn’t count.

      But he was stronger than I was. His muscles bulged as he held me tight.

      As we broke the surface at the balcony’s edge, I let out a snarl of frustration and finally succeeded in shoving him away from me.

      “You shouldn’t have done that!” I shouted at him. The water may have been cold, but my blood was running hot now. “You heard Headmaster Harshing! We’re not supposed to accept help while in the Shade!”

      But he’d already helped me.

      Probably, it was already too late. I’d cheated. I was done.

      “Calm down, Annalace,” he commanded.

      Immediately, my body relaxed. My blood stopped boiling and I lost the urge to kick him in the crotch of his tail.

      “Very good.” He reached for my arm and drew me to the edge of the balcony. “Now. You didn’t accept my help, as I recall. In fact, you fought me quite ferociously. No rules were broken—and besides.” He smiled. “If you don’t tell anyone, then no one will ever know.”

      As I climbed up out of the water, I rolled his words around in my mind and felt sick to my stomach.

      “If I don’t tell anyone, it’s a lie by omission,” I mumbled, clutching my arms around my body after I’d lowered myself down from the balcony’s rail. My current state of undress hadn’t escaped my mind. Douglas didn’t let me forget about it. His eyes were all over me, scanning up and down my body like he was committing my shape to memory.

      He’s just checking to see if you’re injured, a little voice in my head told me.

      That didn’t reassure my stomach, though. The nausea rippling through my belly only felt worse.

      “Keep this to yourself, Annalace. The world of Beyond is full of lies. Adding one more to the pile won’t make anything worse. Your powers are weak, and you’re in more danger here than you could ever know.”

      “What do you mean?” I didn’t feel weak. Before Paul had started dragging me to my doom, I’d been doing really well, hadn’t I? Pisces was a water sign—but here in the Shade, I’d been able to manipulate earth and air and fire too.

      That didn’t feel like weakness to me.

      “A strong Pisces, even an untrained one, would have been able to take the mermaid form here in the Shade without any effort at all once submerged,” Douglas explained. “I could see the fear in your eyes when I came for you. You’re too afraid of your own element to even come close to mastering it right now.”

      “Oh.” I hugged myself tighter. So, I was a failure after all. “Before I came here to Beyond, I was nearly, um. Drowned by a serial killer. Um...” I broke his gaze. I wished he’d stop staring at me. The sensation was making my skin crawl. “I know how crazy that sounds.”

      “It’s not crazy at all. To have your natural element turned against you like that in the human world, where you have no access to your powers at all… It’s a traumatizing thing.” Douglas pulled his hand up out of the water and extended it toward me. “Take this, Annalace. It’s something that I think will help.”

      I had no idea where he’d pulled it from—I was pretty sure mermaid tails didn’t have pockets—but as I held out my hand to him, he dropped a beautiful necklace into my palm.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered. It was. The chain was wide and flat. It moved like liquid silver. A large pendant hung from it, shaped from a smooth, glossy blue-green stone.

      “It’s been in my family for some time. My Pisces grandfather made it for my Sagittarius grandmother, so she could swim with him safely.” He gave me a nod. “It’s yours now, if you’ll accept it. While you wear it, you’ll be able to breathe underwater safely until we can get you to a point where you can overcome your fears.”

      I nearly thanked him for it—but stopped myself just in time.

      If you’ll accept it, he’d said. If thank yous were dangerous in this world, then I imagined that gifts were too.

      “What can I give you in return for it?” I asked.

      “Clever girl.” The laugh lines around Douglas’ crinkled warmly as his smile widened. “A kiss is customary.”

      I pursed my lips. If I was really as weak as he said I was, the necklace would be important to me. But kissing him…

      I’d never kissed anyone before. I’d never had the chance. In my daydreams, my first kiss was something sexy and sacred—or at least somewhat special. Something I was saving for someone I loved.

      Professor Douglas didn’t make me feel like that. But he hadn’t said what kind of kiss he wanted.

      I took his hand and pulled it up to my lips, pressing down gently on his knuckles. There. Done.

      “Very, very clever girl,” he congratulated me—but his smile had faded. “Now—you really ought to go on through the portal. I’ll stay behind. We don’t want the headmaster to realize that I assisted you, do we?”

      I nodded in agreement as I moved toward the shimmer tucked between the balcony’s curtains. But as far as Harshing went…

      I felt like he’d probably find out about this somehow anyway.

      This Academy was his. I suspected not much got past him—at least, not for long.

      

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      

      My spine burned like I’d just been branded as I emerged from the shimmer. I found myself on the other side of the Academy’s gates—thankfully, dressed in my school uniform once more. It was soaking wet like I’d been wearing it the whole time.

      But at least I’d made it—thanks to Douglas’ help.

      All around me, the other students had resumed their party. They were drinking and dancing, celebrating a Hearkening well done.

      Across the green, I caught Ash’s eye. She broke off from the sophomore twins she’d been talking to and headed my way.

      “Congrats, Lace. You survived!” She gave me a tiny smile, then nodded to the hourglasses on top of the Academy’s walls. All of the sand had trickled down to the bottom of three of the hourglasses, but there was still a tiny bit of sand left in the fourth one.

      I’d even managed to make it back in time.

      “Where’s Heather?” I asked, looking around for Heather’s mess of dark hair. “I bet she was the first one back, huh?”

      “No,” said Ash. “I was. Everyone else is already through but her and Georgiana.”

      “They must have found trouble inside.” I certainly had. “I hope they’re all right.”

      “Crap,” Ash hissed as the last beads of sand in the final hourglass trickled to the bottom. “Where is she?”

      “Worried about your little Scorpio friend?” A girl with blunt bangs and dark eyeliner laughed as she passed by us with a gaggle of other juniors. She wore a black uniform just like Heather’s. “Looks like you should be. She took too long—that means she’s out. Oh, well!”

      “Don’t be mean, Val.” The junior Leo gave the Scorpio girl a little shove. “You look constipated when you get smug.”

      Ash and I stuck close to the shimmer while the party raged on around us. It was hard to take my eyes off of it. Georgiana, I didn’t have very high expectations for. There was definitely something wrong with her, even if I hadn’t figured out what it was yet. But even if Heather hadn’t come back in time, she had to come back eventually.

      Didn’t she?

      “Heather’s tougher than you and me combined,” Ash muttered. “There’s no reason she shouldn’t be through yet.”

      But as the minutes stretched on, I noticed Professor Zephyr and Professor Blackwood approaching the shimmer. Zephyr looked concerned. Blackford looked like he was ready to put his fist through the Academy’s walls.

      “I suppose someone will need to go in and bring the girls back out, then,” said Zephyr. “Do you want help with them? We both know old Avani won’t bother for the Virgo.”

      “I’ve got it,” Blackford assured her in a low growl. His lips curled into a snarl as he trudged toward the shimmer. His brow was set firm. “Get a couple of coffins ready. It’s been long enough, I don’t think I’ll be bringing out girls.”

      As Blackford disappeared through the shimmer, I turned to Ash with a confused frown.

      “Why wouldn’t he be bringing out girls?” I asked her. What else would he be bringing out? Kittens? Cupcakes?

      “Because,” said Ash. Her frown was even deeper than mine. “He thinks he’ll be bringing out bodies instead.”
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            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      I dusted off my palms as I headed for the shimmer behind the bar. Easy peasy, cheddar cheesy. I was absolutely acing this Hearkening thing. I’d made quick work of everything that it had thrown at me. Here in the Shade, I was leaving two dozen massive bikers unconscious on the dirty dive bar floor in my wake.

      In fact, I was more than acing this. Were there better grades than an A? I’d have to ask Ash when she met me on the other side.

      Scorpio was a water sign—I knew that much by now. But I’d been able to do a lot more than just shoot water around. I’d blasted bikers off their feet with powerful gusts of wind, summoned from nothing. I’d turned the floor to rubble, pulling up stones from the foundation beneath like I was a character on Supernatural or something. I’d coaxed the whiskey from the liquor bottles and wielded it like a bull whip. With a little hesitation—maybe I was a little fire-shy after my fun times with the Slasher—I’d even gathered up the courage to set my booze-whip aflame.

      In the Shade, I was a badass. If I still had even a fraction of these powers when I got back to the Academy, everyone who’d pissed me off so far was in trouble, which was saying something. A lot of people here were already on my shitlist. Romin. Magnus. Chiron. Kiara. Sloan. Flint. Jules, I would make a temporary exception for. He’d given me good advice before I’d started my Hearkening. This would’ve been a lot less fun if I’d been drunk.

      But everyone else? Yeah, screw ‘em. I’d like to see them try to push Ash and Lace around in front of me now.

      Would I be the first one back? Maybe so. It felt like this had barely taken any time at all.

      If I was feeling really cocky…those tall, golden double doors I’d spotted the far side of the bar were still looking pretty enticing. Sure, Harshing had said don’t open doors, but unfortunately for him, I was just that kind of person. Tell me do not open this and my first instinct was to open away.

      I sighed and cracked my neck, forcing further thoughts of the doors from my head. The rules of the road I followed had taken hours and hours to drill into my skull. Even though obeying them hadn’t come naturally, they hadn’t ever served me wrong.

      Rule: Avoid breaking a rule if you don’t know why it was made. It was my silver-eyed drifter’s catch-all—the rule that had compelled me to, for example, pause mid-escape from a serial killer to try to help a scrawny, tied-up black cat.

      I hopped the bar and slid across its surface. I hoped once I was out of the Shade, I’d be able to track down Banshee again. I was starting to kind of miss the little guy. But until I had more info on this place, I knew better than to risk a peek between those doors.

      Only the temptation remained, steepling its grubby little goblin fingers in the back of my mind.

      Before I could swing my legs back down, something hard cracked! against the back of my head. Warm blood trickled down my neck as my scalp erupted into a spiderweb of pain.

      “I don’t think so,” a voice called out behind me as the projectile clattered to the floor.

      “Georgiana?” I furrowed my brow as I pressed my palm to the back of my head. She was standing in the midst of the piles of fallen bikers, her eyes dull and her arm outstretched. Her hand was trembling. “What the hell are you even doing here? Get your own dive bar.”

      “I’m here to stop you. You’re not getting through that passage.” Behind me, in front of the shimmer, the ground cracked and a wall of earth arose. It completely blocked the way. “Not alive, at least.”

      “Are your ears full of potatoes or something?” I made a face at her. “You heard Hardballs. No attacking other students.”

      She blinked at me, then twisted her face and grunted as she pulled a massive block of stone up from the floor.

      “Some things are worth breaking the rules for.”

      With another grunt, she shoved the stone block my way. It was huge and heavy. If it hit, it looked like it could easily crash through the rickety bar and slam me into the other slice of earth she’d raised at my back. I’d be crushed in an instant.

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      I held my hands up and quickly shoved the stone right back at her. Georgiana was a Virgo—an earth sign. Apparently, I was stronger in her element than she was. I’d been expecting resistance, but as I moved the stone, I was surprised not to find any.

      Unfortunately for Georgiana, that meant it was coming back her way a lot harder than I’d planned.

      She barely had time to let out a yelp of fear as the stone rocketed toward her. It toppled over as it hit, slamming her to the ground beneath its weight.

      Whoops.

      I probably should have left her there. It would’ve been the smartest move. The Academy was a place of survival, and she’d broken the rules.

      But as I watched her hand twitch uselessly where it poked out from beneath the stone…it felt shitty to just abandon her.

      Besides, I didn’t know why she’d gotten it into her head to go and attack me in the first place—and there was only one way to find out.

      I reached out toward the stone, then made my hand into a fist. It crumbled away into dust immediately, allowing me to brush my way through the rubble and pull Georgiana from the dirt.

      She coughed as I hauled her up. Wet earth clung to the blood on her nose and mouth—and who knew what kinds of internal injuries she had? That had to have hurt.

      “How did you do that?” she croaked at me. “You’re a water sign, you can’t…you can’t just…”

      “I can do all sorts of things in here. Why do you even care? I’m saving your rule-breaking ass right now. I’d stop complaining and start talking if I were you.” I slung her arm over my shoulder and headed for the shimmer again. “Start with what the hell you were thinking, attacking me like that.”

      “I don’t…have to tell…you anything,” she said in between labored wheezes. Her nose looked broken. I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that several of her ribs were, too.

      “If you don’t, I’ll leave you here.” I wouldn’t, but she had no way of knowing that. “Did Kiara put you up to it? Val?”

      “I did it for Cal—” Georgiana’s eyes abruptly went wide. She raised a finger weakly, pointing at something in front of us, before her head slumped down.

      She’d passed out.

      I glanced in the direction she’d pointed in and nearly swallowed my tongue.

      Human-shaped shadows were sliding up the wall she’d erected to block the shimmer. A lot of them.

      And as soon as they rose to their full height—nearly seven feet tall—they shot out toward us, swooping around Georgiana and clinging to her skin until she wore them like a shroud.

      Georgiana’s scream split my ears as she abruptly regained consciousness. The skin of her face was pulled taut beneath the veil of shadows, which undulated as they sucked against her cheeks and neck.

      It was like they were feeding on her. Slurping at her lifeforce like she was a Rocket-pop on a hot summer day. Already, her screams were fading into muffled whimpers.

      We needed to get out of here. Now.

      I tried to lurch forward, dragging Georgiana along at my side. But my energy wasn’t half of what it had been before the shadows had arrived.

      They were feeding on me too, I realized. Not as much as they were on Georgiana, but I felt weaker just from being near them.

      Fuck.

      My knees buckled with my next step, sending us both crashing to the ground.

      What had felt like a great victory only a scarce few minutes ago now stung like defeat. Murphy’s Law had taken my moment of triumph and thwacked it over the head with a crowbar. Anything that can go wrong, will. I should’ve known better than to pat myself on the back before the task was done.

      There were a few times in life where I’d felt true, genuine despair: my first night as a runaway, with no money to my name and nowhere to sleep but on the street. When I’d found myself passing out at the top of the Slasher’s basement stairs, knowing that it was my last night on Earth.

      This was one of those times. As a sliver of the shadows flowed over from Georgiana’s body onto my hand, I grunted in pain. It felt like having a hundred sharp teeth sinking into my skin all at once, draining me of my lifeforce. But it wasn’t just energy I was losing.

      My heart was heavy, and my head was full of dread.

      Stupid girl, a cold, clear voice spoke inside my skull. Orphan. Abandoned. Unwanted. Unimportant in every way. How arrogant, to think you could rise above the lot you were given. Unloved by your parents. Worthless to your friends.

      I gritted my teeth and bit back a scream.

      “If I’m so worthless, then how pathetic does that make you?” I growled back at the voice. Pretending its words didn’t cut deep would’ve been a lie—but it wasn’t saying anything I hadn’t thought before. “I’m unimportant. Fine. But that just makes you an insignificant voice in an insignificant head. What a joke.”

      Stupid girl! The voice snarled at me. You are nothing. You will always be nothing! You will die here—and we will live on, healthy and strong while you are forgotten to the ages.

      “Good one, edgelord.” I coughed a thin laugh. “That the best you got?”

      My words didn’t matter. I could feel it in my gut—I was only prolonging the inevitable.

      The shadows were taking any glimmer of hope I possessed that let me believe I might survive this. Devouring it like a spoiled brat gobbling up frosted cake before the birthday girl ever had a chance to blow out the candles. Chomping and slobbering and licking the plate clean.

      Some small part of me knew when the shadows sucked the last crumbs of that hope from their fingers, I’d die.

      Already, Georgiana had gone quiet. Her body was still trembling, but more and more of the shadows on her were beginning to swarm over to me.

      I didn’t even have the energy to try to brush them away. My body was spent, and my hope was running thin.

      I hoped Lace and Ash were okay. I probably was worthless to them. I wasn’t good at making friends. I’d pushed back at nearly every attempt they’d made to connect. But still—I hoped they were faring better than I was.

      Banshee was a good cat. Runty, but sweet. I hoped Ash and Lace would take care of him once I was gone.

      I closed my eyes and felt my heartbeat slowing.

      This was it, then. I was done.

      An explosion sounded from behind the bar. I opened my eyes just a crack as I felt something sticky and wet hit my face. When I licked it from my lips, I blanched and spat.

      The taste was bitter earth. Mud.

      A blurry form vaulted over the bar and rushed toward me.

      For a moment, my vision cleared, and I saw a flash of dirty blond hair and silver eyes.

      The drifter? Had he come to save me one last time?

      No, I realized as the figure came closer.

      Not the drifter. Someone else.

      “Dammit, Blakely! Hold on for me. I’ve got you. Hold on.” Blackford dropped down to his knees at my side. He took my hand—the one covered in shadows—and clasped it tight, twining his fingers into the spaces between mine. “Lucidus!”

      His hand glowed cold and blue, like a bioluminescent algae bloom on an incoming tide. Against the glow, the shadows on my skin melted away.

      Once they were gone, Blackford scooped me up into his arms.

      My body was limp. I was dead weight—but I wasn’t dead.

      I felt like I weighed a ton, but he lifted me with ease.

      “What’re you doing?” I whispered. The shadows were gone, but their words remained in my head. Idiot. Worm. Beyond hope. Not even worth the effort.

      “I’m saving your bony ass is what I’m doing.” Blackford cradled my head against his chest. “Forget whatever the Shadelings are whispering to you. Listen to my heartbeat instead. Nothing else.”

      I closed my eyes and did as he said. His chest was firm and hot beneath his shirt. He smelled delicious—vanilla tobacco, black coffee, warm rain. His heart thudded against my ear, steady and strong. It was like listening to the rhythm of an old song I’d all but forgotten. One I still recognized the beat of, even if I didn’t know the words.

      Little by little, that rhythm brought me back.

      “Georgiana,” I rasped, reaching back toward her shadow-covered form. She was still and soundless now—but that didn’t matter. I’d already decided I was bringing her back to Beyond with me. Even as Blackford carried me away, I wasn’t ready to give up. “If we leave her—”

      “We are.” Blackford swung his legs over the bartop and took me through the shimmer without looking back. “You’re all that matters, Blakely. She’s already gone.”

      As we left the Shade, my spine caught fire—and then, it all went dark.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      A thin, cold mist fell over the campus from the vast blackness of the sky. It should have broken up the party, but it only seemed to make everyone even rowdier. Romin and his gang of fire signs had hauled out a barrel of dark oak from somewhere and were taking turns doing keg stands. Across the green, the dark-skinned Taurus sophomore had produced a fiddle. He played on his own for a little while until the pretty green-haired freshman—Cybele, our Capricorn—went over and joined him, singing along to his jaunty tunes with a hauntingly smoky voice:

      
        
        “On the moors our skies shine bright.

        Do you dare to take the flight?

        Can your dunny wings come smother out my sun?

        Will you wait until the night?

        Brave enough to stand and fight?

        Come o’re, uncanny boys, come all, come one.”

      

      

      It was a pretty song, even if I didn’t understand the lyrics. Everyone seemed to be having a good time.

      Everyone but Lace and me.

      “Which one are you worried about?” Naomi came up behind us as we continued to stare at the shimmering portal to the Shade. “The Scorpio or the Virgo?”

      “Heather,” I admitted. “The Scorpio. She and Lace and me…we all came to Beyond together from Earth. Before that…” I clenched my fists and stared harder at the shimmer. “She did something really brave for us. I owe her one.”

      Even if Heather hadn’t accepted my thanks, her name was still in my ledger. Even if it hadn’t been, I’d spent too long in the Slasher’s basement to forget that she’d tried to ensure that Lace and I could escape.

      “It gets better.” Naomi gave me a tight-lipped smile as she put her hand on my shoulder. “Or, at least, it gets easier.”

      “It does?”

      “You get used to losing people here.” Naomi’s gaze darkened as she looked over to Sloan and the rest of the Pack, who were in the middle of a shouting match as they compared pages from their grimoires. “I did.”

      Two Gemini and an Aquarius. I remembered Naomi’s losses—and those were just the air signs from her year. Who else had she lost here? From the look on her face, they must have been important to her.

      “You think Heather and Georgiana are dead, then,” said Lace. “Blackford and Zephyr sounded like they’d given up on them, too.”

      “The Shade’s a dangerous place. The shadows Harshing was talking about—the Shadelings—they’re attracted to weakness.” Naomi shrugged. “Once they set their sights on you, you’re pretty much done for.”

      “Heather isn’t weak, though,” I pointed out. She was stubborn and more than a little aloof, but she didn’t take shit from anyone. Showing weakness wasn’t her style at all.

      “They’re also attracted to blood.” Jules came up to stand alongside us. He’d gotten rid of his silver blazer. Tiny beads of mist sparkled in his messy auburn waves. “Poor Armand came out bleeding. I bet she had a fun little time with the Shadelings, too.”

      “Enjoying yourself, Laurier?” Naomi edged herself away from him. Her nostrils flared like she couldn’t stand his scent.

      “I’d be enjoying myself more if Armand would stop yowling,” he scoffed, looking to Cybele across the crowd.

      “Yowling?” Lace tilted her head to the sound of Cybele’s voice. “She sounds pretty good to me.”

      “She’s singing Come O’re if You’ve the Courage,” Naomi said with an eye roll. “Though, to be fair, Warren started it.”

      “And they should both know better. It’s a traitor’s song,” Jules explained. “But at least the Hearkening had the decency to be interesting this year.” He side-eyed Lace and me. “Don’t look so worried. I wouldn’t count Blakely out just yet.”

      “Why do you even care?” I snapped at him. I shouldn’t have—but I was on edge, and he hadn’t exactly been friendly to us when we’d met him on Beyond Fifth.

      “The Pack’s got a betting pool going. That’s what they’re bickering about over there.” He tucked his hands into his pockets and let out a sniff of laughter. “The results for the bets on Blakely should have shown up in our ledgers already. They haven’t. Sloan’s pissed. Afraid he might still end up owing me.”

      “So, you think she’s still alive?” Lace asked, eyes wide with hope.

      “If she was dead, Sloan would have three favors from me marked in his grimoire.” Jules nodded at the shimmer with confidence. “Hard to say what’s holding her up—but she’s still alive. I’m sure of that much.”

      “Do you have anything about the Virgo on your precious ledgers?” Naomi crossed her arms over her chest and squared up to Jules. She didn’t seem to like him, and I could guess at why. How many of the students who’d been killed last year had died at his hands?

      “We don’t care about Virgos,” Jules said, oblivious to the cold hate in Naomi’s eyes. “I’m waiting for Blakely. The Virgo isn’t my concern.”

      “I feel bad for her family,” Naomi said to Lace and me as she turned away from Jules. “Her sister was the Aquarius in my year, and her brother was in Romin’s class. If she’s dead, she’ll be the third child the Bronsons have lost.”

      “Lost?” asked Lace.

      “They say Romin killed Boyd. He probably did. Calanthe, though…” There was that name again. Whatever had happened to her, Naomi really didn’t seem like she wanted to talk about it—or like she didn’t dare. “She’s gone. That’s all that matters now, I guess.”

      “Then why do they keep sending their kids here?” I asked. I wanted to push Naomi on the Calanthe thing further, but I didn’t feel like it would yield results. Still, it seemed so crazy—if the Bronsons cared about their children, why bother enrolling them in the Academy at all?

      “Everyone has their own reasons for wanting their children to succeed at court. People like Romin have a legacy to uphold.” Naomi nodded towards the student, who was being fussed over by Kiara across the green. “His father’s getting on in years, and his mother’s made a lot of enemies. If he doesn’t get invited to court, his half-brother—”

      “Romin has a half-brother?” Yikes. I cast a glance over to his keg stand set-up. He still hadn’t bothered to put his shirt on. “I didn’t realize there were more of him.”

      “A bastard half-brother,” Naomi corrected me. “They say he’s the lovechild of High Lord Castillo and his soulmate. And if Romin can’t make it to court, it’s likely that the brother or some other family member will swoop in and claim the lordship of House Aries instead. That’s what happened to the Bronsons. Their family used to hold the seat of House Virgo. They’re probably trying to claw their way back up the rungs of society again.”

      “There’s more on the line at court than just lordships.” Jules’ eyes didn’t stray from the shimmer as he spoke. “King Solis doesn’t have any heirs left. No concubines, either. Anyone who wins his favor just might find themselves the next in line for the throne.”

      “There are still the Lost Ones,” said Naomi.

      “You believe in that shit?” Jules arched a brow.

      “Of course I do,” Naomi professed. “You don’t?”

      “It’s an urban legend.” Jules shook his head. “Do us all a favor, Nerine, and stop trying to fill the freshmen’s heads with half-baked tales.”

      “What are the Lost Ones?” Lace asked—but before anyone had a chance to answer her, the music ended abruptly as the shimmer rippled.

      Through it, Professor Blackford stepped out. He held Heather’s limp body in his arms.

      My heart clenched as I stared at her. Blood dripped from the back of her skull. Her eyes were closed, and her face was white-pale.

      “Heather!” Lace whispered pitifully, rushing forward.

      Jules held out an arm to stop her as he snapped a small, silver-covered book closed.

      “Watch,” he said as his lips curved into a smirk.

      Blackford knelt down to lower Heather onto the mist-covered grass. The crowd parted as Harshing strode forward, approaching them.

      “Is she alive?” Harshing asked.

      Blackford checked her pulse and nodded. “Alive enough.”

      “And the other one?”

      He shook his head. “The Virgo must’ve forced her way into Blakely’s Hearkening. It’s why Blakely took so long.”

      “She attacked me,” Heather mumbled. Her eyelashes fluttered gently, but she didn’t open her eyes. “I showed her why that was a bad idea.”

      “Our little scrapper here was generously trying to haul Bronson out when the Shadelings descended.” For a moment, Blackford’s voice sounded almost proud—but that died quickly. “Her misplaced heroics nearly got them both killed.”

      “I assume the Virgo didn’t make it.” Harshing raised his gaze to the shimmer, but no one else emerged.

      “She was gone when I got there,” said Blackford. “You’ll let her family know?”

      “I’ll take care of it.” Harshing looked down at Heather again. “You—can you stand?”

      Finally, Heather’s eyes eased open. She swatted Blackford away from her as she slowly rose to her feet. “More or less.”

      “Good. Gather up with others, then.” Harshing turned to the crowd. “The Hearkening has ended. Miss Bronson has been eliminated. Freshmen, line up here before the gates and kneel for inspection.”

      “What?” Kiara stumbled forward. The tip of her nose was bright pink and her golden eyes were hazy. She looked drunk—and furious. She lashed out with a finger of accusation pointed toward Heather. “But what about her? I was attacked during my Hearkening too, and she didn’t make it back in time!”

      “If you think you deserve an adjustment on your score, Miss Leone, come see me in the morning before class begins. Miss Bronson has already paid the price for her refusal to abide by the Hearkening’s rules. I see no reason why Miss Blakely should be punished as well.” Harshing nodded to the freshman scoreboard. “Miss Blakely, I award you a full score for your efforts, with a deduction of ten points for your latent messiah complex.”

      Blackford trudged over to the board and moved the wooden slats of names. Now, Heather’s name was just below mine.

      We were top of the class—and Lace was at the bottom.

      So much for our plan of sticking to the middle of the pack.

      Like Harshing had commanded, we all lined up in front of the gates and knelt. Harshing stalked in front of the line. One by one, he took each girl’s head and turned it downward, brushing the hair away from the backs of their necks like he was checking for something. He’d said we needed to kneel for inspection—but what could he possibly be inspecting for? Lice?

      Self-consciously, I rubbed the back of my own neck. It had burned when I passed back out of the Shade. My whole spine had, in fact. Beneath my fingers, I felt raised lines on my skin. It was like I’d been branded with a circle that had some kind of design in the center of it. Below the first circle, I felt another—and another.

      What the hell?

      “Hm.” Harshing smoothed his thumb down the nape of Lace’s neck. She shivered as he pulled her wet shirt and sweater back, peering at whatever marks she had beneath them.

      Harshing moved to Heather next. She stiffened as he pulled away at her sweater as well.

      “Fascinating,” Harshing muttered as he checked down my back, too.

      “What’s fascinating?” I asked as he stepped away.

      “It appears we have an unusual number of Transits this year,” Harshing announced to the crowd. “Miss Blakely, Miss Constantine, and Miss Hargrave each bear the marks of all twelve zodiac signs.”

      “What? Them?” Kiara blurted out, wobbling drunkenly on her knees.

      “Yes,” Harshing said. He didn’t even give Kiara a glance. “Them. Girls—what are your birthdates?”

      “March Thirteenth,” Lace answered immediately.

      Heather panted, still struggling to raise her head. “November Thirteenth.”

      “February Thirteenth.” I furrowed my brow. “Thirteen… Does that number mean something here?”

      It had certainly meant something to the Slasher. All of his victims had been born on that day of the month, too.

      “I suspect those were all Fridays. Those born on Friday the 13th of any given month are called Transits—individuals capable of harnessing the powers of all twelve signs of the zodiac. You three will have an extensive amount of training to do if you expect to graduate from the Academy in four years,” he warned us. “You’ll need to master all twelve power sets before your education is complete—but, should you manage it, you’ll be among the most powerful Fae in all of Beyond.”

      Of all of the things that Harshing could have told me in that moment, I’d been hoping for literally anything else.

      The idea of being a Transit appealed to me. That wasn’t the problem. Being a Transit meant I would get the chance to study more disciplines and master more abilities. Normally, I would have been thrilled.

      But had he really needed to announce it in front of the entire student body?

      “Guess everyone had better watch out for the Changelings,” Romin’s voice called out from the crowd, loud enough that even the people in the back must have heard him. “Sounds like they’re going to be more dangerous than they look.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, seething.

      Gee, thanks, Romin. Way to spell it out for anyone who wasn’t already thinking it.

      Staying unnoticed was going to be impossible now. Harshing had marked us all as major threats to the other students—and Romin had driven the point home.

      We were screwed.

      “Freshmen, I would suggest returning to Red Dwarf Cottage to get some sleep.” Harshing motioned for us to rise. “Dead Week starts tomorrow morning. I suspect you’ll be sleeping with one eye open until it ends.”

      As I rose, I felt like every set of eyes in the crowd was focused on me—and not in a nice way. I bent down to help Heather up, and thankfully, she let me. After her ordeal in the Shade, she didn’t look like she’d be able to stand on her own.

      Luckily, she wouldn’t have to. Even if she hadn’t wanted Lace and me as friends in the beginning…we were definitely all stuck with each other now.

      Once Heather’s arm was slung around my shoulder, I looked back to Lace to see if she was ready to get to bed.

      She was still kneeling. Harshing loomed over her. Their eyes were locked.

      “Miss Constantine, I need a word with you in my office,” Harshing said. “Get off your knees and follow me.”

      Delicately, Lace rose to her feet. She looked nervous.

      I would’ve been too.

      I managed to catch her eye as Harshing walked away.

      Do you need help? I mouthed. I didn’t dare ask out loud with Harshing still in earshot.

      She shook her head. I’m okay. Go.

      “Well, that can’t be good,” Heather mumbled as we watched Lace follow Harshing to the Astrolabe.

      “No,” I agreed. “No, it’s probably not.”
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      Headmaster Harshing’s office was on the second story of the Astrolabe, just like Professor Zephyr had said. I focused on his shoes as I followed him up the curved, winding staircase, listening to the gentle way they tapped against the marble, until we reached the very top level of the building.

      Every sound he made as he moved seemed so deliberate, I wondered if he was making them on purpose. To put me at ease, maybe.

      It would have been eerie, but I felt like if he’d wanted to, he could have walked without making any sound at all.

      “Enter,” he said, opening the heavy oaken door at the top of the stairs. He held it for me and stepped aside to give me room.

      His office was masculine and sparsely decorated. The light was low and warm. The lush, leafy dark green vines of potted plants trailed up the windows on one side. The other was lined with sturdy shelves that held books and carefully displayed items: an ancient-looking stone statue of a curvaceous woman; a terrifying, snarling feathered mask with a glossy ivory face; a bell jar that contained a single pink, long-stemmed rose in full bloom.

      Harshing closed the door and moved behind an imposing desk toward the back of the room. He took a seat in a high-backed chair of bronze-colored leather that looked more like a throne than it did office furniture, then beckoned me forward with a twitch of his long, elegant finger.

      I looked around the room for the chair that I was supposed to sit in, but didn’t find one.

      I clasped my hands together as I moved to stand in front of him. Unless he wanted me to sit on top of the desk—or on his lap—I wasn’t sure there was anything else I could do.

      I waited for what felt like an eternity for him to say something, but he only stared. His expression was entirely neutral and relaxed. Impossible to read.

      “You wanted to speak with me?” I finally asked. I didn’t even know if I was out of line by addressing him first. I barely knew any of the rules here, and the ones I was aware of were nothing like the ones back home…but I had to say something. The tension was getting to be a little too much to handle. If I held my tongue for any longer, I was going to end up biting it clear off.

      “Yes, Miss Constantine,” he said after another eternity of waiting. His eyes were focused on mine, but I couldn’t escape the feeling that his gaze was somehow prowling over my entire body at the same time. “I wanted to speak with you.”

      “Um.” No, Lace! No ums! Use your words! “What did you want to speak with me about?”

      While I waited for him to answer—was he trying to drive me insane with anticipation?—a rough, rapid knock shook the office’s door.

      “A moment,” Harshing said as he rose again.

      A moment! I was going to die in here if he didn’t tell me what he wanted soon.

      I heard Harshing open the door. I didn’t dare turn around and look to see who was behind it. I didn’t know what I thought would happen if I did—detention? A spanking? Nothing at all?—but after the Hearkening, I wasn’t feeling prepared to find out.

      “You busy?” I recognized the voice. Rough. Gravelly. Almost a growl. It was Professor Blackford, then. Had to be. “I need a word.”

      “Can it wait, Blackford?”

      “Would I be here if it could?”

      “I see.” Just barely, I heard Harshing sigh. “Excuse us, Miss Constantine. I would apologize for Professor Blackford’s poor manners, but I fear they’re a lost cause.”

      “Yeah, well, you know what they say,” quipped Blackford. “Old dog, new tricks.”

      I heard the door close as they exited. Even then, it took me several seconds before I felt safe relaxing my posture.

      If Harshing had been trying to put me on edge, he’d succeeded.

      I didn’t trust him. Or Blackford, now that I thought about it.

      And you shouldn’t, a little voice called out inside my head. It sounded like mine, only…more proper. Haughty and prim. Neither of them are worthy of your trust at all.

      I swallowed, then pursed my lips as I turned, moving slow and silent across Harshing’s beautiful bronze and cream-patterned floor rug until my ear was pressed against the door.

      If I didn’t trust them, then I wanted to know what they were saying to each other. Eavesdropping was one of the few skills I had from my old life that still might be useful here.

      “—think that I knew?” Harshing’s voice. He was speaking in a low whisper, but it didn’t matter. My hearing was well-trained for this. I’d listened to my parents’ conversations just like this a thousand times before. “Believe me, Kinslayer—I was just as surprised as you were.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Blackford snapped.

      “Why? Is it untrue?”

      Blackford snarled, speaking louder. “Dammit, Oberon—”

      “Lower your voice or I’ll lower it for you. It doesn’t matter what we knew—only what we know now. We were prepared to deal with surprises in this matter. Now, we need to be sure we handle them appropriately.”

      “We weren’t prepared for any of them to be Transits—let alone all three of them. You realize what that means, don’t you? We’re not actually prepared for any of this.”

      Transits—all three of them. So, I’d been right to eavesdrop. They were clearly speaking about Heather, Ash, and me.

      But what about us being Transits meant they needed to be prepared at all?

      “When we ride the tides of fate, we don’t get to choose what shores it dumps us on. Think, Blackford—whoever would have guessed that you and I would someday find a common cause?”

      “Oh, our cause is the same, sure. Our motivations, though—”

      “Never mind that. We agree that the girls need to be taken care of. Yes?”

      “Of course.”

      My feet tingled. My ears were beginning to get hot around the tips. It felt like their conversation was coming to an end.

      Which meant I needed to get the hell away from the door.

      I moved to the bookshelves instead and tried to look busy. It wasn’t easy—all of the titles of Harshing’s books were written in some strange symbol-based language. The mask made me uncomfortable to even look at, and the statue of the curvy woman made me feel…self-conscious. Apart from my violin hips, I barely had any curves at all.

      The rose, though…it was pretty. It stood straight up inside the glass of the bell jar, but I couldn’t figure out how. The tapered base of its stem floated half an inch off of the jar’s bottom. Magic. It must’ve been. Tiny droplets of dew clung to the rose’s petals like it had been cut on a misty morning and frozen in time.

      They’re going to take care of you, the haughty voice in my head whispered as I carefully picked the rose’s bell jar up off the shelf. You know what that means.

      I gulped.

      I did.

      The feeling of danger wasn’t in my body. It should have been—a fluttering of my heart like a little bird trying to break free of its cage or a cold, slimy sensation in the pit of my gut. Instead, my body was entirely concerned with the rose. I felt a pull to it, like there was a string wrapped around my heart, pinned beneath the bell jar’s lid and tied around the rose’s stem. That was all.

      But where my body was failing me, the voice in my head was not.

      They’ve got it out for you, it told me. We both know they’re not talking about tucking you into bed.

      “Miss Constantine?”

      I startled. Hard. I hadn’t heard the door open. Hadn’t heard Harshing walk over.

      I certainly hadn’t felt him sneak up right behind me—and yet, there was his voice in my ear, coldly speaking my name.

      As I suspected, he didn’t have to make sounds when he didn’t want to.

      Glass shattered at my feet. In my horror at being caught touching Harshing’s things, I’d dropped the bell jar.

      “Oh, no.” I bent over immediately, reaching through sharp, jagged shards of glass to at least save the rose from the wreckage. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “No.” Harshing moved behind me, folding his body over mine. He caught my wrist and held it with a vice-like grip—a mere inch away from an especially lethal piece of glass. In my panic, I almost certainly would have cut myself on it if he hadn’t stopped in.

      “But…the rose!” I whimpered, straining for it anyway.

      “It’s too late,” Harshing said with an unexpected softness in his voice. He sounded almost…wistful.

      And he was right. He held me there as, together, we watched the rose rapidly wither, then collapse into dust.

      “I really am sorry.” It wasn’t a lie. Something about that rose had felt…compelling to me. Right. Like something that should have been mine.

      “It’s fine, Miss Constantine.” He placed a hand on my hip and pulled me upright again, away from the glass.

      His voice was tense, now.

      He didn’t sound fine.

      “Was it important?” It had to have been. Harshing didn’t keep many knickknacks in here. Something like that…it must have been special.

      And I’d destroyed it.

      “Merely a memento of another time.” His hands stayed on my hip and wrist for a few more moments before he finally lowered them and backed away. “Now. Unless you’ve discovered more of my possessions you’re interested in breaking, I believe you and I need to have a talk.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said again as I stared at the rose’s ashes. I had to tear my gaze away and force myself to turn and face him. “What did you need to see me about?”

      “I know you had help while you were in the Shade.” Harshing tucked his hands behind his back as he walked to his desk once more. “I want you to tell me what happened.”

      “I—” My mouth opened, but no sound came out. It was like someone had just taken all of the batteries out of my voice box.

      “Your words, please, Miss Constantine.”

      “I didn’t…” My voice failed me once more. I sucked my teeth and screwed up my lips, tried to clear my throat as quietly as I could, but nothing worked.

      “Miss Constantine?”

      “I can’t tell you,” I breathed, exasperated. “I’m trying to, but I can’t.”

      Don’t speak of this to anyone, Professor Douglas had said…

      And now, I was literally, physically unable to at all.

      “Why don’t I tell you what I think happened, then,” he offered as he leaned up against the front of his desk. “I think Professor Douglas made his way into your Hearkening, assisted you when he realized you would not succeed, and ensured that you returned through the Shade just in the nick of time.” He arched a dark, silver-laced eyebrow. “How’d I do?”

      “I…” My chest heaved with frustration. “I can’t tell you! I want to, but I can’t.”

      “Can’t, or won’t?” Harshing’s face twisted into an abrupt, vicious snarl and suddenly, I felt something twist violently inside my head. “Speak, girl. Now.”

      “I didn’t want his help!” The words shot out of my mouth like a clay pigeon being launched from a trap. “He grabbed me, and I tried to fight him, but I couldn’t! He kept saying my name—Annalace this and Annalace that—and I had to obey him.” My shoulders slumped with exhaustion. Something had snapped inside me like a rubber band pulled to its breaking point. My sinuses burned with tears that I refused to cry—not in front of him. “I don’t even know how I’m telling you this now. He told me not to, and I couldn’t when I tried.”

      The snarl on Harshing’s face dissipated as I spoke. Gone just as quickly as it had arrived.

      “I see.” He blinked once, then rose from the desk. His eyes looked even redder now, like fresh, bright blood. “It really was can’t, then. My apologies, Miss Constantine. I misunderstood what you were attempting to say.”

      He pointed to the glass on the floor.

      “Get down and pick up the mess you’ve made. Carefully.”

      I didn’t even think about it. I dropped down onto my hands and knees and began to gather up the smaller chunks of glass. They clinked as I placed them into the curved hollow of the largest shard.

      “Tell me, Miss Constantine—have you given Professor Douglas your name?” Harshing asked as he loomed over me, supervising.

      I kept my head down and quietly blinked back the burn of a few hot, fat tears. It was stupid to even be crying right now. I hadn’t gotten through the Hearkening on my own, and I was breaking down just because Headmaster Harshing had shouted at me. I wasn’t cut out for this place at all.

      The Academy was for the strongest Fae in Beyond, and I was a weakling. A wimp. I deserved to be expelled.

      “I introduced myself to him in Madame Desrosiers,” I answered sullenly. “Usually, when you meet someone, you tell them who you are, and they do the same in return.”

      “Yes, Miss Constantine. I’m aware of how meeting someone works.” My cheeks burned as I felt his stare bearing down on the back of my neck. The weight of just being looked at by him was nearly crushing right now. “Think carefully. No more cheek. Did he say these exact words: Give me your name?”

      I swallowed to force the lump from my throat. “Yes. My full name. That’s what he asked for.”

      “And did you then proceed to tell him?”

      “Yes.” I turned my head to wipe my nose on the shoulder of my sweater. “I did.”

      “Bastard,” Harshing hissed. Amazingly…the sound of the anger in his voice gave me a moment of relief. At least I didn’t think that particular word was meant for me. But whatever reprieve it gave me was unfortunately short-lived. “Then he has complete control over you. It’s amazing that you retained any semblance of your identity at all. Words matter here, as I warned you at our first meeting.”

      I licked my lips, flicking the bits of glass that were stuck to the pad of my thumb into the pile. He had warned me—but in hindsight, he could have been a little more specific.

      Now the way that Professor Douglas had been able to manipulate me into doing what he wanted finally made sense. I hadn’t had a choice in the matter. He’d played me—and I’d fallen for it. Hook, line, and sinker.

      “When someone asks for your name here in Beyond, you are not to give it to them,” Harshing continued. “You are to say I am called or give a pseudonym. A nickname. Anything but your true name, and certainly not your full name. Do you understand?”

      I grabbed another piece of glass, furious with myself. All this time, we’d been hearing people talk like that. I am called, or introducing someone else so they wouldn’t have to introduce themselves.

      And it wasn’t just me who was screwed, either.

      Douglas had my name.

      Romin had Ash’s.

      “I understand,” I said, pinching the edges of the glass shard between my fingers. I hissed as I pinched too hard and the sharpness sliced into the pads of my index and thumb. Blood welled up immediately, dripping down to the floor.

      Carefully, Harshing had said. Great. Now, I’d probably managed to disappoint him again.

      I raised my fingers to my mouth to try and suck the blood away before he noticed.

      He caught my wrist before I had a chance. He’d noticed, all right.

      With a slow, strong pull, Headmaster Harshing lifted me to my feet. The red in his eyes was shifting and swirling in beautiful, mesmerizing patterns. His gaze was wide and intense. Heart-stopping. Breath-taking.

      And that was before he raised my fingers to his lips.

      He sucked my finger into his mouth with tense, unyielding focus. I could feel my blood welling up through the cut and gushing out into his mouth. His tongue moved over the cut in slow, steady strokes. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      My heart was beating again—only now, I could feel each throb of it lining up in time with his licks. I could feel it in my chest, and in my fingertip…and between my legs, where my pussy was starting to gush, too.

      Slick, sticky heat pooled between my folds as Harshing abandoned my finger and moved to my thumb. He claimed it more hungrily than he had the other digit, panting deeply as he sucked the blood from my wound. His tongue flicked roughly against my skin, demanding more.

      I whimpered and instinctively drew closer to him. It should have hurt. It should have felt wrong. But wrong had left the building a while ago. The voice in my head was silent. There was only pleasure in its place. Dark, luxurious wanting. A churning, twisting need for more of him. More of…whatever this was.

      I wanted to close my eyes so I could relish this moment, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. His eyes were locked on mine. I watched as slowly, the blood-red of his irises began to turn a soft, gentle green.

      The same color as mine.

      He yanked my wrist away with a sharp twitch of his hand. My thumb popped from between his lips as he staggered back a half-step. He stared at me for a moment, still panting.

      He looked ravenous. Desperate. Unhinged.

      Then, he blinked—blinked hard with his gentle green eyes—dropped my wrist and turned away.

      “My apologies, Miss Constantine.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a folded white handkerchief. It was edged in bronze thread and monogrammed with stark initials: OH. He held it out to me without turning. “Here. Please. Take this and go.”

      “But—”

      “Go,” he snarled as the muscles of his back tensed beneath the white linen of his shirt. “Now, Miss Constantine. Your debt to me has been repaid. Go, before I decide to take more.”

      I grabbed the handkerchief and balled it up between my cut fingers as I stumbled backwards, then rushed for the door. By the time I hit the stairs, my feet were ready to run.

      I’d obeyed him. I’d followed his every command. Just like I’d followed Professor Douglas’.

      But I’d had no choice but to follow Professor Douglas’ orders. I was under his control.

      He had my name.

      Headmaster Harshing did not.
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      Back at Red Dwarf Cottage, I let my arm slip from Ash’s shoulder as I flopped down onto my bed. Banshee hopped up next to me and promptly began making biscuits on my chest.

      It was cute. Kind of nice, even.

      “Aren’t you going to do your safety checks?” Ash asked, moving to her trunk.

      “Pointless. Too many variables.” Even with Georgiana gone, there were still twelve of us crammed in here. Assuming I counted the Gemini twins as two separate people, anyway—a point which I was still going back and forth on. “And for once, I’m too tired.”

      “Too tired for constant vigilance?” Ash pulled a fluffy white towel and a soft blue robe from the trunk, then headed toward the showers.

      “Yep.” I draped an arm over my eyes and sighed. “Too tired for answering questions from nerdy redheads, too.”

      “How about suspicious brunettes?”

      I raised my arm a little and peeked out from beneath it. Ash’s presence had been replaced by a girl in a green uniform standing at the foot of my bed. Judging by the sharp look in her brown eyes and the chestnut color of her long, wavy hair, I assumed she was talking about herself.

      I dropped my arm back down.

      “Those, too.”

      “I don’t think you’re hearing me. I don’t believe your story, Scorpio,” the brunette spat at me. “I think you realized you were running out of time and killed Georgiana to buy yourself an excuse. To save your ass.”

      “That’s nice.” What did she want? A cookie for being Beyond’s very own ineffectual Sherlock Holmes? “Luckily, I don’t care what you think.”

      “You will soon enough. In fact, I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t slit your throat first thing tomorrow morning.” Ooh. Threats. I lifted my arm again to see that she’d placed her hands on her hips like she was Supergirl saving the world from…whoever Supergirl fought, I guessed. “If you think you can start the semester by picking off Earth signs, you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”

      “Oh, get over yourself, Tara.” A bounce of wild green curls entered the scene as Cybele wandered over. The cut on her cheek was somehow nearly gone already, but she was still covered in dirt. Oh, good. The cavalry had arrived. “She was the one who got attacked. Not the other way around. She nearly got herself killed trying to save Georgiana. Blackford said so himself. Or were you too busy swooning over Demetrius’ fiddle playing to hear that part?”

      “About as busy as you were shrieking rebel songs over his music,” Tara grumbled. “Everyone heard you, you know.”

      “Oh, no. How positively mortifying,” Cybele deadpanned. “Just remember—your betrothed’s the one who started playing that song in the first place. I just added the words.”

      I peeked again just in time to see Tara walk off in a huff. Cybele was left alone at the foot of my bed, watching her go.

      “I don’t need you to stand up for me,” I informed her. A thank you would’ve been more polite—but if this was some kind of trick, I wasn’t falling for it.

      “Then it’s a good thing I was already on my feet. You’re a member of the Pack now. Like it or not, we look out for each other.” She nudged my bed’s baseboard with her knee. “Did you attack Georgiana to save your ass?”

      “Nope. If I was going to start picking off students, I’d choose the ones who actually annoy me.” I let my arm flop down away from my eyes so I could give Banshee a scritch behind the ears. Over by the door, I spotted Kiara veering into the cottage.

      “Oh my gawwwwd,” she slurred, laughing as she clung to the wall. “I can’t even feel my faaace.”

      I rolled my eyes. She was sloppy-drunk. “Like her.”

      Cybele followed my gaze, then chuckled as she walked away. “A worthy choice.”

      After a little rest, I pulled Banshee off my chest and forced myself out of bed to take a shower, too. The bathroom was set up locker room style, but thankfully everyone seemed too tired or intoxicated from the Hearkening to be in the mood for throwing tampons or snapping towels. The water was hot enough to ease my aching muscles a little bit. When I went to wash my hair, I found that, like the cut on Cybele’s cheek, the wound that Georgiana had created on the back of my head had already healed over completely.

      Huh. So apparently here in Beyond, injuries didn’t last. That explained why Blackford hadn’t been sporting a broken nose tonight, either. The wounds from his little bar brawl outside of the Three Sheets had already vanished.

      I came back out of the shower in my black bathrobe and slippers to find Lace hunched over her trunk while her cat—Milkshake, she’d called it—“helped” her search through its contents. Ash and her own cat—Somerville—were already in bed.

      “What’d old Hardballs want?” I asked Lace, turning my head upside down to shake my wet hair out of its towel.

      “Just to torture me. It doesn’t matter.” Lace sighed. “What does matter is what I overheard him saying to Blackford when he left the room.”

      “To Blackford?” I flipped my head right-side up again, tousling the roots of my hair. I noticed Lace’s skin was paler than usual—except for her cheeks, which were flushed almost feverishly pink. Whatever she’d overheard, it had obviously had an intense effect on her. “What’d he say?”

      “Well, Harshing called Blackford Kinslayer, which Blackford didn’t seem to appreciate. And they were in agreement that they needed to take care of us.” The implication in Lace’s voice was clear.

      Oh, boy. This would be fun, then.

      “Take care of us?” Ash rubbed the side of her face as she puzzled those words out. “Are you sure they didn’t mean that in, you know…the warm and fuzzy way?”

      “If they meant the warm and fuzzy way, they’d be here with cookies and milk right now,” I pointed out as I traded my robe for my nightgown. Kinslayer…no wonder those guys had wanted to beat the snot out of Blackford at the Three Sheets. “When mobsters say he’ll be sleeping with the fishes, they aren’t talking about an underwater slumber party, either.”

      “If they wanted to get rid of us, why would Blackford save Heather from the Shade?” Ash asked.

      I mulled that over. She had a point.

      “Playing to an audience?” I guessed. “There were people around to see him act like a hero. I still don’t know what to make of the guy.” Except that he was too roguishly handsome for his own good. “But if he’s talking about taking care of us, he probably means it.”

      “What happened to actions speak louder than words?” Ash asked.

      “Words speak louder when they’re whispered behind a closed door.” Lace rose, clutching something in her fist as she held it to her chest. “I don’t know exactly what their plans for us were, but it sounded like us being Transits threw a wrench in them.”

      “Yeah, this Transit thing feels like bad news,” I agreed. “When I could use all of the elements in the Shade, I just thought it was…a cool trick or something. But if no one else in our class can do it but us...” I shook my head slowly. “I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

      “I’m starting to worry that nothing here is. All of the Slasher’s past victims would have been Transits too, you know. If any of them had been Changelings like us, anyway. I wish I knew where that bastard got all of his information from.” Ash cuddled Somerville a little tighter. He trilled and lifted his head to boop her chin with his nose. “But the Transit thing is just…more access to power, right? Harshing doesn’t seem opposed to that before tonight. When he first brought us here, he was only against weakness.”

      “Beyond is not a place for the weak,” Lace recited. It was like she’d memorized Harshing’s welcome to Beyond speech. “Maybe they’re worried we can’t manage all of the elements we have access to? If we can just prove to them that we’re strong enough to wield all of our powers…”

      “That’s what we’re here for though, isn’t it?” said Ash. “I agree—the Transit thing is probably going to be as much of a curse as it is a blessing. But they haven’t even given us a chance to learn yet. Pretty suspicious, to go through all the trouble of saving us just to take care of us once they realize how strong we could become.”

      “Yeah, you’d think they’d want strong students at this place,” I said. “If this is supposed to be where the cream of the crop goes to study magic, it doesn’t make sense to start killing off the people who have access to more of it than anyone else.”

      “It could be a political thing, I guess,” Lace suggested.

      “Yeah, but we’re not like Kiara or Romin—or anyone else here with a fancy lineage,” said Ash. “Politically speaking, we’re nobodies right now.”

      “Not worth making murder plans over,” I agreed, plucking the Scorpio charm on my necklace between my fingers and giving it a little shake. Banshee batted at it playfully, like it was a toy. “Unless they know something about our lineages that we don’t. When Georgiana attacked me in the Shade, she said she was doing it for someone named Cal. It felt like someone had taken a hit out on me or something.”

      “Calanthe?” Ash asked. “Naomi said that was Georgiana’s sister’s name. That she was…lost. She wouldn’t say anything more.”

      “Could’ve been,” I admitted. “I dunno why some lost girl I’ve never met would want me dead, though.”

      “Those murdered girls who looked like us…” Lace wrapped her fingers around her Pisces charm. “Could they have been murdered because someone thought we were them, somehow?”

      “It’s possible.” Ash sighed as she brushed her fingers over the place on her chest where her Aquarius charm should have been. “I’ll head to the library as soon as I get a chance and start digging around.” She snuggled down into the pillow like the conversation was over. “Can’t hurt, at least.”

      “There’s also something else you should research,” said Lace. “How to get your name back.”

      Ash blinked and sat back up a little. “I didn’t realize I’d lost it.”

      “You didn’t. You gave it away. Remember? Romin said give me your name…and then you did.”

      Ash frowned. “Right, but that doesn’t mean—”

      “Yes, it does. Back when he rescued us from the Slasher, Harshing told us that words have more meaning here. They have power. That’s why everyone has been asking us to give them our names. If we do, they have control over us.” Lace lowered her eyes. “Professor Douglas has mine. He’s already used it against me.”

      “Used it how?” I resisted the urge to crack my knuckles. Douglas had given me the creeps from the start—and now he was ordering Lace around, too? Bad vibes.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Lace mumbled. “But if Douglas can control me, Romin can control Ash, too.”

      “Shit.” Ash rolled over onto her back and stared at the ceiling in quiet horror. “Okay. I’ll hit the library tomorrow. Let’s just hope no one tries to attack us before I get a chance to start my research. We’re top of the class. Lace is at the bottom. And now that everyone knows we’re Transits on top of being Changelings…”

      Lace lifted Milkshake up onto her bed then gathered up her shower things. “We’re all going to be targeted.”

      “And Lace and I don’t have the benefit of the Pack to protect us from any of it,” Ash added.

      I wanted to snap at her. The Pack wasn’t protection—it was just politics. It was a gang. One that I wouldn’t have chosen to be in if I’d had any choice at all. I hadn’t forgotten about how Sloan had first rights to “mate” with any member of the Pack he wanted—or about how he’d tried to get my name from me, too.

      But the clear worry on Ash’s face stopped me from lashing out at her. She’d had a weird night. We all had.

      “You’ve got me,” I reminded her. “I’m a suspected murderer, remember? Anyone who wants to fuck with either of you is going to have to go through me first. Romin, Douglas, Harshing, and Blackford included.” I rolled over and curled my body around Banshee’s, then closed my eyes. “Just be careful. And remember—if we really are powerful enough to target, then we’re powerful enough to do something about it, too.”

      Silence followed, and as I slipped into sleep, every dream in my head that night was full of tall, gilded doors.
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      The next morning, Lace and I raced across the quad with Somerville and Milkshake bounding up ahead of us. My hair wasn’t brushed. My shoes weren’t buckled, and my face felt hot like someone had tried roughing me up in the night. Lace had forgotten her necktie and was frantically trying to brush her teeth along the way.

      We were running late. Incredibly, last night had been among the best sleeps I’d gotten in a long time. Despite Heather’s warning to sleep with one eye open, my bed in Red Dwarf Cottage was a lot easier to rest in than the mattress I’d had in the Slasher’s lair.

      I’d barely even had any dreams—just one. Not even a nightmare.

      I’d dreamed about those doors in the Shade.

      Somerville and a Brownie named Flipsy had finally roused me awake. The cottage had been empty save for me, Lace, Flipsy, and the cats. Even Heather and Banshee had been gone. When I checked my grimoire, I’d found our schedule for the day written into its pages:

      
        
        Monday

      

        

      
        “Mind the hours and circle your wagons, Compare your palms and beware of dragons.”

      

        

      
        6:00

        BREAKFAST

        The Astrolabe

      

        

      
        8:00

        ZODIAC ORIENTATION

        Campus Grounds

      

        

      
        12:00

        LUNCH

        The Astrolabe

      

        

      
        13:00

        ELIXIR-MAKING

        Classroom 4, Aqua Hall

      

        

      
        14:00

        AUGURY

        Classroom 6, Aqua Hall

      

        

      
        15:00

        HISTORY OF BEYOND

        Classroom 2, Terra Hall

      

        

      
        16:00

        INDEPENDENT STUDY

      

        

      
        18:00

        DINNER

        The Astrolabe

      

      

      We had a long day ahead of us—and somehow, we were already behind. As we ran across the quad, I spotted a large group gathered by the lake. If I squinted, I was pretty sure I could see Heather jumping and waving her arms at us.

      “You’re just in time,” Heather said as Lace and I stumbled to a stop next to her.

      Banshee crouched low, wiggling its little black behind, then pounced on Milkshake as we caught our breaths. Somerville was quick to join the fray—then all three cats bounded off, chasing each other across the green.

      “I wonder where they’re off to,” Lace panted, watching them go.

      “Why didn’t you wake us?” I asked Heather between labored wheezes.

      “I tried. You were both sleeping like the dead, though—and I didn’t have a lot of time. I nearly overslept as bad as you two did.” Heather jerked her thumb toward Cybele, who looked beleaguered as Cordelia chatted her ear off. “Those two dragged me out of the cottage before I could finish slapping you conscious.”

      Finish slapping me… I raised my hand to my cheek.

      I guessed that explained why my face kind of stung.

      “Good morning, ladies. Welcome to Zodiac Orientation.” Harshing moved to a freestanding blackboard that had been wheeled out onto the grass opposite the lake. “Today, you’ll be viewing a small demonstration of what each of your zodiac forms will look like, then beginning your practice in taking that form for yourself. Changelings, as Transits, this should be of particular interest to you.”

      “Does he really need to keep reminding them all about our powers?” Heather muttered, glowering.

      “I told you he had it out for us,” said Lace.

      I hunched my shoulders as I felt the other freshmen staring at us. “And it looks like you were right.”

      In the crowd, there were more than just freshman students gathered. I spotted Ajax and Achilles, Naomi, the three junior girls from the Pack—and, annoyingly, Romin. All those keg stands he’d been doing last night must’ve taken a lot out of him. His hair was even messier than mine was. Luckily, he didn’t seem to have spotted me—yet.

      “Looks like we weren’t the only ones who overslept,” said Lace, nodding to the way the older students were all dressed in their bathrobes and slippers.

      “I heard that, Miss Constantine,” Harshing called over to us. “If you fancy yourself a comedienne, I would suggest saving it for talent night in the Astrolabe—but perhaps you would be better suited to focusing on your studies instead. Minus five points.”

      Lace went pink and stayed quiet after that. Harshing had made his point.

      Kiara laughed, high and haughty. The Aries, Sagittarius, and Gemini freshmen joined her until Harshing held up a hand and sent them a stern look.

      “If you’re all ready to pay attention—let’s begin.” Harshing snapped his fingers before the blackboard. On it, in a tall, thin cursive script, words appeared:

      
        
        The Forms Of The Zodiac

        Aries - Dragon

        Taurus - Dryad

        Gemini - Shapeshifter

        Cancer - Werewolf

        Leo - Phoenix

        Virgo - Gorgon

        Libra - Seraphim

        Scorpio - Vaerpyre

        Sagittarius - Centaur

        Capricorn - Vampire

        Aquarius - Mage

        Pisces - Mermaid

      

      

      “What the fuck is a Vaerpyre?” Heather muttered.

      “Shh,” I hissed at her. My inner nerd wasn’t keen on losing points. “I think we’re about to find out.”

      “Mr. Castillo, are you prepared?” Harshing called for Romin to step forward. “Mr. Castillo will be shifting into the dragon form. Miss Kenyatta, Miss Blakely, Miss Constantine, and Miss Hargrave—please pay close attention.”

      “You’d better pay especially close attention to me, Aisling.” My eyes snapped up toward Romin as he said my name. I couldn’t pull my gaze away. He turned to leer down at me as he passed me by, pressing far closer than he needed to. I found myself inhaling his scent again—the ginger. The smoke. No one so rude had a right to smell so good.

      He chuckled as his whiskey-brown gaze swept me up and down. His gaze landed on the fingers of my right hand, which were twitching like they were planning on reaching out and stroking down his arm—even though I’d given them permission to do no such thing!

      “Looking is free,” he said. “But touching—that’ll cost you.”

      As he moved away, I realized he was taking off his robe.

      He was taking off his robe!

      The other freshmen girls erupted into muffled giggles and excited whispers as Romin stripped. The tattoos on his back rippled as he eased his shoulders out of the robe and dropped it to the ground.

      What he wore underneath of it was, well…

      Nothing at all.

      I should’ve looked away then. I wanted to. It was bad enough that I thought he smelled good. That I was drawn to his stupid, messy hair and his handsome idiot jawline.

      And yet, he’d told me to pay close attention. He’d used my name.

      I couldn’t even look away if I’d tried.

      Every inch of Romin’s body was covered in taut, achingly biteable muscles. Every other inch was covered in tattoos. The largest tat, a winding dragon with intricately inked scales, was splayed across his back. I’d seen that before—the other night when he’d taken his shirt off before entering the Shade.

      But now, I could see the thickness of his thighs, too. The round, firm curves of his ass were in full view. As he turned around, just for a moment, I saw the dense, dark curls that rose up where the V over his hips tapered like an arrow, leading my gaze to the thickness and snaking veins of Romin’s cock.

      My mouth went wet and my jaw dropped at exactly the same time. I had to snap it shut quick, just to prevent myself from actually drooling.

      It was huge. Long, gorgeously tan, and thick—did I mention thick? He wasn’t even hard. That was the size of him soft. Apparently, circumcision wasn’t en vogue in Beyond.

      My eyes flicked back up to his face—only to find him staring at me through the crowd. Not Kiara, his betrothed. Not Lace, who was far prettier than me, or Heather, who was way more badass.

      Me.

      I knew I didn’t imagine it. He was looking right at me. It was confirmed when, deliberately, he gave me wink—

      Then, Romin began to change.

      His body grew massive, towering tall enough to block out the sun. His skin turned to shining, deep red scales edged in black. Horns sprouted from his head, turning to spikes as they extended all the way down his back.

      To focus on him now, I had to tilt my head back and stare upward. His brown eyes had turned the color of a bloody sunset—black, then red along their outer edges, yellow around the black slits of his pupils in the center.

      With a flick of his long, spiked tail, he pushed off the ground and took to the skies.

      Some of the other freshmen gasped. They must have. But I couldn’t spare an ounce of my attention to be sure.

      My gaze was focused on him until he disappeared into the clouds, entirely out of sight.

      The Taurus junior, Penelope, was called forward next. She was willowy and effortlessly glamorous with a cloud of brown, tightly curled hair. She removed her robe just like Romin had and took the form of a Dryad—tall with entirely green eyes, leaves for hair, and bark for skin.

      Next were Ajax and Achilles. Part of me definitely wanted a look at them out of their robes, too—but my mind was elsewhere. So were my eyes.

      Romin had finished his lap of the Academy’s skies. He stole all my focus as he flew back into sight.

      I’d never struggled to focus during class before—but I’d never been in a class like this. The other girls laughed as Ajax and Achilles turned into perfect doubles of Harshing and followed him around. Out of my peripherals, I could see them mimicking Harshing’s posture and mannerisms until he barked at them to stop.

      But my gaze was stuck on the span of Romin’s wings.

      Romin had told me to pay close attention to him. He’d used my name—a name he could now control me with.

      Now, I couldn’t focus on literally anything else.

      The ground shook as Romin landed. He prowled around the outskirts of the gathering, still in his dragon form. It felt like he was taunting me.

      He probably was.

      I missed the rest of the demonstrations. Thanks to Romin’s continued presence and the way he’d commanded me with his name, I only had eyes for him.

      “Unfortunately, Miss Hargrave, all other current Aquarius students have already been eliminated,” Harshing said after the other demonstrations had come to an end. I couldn’t even turn my head to look at him. I was staring at Romin, curled up lazily in his dragon form beneath a willow tree. His sunset eyes were closed. “Miss Constantine, the same goes for the other Pisces. Both of your signs have significantly higher mortality rates than the others, so your major professors have offered to demonstrate the forms of your respective signs privately instead. Consult your grimoires for the locations and times. In the meanwhile, you should feel free to practice with any of the other signs. If you are truly Transits, I expect you to be capable of taking their forms as well.”

      “But he knows that Professor Douglas has my name,” Lace whispered at my side. “Why would he arrange for me to meet with him privately? At night?”

      Across the green, Romin rose up from his napping position.

      I licked my lips anxiously as he regained his human form. He was still naked. Still gorgeous.

      And now, he was striding right toward me.

      “You two should come with me to practice with Val,” said Heather. “I don’t want to be stuck alone with her, and it’ll be more efficient. We can get the vampire and werewolf forms out of the way in one go before we deal with the other nine.”

      But as Heather and Lace headed toward Val, I was left frozen in place.

      Romin’s sights were still set on me. His heavy cock swung back and forth as he passed through the gaggle of other freshmen—but though he drew plenty of interested looks, no gaze was more firmly fixed on him than mine.

      It wasn’t like I had any other choice.

      “Like what you see, Panties?” Romin stopped right in front of me and held his arms out, putting himself on full view. “I hope I didn’t distract you too much.”

      I narrowed my eyes at his crotch, like I was being forced to squint. “You don’t have much to distract me with.”

      Romin glanced down. “You sure about that, Aquarius? Because you haven’t taken your eyes off of me…”

      Yeah—because I’m literally incapable of that thanks to your order, I wanted to tell him. But telling him that would mean admitting that I knew what power he had over me now. For as long as he thought I was still in the dark, I might still have the upper hand somewhere down the line.

      Instead, I shrugged. “I’m just waiting for your prosthetic to fall off. What’s it made of—bologna? Hope none of the Cancers get hungry.”

      Romin laughed. For a moment, it even seemed genuine—but then his eyes glinted with sinister intent.

      “Oh, it’s all real.” He took his cock in his hand as he moved closer. “Wanna touch it and make sure?”

      I arched an eyebrow, but otherwise kept my face neutral. Behind it, I was panicking.

      Why wasn’t Harshing stopping this guy from shaking his cock at me in the middle of a class—and in broad daylight, no less?

      Worse…why was I actually considering taking him up on it? I knew hormones could be hell…but even as hot as Romin was, my interest in his big, thick manhood should have been tempered by the fact that he was an even bigger, thicker dick.

      Fuck. Heather was right—I had a problem when it came to bad boys who treated me like garbage. A Romin-sized problem, now. This wasn’t just high school all over again—this was way, way worse.

      “I’m going with Heather and Lace,” I finally choked out. “You might be here at the Academy to swing your dick around, but I’m here for an education.”

      “Oh, you’re not going anywhere, Aisling.” Romin smirked. He said my name like he enjoyed how it tasted on his tongue. “You’re staying right here with me.”

      I didn’t have to try to move my feet to know that I wouldn’t be able to. But with this new order, I was finally able to take my eyes off of him again. Maybe he could only manage to keep me under his spell for one thing at a time.

      As I glanced around, I realized that all the other freshmen were stripping down out of their uniforms. Apparently, nudity while shifting was de rigueur.

      “What’s the matter?” Romin asked, drawing closer. There was barely a foot of space between my body and his now. “Ashamed of what you look like when you don’t have anything to hide beneath—or too scared of what might happen now that you don’t have your Scorpio to hide behind?”

      “I’d just hate for you to be unable to control yourself,” I said, fighting back a blush. I’d never been naked in front of a man before. Even the Slasher had always given me privacy when I’d showered and dressed. “You seemed a little too keen to get naked earlier. Wouldn’t want to give you the wrong idea.”

      “I don’t get wrong ideas.” Romin plucked at the shoulder of my sweater as he began circling me. “Especially not this one. You can’t shift with your clothes on. It would rip them to shreds. Waste of a perfectly good uniform. And you don’t have to be nervous about it either, Panties. I’ve been with plenty of women. You’re not hiding anything under those clothes that I haven’t seen before.”

      “Maybe I just don’t want to be naked in front of a sex-crazed pervert.” God. I sounded like Heather. Though, in this case, maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.

      “Or maybe you’re scared of someone getting a close enough look at you to realize you’re nothing more than a tight little body and a pretty face,” Romin breathed over my shoulder. I flinched as he took the zipper of my skirt between his fingers and gave it a teasing tug. “Ha. I figured someone as arrogant as you would be thrilled to flaunt your stuff—but now, I can see what a coward you are.”

      “I am not a coward,” I growled through my teeth. I’d survived for more than a year in captivity while a deranged man had taunted me daily about how he planned to kill me then marry my corpse. I hadn’t lost hope. Hadn’t broken. Hadn’t given up.

      I had plenty of flaws—but cowardliness wasn’t one of them.

      “You don’t want to strip down because you’re afraid you can’t do it,” Romin accused.

      My gaze strayed to his dick again as he circled back around. Ugh. He didn’t look so soft anymore—was he really getting off on torturing me like this?

      Was I really going to keep letting him?

      “Can’t do what?” I crossed my arms over my ribs and made an executive decision to stop looking at Romin’s cock.

      Romin laughed and stretched a finger out to my nose, giving it a patronizing little boop. “Can’t shift.”

      There was something about that boop that resonated within me. It stoked the embers of my annoyance to a near-irrational bonfire of rage.

      He could taunt me. Tease me. Use my name and control me. I couldn’t stop any of that.

      But dammit, he was not allowed to boop my nose. Wasn’t allowed to touch me at all.

      If I tolerated that, there was no telling what he might decide he could get away with next.

      “We’ll see about that.” I sucked my teeth as I shoved his hand away from my hip. I tore my sweater off, then my necktie.

      If he wanted me naked—fine. I’d have to be, if I wanted to prove I could shift and still have a uniform left to change back into once we were done.

      I couldn’t stop him from looking. Hell, he could look all he liked. I had nothing to hide. But every item of my clothing, I removed as furiously and unsexily as possible. I wasn’t going to play to his gaze.

      “There.” I unhooked my bra and garter belt, then shoved my underwear down to my ankles and stepped out of them. I even managed to maintain my balance as I kicked off my shoes and stripped out of my stockings. “Happy?”

      Romin’s tongue slipped between his lips as he took in the view. He obviously wasn’t in any hurry. My every curve was suddenly his. He didn’t touch me again, but with the way he was looking at me, it almost didn’t matter. His hands might have been at his sides, but his gaze ravished me more intensely than hands ever could.

      When he was finally done assessing my naked form, he laughed.

      “Cute. Hey, Von Brandt!” Romin shouted across the green, to where Chiron was chatting with the tall Sagittarius freshman with the buzz cut. Both of them were clothed. The Sagittarius girl turned her head to the sound. So did Chiron.

      “What?” Chiron shouted back.

      “I owe you a mead at the Vengeful Spirits this weekend.” Romin jerked his thumb toward my lower half. “Turns out, the carpet does match the drapes.”

      Chiron smirked as his gaze prowled down my body as well. “Knew it.”

      My mouth fell open slightly as I realized what they were talking about: the soft red curls that covered my mons pubis.

      They’d been talking about me behind my back. They’d actually been gambling over whether or not my hair was naturally red!

      “You’re a prick.” I placed my hands on my chest and shoved him—to little effect. Romin was tall, muscular, and obnoxiously sturdy. He didn’t even budge. “My body isn’t yours to bet on.”

      “I have your name, Aisling.” He took my wrists in his hands and smoothed his thumbs down their tendons, keeping my palms pressed against the warmth of his chest. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? Every part of you belongs to me.”

      I jerked my hands away from him again, but his hold was too tight to break. It put fire in my belly and sent an inferno screaming through my chest. He was too close. Too handsome. Way too naked.

      And too much of a hateful asshole for me to even be able to enjoy any of that properly, to boot.

      The flames inside me roared up, a wildfire of annoyance and indignation that couldn’t be contained. And, well…indigestion, too, for that matter. My stomach was burning hot on the inside. The sensation seared all the way up into my throat. My skin itched and—

      Was I growing taller?

      It happened so quickly, I only realized what was going on once it was done. I glanced down at my body and found leathery, pale blue skin running down my chest. My neck was longer. My teeth felt…sharp.

      And my hands against Romin’s chest were now shaped into long, sinister claws. Romin’s chest wasn’t his chest anymore, either—it was pale red leather. His eyes were the color of sunrise again. His face—that of the red dragon he’d shifted into earlier.

      Holy shit.

      He’d shifted—but more importantly, so had I.

      As our eyes met, he bared his teeth and threw himself onto me. His jaws clasped around my neck, gripping my throat with a powerful bite.

      I dug my claws into his chest in return as we crashed to the ground. The indigestion intensified when we hit the dirt.

      Oh, fuck. Was I going to burp at him while he attacked me? Or worse…puke?

      I got my answer as the ball of anger inside my gut shot up through my throat. My jaw unhinged on instinct—and through it, a giant column of flame burst forth.

      Dragon-fire.

      Just like that, it was on.

      Romin and I wrestled on the ground in our dragon forms. I could tell from the start that I was outmatched, but that didn’t stop me from wanting his blood anyway.

      I wanted to kill him—end him—pin him down like he was pinning me. I wanted to turn my back to him and feel him mount me, feel his teeth holding my neck down as he plunged inside me and—

      Uhhhh. What?

      I shook my head as Romin continued to gnash at my neck.

      Okay. So that had been weird. I obviously needed to learn how to control my thoughts better in this form. Things were more intense here inside my dragon-brain. More visceral. Animalistic, almost—which would make sense, I guessed.

      Distantly, as we fought, I was aware that Romin was being barraged with blasts of water. It sprayed across my face as it struck the scales of his neck. Heather and Lace were likely the source of that.

      It was nice of them to try to help, but Romin barely seemed to notice. With his hold on my neck, he lifted me up and tossed me to the ground again, using the full weight of his body to throw me hard against the earth.

      His claws moved to my head, biting hard into the scales over my scalp. I used my own claws to dig into his belly, seeking the soft spots in his hide where they might puncture and pierce.

      “Terminus!”

      Harshing’s voice roared out, cracking against my eardrums like a whip. At the sound, I could feel the fire within me quelling. As my claws became fingers once more, Romin’s rough leather hide shifted to smooth, soft skin. We were shrinking back down to normal sizes.

      We’d shifted together—and now, Harshing was somehow forcing us to shift back.

      Romin’s body was still on top of mine, only now in a far more…compromising position. His hands were in my hair. His hips were pressed deep between my legs, his searing hot skin radiating heat through the thin, delicate skin of my inner thighs. The firm swells of muscle across his chest had my breasts pinned tight. My nipples were hard and aching as the dragon-fire within me receded from my belly and sank lower, flowing and pulsing through my core.

      There was little question as to why. Romin’s cock was stiff against my stomach. I could almost feel his heartbeat through it as the veins that ran up and down his shaft swelled and throbbed against the rhythm of my own pounding pulse.

      We were both panting heavily. Our bodies rose and fell as one.

      His teeth were still on my neck.

      “Enough.” Harshing grabbed Romin by the shoulder and tore him off of me. Romin’s teeth dragged against my skin as he released me from his bite. “I’m taking twenty points from all four of you for that. This is a learning environment, not a playground for misbehaving children.”

      Romin picked himself up off the dirt and rose to his full height. He loomed over me with a snarl on his lips.

      His cock was still hard.

      “You’ve cost me points, Aisling.” Romin’s nostrils flared. The dragon-fire was still in his eyes. “You’re going to pay for that.”

      He’d used my name again—but there hadn’t been an order to go along with it. Only a threat.

      “And might I remind you, Mr. Castillo, that this is still Dead Week,” Harshing said, sounding bored of this already. “If you want to start picking off freshmen, you’ll have to wait until Monday morning.”

      “Don’t worry, Panties.” Romin raked his fingers through his hair as he backed away. “I’m a very patient man.”

      “Why don’t you go work with Miss Kenyatta, Mr. Castillo? I think you’ve made your point.” Harshing turned to Lace, Heather, and me. “As for you three—separate. You’re not Gemini, and this is not a team exercise. I imagine we’ll all be safer if you practice apart.”

      Heather and Lace helped me up off of the ruined lawn once Harshing and Romin were gone.

      “You okay?” Heather asked.

      “We were worried,” Lace added.

      “I’m fine,” I grumbled, dusting myself off. “Let’s just finish this lesson. The only thing he hurt was my pride.”

      We worked for what felt like hours. I paired up with Naomi and the blonde, curly-haired freshman Libra, whose name turned out to be Paloma. The Libra form, Seraphim, involved sprouting broad white wings like an angel’s, plus golden horns that joined at their tips to form a full circle overhead. Paloma struggled with it; I was still too worked up from my fight with Romin to even focus, let alone shift.

      Fighting him had been a headrush. A delirium of ultraviolence.

      And after, when we’d changed back and his body had been on top of mine…

      I couldn’t even allow myself to process that right now.

      All I knew was that I’d liked it a lot more than I should’ve.

      Lace blushed her way through practice with Ophelia, the Virgo junior, who had no one to tutor since Georgiana was gone. When I glanced Lace’s way, she at least seemed to be doing better than I was. Half of her blonde waves were writhing like snakes.

      Poor Heather was stuck alone with Val, just like she’d been trying to avoid. Luckily, she seemed to be doing well despite Val’s nasty comments and sneers. Every time I glanced their way, they’d both shifted shapes. Snarling, massive black wolves one minute; tall, pale, hauntingly beautiful versions of themselves that floated several inches off the ground, baring long, sharp fangs the next.

      I guessed she’d finally learned what a Vaerpyre was. Half werewolf, half vampire—just like Cordelia had said.

      “That’s enough. Get dressed and break for lunch!” Harshing announced—just when I was finally feeling like maybe I could shift, of course.

      I sighed with relief and clutched my arms around my body as I made a beeline for my clothes. I met Heather and Lace at our little pile, where the cats had returned. All three felines sat in a line, like they were guarding our sweaters and skirts.

      “Thanks, big guy.” I gave Somerville a quick scratch behind the ears as I stooped down to gather my things. I didn’t put it past Romin—or anyone else, for that matter—to have tried to steal our stuff while we’d been gone.

      “Fae shift best while unburdened by their clothing,” Heather parroted Harshing’s words in a high, annoying voice as she dressed. “Could that have been any more mortifying? This is an entire school for pervs. What’s next? Fae cast spells best while mid-orgy?”

      “I’m just glad it’s lunchtime,” Lace said, buttoning her shirt. “I’m starving. I hope lunch is something good.”

      My stomach yowled at the mere thought of food. We’d missed breakfast—and after the harrows of the Hearkening, we hadn’t gotten dinner last night, either.

      “Oh, no. Not you three.” Harshing gave us a single shake of his head as we followed the other students toward the Astrolabe, fully dressed once more. “You’ll be staying here.”

      “What?” I pressed my hands against my rumbling stomach over my half-buttoned shirt. “Why?”

      “Your lack of control over your forms has resulted in a significant mess.” Harshing gestured to the grass around the lake, which had been scorched, smashed, uprooted, drowned, and otherwise destroyed during my fight with Romin. Harshing was right. As far as landscaping went, it was a disaster and a half. “As Transits, you should all be capable of wielding earth powers. Consider this your chance to practice them. I don’t want to see any of you at the Astrolabe until all of this is set right.”

      Earth powers…

      Ugh. I guessed that meant we’d be spending lunch watching grass grow.

      I winced at the scene, then looked to Heather and Lace apologetically. “Sorry.”

      It looked like the couplet at the top of my schedule for the day had been right in one regard, at least.

      Beware of dragons, indeed.
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      Seeing Headmaster Harshing again this morning had been more difficult than I’d expected. Maybe I was crazy, but it’d felt like last night we’d had…a moment, or something. He’d had my fingers in his mouth, after all.

      He’d drank my blood.

      But no—this morning, all he’d done was deduct points from me. He’d barely given me a second glance otherwise, except to punish me, along with Ash and Heather—and for something that had clearly been Romin’s fault, no less!

      That little voice in my head had been right after all. He did have it out for me.

      For all three of us, in fact.

      “How much time do we have before our next class?” Heather asked as we finally made our way to the Astrolabe. The grass near the lake was green and good as new behind us. It had taken a lot of trial and error, but we’d finally figured out how to make it regrow.

      I checked my schedule in my grimoire, then glanced up at the clock over the Astrolabe’s doors. “About ten minutes. That took forever.”

      “Let’s run in, grab something quick and head to…” Ash peered over my shoulder at my schedule. “Elixir-making. It’s in Aqua Hall. If we eat on the way, we should just barely make it in time.”

      The Academy’s team of Brownies were already cleaning up lunch by the time we got to the Astrolabe. Everyone else had already eaten and left. We each grabbed a piece of fruit and a bread roll, scarfing them down as we high-tailed it to Aqua Hall.

      Elixir-making turned out to be disastrous. It was taught by Professor Maristela, the major professor for Cancers. Her golden, wolfish gaze made me nervous, and I accidentally added drop-bear fur to the cauldron that I shared with Ash and Heather instead of shug-monkey hair. To be fair, they looked a lot alike—but my mistake turned our Elixir of Calming the color of a Monster energy drink. Worse, it cost us each ten more points.

      Our next class was Augury, taught by Professor Douglas. My nerves were needles poking up through my skin like porcupine quills as we took our seats.

      I hadn’t seen Douglas since I’d left him in the Shade last night. Now that I knew all about what he could do with my name…

      I was hurt. And I was angry. And more than anything, I hoped that he wouldn’t abuse his power over me to embarrass me in front of his class.

      I’d already gotten enough of that from Harshing for the day.

      Thankfully, Douglas seemed more focused on teaching than he was on me. He separated us out into groups of two and had us take turns reading palms. Heather sat with Cybele while I moved to join my own partner, Cordelia.

      I felt bad for Ash, though. She got stuck with Kiara—and Kiara seemed intent on making her pay for it.

      “Ouch!” Kiara yelped theatrically as Ash took her hand to read. “Could your hands be any rougher, Aquarius? They’re like sandpaper! Do you even moisturize?”

      “Look—here’s your marriage line!” Cordelia drew my attention away from Ash and Kiara as she glanced between my hand and the diagrams on the board. She traced her finger from the edge of my palm all the way from beneath my pinky to my index finger. “Whoa—it’s really long. That…can’t be right.”

      “Let me have a look.” Professor Douglas placed a hand on my shoulder and leaned over me. His scent engulfed me as he traced my marriage line with his own finger—lavender, oranges and toothpaste. Yuck. “That is an inordinately long line, Miss Constantine. And no others near it, either.” He straightened and smiled down at me. “I suppose congratulations are in order.”

      I gulped. “They are?”

      “It means you’ll have a single long, happy marriage.” He nodded to Cordelia. “Now, find Miss Whitney’s.”

      I studied the edge of Cordelia’s palm carefully. She had tiny, delicate hands, and her lines were all incredibly faint.

      “You have…seven marriage lines?” I said as I counted them. “And they’re all…broken.” I frowned. “And pretty short.”

      “Oh.” Cordelia frowned too for a moment, then laughed. “Maybe I, like, marry a bunch of rich old guys and steal their fortunes or something. Ha.”

      Still, as I focused on her hand again, out of the corner of my eye I could see a little disappointment etched into her expression. I didn’t blame her. Seven short marriages seemed like a crappy deal. My one long, deep line felt like it was gloating by comparison.

      “Very good, Miss Constantine.” Douglas patted me on the head, then stroked his hand down my hair like I was a beloved golden retriever who’d just done an impressive trick—even though I hadn’t really done anything at all. “Take thirty-five points.”

      “Do I get thirty—” Cordelia started, but she was cut off as Kiara groaned loudly in exasperation.

      “Professor Douglas, I can’t possibly work with this Changeling anymore. Her hands are too tiny—like a child’s.” Kiara shoved Ash’s hand away and turned to Professor Douglas. “Can I switch partners, please?”

      “I suppose,” Douglas said. “Miss Whitney, kindly take Miss Hargrave’s place at Miss Leone’s table. Miss Hargrave, you can work with Miss Constantine.”

      “Oh, this is so much better,” Kiara said after Cordelia and Ash had switched seats. “But maybe it’s easier working with someone who actually has a future.”

      “I don’t know what she’s talking about,” I whispered to Ash as I looked at her palm. “Your hands are the same size as Cordelia’s. She has tiny hands too.”

      “Kiara’s just showboating. If she doesn’t get enough attention every day, she dies.” Ash rolled her eyes.

      I smirked. “Then let’s ignore her and hope for the best.”

      Ash laughed. “Okay. So, how many marriage lines do I have?”

      I turned her hand to the side and counted them.

      One.

      Two.

      Three.

      “It’s less than seven, at least?” I said, trying to break the news to her gently.

      “Less than seven…” Ash sighed and pulled her hand away. “That’s not exactly reassuring, Lace.”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      When class finished and we got a chance to meet back up with Heather, I wasn’t sure which of them I felt worse for, though.

      “Three marriage lines?” Heather whistled lowly when Ash spilled her big news. “Sucks to be you. I got off easy.”

      “Just the one, then?” I asked. “That’s what I have.”

      “Nope,” Heather said, trudging forward a little faster. “I don’t have any at all.”
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      Our last class of the day was in Terra Hall, a stone building with floors made from dry, hard-packed earth.

      “My name is Professor Antigone,” our instructor announced as she entered, wearing a tailored brown suit. “Welcome to History of Beyond.”

      Antigone was older, with long, silvery hair and dark red eyes, just like Headmaster Harshing’s—and all the other Capricorns’ too. At the sight of them, I rubbed my index finger and my thumb together.

      The cuts on them had healed overnight, but if I closed my eyes, I could still feel Harshing’s tongue against my skin, lapping at my blood.

      “Aren’t we kind of beyond history?” Kiara asked, smirking like she’d just told a funny joke. “The past is behind us. I’m more interested in Beyond’s future.”

      “Minus ten points, Miss Leone.” Antigone said as she turned to the blackboard. She snapped, and the day’s lesson title appeared in beautiful white cursive script: The Slaughter of the Concubines. “Our past informs our future. Yesterday may be behind us, but tomorrow is a door which only swings outward.” She turned and raised her palm toward Kiara. “It’s never opened without a little push.”

      The earthen floor between Antigone and Kiara rose and rippled violently, toppling Kiara’s desk over. There was a long moment of silence as Kiara lay beneath it, stunned—then, the entire class erupted in laughter.

      I couldn’t help it. Kiara had deserved that—I was laughing, too.

      “Today, we will be covering the most significant event of recent Fae history.” Antigone jumped straight into the lecture as Kiara sulked silently, dusting herself off and setting her desk up once more. Antigone pointed to the title on the board. “The Slaughter of the Concubines. Who can tell me what that is? Ah—Miss Whitney?”

      “It happened nearly eighteen years ago,” Cordelia said in a hushed, excited tone. “I was only a baby, but my mother was at court at the time. A jealous lover of one of the king’s concubines opened a rift in the Veil that passed all the way through the Shade and into the Fade. The Unseelie were unleashed into King Solis’ palace. My mother barely escaped with her life—but all twelve of the king’s concubines were killed by the Unseelie’s forces. They say the Unseelie nearly managed to assassinate the king himself.”

      “Have ten points for trying, Miss Whitney.” Antigone didn’t look particularly impressed. “That’s one story. But history is a tapestry woven by many threads—and often, their colors clash. For example, some first-hand reports on the incident suggest that it was King Solis himself who opened the rift.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” said Kiara. I was surprised by her nerve—wasn’t she afraid that Antigone would tip her desk right back over again? “Only Aquariuses can do Veil magic, and the king is a Leo, like my whole family. He couldn’t have done it.”

      “So close, Miss Leone. But you’re still not entirely correct. Aquariuses and Transits are capable of opening rifts in the Veil. Some say the king is a secret Transit. It’s well known that he has a certain…fascination with them.” As Antigone spoke, I frowned. I didn’t know much about the ruler of Beyond so far, but if his court was so dangerous, being a potential object of his fascination just because of my unlucky birthday sounded like bad news to me. “Others say that the rift was opened by a powerful Aquarius on the king’s order.”

      “Why would the king do that?” the muscular Sagittarius girl with the close-shaven hair asked in a dull, bored tone.

      “An excellent question, Miss Von Brandt. To punish his concubines for their unfaithfulness, some say.” Antigone arched a brow as her red eyes glinted. It felt like there was an air of challenge to her words. “Other stories suggest he intended to punish four of his concubines for killing his heirs.”

      “The heirs were killed during the Slaughter,” Kiara insisted. “This is nonsense.”

      “Perhaps. Perhaps it’s history.” Antigone’s lips twitched into a brief, wry smile as her gaze passed over the classroom. “I’m sure you all know the story of the Lost Ones. Three princesses, one prince. The princesses would have been about your age at the time of their reported demise, in fact.”

      “I’ve heard it.” Cybele leaned back in her chair with confidence. Her red eyes glinted back at Antigone as she spoke. “Some people think that the heirs to the throne weren’t killed at all. That they’re alive somewhere to this day, waiting for the right time to return to Beyond and claim the throne for themselves.”

      “Very good, Miss Armand,” said Antigone. “But again, these are all just sayings. Conspiracy theories. It’s hard to determine what the truth really is.”

      “What do you think really happened?” Ash asked.

      Antigone pulled her shoulders back and tilted her head to the side, like Ash had almost surprised her. Then, she shrugged.

      “I don’t. It’s not the job of a historian to pick and choose between stories as they like. We merely aim to record and study possibilities until a verifiable truth presents itself.”

      “Last I checked, Professor, your job was to educate my students.”

      I drew in a sharp breath at the sound of Headmaster Harshing’s voice. He stood in the doorway, wearing his usual garb: white shirt, black slacks, dark boots immaculately shined.

      His eyes were red once more.

      How long had he been standing there, I wondered? I hadn’t heard him approach.

      Every time he snuck up on me, it felt like a power move.

      “I think you’ve all heard enough for one day,” Harshing continued. “Off to your independent study time—after the pitiful display at Orientation this morning, some of you certainly need it. Class dismissed.”

      “Very well.” Antigone’s nose twitched with annoyance as we all gathered our things and rose. “Your project for this semester, ladies, is a six-page essay on how the Slaughter of the Concubines shaped modern Beyond politics. The first drafts of your outlines are due by the end of the week.”

      I fell into step behind Heather and Ash on the way to the door, hunching my shoulders a little as I tried to escape Harshing’s notice. But as I moved to slip past him, he held his arm out, blocking the doorway.

      “Miss Constantine.” He looked me up and down, then slowly shook his head with disappointment. “Your uniform is filthy.”

      He placed a hand on my hip to stop me. With his other hand, he grabbed the edge of my shirt, which had come untucked, and held it out so I could see it.

      He was right. It was stained with dirt from fixing the grass by the lake, and with green splashes of our failed Elixir of Calming, too.

      “The Academy is not a place for unkempt young women.” My entire body went stiff as Harshing took the hem of my shirt and pushed it beneath the waistband of my green skirt. My heartbeats tripped over themselves as his hand slid down my waist and over my hip, smoothing the fabric flat against my skin. “Ladies, allow Miss Constantine to be an example to you all of how not to arrive to class. Minus five points.”

      He’s feeling you up in front of everyone! the little voice in my head yelped with alarm. And deducting points from you again, too. He’s singling you out! And after he drank your blood last night—how ungrateful!

      “I’m only unkempt because we skipped lunch to clean up the quad like you asked us.” I tried to take a step back, but his palm was still beneath the waistband of my skirt.

      “Make it ten,” he said, squeezing both of my hips far harder than he needed to. He studied my uniform again. “I see you’re missing your tie as well. If I catch you attending class in this state again, I’ll deduct an automatic twenty.”

      In that moment, I wished I was more like Heather. She would have snapped something back at him—something cool. Like, the only thing you’re about to catch are these hands! Grr!

      “Why are you being so mean to me?” I asked instead. My voice was barely a whisper. Pathetic. “I’m doing the best I can.”

      Harshing’s red eyes focused firmly on mine. As he removed his hand from beneath my skirt, he lowered his voice to a whisper. “No, you’re not. You’re better than this. Prove it.”

      He walked away from me like it was nothing. It didn’t faze him at all to call me out like that in front of everyone—but I was left frozen in place and burning with embarrassment as all the other girls filed out around me.

      I was just working up the courage to move my feet when I heard Harshing’s voice again. Behind me, he was talking to Antigone in a sharp, hushed tone.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed, Incarsa, or have you merely lost your touch?”

      “Don’t call me that, Oberon. And you know I lost interest in playing to the king’s favor long ago. I’m here to teach history,” said Antigone. “All history. Not just the angles that King Solis likes.”

      “Might I remind you who writes the histories?”

      “Oh, I know it’s written by the victors, Oberon—but it isn’t only written by the victors.”

      “Lace?”

      “You coming?”

      I looked to the doorway, where Heather and Ash were staring at me expectantly from the hall.

      “Coming,” I said, hurrying out.

      As I left, I untucked my shirt again. Defiantly.

      If Harshing thought he could rattle me with his stupid dress code, he was going to have to try harder than that.
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      I spent my independent study time with Ash and Lace, looking for solutions to their name problem in the library—to little avail. Google obviously didn’t exist in Beyond, and doing research the old-fashioned way was tedious, thankless work. The crotchety old librarian wasn’t much help, either. To the surprise of absolutely no one, Master Cockburn turned out to be a—

      Well. The jokes wrote themselves.

      “Can we check these books out, at least?” Ash asked as we each carried a book up to Cockburn’s desk. “We need to go to dinner, and we’re not done with our research yet.”

      He’d already railed at us for half an hour when he caught Ash pulling down an entire armful of tomes. We were each only allowed to look at one book at a time—a rule he’d devised to help combat the destruction of fine literature by sticky-fingered freshmen. I still didn’t know if he thought we were going to steal the books, or if he was just dubious about our abilities to wash our hands.

      “Freshmen are not allowed to check out books.” Cockburn glared at us over his half-moon eyeglasses with beady, watery eyes. His bushy gray brows knitted themselves together like we’d just asked to eat the books, not take them back to Red Dwarf Cottage with us. “Place them gently in the returns pile—gently!—then get out of my sight.”

      “That man,” Ash huffed as we left the library, “was a real—”

      “Cock burn?” I supplied with a grin.

      She frowned. “No—I was going to say asshole.”

      “You’re both right.” Lace linked arms with us and hauled us toward the Astrolabe. “Come on. We’ve almost completely missed the last three meals already. I don’t want to make it four.”

      

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      

      Inside the Astrolabe, dinner was just beginning. Brownies dressed in twee little tuxedos and maid outfits scurried around, carrying heavily laden trays of sizzling meat and steaming roasted veggies to four different tables arranged along the outskirts of the room.

      I glanced up to the scoreboards I’d spotted at the Hearkening. Now, they were hung up on the wall opposite the door.

      
        
        Freshmen

        ♑︎ Cybele Armand - 130

        ♈︎ Scarlett Kenyatta - 110

        ♉︎ Tara Southerland - 100

        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave - 90

        ♏︎ Heather Blakely - 90

        ♐︎ Yvette Von Brandt - 90

        ♎︎ Paloma Nalini - 70

        ♊︎ Iris & Irene Ilmarinen - 60

        ♋︎ Cordelia Whitney - 60

        ♌︎ Kiara Leone - 30

        ♓︎ Annalace Constantine - 0

      

      

      “Looks like you’re not top of the class anymore, Ash.” We’d collectively lost an awful lot of points today. I’d dropped in rankings, too.

      “Yeah,” said Ash, slumping her shoulders. She looked more than a little disappointed.

      “At least you’re not doing as poorly as me,” Lace reassured Ash. “The only reason I’m not in the negative is because Professor Douglas gave me thirty-five for nothing during Augury.”

      “Maybe he’ll give you more during your private shifting lesson,” said Ash. She sighed, then pulled her shoulders back, righting her posture once more. “We still want to be in the middle of the pack, right? If you can rise above Paloma, we’ll be back on track.” She glanced around the room at the tables. “Where do you want to sit?”

      “Oh—you three missed the other meals today, didn’t you?” Cordelia said from right behind me. I gritted my teeth. She’d crept up on us. Who knew how long she’d been eavesdropping for? “We all sit with the others from our elemental house. You’re over there with the other Air signs, Ash. Lace, Heather—just follow me.”

      “See you in the library after dinner?” Ash suggested.

      I gave her a nod. “See you then.”

      Cordelia led Lace and me past the table where Romin, Chiron, and Mangus were already seated. Kiara was on the opposite side of them, pouring wine.

      That must have been the fire sign table, then. Ignis House. A growl rumbled in my throat as the fire sign boys all wolf whistled at us as we passed.

      “Hey, Scorpio,” Magnus shouted. “Nice ass!”

      I gritted my teeth and kept walking. Didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a response.

      “Ooh. They like you.” Cordelia’s voice dripped with envy. “Whatever did you do to get their attention, I wonder?”

      “I’m more concerned with how to get rid of it.” I gave her a serious side-eye. Had she been zoned out during the royal rumble we’d nearly started on the train? Maybe cowering under the table had blocked her view. “A cat-call isn’t a compliment.”

      “Oh.” Cordelia’s face fell. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her glancing over her shoulder. Probably checking to see if Magnus had noticed her ass, too.

      My stomach rumbled as we approached the table opposite from the fire signs. The sophomores, Sloan and Jules, and the juniors, Val and Bianca, were already sitting down, but none of them had anything on their plates.

      “Why aren’t they eating already?” Lace whispered to me, nodding at the massive platters of food on the table.

      “Maybe they’re waiting for everyone to arrive.” How polite. I headed for the edge of the table, where there were some personal-sized pies with flaky golden crusts. Easily portable—perfect. “Let’s grab something quick and go find the cats. Banshee could probably do with some extra food, with how scrawny he is—and I don’t feel like dealing with the Pack right now.”

      But of course, as soon as I reached for a pie, Sloan cleared his throat.

      “Are you avoiding me, Blakely?” he called out from his seat at the center of the table.

      “That’s an option?” I turned and blinked in mock-surprise, then nodded. “In that case, I’ll start now.”

      “Cute,” said Sloan. “But don’t think I’m about to let you eat and run. You know…now that you’re here, I’m feeling thirsty.”

      “I bet you are.” I rolled my eyes. “What else is new?”

      Sloan snapped twice then pointed to his empty glass, like he was a diner at a fancy restaurant and I was his personal garçon. “Pour my wine.”

      “Pour your own wine. You’ve got hands.” Keep snapping at me like that, though… I was perfectly happy to remove them for him.

      “I do have hands,” Sloan agreed. “Capable ones. Sit on my lap while you serve me, and I might even show you exactly how capable they are.” He pointed to his glass again. “Pour the wine.”

      Cordelia picked up the wine carafe and shoved it at me. Her voice was a hiss. “The freshmen serve the other students of their house during meals. Remember? Professor Zephyr told us during the tour.”

      I glanced back to the Ignis students, where Kiara was perched on the edge of the table, giggling as she flirted with Romin and refilled his glass. Over at the Terra House table, Cybele held herself stiffly as she cut Flint’s prime rib for him. Even Ash had been roped into this madness. At the Ventus table, the twins were making her run around like a headless chicken while the other freshman girls sat and laughed.

      I gripped the wine carafe a little tighter. This was demoralizing—and I hadn’t exactly had a stellar first day of school. Sloan’s head was already blown up enough without me playing waitress for him.

      I just wanted to grab my food and go. Was that really so much to ask?

      Apparently.

      “Serve the wine, Scorpio, or I’ll inform the headmaster of your insubordination. Do you want to lose more points than you already have?”

      I looked to the rankings board again. Ninety points. Middle of the pack. I was exactly where I wanted to be.

      Rule: Don’t rock the boat if you’re not prepared to fall out of it.

      Fine.

      I sighed.

      I took the carafe to the table.

      And just like Sloan had asked…

      I poured the wine.
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      Dinner couldn’t have been more insufferable. Cordelia seemed all too happy to serve the upperclassmen, and Lace had no problem swallowing her pride. But, almost as if the other water signs could tell how much I hated serving them, I spent most of dinner running between Sloan, Jules, Val, and Bianca, fetching them food and pouring them drinks on command.

      I barely had any time to eat for myself. When I finally got the chance, everything was picked over and mostly cold.

      I hoped Ash was faring better than I had. The only good thing about all the focus being on me was that the others mostly left Lace alone.

      A peal of high, annoying laughter cut through the low rumble of conversation in the Astrolabe as I picked apart one of the pies I’d tried to grab earlier. Inside was a mostly congealed filling of beef and potatoes. It had probably been delicious when it was hot.

      “They’re laughing at you, you know.” Val wandered over to where I stood and cocked her head toward the door, where Kiara and the other Ignis freshmen were cracking up in front of a bulletin board bolted to the wall.

      “Ask us why,” Bianca suggested, following Val.

      I picked a chunk of potato out of the pie and stuffed it in my mouth. “I’m good.”

      Bianca and Val exchanged a look of annoyance. Obviously, it frustrated them when I didn’t take their bait. I’d keep that in mind if I wanted to piss them off in the future.

      “Good…in bed, apparently,” Val said after a beat. She raised her voice to a high, breathy whine. “Oh, Professor Blackford, fuck me harder!”

      Bianca snorted. “That’s my favorite part. You really ought to go check it out, Scorpio. I think you’ll see a lot of yourself in the work.”

      “I’m surprised she hasn’t noticed by now,” Val said. The laughter faded from her eyes as she met my gaze. “It’s been up since this morning.”

      I chewed the potato and swallowed.

      That part—it’s been up since this morning—didn’t feel like catty needling.

      It felt like a warning.

      “Okay.” I might’ve even thanked Val, if thank yous weren’t so dangerous here.

      I didn’t know what kind of game she was playing, but whatever she was hinting at now seemed like the kind of thing I probably needed to go deal with.

      “You need permission to be dismissed, Scorpio!” Sloan called out after me.

      I shot him a look over my shoulder. “Do I?”

      Apparently not—because if anyone tried to stop me again as I headed over to the board, I certainly didn’t hear them.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked as I came to a stop behind Kiara, Scarlett, and the Sagittarius girl, Yvette.

      “You are.” Kiara stepped back, waving me forward. “See for yourself. My mother says I have an eye for art, you know. It’s some truly exceptional work.”

      I moved into the space Kiara had made to take a closer look.

      As it turned out, Bianca was right. I was seeing a lot of myself in this work. Pinned to the board was a page of drawing paper filled with ink-sketches of a dark-haired character who looked an awful lot like…me.

      The sketches were all animated, like internet GIFs that played on a repeating loop. The first one was of me brutally murdering a drawing that looked like Georgiana. An awful lot of artistic license had been taken. It showed me snarling and smashing her head in with a brick.

      A lot more artistic license had been taken with what came next, though.

      An image of a man—the stubble and the crooked nose meant it had to be Professor Blackford—carrying me out of the Shade while I clung damsel-like to his chest was followed by…an awful lot of hand-drawn porn. I watched as, in meticulous animation, my illustrated self got dicked down by Blackford in every conceivable position—plus a few that I never would have thought of if they hadn’t been playing out for me right there on the page.

      There was absolutely no way in real life that I would ever be able to shove both of my legs that far behind my own head.

      “Which one of you did this?” I tore the page down as I turned to Kiara and her little girl gang.

      “Does it matter?” Kiara asked. “Taking it down is pretty pointless, you know. I think the whole school has probably seen it by now.”

      “A reputation like that is going to be hard to live down,” Yvette added.

      “Ah, Blakely. If I’d known you were that into anal, I would’ve struck my claim on you a lot sooner.” Magnus came over from the Fire House table and pointed to a particularly intense drawing of me backing my ass into Blackford’s oversized illustrated dick. “You know, if you’re feeling the urge, there’s a nice quiet place back behind the Astrolabe…”

      He reached for my ass, like he was planning on grabbing it.

      Reaching was as far as he got.

      Magnus’ golden-tan face turned pink as I swung my fist into his throat. It was a kind of a sucker punch, but as he reeled back, coughing and choking, at least I knew I’d made my point.

      Rule: Fuck around and find out.

      “Fighting again, Blakely?” Blackford called out as he trudged into the Astrolabe—just in time to see me lowering my fist. As if he had any room to talk—he’d been in mid-bar brawl when we’d first met. He came over and tilted his head as he peered down at the paper between my fingers. “What do you have there?”

      I clenched my jaw. Blackford’s involvement in this situation was the last thing I needed right now.

      “Nothing.” I said dismissively. “We’re just having a nice little chat about personal space.”

      “Nothing sir,” he corrected me.

      “I think ma’am is more appropriate for a woman, Professor.”

      He smirked. “Very funny. Let me see it.”

      He reached for the comic, and I saw no way to avoid letting him take it. His eyebrows raised as he studied the animations—not in horror, at least. Surprise, maybe. Maybe interest.

      “You draw this yourself, Blakely?” he asked, waving the page at me. “Or did one of your little friends do it for you?”

      “I think Heather did it, Professor Blackford,” Kiara chirped before I could answer. “She was about to pin it up on the board.”

      “Blakely? That true?”

      My shoulders stiffened as my eyes met his.

      He knew it wasn’t. I could tell. It was there in his tone, and in the swirls of his silver eyes.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I drew a horny comic of the two of us fucking and was about to paste it up so the whole school could see my innermost fantasies. Kiara’s right, this was definitely me.”

      Blackford arched an eyebrow. He obviously didn’t buy it. For a second, I hoped he might just dismiss this whole thing entirely—but then, he shrugged.

      “Twenty points from you, then, Blakely. And detention. My office is in Aqua Hall. Check your grimoire for the date and time.” He leaned closer to whisper in my ear as he snatched the paper from my hands. “There are better ways to get my attention, you know.”

      I watched him glance down at the comic and chuckle to himself as he walked away.
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      The twins took great delight in making me fetch things for them for the entirety of dinner. It was mortifying to serve them, but I guessed that was kind of the point.

      At least I wasn’t stuck at Romin’s table. Kiara was tasked with serving her betrothed. For once, I was actually grateful for how obsessed she was with Romin. She managed to keep him so occupied with her over-the-top flirtation tactics that he didn’t have time to bother me.

      Lace, Heather, and I met in the library after dinner and stayed there for the rest of the night. Master Cockburn might’ve been a crotchety old geezer, but at least he didn’t kick us out.

      Unfortunately, his one book at a time rule was still slowing us down, and even with the three of us working together, we weren’t making much progress. There was just too much to look into.

      “It says here that having someone’s true name is the most powerful compulsion magic in all of Beyond,” Lace said as she hunched over a giant leather-bound book.

      “We already knew that, though,” I grumbled. I was taking notes on the Slaughter of the Concubines while Heather made trips back and forth to the shelves, searching for something that had some actual genealogy in it so we could look into who our parents might have been. “If the magic wasn’t powerful, Douglas and Romin wouldn’t be able to control us at all.”

      “Yeah, but this says when another Fae has your true name, you lose your identity completely. You forget what you’re called—and so do other people,” said Lace. “But you remember my name, and I remember yours. Harshing told me I was lucky the thing with Douglas wasn’t worse, too.”

      I frowned. “Okay. So…whatever we gave Romin and Douglas weren’t really our names then?”

      That didn’t make sense. Aisling Hargrave was my name. At least, it was the only name I’d ever known.

      “Sounds like. They must’ve been half right, though—or else they wouldn’t have any power over us at all.” Lace closed the book. “I think either our first names or our last names are…wrong. They have to be.”

      “Knowing who our real parents are would help us figure that out.” I glanced at Heather as she closed her own book. “Any luck on that front?”

      “These books are all full of old dead people,” Heather grumbled. “I keep finding the same surnames—Leones, Castillos, Rayners, Harshings—but the most recent stuff is all twenty-five years old, at least.”

      “So, nothing from around the time of our births.” I sighed. “That’s really annoying. You don’t suppose that Cockburn—”

      Heather laughed as she glanced over at Cockburn, who was openly glaring at us from his seat behind the library’s front desk. “I don’t think he’s gonna be of any help. Do you have anything good for our essay?”

      I turned my grimoire around so she and Lace could read the notes that had been filled in. It was the one blessing about studying here in Beyond: at least I didn’t have to stop to write down the things that I learned. My grimoire did that for me.

      From the books I’d read about the Slaughter of the Concubines, the situation sounded pretty cut and dry.

      A member of the Sanguilunae, an order of Cancers, Scorpios, and Capricorns who were tasked with guarding royalty and leading the military here in Beyond, had fallen in love with one of King Solis’ twelve concubines, a Scorpio. When she scorned him, he worked with an evil Aquarius sorcerer to open a rift in the Veil that tore all the way to the Fade, where the Unseelie lived. The Unseelie had stormed the king’s palace, killing all the concubines—and the king’s heirs, as well. It had led to a massive, long-running battle that destroyed the palace but ultimately ended with the Unseelie being forced to retreat back to the Fade.

      So, pretty much like Cordelia had said.

      But that was just what was in the history books I’d found. I hadn’t forgotten Antigone’s warning.

      History is a tapestry woven by many threads—and often, their colors clash.

      There was nothing in any of the books I found about conflicting accounts of the Slaughter, though. No mention of the Lost Ones, either.

      I’d gone through ten different books on the Slaughter—but one book would have sufficed. They might as well have all been written by the same person. They all told the exact same tale in the exact same way.

      “You didn’t get any names out of the books?” Lace asked after she was done reading. “Those seem like they’d be…important.”

      “Maybe name magic is so dangerous that it makes it risky to even write them down?” Heather suggested.

      Given what Lace had told us about the power of names, that seemed possible—but I had a different theory.

      “Or maybe things were so dire after the Slaughter that even historians were afraid to write the names into their books,” I said.

      “Harshing called Antigone’s lesson treasonous,” Lace reminded us. She bit her lip, then sighed. “And I sort of…eavesdropped on the two of them after everyone else had left. Harshing asked her if she was trying to get herself killed, and she said she was done playing to the king’s favor. That she was interested in all of history—not just the parts that the king liked. Maybe people had reason to be afraid. Maybe they were even forbidden from talking about who was involved.”

      “It’s a strong possibility, at least,” I agreed. “It sounds like everything went pretty Reign of Terror with a side of Spanish Inquisition following the Slaughter.”

      I turned the page for Heather and Lace so they could read the rest of my notes.

      Just because the Unseelie had been defeated didn’t mean the bloodshed was stopped. The king’s seer, a Pisces, had been buried alive for failing to predict the attack. The Sanguilunae were investigated and tried by all high lords and ladies of the court. All suspected traitors had been killed. The Aquarius mage who’d opened the rift had been caught and stranded in the Shade. All athames had been banned from use for five years after—whatever that meant—and the capital of Beyond had been moved from Avalon to Mag Mell, where a new royal palace was built.

      It made me wonder where exactly Lace, Heather, and I had been when we’d first entered Beyond. The place where we’d met Harshing had looked an awful lot like a palace. A ruined one.

      But why would Harshing have brought us there?

      It was the loss of the king’s heirs that seemed to have caused the biggest shift in Fae politics. He hadn’t taken any more concubines after the Slaughter. An era of witch hunts had followed, with members of high-ranking zodiac houses turning against each other as they vied for the king’s favor in their attempts to be named next in line for the throne.

      “So. A new capital, a new palace, a whole lot of political back-stabbing and a succession crisis.” Heather ticked off the effects of the Slaughter on her fingers. “And maybe an unspoken rule against telling stories that didn’t fit the one the king wanted people to believe.” She scoffed, then muttered under her breath. “Fascist prick.”

      “Do you think Antigone was trying to…I don’t know, point us toward something with that lesson?” Lace asked. “She said she didn’t have an opinion on what had really happened, but…”

      “I think she might be.” I shrugged. “Or maybe she’s just trying to teach us critical thinking. That’s like, half the point of academia anyway—helping people learn how to process information in media so they aren’t tricked so easily when the media lies.”

      “Or maybe she’s trying to see which of us turns in the most traitorous essay so she can turn us in,” said Heather. “Smells fishy—no offense, Lace.”

      Lace snorted as she rubbed the Pisces charm on her necklace between her finger and her thumb.

      “I mean, I don’t trust it,” Heather continued. “We should see what Cybele is doing for hers. Antigone’s her major professor, and Cybele’s not stupid enough to fall into a trap like that, I don’t think. Plus, she sounded like she definitely has some opinions about the Lost Ones.”

      “At the Hearkening, before Heather made it back, she was singing this song, too.” I flipped through my grimoire again, searching for the page where the lyrics of Cybele’s song had filled in. “Naomi said it’s called Come O’re If You’ve the Courage. Jules said it was a traitor’s song.”

      “Come o’re, uncanny boys, come all, come one,” Heather read from the grimoire. She frowned. “Those are fightin’ words.”

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      Our Tuesday classes were all manners and propriety. Unfortunately for me, that mostly meant losing more points. Professor Concordia, the Libra professor, docked me twenty during Elegance & Grace for repeatedly failing to balance a book on my head while I clomped around in my heels.

      But it could’ve been worse. Heather wasn’t too keen on wearing heels at all. She lost thirty points for suggesting an inadvisable place that Concordia could shove her stilettos when she was reprimanded for taking them off.

      Only Lace seemed to excel at all of the finishing school stuff. She walked away from Tuesday’s classes forty points up.

      Wednesday was even worse, though. We spent the whole day in dueling training with Professor Blackford in the Colosseum—and his teaching style was a lot more survival of the fittest than I would’ve liked. He spent half the day shooting us with blasts of water that we were supposed to either deflect or turn back on him, then deducting ten points whenever we failed. The other half of the day, he did the same thing—only he was doing it while we were supposed to be dueling each other.

      Only Heather and Cybele seemed to succeed at beating Blackford’s water torture. By the end of the day, Cybele had even managed to earn some points back for adding dirt to Blackford’s water attacks and splattering him with mud. But no matter how hard Heather tried to turn Blackford’s assaults back on him, he seemed to take a special kind of delight in hitting her when she was least expecting it.

      “The bastard is targeting me,” Heather growled as we wrung out our hair and collected her things. “Did you see the look on his face when he knocked me back into that puddle? Like he was enjoying himself. I oughta report him—he was way too interested in getting me wet.”

      The entire freshman class emerged from the Colosseum that night with worse scores than ever—and completely soaked, to boot.

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      At the Astrolabe on Wednesday night, my heart fell when I saw our new scores.

      
        
        Freshmen

        ♑︎ Cybele Armand - 70

        ♈︎ Scarlett Kenyatta - 60

        ♉︎ Tara Southerland - 40

        ♐︎ Yvette Von Brandt - 20

        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave - 10

        ♎︎ Paloma Nalini - 10

        ♏︎ Heather Blakely - 0

        ♊︎ Iris & Irene Ilmarinen - 0

        ♋︎ Cordelia Whitney - 0

        ♌︎ Kiara Leone - 0

        ♓︎ Annalace Constantine - 0

      

      

      Everyone had certainly been knocked down a peg—but some of us more than others. All of Lace’s hard work on Tuesday had been erased. So had my stellar post-Hearkening score—and Heather’s, too.

      I could see now why getting invited to court was so difficult. Save for Georgiana, the other freshmen had been distinctly unmurdery so far. But if one class from Professor Blackford could wipe the scoreboards clean for so many of us, it didn’t matter if we killed each other or not.

      One-thousand points seemed an eon away from zero.

      I glanced to Romin’s score. It was the same as it had been on Monday night.

      
        
        Seniors

        ♈︎ Romin Castillo - 980

      

      

      If he hadn’t gained or lost points since Monday morning…either he was slacking, or he’d reached an equilibrium where every time a professor deducted points from him, he only just barely managed to gain them back.

      If Heather had gotten 120 points for her supposed killing of Georgiana at the Hearkening…

      How many of those points had Romin earned for the other students that he had killed?

      Ajax and Achilles, per usual, made me their personal servant for the entirety of dinner. It seemed silly—there were four of us freshmen, if you counted the Geminis as two people—and only three of the upperclassmen—again, if you counted the Geminis as two people. All the same, they seemed to revel in having me—me in particular—fetch this or go get that!

      It was exhausting. By the time they were done bossing me around, almost everyone else in the Astrolabe had left.

      I poured myself a glass of wine and leaned up against the table. Finally, I had a chance to relax. As I surveyed the stragglers within the Astrolabe, I spotted a figure coming straight toward me out of the corner of my eye.

      I nearly spat out the mouthful of wine when I turned my head to see who it was.

      Romin’s brown eyes glinted with wickedness as they met my grays.

      He was headed right for me.

      “Enjoying your wine, Panties?” He drew up far too close to me, bringing his smoky, spicy scent with him. It seemed stronger than ever now. Maybe he’d accidentally put on too much cologne after class.

      “I was until you showed up.” I self-consciously rubbed the still-healing bruise his teeth had left on my neck as I moved to put the glass down.

      If Romin was here, that meant it was time to leave.

      Unfortunately, as far as Romin was concerned, that wasn’t in the cards.

      “Stop right there, Aisling.”

      I blinked as he gave the order. My hand froze.

      Romin smirked.

      “Good girl. Now—lift up the glass, Aisling.”

      My hand shot up quickly into the air, splashing a few drops of wine down onto my shirt.

      “Tsk tsk.” Romin shook his head. “I appreciate the enthusiasm, but look.” He flicked a wine stain on my shirt, just above the swell of my breast. “You’ve made a mess.” His smirk turned to a grin. “Oh, well. Better finish what you started, then.”

      “What—”

      “Turn the glass upside down, Aisling.”

      “What?”

      My mouth dropped open in momentary horror, but it was already too late. My hand tilted the glass against my will, emptying its deep red contents right onto my head. The wine drenched my hair and ran down my face in rivulets, soaked into my white shirt and blue sweater, and dripped onto the floor.

      If my skin could’ve only burned as hot as my temper in that moment, every last drop of wine on my body would’ve turned to steam.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” I slammed the empty glass back down on the table. I glanced around the Astrolabe and found that we were almost completely alone. “No one’s paying attention, so I know you’re not trying to make me look weak. Your betrothed isn’t here for you to show off for, either. So—what? What is it, then? Are you just fucking with me for your own sadistic satisfaction? Is that it?”

      “You should have never insulted my breeding,” he said with a shrug, unmoved by my outburst. “Whether you like it or not—I am your better. Until you’re able to come to terms with that, I think I’ll keep drilling it in.”

      My face twisted in confusion. What was he talking about? Had I even done that? I’d called him a low-life and a guard dog who liked to bark at freshmen. I’d implied that his parents would be disappointed in his manners but…

      “I never insulted your breeding,” I said. Breeding—ugh. That word was almost as bad as panties.

      “Then I suspect,” Romin said, a little more forcefully now, “you don’t even realize what half the things you say really mean.”

      “I didn’t say it at all,” I insisted. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      “Prefer I put something else in your mouth instead?” Romin plucked a sausage from the table with his fingers, and pressed it to my lips. Like he expected me to suck it or something.

      Idiot.

      I bit off the tip of it and made a big show of chewing it up for him. A little promise—this is what’s going to happen when you try to stick things in my mouth.

      “Oh, well played,” he scoffed, pulling the sausage back and tossing it aside. “You do realize I’m doing you a favor, don’t you? If you think this is bad, just wait until you see the king’s court. Assuming that you survive for that long. I suspect you won’t.”

      “Bullshit,” I hissed. “If you don’t think I can even make it to court—if I’ve insulted you so deeply—then why do you care to have me do your so-called favors? Why do you pay me any attention at all?”

      Romin pulled back and stared at me for a moment, like he was genuinely considering my question and mulling over his answer.

      Then, he smirked and leaned in again to wipe the sausage grease from his fingers onto my shirt, adding them to the bloom of the wine-stain.

      His breath washed over the bruise on the side of my neck—the one he’d given me earlier that morning—as he nosed his way invasively through the messy red waves of my hair. A second later, I felt him take a long, deep breath in.

      Like he was smelling me.

      “Maybe I just like your scent,” he whispered in my ear, then pulled away.

      My entire body tingled at the sound of his voice, and kept tingling long after he was gone.
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      “I hate him,” Ash grumbled, fresh from the shower. She shot a glare at the wine-stained uniform she’d draped over the foot of her bed.

      Heather and I both knew exactly who she was talking about. She’d come in dripping with wine and fuming about—big surprise—Romin.

      “We can always kill him.” Heather was lying on her bed with her grimoire open in her hand and Banshee on her stomach. It looked like she was training him not to bite her when she rubbed his belly—with mixed results. “The upperclassmen can’t hurt freshmen…but Hardballs never said anything about the other way around.”

      “We can’t kill him,” Ash groaned. “He’s strong. And dangerous. And—” She opened her mouth to add something else, but must have thought better of it. “I just need to get my name back.” She frowned, then opened her trunk. “Somehow.”

      “Have we made any progress on that?” I asked, gently pushing a sleepy Milkshake off of my grimoire to crack it open. I frowned as I checked my schedule. A new item had been added to it. “Well, because Professor Douglas has finally made time for my private shifting lesson, I have to be at the lake in an hour.”

      “Ugh. I was hoping we could go to the library and do more research tonight. I haven’t found anything that would help us yet.” Now dressed in a pair of comfy blue shorts and an oversized sweater, Ash flopped down onto her bed next to Somerville. He chirped and rubbed his broad forehead against her cheek reassuringly. “I guess Heather and I could go on our own and—”

      “Sorry. Can’t.” Heather snapped her own grimoire shut. The sound made Banshee pounce off of her stomach and race out of sight. “Stupid book says I’ve got detention with Blackford tonight, too.”

      “What?” Ash and I blurted out at the same time.

      “Someone posted a bunch of dirty comics up on the bulletin board in the Astrolabe on Monday night,” said Heather, rising from her bed. “I got the blame for it.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us sooner?” Ash asked.

      “Because it’s not your problem.” Heather hauled a petulant-looking Banshee up out of her open trunk by the scruff of his neck.

      “Do you know who really did it?” I glanced at Kiara and Scarlett as they emerged from the shower, wrapped in their color-coordinated towels and whispering to each other. Could either of them draw?

      Thanks to our statuses as Transits and the fact that the three of us were walking reminders of the dead girls whose places we’d filled at the Academy, we’d completely failed to fly under the radar so far. We hadn’t been very good at making friends here, either.

      Anyone could have been behind the drawings for any number of reasons—and that was a bad sign.

      “I dunno. Maybe I can leverage this as an opportunity, though. See if I can figure out why Blackford’s so keen on taking care of us.” Heather shrugged and pulled a fresh uniform from her trunk. “Unfortunately, it’s going to eat into my study time. He’s already got it out for me in particular. If I skip, it’ll just make things worse.”

      “Fine. I still don’t have my session with Zephyr scheduled yet, so I’ll go to the library on my own.” Ash sighed and reached for her bag. “I’ll let you know if I find anything useful. Stay safe, okay?”

      “You, too.” I nodded and put my robe on, slipping the necklace that Douglas had given me into its pocket. I nearly grabbed the handkerchief that Harshing had handed me last night as well, but thought better of it.

      I’d do my best to stay safe—but since Douglas had my name and a late-night training session alone with me, it was hard to even know what to expect.

      

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      

      As I walked down the path to Lake Umbra, I found myself dreading this meeting more and more. Professor Douglas had already used my name once to force me to accept his help in the Shade.

      Who knew how he’d choose to use it next?

      Milkshake trotted beside me as I came up to the edge of the lake. Professor Doulas was already standing there waiting for me, shirtless and smiling. His pale, freckled skin glowed in the moonlight. He was muscular, with a completely hairless chest.

      “Good evening, Annalace,” Douglas said. I shivered at the sound of my name from his lips. Milkshake skidded to a halt in front of my feet and arched her back, hissing at him, but he only gave her a brief glance of disapproval in return. “How’s your first week going?”

      “Horribly.” I dropped down to stroke Milkshake, hoping to calm her. I still didn’t know what to make of Douglas. He’d helped me in the Shade—but it had been against my will. More importantly, he’d bamboozled me out of my own name. If Milkshake didn’t like him…

      That was probably a good indicator about how I should feel about him, too.

      You can trust him! the little voice in my head was saying—but the rest of me felt like he was bad news.

      “I’m sorry to hear that—and even sorrier to see that your cat seems to dislike me so much.” Douglas frowned and stooped down to pet Milkshake too, but she nearly bit his hand. He didn’t try it again.

      “Maybe it’s because you tricked me,” I suggested, glancing up at him. “I know about the power of names now. You were cruel to take it from me.”

      “Ah. I see.” Douglas straightened and arched an eyebrow. “Do you still trust me?”

      Yes! the voice supplied. I tried to shut it out, but it kept screaming, Yes! Yes! Of course!

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’d like to, but you haven’t given me much reason to trust you at all.”

      Douglas narrowed his eyes for a moment, then nodded. “I understand. Tell me this, then. How many other Pisces have you seen here on campus?”

      “None,” I said, recalling the sophomores and juniors I’d seen around. There’d been several Tauruses in their darker green uniforms—but no one who wore the sea green. “It’s just you and me.”

      “Exactly. Our sign has the ability to be among the most powerful in all of the zodiac—but we’re also easy targets when we’re first learning to master our powers. Many students here take advantage of that. Believe me, Annalace. I took your name for your own protection.” He sighed. His blue eyes looked…tired. Tired and sad. “I’m tired of seeing my students die.”

      See? The voice in my head sounded smug. I told you so.

      I couldn’t exactly argue with that.

      “That…that must weigh on you. I can only imagine how horrible it must feel.” I softened and gave Milkshake a final scratch. “It’s okay, Milkshake. I’m safe. You can go.”

      Milkshake gave me a look—the kind that suggested that she both understood me and thought what I was saying was positively insane—but nonetheless, she prowled off into the night.

      “But that’s no excuse to go tricking me,” I continued as I stood back up. “I can protect myself—and you could’ve just said.”

      “I wasn’t sure that you would believe me if I did. But I promise you, I will never use my power over you to do anything untoward. I need you to understand, Annalace—I only have your best interests at heart.”

      I felt the wet socks sensation again—which was crazy, since I’d shown up in my slippers. I wasn’t even wearing socks right now.

      Still. I understood.

      He’s only trying to keep you safe.

      “Okay.” I glanced at the dark gloss of the lake behind him. “Should we get started, then?”

      “An excellent idea. Would you like me to turn while you undress?”

      I rolled my lips in between my teeth. I’d come prepared with the knowledge that I’d need to be naked to shift—but I hadn’t fully prepared for the fact that I’d be naked, alone…with him.

      “If you don’t mind,” I murmured, hugging myself around my waist. “Sorry. I’m just…a little uncomfortable in my own skin. I’m not used to being naked around people. Even in the crowd at Orientation this morning…it was embarrassing.”

      “That will get easier as you do it more frequently,” Douglas said as he turned around. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of when it comes to your body. It’s a perfectly natural thing. Exquisite and delicate. You’re a very lovely girl.”

      My cheeks began to get hotter as he spoke. I definitely felt ashamed right now. When Harshing had looked at me, I’d liked it. But even with his back turned as I untied my robe and slipped it from my shoulders, I felt uneasy. Like I was sticking my hand in a crocodile’s mouth.

      “I feel like I’m really close to being able to shift into the Pisces form, at least.” I shivered as a chilly breeze swept in off the lake. Talking, at least, helped me focus on something other than how naked I was. “I got close to managing the Virgo form this morning. Back in the Shade, before you rescued me, I think I was almost able to breathe the water. And when the Slasher…”

      “The serial killer you spoke of?” Douglas turned his head slightly to the side as he spoke, but thankfully, kept his gaze focused away.

      “Yeah, him. He tried to drown me, like I said before. But as we crossed over into Beyond, it felt like I wasn’t drowning at all anymore.”

      “I think you’re right—you are close,” said Douglas. “We only need to break this phobia that your Slasher instilled in you. Fear is holding you back. Tonight, I hope, we can work toward overcoming that. Are you undressed?”

      I stepped out of my slippers. “Yes.”

      “Do you still have the necklace I gave you?”

      I pulled it out of the pocket of my robe. Its glassy blue pendant was heavy and cool in my palm. “Of course.”

      “Put it on, then join me in the water.” His shoulders shifted as he undid the fastenings on his slacks. I made a point of looking away before he took them off completely. “I’ll go in first—and I won’t turn until you’re concealed beneath the surface as well.”

      I put the necklace on like he’d asked. It felt strangely liquid and heavy around my neck as I stepped into the lake’s dark, cold waters. They must have run deep.

      Like Douglas had promised, he didn’t turn around to face me until my entire body was submerged. When he finally looked at me again, a strange glimmer appeared in his eyes.

      “The moonlight becomes you, Annalace. It makes that pretty blonde hair of yours shine like it belongs with the stars themselves.”

      I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say in return. Not thank you. Definitely not that. And I didn’t want to say anything self-deprecating, either. I suspected that would only make him compliment me more.

      This felt like something from one of the paperback romance novels I’d read furtively beneath my blankets at night back on Earth. Naked, in the water, under the moonlight.

      But I hadn’t come here tonight for romance. I’d come here to learn. And anyway—this wasn’t the kind of scene I’d ever particularly liked.

      If Harshing was here, he wouldn’t be complimenting me like this. He’d be focused and stern, only rewarding me for a job well done.

      “Have I said something wrong?” Douglas asked as the silence stretched on.

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head. Why was I even thinking of Harshing at all right now?

      “Come with me.” Beneath the water, Douglas twined his fingers with mine. “We’ll go below together. Don’t panic, Annalace. Remember the necklace. We’re going to dive deep, but with the necklace’s protection, you’ll be able to breathe.”

      I was a little nervous about going under with Douglas. Below the lake’s surface, he might be able to see my body—and maybe even more shockingly, I might be able to see his.

      But as we plunged our heads in, I forced my eyes open and was relieved to see that instead of manly legs or a big, swinging dong, Douglas’ lower half had changed to a long, sea-green tail like a fish’s. His torso and head were still human, but he had thin gills on either side of his neck.

      He’d shifted into the Pisces form: a merman. I tried to shift as well, but it was a lot harder than it had been when I’d worked with Ophelia and Paloma earlier. Nothing came of my efforts. Darn.

      At least I wasn’t panicking. Douglas had used my name to ensure it, which was actually…really kind of him.

      And at least, with the necklace’s help, I found that I really could breathe.

      We swam for what felt like hours, all the way to the ruins that Professor Zephyr had mentioned. They were covered in moss, but that only made them more beautiful. The ruins looked like they’d been an underwater castle once upon a time. I wanted to ask Professor Douglas who had lived here, but when I tried to speak, the sound of my voice was garbled and bubbly.

      The necklace allowed me to breathe underwater—but not, apparently, to speak.

      Whoever had lived here once upon a time was obviously long gone now, anyway. The only creatures I saw as we swam through the ruins were little schools of jewel-toned fish.

      When we reached the deepest part of Lake Umbra, where even the moonlight failed to filter through, Douglas stopped and turned. Darkness swirled beneath us. Thin light simmered all around. My heart raced—with panic? With excitement? I couldn’t tell—as Douglas pulled my hand toward his chest, dragging my body along with it. His other hand moved to my face and he closed his eyes, leaning in like he was going for a kiss.

      Crap. No! The lake was beautiful, and he was kind to show it to me, but I didn’t want to kiss Professor Douglas. This wasn’t right—not at all.

      As I pulled away from him, kicking frantically to put distance between us, another hand caught my free wrist. I glanced up and saw the flick of another long, flowing tail—this one with burnished bronze scales.

      Another mermaid had arrived to interrupt our scene—and just in the nick of time. Or, more accurately, another merman. As he pulled me out of Douglas’ grasp and up toward the surface, I caught a glimpse of thickly muscled washboard abs covered in dark hair—but I couldn’t figure out who they belonged to. My rescuer’s hair was dark, too, but he was above me with his head turned. I couldn’t see his face.

      The only other feature I could discern from my rescuer was the set of tattoos that ran from the base of his neck all the way down his spine.

      Twelve zodiac symbols—all of them. Just like the ones that now marked me.

      He was another Transit, whoever he was. A man born on a Friday the 13th—just like me.

      It wasn’t until we broke the surface and I found myself in his arms, gasping fresh air, that I discovered my savior’s identity.

      “What do you think you were doing down there, Miss Constantine?” Headmaster Harshing snarled at me as his large hands gripped my bony shoulders. “Intimate moments with professors beneath the lake—is that what you think this Academy is for?”

      I froze as I stared at his dripping wet hair and his intense, smoldering eyes. They were dark red again. The color made him look even more furious.

      “I…I didn’t—I wasn’t trying to—” My entire body was stiff and trembling. My mouth didn’t seem capable of making a full sentence.

      I was grateful. And I was ashamed. And most of all, I was afraid.

      “Use your words, girl,” Harshing said coldly. “I know you’re capable of it. Full sentences. Now. Speak.”

      “I didn’t want to kiss him,” I whispered, biting back my fear. “He led me down there. I was trying to get away when you showed up.”

      Harshing stared at me for a long moment. His gaze softened, just a little bit—and then, to my surprise, he pulled me to his chest and held me tight in his arms.

      Suddenly, it was hard to imagine that this was the same man who’d yelled at me about my uniform earlier today.

      It was only when I felt my nipples, stiff from the cold water, press against the thick smattering of wet hair over his warm, firm chest that I remembered I was naked. But even though my body was bare and pressed to his, this didn’t feel sexual.

      It just felt…comforting. In my head, a little voice was screaming, Don’t trust him! He wants you dead!

      But my body felt at ease against his. Completely relaxed.

      “You have my word, Miss Constantine,” Harshing growled through the wet tangle of my hair into the shell of my ear. “I will never allow this to happen again.”

      “Annalace!” Professor Douglas emerged from beneath the lake’s surface, nearly thirty feet away from us. He looked around wildly until his eyes finally fell on Harshing and me—then his lips curled, like the mere sight of us disgusted him.

      Gently, Harshing released me from his arms.

      “Out of the water, Douglas,” he barked. “It appears you and I need to have a little talk.”

      “Things aren’t always as they appear, Harshing.” Douglas glared across the water with narrowed eyes. “Things like the headmaster of a prestigious university embracing a naked student in the water after hours, for example. I think the Board of Regents would be particularly fascinated to hear that account, don’t you?”

      I bit my lip as I treaded water. Crap. Harshing had saved me. He’d held me to comfort me, because I was shivering and scared after what Professor Douglas had just tried to do. I was only naked because I was supposed to be.

      But still. If Professor Douglas’ threat was genuine and he decided to get Harshing in trouble with the board…it would be all my fault.

      “Out,” Harshing called to Douglas again. “Or I’ll throw you out. After that little display beneath the water, you’re in no position to be making threats or accusations. You’ll be lucky if, come morning, you still have a job.”

      “Annalace!” Douglas shouted as his eyes darted back to me. “Do not trust this man. Understand, Annalace, that you have no idea—”

      “Enough.” Harshing raised a hand to the sky. It lit up instantly, crackling with electricity. A bolt shot down onto the lake, striking the spot where Douglas was—or rather, where he’d been.

      Douglas dove down and disappeared just a few seconds before the lightning struck. As soon as the bolt hit the Lake’s surface, water surged up around the point of contact like someone had just dropped a cannonball. It rained down on Harshing and me as it fell back into the lake.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that.” Harshing said as he stared at the place where Douglas had been. “I apologize for not stopping him sooner.”

      His broad shoulders rose and fell as he panted for a moment, then he swam toward the water’s edge.

      As he emerged from the lake, the bronze scales around his waist faded back into his skin. He trudged from the water, just as naked as I was—but very much human again.

      My heart was still beating like a tiny, terrified bunny rabbit’s—but even the intense wave of fear I felt in that moment wasn’t enough to distract me from the sight of him.

      Harshing horrified me. He scared me more than anyone else I’d ever met—even the Slasher. He might have just killed Professor Douglas right in front of me. Douglas certainly didn’t resurface after the lightning strike.

      But he also had a ridiculously athletic, muscular body—and an incredibly good-looking ass.

      “Come out of the water, Miss Constantine.” Harshing called as he crouched down and picked up his clothes. “You’re already trembling. You’ll catch your death if you stay out there all night.”

      I swam forward a few strokes, ever eager to obey his commands—but that little voice in my head was screaming again.

      Do NOT trust him! it shrieked. Stay away from him! He killed poor Professor Douglas—and he’ll kill you too if you do what he says.

      I stopped swimming. My body wanted to be as far from this lake as possible—but that voice of distrust in my head was deafening.

      “Miss Constantine,” Harshing called out again as he dried off with his shirt and stepped back into his boxers and slacks. “You’re disobeying me. I believe I’ve made it clear how I feel about that.”

      “I don’t trust you,” I called back pathetically. My limbs were getting stiff with cold, but my mind was a flurry of accusations. “You’re going to hurt me.”

      “I’m not going to hurt you, Miss Constantine.” The annoyance in his voice was palpable. “You don’t trust me because Professor Douglas instructed you not to. He used your name. He’s played with your mind. But he’s gone now, and my generosity has already been spread thin for you this evening. You are the master of your own body and your own brain.” He turned, bare-chested with a piercing gaze. “If you don’t get out of that water of your own accord, I’ll have to come back in and fetch you—and I can assure you, you have no desire to learn how I might punish you for the inconvenience.”

      I gulped and squeezed my knees together.

      My head was still screaming—but now, my body was busy being overwhelmed by a completely different sensation. I might have been freezing cold, but suddenly, my pussy was throbbing and burning hot.

      He had no idea how much I’d like to know what kind of punishment he thought I deserved.

      The mix of those two feelings—horny Lace and paranoid Lace—finally pulled me out of my indecision. Even if I didn’t trust him…I absolutely couldn’t risk winding up over his knee right now. Not when I was this tired, and this cold, and this completely confused.

      “Come here,” Harshing ordered, turning away as I emerged from the lake.

      I clutched my arms around my nude body as I shivered. But I obeyed. The grass squelched beneath my toes as I moved forward.

      What could he possibly want now?

      “I forbid you to have any more instruction from Professor Douglas, Miss Constantine. Public or private. Should he return to the Academy, it’s likely he’ll attempt to contact you. You are not to engage. I may not have your name to command you with, but I expect to be obeyed on this matter—or I’ll have to resort to other, more unseemly measures to assure your safety. Are we clear?”

      Other measures? I hugged myself tighter. Even without my trust, Harshing was stern and domineering and terrifying enough that he hardly needed my name—or anything else—to guarantee my obedience.

      “I understand.” I still didn’t know why Douglas had tried to kiss me—but I knew that it had felt wrong. Wrong enough that I didn’t want to find myself in that position ever again.

      No! the increasingly grating voice in my head yelped. You can trust Douglas! He only wanted to kiss you to keep you safe!

      But I was beginning to suspect that little voice was a liar—and a manipulative asshole, too.

      “Good.” Without turning, Harshing held his arm out. His white shirt was still clenched in his fist. “Here. Take this, dry off, get dressed and go to bed. You’ve had a long night. I’ll deal with Douglas from this point forward. You need to rest.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I took the shirt. It was a little damp, but as I brought it to my nose, I found Harshing’s scent all over it. Moss. Cedar. Lily. Him.

      Immediately, Harshing’s shoulders tensed.

      “Did you just thank me, Miss Constantine? Have you forgotten what that means?”

      “No,” I said defiantly as I wrapped his shirt around my bony shoulders. “I haven’t forgotten. But I mean it anyway.”

      I did.

      Slowly, Harshing turned his head over his shoulder to look at me. Without even thinking about it, I lowered my arms to my sides, concealing nothing. Every inch of my body blossomed to heat as his gaze swept up and down my frame with a careful, measured caress.

      Then, without another word, he walked away.
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      Professor Blackford’s office was in the basement of Aqua Hall. I had to stop three different Brownies for directions to get there, each of them named something even dumber than the last—Trilly, Klonkin, Muckett. Ugh.

      But eventually, I found the place. His name was embossed onto a silver plaque on the door:

      
        
        Professor Dayne Blackford

        Scorpio Studies & Dueling Instructor

      

      

      I knocked twice on the door and waited.

      And waited.

      And waited some more.

      I’d hauled ass all the way down here because Blackford had told me to. Did he really not have the decency to answer?

      But just as I was considering taking off and ignoring this whole detention thing altogether, the door swung open.

      “Blakely,” Blackford greeted me. He stepped aside and held out an arm. “Get in here, then.”

      “You kept me waiting. Kind of rude, to schedule detention with someone and then forget about it.”

      “Oh, I didn’t forget. Consider it the first lesson of tonight’s punishment: patience.” He gestured to the wooden chair in front of his desk, then moved to sit in the leather chair across from it.

      “I’ve got plenty of patience.” I plunked myself down onto the wooden chair, feeling petulant. “Entire metric assloads of it.”

      “And you’re currently testing mine.”

      Blackford sat in his chair, opened one of his desk drawers, and pulled out the paper with all the smutty comics on it. He slapped it down on the desk between us, then turned it around toward me so I could watch animated-Blackford railing animated-Heather with his animated cock again.

      It was just as annoying to watch the second time around—but I still had to admit, whoever had drawn it had gotten our likenesses down perfectly.

      “I know you didn’t draw this,” Blackford informed me. “What I’m wondering is why you told me you did.”

      He was right, of course. I’d seen the knowledge in his eyes when he’d first issued this stupid detention session. It wasn’t like I’d hidden my sarcasm during my confession.

      But now that I was here, sitting on my little wooden chair while he loomed in his big leather one…

      I had no reason to protect the true artist of the comic. I didn’t even know who they were. When I’d “lied” to him, I hadn’t even been serious—and he knew that! People here in Beyond might have taken words far too seriously, but I knew Blackford was aware of how sarcasm worked.

      The problem was, now it felt like Blackford was lording my snippy little half-lie over me.

      If I admitted to the truth now, it felt like I’d lose something. Like he’d win.

      “Oh, no. It was me,” I assured him as a chronic impulse to stick it to authority took hold of the dials of my mind and turned them all to their fuck you settings. “You know, I just really feel like drawing magically animated porn of myself and my professors unlocks this whole world of creativity for me. It’s such an underappreciated art form. Have you seen this linework?” Enthusiastically, I tapped the drawing of me spreading my legs while Blackford attended to my slit with long, luxurious licks. “It’s impeccable!”

      “It is,” Blackford agreed amicably. How frustrating—I’d sort of been hoping to piss him off. Instead, he reached into his desk drawer again. This time, he pulled out a pad of paper, a bottle of ink and a silver-nibbed fountain pen. Again, he slid them toward me.

      “What do you want me to do with those?” I asked—but already, my heart had dropped down into my stomach. I knew the answer.

      Blackford linked his fingers together behind his head and leaned back in his chair, staring at me expectantly. “Draw it again.”

      “Why?” I asked with a scowl. I formed every letter of the word carefully with my lips. For additional fuck you-itude, of course.

      “As you said, Blakely. It’s fine work—and such a flattering depiction of me, to boot. I’d hate to commandeer your only copy permanently. No, I think I need my own.” He nodded to a bare space on his office’s wallpaper, between a framed copy of his degree from the Academy and a picture frame of a group of grinning, boisterous-looking men. “I’ll frame it, I think. Hang it there on the wall. Really showcase your skills.”

      “So you can jerk off your pathetic cock to it beneath your desk in between bottles of whiskey, you mean,” I grumbled. I was fully aware that he was trying to make a point. I just wasn’t feeling in the particular mood to entertain it.

      “Pathetic?” Blackford arched an eyebrow, then lowered his eyes to the original drawing again. “I think if you’ll take a closer look at your own work, you’ll find that my cock is quite impressive indeed.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Animated-Blackford’s cock was thick and impressively veiny. As my gaze passed over the drawing of animated-Heather licking it hungrily, the way the cock throbbed was actually…kind of mesmerizing.

      “Okay,” I said as I continued to stare at the moving pictures on the page. “So, you want me to draw it again.”

      “Yes,” Blackford agreed. “I want you to draw it again.”

      “While you watch?”

      “While I watch,” he confirmed. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll learn something.”

      I met his dark silver eyes, then looked to the drawings. Then, to the blank page before me. And finally, to his ever-watching eyes again.

      Oh, what an insufferable prick.

      I reached for the pen, scowling. He was about to learn something, all right.

      I couldn’t draw.

      But the time to back out of this had long since passed. I’d already dug myself into this hole. The rational thing to do, of course, was to at least stop digging.

      I poked the tip of my tongue into the corner of my lips and touched the pen to the paper instead.

      Quitting wasn’t really my style.

      Time to try to dig my way back out.

      The next hour was one of the most mortifying of my life. I tried to replicate the drawings. I really did. I forced passion into my penmanship as I attempted to replicate the passion with which Blackford was forcing his cock into me on the page. I sketched and scratched and outlined with finesse. With flair. I drew every vein of Blackford’s dick in excruciating detail. I inked every droplet of his seed and every short-and-curly on his balls with a little flourish of confidence, just so he knew he hadn’t rattled me. That he hadn’t won.

      And as I sat back to admire the end result…

      “What is this?” Blackford asked, picking up my artwork and squinting at it.

      “That’s us fucking. Just like you requested,” I said. “Obviously.”

      “Looks like a deformed donkey melting into a slutty rutabaga to me.” Blackford shook his head with disappointment. “No. Sorry, Blakely. This won’t do.”

      He tore the page out of the sketchbook. I hoped he’d crumple it up and throw it in the trash—partly so I could lay into him about destroying my art, partly so I just wouldn’t have to look at it anymore. He wasn’t wrong—donkey meets slutty rutabaga was right on the money.

      But instead, to my horror, he swiveled around and pinned it up on the wall behind him. Then, he turned back to me and shoved the sketchbook my way once more.

      “Do it again,” he commanded. “And do it right this time.”

      I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to pick up the sketchbook and bash his stupid, handsome face in with it.

      I wanted, more than anything, to turn back time and avoid getting myself into this situation in the first place. It was my own damn fault—which I supposed was the entire purpose of this lesson.

      But instead, I picked up the pen once more.

      Time to get to work.

      If the first hour had been mortifying, the next one nearly killed me. I kept glancing back at the original drawing for reference, but it was useless. My version wouldn’t even animate.

      Worse, staring at the images of Blackford fucking me for so long was beginning to put…certain thoughts into my head. And between my legs, for that matter.

      I was so, so fucked.

      Animated-Heather seemed to be enjoying herself, at least. In one of the drawings—missionary position, with Blackford sucking on my perky nipples while he hilted himself in my cunt—my ink-black caricature was getting dicked down so hard that her eyes went crossed with every thrust.

      It kind of made a girl wonder…

      What was the real Blackford like in bed?

      I licked my lips and clenched my thighs together. Beneath my skirt, a warm, slick sensation was already flowing between my folds.

      I’d never actually had sex before. When you were traveling alone out on the road, going to bed with a stranger was a stupid, dangerous thing to do. You had to trust someone before you fucked them—trust them enough not to go taking the condom off mid-bang, and trust them enough not to steal all your shit while you slept, too.

      I’d never stuck around in one place for long enough to meet anyone like that. No, my silver-eyed drifter had made sure I understood, with absolute clarity, what kinds of horrible things might happen to a lone woman who got horny enough to let her guard down.

      It was kind of weird, actually. Sometimes, Blackford reminded me of the man who’d hammered all of his safety precautions into my thick skull. The silver eyes were similar—but it was the way he carried himself, too. Like he lived completely fearlessly. Like there was nothing that could come across his path that he couldn’t kick the hell out of and leave begging for both mercy and forgiveness in a single, ragged breath.

      Daringly, I shifted my gaze across the desk to Blackford’s torso. His rumpled white button-down would’ve looked sloppy on anyone else, but Blackford’s abs were clearly shredded beneath the fabric’s wrinkles and irregular folds. He wore it like a badge of honor: I don’t need an ironing board to make you respect me.

      And maybe I did respect him. I hated him, too—but you didn’t have to like someone to respect the way they did business. He was stubborn and arrogant and teeth-grindingly annoying, sure.

      But I was kind of stubborn and arrogant and annoying, too.

      I let my gaze inch a little lower, to the leather of his belt and the folds of his slacks. He had one leg crossed over the other, with his ankle resting on the opposite knee. Cocky—and showing off his cock, all at once. I could just about make out the outline of it through his slacks.

      Either he was rock hard from watching me suffer—entirely possible for an obvious sadist like him—or his dick was huge, even when it was soft.

      I tried to return my focus to my drawing, but it already looked even worse than the first one had, and I was way too distracted for that.

      Instead, I let my eyes wander to Blackford again. I focused on the shiny silver buttons of his shirt. I imagined the way they’d pop off and ricochet around the room if I tore the shirt off of him. In the drawings, Blackford had thick, dark chest hair. Masculine. Deliciously manly. I squeezed my legs together even tighter as I imagined running my fingers through it while I straddled him, moving my hands up the mounds of his muscles to the dark stubble on his thick, veiny neck while I sank my teeth into his full, smirking lower lip and—

      “Something on your mind, Blakely?”

      I blinked as my mind snapped back to reality. My gaze flicked up from his mouth to his silver eyes, which were staring me down expectantly.

      Fuck. How long had I been staring at him for? How long had I been staring at his mouth?

      Most importantly of all…how long had he been watching me drool over him before he’d bothered to say something?

      “Um,” I said. Eloquently.

      “Right.” Blackford leaned forward and reached across the desk for my drawing. “You’ve been doodling the same circle for about ten minutes now. I take it that means you’re done.”

      I could feel the color drain from my face as he assessed my second drawing. I didn’t even need to see it to know that it was bad.

      He let out a small snort of laughter, then pursed his lips together and shook his head.

      “Another unacceptable piece of work, I’m afraid.” He turned to pin the second drawing up on the wall behind him, right next to the first. “I’m going to leave these here for you. Seeing our failures in clear view has a way of reminding us how far we’ve come when we succeed.”

      Maybe I was still too hot under the collar from imagining having my wicked way with him—but I was pretty sure he put an unnecessary emphasis on one of those words. Come.

      “Guess the artistic juices just weren’t flowing tonight, huh?” He rose from his chair and held an arm out as he moved to the door, ushering me out. Juices. Flowing. Okay, yeah—he was definitely doing this on purpose. “Maybe you’ll hit your stride tomorrow night. I’m sure you’re very impressive when you find the right rhythm.”

      “Tomorrow night?” I finally found my words again as I rose from my chair. My ass was aching and sore from sitting on the hard wood for so long. As I walked toward him, I could practically feel my honey dripping down my thigh. “You’re making me do this again?”

      “Of course. Unless there’s some reason that you don’t think you should?” He tilted his head to the side, like he was assessing me for something. Shame, maybe. Or a willingness to roll over and accept defeat. “It’s all right to admit that you’re in over your head, you know.”

      I hunched my shoulders and kept my head down as I trudged toward the door. My fingers were stiff from trying to draw for so long. One hand was smudged with ink. “No thanks. I’ll bring my best shovel.”

      At this point, I’d dug myself so deep that I might as well start praying for a cave-in.

      I passed Blackford on my way out the door, but he stuck an arm out, stopping me in my tracks.

      “And Blakely?”

      I forced myself to look up at him. He held my gaze for a moment, then leaned in close enough that his stubble scratched against my ear.

      “Wear some knickers next time,” he growled. “I can smell how wet your cunt is from here.”

      That did it. I clenched my jaw, clenched my fists, and shoved my way past him. I had a dozen names for him on the tip of my tongue, and every single one of them was ruder and filthier than the last.

      Wear some knickers next time—what an absolute bastard.

      But as I headed up the stairs, I took a breath and caught my own scent—salty and musky and sweet. I knew he hadn’t lied.

      The thing was…I was wearing panties.

      They were just soaked through.
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      I was awakened on Thursday morning by the sandpapery sensation of Somerville licking the tip of my nose. I didn’t know how he’d evaded Master Cockburn’s ever-watchful gaze, but I guessed he was my wake-up call.

      I’d fallen asleep in the library again. After all the time I’d spent on my mattress in captivity, I guessed I could fall asleep anywhere now—including on top of my grimoire. Its pages crinkled as I peeled my face off of them and petted Somerville’s head.

      “Good boy,” I mumbled sleepily, blinking as I scanned over the notes that had filled in last night.

      I’d finally made a breakthrough in the name situation—just, not a reassuring one.

      A name can be returned to its owner by those who hold it, either willingly or through clever trickery, thus allowing the victim to regain power and control, my notes read.

      That wasn’t really helpful—I was pretty sure Romin and Douglas weren’t interested in willingly, and they were probably on high alert for any trickery we had up our sleeves.

      Similarly, if the holder of a name is killed, all names they held are entrusted to the individual that strikes the death blow. Should the holder die of natural causes, all names are returned to their original owners.

      So, we’d have to either kill Romin and Douglas…or wait for them to die and hope that no one else killed them first. Heather would probably go for that, but neither felt like a particularly strong option to me.

      I flipped to my schedule section to check out what fresh hell I was in for today.

      
        
        Thursday

        “In darkness be prepared to shine,

        Switch up your sleep and enjoy the wine.”

      

      

      I hadn’t forgotten how on-point Monday’s couplet had been. In hindsight, Tuesday’s had warned me about staying on my toes—apt for our annoying Elegance & Grace lessons—and Wednesday’s had mentioned something about minding my glass. I loved a good riddle, but even I was beginning to wish that the grimoire’s poetic predictions for the day were a little less obtuse.

      Couldn’t they just have said learn to walk in heels and stay the fuck away from Romin instead?

      Today’s predictions seemed like good ones, at least. I had no idea what switch up your sleep meant, but after the week I’d been having, doing a little shining couldn’t hurt.

      Neither could some wine.

      I checked the clock over Cockburn’s desk and put my grimoire back in my bag, then tucked Somerville beneath my arm. I’d slept through breakfast again, but my classes today were Summoning with Professor Zephyr, Blessings & Curses with the Professors Tomás, and Apothecary with Professor Winterbottom. I finally even had my one-on-one session with Professor Zephyr tonight.

      All of it seemed like practical magic—things that I could study carefully and perfect once I wasn’t wasting my independent study time on getting my name back.

      Maybe I really would shine today—and as for wine, I knew I’d enjoy it a lot more if I was allowed to actually drink it instead of being forced to dump it over my head.

      Today, I decided, was going to be a good day.

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      “How was your lesson with Douglas last night?” I whispered to Lace as we focused on the little white chalk circle marked on the table in front of us. Within its bounds, we were supposed to be willing a teaspoon into existence.

      “Um. Not good,” Lace admitted with a wince. “He took me to the ruins beneath the lake and tried to…well. Kiss me.”

      “Ugh.” Heather recoiled, making a face. “Seriously?”

      “I didn’t want to,” Lace assured us. “I wasn’t asking for it or anything.”

      “We know you weren’t.” I frowned. None of us had been asking for any of the crap that had been heaped on us so far.

      Lace straightened slightly. “You do?”

      “He’s a professor, Lace. He’s supposed to be training you, not courting you. He has influence over your class rankings, and your Augury grades, and he has your name,” Heather said, scowling at the circle.

      “He should’ve known better,” I agreed. “Harshing said professors aren’t supposed to have romantic relationships with students. Trying to kiss you was just…it’s wrong.”

      “Harshing says he’s been messing with my head, too.” Lace’s shoulders slumped. “It sucks. It’s like my body knows that it can’t trust Douglas, but things won’t quite click into place in my brain.”

      “I mean…we don’t trust Harshing either, do we?” I reminded her. “Mr. Take Care of Them?”

      “Douglas told me not to trust him, which means…maybe we should? I don’t know. My intuition is just…completely shot.” Lace hung her head and sighed. “But Harshing did come to my rescue last night. He stopped Douglas from kissing me, and blasted him with lightning, too.” She glanced around, then lowered her voice to a whisper. “I think it might have killed him.”

      “Seriously? He killed a professor right in front of you?” Heather’s eyes widened. She sounded impressed.

      “Douglas didn’t resurface after.” Lace shrugged. “But Harshing didn’t sound certain that he was gone for good.”

      “At least that means we won’t be having any more stupid Augury classes for a while. Maybe he’ll off Blackford next,” Heather said wistfully, resting her cheek on her hand.

      “Detention was that bad, huh?” I arched a brow, and Heather snorted.

      “Oh, no. It was a blast.” Heather rolled her eyes. “So much fun that I’m going back for more tonight.”

      I let out a breath and focused harder on the circle. If I could figure out summoning now, I wouldn’t have to practice it later—and from the sounds of things, Lace was the only one who would be free for Project Get Our Freaking Names Back tonight.

      I imagined the weight of a teaspoon, the curve of its silver handle—a drop of coffee, sticky with sugar, dried in the curve of the bowl…

      With a tiny pop! and an even tinier clink!, a teaspoon, just as I’d envisioned it, clattered onto the table inside the circle.

      “Well done, Miss Hargrave.” Zephyr leaned over me to pick up the teaspoon. She inspected it carefully, shrugged, then dropped it into her coffee mug. “Have twenty points. If you bring that kind of focus to our lesson later, I think we’ll have a most productive night.”

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      I had just as much success in Blessings & Curses as I had in Summoning. The Professors Tomás were a pair of Gemini twins—one man, one woman. Professor Hugo was in the blessings business, while Professor Victoria handled the curses. Heather, Lace, and I all walked away with a protection charm to hang on our bedposts and a bundle of herbs that Professor Victoria called an ill-wish tucked safely in a little black velvet bag. We each earned twenty more points to boot. Even better, we were the only ones who’d succeeded at either spell in the entire class.

      Apothecary went well too, even though, with Cordelia sitting at our table, we couldn’t talk as freely as I might’ve liked. We learned the names of several mushrooms and how to identify them from each other in the wild.

      “Careful with those,” Professor Winterbottom warned as Heather picked up a little red mushroom out of the pile we were sorting through. “That’s a Devil’s Thumbprint. It’s identical in looks, scent, and even taste—like chili pepper—to the one you’re looking for. But while the Temptress Tears are white inside and produce a sensation of acute heartbreak, the Devil’s Thumbprint—” Winterbottom took the mushroom from Heather and snapped it in half, revealing a pitch-black interior— “causes a completely silent but excruciatingly painful death when consumed.”

      “Got it,” Heather said with a nod. From the dark glimmer in her eyes as Winterbottom placed the mushroom aside, I could tell that she was considering the various uses of both mushrooms—Devil’s Thumbprint and Temptress Tears alike.

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      I entered the Astrolabe that night feeling like I was riding a small academic high. For the first time since we’d arrived at the Academy, I’d done well in my classes. Not only had I managed not to lose points—I’d actually gained some.

      I looked to the rankings board with pride.

      
        
        Freshmen

        ♑︎ Cybele Armand - 80

        ♈︎ Scarlett Kenyatta - 70

        ♉︎ Tara Southerland - 50

        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave - 40

        ♐︎ Yvette Von Brandt - 20

        ♏︎ Heather Blakely - 20

        ♓︎ Annalace Constantine - 20

        ♊︎ Iris & Irene Ilmarinen - 10

        ♎︎ Paloma Nalini - 10

        ♋︎ Cordelia Whitney - 0

        ♌︎ Kiara Leone - 0

      

      

      We weren’t on the bottom of the pile anymore. Just like we’d planned initially, Heather, Lace, and I were all safely in the middle of the pack.

      As I separated from Lace and Heather, I realized I wasn’t even dreading tending to Ajax’s and Achilles’ dinner demands tonight. Yes, they were annoying—and yes, they did spend most of the meal hitting on me—but nothing could ruin my mood right now. Not even two needy twins.

      They smiled at me as I approached. They were already rubbing their hands together with glee over whatever they had in store for me this evening.

      “Panties! Come here.”

      Romin’s voice rang out across the Astrolabe from the Ignis table. Instinctively, I stopped and prepared to turn around to see what he wanted now—but then I realized that he hadn’t actually used my name.

      Unfortunately, that also meant that I was beginning to actually answer to Panties, but that was a problem for another time.

      “Leave her be, Castillo,” Ajax called back to him. “She’s our serving girl. You’ve got plenty of your own.”

      “I don’t think I’ve made myself clear.” Romin cleared his throat, and I stiffened. I knew what was coming next. “Aisling Hargrave, bring your pert little ass over here.”

      I gritted my teeth as my body whirled around to face him. My legs carried me over to the place where Romin sat at the center of the Fire House table, even though every other part of me was desperate to go literally anywhere else.

      “Here it is, then.” I said, gesturing behind myself with annoyance as I came to stand in front of Romin. “Where do you want me to put it?”

      “I can think of a lot of places,” Romin said, arching a brow. “But I wasn’t speaking literally, Panties.” He gestured to his empty wine glass while Kiara stood behind him, seething. “You’ve seen the class rankings. Kiara desperately needs to go study. So, I’m thinking—and hear me out on this—that you ought to serve me tonight instead.”

      “There are other fire sign freshmen,” I pointed out, nodding to Scarlett and Yvette. “Why don’t you let one of them take over? I’m not interested in being your waitress.”

      “But you’re so good at it,” Romin insisted. “So obedient. And you’re already a water-bearer…why not a wine bearer as well?” He turned to Kiara. “You can go. Hit the books—you need the extra study time.”

      Water-bearer. Little water-bearer. My fingers curled into fists as Kiara managed to glare at me all the way out the door. Would that moniker never leave me? The Slasher had used it to taunt me for so long—and now, it was among the various names that Romin could torture me with. Including, but not limited to, my own.

      “Pour my wine, Aisling.” Romin gestured to his cup again, ordering me just like he had last night—only this time, he had an audience.

      I felt like every student in the Astrolabe was watching me as I stepped forward and picked up the wine carafe.

      Now, it was going to be abundantly clear to all of them that Romin could control me. That he had my name.

      “Would you like some?” he asked, faux polite, after I’d filled his glass. “Answer honestly, Aisling. I won’t tolerate any filthy lies from that dirty mouth of yours.”

      “Of course I do,” I growled through my teeth. I wanted to drain his glass dry before he even got a chance to take a sip. I wanted to guzzle down the entire pitcher, just to deny him a single, measly drop. “Anyone would need a drink after dealing with you.”

      “Hmm. I don’t know.” Romin stroked his chiseled jawline as I stepped back. “You were so clumsy with your own wine yesterday…maybe you’re not ready for a big girl glass yet. Maybe you need a little help.” He twitched his finger, beckoning me forward. “Come here, Aisling. Don’t step away from me again.”

      I gritted my teeth and tried to fight it—but the pull of my name on his lips was too strong to deny. I stepped up to the edge of the table, already dreading what might come next.

      “Good girl.” Romin rose from his chair with his goblet in hand. “Now, Aisling—tilt your head back and open your mouth.”

      My lips parted like they’d been pried open by unseen fingers. My head angled back, tilted by some invisible hand.

      Romin closed his eyes and made a big show of taking a drink from his goblet. He knew exactly how good he looked doing it. Haughty and casually luxurious, like a dark prince taking unholy communion.

      Then, he leaned forward, positioning his lips just over mine, and let the wine trickle from his mouth into my own.

      “There you go.” He pulled back, smirking wickedly. “That should satiate your thirst.”

      I closed my lips and held the wine in my mouth, silently fuming.

      If that was how he wanted to play, then he was about to find out that his little game had consequences.

      I puckered up and spat the wine right back at him, splattering it all over his stupid, leering face.

      “And that should satiate yours.”

      A few of the other fire signs snickered in response. I expected Romin to scowl with indignation. To lose his temper and rage and bellow and snarl.

      Instead, he simply licked his lips and wiped his hand down his face.

      “Bad girl,” he whispered, shaking his head. “You need to be taught some manners. When I share my wine with you, I expect you to be grateful for the honor.” His eyes dropped to the floor, then trailed up my body until he met my gaze once more. “On your knees, Aisling. Let’s try this again.”

      My heart raced as I struggled to fight his command yet again, but it was useless. As I dropped to my knees, my chest rose and fell heavily with every hot breath I exhaled through my nose.

      The entire Astrolabe went silent as Romin rounded the table and moved behind me. He ran a hand up my throat and turned my face up toward him, forcing me to watch him as he took another sip of wine. Slowly, he dragged his thumb from my jaw to my lower lip, pressing down on my bottom row of teeth to pry my mouth open.

      He passed the wine onto my tongue again. This time, his lips brushed against mine in a ghost of a kiss.

      “Now swallow, Aisling,” he purred down at me before I could spit it back at him. “Go on. Drink up.”

      The fire signs roared with laughter as my lips twisted shut. Painfully, I swallowed the wine as I stared up at Romin, my eyes full of hate.

      “There. Was that so hard?” Romin released my jaw and patted my head patronizingly. He laughed, then turned away. “This will get easier when you finally learn to stop fighting me. You need to realize that, Panties. I always get my way in the end.”

      The other fire signs were still laughing as Romin took his seat again. He smiled at me—far too handsome and far too pleased with himself all at once.

      “Now that we’ve all wetted our whistles,” he said, lips moving deliberately to draw attention to his mouth as he lifted his fork, “Stand up, Aisling. Let’s start with the first course. I think this is going to be fun.”

      My chest was full of fire as I picked myself up off the floor.

      My grimoire couplet had obviously been fucking with me this morning.

      Enjoy the wine, my ass.
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            LACE

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s a chocolate on my bed,” I said, frowning as I held a squirming Milkshake in my arms. Chocolate wasn’t good for cats—but apparently, no one had ever warned Milkshake of that. The silly white cat was practically throwing herself out of my arms, trying to get at it.

      “There’s one on mine, too.” Heather grabbed Banshee by the scruff of his neck and hauled him away from the matching truffle resting on the foot of her bed. “Must be full of catnip. Banshee’s going mad for it.”

      “Why is there a chocolate on the foot of my bed?” I clutched Milkshake a little tighter. Her blue eyes were locked on it like it was a mouse she was desperate to catch. “Stop, Milkshake, it’s not for you!”

      “Maybe the Brownies left them when they came in for turn-down service?” Heather hunched over and reached behind her head as Banshee clawed his way up onto her back. “Like a complimentary snack. Everyone’s got one. See?”

      I glanced up and down the rows of beds. It was true—there was a single dark chocolate truffle dusted lightly with red powder on every mattress as the other girls walked around Red Dwarf Cottage, showering and getting dressed for the evening. Weird.

      “Do you think they’re safe to eat?” I asked, shuffling Milkshake beneath my armpit so I could reach down and pick my truffle up. I lifted it up to my nose to sniff—which only made Milkshake go even crazier. I caught the scent of cinnamon, nutmeg, dark cocoa, and just a hint of chili powder. Just smelling it made my stomach burn.

      I placed the chocolate back down where I’d found it. It didn’t seem like a good idea to take a bite.

      “Dunno. I’m more worried about Ash right now.” Heather glanced toward the door. “Romin was giving her shit for all of dinner, and if she’s not back soon—”

      The door swung open, cutting Heather off. Ash came in through it with Somerville, looking positively furious—followed by Kiara, who looked even more enraged.

      “You are such an incorrigible slut!” Kiara shrieked after Ash. She carried a half-full wine glass in her hand. “Can’t find a man of your own so you have to make a pathetic attempt to try and steal someone else’s?”

      I sighed as my face twisted with annoyance. Great.

      As if being forced to obey Romin’s commands all night wasn’t humiliating enough, now his betrothed had decided that this was somehow Ash’s fault.

      I’d known a lot of girls like Kiara back on Earth. My father’s country club had been teeming with them. They were mean. They were rude and entitled. And they were always looking to blame another woman for their problems, when they really should have been screaming their curses at their men instead.

      “If I wanted to steal your man, I’d already have him.” Ash rushed after Somerville, catching him mid-leap as he jumped up to go after her bed-chocolate too. “Learn to read a room, Kiara. I’m not interested. He’s all yours.”

      “You say that, but you don’t mean it. You’ve got the hots for him, and you just can’t admit it.” Kiara stopped behind Ash. Just as Ash turned to address her, Kiara splashed the wine from her pilfered goblet toward Ash’s face. “There. Maybe that will cool you off.”

      My hand shot out toward the wine, moving on pure instinct. Wine was liquid, after all. There must have been some water in it.

      I stopped it the second before it hit Ash’s face.

      Kiara’s jaw dropped as she stared at the wine. It took her a full second to realize what had happened—but when she did, she turned her fury on me.

      “How dare you? This doesn’t concern you…” Her lips twisted as she searched for an insult. “Fish-breath.”

      Heather snorted. “Gosh, Kiara. Wherever do you come up with such zingers like that? Your daddy send you here with a book of them or something?”

      “Oh, go fuck Professor Blackford about it,” Kiara snapped at Heather.

      Something inside me snapped just then, too. Kiara was a bully. I hadn’t heard her say a single nice word to anyone since I’d met her. She walked around like she owned this school—except that she didn’t. Even I had more points than her now—and I couldn’t even shift.

      Gently, I lowered Milkshake to the floor.

      The wine was still hovering in front of Ash’s face. The liquid had formed into little, wobbly spheres that floated, suspended in the air in front of my hand.

      I twisted my lips and flicked my fingers toward Kiara’s shoes, cutting my connection to the wine as it fell to the floor—where it hit the stone tile and splashed onto Kiara’s feet.

      “I think,” I said in the stunned silence that followed, “that you should be nicer to people.”

      “You little—”

      “Because the next time you talk to someone like that,” I continued, keeping my voice level, “the wine is going on your face instead. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Just tell your friend to stay the fuck away from my betrothed,” Kiara snapped, turning away.

      “I’d love to,” Ash said back to her. “Just tell him to stay the fuck away from me first.”

      Kiara’s quickly reneged on her retreat. She whirled back around, snarling as she threw herself at Ash, reaching for her throat.

      Heather caught her before she could grab hold of anything. To my relief, Scarlett and Paloma came over to help Heather haul Kiara away from Ash.

      “I’ll kill you!” Kiara screamed, kicking and thrashing as she was dragged back. “I’ll slit your skinny throat while you sleep! All three of you are dead!”

      Heather laughed. “Oh, please. We’re very hard to kill—and you’re assuming we wouldn’t snuff you out first.”

      “The Pisces is right. That’s not very nice at all, Kiara,” Scarlett said coldly. “You haven’t been nice to anyone since we got here—and frankly, I’m sick of it.”

      “So am I,” Paloma said. Her voice was normally so tiny, but she spoke with a surprising amount of force and confidence now. “I know you’ve been calling me mousy—and Scarlett knows you’ve been telling people her head’s full of hot air and nothing else.”

      “You’ve been telling people that we sleep together,” Iris added from across the room. She nodded to Irene. “It’s disgusting.”

      “And now,” said Irene, “the first time that someone actually stands up to you, you threaten to kill them? How are any of us supposed to trust you now?”

      “Do you think we just let everyone treat us like that, or that you’re so special that you’re the exception?” Scarlett asked. “Because you’re not. Go take a cold shower. I think you’re the one who needs to cool down.”

      Kiara stopped fighting the hold that Heather, Paloma, and Scarlett had on her, but her face was still twisted with pure hate. As they released her, she straightened her sweater, flicked her hair, and stormed off toward the showers.

      I doubted that this was anything close to the end of Kiara’s bad behavior—but at least, for once, it looked like she’d been put in her place.

      I closed my eyes and let out a breath.

      “We’re going to spend all night lying awake, wondering if she’s going to kill us or not.” I looked at my bed forlornly, then back at Heather and Ash. “Her bed’s right there next to ours. I guess we should probably sleep in shifts?”

      “You don’t have to,” said Scarlett. “We’ll switch with you. My bed’s all the way over on the other side of the cottage.”

      “So is mine,” said Paloma.

      “Mine too,” added Iris. “I don’t mind switching.”

      “You realize she’s going to be just as pissed at you as she is with us now, right?” Heather pointed out.

      “We don’t care,” said Scarlett, tying her long black hair into a ribbon at the crown of her head. “Kiara’s father is in the middle of trying to make a big alliance at court.”

      “Thus, her little betrothal to Romin,” said Iris. She swept her dark pink hair over her shoulder and sat down on Ash’s bed, picking up the chocolate and examining it. “Can I have this? Mine’s still over on my bed—and I’m starving. Without you around tonight, the twins were terrors to us. Barely had time to eat.”

      Ash shrugged and Iris bit in.

      “Our families hold sway at court,” Paloma explained as Iris busied herself with the chocolate. She wound a blonde curl around her finger as she spoke. “Kiara’s in no position to be killing anyone right now—nor is Romin, for that matter. Their parents are trying to build powerful connections across all the Houses—and they can’t do that if everyone’s furious with their kids for killing everyone else’s this year.”

      “So,” said Scarlett, “do you wanna move our stuff around? Believe us—we’re in much less danger than you are.”

      Heather, Ash, and I all looked between each other, then we each shrugged.

      I guessed we were switching beds.

      Luckily, the cats had calmed down. Once we’d gotten our trunks over to our new sleeping arrangements, they seemed to have lost all interest in the chocolates, which was a relief.

      When I picked up the one on Paloma’s bed, my stomach didn’t burn when I sniffed it anymore. Must’ve just been indigestion from dinner or something.

      When I bit into it, its flavor was just as dark cocoay and spicy as it smelled.

      As we prepared to go to our evening activities—Ash to her lesson with Zephyr, Heather to detention, and me to the library—Cybele’s green waves appeared next to us.

      Her bed was now the closest one to ours.

      “Huh. You three don’t normally sleep here,” Cybele said as she sat down on the bed next to Heather’s. “That’s…new.”

      “Where’ve you been?” Ash asked Cybele. “You missed out on all the thrilling action.”

      “Just, ah…places. You know how it is.” Cybele glanced around the cottage. The air still felt tense, like a guitar string strung too tight. “What’d I miss?”

      “Kiara had a temper tantrum.” Heather nodded to the chocolate on Cybele’s bed. “Nothing new. Have a truffle.”

      Cybele arched an eyebrow, picked up her chocolate, and bit in.

      “Huh,” Cybele said after she’d chewed a couple of times. “Spicy.”

      Heather grabbed her bag and headed for the door. “Let’s just hope this is as spicy as Dead Week gets from here on out.”

      “I wouldn’t mind things being bland for a while after this, yeah,” Ash agreed. She looked over her shoulder at me as she followed Heather out. “Let us know about anything you find in the library, okay?”

      I nodded. “You’ll be the first to hear about it.”

      “What’s in the library?” Cybele asked.

      “Um.” I looked to Milkshake, who stared back at me, frozen mid-lick with her tongue against her paw. Did we trust Cybele? Heather seemed to like her, but she was a member of the Pack. During dinner, she sat with the other Capricorns at the Terra House table. I’d barely even talked to her so far. “We’re just doing research for Professor Antigone’s essay. We’ve got most of it together already, but we’re not sure if there’s…you know. A catch, I guess?”

      Heather had said we ought to ask Cybele what she was planning for her essay, after all. This seemed like as good of a time as any.

      Cybele laughed. Normally, she seemed so serious, it was a strangely pretty sound.

      “Antigone is good people—and I don’t say that about a lot of the boot-lickers around here. She’s my major professor—and she’s not interested in playing games with anyone. I’m pretty sure she’s just trying to encourage critical thinking in us.” Cybele smirked as Kiara walked past us from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel and huffing up an indignant storm. “Some of us could definitely use it.”

      “Thanks.” I gave her a smile, then grabbed my bag. “I’m going to head to the library. Do you…want to come?”

      “No, but it’s sweet of you to offer. I’m…tired.” She gave me a wave goodbye, then lay back on her bed and hugged her arms around herself.

      She didn’t look tired, though.

      She looked…in love.
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            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      I squeezed my knees together tight as I sat in front of Professor Blackford’s desk once again. As I dragged his fountain pen across the paper, I imagined the shining silver nib like a dagger and the paper like flesh. In my mind’s eye, the splotchy black ink was the blood.

      For a second, the line I’d just made wriggled like a worm.

      “Interesting,” Blackford commented, leaning forward—but the line didn’t move again. “You’re improving, Blakely. If you keep this up, you might actually turn into quite the artist by the time we’re done.”

      “I’m already an artist. Remember?” I growled the words through my teeth as I jabbed the fountain pen toward the master copy of the animated smut.

      When I found out who’d actually done it, I was going to give them the wedgie of a lifetime. Or something. I still hadn’t fully decided what kind of retaliation was in order for all these lovingly crafted porno pics of Blackford and me, but boy, did I have ideas.

      Compared to some of the other thoughts I’d had on the subject, yanking the true artist’s underwear up to their nipples was cupcakes and kitten whiskers, really.

      Blackford sighed and shook his head. “How long are we going to do this before you finally give it up, Blakely?”

      My eyes went wide for a moment as I looked up at him. Give it up?

      From the sounds of things, I wasn’t the only one whose turning to sex-mush from staring at the comics for so long.

      Was he actually…propositioning me?

      “The lie,” Professor Blackford said as he saw the surprise in my gaze. “Unless…is that why you’re being so damn stubborn?” He chuckled, shaking his head. “You want me to take you over my knee and show you exactly what a bad girl you’ve been.”

      “I do not,” I snapped, stabbing the paper with the tip of the pen for emphasis, “want you to take me over your knee.”

      I stared down at the black ink flooding from the pen’s nib. Gushing, really—but now, I wasn’t imagining blood.

      “Over the desk, then?” Blackford suggested, as casually as he might offer up a good coffee shop recommendation. Or, knowing what I did of him, maybe a bar would be more apt. “Flip your skirt up, paddle your ass red with my hand until you’re screaming for mercy—”

      My throat was suddenly tight. I swallowed, but my mouth only got wetter.

      What a prick!

      “—pull your panties down to your ankles,” Blackford continued, cockier than ever, “and show you exactly what parts of me those drawings were far too accurate abou—”

      My chair screeched across the hardwood as I shoved it back and rose to my feet. I slammed my palms down on his desk hard enough to make the ink in the bottle slosh in glossy black waves.

      “Do it, then!” I snarled at him. “Will it make you stop torturing me? Because if so, then by all means! Spank away, buddy! I can go all night!”

      For a moment, Blackford didn’t react. I felt my shoulders heave with every breath as he stared me down—then, my heart leapt up, half panicked, half excited, as he shrugged and rose.

      “If that’s what you want, Blakely…” He unbuckled his belt as he swaggered forward. The laughter had left his lips. Its glitter was still in his silver eyes—but it was dark now, where a second ago it had been teasing and bright. He whipped his belt out of the loops of his pants in a single, whip-crack of a motion. “All you needed to do was ask.”

      I pushed my palms harder against the desk. My skin was prickling with anticipation as he prowled toward me. Anger rippled up and down my body. I’d been furious when I’d challenged him, but that wasn’t what was making me feel so hot and bothered all of a sudden.

      Anger wasn’t what was keeping me there; I leaned over his desk with my legs slightly spread, waiting for him to flip my skirt up and follow through on what he’d just been joking about.

      This was wrong. I knew that like I knew the name of every part of my now-lost Commando. But as I took my feelings apart and put them back together…it didn’t feel wrong. The conversation that Lace had overheard Blackford having with Harshing flitted through my mind, then far away.

      Blackford could take care of me all he wanted.

      This felt way too right to stop.

      “You shouldn’t have asked for it,” Blackford whispered behind me. The chair I’d been sitting in clattered to the floor as he shoved it aside. His voice was hoarse, like his throat was straining with every word. His palm pressed firm against my hip—not clenching or gripping or claiming. Just…touching. “If you hadn’t asked for it…” He breathed a laugh. “Well. Too late now.”

      I flinched as he rested the folded length of his belt on the small of my back.

      “Push your ass out, Blakely.” His body was directly behind mine now—close enough that I could tell if I did what he said, I’d be shoving my ass right up against him. “Arch your back. Let me see that you’re capable of following my rules for once. And remember—”

      What exactly I was supposed to remember, I’d never know.

      A series of loud, thundering BANGS! sounded from somewhere outside. There were dozens of them, shooting off as quickly as an entire arsenal of firecrackers—only, twice as loud.

      I flinched again—this time, hard enough to accidentally press my ass against Blackford’s lap.

      He pulled back immediately, but for the briefest of moments, I could feel his cock between my cheeks through his slacks. Big. Thick. Hard enough to make my mouth water—and to make me realize exactly how close I’d just come to breaking one of Harshing’s rules.

      No relationships between students and professors. Hadn’t Ash and I just explained to Lace all the reasons that it was wrong?

      None of which had stopped me from wanting…whatever this might have been.

      I let out a ragged breath as I turned my head to watch Blackford slip his belt back on as he headed for the door.

      He only paused for a moment to cast a glance at me over his shoulder. His eyes were full of silver fire. His dark blond hair was out of place. His shoulder looked as tense as my entire body felt.

      “Stay right there,” he ordered as his gaze ravaged up and down my body. “Don’t you dare fucking move.”

      Then, he strode out the door—off to deal with whatever explosion outside had stopped things from boiling over in here.

      As soon as Blackford was gone, someone else stepped into the doorway. For a second, when I caught the sight of blond hair and broad shoulders, I thought maybe Blackford had returned—

      But no. It wasn’t him.

      It was Sloan.

      “Evening, Freshmeat.” He leaned against the doorway and turned his hand over, studying his cuticles. “Interested in a moonlit stroll?”

      “With you?” I made an ick-face and immediately straightened, adjusting my skirt self-consciously. “I think I’d rather continue detention.”

      “Drawing Blackford fucking you all night, you mean?” Sloan snorted as his eyes wandered to the pages on the desk—and the row of ham-fisted renditions of it pinned to Blackford’s wall. “Jules and Flint didn’t just set off Chiron’s entire stockpile of fairy bombs for you to spend the night in a basement. Come on. It’s a full moon. The Pack is running tonight—and Blackford’s robbing you of all the fun.” He held a hand out to me and arched a dark blond eyebrow like a challenge. “I know you can shift.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Val tell you that?”

      She wasn’t going to be happy that her boyfriend was helping me pull a jailbreak from detention. I wasn’t exactly thrilled about the matter myself.

      “She did. Says you’re good at it.” He raised his other eyebrow and looked at me expectantly. “So?”

      I grabbed my bag and pushed past him through the door. Whatever had just happened with Blackford…I didn’t want to face the awkwardness that would surely follow when he came back, now that the moment was gone.

      “Let’s go.”

      

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      

      We met with the Pack at the edge of the Inanus Woods, just behind the Colosseum. There was no alcohol flowing tonight, which was almost impressive.

      Whatever running tonight meant, apparently it was something they actually managed to do sober.

      “What do you say, Freshmeat?” Sloan asked, stripping out of his shirt. The scorpions and roses tattooed on his neck glimmered in the moonlight like they were laced with silver ink. “We’re going to shift and have ourselves a little romp through the woods while the moon’s still full. Luckily, as Scorpios, we’ve got choices. So. Vampire or wolf?”

      I glanced at Val, who was already in her tall, elegant vampire form.

      If I took the same form, I might have to deal with her snipping at me—and I wasn’t in the mood for that. At least if I took the wolf form, I could bark at her if she tried anything. Might even be fun.

      I shrugged, then tore off my sweater and began unbuttoning my shirt.

      “Wolf.”

      I could feel Sloan’s eyes on my body as I stripped, but I didn’t care about that now. If it had been Blackford there on the edge of the woods with me, things might have been different. I might have cared what he was staring at. What he saw in me.

      But Sloan, I had no interest in. If he saw me naked or not—it wasn’t like he’d ever get anything more out of me than that.

      I was still fuming from the encounter with Blackford in his office. My muscles were tense, bristling with hot, angry energy.

      I wanted to exhaust myself until whatever Blackford had made me feel was entirely burned out of my system.

      I wanted to run.

      Bare-ass naked, I dug my heels in and launched myself forward. The itching and blood-hungry snarling of the wolf form felt all too right tonight. Completely natural.

      I knew I’d made the right choice.

      As my hands shifted into massive black paws, I leaned forward to let them pound against the earth. I raced through the trees, galloping ahead at full speed—

      But I wasn’t alone. Beside me, I could hear the thudding of another set of paws. In my nose, another scent: anise, rich and bitter-sweet like black licorice. Warm musk.

      Sloan.

      He’d taken the wolf form too—and now, he was running alongside me, pulling ahead like he wanted to race.

      I clenched my jaw and pulled my lips back, baring my teeth as I pushed myself harder. Faster. More.

      If he wanted to beat me tonight, he was going to have to give it everything he had.

      I heard the whooosh of churning water up ahead long before we broke through the tree line. The scent of fish-tainted water and rotting moss filled my nose, blurring against Sloan’s scent, like a warning.

      My gallop slowed as we came to the overhang of the waterfall. Behind me by barely even a full step, Sloan followed.

      I’d beaten him. Ha!

      But not, I realized, without a cost. As I took another step forward, I could feel my body wobbling like even my cells were about to collapse completely. My muscles burned with exhaustion. My lungs screamed for more air. My anger and idiot horniness and suspicion—and whatever else Blackford had made me feel tonight—wasn’t fully gone, but at least all those feelings were quieter now. It sat in my chest like a tight, cold glass marble, rolling around beneath my skin.

      Beside me, Sloan shifted back into his human form and placed his hand on top of my head—which was, unfortunately, eye-level with his admittedly not-unimpressive junk.

      “Shift back,” he told me as he panted. “You need to. I can tell.”

      I sat back on my haunches and closed my eyes. He was right—this form was starting to feel like it was a little too much to handle. I shivered as my body reclaimed its normal shape, then placed my hands on the ground behind me to prop myself up.

      That had been fun—maybe the most fun I’d had since I’d arrived here at the Academy.

      But unfortunately, now that it was over…I was wiped.

      “Stand up. It’ll help. You don’t want to pass out here.” Sloan offered me a hand up. I gave it a wary look, then took it and let him help me haul myself to my feet.

      I glanced around us, but no one else emerged from the trees. It was just Sloan and me here on top of the waterfall, naked and bathed in moonlight.

      If he wasn’t such an asshole, it might’ve been romantic.

      If he’d been Professor Blackford, I might have even—

      “Why do I feel like dogshit now?” I asked, shoving any thoughts about what I might do with Blackford far out of my mind.

      “You’re burned out. Your magic is running low. Rookie mistake.” Sloan held his arm out, tracing a blue vein with his fingers by the light of the moon. “Here. Drink. That’ll help even more.”

      I blinked at his arm as he raised it up toward my lips.

      “You want me to drink your blood?” That didn’t sound…sanitary.

      “We’re Scorpios,” he scoffed. “Vaerpyres. Drinking blood is half of what we do. There’s untapped magic in the veins of every Fae. Have some of mine—just enough to give you the energy to run back home.”

      I thought about it for a moment, then shook my head. “This is some kind of trick, isn’t it? I accept your blood and then I owe you something.”

      “You already owe me, remember? For driving off that idiot, Puck, on Beyond Fifth.” Sloan’s black eyes narrowed. “If you won’t accept the favor willingly, then I’m calling in the one you owe me. Take the gift of my blood, Heather. And be gracious about it.”

      For the first time, I got a little taste of what Ash and Lace must have been feeling every time Romin or Douglas said their names. An invisible hand was pushing down on the back of my head. Another set of hands were pulling my jaw open—and something within me was elongating my canines into long, sharp fangs.

      I couldn’t stop it from happening. As I took his wrist into my mouth and broke his skin beneath my teeth, his blood flooded over my tongue. I drank it greedily, like it was fruit punch after a long night. His flavor was warm and rich, just slightly bitter.

      I felt the energy returning to my body, slowly but significantly. He was right—I’d needed this.

      But my actions as I took it hadn’t been my own.

      Sloan smoothed a hand down the back of my head, petting me as my fangs retreated and he pulled his wrist away.

      “There. Was that so hard?” He stared down at me with a strange kind of wistfulness in his eyes. Like it wasn’t me he was seeing at all. His hand cradled the back of my head almost…fondly. “You really do look like her, you know. It’s like she was never killed. She should have been my betrothed. Senka. Not Val.”

      I frowned as I wiped my lips clean of his blood with the back of my hand. The bitterness of his blood was stronger in the aftertaste.

      “I’m not her, though,” I reminded him. “I never knew her. I don’t know why she looked like me. But we’re not the same person. I’m not her, and I never was.”

      Sloan stared at me for a moment longer, then closed his fist around a handful of my hair and pulled my head back, baring my neck to him. He lowered his nose to my jugular and breathed in as he trailed up toward my jaw.

      “You smell just like her,” he whispered. “Even stronger, with your essence on. Rose, vanilla…” His lips were burning hot as they curled into a smile against my skin. “Gunpowder. A perfect match.”

      As he pulled his lips back to bare his teeth, I could hear my own heartbeat. Like a bass drum at a punk show: thuddum. Thuddump. Thuddum.

      “What are you doing?” I wanted to pull away, but his hold on my hair was so tight it made my scalp ache.

      “You were right. Taking my blood does mean you owe me. But don’t worry,” he purred against my neck. The sharp points of his teeth trailed across my skin as he found my jugular. His free hand curled around my hip. “You’re not leaving here before I clear out your account.”

      I hissed as his teeth broke through my skin. As he drank from me, my blood gushed out—and something else rushed in.

      I saw my body, like I was sitting across from myself on a bed in a beautiful bedroom. I wore a flowy white sundress and silver jewelry—though, notably, not my Scorpio pendant. I saw my black hair tumble down in shiny, perfect waves—nothing like my normal tangle of perpetual bedhead—as I threw my head back and laughed like someone had just told the funniest joke I’d ever heard. I saw my own face, blurry around the edges, leaning in with bedroom eyes and full, hungry lips for a stolen kiss.

      That wasn’t me, though. It couldn’t have been. I’d never looked like that—never laughed like that. I’d never been in that bedroom, never held that sultry gaze in my eyes…

      It felt like a memory. But it wasn’t my memory.

      It was Sloan’s. Sloan’s memory of Senka—it must have been. While he was draining my blood from my neck, my mind was being flooded by the person she’d once been.

      Which begged the question…was Sloan making me see this somehow? Or did this just happen when someone drank your blood?

      What had he seen of my memories when I’d fed on him?

      The moment was broken when a sound of anguish burst out from behind me. Sloan pulled away abruptly, and whatever thread had created that vision was suddenly snipped in half.

      “Sloan! Why would you—”

      I turned to see Val standing behind us, still in her tall, pale vampire form. She looked equally furious and heartbroken. Around her, the rest of the Pack was clustered—an entire crowd of vampires and wolves. Everyone but Cordelia was there and accounted for.

      They hadn’t seen everything—but they’d seen just enough for it to look damning. Sloan and I, standing naked atop a waterfall, bathed in moonlight. His blood on my mouth while he drank from my neck.

      “Don’t worry, Takumi.” Sloan laughed, my blood still on his lips and chin as he walked over to her and ruffled her hair. “You’re still my betrothed. Behave yourself and you might even become a High Lady someday. But a wife is for politicking and breeding.” Sloan looked to me with sinister delight sparkling in his black eyes. “What high lord’s dominion is truly complete without a mistress to keep him satisfied and sane?”

      “I’m not your mistress,” I said firmly. My eye’s found Val’s. “Val, I didn’t want this. You don’t understand—”

      “Shh.” Sloan shook his head at me, then took Val’s wrist in his hand and pulled her back toward the tree line. “I think the only person who doesn’t understand what you just did is you.”

      Sloan shifted into his vampire form and tugged Val back into the trees. One by one, the other upperclassmen were turning to go as well.

      Only Cybele didn’t move to leave. Her green hair was floaty and shiny as she levitated my way.

      “Your eyes are black. Like Sloan’s,” she whispered as she drew near.

      I blinked. “They are?”

      “You drank from him, didn’t you?” Her eyes, normally red, were a familiar color of tawny gold that I couldn’t quite place.

      “He made me,” I admitted. “Called in an old favor.”

      Cordelia burst from the tree line, panting and wide-eyed. Her short, bright red hair was messy. Its tangles were riddled with twigs and leaves. She doubled over as the last of the upperclassmen disappeared into the dark of the Inanus.

      She was still in her human form.

      Apparently, she still hadn’t managed to shift.

      Cordelia’s watery blue eyes darted between Cybele and me as she sucked air. “What’d I miss?”

      “I was just wondering that myself.” I looked to Cybele again. “But you know, don’t you?”

      “I do,” she confirmed. “But you’re not going to like it. Meet me outside Aqua Hall tomorrow. We need to figure out a way to fix this—and fast.”

      “Can I come?” Cordelia asked hopefully.

      I looked to Cybele, who shrugged.

      I sighed. The energy from Sloan’s blood had refreshed me, but my brain still felt wiped. “Why not? Let’s all have a big field trip to see how badly Heather fucked up.”
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      “Very impressive, Miss Hargrave.” Zephyr slow-clapped as she walked in a circle around me, assessing my mage form. “Take twenty points. This isn’t an easy shape to hold, you know.”

      “I can see that now,” I said through my clenched jaw. When she’d first shown me the form, it had looked like a piece of cake. But practice had quickly proven that notion to be wrong.

      The mage form was definitely the among most human-like of all the zodiac forms I’d seen so far. Even when I’d watched Heather and Val turn into vampires, they’d grown significantly taller and paler, with long fingers tapering off into claws.

      But—maybe because it was so close to my human form—it felt all too easy to let myself slip back into becoming normal Ash. Though Zephyr had assured me that it would get easier with time, maintaining the mage form was taking all of my concentration right now.

      Like the vampire form, this one made my hair float around me like I was underwater. It also allowed me to levitate a few inches off the ground.

      The silver dagger that Zephyr had used to cut open the portal to the Shade for our Hearkenings was mounted on the wall behind Zephyr’s desk. Next to it, a matching shield hung, gleaming. On the shield’s surface, I caught my reflection and was amazed to see that my eyes—irises, whites and all—had turned an intense, glowing blue.

      I looked like myself in this form—only powerful. And admittedly…I looked hotter, too. My cheekbones stood out more. My eyes were angled and alluring. My lips were thicker and poutier. And as for my body…

      Let’s just say I was glad that I hadn’t had to change out of my robe for this.

      Normally, I didn’t have many curves. I’d only been out of the Slasher’s dungeon for less than a week so far, and the way that meals were set up for freshmen here at the Academy hadn’t given me much time to eat. My body was normally short, skinny, and boyish.

      But now, my breasts were round and heavy. They tugged at the lapels of my robe like they were threatening to burst through it. My hips were wider and my legs were suddenly long and shapely.

      The more I thought about it, the more I wasn’t so sure mage fully described this shape at all.

      Goddess seemed like a closer descriptor. Enchantress, maybe. Like Circe on Aeaea, I felt womanly and seductive.

      Maybe once I mastered holding this form without so much effort, Zephyr would teach me how to turn men into pigs, too.

      And speaking of pigs—

      “Professor? I need—” Romin burst through the doorway. As soon as he stopped me, his words were cut short.

      His jaw dropped as he stared at me—stared like he was seeing me for the first time. I felt his gaze race over my body, from my face to the tightness of my robe over my breasts, down to my narrow waist and the flare of my hips.

      Romin cleared his throat like he’d just choked on something. He hooked a finger beneath his collar and tugged it away from his neck.

      Holy shit. I was making him uncomfortable.

      I was making him uncomfortable because he thought I looked hot.

      As soon as the thought crossed my mind, I lost focus. My feet dropped to the ground immediately and my body snapped back into its usual form.

      I was just me again. Not some hot, sexy, goddess figure. Just regular, knobby-kneed Ash. Panties, as he liked to call me.

      But still, Romin stared.

      He didn’t seem to be able to look away.

      “Yes, Mr. Castillo?” Zephyr asked expectantly. “You need something?”

      “Ah…” Romin raked his fingers through his messy dark hair, then blinked and composed himself. “Yeah. I was wondering if. Um. If I could talk to you about something for a sec? It’s for. Ah…for school.”

      I snorted as Romin um-ed and ah-ed. I’d spent so much time flustered by him since arriving at the Academy, it was nice to be on the other end of things for a change.

      “Of course,” said Zephyr. “I think Miss Hargrave and I were just finishing up with our lesson. Unless, Miss Hargrave, you have anything else you’d like to go over tonight?”

      “I’m good.” I pulled my robe a little tighter around myself now that I had more room in it, then grabbed my bag and shuffled toward the door. “It was a pleasure, Professor.”

      As I walked out, I had to move past Romin to get through the door. I sensed him breathing in at the same time I did.

      My scent: Citron, vetiver, old books.

      His: Ginger. Smoke.
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      After I’d changed back into normal clothes, I headed to the library to meet Lace.

      Unfortunately, as I moved through the stacks in search of her, I was overwhelmed by the sensation that I was being followed. Every row of shelves I passed through, I could see the shape of someone else in the next aisle over, moving alongside me at exactly my speed.

      My heartrate picked up. Who the heck would even want to follow me around in here? Master Cockburn, ensuring that I wasn’t secretly squirreling away more books than I was allowed? Harshing or Blackford, finally making their move to take care of me for good?

      My legs moved as fast as they could without breaking into a run as I turned a corner.

      “Oof!” I grunted as I ran straight into a broad, firm chest.

      “Ah, Panties.” I looked up to find Romin smirking down at me. “Figured I’d find you here.”

      “Keep following me like a creepy stalker—” I placed my hands on his chest and shoved him away from me— “and I imagine you’ll always know where to find me.”

      “You’re such a nerd, Panties,” Romin scoffed. “Do you really think the way to get ahead here at the Academy is to walk around with ink on your fingers and your nose shoved in a book?”

      “Better than having my nose shoved up someone’s ass.” I stared at him pointedly. “Speaking of, where’s your betrothed?”

      “Off having a tantrum somewhere, I’m sure. What’re you looking for in here, anyway?” Romin peered at the label at the end of the shelves next to me and arched an eyebrow. “Magical Love, Sex, and Breeding, huh? Didn’t realize you were into that kind of thing. Makes sense, though.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” A blush was riding to my cheeks as I recalled how desperate I’d been for Romin to ravish me when we’d been fighting in our dragon forms. “I was just trying to get away from you. As for what I’m actually here for…I don’t think that’s any of your business.”

      “Right.” Romin didn’t look convinced. “You know all these books in the general collection are ancient, don’t you?”

      I glowered. “I’ve noticed.”

      And to think, Harshing had lured me here with the promise that this was the finest library in all of Beyond.

      “If you want anything of value, you’ll have to go to the Senior’s Section.” Romin looked over my head toward Master Cockburn’s desk, then reached an arm up to lean against the edge of the shelf. “I could get you in, you know.”

      “Yeah, right. Then what are we going to do?” I put my hands on my hips and channeled Heather. “Paint nails and braid hair?”

      “You can paint my nails any time you like. Just make sure it’s something in my color,” he teased. “Got any polish that’s the same shade as those panties you were wearing on the train?”

      I made a face. “Are you really that desperate for me to hold your hand?”

      Romin looked half-surprised as a laugh escaped his lips.

      “You know, Panties, you’re pretty funny when you’re not being so stuck up.”

      “Gee, than—” I caught myself before I accidentally gave him a sarcastic thanks, and Romin laughed. The sound of his amusement made my blood boil. I shoved his shoulder again. “Fuck you. Did you do that on purpose?”

      “Almost got you, too.” He caught my wrist and pulled it away from his shoulder, then started dragging me toward the back of the library. “C’mon. The Senior’s Section is this way.”

      “Why would you want to help me?” I asked as I half-ran alongside him to keep up with his longer, faster strides. “So far, you’ve done anything but help. I’ve got no reason to trust you.”

      Romin shrugged. “It’ll piss Kiara off.”

      “And you want that?” I’d enjoyed seeing her taken down a peg earlier as much as everyone else. Maybe even more. But with the way she fawned over Romin, I was surprised to learn all of the ego-stroking she did for him hadn’t gotten her anywhere. “You’re not a very good betrothed.”

      “I’m not a very willing betrothed either. My mother arranged it. I had no say. And Kiara’s a liability for me. She’s not studying hard enough at controlling her magic, and being attached to her is like having a little sentient boil growing out of my armpit that hisses and spits every time I try to talk to anyone. Bad for politics. She was nasty enough before she got here. Lately, it’s been getting worse.”

      “Not sure you’re really in a position to judge,” I pointed out. “You’re not very nice yourself.”

      “Aw, Panties,” Romin cooed. “I can be plenty nice. When I feel like it.”

      “Not to me, you’re not.”

      He laughed as we turned a corner. “What about right now?”

      “That’s yet to be seen.” I was still wary of whatever trick Romin had up his sleeve. There was almost certainly a catch to his helpfulness. I just hadn’t figured out what it was yet. “And I imagine you already had plenty of enemies long before Kiara came around. Everyone says you killed all the other seniors, for instance. Bet that didn’t go over so well with their families.”

      “I did kill them,” Romin confirmed—like it was nothing. Like murdering eleven of his classmates—twelve if you counted both Gemini—hadn’t affected him at all. “That’s how this place works. Maybe someday, if you annoy me enough, I’ll kill you too.”

      I gritted my teeth. The threat seemed idle, but considering it was coming from Romin, it probably should have scared me.

      It didn’t.

      Kill me—it seemed like everyone was far too interested in that these days. A week ago, I’d been doomed to die at the Slasher’s hand. Now, it felt like half of Beyond was gunning for me in his place.

      “Try it,” I snapped at him. “You wouldn’t be the first, and I doubt you’ll be the last.”

      Romin laughed. “You’re cute when you’re cocky. Just remember, everyone has their own reasons for doing the things they do, Panties. Until you know people well enough to be able to guess their motives, you’re better off reserving judgment.” He came to a stop in front of a tall, dark set of double doors. The metal plate to the left of them read Senior’s Section. “Look—we’re here. Do you want my help or not?”

      I tore my wrist out of his grasp and took a step back. “Depends. Are you giving it out for free, or do you want something in return?”

      “How about you give me a pretty smile as a sign of your appreciation whenever you find whatever stupid book you need?” Romin suggested. “And, maybe on second thought, don’t mention this to Kiara. I’ve already had an earful from her about how all of you horrible freshmen ganged up on her tonight. I don’t really need another.”

      I still doubted that Romin’s reasons for helping me were entirely altruistic—but insults and threats aside, this was actually the nicest he’d been to me since I’d met him. And if what he said about the Senior’s Section was true, I did need his help to find out what I needed.

      If the price for getting one step closer to learning what kind of people Heather, Lace, and I had really come from was a pretty smile and not talking to Kiara, that was fair. I could fake the former. The latter was a blessing.

      “Okay. I need the genealogy books from our generation,” I told him. “The ones that have been updated since the Slaughter of the Concubines.”

      “What for?”

      “I don’t think I have to tell you that. Move. I can take things from here.”

      I shoved Romin out of the way and yanked one of the Senior’s Section doors open. Inside, I could already see a few study tables and a treasure trove of books. It was going to take a while to find what I needed on my own, but I could deal with that. I didn’t need Romin’s help.

      Except that, maybe I did.

      I tried to cross the threshold, but found myself repelled back—like there was an invisible force field standing between me and what I needed. Like someone had stretched extra-strong Glad Wrap across the entrance, blocking my way.

      “What was that about taking things from here?” Romin caught me as I stumbled backward and stared down at me with his whiskey-colored eyes. His scent was all around me again until I managed to pull away. “If you want my help, you’ll tell me why you’re researching the Slaughter. Be honest, Aisling.”

      “Heather, Lace, and I are Changelings. Orphans. We don’t know who our parents are,” I found myself saying. I couldn’t help it. He’d used my name. “We think our names might be wrong, too. We’re hoping we might be listed in the books somewhere so we can find out.”

      “Ha. Makes sense. I did wonder why you didn’t lose your name entirely when you gave it to me.” Romin sighed. “Hate to break it to you, but you’re shit out of luck, though. You were on the Earth side of the veil when you turned eighteen, right?”

      “Right…”

      “Children aren’t listed in the Fae family trees at birth. Too easy to just take their names when they’re infants and vulnerable. Too easy to trick them into giving their names over once they know how to talk. The listings magically update when someone comes of age—but they need to be in Beyond for the spell to work.”

      Oh. Shit.

      Well, there went those plans.

      But still…

      “We also have an essay outline due for Antigone’s class,” I admitted. And I want to see what kind of books are hidden away in this room, I didn’t add. “The genealogy books would help with that, too.”

      “All right.” Romin nodded, then dipped a shoulder down and scooped me up into his arms. “Let’s go, then.”

      “What are you doing?” I yelped, kicking my feet uselessly and clinging to his neck to keep from falling.

      “Carrying you across the threshold. Obviously,” Romin scoffed as he swept me through the door. “Senior privileges. See?”

      He placed me down on the other side of the door. I waited for a moment to see if I would be catapulted back out—but thankfully, nothing happened.

      I was in.

      Romin helped me find the book I was looking for as well. He was being almost too helpful, given his normal behavior, but now that I had the book I needed, my focus was elsewhere.

      I tucked my legs to the side and curled up on the floor next to the shelves to crack the book open while Romin wandered around, perusing the Senior’s Section’s other offerings.

      The book’s title was embossed in gold on the cover: The Noble and Ancient Lineages of the High Fae.

      I thumbed through the pages idly at first, just getting a feel for how the book was laid out. I stopped when I caught a quick glimpse of a surname that I recognized—Douglas.

      Huh. Was being a complete creeper genetic, I wondered?

      Only one way to find out.

      Antony Douglas (♓︎), son of Germain Douglas (♓︎) and Marjoire Beauchamp (♓︎), the page read.

      A little further down the page, I found the entry for Professor Douglas’ father.

      Germain Douglas (♓︎), son of Ricard Douglas (♓︎) and Ingrid Forsberg (♓︎).

      That was…strange. The symbols on this page were all Pisces signs. But hadn’t Lace said that Professor Douglas’ grandmother was a Sagittarius? When I flipped to Marjoire Beauchamp’s entry toward the front of the book, I found that both of her parents had been Pisces as well.

      Tucking that information away for another time, I turned to the section for royalty. Finally, I could see all of the names of the king’s concubines.

      This really could be useful for Antigone’s essay—knowing which families held power through their connections to the king before the Slaughter. The families of the concubines were the ones who had lost the most of anyone, after all.

      Except for maybe the king himself.

      Naturally, I checked the concubines of the same signs as me, Lace and Heather first. Electra Thalassa (♏︎), Cardea Aurai (♒︎), Sinnan Amphitrite (♓︎). Those were all goddess names—names that had power and myths and meanings connected to them, even on Earth.

      Maybe they’d been powerful women. Even if they’d only been three of a dozen brides, presumably they’d been closer to King Solis than anyone else in Beyond.

      I scanned the other names next, looking for anything familiar.

      My eyes landed on only one surname that I recognized: Tianna Harshing (♑︎).

      Harshing! Someone in his family—a niece? A sister? Maybe even a daughter?—had been married to King Solis as well.

      I flipped to the Harshing entries and confirmed my suspicions.

      No wonder he was so cold and bitter about what Antigone had said about the Slaughter. When it happened, he’d lost someone. A sister, it turned out. Maybe one he’d actually loved.

      It didn’t explain why he wanted us taken care of, but it was a good piece of information to keep in mind. If we’d been connected to anyone involved with the Slaughter, it might have even been a lead…

      But without any chance of finding my name in this book, this looked like another dead end.

      “You about done, Panties?” Romin called from across the room.

      “Almost…Boxer-briefs,” I muttered, flipping through the pages more quickly.

      “What?”

      “Never mind.”

      I turned to the front section of the book. I didn’t need to look for this last entry for any particular reason. It wouldn’t get me anywhere. It was almost stupid to even check.

      But before I left, I wanted to see Romin’s name.

      I found the Castillos listed under the C section, as expected. The most recent names were those of Adranus Castillo (♈︎) married to Vesta Zalazar (♈︎). Those must have been Romin’s parents—all the other names were dated too far back to be viable.

      But while I found what must have been the name of Romin’s bastard half-brother—Byron Castillo (♈︎)—listed under Adranus, Romin’s name wasn’t there at all. I flipped back and forth, making sure that he hadn’t just ended up on some other page. I even checked under the Zalazar entry in the back of the book—but no.

      There was no Romin Castillo (♈︎) on any of the pages at all.

      I blinked as I processed this information, until my mind finally screeched to a halt at a conclusion.

      Either Romin hadn’t been in Beyond when he turned eighteen…or Romin wasn’t who he said he was.

      “What are you still looking for? I’ll find it for you, if it’s so important.” Romin came up behind me and grabbed my shoulder—just as I snapped the book shut.

      “Found it, actually. I’m done now.” I shrugged off his grip on my shoulder, then rose to my feet and handed him the book. “Thank—”

      “Careful,” Romin cut me off. His eyes narrowed as he glanced down at the book. I was pretty sure he hadn’t seen what I’d been looking at—but he seemed suspicious of me just the same. “I’ve already got your name, Panties. You don’t want to owe me one on top of it. Speaking of—where’s that smile?”

      Under the intensity of his gaze, I was suddenly more nervous than ever. I did my best to force a grin, but as Romin tsked and shook his head, I knew he wasn’t satisfied with it.

      “I said I wanted a pretty smile. Not a fake one. That won’t do at all.” Romin shrugged. “If you can’t smile for me, you’re going to have to give me something else.”

      “What?” My face was starting to get hot. Not a blush this time—just anxiety. “I don’t know what else I could give—”

      “Kiss me.”

      I blinked at him, first in surprise at his words, then as I waited for him to follow the command up by saying my name.

      If he said my name, I’d have to do it. It wouldn’t matter how good he smelled, or who he was betrothed to, or if I wanted to or not. It wouldn’t be my fault.

      I held my breath, bracing for impact.

      But he didn’t say it at all.

      “Why?” I breathed, my face twisting with confusion. Romin hated me. He thought I’d insulted him and he’d been punishing me for it ever since.

      “Maybe I just want to watch you squirm,” Romin suggested. He reached out to claim a tendril of my hair, rubbing it between his fingers like he was trying to see if the red would rub off on him. “Or maybe you haven’t been paying attention.”

      A memory of something he’d said to me in the Astrolabe hit me—the answer to yet another of my whys.

      Maybe I just like your scent.

      “So? What’s it gonna be?” He drew closer to me, then closer still.

      Heat radiated off his skin, like somewhere in the core of him there was still dragon-fire burning. Along with it came the smell of his spice, his smoke, something beneath it all that was harder to place.

      As he drew so close to me that our bodies were less than an inch away from touching, it came to me.

      The scent of burned sulfur from a freshly struck match, burning bright. I closed my eyes and let out my breath quickly so I could breathe him in again. It was an immediate headrush. Something tantalizing and mouthwatering. Something undeniably good and right.

      He liked my scent, and I liked his.

      “We’re soulmates,” I breathed, opening my eyes. His gaze held mine with an intensity. “Aren’t we?”

      “Kiss me,” was all he said in return.

      My hands were trembling as I reached up to place them on his chest. This time, I wasn’t shoving him. I used his body to steady myself as I rose up on the tips of my toes.

      He was taller than me. Tall enough that, even on my tiptoes, I had to crane my neck and stretch myself out as much as my body would allow to even come close to reaching his lips. I felt him realize it—that I was too small to even be able to kiss him without his help. I was still at least an inch short.

      Slowly, he leaned down. Not by much. Just enough that I could claim that final sliver of space between my mouth and his—unfathomably vast and completely insignificant all at once, until it didn’t exist anymore at all.

      His lips were fire, so hot I almost pulled away on instinct. But before I could, the book he’d been holding hit the floor with a resounding thump! as he dropped it from his hands and grabbed my waist instead.

      Romin pushed me backwards, shoving me up against the bookshelves behind me. He deepened the kiss, slipping his tongue between my lips. The thrill of it—being kissed, being desired, tasting the clean smoke and red wine on his tongue—rushed through me fast enough to make me lightheaded.

      As he lifted me up, my knees parted instinctively. I wrapped my legs around his hips, pulling him closer. My skirt rode up as he thrust deeper between my thighs, pressing a hardness against my throbbing pussy—and with only his slacks and my panties stopping him from slipping inside me and ravishing me right there.

      He broke the kiss and left me gasping for more, but his mouth had a new destination now. He sank his teeth into my neck, right on top of the now-healed bruise he’d given me there when we’d been fighting on Monday. I arched my back and hissed as the pain turned to pleasure when it struck me in my core. My face turned to his so I could breathe in the scent of him in his hair, already panting for him and aching for what he might do next.

      But as Romin ran his hand up my thigh to my hip, his shoulders tensed and something changed.

      He released my neck from his teeth.

      He breathed in deep, then released the breath in a growl.

      Then, he stepped back from the bookshelf. I released the hold on his hips that I had with my thighs as he lowered me back down to my feet.

      His hands remained on my waist, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. His broad shoulders were hunched and heaving.

      He was holding himself back.

      “We’re done here.” He lifted me by my waist and carried me to the door. Carefully, he placed me down on the other side of the threshold without following me out.

      “Um.” My heart was still racing. My breaths were heavy and short. “I…I still need my bag.”

      “I’ll get it for you.” Romin turned and walked over to the place on the floor where I’d left it. As he carried it over, he reached inside and pulled out my grimoire. “But I’ll be keeping this, I think.”

      “No, you will not!” I snapped, curling my hands into fists. After the sudden intensity of the kiss and the abrupt shift in tone, the anger coursing through my veins now was beginning to give me emotional whiplash. “Why the hell—”

      “Come and get it if you want it back so bad,” Romin challenged me as he tossed my bag through the door.

      I glared at the space between us. I knew if I tried to pass through the door again, I’d only wind up knocked on my ass.

      It was a lost cause. I couldn’t get to him—and I had no doubt he would stay behind that protective barrier for longer than I was willing to wait for him to come out.

      “Keep it, then.” I stooped to pick up my bag, then shoved its strap onto my shoulder. “I hope it’s a thrilling read.”

      I couldn’t catch my breath, even as I stormed away.

      I’d kissed Romin. He’d kissed me back. He liked my scent, and I liked his.

      But if that meant we were soulmates, then I could see why no one in Beyond paid any attention to that crap anymore.

      Romin was nothing like the kind of man I wanted to date—let alone marry or spend the rest of my life with. He was cruel. He was manipulative and conniving and horrible.

      And now, he didn’t just have my name. He had my grimoire—and all the secrets that it contained as well.
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      “How was last night?” I asked Heather and Ash as we rushed around our new beds Friday morning, getting ready for class. The cats had woken up even rowdier than they’d been over those chocolates last night—and early, too. They were under our feet, making insistent little mrrrps! and mrrows! with every move we made.

      “Well, I’m screwed,” Heather said, nudging Banshee aside with her toes as she opened her trunk. The tiny black cat stared up at her like a toe-nudge was the gravest of insults it had ever been forced to suffer. “During detention, Blackford nearly spanked me—”

      “He what?” Ash almost shouted.

      Heather threw a rolled-up sock at her. “Pipe down. I don’t want anyone else to know about that—and that’s not even what I’m talking about, anyway. It was a full moon last night. Sloan had Jules and Flint set off fireworks outside of Aqua Hall to distract Blackford so I could skip the back half of detention and run with the Pack through the woods. That’s why I’m screwed.”

      “What happened?” I asked. If it involved the Pack, that wasn’t a good sign.

      “Sloan called in the favor I owed him and made me drink some of his blood. Then, he said because I took the blood, I owed him again—so I had to let him drink some of mine. Which was a lie, by the way—I checked in my grimoire. Apparently, that’s not even how it works.” Heather opened her grimoire and flashed us the page of her ledgers. She still owed Jules and Flint. Sloan’s name was on there only once, and it was already crossed out. She was right. He’d lied. “I saw one of his memories while he was using me like a juice box. A memory of Senka—that dead girl who looked like me. They were an item, I think. He said I even smell like her.”

      “You smell like…a dead girl we’ve never met?” Ash shuddered. “Freaky.”

      “The memory thing is weird, too.” I rubbed the place on my thumb where Harshing had sucked my blood. I hadn’t seen any of his memories while he did it. But maybe that had been different, somehow. His fangs hadn’t gone into me. The broken glass from that mysterious rose had caused the cut. “How did he…taste?”

      “Weird, but all right. At first, anyway. Bitter, after. I think he’s got rotten blood.” Heather shrugged. “Anyway—when he was done, everyone was looking at me like I’d just ridden his cock right in front of them. He called me his mistress. Val’s pissed.”

      “Why? He forced you to drink from him, then lied to you. It’s not your fault,” said Ash. “You’re certainly not his mistress because of it.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Heather admitted. “Cybele said to meet her during our independent study time and she’d give me the full 411 on what happened. It sounds…bad. Cordelia’s coming too, I guess.”

      “Why didn’t she just tell you then?” asked Ash.

      “I don’t know. I lost her on the way back to the cottage. She was still out and about when I crashed.”

      I turned to Cybele’s bed. It was empty. She hadn’t been in when I went to sleep last night, either. Either the Brownies had already come and made up the sheets, or her bed hadn’t been slept in last night at all.

      “I talked to her last night after dinner,” I told them. “She looked…dreamy. Happy. Kind of like she was in love.”

      “She’s been drinking blood from someone, too. Her eyes were all tawny and golden last night, not red,” said Heather.

      “Maybe she’s found someone else’s bed to sleep in,” Ash mused.

      “I hope she’s okay,” I said. “And I hope the thing with Sloan isn’t…serious.”

      “I’ll keep you posted,” said Heather. She looked to Ash. “How was your shifting lesson with Zephyr?”

      “Productive. I managed to take the mage form and everything. But. Um…” Ash looked at Heather’s grimoire and frowned. “Romin showed up at the end of it, needing to talk to Zephyr about something.”

      “What would Romin need Zephyr for?” I asked, lowering myself down onto my bed so I could brush my hair. Milkshake pounced up onto the mattress beneath me just before I planted my butt. “Milkshake! I nearly just sat on you!”

      “Mrrrow!” Milkshake yowled in return, pawing at my hand.

      I wished cats could talk here in Beyond. It would’ve made it a lot easier to figure out what she wanted.

      “Maybe he’s struggling with Summoning or something,” Ash said in response to my question. “He followed me to the library after the lesson, though.”

      “You were in the library last night?” I tried picking Milkshake up to calm her down. Normally, she liked being held—but today, she was all wiggles. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “Romin found me before I could find you. He helped me get into the Senior’s Section. That’s where all of the actually useful books are.” Ash shook her head—then her leg, which Somerville was currently trying to climb. “God, what’s gotten into them today? They’re even worse than they were with those chocolates last night.”

      “Dunno,” said Heather. “Maybe the full moon is getting to them. Did you learn anything good?”

      “I learned a lot,” Ash said, brightening a little. “Neither of Professor Douglas’ grandmothers were Sagittarius, for one thing. They were both Pisces. His whole family is.”

      “Why would he lie about that?” I asked.

      To protect you, of course! supplied the little voice in my head. Mentally, I put it beneath my thumb and tried to squish it, but it wouldn’t quite go away.

      “Because he’s a liar, Lace. That’s what they do. They lie until they get caught, then they take off and find someone else to lie to.” Heather ruffled my hair almost fondly.

      I could tell she felt sorry for me.

      I was feeling a little sorry for me too.

      “You’re right,” I agreed. It was embarrassing to admit it, but it felt good, too. Like taking the little voice in my head and flicking it away like an ant that had been crawling around on my skin for too long. “What else did you find, Ash?”

      “The names of the king’s concubines. One of them was named Tianna Harshing—Headmaster Harshing’s younger sister.”

      “That’s…really sad.” I frowned. I really hoped the rose I’d accidentally destroyed in Harshing’s office hadn’t belonged to her. “That must have been horrible for him.”

      “Lace, he’s no better than Douglas,” Heather groaned. “He wants to kill us, remember?”

      “So does Professor Blackford,” I reminded her. “But that didn’t stop you from letting him spank you.”

      “Almost spank me.”

      “Can you two stop? I’m not done yet,” said Ash. “I had all of the names of the concubines in my grimoire…but Romin took it. He made me kiss him, too.”

      “That little shit,” Heather spat. “He made you?”

      “Not…entirely. It wasn’t a favor or anything, and he didn’t use my name. But it was…part of an agreement we made, I guess. In exchange for his help getting into the Senior’s Section.” Ash held up a hand before Heather or I could interrupt her again. “There’s more, too. I checked for Romin’s name in the genealogy book. I think I found his parents…but his name wasn’t in there anywhere. Whoever he is, he’s not a Castillo.”

      “But if he’s not a Castillo, who is he?” I asked.

      “No idea. But…I’m sorry I lost my grimoire. I was hoping we could use the concubine’s names in our essays. I don’t know that I’ll be able to get it back in time.”

      “Shit. I forgot to talk to Cybele about what she’s writing, too.”

      “Oh! No, it’s okay,” I said, feeling a little proud of myself. “I asked her the other night. She doesn’t think Antigone is playing games with us. It’s like Ash said—she wants us to think critically.”

      “At least some of the teachers here aren’t complete assholes, then. That’s a relief.” Ash sighed, visibly relaxing—even if Somerville still looked just as rowdy as Banshee and Milkshake did. “Okay. We have a free slot today where Douglas’ Augury class would have been. We can finish up our outlines then.”

      “Iris, get up!” Irene picked up one of Iris’ shoes off the floor and threw it at the mound of covers in the bed that had been Ash’s before we made the switch. “We’re going to be late!”

      “Oh, let her sleep,” said Cordelia, giggling as she grabbed Irene’s arm and tugged her toward the door. “She’s probably just hungover from drinking with Ajax and Achilles last night. I saw her sneak out without you. Come on! Classes are starting. You’ll just tell her about them later.”

      “She was with the twins last night?” Irene said, casting a final worried glance at Iris’ bed. “She didn’t say anything about meeting with them to me…but…yeah, okay. I’ll let her sleep.”

      I spotted Paloma’s blonde curls poking up over the edge of her blankets in the bed that had been mine. Her head was buried beneath her pillows. She must have still been asleep. So was Scarlett, from the looks of things.

      “Should we wake them up?” I asked Ash and Heather. “They were nice to us yesterday. I don’t want them to miss class either…”

      “We can lend them our notes tonight,” Heather suggested. “Cordelia’s actually right for a change. If they want a little extra shut-eye, they should have it. I know I’d be grateful for some bonus sleep.”

      “And classes are about to start,” added Ash. “We’ll fill them in later. Let’s go.”
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      Without Augury on our schedules, we had plenty of time to finish putting our outlines together. It would have been easier to do with Ash’s grimoire and the names of all the concubines on hand—or even better, that book from the Senior’s Section that Romin had shown Ash. But from what we knew, we were able to sort out something…reasonable. I wasn’t sure that we’d be stunning Professor Antigone with our work, but I was okay with that.

      The important thing was, we had something to hand in.

      During History of Beyond, Antigone skimmed through our outlines and lectured us on the points that she thought were good leads to flesh out in our first drafts—due next week.

      “Miss Whitney, a perfect retelling of events,” Antigone said as she handed Cordelia’s outline back.

      “Really?” Cordelia brightened visibly and sat up straighter. “I worked really hard on—”

      “And therefore, perfectly uninspired,” Antigone continued, giving Cordelia a stern look. “This is supposed to be an essay, not a timeline. Next time, start with a thesis statement.”

      Cordelia slumped down in her chair again, deflated. I felt kind of bad for her. She was a little overeager, and she still gave me weird vibes, but she always seemed to be trying her hardest.

      Not that it usually got her anywhere, but still.

      Antigone moved through the desks, handing back more outlines as she went.

      “Miss Leone, half-baked at best…”

      Kiara rolled her eyes and lost ten more points. She hadn’t gained any points in any of our other lessons today either. When we got to dinner tonight, I suspected she’d be in the negative.

      “And then we have you three,” Antigone said as she came to Heather, Ash and me. “I understand that you didn’t grow up here Beyond. With that in mind, what you’ve given me suggests that you’ve done a lot of research. I approve of that. But it’s clear that you’ve been working together, and your points are too broad. The relocation of Beyond’s capital, the ramifications of the five-year ban on opening the Veil, and the shift of political power within the families of the High Fae would all be excellent topics—but I’m afraid you’ll need to split them up amongst yourselves if you wish to come to any significant conclusions.”

      “We couldn’t come to any significant conclusions because the library is useless,” Ash argued. “Everything about the Slaughter is so secretive…how are we supposed to get anywhere at all?”

      For a moment, I thought Antigone might take points away from Ash too—but instead, she gave Ash a wry smile.

      “That would be a fascinating take on the essay in and of itself, now wouldn’t it?” Antigone pointed out. “Secrets are the keys to history’s truths. Some can be tracked down and pieced together—by cracking the right book or opening the correct door. Others must be taken—by trick or bribe or blade. Others still can be found by wheedling your way into the Senior’s Section of the library.”

      Antigone’s smile lingered for a moment as she tapped Tianna Harshing’s name in Ash’s notes, but there was something sad about the look in her eyes.

      Had she known Tianna Harshing? Maybe that was why she was so interested in making us work to learn about the Slaughter, and why she’d been so blunt with the headmaster during that conversation I’d overheard the other day.

      Maybe she’d lost someone she cared about. Maybe Tianna Harshing had been her friend.

      But if Harshing was Tianna’s older brother…hadn’t he lost even more?

      “I suspect only the murdered concubines know the truth of what happened that night. The best kept secrets of all belong to the dead.” Antigone glanced around the classroom. “Where are Miss Kenyatta, Miss Nalini, and the other Miss Illmarinen? Their outlines are due today as well, same as everyone else’s.”

      “I think they overslept,” Irene said with a frown. She glanced at the door hopefully, like her twin might come in at any moment. “I thought Iris would be awake by now, but…”

      “If anyone sees them, let them know that I’ll still accept their outlines until the end of the day.” Antigone gave us a nod, then gestured toward the door. “Class dismissed.”

      As everyone else had filed out, I stayed behind again. Something that Professor Antigone had said was sticking with me, like an itch on my brain that I desperately needed to scratch.

      “Professor?” I said, rising and moving toward her desk. “Can I ask you something?”

      Antigone glanced up at me. “Yes, Miss Constantine?”

      “You mentioned opening the right doors earlier.” Currently, I was holding a particular set of doors in mind—the tall, gilded ones that haunted my dreams. “I was wondering…the doors in the Shade. Where do those go? Why did Headmaster Harshing tell us not to open them?”

      Slowly, Antigone arched a brow.

      “The doors in the Shade hold secrets. Dark ones. Dangerous ones,” she said. “Things from our pasts that may be safest if they’re left shut away. But, were an individual—an inquisitive Pisces, for example—to open such a door while within the Shade…she would find herself enlightened, no doubt. Just remember, Miss Constantine. Not all secrets were meant to be uncovered.”

      “Of course,” I said, giving her a little nod in place of a thank you. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      I was already bristling with a strange kind of excitement.

      Dark secrets. Dangerous ones.

      Secrets like who my parents had been, maybe—and Ash’s and Heather’s, too.
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            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      I met Cybele in front of Aqua Hall, as agreed. And even though I’d soured on the idea of inviting her after sleeping on it…Cordelia was there too.

      “Okay,” I said, bracing myself for impact. I took a deep breath and gave Cybele a nod. “Lay it on me, then. How bad is it?”

      “You and Sloan drank of each other’s blood,” Cybele explained in a low whisper as we entered the building. “You’re bloodbound now. You have some of his power in your veins—and he has some of yours. As a Transit…I suspect he got the better end of the deal.”

      Bloodbound. That sounded…not great. I didn’t like the idea of being bound to anything, let alone by blood.

      I certainly didn’t want to be bound to Sloan.

      “Bloodbound? With Sloan?” Cordelia had the indecency to actually look jealous. “That’s so romantic! I don’t understand. What’s the problem? He’s powerful, and from a good family—and he’s hot.”

      “He’s a creep,” I corrected her before turning back to Cybele. “Bloodbound—what does it mean?”

      “Bloodbinding is the first step to the mating ritual of the Sanguilunae,” said Cybele. Those words—mating ritual—hit me like a shotgun shell to the chest. Fuck. “It’s old. Ancient, actually. But once upon a time…it was how an Alpha marked who he intended to bear his heirs. And since Sloan is the Alpha of our pack…he has first pick of any woman he wants. He chose you.”

      “But Val is already—” I started, but Cybele shook her head.

      “You and Sloan are bloodbound. Sloan and Val are not. In the old ways, at least. Their marriage will be political, but your connection to him will be…real. As his blood mixes with yours…by the next full moon, you’re going to find yourself compelled to become his mate.”

      “Like hell I am,” I growled. I was doing my best to keep my cool. Whatever you do, stay calm. But my heart was beating like thunder in my ears. “How do I break it?”

      “I’m…not sure. Outside of my family and Bianca’s, no one practices it anymore. My parents were probably the last to do it—and they were in love.” Cybele sighed. “That’s why I brought you here. Maybe Professor Blackford will know. He’s Bianca’s paternal uncle, so he’ll know more about it than I do. And I hear that you two are…close.”

      I realized Cybele was leading us down to the basement. To Professor Blackford’s office.

      To the place where he’d had me bent over his desk, ready to spank me—and maybe even more—just last night.

      “You’ve heard wrong,” I told Cybele—but that wasn’t really true anymore, was it? For a short period of time last night, to get any closer we would’ve needed to start removing clothes. My heart was beating even faster now. Controlling my breath was getting harder, too. “We can’t ask him. I need to figure something else out.”

      “There isn’t any other option.” Cybele took my hand and pulled me down the stairs. “After the Slaughter, the old ways were abandoned completely. You’ve seen the state of the library. You won’t find any books in there about it. Like it or not, Blackford’s your best hope.”

      I clenched my jaw as we descended into the basement.

      In that case, I was screwed.
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      Blackford’s office was empty. What few things he’d kept on his desk vanished. There were naked nails in the walls, but no frames hanging off of them. Just blank spaces where his pictures had once hung. When I looked to the wall where he’d been pinning up my atrocious drawings, it was blank. His books were gone from his bookshelves. Only the furniture remained.

      “Are you sure this is his office?” Cordelia whispered, wedging her way between Cybele and me. “It looks like a spare room.”

      “This is it,” I said with confidence as I stared at the desk. Just last night, I’d had my palms pressed to the smooth, dark surface of the wood while Blackford had rested his belt on my back. I’d spent the last two nights sitting there, drawing ugly pictures of Blackford railing me and trying not to think about how much I might like to bring them to life. “I’m sure of it. This is Blackford’s, all right.”

      “It looks like he’s moved out,” said Cybele.

      “You’re right. I have.”

      We turned to the door to find Blackford standing there in a rumpled pair of tan slacks and a half-untucked white button-down. His dark blond hair was a mess, limp and askew like he’d been raking his fingers through it over and over again. His silver eyes were dull and his five o’clock shadow was approaching midnight.

      In his hand, he held a half-empty bottle of dark liquor. As he walked closer, I caught the blistered caramel scent of it on his breath. Bourbon. Something high proof.

      He was drunk.

      “Are you changing offices, Professor?” Cordelia asked. “If you need, we could help you—”

      “Why are you three here?” Blackford asked. He staggered over to his desk and sat down on top of it. Maybe I was imagining it, but I felt like he was deliberately avoiding looking at me.

      “Heather is in a…predicament,” Cybele explained. “Sloan tricked her into blood-bonding with him. She’s not interested. We were hoping you knew how to reverse it…preferably before the next full moon.”

      “He’s planning on mating with her?” Blackford’s brow furrowed as he kept his eyes trained on Cybele. “Isn’t he already betrothed?”

      “He wants a piece on the side.” I stepped forward, staring him down. Why was his office empty—and why the hell wouldn’t he look at me? He’d been all too happy to stare last night. “I’m not exactly looking to cut him a slice. Can you help me or not?”

      Blackford shifted his gaze to the floor for several seconds, then nodded.

      “Armand, Whitney, leave. I assume you two can find your way out.”

      “But—” Cordelia whined.

      “Out,” Blackford said again. “Blakely, stay. You and I need to have an uncomfortable little chat.”

      Cybele squeezed my elbow for reassurance—then grabbed Cordelia’s to drag her out before she could protest any further.

      “Shut the door,” Blackford said once they were gone.

      I moved to the door and closed it, then turned back to him.

      “You’re shitfaced,” I said. It wasn’t an accusation. Just…the truth.

      “Miraculous powers of observation, Blakely.”

      “Why are you shitfaced?”

      “Allergic to water.”

      My upper lip twitched with annoyance. Where had that allergy been when he’d been soaking me with cheap shots during Dueling class, then?

      “Why’s your office empty?” I asked next. I had one notion—but I didn’t like it at all.

      “You’ve got a lot of nosy questions for someone in such deep shit right now, Blakely.”

      “I’m waiting for you to finally answer one.”

      Blackford sighed.

      “I lost control last night. Shouldn’t have.” He shook his head and looked at the bottle between his hands. “Not your fault. Won’t happen again.”

      “Why won’t you look at me?”

      “You don’t wanna know.”

      “Why?” I pressed, more loudly this time.

      “Because,” he said through gritted teeth. His tone dripped with annoyance. “Every time I look at you, a dozen different bad ideas shoot off inside my head—each of them filthier than the last.”

      “But—”

      “When we first met, Blakely, I got your scent. Most delicious thing I’ve ever smelled. Got it again when I carried you from the Shade. Every night while you’ve been down here, drawing your little pictures for me—which have been fucking terrible, by the way—and mouthing off, I’ve been sitting here bathing in the smell of you, completely in control—and then last night, your dumb ass went and asked me to spank you.” Slowly, he shook his head. “And just like that, all that control went up in smoke.”

      “My…scent?” I took another step forward.

      Immediately, Blackford’s arm shot out as he held up a hand.

      “No. Get any closer and we’re both gonna regret it.” He popped the cork off of his bottle of booze with the side of his thumb and turned his head to take a swig. “When I left you here last night, I had every intention of fucking you, Blakely. Those drawings that I found you with in the Astrolabe would’ve paled in comparison to the things I was gonna do to you. But when I got back, you were gone.”

      “You do realize why I left, don’t you?” It wasn’t like there was a lot of mystery about this. During our first detention session, he’d said he could smell how wet I was. Last night, I’d practically begged for him to tan my ass with his belt.

      Rule: Don’t write checks your ass can’t cash. But my ass had been very much invested in cashing that particular check.

      I’d wanted him. I fucking had, and he knew it—

      And I’d gotten afraid of what might happen after he’d finally given me what I’d asked for.

      I’d broken a rule: Never lose your nerve. It’ll end up in the last place you look.

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re a student. I’m your professor. Should’ve controlled myself. Didn’t. Had no intention of doing any such goddamn thing.” Blackford laughed—a dismissive, harsh sound. “I was planning on resigning tonight. Best thing for both of us. Just came back to make sure I hadn’t forgotten any of my shit. Only now, you come in here with your little friends and tell me that the second you left here last night, you went and got yourself bloodbound to that weasel-prick of a Rayner kid. S’pose that’s on me now, too.”

      “I didn’t want—”

      “No, you didn’t.” Blackford held his bottle up to the flickering lights of the candles hanging from the chandelier overhead. He peered at the amber liquor like he was calculating something—if he’d had too much, or if he needed more? “You know how I know?”

      I drew in a breath. “How?”

      “Because you’ve got my scent, too.”

      I dragged my tongue against the backs of my bottom teeth. Every breath I took felt too short all of a sudden, like there wasn’t enough oxygen in the room.

      He wasn’t wrong. If I focused hard, even in spite of the bourbon he was currently soaked in, I could still smell the faintest hint of it. The notes of it were near-impossible to forget. Vanilla tobacco, black coffee, and warm rain.

      Him.

      “You want to break the bloodbinding with Rayner?” Blackford said. “Form one with someone else from the Pack before the next full moon. Gotta be male. Gotta be a Scorpio, Cancer, or Capricorn. Get Laurier if you can swing it—he’s a murderous little shit, but he’s an all-right kid deep down. He’ll treat you well if you’re his. Hale keeps all of his brains below his belt and not an ounce of them in his skull, but he’ll do in a pinch. Hell—get both of them if you feel like watching the world burn. You drink their blood, they drink yours. You wait for the moon to rise again. It’s not perfect, but it’ll sort itself out.”

      “But then I’ll just be bloodbound to someone else. I don’t want that either.” I bit my lip and felt my heart thrash like a pissed-off pigeon trapped beneath a milk crate.

      I knew what I wanted now more than ever—and Blackford knew it, too.

      “No,” he corrected me. “You’ll be bloodbound to anyone you’re bloodbound to. This isn’t fraction math, Blakely. These things don’t cancel each other out.”

      “That doesn’t help me at all, though. In fact…that sounds like it would make things worse.” This was really his big solution? Find myself compelled to mate with Sloan and Jules and Flint?

      “When the full moon comes, they’ll have to fight over you. Win the right to you. Last man standing gets the girl.”

      My brows knitted together, forming a deep furrow between them. “I don’t want any of them.”

      “Too bad.”

      He said it with such finality. With such casual cruelty, like it didn’t matter to him at all.

      Was that how things really were between us, then? He wanted to fuck me, I wanted him, too. But I lost my nerve, so he’d lost his, and Daddy Harshing had said no fucking the students so, oh, well! Bye, Heather! Enjoy being forced to fuck someone else now, have fun!

      “I want you. And you want me. Madame Desrosier told us about people who…who like each other’s scents. She said they’re soulmates. I like yours. And you like mine.” I clenched my fists and took another step forward. My mind was racing and my chest felt like my heart was drowning beneath my ribs. Blackford was right about one thing: I really was in deep shit. “Look at me.”

      “You don’t want that, either.”

      “Stop telling me what I don’t want. I want you to do it.” I shoved the sleeve of my sweater up to my elbow and stretched out my arm to him. “I’m fucked either way. Literally. This makes the most sense. Bloodbind with me. You’re stronger than Sloan. You’ll beat him. And when you win—”

      “And when I win, I’ll be the professor who’s killed the little shit-eating son of House Scorpio’s High Lord, my own student—and you’ll be the girl who fucked her own professor in a fit of fate-mandated bloodlust during a bacchanal.” Blackford looked wound tighter than ever as he took another swig of his booze and swiped the cuff of his shirt across his lips. “The Rayners won’t come for me after that, Blakely. They’re not that stupid. They’ll come for you—and I won’t be able to protect you, because you can’t follow a fucking rule to save your life.”

      “I follow all kinds of rules,” I snapped as he slammed his bottle down onto his desk.

      It was true. I did. Ever since Texola, I’d been following them all to near perfection. There’s no such thing as fighting dirty when you’re fighting for your life. Never book a room on the ground floor. Never abandon a cat in need. That last one had landed me in a windowless van with zip-ties around my extremities and chloroform on my breath—but it had also given me Banshee. It had brought me here to Beyond. To him.

      I stood in front of him, not sure whether I should slap him or

      “I am excellent at following rules,” I insisted. “You don’t know anything about me. Look at me.”

      Blackford’s lips pulled back in a snarl as, finally, his eyes met mine.

      He rose and wrapped an arm around my waist, yanking my body against his. With his other hand, he grabbed my throat.

      “I know you’re a brat, Blakely. You don’t think you are, but it’s true. And I know exactly how you feel about rules. Too good for them.” His hand shifted up my throat to press his thumb and index finger against my jaw, turning my face up toward his and holding it there, firm. “What about don’t poke a dog telling you he’ll bite?”

      Then, his lips were on mine.

      His kiss burned, and from more than just the whiskey on his breath. His lips were searing hot, firm but malleable. Like iron straight from the forge. He sank his teeth into my lower lip and pulled back as he released it, then dove in for more, this time with tongue.

      I opened my eyes in surprise, and for the briefest of moments, I wasn’t kissing Blackford at all.

      I was kissing someone else. Someone I’d only met once—but someone who’d been on my mind nearly every day ever since. He’d made sure of it.

      Rules and rules and more rules. Don’t poke a dog telling you he’ll bite.

      The silver-eyed drifter. For a moment, Blackford had looked like him.

      It was a crazy notion, based entirely on a couple of sentences and something I’d only half-seen for a moment. Putting my faith in it would make me no different than city slickers who assumed that distant combine lights in a field at night were aliens abducting cows.

      Professor Blackford wasn’t a Gemini. His zodiac form was the same as mine—Vaerpyre. He couldn’t have shapeshifted into the drifter’s form. The possibility that he was a Transit like me was there…but that didn’t sound right, either.

      He couldn’t be my silver-eyed drifter—the man who’d taught me every rule I’d needed to survive before I’d been yanked into Beyond.

      But that briefest sliver of time, Blackford had sure as hell looked like him.

      He broke the kiss like it pained him to do it. I knew how he must have felt. When he leaned back, I reeled forward, gasping for more. He might have been drunk, but in that moment, I was hardly sober either.

      Blackford had his whiskey, and I had him.

      “You don’t know anything about me either,” Blackford panted against my lips. His voice was ragged as he pulled away. “I told you—me looking at you was a bad idea.”

      “Are you—” Are you him? I’d nearly asked, but that sounded stupid. Stupidly difficult to explain if I was wrong, too. “—still resigning?” I finished breathlessly as he grabbed my arm and dragged me out into the hall.

      “No. Not anymore.” He stayed inside his office and stared at the doorjamb like it had something deeply interested scratched into its wood. “If Rayner wins, someone’s gonna have to kill him before he gets to you.”

      He raised his eyes to meet mine again. His silvers were still burning. In my lower peripherals, I could see every muscle in his body tense like he was a predator about to spring on his prey.

      “S’pose that person will have to be me.”

      He stepped backwards. Away from me. Quickly.

      Like a book that he couldn’t bring himself to read the ending of, the door slammed as he shut it in my face.

      

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      

      There was a strange energy in the air as I left Aqua Hall. After that meeting with Blackford, I was definitely on edge—but it felt like the rest of the campus was, too. The air was static, full of tension.

      The gray skies rumbled overhead like a new storm was preparing to break.

      Cordelia and Cybele hadn’t waited for me. I didn’t blame them. The bloodbinding was my problem, not theirs. So was Blackford—or the silver-eyed drifter—or whoever he really was.

      But I did find Banshee sitting on the path up ahead, staring at me expectantly with his big yellow eyes and flicking his crooked tail.

      “Hey, you,” I croaked tiredly as he rose to walk beside me. “Hope you’re having a better time of things here than I am.”

      Banshee didn’t answer, of course. He was a cat. Duh.

      But he did pick up his pace as we neared Red Dwarf Cottage, first speeding into a trot, then breaking out into a full sprint.

      I was compelled to run after him. As I hit my top speed, I realized how good it felt to completely let loose again for a little while. It was just like running with the Pack—only better. I couldn’t burn through magic like this. Couldn’t become weak and find myself tricked into playing right into Sloan’s hands.

      I couldn’t think about Blackford like this, either. His proposition, my plea, the kiss, his door slamming in my face—as I ran, all of that melted away.

      Banshee pawed insistently at the door of Red Dwarf Cottage when he reached it, meowing and scratching against the wood as a gentle mist began to fall from the clouds.

      “Okay, okay. Calm down,” I said, breathing heavy. I pushed the door open and he darted inside.

      But as I stepped inside behind him, I immediately saw that something had gone terribly wrong.

      Irene was slumped over the bed that had once been Ash’s, sobbing as she clung to the mound of blankets on the mattress. Lace and Ash stood behind her, rubbing her back and making soothing sounds.

      The other freshmen girls stood in a cluster a few feet back. They all looked shaken and horrified. Professor Winterbottom and Headmaster Harshing were crouched near the bed that had once been Lace’s, peering beneath the blankets. Between them, I could just barely see Paloma’s curly blonde hair peeking out.

      “Devil’s Thumbprint. I’m sure of it,” Professor Winterbottom said to Harshing as she lowered the blanket. “Miss Southerland has informed me that the girls all found chili-flavored chocolate truffles on their beds last night. As far as I can tell, everyone ate of them…but for some reason, only these three suffered the consequences.”

      “Poison, then? Interesting choice,” Harshing commented. “How were the mushrooms acquired?”

      “There were a few on the table during our Apothecary lesson yesterday. I suppose someone must have pocketed one and infused three of the chocolates with it, then shared them,” said Winterbottom. “The taste would be impossible to detect with all the other chili present in the chocolate. Perhaps whoever did it was attempting to dose the chocolates with the Temptress Tears instead and simply misidentified the mushrooms. It’s an old prank, you know.”

      “I’m aware.” Harshing wiped his hands on a handkerchief from his pocket as he rose. “And confusing the two would be an easy enough mistake to make, I’m sure.”

      Devil’s Thumbprints…I remembered those from the Winterbottom’s lesson. They caused a completely silent but excruciatingly painful death when consumed.

      “That doesn’t explain why all three of their throats were slit, however,” Harshing said as he assessed the gaggle of other freshmen. “Does anyone wish to claim these murders? No?”

      The cottage was silent as my gaze trailed over to the bed that had been mine. The one that Scarlett had taken in her efforts to keep Ash, Lace, and I safe. The blankets had been pulled up over Scarlett’s head too—but not enough.

      Her eyes stared at me over the edge of the blanket, bulging and glassy and bloodshot. Her face was pure white with black veins spiderwebbed across her forehead. And now that the blankets were pulled back, I could see that on the mattress…

      There was blood.

      “It was Kiara,” Irene sobbed as Lace wrapped her in a hug. “She threatened Ash, Lace, and Heather after dinner last night. Then, when Iris and Scarlett and Paloma switched beds with the Changelings, Kiara killed them instead.”

      “An interesting theory,” Harshing mused. “Though it does not explain the note we found in the late Miss Illmarinen’s bed.”

      “Death to all Changelings,” Winterbottom read from a scrap of paper, holding it up for all of us to see. There was a symbol at the bottom—a circle with an X slashed through it. “It’s signed, The Order of the Veil.”

      My heartbeat slowed as I took those words in.

      The chocolates. The bed-switching. The note.

      It wasn’t Iris, Paloma, and Scarlett who’d been supposed to die last night.

      The killer had meant to murder me, Lace, and Ash instead.

      “Did you leave that note, Miss Leone?” Harshing asked. “I wasn’t aware that any Order sympathizers were present amongst our current students.”

      Shakily, Kiara stepped forward. She looked to me, then to Lace, then to Ash.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding weakly. Her voice quavered with uncertainty—but she didn’t back down. “I did it. I killed them. They ate the chocolates that I put on the Changelings’ beds, then I slit their throats to put them out of their misery.”

      Harshing blinked at Kiara like he was assessing her for honesty, then shrugged.

      “In that case, Miss Leone, I award you three hundred points for the eliminations of Miss Kenyatta, Miss Nalini, and Miss Illmarinen.” Harshing took the note from Professor Winterbottom and pocketed it. “I congratulate you on your success—however, I would advise that you ensure you kill the correct targets next time.”

      I glared at Harshing as he walked past me on his way out. Finally, he’d all but come out and said it: the correct targets.

      He wanted me, Ash, and Lace dead.
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      Dinner had been quiet. We all served the upperclassmen like always, but the mood had changed. Ajax’s and Achilles’ teasing seemed half-hearted. I didn’t have it in me to even try to react. Irene broke down halfway through the meal and ran out of the Astrolabe in tears. Naomi, who usually just grabbed something small to eat before she rushed off to the library again, was kind enough to go after her.

      When they were gone, I was once again struck by how small the Air House was. At the beginning of the week, there’d been seven of us. Now, only five remained.

      Just like all the years before, we were being picked off, one by one.

      At the Terra table, Flint didn’t seem to be taunting Cybele as much as he usually did. Heather was having to play wine-pourer for Sloan while Val glared at her over at the Aqua table. Lace was, yet again, being mostly ignored.

      Even at the Ignis table, things were surprisingly quiet. I wasn’t sure that any of them had known Scarlett well enough to mourn her, but no one was celebrating Kiara’s supposed triumph, either. With the three hundred points that Harshing had awarded her, she was now top of our class—not that any of her housemates seemed to care.

      I’d expected that at least Romin would’ve warmed up to her again. She was just like him now, wasn’t she? Murdering her classmates with reckless abandon just to get ahead. But unfortunately for Kiara, she was out of luck there, too. She’d apparently been deemed fit to serve him once more, but all her attempts at flirtation were being brushed off.

      Romin sat at the center of the table, like he always did. Only tonight, he was reading while he ate.

      I knew the blue leather cover of the book in his hands well.

      While Kiara served him his meal, batting her eyelashes and trying to make him look at her, he was poring over my grimoire like it was the most fascinating book he’d ever read.

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      Red Dwarf Cottage was even quieter that evening than the Astrolabe had been. The bodies had all been taken out while we were at dinner. Now, there were three more empty beds.

      It was finally Friday. Classes were over for the week, and I didn’t have any pressing homework due. I didn’t know if I’d been expecting wild parties or end-of-Dead-Week celebrations, but if they were happening, either the other freshmen girls hadn’t been invited either, or none of them were in the mood to attend.

      I listened to the storm pick up outside as I cuddled with Somerville in my own bed—the one that had been Iris’ before we switched.

      It was my first Friday outside of the Slasher’s lair, and I didn’t have any plans. Didn’t want them, either.

      Three girls were dead. Girls who’d switched beds with me, Heather and Lace because they’d been trying to help us. They’d eaten the poisoned chocolates that had been left there for us. The only three chocolates that had been laced with the Devil’s Thumbprint were the ones that had been driving the cats wild last night.

      It was like the cats had known that something was wrong. This morning, too, they’d been riled up about something.

      Now, we knew exactly what they’d been trying to tell us.

      Danger. Death. Murder.

      As the lights went out, I shimmied beneath the covers and stared at the way my hair splayed out beneath me over my pillow.

      If I wasn’t paying close attention, it could have easily been dark pink, like Iris’, instead of red.

      “It’s two different things,” I said abruptly, sitting up in my bed.

      Heather and Lace stirred at the sound of my voice.

      “What?” asked Lace.

      “Yeah, seconded,” said Heather, rubbing her eyes. “What are you talking about now?”

      I moved over onto Heather’s bed so we could speak quietly, without being overheard. Lace did the same—as did the cats.

      “We can agree that Kiara didn’t leave that note, right? Death to all Changelings—you wouldn’t leave something like that next to a body unless you thought the person was a Changeling. And the Kenyattas, the Nalinis, and the Illmarinens are all established at court. Scarlett said so herself.”

      “Right…”

      “Go on.”

      “Those chocolates were clearly meant for us. They were there before we switched beds. I don’t think Kiara is responsible for those, either. Paloma said that Kiara’s father can’t risk making enemies at court right now. If Kiara had known they were poisonous, she would have stopped the other girls from eating them.”

      “Then why would she lie to Harshing about killing them?”

      “To claim the points,” I said. It was just a guess, but I had faith in it. “There were three hundred of them up for grabs—so she snatched them while she could. She’s obsessed with Romin, and the feeling isn’t mutual. He made her study through dinner the other night because her ranking here is so low. I think she saw it as an opportunity to win his approval.”

      At the expense of her father’s position at court, no less. Romin was right—she was bad for politics.

      “So Kiara’s innocent.” Heather snorted half-heartedly. “Never thought I’d be saying those words in that order.”

      “There’s more to it than that,” I continued. “Winterbottom said eating the Devil’s Thumbprint results in a quiet, slow, painful death. The chocolates would have been enough to murder Scarlett, Iris, and Paloma. So why slash their throats on top of it? They’d already eaten the poison. They were already dying or dead. It was overkill.”

      “So…the knife-murderer was either trying to put them out of their misery like Kiara said—in which case, why leave the note at all–or they didn’t realize that the poisoner had already struck,” said Heather.

      “Death to all Changelings,” Lace recited. “The throat-slasher left the note, thinking they were us.”

      I nodded. “Two different assassins. Two different assassination attempts.”

      “Two different things.” Heather nodded in understanding now. “Huh. Fancy that. So, who all do we think was trying to off us this time, then?”

      “Whoever left those chocolates knew exactly where we slept when they left them,” I mused. “That means it was one of the other freshmen, or someone getting information from one.”

      “And the other assassin must not have known we’d switched beds,” added Lace. “The one from the Order of the Veil, whatever that is. It couldn’t have been any of the other freshmen. Everyone but Cybele was here when Kiara had her tantrum, and Cybele came in and noticed we’d switched after.”

      “One assassin sleeping in here with us tonight,” Heather whispered, glancing over her shoulder at the other beds in the room. “And there’s another one who doesn’t sleep here at all.”

      “And one common goal,” I finished. “Killing all three of us. The question is…why?”

      “Isn’t it always?” A small growl rumbled from Heather’s throat. “The options at this point are endless, aren’t they? Because we’re Changelings, like that note said. Because we’re Transits, and that makes us threats. Val hates me because Sloan wants me. Professor Douglas is probably still lurking beneath the lake somewhere, seething at Lace because she won’t fuck him. Romin hates Ash for some weird psychosexual reason I’m not fucked up enough to understand—”

      “Hey!” I hissed, blushing. “It’s not psychosexual, it’s—”

      “It’s everything,” Lace said, hugging her knees to her chest. “It has been from the start. On the night we arrived in Beyond, three girls who looked just like us—maybe even smelled just like us—were murdered. Paloma, Scarlett, and Iris got double murdered just for being mistaken for us. And whatever’s going on with Blackford and Harshing…they know something that we don’t. I think a lot of people do.” She frowned. “It’s us. Something about us that makes us targets. And I think I finally know how to figure out what that something is.”

      “You do?” I asked, leaning forward with interest.

      “I’ve been dreaming about the doors in the Shade every night since the Hearkening,” she said. “I know you both have, too.”

      I nodded. So did Heather. I waited for one of them to say something about Harshing’s warning—do not open—but it didn’t seem like any of us cared about Harshing’s orders anymore.

      “Antigone told me what’s behind them.” Lace nodded with certainty. “We need to find a way to open the Veil, then we need to find those doors again—and open them, too.”

      “What’s behind them?” Heather asked.

      “Secrets,” said Lace. “Dark, dangerous secrets.”

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      Even after we’d settled back into our own beds, I could sense everyone else in the room lying awake while the storm pounded down outside. I guessed we were all either too sad to sleep or too anxious that, if we drifted off, we might be the next ones who never woke up.

      That’s when they came for us.

      The door of the cottage slammed against the wall as it was kicked open. Bodies marched into the room, eliciting screams and sounds of panic as they threw black bags over each of the freshmen classmates’ heads and hauled us to our feet in our pajamas. There wasn’t time to fight. They were so quick about it, they gave us no opportunity for anything at all.

      There wasn’t even time to get our slippers on.

      I stumbled forward as my body was guided out the door and into the rain. I couldn’t see who was holding my wrists behind my back, but didn’t need sight to know who was responsible.

      Smoke. Ginger.

      “Romin,” I snarled over my shoulder at him. “Let go!”

      I knew it was him, but he said nothing in return.

      I’d been out of captivity for less than a week, and already I was being kidnapped again.

      We were all marched across campus. Any time I—or anyone else—asked a question, we were ignored. I was completely soaked from the storm by the time my wrists were released and the black bag was pulled from my head.

      All ten of us freshmen had been lined up facing the lake. Between us and the water stood the entire gang of men here at the Academy.

      Romin stood front and center, dark hair dripping with rain. He was playing ringleader, no doubt.

      “Evening, freshmen. How are you all enjoying Dead Week?” Romin was met with silence. Apparently, it wasn’t the response he’d wanted. “Oh, come on. Cheer up! We’ve all heard about your little friends kicking the bucket. Very sad. But really? Three girls die and now you’re all sticks in the mud?”

      “None of you mourned that poor Virgo that Blakely slaughtered like this,” Sloan added with a laugh. “Freshmen killing freshmen. That’s what Dead Week is all about, remember?”

      “And now that you’ve all proven yourselves capable of surviving the first round of back-stabbings, we thought it was only right to do our part in finally welcoming you to the Academy,” said Romin.

      “You could’ve just sent an edible arrangement,” I grumbled, feeling the squish of mud beneath my toes.

      “What was that, Panties?” Romin tilted his head to the side and cupped a hand around his ear. “Did you say something?”

      “I said,” I repeated, shouting this time since he was so hard of hearing, “you could’ve sent an edible arrangement. That’s what we do on Earth when we want to welcome someone—not kidnap them from bed in the middle of the night.”

      Romin smiled. “Funny you should mention Earth. We’ve chosen tonight’s festivities special, just for you Changelings. I’ve been doing some research on Earth, see.” He reached behind his back and pulled my grimoire out from where he’d tucked it beneath the waistband of his slacks. My heart immediately sank. He was going to get it wet out here in the rain. It’d be ruined—and who knew what all he’d read in its pages. “Tonight, we’ll be playing a little game based on my findings. The name is Seven Deadly Sins.” Romin nodded to Chiron. “Tell them the rules.”

      “They’re simple, really,” Chiron explained through a lazy yawn. “When Dead Week is over, all of you will be easy pickings once the upperclassmen are free to kill you as we like. Consider this as…I don’t know. Incentive to keep you alive. Indulge us, amuse us, and we’ll let you live. Easy enough, right?”

      Chiron paused like he was waiting for an answer, but he didn’t get one. He shrugged, nonplussed.

      “How it works is, we tell you the sin. You complete a corresponding task. Suffer through it without cracking, and you’ll move forward to the next round. Scream, cry, beg for mercy, or outright quit, and Magnus here will be making the name of the sin that broke you into a permanent fixture on your skin.”

      “I’m always looking for new victims to practice my stick and poke on,” Magnus purred as he prowled across our line-up. Rain traveled down his forearms in rivulets as he rolled up his sleeves, revealing shifting, swirling images of a roaring lion and a phoenix spreading his wings inked into his skin. He stopped at Heather and patted her cheek patronizingly. I was surprised when she didn’t punch his lights out for that. She only clenched her jaw and glared. “Of course, you can always back out now and be tattooed with all seven.”

      “Any takers?” Romin asked, looking around.

      Of course, there were none. Irene was shivering violently. She looked haunted. It was like when Iris died, she’d lost a part of herself that she couldn’t ever hope to get back. Cordelia looked smaller and more fragile than ever, like a half-drowned teacup poodle. Even Kiara seemed unsettled by this little game of Romin’s. Had he not warned her that it was going to happen?

      When I thought back to it, I could still feel the way Romin’s lips had burned against mine in the library.

      He was a shitty betrothed.

      Tara, Yvette, Cybele, and Heather were all shaking with the cold, but obviously trying not to show it, same as me.

      Only Lace seemed unaffected by the chill and the rain. She stood with her back straight and her head held high. In times like this, I suspected she might be the strongest of all of us. There wasn’t even the slightest hint of fear or nervousness in her eyes.

      “Good.” Romin clapped his palms against each other, then rubbed them together sinisterly. I could tell he was already enjoying this way too much. “Since Panties chose to mouth off, I think we ought to start with her greatest sin first.”

      Slowly, Romin walked over to me.

      “Do you know what it is?” he asked as he loomed over me. “Go on. It’s an especially deadly one. I want to hear your guess.”

      Kissing you, I wanted to say. Hate was bubbling up inside me, that increasingly familiar burn of dragon-fire that left me stuck somewhere between wanting him to bend me over and claim me, and wanting to see him dead in the mud. Wanting you. Being cursed enough to like your stupid, smoky scent.

      But I kept my mouth shut as I channeled Lace, straightening my posture and holding my head high.

      I met his whiskey-colored eyes with my gaze. I found evil there in his irises, glimmering and dark.

      How many families had he left without their sons when he’d killed his classmates? He acted like killing meant nothing to him at all. Romin Castillo—not his real name—was a man who slaughtered everyone who got in the way of his ambitions and delighted in torturing anyone else who had the misfortune of stumbling across his path.

      “I can’t even imagine,” I told him. My voice was level and strong. “There’s a man standing in front of me whose sins are far, far greater than mine.”

      “There it is,” Romin whispered seriously. I flinched as he raised his hand to my face, caressing my cold cheek and smoothing the rain away with his thumb like he was wiping off tears I hadn’t cried. “Pride, Aisling. That’s your sin. Pride.”

      He smiled again as he tossed my grimoire into the mud. Then, with his free hand—

      From his pocket, he pulled out a silver glove. It was large, made of something like chainmail.

      I’d seen that glove before. It was the same one that Zephyr had pulled on when she’d gone to cut a hole in the Veil. It folded and rippled like liquid as he dropped his hand from my cheek and pulled it on.

      The glove shrank to take the shape of his hand.

      I guessed now I knew what he’d gone to Zephyr’s office for the other night. Had he asked her for it, I wondered? Or had he just stolen it instead?

      “Do you know how the proud are supposed to be punished?” he asked. “Answer if you know it, Aisling.”

      I sucked my teeth and twisted my lips, trying to stop myself—but I couldn’t.

      Of course I knew. I’d read Purgatorio. I’d read all kinds of things.

      “Carrying heavy weights,” I said, my voice straining. “So their heads would stay down, and they wouldn’t be able to challenge anyone with their defiant eyes.”

      My eyes were certainly defiant in that moment.

      But I didn’t lower my gaze.

      “Very good,” Romin congratulated me. “In that case—we’d better get to work.”

      He placed a hand on my shoulder and shoved me to my knees. The mud splattered and squelched beneath me as I sank into the rain-soaked earth.

      My eyes stayed on his. I wasn’t going to bow unless he made me. Not to anyone—and certainly not to him.

      “Imagine that,” he purred, haughty and cold. “You look good on your knees. But I don’t think you’re quite cured of your sin just yet.”

      Romin crouched down and took the back of my head in his hand. He forced it down, making me stare at the mud puddle I was kneeling in. Then, he swept my hair away from my neck. His hand was almost gentle as he brushed it up my scalp, until it fell around my face like a curtain of wet red coils.

      “You’ve got such pretty hair, Panties,” Romin said as he worked. “They say a woman’s beauty is in her hair here in Beyond, you know. Her pride, too. Some people think that covering it up would help combat such arrogance—but I think I have a better solution.” With his gloved hand, Romin pulled something else from behind his back. He held it in my line of sight for just long enough for me to recognize it.

      It was a knife. Sharp-looking. Silver. I’d seen it before, too.

      That was Professor Zephyr’s dagger. The one that had been hanging on her wall during my shifting lesson.

      The one she’d used to open up a portal to the Shade.

      Romin pressed the flat of the blade against my neck, over the place he was so fond of biting. As soon as the metal touched my skin, pain seared through me. I let out a whimper that I couldn’t stop. The knife wasn’t hot, but it burned.

      “An iron blade,” Romin explained, leaving me hissing in agony even after he’d drawn the knife away. “It’s very painful for Fae to even touch iron. Deadly, if kept in contact with the skin for long enough.” He yanked my head to the side, examining what felt already like a nasty curling iron burn. “You may be a Changeling—but at least your blood is pure.” He shoved my head back down and laughed. “If only the same could be said about that soul of yours.”

      With his free hand, Romin gathered up my hair and wrapped its length around his palm.

      I knew what came next. I didn’t need Lace’s intuition for it; he’d already all but told me what he intended to do with that knife. In my peripherals, I could see the other girls being placed on their knees by the upperclassmen boys as well. I heard Kiara yelp, backing out immediately.

      I supposed that made sense.

      She wouldn’t dream of ever letting anyone touch that precious, long blonde hair of hers.

      “Do you yield, Aisling?” Romin asked as he stretched my hair out. He pulled it taut and held the blade of his dagger against it.

      “Not to anyone,” I growled, bracing myself. “Especially not you.”

      “You’re going to look pretty silly with short hair, you know,” he warned me. “It won’t suit you at all.”

      “My hair will grow back,” I reminded him. My voice was low and full of hate. “But when I get you back for this—and I will—the same can’t be said for your nose, or your fingers—or your dick.”

      Romin laughed and sliced the knife through my hair. The blade cut quick and clean. He released my head when he was done.

      I looked up at him as he straightened. He held the length of wet red hair he’d just claimed from me like a war prize.

      “I think I’ll keep this,” Romin mused, admiring it. “A little souvenir of our time together tonight.” He shoved it into his pocket, then met my gaze again. “Huh. Still defiant, though. I’m sorry, Panties, but I just can’t tolerate that.”

      He shoved my head down again and lifted his boot. Its sole dripped with mud as he placed it on the back of my neck and pushed down.

      That was it. The last straw. The slimy mud crawled down my neck and soaked into my scalp, filthy and humiliating.

      But not half as humiliating as being pinned beneath Romin’s boot.

      I strained against him, but couldn’t force him off of me. Annoying, but fine.

      I’d just have to make him regret this from my knees instead.

      “How does that make you feel, Aisling?” Romin asked, chuckling as he pushed down harder. “Humbled?”

      “I feel like if you wanted to play in the mud, Romin,” I said as I spread my hands out at my sides. I couldn’t reach the ground without bowing further—but I didn’t need to grab onto the muck in order to sling it. Not here. “You really shouldn’t have picked on someone who can control water and earth.”

      I brought my hands up fast, magically pulling up the mud along with them. I flung it in Romin’s direction, smirking as I heard it splat!

      I hoped I’d hit him right in the mouth.

      Romin was quick to repay me for the offense. His boot came down hard, forcing me face down into the same mud I’d just thrown at him. I turned my head just in time to avoid a full-on face-plant, but now the side of my face and my entire body were coated with wet, sticky dirt.

      Yuck.

      “That,” Romin snarled, twisting his boot against my head to push me a little deeper into the filth, “was wrath.”

      Lightning cracked overhead as he raised his boot. I scrambled to my feet immediately. Around me, the other girls had been forced down on the ground as well. Heather, Lace, Tara, and Cybele all had new haircuts. Near the edge of the lake, Kiara was whimpering as Magnus worked a small tattoo needle across her forearm—the price she’d have to pay for keeping her hair. Yvonne and Cordelia were lucky—their hair was already short—but they were both still covered in mud.

      Despite Romin’s reassurances, no one looked like they were having fun.

      “I was hoping that we could save this part for last, honestly. A big finale, you know? But since you’re so vindictive, Panties…” Romin carefully placed Zephyr’s iron dagger back into its sheath, then took off his glove and held it out to me. “Stay right there, Aisling, and put on the glove.”

      “Why?” I asked, taking it from him. It felt as cold and liquid against my skin as it looked. When Romin took it off, it had retained the shape and size of his hand—but as I slipped my own mud-slick palm inside, the glove shrank to mine.

      “Walk into the lake, Aisling.” Romin pointed to Lake Umbra, where the water lapped gently against the bank. “Ankle-deep should do.”

      “Why?” I asked again, already on the move. My pulse was quickening. What was he planning?

      My feet muddied the shallows as I walked into the water. I cast a nervous glance at the sky as it crackled with lightning again.

      Romin was obviously trying to shock me tonight. I just hoped he was going to try and get literal about it.

      As I turned to face him again, the cold water sloshed around my ankles.

      I was surprised to see that he’d taken off his boots and socks. Now barefoot, he joined me in the water, drawing far too close for comfort.

      So close that it was almost an embrace.

      “Wrap your arms around me, Aisling.” Even through the chill of the rain, I could feel the warmth radiating off his skin.

      My arms moved of their own volition, winding around his waist. He wanted a mud-covered hug while we stood in a cold, murky lake, then? That seemed…suspicious.

      My heartbeat stuttered.

      Was he actually planning on kissing me again?

      “Take my knife, Aisling. With your gloved hand,” Romin ordered next. His knife? I knew exactly what I wanted to do with that. Romin must have seen the inspiration flash through my eyes. “And Aisling—don’t you dare stab me with it.”

      Damn.

      I slipped the knife from the sheath behind Romin’s back. It felt strangely…right in my hand. Like something my hand was supposed to hold.

      “Cut a hole through the Veil, Aisling,” Romin said with a smirk.

      “What—I… I don’t know how!” I yelped, but my hand was already moving.

      “Are you sure about that?” Romin asked.

      He had a point. I didn’t know how, but I knew where to make the cut. Everything was pure instinct now. I crouched down in the water and touched the blade to its surface. I felt resistance there, and sliced through it in a large circle. The sensation was like cutting paper with scissors and getting the angle just right.

      In the circle I’d made, the water began to shimmer gently.

      I’d done as he’d asked.

      I’d cut a hole in the Veil.

      “The punishment for wrath is drowning,” Romin explained as I straightened. “But since you’re a Transit, a trip back through the Shade will have to do. I think you might’ve had things a little too easy last time, though.” Thunder roared and lightning crashed overhead. His gaze darkened as he held out his hand. “Slice my palm with the knife, Aisling. Deep enough to draw blood. We want to make sure that it’s a challenge for you this time around, don’t we?”

      This time around?

      I stiffened as my hand gripped the knife tighter and moved the blade against Romin’s palm. He inhaled sharply as blood welled up from it. I knew that as much as the cut stung, it must have burned, too. But he took the pain with little reaction.

      Showing weakness wasn’t really Romin’s style.

      When I pulled the knife away again, Romin pressed his cut palm to the clean side of my face, smearing the blood across my cheek in an almost tender caress.

      He’d marked me with it. Blood—the thing that attracted the Shadelings.

      In that moment, I knew our kiss in the library had meant less than nothing.

      This wasn’t just hazing anymore. He was trying to kill me.

      Just like everyone else at this stupid fucking school.

      “Throw the knife and the glove onto the bank,” Romin said, stepping back. “Then, Aisling…step into the Shade.”

      My chest went tight as my body turned to the shimmer. Desperately, I tried to stop myself from stepping toward it. In the background, I could hear a scuffle occurring as Heather and Lace shouted my name.

      I stared down into the portal and took a deep breath as I prepared to step in.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Blackford’s voice called out across the grounds. I felt something connect me to him for the briefest of moments, like he’d just shot an arrow with a cord tied to its end from his brain to mine. “Stay right there.”

      I sighed with relief as my body froze, teetering on the precipice of the portal to the Shade.

      Whatever Blackford had just done, he’d freed me from Romin’s command.

      Blackford grabbed Romin by the collar and yanked him away from me. He threw Romin onto the bank, then grabbed my wrist and dragged me from the water as well.

      “Upperclassmen,” Blackford shouted to Romin and the other boys, “I don’t think I need to remind you that Dead Week isn’t over yet. The freshmen are still off-limits. Minus fifty points for all of you; get the fuck out of here. Bad form, lads.” He glanced down at me, then turned to the other freshmen girls. “As for you, ladies, looks like you all could use a shower. Get back to Red Dwarf Cottage, get cleaned up, and get to bed. Let this little event be a warning for you all. If you thought Dead Week was rough…you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

      “What about the Veil?” I asked him, nodding to the shimmer in the water. “Do you want me to try to close it?”

      “No, I want you to do what I said,” Blackford said sternly. “Zephyr’s been wondering what happened to her athame. She’s off campus right now, but I’ll send her down to close the Veil and collect the shit that Castillo stole from her when she gets back. Don’t worry about it.” He eyed the portal for a moment, then nodded. “Good work, though. That’s advanced magic. Not many could’ve done it. Take fifty points.” He smirked as he turned to go. “Consider them the same ones that Castillo just lost.”

      My eyes wandered to Romin. He was stooping down to pick my grimoire up out of the mud. Obviously, he had no intentions of letting that go. Not yet.

      He met my eyes with a look of pure hatred before he turned to leave.

      

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      

      As Lace, Heather, and I all trudged through the rain back to Red Dwarf Cottage with the rest of the freshmen, the portal I’d opened to the Shade wouldn’t leave my mind.

      Heather and Lace were obviously thinking about it too.

      “So, we’re going back there tonight, aren’t we?” Heather said, like it had already been decided.

      Lace nodded. “We need to see what’s behind those doors, and I don’t think Zephyr will be so careless with that knife in the future.”

      “If we can get there before Zephyr closes the portal, this might be our best chance. Maybe even our only one.” I took a deep breath as I heard the campanile chime ten. The last hours of Dead Week were upon us—and as fate would have it, we’d be ringing them out in style. “Looks like we’re sneaking out.”
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      After we’d all showered and settled back in, I lay awake in bed with my eyes closed, feigning sleep. Milkshake was curled up by my side. I should’ve been nervous that we were sneaking out, but actually, I was a little relieved.

      After what had happened to Scarlett, Iris, and Paloma last night, I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to sleep at all. And that was before the upperclassmen had stormed in to take us out to the lake.

      I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to sleep in here tonight even if I’d tried.

      A rustling came from one of the beds nearby. I couldn’t tell whose—but it sounded like someone was getting up.

      Was it time already?

      I cracked an eye open just a sliver and peeked at Ash’s bed. She was still there. Heather hadn’t moved either.

      But over by Cybele’s bed, I could see her silhouette as she pulled on her shoes. She crept out silently, looking around as she went like she was afraid of being watched.

      I shut my eye again before she saw me watching her.

      I guessed we weren’t the only ones with plans to sneak around tonight.

      Once Cybele was gone, it was our turn. At Heather’s suggestion, we stuffed clothes beneath our blankets to make it look like we were still there, fast asleep, safe and sound.

      Now, more than ever, secrecy felt important. We didn’t know who had put the poisoned chocolates on our beds or who’d wanted to stab us.

      Whatever forbidden secrets were hiding behind those doors we’d all been dreaming about, we didn’t need anyone knowing that we were going to uncover them. Especially not now.

      The cats crept along with us as we tiptoed for the door. Ash closed it carefully behind us, making sure it didn’t make a sound. There was no one down the moonlit path toward campus, either.

      We were out! Now all we had to do was get to the shimmer and hope that Zephyr hadn’t closed it yet. Then—

      “What are you three doing out so late?” Kiara’s voice came from the eastern side of the cabin. She drew out from the shadows with an eyebrow arched in accusation. Her hand was still clasped over the place on her arm where she’d been tattooed with her sin: pride. “Up to no good, Changelings?”

      Crap. We’d been caught after all—and by one of the worst possible people, too.

      Heather stepped forward like she was planning on knocking Kiara out, but I rushed forward first.

      I had an idea.

      “You owe me a favor, Kiara,” I said, just loud enough that Kiara could hear. “And I’m calling it in now. You will tell no one that you saw us sneaking out. You will not do anything to try to get us caught. If anyone asks, we never left the room. We were in the cottage all night. Got it?”

      Kiara opened her mouth in outrage, then twisted her lips shut tight. She shouldered me aside as she stormed toward the cottage door—but I guessed that was a yes.

      “Good going, Lace,” Heather whispered with a laugh. “Guess that politeness of yours finally paid off after all.”

      “Great work,” Ash agreed. “Now—let’s go before someone else comes along.”

      With the cats prowling beside us, we headed for the lake.

      

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      

      We found the portal to the Shade as we’d left it. Zephyr hadn’t come along to close it yet.

      “We should undress,” said Heather. “In case we need to shift while we’re inside. The cats will guard our clothes.”

      I nodded in agreement, but my hands were shaking as I took off my shirt.

      I still couldn’t take the mermaid form. After a moment of hesitation, I left my necklace on. Professor Douglas had given it to me, yes—and despite the little voice that still told me he was only looking out for my best interests, I knew I couldn’t trust him.

      But if there was water in the Shade, I knew I’d need it if I wanted to be able to breathe.

      Once we’d jumped in, I knew I’d made the right decision. There was definitely water in the Shade this time—in fact, there was only water.

      I found myself plunged in a place that looked an awful lot like the hallway of the Celestial, that hotel that Harshing had put us up in for our first night in Beyond. Only, the whole thing was entirely flooded.

      Luckily, the necklace was working as promised. Professor Douglas hadn’t failed me there. Even better, I wasn’t alone in the Shade this time. Ash and Heather were by my side. I spotted the gilded doors immediately—tall and golden, just at the end of the hall.

      But as quickly as I’d started counting my blessings, Heather grabbed my shoulder and frantically pointed to the hallway behind us.

      None of us were weak or hurt, as far as I knew. The only injuries we’d sustained during Seven Deadly Sins were wounded prides. We’d showered after, and we didn’t have any blood on us.

      But nonetheless, there was a darkness at the other end of the hall—and it was getting closer by the second. As it moved through the water, I could pick out the shape of a few shadowy figures from the mass of black.

      Shadelings. There were hundreds of them coming our way.

      My stomach sank with a terrible sensation—like somehow, we’d been set up.

      Ash and Heather took their mermaid forms quickly as we swam toward the door, like it wasn’t difficult to do at all. I frog-kicked behind them as fast as I could.

      Try as I might, I still wasn’t able to shift at all.

      The Shadelings were closing in quickly. Up ahead, Ash’s blue tail and Heather’s black one were getting farther and farther away. They turned and headed back for me as they realized I was falling behind—but a glance behind me told me the Shadelings were too close now.

      If they came back for me, we were all going to end up dead.

      I swam faster, pushing myself as hard as I could. I might have been a terrible Pisces, and Professor Douglas might have turned out to be a straight-up villain, but at least the necklace he’d given me meant that I could breathe down here. I just wished his grandfather had found a way to make a necklace that could actually turn people into mermaids instead.

      Except…

      Douglas had told me that his grandmother was a Sagittarius. But Ash had warned me that wasn’t true.

      I tore the necklace from my neck with a snarl, frantically kicking my feet to keep myself moving forward.

      Suddenly, I didn’t have feet to kick anymore.

      I was propelled through the water, far faster than I ever could have swum on my own. A glance behind me revealed that the Shadelings were being left far behind—

      And that I now had a tail, shimmering with sea green scales.

      I caught up to Ash and Heather quickly as we headed for our destination.

      This was it—the thing we were banking on being able to answer all of our secrets. For better or for worse—we had to learn what was behind the golden doors.

      I glanced at Ash, who looked rapt with anticipation, and Heather, whose brow was set with determination.

      We all put our shoulders against the gilded panels before us.

      Together, we pushed open the doors.

      We rushed through it on a wave of water. It deposited us into a beautiful room—one I recognized by the large, gilded throne, with six smaller thrones lined up on either side of it.

      This was the same room that we’d found ourselves in after the Slasher had tried to kill us all. Harshing had called it a lost place—somewhere that had been abandoned by the Fae, cursed by too much spilled blood.

      It didn’t look so abandoned anymore.

      The walls were hung with rich, beautiful tapestries. The floors were polished so bright, I could see my reflection in its stone tiles. The whole space was dim, lit only by a few candles that had burned down to stumps.

      In front of the thrones, a small, beautiful dark-haired woman in a black ballgown was pacing anxiously. In her arms, she held a fussing baby swaddled in black silk.

      “That woman looks like you,” Ash whispered to Heather after we’d shifted back into our human forms.

      We took tapestries down from the wall to wrap ourselves in. Mine showed a scene of a slender, naked blonde woman being hauled from the ocean in a fisherman’s net.

      Ash was right. The woman was almost the spitting image of Heather. She couldn’t have been much older than we were now.

      Quick, heavy footsteps sounded from the stairs—the same stairs that Harshing had descended when we’d first arrived in Beyond.

      Three figures were coming our way.

      One was a woman wearing an Aquarius-blue hijab and a long-sleeved gown, who I recognized as a much younger Professor Zephyr.

      The second was a man with dark hair and high cheekbones. He was dressed in Aquarius-blue robes, but I didn’t recognize him at all.

      And at the front of the pack, there was a tall blond man dressed in all black. A bloody cut crossed down his face from his hairline, passing over one eye and extending down to his jawline.

      “That’s Blackford,” Heather whispered as the blond man came down the stairs.

      The dark-haired woman looked to him with wide, hopeful eyes as he approached her.

      “I’m sorry,” Blackford said with a shake of his head. He held his fist out to the woman, turned it over and uncurled his fingers to reveal a heavy silver ring in his palm. It was covered in blood. “Beyond is not a safe place for you. Not anymore.”
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      Blackford. My chest and neck felt hot as I watched him drop the ring into the black-haired woman’s hand, bloodied and tense.

      He looked almost the same as he did now, only younger. The blond of his hair was a little lighter. There were fewer lines around his eyes—but I already knew that the wound on his face would turn into a scar.

      “We need to leave the palace, Electra,” Blackford told the woman. “Tonight. Actually—now.”

      At my side, Ash whispered, “Electra. That’s the king’s Scorpio concubine. Electra Thalassa. It was on the list in that book.”

      “You bring me Duncan’s ring…but not Duncan.” Electra stared down at the bloody ring in her hand like she was still processing what it meant. “Where is he? We can’t leave without him, Dayne.”

      “You can’t leave with him, either,” said Blackford, looking grim. “King Solis knows everything. Duncan is dead. So are Tristan and Grey.” He placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Electra. I saw him cut down with my own eyes. The king ordered it. He wants the head of every member of the Sanguilunae on a spike by dawn.”

      “Then why didn’t the Sanguilunae protect them?” Electra breathed, clutching her baby tighter to her chest. There was heartbreak in her eyes. Whoever Duncan was obviously meant a lot to her. “Why didn’t you?”

      She looked like she was in shock. Like she’d just lost someone she loved.

      “I tried. I failed. Rayner and the others turned on them in the barracks to try to save their own asses—not that it’s worked.” He gave her shoulder a squeeze, then dropped his hand. “I’m sorry. I know this hurts to hear, but you need to think of your daughter now. Solis is on the warpath. We need to go before he decides the Sanguilunae aren’t the only ones he wants dead.”

      Blackford turned his gaze down to the infant swaddled in Electra’s arms.

      “Zarya is his,” Electra insisted. “He wouldn’t hurt her.”

      “He would, and he will. His ego is direly wounded. He’s gone crazy. He’s already called for the Zephyrs,” said Blackford as the man and woman in blue came up behind him.

      “He asked us to cut a passage through the Veil, all the way to the Fade,” said Professor Zephyr.

      “He wouldn’t say why, but there’s only one answer that makes sense. We think he wants to unleash the Unseelie on the palace,” added the man at Zephyr’s side. “Kill the concubines. Kill the heirs. Kill the high lords and ladies who might be plotting against him and the Sanguilunae who knew that there were members among them seducing his brides.”

      “The Brownies, the stableboys, the courtiers…anyone who might know that he’s been played for a cuckhold, he wants dead.” Zephyr shook her head. “Adonis and I told him we’d need time before we could gather the power necessary to open such a rift, but I suspect it won’t be long until he sends for someone else to do it in our place. I don’t think he’ll be satisfied until he’s slaughtered everyone, salted the ashes of their graves, and erased them from history entirely. No survivors. No one to tell the tale of his shame.”

      “Which is why we need to be gone by the time it starts,” said Blackford. “You, Reyna Aquarius, Reyna Pisces, and Reyna Aries, along with the heirs and anyone else we can take with us—we need to go. Protecting your children is of the utmost importance now. Zarya, Aisling, Annalace, and Alexander are the future of Beyond.”

      I looked to Ash and Lace. They were both wide-eyed, too stunned to even speak.

      Aisling and Annalace. There was no way that was a coincidence.

      They were daughters of King Solis.

      But what did that make me?

      “Where do we go?”

      “To Earth,” said Zephyr. “The Unseelie will never reach them there, and the powers of the Seelie will be too weak to bring them harm.”

      “He’ll notice that we’re gone,” Electra whispered as the baby in her arms began to fuss. She shifted the bundle and began to bounce the infant gently against her shoulder. “And if he catches us before we cross over—”

      “He won’t,” Adonis assured her. “We’re going to make golems of all of you. Perfect doubles.”

      “We’ll breathe life into them and give them your essences,” Zephyr added. “When the Unseelie come for you—and as soon as King Solis can find an Aquarius to open the rift, they will come—the golems will die in your places and you’ll be free to live out your lives on Earth, where you can bide your time until you’re able to return.”

      “And will we return?” Electra asked, looking to Blackford.

      “Of course we will,” he said. “King Solis is no longer fit to rule beyond. When the heirs come of age, we’ll return—and we’ll claim what’s rightfully theirs.”

      Blackford and the Zephyrs—I wasn’t sure if Adonis was Professor Zephyr’s husband or her brother—left then, presumably to collect the other concubines and heirs.

      Electra was left on her own. As the baby in her arms began to cry, I watched a single tear fall down her cheek as well.

      Then, she began to sing a soft, gentle lullaby.

      It was one I knew well.

      

      
        
        “If he come not now, he will come never,

        Hush-a-bye baby, babe not mine,

        For you shall be Queen of Fae forever,

        Hush-a-bye baby, babe not mine.”

      

      

      

      “That’s my mother’s voice,” I whispered. I could remember it so clearly now. Her soothing singing, radiating love and warmth.

      The incorrect date on my birth certificate wasn’t the only lie about my life on Earth. It had the incorrect name on it as well.

      I wasn’t Heather Blakely at all. Electra Thalassa, concubine of King Solis, was my mother.

      I was Zarya Solis. Along with Ash and Lace and the mysterious Alexander, I was a child of the king.

      The Lost Ones weren’t lost at all.

      They were right here.

      They had been all along.
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      We’d been braced for more Shadelings when we opened the gilded doors again, but they were gone. Whatever had baited them to fill the Shade in the first place must have dissipated—or maybe they’d just lost interest.

      The shimmer in the water that marked our exit point was only a short swim away.

      The cats were waiting for us when we returned. We each scooped them up in our arms and held them tight all the way back home. Somerville’s gentle purr reverberated soothingly against my chest.

      It was like he was trying to comfort me. It almost worked, too.

      We stayed silent for the walk back to Red Dwarf Cottage. Tonight’s revelations felt too dangerous to even speak about right now, but also I suspected Lace and Heather were just as exhausted as I was. Too drained to process, let alone talk about.

      As my bare feet trudged down the path home, every step pounded another question mark onto the end of the biggest issue weighing on my mind: what the hell were we going to do now that we knew who we really were?

      The children of King Solis and his concubines. The Lost Ones.

      The true heirs to the throne of Beyond.

      Telling anyone what we’d seen behind the door in the Shade seemed out of the question. Professor Douglas had tried to kill us to stop us from learning that secret. I doubted that this was the last we’d see of him. Finding out that she was the daughter of one of King Solis’ concubines would likely only make Sloan want Heather more. Romin already hated me enough to want me dead; if he knew I had a claim to King Solis’ throne, he might actually be encouraged to act on that desire.

      Blackford and Zephyr may have been helping Heather’s mother in the past, but the fact that all three of us had been orphaned meant that something had obviously gone wrong after the memory had ended.

      My head was heavy. I could feel the exhaustion of my body straight down in the marrow of my bones.

      But there were dozens more questions I had that were still left untouched. They were probably filling themselves into my mud-soaked grimoire right now as it lay in Romin’s dorm.

      What had happened to our mothers after they left for Earth?

      Why hadn’t our golems been killed during the Slaughter? Who had murdered them when we arrived in Beyond?

      Why was Blackford in league with Harshing now? Did they know who we really were? Is that why we needed to be taken care of?

      I sighed, then opened the door to Red Dwarf Cottage as quietly as possible.

      All of this was going to have to wait until I’d gotten some sleep.

      The cats leapt from our arms like three bullets as soon as the door was open, meowing loudly and tangling around our ankles with a frantic feline energy.

      “Shh,” I hushed at Somerville, but he only yowled louder. “What’s wrong now?”

      After the debacle with the chocolates, I knew something was probably up. But if he kept howling, he was going to wake everyone.

      I was tense as I entered the cottage. There was something bad waiting for us in here. With the way Somerville was acting, I had no doubt about that now. But our beds were as we’d left them: stuffed with clothes to make it look like there were bodies beneath the sheets. Across the room, Cybele’s dark green hair was splayed across her pillow once more. Wherever she’d tiptoed away to, she’d gotten back before we had.

      As Heather and Lace shrugged off their tapestries and changed into their pajamas, I glanced over at Kiara’s bed.

      It was empty. Huh. Probably canoodling like dirty ferrets with Romin somewhere, then. Maybe they’d finally made up. The thought left a bad taste in my mouth.

      Apparently, tonight had been the night for sneaking out after hours.

      I unfolded myself from my own tapestry and nearly tripped on an oversized blue t-shirt on the floor. I didn’t remember leaving it there, but it was my color.

      I pulled it on and reached for the blankets. Time to finally get some much needed—

      As I pulled back the covers, I screamed.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Ash?”

      The blankets fell from my hands as I backed away from my bed.

      There was a cascade of blonde hair on my pillow. My sheets were stained with blood.

      My bed wasn’t full of clothes anymore.

      On my mattress, staring up at me with terrified blue eyes, was Kiara. Her mouth was open. Her lips trembled, their normally deep pink color now pale.

      She was still alive, but I wasn’t sure for how long.

      Blood gushed onto her body from a slash across her throat.

      “What’s everybody screaming abou—” Groggily, Cordelia sat up in bed and clapped twice to turn on the cottage’s lights. “AAAAH!”

      The other girls were beginning to stir as well. As they saw Kiara in my bed, more screams sliced against my eardrums, like half a dozen knives all being thrown into the air at once.

      Lace was frozen in horror, like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Heather was already on the move, grabbing up the tapestries we’d brought in with us and shoving them into her trunk while everyone was still too hysterical to notice.

      But no one—not Tara, not anyone was moving to help Kiara.

      I didn’t like her, but she was still alive. If there was something I could do, it needed to be done—if not for her own sake, then to learn from her who had done the deed.

      I rushed forward to clasp my hands over her throat. I pulled her head onto my lap and pushed down as hard as I could without choking her as I tried to stop the gushing of the blood.

      All around me, everyone was still screaming. I shut out the sounds, though.

      As I stared down into Kiara’s panicked eyes, all I could think of was if there was any way I could possibly save her.

      There were herbs that could help. I still remembered the ones that we’d learned in Professor Winterbottom’s class. Vegetable lamb could stop the blood flow; Yggdrasil twigs would hold her on the brink of death for long enough that someone who knew more than me might be able to help.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I told Kiara. But as her blood spurted up through the cracks in my fingers, I wasn’t so sure of that. I looked up at the other panicking freshmen. “Will you all stop screaming? Someone call a professor!”

      Lace unfroze and headed to the door—but she didn’t move fast enough.

      The air cracked as a figure abruptly appeared in the room with us.

      “Headmaster!” Lace gasped, nearly running right into him.

      Harshing had arrived. He’d appeared from thin air. His hair looked messier than usual. He was dressed in white linen pajama pants and a bronze bathrobe, loosely tied. Beneath the robe, it was all muscles and chest hair.

      It looked like he’d teleported straight from bed.

      “What’s going on here?” Harshing growled, marching forward. He stared down at Lace, narrowing his eyes. “Your incessant screaming has awakened half the campus.”

      Cordelia lifted a trembling finger toward Kiara’s body in answer to Harshing’s question as I continued to press my hand against Kiara’s throat. No matter how hard I tried to apply pressure to the wound, the blood just wouldn’t stop.

      “Let her go, Miss Hargrave,” Harshing said as he loomed over us. “I don’t think that will help.”

      “She did it,” Cordelia cried out, pointing at me as I let Kiara’s head slip from my lap. My hands, chest and legs were all covered in her blood. “She killed Kiara! It was her!”

      “No, it was all three of them,” said Tara, nodding at a bloody stain in the tangle of Heather’s rumbled bedsheets. She grabbed the edge of a blanket and shook it out. From within its folds, something hard and heavy clattered to the floor.

      It was Professor Zephyr’s athame. Its sharpened metal edge was coated with blood as well.

      “And look!” Cordelia grabbed something from Lace’s bed and shoved it toward Harshing. “There’s this, too!”

      Harshing lifted the protective glove and carried it over to me.

      “Show me your hands, Miss Hargrave.”

      They were trembling and dripping red as I held them out. Harshing compared the glove to my palm. It hadn’t resized since Romin had forced me to put it on so I could open the portal to the Shade.

      It still looked like a perfect fit.

      “It wasn’t us,” Heather growled, stepping in front of me. “We’re being set up.”

      “We weren’t even here in the room tonight!” Lace professed.

      “It’s true. We slipped out to…to go find my grimoire after Seven Sins. We only just got back.” I added as the blood continued to gush from Kiara’s throat. Wounds healed more quickly here than they did on Earth, but Kiara’s looked deep. Fatal.

      Something told me that hers weren’t going to heal at all.

      “Can anyone corroborate your story?” Harshing asked.

      “Kiara can,” said Lace. “She caught us sneaking out. The last time we saw her was hours ago. She was still alive.”

      “Miss Leone, stay with us for a moment. Is that true?” Harshing asked, kneeling down beside my bed.

      Kiara’s eyes focused on me as she let out a death rattle. Her dimming gaze was still somehow full of fuck you.

      “No. They’re lying. They’ve been here all night,” she croaked—just like Lace had told her to.

      Her body went limp as her eyes closed for a final time.

      We were fucked.

      “That settles that, then. For the elimination of Leo freshman Kiara Leone, I award Miss Hargrave, Miss Blakely, and Miss Constantine each one hundred points.” Harshing pulled a handkerchief from his pocket to wipe his hands clean of Kiara’s blood as he straightened. He did it so casually, it might as well have been ketchup. “Congratulations, ladies. I do believe that puts you at the top of your class.”

      I didn’t have the rankings board handy to check—but I was pretty sure he was right.

      A wave of murmurs and whispers passed through the remaining group of pajamaed freshmen gathered around us.

      Cordelia’s face was ashen. She looked at us with terror in her eyes, like any moment Heather, Lace, and I might leap forward and murder her next.

      Yvette and Tara were huddled together, giving us death stares. Beneath the aggression, I could see worry in their expressions as well.

      Only Irene and Cybele looked at us with something other than judgment and fear. Irene seemed shaken, but the way she was staring down at Kiara’s corpse was full of vindication. Like she believed Kiara had gotten what she deserved. As I met Cybele’s eyes, she gave me a small nod of something that might’ve been approval.

      Or it might’ve been an admittance of guilt. Whoever had planted the athame and glove in Heather’s and Lace’s beds would’ve had to grab them from the woods after we’d been pushed into the Shade—and we knew Cybele had sneaked out tonight, too.

      Either way—we were now at the top of the freshmen class. Heather had already been singled out for Georgiana’s death. All three of us were being framed for Kiara’s murder, and we had no idea by whom.

      We were Changelings.

      We were Transits.

      We were the true heirs to the throne of Beyond.

      With all the targets we had on our backs, we could’ve opened up a gun range.

      Outside, the bells of the campanile began to ring. I held my breath as I counted each toll until the twelfth pealed out.

      Harshing checked his pocket watch, then nodded.

      “That’s midnight,” he announced. “Dead Week is over. Eight freshmen remain.”

      Red Dwarf Cottage was silent as Harshing moved toward the exit. He paused in the doorway and glanced over his shoulder at us.

      “Miss Constantine, I expect you in my office tomorrow. We have matters to discuss. As for the rest of you, you should get some sleep—if you can. You’ll need it.” He turned back toward the door and headed out. “It only gets worse from here on out.”
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for reading Zodiac Elite! As the mysteries of the Academy continue to pile up, so do the bodies. Dead Week may be over, but the journey for Ash, Lace and Heather has just begun. The heat is rising for the Changelings, and things are sure to get hotter in the next installment.

      There are killers on the loose at the Academy. The Changelings have been framed. Meanwhile, the Academy boys aren’t planning on letting their little games be put to an end so prematurely. Seven Deadly Sins is still on—and the stakes have never been higher.

      
        
        Get Zodiac Sins today!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      They’ve earned their places. Now they’ll have to pay for their sins…

      

      Changelings Ash, Heather and Lace have survived freshman “Dead Week” at the Academy for powerful Fae students, but it doesn’t mean they’re safe—particularly from the boys. The girls are beginning to wonder if death might be preferable to participating in the Seven Deadly Sins, an elaborate hazing ritual designed by the senior boys to make their lives hell.

      

      If that isn’t bad enough, half of Beyond is out to kill them after the murder of Romin’s betrothed. Someone has framed them, and if they want to survive, they’ll need to solve the mystery surrounding Kiara’s death.

      

      It’s why Romin won’t stop tormenting Ash, although she’s starting to suspect he doesn’t hate her as much as she thinks. And all Heather wants is Professor Blackford except she’s bloodbound to an alpha she hates and is running out of options to break their bond. Meanwhile, Lace’s attraction to the headmaster is proving particularly deadly.

      

      With no sure way of knowing who of their friends are secretly enemies in disguise, the only thing that’s certain is that it’s going to be one hell of a semester…

      

      
        
        Get Zodiac Sins Today!

      

        

      
        Get the latest news on releases!

        Click here to sign up!!
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