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        They say true love conquers all.

      

      

      

      
        
        It never bends the knee for the greater good.

      

      

      

      
        
        Never breaks. No surrender.

      

      

      

      
        
        True love is no hero.

      

      

      

      
        
        True love was a villain all along.
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      I knocked on the door of Headmaster Harshing’s office, not knowing whether he’d called me here to praise me, shout at me, or take me over his knee.

      I bit my lip and nearly shivered with anticipation.

      Maybe it would be all three.

      “It’s open, Miss Constantine.” His dark, smoky voice calling out my name from the other side of the door made my skin tingle. “You may enter.”

      I took a deep breath, turned the knob, and opened the door.

      Headmaster Harshing’s office was darkly masculine, decorated in earth tones and mahogany. The morning light filtered in through the curved windows to my right, casting brightness from outside over his collection of potted plants. On the other side of the room, flames crackled over the logs in the fireplace. Books and magical oddities lined every shelf.

      The last time I’d been in here, the office had been darker. On the night of my Hearkening, when I’d passed through the Shade and had been marked with the twelve signs of the zodiac, I’d broken one of those magical oddities—a bell jar containing a beautiful pink rose that had shriveled up and turned to ash amongst the shattered glass.

      It was the night that the headmaster had first tasted my blood.

      This morning, Harshing was behind his desk. The silver-laced black waves on the top of his head were neatly styled. Every hair in place. The close-shaved undercut beneath it brought out his strong features: high cheekbones and chiseled jawline, strong brow and deep-set eyes.

      “Good morning, Headmaster.” My voice was smaller than I wanted it to be. Nerves, probably.

      Harshing scared plenty of people. He was a scary man. But he didn’t scare me. I just never knew which Harshing to expect.

      Would he be the man who’d docked me points and mocked my messy uniform in front of the entire freshman class? Or would he be the man who’d saved me from Professor Douglas—cradled my naked body protectively against his and promised me that no one would ever try to force themselves on me like that again?

      My balance shifted to my toes as I waited to discover which version of the headmaster I would get today.

      “Good morning, Miss Constantine.” His fountain pen scratched across his parchment. Busy, busy. “Close the door behind you, then come here.”

      He didn’t even look up from the stack of documents he was signing as I closed the door and stepped farther inside his domain. Didn’t even glance at me.

      That was…disappointing. I’d taken extra care to make sure my appearance was impeccable for this meeting. For him. I’d come prepared for him to notice every detail—but so far, he hadn’t noticed me at all.

      Meanwhile, I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him.

      He wore the same loose white linen shirt as always, its full sleeves pushed up to his elbows, revealing well-muscled forearms. Beneath his desk, I knew he probably wore his usual attire as well: high-waisted black pants and shiny black boots.

      He looked entirely put together. Completely focused and unfazed by the events of the last week.

      I only wished I felt the same.

      “How are you feeling this morning, Miss Constantine?” He moved the paper he’d been working on to one side, then replaced it with another.

      “I’m fine,” I lied, taking a few tentative steps closer. “How are you?”

      “Fine? I find that difficult to believe.” He ignored my question, not bothering to look up from his work. “Three of your fellow students were murdered two nights ago. A fourth was killed last night—allegedly with your help, no less.”

      A lump formed in my throat, but I swallowed it down. It was just weakness—and there was no room for that here at the Academy. Now, even more than ever, I needed to be strong.

      “Why would that make me less than fine?”

      “Many here pretend to be unbothered by the death and destruction that the Academy’s students visit upon each other.” His pen paused as, finally, he raised his eyes to me. His irises were blood-red. “I find myself wondering if you’re playing pretend, too.”

      I swallowed again.

      He was right. I was far from unbothered right now.

      Last night, we’d found Kiara Leone in Ash’s bed, her throat cut open and bleeding out. The murder weapon, Professor Zephyr’s athame, had been discovered hidden in Heather’s sheets. The athame was made of iron—a metal that was destructive, even deadly, for Fae to hold without protection here in Beyond.

      And the glove that had allowed Kiara’s murder to wield the athame?

      It had been stashed in my bed.

      Kiara was dead—and it looked like we were responsible for it.

      “I’m not playing at anything.” I stepped up right in front of Harshing’s desk and pulled my shoulders back, keeping my spine straight and my head held high. “I don’t think this is a game.”

      Harshing snorted and turned his gaze back to his papers, his pen moving across the paper. “Everything is a game.”

      “Four of my classmates died this last week. Like you said.” It wasn’t just Kiara who’d lost her life, after all. Iris, Scarlett, and Paloma had all been killed. If Kiara was to be believed, she’d murdered them herself. “Some of them were my friends. If that’s how this game goes, I want to play a different one.”

      “Here in Beyond, there is only one game, Miss Constantine. And everyone is playing it.” Harshing moved his paper aside again and reached for the next. “Whether they mean to or not.”

      “What’s it called, then? This big game that everyone is supposedly playing?”

      Again, Harshing looked up at me. His gaze was intense. “I think you know the answer to that.”

      I bit my lower lip, a shallow groove forming in my skin from the pressure.

      He wasn’t wrong.

      “Survival of the fittest,” I said with confidence. “Kill or be killed.”

      Even speaking those words filled my heart with dread. I didn’t want to be a killer. I didn’t want anyone else to die at all.

      “Very good.” I’d known that my answer would be the right one. The one he was looking for. But even so, it only earned me a second more of Harshing’s attention.

      Then, he was back at his papers again.

      “Why did you call me here, Headmaster?” I understood what he was doing. Or, at least, I thought I did. Everything about his current demeanor said, Make me pay attention to you. But I wasn’t here because I wanted to be—not exactly.

      I was here because he’d asked me to come. Last night.

      “Perhaps I merely wished to enjoy your company,” he suggested.

      I frowned. As much as I might have liked that to be the answer…I knew that wasn’t it at all.

      “Why did you really ask for me?”

      Harshing sighed, placed a final paper aside, then leaned back in his leather desk chair. His gaze trailed up and down my body—finally assessing how clean and tidy my uniform was, no doubt.

      If he was looking for something to criticize about my appearance, he wouldn’t find it today.

      I’d taken extra care to make sure there wasn’t so much as a speck of dirt or a single wrinkle on my white button-down. It was pressed, starched, and tucked perfectly into my sea-green plaid skirt. The silk tie that matched the skirt was knotted around my neck in a neat full Windsor. My sweater was free of lint and cat hair—which was a wonder since Milkshake, my cuddly familiar, liked to sleep on that sweater. But I’d plucked every long white hair off it, one by one.

      My stockings were clasped to my garter belt with perfect symmetry. My black Mary Janes were polished so bright, I could almost see myself in them—a dark, hazy reflection of Annalace Constantine, Pisces freshman. Changeling. Transit. Secret, long-lost daughter of King Solis.

      Heir to the throne of Beyond.

      Harshing could have undressed me to my lacy green bra and panties without finding a single thing wrong with my outfit today. The only glaring flaw in my current appearance was the state my hair—

      And that wasn’t my fault.

      “I know a portal to the Shade was opened on campus last night,” Harshing said as he finished his visual assessment of me. “I suppose the butchery of your pretty blonde locks happened at approximately the same time. Correct?”

      I resisted the urge to reach up and nervously adjust the messy layers of my hair. When I’d first arrived at the Academy, it had fallen almost all the way down to my waist in long, pale blonde waves. Now, though…

      “If you have problem with my haircut, you should take it up with the upperclassmen. The boys.” I set my jaw indignantly as I remembered the way Ajax—or maybe Achilles—had chopped it off to the nape of my neck with dull scissors while shoving me face-down in the mud. “It was part of some ridiculous hazing ritual they concocted.”

      “And you didn’t think to stop them?”

      I blinked. Of course I’d thought about stopping them. Back on Earth, I’d never had a haircut that had cost less than a hundred dollars. I hadn’t exactly been thrilled to see all those years of growing it out go to waste in a matter of seconds.

      “I was outnumbered.” It felt like an excuse. To Harshing, it probably was one. But it was also the truth. “We all were.”

      “A pity.” For a moment, Harshing stared at the empty space where my hair had once been. “But no, Miss Constantine. Your haircut is not the reason I wanted to speak with you.”

      “Then what is?”

      “I am also aware that you and your Changeling accomplices entered the Shade through the aforementioned portal last night.” Harshing’s gaze intensified. “I want to know why.”

      The lump was back in my throat again. I didn’t think I’d be able to swallow it down this time.

      He’d asked me the one question I couldn’t risk answering. Not for him. Not for anyone.

      The reason that Ash, Heather, and I had been in the Shade last night was to find out why we’d been sent to Earth as Changelings. To learn who our Fae parents really were.

      Now that we knew…

      Our places here at the Academy were more precarious than ever.

      “How do you know we were in the Shade?” I asked, hoping to evade the subject—or at least buy myself some more thinking time.

      Just barely, one of the corners of Harshing’s lips curled into a smirk. “You just told me so.”

      “I didn’t.” I hadn’t! I hadn’t said anything of the sort.

      “Yes, Miss Constantine, you did.”

      “I asked you a question. That’s all.” He was baiting me. Trying to throw me off balance so I would reveal more than I wanted to.

      “You did. A simple question. And yet, it betrayed you.”

      “Questions aren’t an admittance of guilt.”

      “Then next time, try why do you think. Not how do you know. Words matter here, as you may recall.”

      “Still.” Ugh. So, I wasn’t nearly as sly as I’d hoped. “Will you answer the question? How do you know?”

      “I’m a Transit, Miss Constantine. Like yourself. Once you have learned to master your magics, you will find that you, too, are capable of knowing many things you aren’t meant to. There is very little that happens here at the Academy of which I am not aware.”

      Oh, yes. I knew that all too well. Harshing was powerful. Probably more powerful than anyone else I’d met here so far.

      He still hadn’t answered my question, though. Not really. Which of his powers made him so all-knowing? I couldn’t even begin to guess.

      But if he wasn’t going to tell me what I wanted to know, I certainly wasn’t about to cooperate with him. If he was so insistent on playing this stupid game, then fine.

      

      “If you know we were in the Shade last night, then you must know that we didn’t kill Kiara, then,” I pointed out, changing the subject.

      Harshing arched a brow. “Didn’t you?”

      I didn’t let any expression cross my face. Not anger, not pride, not fear. Nothing.

      “If I’d done it, no one would have ever found the body.”

      For the first time since I’d stepped into his office, Harshing smiled. A full smile. A proper one—fleeting, but undeniably there.

      It was the reaction I’d been aiming for.

      If I had killed them, no one would have ever found the bodies. It was something he’d told me himself, once.

      “You’re correct, Miss Constantine,” he admitted. “I am aware that you and the other Changelings are not Miss Leone’s true killers.”

      “Do you know who really did it, then? Since you seem to know everything.” There. I was the one asking the questions now.

      But apparently, not the right ones.

      “Were I you, I would be more concerned with what the true killer had to gain by framing you for Miss Leone’s death.”

      “Killing Kiara makes us look dangerous. Like major players in your…your game.”

      “Good.” Harshing motioned toward the desk, like he was gesturing for me to sit on it. “Keep going.”

      “But we didn’t need anyone else’s help for that.” Carefully, I perched on the corner of the desk. There wasn’t anywhere else in the room to sit, after all—except perhaps his lap. But he certainly hadn’t motioned for me to plant my butt there. “Everyone already knows we’re Transits. We’ve had targets on our backs from the start.”

      “So there must have been another reason. Yes?”

      “Right. I think…someone wanted Kiara gone, and they didn’t want the blame on them. So they shifted it over to us. Either because they thought it was a story other people would buy or because they were hoping it would up the ante. Give people a reason to see those targets on our backs and start shooting.”

      “And who do you imagine would want something like that?”

      I considered it for a moment. Sometimes, here on campus, it seemed like everyone wanted us dead.

      But there was only one group of people who’d officially announced their intentions by killing three girls who shared the same hair colors we had—while they’d been sleeping in our beds, no less.

      “There were notes left on Scarlett’s, Iris’s, and Paloma’s bodies. Death to all Changelings.” Whoever had left the notes had even done us the courtesy of signing them after they’d slit our friends’ throats. “What’s the Order of the Veil?”

      Harshing nodded. That, apparently, was the right question to ask.

      “The Order of the Veil is an ancient group of extremists,” he explained. “Some call them freedom fighters. Others, terrorists.”

      “Which is it really, though?” I asked. “It can’t be both.”

      “Then you haven’t been paying attention in Professor Antigone’s lessons.”

      “I wasn’t aware that you approved of those.”

      “Professor Antigone teaches things that many disapprove of. That does not, however, mean that she is incorrect. The Order of the Veil’s supporters believe that the Order’s work protects Beyond from outside forces. Its opponents believe the Order’s measures are too drastic, that they serve only to drag the future of Beyond into the past.”

      “What does the Order want? Other than death to all Changelings, I guess.”

      “Their goal is simple: to close Beyond off from the other worlds—Earth, the Shade, and most of all, the Fade. They gain influence following major conflicts with the Unseelie—most recently, the Slaughter of the Concubines.”

      “Oh.” I lowered my gaze to the floor at the mention of the Slaughter. Even though it was the focus of Antigone’s History of Beyond class this semester, I was a little surprised that Harshing had even brought it up. “You lost a sister during the Slaughter.” I raised my gaze to his again. “I’m sorry.”

      “I lost far more than a sister that day, Miss Constantine. As did many others.” If Harshing was still in mourning, he didn’t show it. I searched his face for any clues—what else could he have lost? But I found nothing. His expression was inscrutable. “It’s in the past now. I am not of the opinion that the past is a place worth lingering. Don’t you agree?”

      I straightened out the edge of my skirt. The past—that was exactly what we’d discovered in the Shade last night. It felt like Harshing was trying to veer the conversation back in his intended direction again.

      I couldn’t let him. If I did, there was no telling what else I might let slip.

      “You don’t support the Order, then?” I asked, keeping course.

      “Why would I? The greatest magics of our universe filter through the Veils from the Fade. To close ourselves off from it completely would leave Beyond nearly as powerless as Earth is today. My interests lie in increasing the power of Beyond. Not snuffing it out.”

      “Does that mean there was magic on Earth once?” The next time Antigone assigned us an essay, I would just go directly to Harshing. Master Cockburn in the library wouldn’t even let us freshmen check out books yet, but Harshing was a wealth of knowledge.

      When he wanted to be, at least.

      “Of course there was. Once. You and the other Changelings had heard of the Fae before you were brought here to Beyond, correct?”

      “In stories, yes. I think most people on Earth have at least heard of the Fae. Or fairies, or the Fair Folk, depending on who you ask. It’s in all of our myths and legends.”

      “Histories,” Harshing corrected. “Although, I suppose all history becomes legend when there’s too little magic and too much time.” He tilted his head to the side in sudden interest. “Where did you hear about them?”

      “Um.” A blush was quickly rising to my cheeks. Oh, no. He’d asked another question I didn’t want to answer. But he’d been so forthcoming with my last few queries…And really, what did I have to lose? Just my dignity. “There are…well. Books. About, um… Dark Fairy princes and women who are pulled over into their world. I’ve read…a few of them.”

      I’d read every single one of those books I could get my hands on. My adoptive parents back on Earth had tried to keep a tight hold on what kind of literature I was exposed to. If they’d had their way, the raciest thing I ever read would’ve been Emily Dickinson.

      Obviously, they hadn’t gotten their way.

      “Whatever would these fairy princes want to do that for?” Harshing asked almost teasingly.

      “I’d rather not say,” I mumbled. “It’s not like any of it is real. Now that I’m here in Beyond—with real Fae—well. None of those books got it right, obviously. And I don’t think that any dark princes in these parts are up to anything like that.”

      “Like what?”

      I said nothing, but my cheeks burned hotter than ever.

      “Ah. From the look on your face, I can guess,” said Harshing. “They wanted these women for marrying, yes?”

      “And for… Um.” I hated to break it to him, but he was only half right.

      “Do speak up, Miss Constantine.”

      I sighed through my gritted teeth. “And for breeding.”

      Harshing’s gaze fell to my knees, trailing up to the hem of my skirt. Then, he chuckled and looked away. “The work of the Hand of Valor, no doubt. They disseminate such literature between the realms on occasion, in the hopes that their readers might find the Hand’s aims are more…agreeable, you might say.”

      “The Hand of Valor?” It was the first I’d heard of them. “Tantalizing women with fairy porn doesn’t sound very valorous of them.”

      “The Hand is the Order of the Veil’s primary opposition.” Amusement still glinted in Harshing’s red eyes as he spoke. “Their goal is to tear down the Veils between the worlds completely. No more separation between Earth and Beyond.”

      “No more separation between Beyond and the Fade, either,” I pointed out. “And the Fade is where the Unseelie live. Wouldn’t that be dangerous? The Unseelie would be able to attack Beyond whenever they wanted.”

      “And they would have no place to retreat to if they chose to do so. While here in Beyond, the Unseelie only have access to the same level of power that the Seelie do. Members of the Hand believe that, with the Veil gone, the Seelie would have access to the stronger magics of the Fade—just as the Unseelie do while within their realm.”

      “But the Unseelie would have access to that level of power too, wouldn’t they? I don’t see how that would benefit the Seelie at all.”

      “Then you’re not considering all of the angles.” Harshing raised a finger to point at a large, brass sculpture on his bookshelf. “Walk over there and pick that up, Miss Constantine.”

      Why? I wanted to ask, but I could tell he had a point to prove. A least he wasn’t asking about my misadventures with Heather and Ash in the Shade anymore.

      Obediently, I went to the bookshelf. The statue was of a nude woman with long hair that billowed out behind her like it was being blown back by a strong wind. It felt a little awkward to just grope her. Ultimately, I grabbed her around her calves and, with considerable effort, hoisted her into my arms.

      “Is it heavy?” Harshing asked.

      “Very,” I panted, straining to keep from dropping the statue. I didn’t want to ruin another one of his treasures.

      Unfortunately, this one weighed a lot more than it had looked at first glance.

      “I hear you’re excelling in your elegance and grace lessons,” Harshing said. “Could you place that statue on your head and carry it back and forth across the room?”

      “Maybe?” I tried to imagine how heavy the statue would be on my head and frowned. “For a little while. But not long.”

      “What about across campus? If I ordered you to do it—if your life, and the lives of all you hold dear, depended on your success—could you carry it then?”

      “If I practiced every day, maybe. I’d have to work at it…but if I got strong enough, I could. Eventually.”

      If my friends’ lives were on the line… I was pretty sure I could do just about anything if I had no other choice.

      Harshing rose from his chair and walked over to me. The air sizzled as he held out his hand, then a book appeared on his open palm. “What about this? Could you carry this across the room, balanced on your head?”

      My grimoire. I would have recognized its sea-green color anywhere.

      Had he really just summoned the book that contained all of my deepest, darkest secrets here like that? Including, but not limited to, the very secret I’d spent this entire meeting trying to keep him from discovering for himself.

      So, that was how Harshing learned everything that happened at the Academy. Any knowledge he wanted, he could magic into his hand at will.

      Which meant that all my efforts at secret-keeping might have been in vain from the moment I learned those secrets.

      “Of course I could carry it,” I said immediately, doing my best not to show how on edge I was. If he’d called me here and gone through the trouble of asking about my time in the Shade, surely he hadn’t read my grimoire yet. “That’s not even as heavy as the books we’ve been working with in Elegance and Grace. It wouldn’t be hard.”

      Harshing took the heavy statue from me with his free hand, lifting like it weighed nothing at all. He offered me my grimoire. “Prove it.”

      Gently, I took the grimoire and placed it on top of my head like he’d asked. I balanced it as I walked to the far side of his office, then back again.

      I could feel his eyes on me the entire time, but I didn’t let that faze me.

      Compared to how Professor Douglas had looked at me, it was nothing. Harshing could look as much as he liked.

      “Easy,” I said as I went to stand before him again. The book hadn’t even shifted. “Do you want me to walk across campus with it next? Because I can.”

      “Exactly.” He turned the statue of the naked woman over in his hand, sliding the pad of his thumb from her slender waist down to the flare of her hip. “This is the weight of full power here in Beyond while the Veils still part the worlds. It is heavy. Cumbersome. It buckles the knees of the weak. Only the strongest can carry it—and even then, few can do so for long.” He plucked my grimoire from my head before I could stop him. “This is what that same amount of power would feel like to you if the Veils were to come down. It is the only weight the Unseelie have ever known.”

      Harshing placed the statue back on the shelf behind me. As for my grimoire—

      He turned and tossed it into the fireplace as he walked away.

      “No!” I yelped, rushing toward the fire. The flames hadn’t caught the pages yet, but it was only a matter of time. “That’s my grimoire! Why would you do that?”

      “Pluck it out, if you want it so badly,” he said as he made his way to the plants by the windows. “You are a Transit, Miss Constantine, aren’t you? The fire should do you no harm.”

      I glanced down at my hands. I might a Transit, but I was a Pisces first and foremost. For a moment, I thought about summoning water and blasting his fire straight out of existence.

      But that would have left my grimoire soggy and soaked. Almost as ruined as it would be if I let it burn.

      Taking a deep breath, I plunged my hand into the fire. My body flooded with relief as I felt the flames against my skin—not a sear, but a tickle.

      It didn’t even hurt.

      “What did you do that for?” I asked again, clutching the grimoire to my chest.

      “I’m making a point, Miss Constantine.” Harshing turned his head and gave me a small nod of approval. “To access their magic in the Fade, the Unseelie have only ever needed to stroke embers. We Seelie, here in Beyond…our powers have been wrought in stronger flames.”

      “Do you support the Hand of Valor, then?” He must, since his whole point was just a metaphor about how amazing everything would be for the Seelie if the Veils came down.

      “I support power, wherever it is held, and whoever holds it. Much easier that way to claim it for myself.” He turned to face the windows again. With a small wave of his hand, he beckoned for me to join him. “But I did not call you here so you could play detective, either. About my politics, or anyone else’s.”

      I let out a small breath of exasperation. “Then why—”

      “I believe you owe me a favor.” He clasped his hands behind his back, standing stiff like a general who could still remember his days as a soldier. “Or, rather, that you wished to give me one.”

      “I…” I took a tentative step forward, then another.

      So that was what this was about? Calling in the favor I owed him?

      My shoulders slumped slightly. He could have just said.

      “After you saved me from Professor Douglas in the lake. I felt like…like it was only right that I should do something for you in return.” My feet carried me to his side. Even now, I was certain it had been the right thing to do. “When I thanked you, I meant it. I told you, I’m not here to play games.”

      “Yes.” The muscles of his jaw tensed as he clenched his teeth. “You have made that very clear.”

      “Well…what do you want from me, then?” Asking seemed silly. I could guess at exactly what he was going to request: tell me what you were doing in the Shade last night.

      But his real answer surprised me more than anything I could have imagined.

      “Same as your last payment to me, Miss Constantine.” Slowly, he turned to me and tucked my butchered hair behind one ear. “I want your blood.”

      “My blood.” I blinked as the words registered in my head, then looked down at my hands. They were still curled around the grimoire I clutched to my chest. The wounds on my fingers from where he’d sucked my blood the last time had healed, but if I closed my eyes and thought about it hard enough, I could still feel the heat of his tongue lapping against the cut on my thumb. “But I’m not bleeding.”

      “No,” he agreed. “You are not.”

      He moved behind me, prowling like a predator.

      I supposed that made me his prey. My heart was certainly racing like a little bunny rabbit’s as it fled from a big, bad wolf.

      But I wasn’t afraid.

      That wasn’t it at all.

      “Look out the window, Miss Constantine.” Harshing placed his hands on my shoulders. His touch was warm, but my skin turned to gooseflesh anyway. “Focus your gaze on something—anything. Keep your mind there. Do not move. I don’t wish to harm you more than I must, but make no mistake…” He shifted one of his hands from my shoulder and curled it around my throat. “This will hurt.”

      As Harshing lowered his lips to my neck, I did as he asked. Through the windows, the Academy’s campus was splayed out before me. I scanned the treetops of the Inanus Woods along the horizon, then dropped my gaze to the dark surface of Lake Umbra, which shimmered like a black mirror in the morning sun.

      There. The place where Headmaster Harshing had saved me. That was what I would focus on when he bit me.

      “Are you ready, Miss Constantine?”

      “I’m ready, Headmaster,” I said.

      I was.

      The heat of his breath kissed against my neck with a promise that his lips didn’t keep. Instead, the sharp points of his fangs pressed into my skin, harder and harder until I gasped as they pierced my flesh.

      I let out a slow, ragged breath as the pain hit and tried to focus on the lake. Maybe I could have focused, if the sensation slamming through my body had only been pain. But as Harshing’s mouth latched on my neck and my blood began to flow into his mouth, heat rushed up from my core and swirled all my concentration away like a greedy dance partner at a masquerade ball.

      I closed my eyes—and suddenly, that was exactly where I was: a ball.

      A masquerade.

      My body wasn’t my own anymore. I’d been expecting that. In fact, I’d been banking on it.

      Heather had told me what happened when a vampire drank from you here in Beyond: as your blood gushed out, one of the drinker’s memories rushed into you.

      Now, I was seeing a moment of the past through Harshing’s own eyes.

      He was dancing with a blonde woman, the upper half of her face hidden behind a silver mask decorated with bronze seashells. I recognized her dress immediately.

      It was the same gown that Harshing had magicked me into on our first meeting, when he’d waltzed with me in the ruins of what I now believed to be King Solis’s old palace—the one that had been destroyed when the king let the Unseelie inside.

      The woman was even more fascinating than her choice of dress, though. Even through her mask, I could tell that whoever she was…she looked a lot like me. Her nose, her mouth, her chin—even the pale blonde of her hair was the same as mine. The only difference was her eyes, which were blue. Mine were green.

      Harshing’s hand rested gently on the woman’s waist. But as they twirled closer and closer together to the sound of low, dramatic stringed instruments, his fingers tightened over the boning of her corset. The woman’s eyes went wide for a moment, like he’d just shocked her in a way she found deeply compelling.

      Then, softly, she laughed.

      “Careful, Oberon. The king might see.” She backed away slightly during the next turn, but Harshing didn’t release his grip. If anything, he tightened it even more. “Remember, I’m not yours anymore.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong.” He tugged her closer again and lowered his lips to her ear. “You’ll always be mine.”

      I whimpered as a fresh jolt of pain shot through me. The memory fell away as Harshing pulled his mouth from my neck, breaking the bond between us.

      Being back in my own body again was a startling sensation. Like putting on an old coat from a winter long past and realizing it didn’t fit properly anymore. For a few seconds, the feeling left me completely dazed.

      “Who…who was that?” I whispered as I opened my eyes. I turned to face Harshing. My neck throbbed, and my blood lingered on his lips and chin. “Why did she say she wasn’t yours any—”

      “I believe I have answered enough of your questions for one morning, Miss Constantine.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and folded it into my hand, then moved my fingers to the bite mark he’d left on my skin, applying pressure to the wound. “Now, I would appreciate if you answered mine. Why were you in the Shade last night?”

      I stared up at him, lightheaded and still reeling from his memory.

      As he stared at back at me, the green of my eyes were reflected in his irises, and I felt a gentle pressure on my mind. It probed tentatively, like unseen fingers giving my brain an experimental little poke.

      I didn’t know what the feeling was, but I knew I didn’t like it. Just as gently, I pushed back until I couldn’t feel it anymore.

      Harshing raised an eyebrow, then turned away.

      “I see. In that case, our ledgers are settled once more.” He went to his desk and pulled another handkerchief out of a drawer. His eyes were on his papers again as he wiped his mouth clean of my blood. “If you value your life, I would advise against placing yourself in my debt again.”

      “But—” I took a step toward him. The identity of that woman in his memory would bother me until I got an answer from him. She looked too much like me to ignore.

      “I have other matters to attend to today, Miss Constantine. You still recall where the door is, I presume.”

      I frowned, then nodded. “Yes. Of course.”

      Even without all the answers I needed, it was obviously time to go.
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      I was so fucking screwed.

      “It’s too quiet in here now,” Ash said as we finished packing up our things in Red Dwarf Cottage. “I feel like even if I think too loud, it’ll wake the dead.”

      I wanted to quip something snarky back at her…

      But if I was being honest, I felt the same.

      Four girls had been killed in this cottage last week. Maybe their spirits still lingered here—or maybe, the place just had regular old murder vibes.

      But whether the place was haunted or just cursed, moving out of here wouldn’t solve any of my problems.

      My next destination was the Aqua House dorms. The same place where Sloan lived. Out of the frying pan, straight into cohabitating with my least favorite person in all of Beyond.

      “You gonna miss this place?” I asked Ash as I got down on my hands and knees to check beneath my bed for stragglers. Everything else I owned was already strategically ordered into my black-and-silver school trunk.

      When we first moved into this dorm, it had been chaotic. Thirteen girls racing around in a flurry of familiars and nervous energy to claim the beds they wanted.

      Moving out, on the other hand, was proving to be eerily orderly. Calm, but tense. Red Dwarf Cottage was nearly empty now. The only people left here were me, Ash, and our cats. Lace had gone to meet with Harshing first thing this morning before I was even out of bed. The other girls had all started clearing their things out shortly after.

      “Not really. No one would even look each other in the eyes this morning.” Ash closed her trunk and sat down on top of it. As she looked around the cottage, she hugged herself and shivered. Somerville, her giant fluffy calico, wound his way around her, nudging her with his massive head and purring comfortingly. “Moving into private rooms is probably the best for all of us right now. No one knows who to trust anymore.”

      “Can’t really blame them.” I tucked some stray socks and bobby pins from beneath the bed into the sides of my trunk. “We don’t know who to trust either.”

      “Yes, we do,” Ash insisted.

      “We do?” That was certainly news to me. “Last I checked, we’ve been framed for murder, survived multiple assassination attempts from unknown parties, and attracted the attention of every tiny-dicked bully in this stupid school.”

      I intentionally avoided reminding Ash that I’d had the misfortune of being bloodbound to one of those aforementioned bullies. Thanks to some clever trickery on Sloan’s part, he had my blood inside him—and I had his blood in me. In a month’s time, I’d be magically compelled to mate with the bastard—and my only way out of it was to find someone else to bloodbind with in the hopes that they’d kill Sloan before he had a chance to claim his prize.

      But that was my problem. Not Ash’s. Considering that Romin Castillo, Head Dick on campus, still had her name—and complete control over her because of it—I was pretty sure she had enough on her plate without trying to fix my mistakes, too.

      Ash tucked a choppy lock of her freshly sheared red hair behind her ear. “We have each other. That’s something, isn’t it?”

      “It’s…something.” I gave her a grim, half-hearted smile as I wandered around the room in search of anything that had been left behind—by us or anyone else.

      She was right, in a way. Ash, Lace, and I were closer than ever now. We weren’t just Changelings, or allies, or friends.

      We were half-sisters. Daughters of King Solis. Secret heirs to the throne of Beyond.

      Not that anyone else needed to know that.

      “Have you seen Banshee?” I asked as I checked beneath Cybele’s bed. I only found a stray hair tie and a few dust bunnies. “I wanna get out of here pretty soon, if you’re done packing. You’re right, this place gives me the heebie-jeebies now that everyone else is gone.”

      “I think he was prowling around on the other side of the cabin earlier. He can’t have gone far, right?”

      “Right. Banshee?” I called out hopefully.

      A second later, I heard a tiny, “Mew!” in reply.

      I followed the noise to the other side of the cabin. My little runt of a black cat was rolling around on his back beneath the bed that had been mine once, before I’d switched with Scarlett.

      It was a move that had ended up saving my life—and costing Scarlett hers.

      “What are you playing with down here?” I asked him, reaching for the little object he was batting around between his paws. I caught it in my fingers and pulled it away from him. “Oh. Huh. Nearly forgot about this.”

      “What is it?” Ash asked.

      “It’s a pervert camera.” I held the small black object up for her to see. “Some creep was using it to spy on people in hotel rooms back on Earth. I picked it up just before our mutual friend, the Slasher, stuffed me into his van. When we first got here, I put it up on my headboard, then kind of forgot about it, I guess. It must’ve been knocked off at some point.” I dipped back down to drag Banshee out from beneath the bed, then gave him a rough scratch behind the ears in the way he liked. “Good find, Banshee.”

      “A camera…” Ash shifted Somerville under one arm as she walked over, then held out her hand. I placed the little device in her palm so she could inspect it. “Do you think it’s been recording all this time?”

      “It’d be great if it was. Then, we’d just need a laptop to find out who’s been doing all the murdering around here.” I shrugged and took the camera back. “But probably not. It’s supposed to be plugged into an outlet. I doubt it’s had any juice here.”

      Beyond was a place of many wonders—but electricity wasn’t one of them.

      “You’re right. Probably not.” Ash sighed and set Somerville down on the ground. “Guess we should get going, then.”

      “Guess so.”

      We went to our trunks. I grabbed mine by the handle and started to drag it toward the door, but Ash paused next to hers.

      “Ventus Tower is on your way to the water dorms, you know. We could walk together, if you want.”

      The look on her face was so tentatively hopeful, I laughed.

      “Of course we can walk together.” I ruffled her hair as I dragged my trunk past. “Come on.”

      With the cats trotting behind us, we left Red Dwarf Cottage for what would probably be the last time.
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      I left Ash at the base of the air tower to puzzle out for herself how to get in. As far as we could tell, there was no door.

      The Aqua House dorms were on the other side of the library. By the time I finally spotted the fountain that marked the dorms’ entrance, my arms were aching from pulling the trunk down the cobblestone path. Every bump in the walkway jostled the trunk violently. As its edge caught on one particularly uneven stone, I skidded to a halt and only just barely saved it from toppling over entirely.

      “Freshmeat,” a voice I knew well called out from behind me. “Struggling a little with your trunk, are you?”

      “Not struggling.” I scowled as Sloan came over. Flint and Jules trotted along just behind him like the good little dogs they were. “I’m fine.”

      “You can say that again,” Flint said with a broad grin and a wink. He ran his fingers backward across the ram horns tattooed on either side of his clean-shaven head, his gaze dragging up and down my body. “Your trunk, on the other hand…looks like you might need some help.”

      “It’s a long way from Red Dwarf Cottage to the Water Dorms,” Jules added. “Poor thing. You must be exhausted.”

      “I’m fine,” I insisted again, yanking the trunk forward.

      The thing nearly fell over. Banshee hissed as Sloan raised his foot and placed it on the trunk’s lid, balancing it once more.

      “Maybe it’s hard to keep hold of things with all the blood on your hands,” Sloan suggested. He leaned over, resting his muscular forearms on his raised knee. His slicked-back blond hair glimmered in the morning sun as he smirked at me. “Rumor has it you helped slit Kiara Leone’s throat last night.”

      Oh, great. So the news had already broken that Kiara was dead. “And who told you that?”

      “Who hasn’t?” said Jules. His red eyes glinted as he nodded in approval. “Everyone’s talking about it. Sounds like you made quite the mess of her.”

      “But don’t worry—I don’t blame you one bit,” Sloan assured me. “No one in the Pack will.”

      “You did the Pack proud.” Flint crossed his thick arms over his broad, sturdy chest and matched Jules’s nod. “I sure am impressed.”

      “Because you think I killed someone again.” People here were so goddamn fucked up. They’d been just as approving when they thought I killed Georgiana, that Virgo girl who’d attacked me during the Hearkening.

      Maybe it was better that they didn’t know the truth: I hadn’t murdered anyone.

      Yet.

      

      “It was a necessary evil, Freshmeat,” said Sloan. “She crossed you. Crossed an awful lot of people.”

      “Doesn’t mean she deserved to die.” I wished he’d hurry up and get his stupid foot off my trunk. Even being near Sloan felt wrong—like my blood was too thick in my veins.

      “Doesn’t it?” Sloan asked. “I just hope you’re not having second thoughts. Murder is one of those things you can’t take back.”

      I sighed. “You all really think I did it, don’t you?”

      “It doesn’t matter what we think,” said Sloan. “What matters is the points are already on the board under your name. Everyone else already believes you cut that yappy Leo down.”

      “I’d lean into it, if I were you,” Jules suggested.

      “It’s good for the Pack,” said Flint.

      Sloan’s smirk broadened into a smile. “We’ll let it serve as a little reminder of why everyone ought to stay on our good side.”

      He licked his thumb and raised it to my cheek, rubbing away some non-existent smear of dirt.

      My frown deepened as I swatted his hand away.

      “Is that what this is? Your good side?” I wasn’t interested in being touched by anyone right now—but I especially didn’t want Sloan touching me.

      He knew exactly why.

      “Of course. I’ve taken quite the liking to you, Freshmeat.” In the worst possible way, no less. “If you were on my bad side, you’d know it.” Sloan snapped his fingers. “Jules, Flint. Carry the lady’s things for her. I think she’s gotten her hands dirty enough.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ve got it.” I tried to drag the trunk out from beneath Sloan’s shoe as Banshee prowled around my ankles, his fur standing on end, a low growl emanating from his throat.

      But it was no use. Sloan held firm until Jules took the free handle of my trunk and Flint eased the other handle out of my grip.

      “No,” said Sloan. “You don’t.”

      I stood there, feeling useless, while Jules and Flint hauled my trunk up and started carrying it toward the fountain. After a beat, Sloan offered me his arm like he was planning on playing the gentleman escort.

      Yeah, no. That wasn’t happening. Not in a million freakin’ years.

      “Fuck off, Sloan,” I told him plainly. “I’m pissed at you. Pissed enough that you’re lucky it wasn’t your throat that got slit last night.”

      “Pissed at me?” Sloan had the audacity to look surprised. “Whatever for?”

      I scoffed and turned, stomping after Jules and Flint. “As if you don’t know.”

      “The bloodbinding?” Sloan guessed, walking alongside me. I grunted in response and he laughed. “Please, Freshmeat. If you hadn’t been raised in such a magicless, backwater realm as Earth, you would know what a gift being bound to me truly is. You have no social standing here in Beyond. No family, few friends—and a penchant for killing the kind of people who will make you an awful lot of enemies. If anything, you should be thanking me.”

      “You chopped off my hair. You tricked me into entering some stupid, arcane blood-pact with you—and now, you’ve coerced your little goons into carrying my trunk for me. I don’t need your charity, Sloan.”

      “It’s not charity,” he said. “It’s hospitality. Consider it one of the many benefits of being mine.”

      I turned to snap at him. “I’m not yours.”

      “Your blood in my veins says otherwise. I imagine by the next full moon, you’ll be singing a very different tune.”

      “Yes. Maybe I will. I’ll call it Oh, Sloan, We Hardly Knew Ye.”

      He chuckled. “Sounds grim.”

      “It should. It’s a funeral dirge.”

      “You can’t kill me, sweetheart.”

      “Can’t I?” I asked as we came up to the edge of the fountain. It was a shame that Sloan was a Scorpio—a water sign, just like me.

      I would’ve really liked to hold his head beneath the fountain’s surface until the bubbles died down. That was an infinitely better prospect than what would happen if I didn’t find a way to break our bloodbond.

      Otherwise, come the next full moon, I’d be more than just Sloan’s charity case or his plaything.

      I’d be his mate. I wouldn’t have a choice.

      “You can try to kill me if you like,” Sloan said, placing a hand on my back. He sounded almost bored by the notion of me murdering him. That was bold of him, really—especially now that we were going to be sleeping in the same dorms. “You won’t succeed. In the meantime…let’s get you wet.”

      Sloan pushed me into the fountain with a firm shove. There was a splash to my left as Jules and Flint tossed my trunk in after me.

      As the water engulfed my body, I nearly shifted into my mermaid form. But by the time I got my bearings, I realized I didn’t need to.

      Just a short swim away, pale light shone from within a cavern. To my left, I saw Jules and Sloan swimming toward it, carrying my trunk between them.

      That had to be the way into the water dorms, then. Being an Earth sign, Flint must not have gotten an invite.

      I swam after Jules and Sloan through the cavern and up toward the surface. When I broke through, they were at the edge of the water, reaching out to pull me up.

      I came out soaking wet, my hacked-off hair matted down over my face and my stockinged feet squelching in my Mary Janes.

      “That,” I said as I shoved my hair out of my eyes, “is the single dumbest way to get into a dormitory that anyone could have ever possibly conceived. What are we supposed to do? Spend half our time here soaking wet?”

      “Wet isn’t such a bad look for you,” Sloan commented. Somehow, he was already dry.

      “First time in the water dorms is always a riot,” Jules said, chuckling as he wiped a hand down his body from forehead to feet. “Don’t worry. It gets easier the more you do it.”

      The water came away from Jules’s body as his hand moved. He flicked it back into the pool, then waved his hand over me, giving my hair and clothes the same treatment.

      Just like that, I was dry.

      “There,” Sloan said approvingly. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      I grimaced at the two of them, then grabbed my trunk.

      “Which way to my room?” I asked, dragging it away from the pool.

      “Not so fast,” said Sloan, snapping his fingers at me.

      In an instant, my body went rigid. It was something I’d felt only once before—when Ash, Lace, and I had first arrived in Beyond. Harshing had taken control of all three of us, making us dance for him like we were marionettes in a puppet show.

      I couldn’t move a muscle.

      Shit.

      “You forget yourself, darling,” Sloan said as Jules rolled his eyes. “Give me a little curtsy before you go. Then, Jules will show you to your new accommodation.”

      Sloan snapped his fingers again, and I found myself dipping down in the most awkward, clumsy curtsy imaginable. I only regained control of my body once I’d lowered it almost all the way to the stone floor.

      “Good girl,” Sloan said with a grin. “I’m going to enjoy having you here in the dorms, Freshmeat. Easy access. I like that a lot.”

      Easy access. As Sloan walked off, chuckling to himself, I couldn’t think of anything I could’ve possibly enjoyed less.

      Jules carried my trunk as we went deeper into the dorms. There was a common area full of velvet couches and cushy armchairs. The cavernous ceiling dripped with stalactites. Several tunnels branched off from the common area, leading to the various private rooms of the dorms.

      “You’re fucked,” said Jules as he opened the door to the room that must’ve been mine. “You’ve realized that by now, haven’t you? Sloan’s not going to let you go.”

      “I’m aware.” I stepped into the room and took it in. The bed was made up with crisp white sheets and a thick black comforter. A prince’s ransom of fluffy pillows was piled against its ornate headboard, which was carved with scorpions and vines. “Cybele filled me in.”

      “Of course she did.” Jules came in behind me and placed my trunk at the foot of my bed. “Do you have any plans for getting out of it?”

      I thought back to the mortifying conversation I’d had with Blackford on the subject.

      Since he’d deigned not to help me, my options were looking pretty slim.

      “I could always kill Sloan in his sleep tonight,” I mused, pulling back the black curtains from the window next to my bed. It revealed a mystical underwater view. A school of little silver fish swam past as I looked on. “Easy access, right?”

      “And I could always learn to shit gold,” Jules said, flopping down on my bed.

      I turned, arching an eyebrow. “Could you?”

      “Of course I couldn’t. Don’t be daft.”

      Right. So, he didn’t think I could kill Sloan either. Great.

      “I suppose that’s why you’re still here, then?” I walked around the room, running my fingers over the doors of the massive wardrobe and the surface of my brand-new desk. “Think you’re gonna offer me some competing bloodbinding so you can crack off a piece of this hot ass for yourself, huh?”

      Jules groaned with frustration. “I just asked you not to be daft. Even if I was interested, I’m otherwise engaged.”

      “Engaged?” That was news to me. I knew that Val and Sloan were meant to be hitched. I was pretty sure Tara, the Taurus freshman, was supposed to marry the sophomore Taurus, too. But I hadn’t heard anything about Jules’s future prospects for marriage yet. “Betrothed, or are you bloodbound too?”

      “That would be none of your business. Flint, on the other hand—he’s a free agent. And he’s willing if you are.”

      “Flint wants to bloodbind with me?” I laughed. Mating with Flint was probably preferable to doing it with Sloan—but that also meant that Sloan’s cronies weren’t nearly as loyal as I’d originally thought.

      “Well, as you’ve said. You’re a hot piece of ass, aren’t you?”

      “He can get others. Bianca and Sage should be more than enough to keep him busy.” From what I’d gleaned on the romantic entanglements of the Pack, the junior girls passed Jules and Flint between them like Pokémon cards.

      “They used to be. Let’s just say that Flint is in the market for new pastures.”

      “I’m not some field he can sow his wild oats in. And I hardly think getting a girl to fuck you is worth dying over.”

      “Not everything is about you.” Jules plucked a pillow from my bed and tossed it at me. I caught it just before it smacked me in the face. “Come on. Think for a second. What do you know about Sloan so far?”

      “He’s an egomaniacal sociopath, a pathological liar, and a weird little creep.” I tossed the pillow back at him.

      He caught it and tucked it behind his head.

      “Exactly. His father is also the Grand Alpha of the Sanguilunae and the High Lord of House Scorpio. If he makes it to court, he’ll be well-positioned to take over his father’s place someday.” Jules rolled over on his side, propping his head up with his hand. “Taking that excellent assessment you’ve made of Sloan’s moral character into consideration, Sloan’s future in Beyond has the potential to be a serious problem for Flint and me someday. Until then, as Alpha of the Pack here at the Academy, he’s free to lord his position over the rest of us as he likes.”

      Ah. So my suspicions were right—Jules and Flint liked being ordered around by Sloan about as much as I did.

      “You two want to take him down a peg.” I moved a little closer and sat down on the edge of my bed, a few feet away from Jules.

      “We want to take him down, period,” Jules said. “If Flint kills Sloan, Flint will be the new Alpha, and Sloan will no longer be in our hair.”

      “Why don’t the two of you just gang up on him, then?” I asked. “If the two of you put your heads together, I’m sure a little assassination isn’t beyond your capabilities.”

      “Oh, to be a Changeling,” Jules cooed. “It’s not that simple. But, of course, if you were aware of that, you wouldn’t have killed Kiara Leone.”

      Ugh. Kiara’s murder was going to be a difficult thing to shake—and until we found her real killer, bearing the legacy of being her murderer was going to be incredibly annoying.

      “You’re worried that killing Sloan will affect your families’ positions at court?” I guessed.

      “Exactly.”

      “How’s killing him during a bloodbinding brawl going to be any different, then?”

      “If you’re bloodbound to Flint, he won’t be able to help himself to fight for the right to breed you. To the death. Having a Hale slay his son will shame High Lord Rayner, sure. But if Rayner wants to retaliate, he’ll be shamed further if he goes through with it. Bloodbinding may not be common practice anymore, but the Sanguilunae honor it when it occurs.”

      “Great.” I groaned and lay back on the bed, placing my hands on my stomach and letting my calves dangle off the edge.

      “So?” Jules asked expectantly.

      “So what?”

      “You’re not dumb. Stop acting like it.” He shifted closer to me on the mattress. “Do you accept Flint’s offer or not?”

      I glanced over at him. “As charmed as I am, I fail to see how any of this helps me.”

      “You won’t have to mate with Sloan, for starters. And believe me, you don’t want to mate with Sloan.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir, bud. But I’d just be trading one Alpha I don’t want to fuck for another. I don’t want to mate with Flint either.”

      “I’ve made it clear that I’m off the market, haven’t I? Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered. But—”

      “I don’t want to mate with any of you, Jules.” His elegantly disheveled good looks hadn’t been lost on me, nor had Flint’s brutish, hulking charms. Even Sloan was handsome—as long as he didn’t open his mouth. Or smile. Or do…literally anything else. “I don’t want to fuck Sloan, or Flint, or you.”

      “Those are your only options. Harshing wouldn’t give you the time of day, even if he was interested. The only other person who could possibly step in is Blackford, and unless those drawings that were up on the first day of classes had some truth to them—”

      Embarrassment seared my throat at the mention of the pornographic artwork that some nitwit had posted up in the Astrolabe last week. It had depicted Blackford and me banging in dozens of different positions.

      I’d spent the latter half of last week down in Blackford’s office, being forced to redraw them. The images were practically burned into my gray matter now, but I’d hoped that everyone else had forgotten about them.

      Apparently not.

      “Fuck off, Jules,” I grumbled.

      “Oh. That’s it, isn’t it?” Jules’s tawny eyes narrowed in a dark sort of delight. “You want Blackford. Oh, you poor, naive girl. I take back what I said—maybe you are dumb.”

      “Save your fucking pity,” I snapped. “I don’t want to be forced to mate with anyone. Why can’t you get that through your thick skull?”

      “Don’t worry, Blakely. Your secret’s safe with me.” Jules reached over and pinched my cheek. “But if you’re thinking about going the Blackford route… Next time you’ve got Blessings and Curses, you’d better ask the Tomáses for stronger protection charms. If the Sanguilunae hear that Dayne Blackford has taken a mate, you’re going to need something a lot stronger than that little bundle of twigs they teach the freshmen to make. You want my advice?”

      “Never asked for it,” I grumbled. “You can leave any time you like.”

      “Take the offer, Blakely.” Jules rose from the bed and headed for the door. “You’ve got the rest of the month to decide.”

      Jules left the door open behind him. I thought about getting up and closing it, but now that he was gone, the tide of dread that was rising within me made me feel nearly too sick to stand.

      Instead, I rolled over, grabbed the pillow we’d thrown back and forth at each other, and buried my face in it.

      It was almost dense enough to drown out my frustrated screams.

      “Heather?” An obnoxious, high-pitched voice came from the doorway. “I’d be screaming too, if I was you. First Sloan, and now Flint? I’m so jealous. You must be so excited!”

      I raised my head from the pillow and turned to the door to find a small, mousy girl in a silver Academy uniform peeking into my room. Her bright red hair peeked out from beneath the fluffy white towel wrapped around her head.

      “Cordelia,” I grumbled. “You getting your minor in eavesdropping here or something?”

      Cordelia smiled like she was oblivious to my annoyance. “Just listening in.”

      “Well, don’t.” I shoved my face back into the pillow and hoped that she’d go away.

      She did not.

      “So, who’re you going to choose? What will you do now?” she asked as she slinked into my room.

      “Work on soundproofing this place, for starters.” I sighed, then picked myself up off the bed. I grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her around, pushing her right back out the door. “Have a nice day.”

      “Hey! Wait! But—”

      I slammed the door in Cordelia’s face, then rested my back against it. An exhausted sigh left my lips.

      Soundproofing really wasn’t that bad of an idea, actually. Neither was installing a lock. And until then… I would need to be more careful about the conversations I had in this place.

      Now that I was in the belly of the beast, I had no idea who might be listening in.
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      One moment, I was staring up at the place where Ventus Tower disappeared into the clouds.

      The next, I was face down in the dirt.

      “Morning, Panties.” Romin’s voice sounded above me as he placed his foot on the small of my back, pinning me down. He crouched and buried his fingers in my hair, raking them up the back of my scalp. It might have actually felt good if it had been literally anyone else’s hand. “Nice haircut.”

      “You think so?” I snipped, already dreading where this was going. “Personally, I think my barber did a real hack job on it.”

      “Ah, yes. Speaking of hack jobs…” Romin pushed down on my back a little harder. “A little birdie told me you killed my betrothed.”

      “Then your little birdie lied,” I growled. “I was framed.”

      “Were you?” Romin twisted what was left of my hair up in his fist and pulled my face off the ground. “Or are you just afraid of how I’ll retaliate?”

      “It wasn’t me, Castillo,” I assured him. “Besides, last I checked, you didn’t even like her. Why bother retaliating? Whoever really did kill Kiara—now you’re free, aren’t you?”

      “Panties, Panties, Panties.” Romin clucked his tongue at me. “You should know better by now. Surviving in Beyond isn’t about doing what you like.”

      He shoved my face back down in the dirt, then let go of my hair and took his foot off my back.

      “Yeah?” I rolled onto my back and pushed myself into a sitting position. “Is that why you made out with me in the library the other day? Because it certainly looked like you were doing exactly what you wanted then.”

      Romin’s lips pulled back in a cruel sneer. “I think we can both agree that was a mistake.”

      “Then we’re finally in agreement on something.” I sneered right back, rising to my feet. “Fancy that.”

      “I’m serious, Aisling.” Romin skulked around me like a vulture encircling its prey. “There are expectations on me. Things your silly little head couldn’t even comprehend. I can’t let this slide. You must know that. How would your Earth philosophers put it? An eye for an eye?”

      I glowered. He was quoting Hammurabi, and that man had been no philosopher. He’d been a king and a conqueror. A man obsessed with his own violent code of justice.

      I wasn’t surprised that his teachings had reached Beyond. He would’ve loved this place—all the brutality and blood.

      “Another of our philosophers would say that an eye for an eye leaves the whole world blind,” I quipped back at him. “Explains a lot, actually. I told you. I didn’t kill her. If you can’t see that, you’re blind already.”

      “Am I?” He put a hand on my shoulder and shoved me again—hard. With the amount of strength he put into the shove, I had no hope of keeping my balance. A jolt of pain shot up my spine as my backside hit the ground. “You’re getting your ass owned by a blind man, in that case.”

      “Look, if you’re going to kill me, just do it!” I was tired of Romin pushing me around. I was tired of Romin, period.

      I wasn’t going to let him torture me like this for the rest of the semester. If he wanted a piece of me—well, now was as good of a time for it as any, right?

      “Killing you now would be too easy.” He laughed and shook his head. “No. With you, I think I’m going to take my sweet time.”

      “Your bad breeding is showing again, Romin.” It was a low blow. Insulting Romin’s breeding had been the first thing I’d done that really pissed him off. And now, I knew why—whoever he was, he wasn’t Lord and Lady Castillo’s trueborn son.

      Romin’s nostrils flared. His fists clenched.

      Suddenly, he was on top of me again. His hips fell hard between my thighs as he wrapped his hand around my throat.

      “So concerned with breeding these days, aren’t you?” He squeezed my throat so tight that I could barely swallow.

      “However your parents raised you, they obviously did a terrible job of it,” I rasped out. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to play with your food?”

      Romin tugged me closer to him. His stubble scratched against my cheek as he hissed in my ear, “Maybe I just can’t help myself—you look like such a snack.”

      “You’re a coward,” I hissed back. “You want to avenge your girlfriend’s death? Do it. Do it now. It will save both of us a lot of trouble. If my friends were here, we’d all kick your sorry ass together. But it’s your lucky day. Right now, I’m all alone.”

      His grip tightened around my throat for a split second, and the most bizarre heat unfurled throughout my body. Romin’s scent—smoke and spice—was all around me. His whiskey-colored eyes stared down at me, intense and captivated as my lips parted, releasing a fracture of a breath. He tensed as he drew that same breath into his own lungs.

      But then, Romin glanced upward and relaxed his grip. “Looks like you’re not alone anymore.”

      Through the mist, two shadowy figures grew larger by the second.

      Someone was coming to my aid.

      “Oi! Fuck off, Castillo!” Ajax shouted as he and his twin brother, Achilles, emerged from the mist and floated down toward us. Their ruddy brown hair was messy like they’d just woken up. They were both dressed in their Academy uniforms, but their shirts were only half buttoned and they were missing their yellow Gemini blazers and ties. “That’s our freshman you’re tormenting!”

      “Yeah, shouldn’t you be planning a funeral?” Achilles added as he and Ajax touched down at the base of the tower. “Would be a shame if it got back to Lord Leone that we found you dry-humping his daughter’s killer instead of mourning Kiara’s death.”

      Romin’s jaw clenched as fire flickered through his eyes. He growled. “Fine. Have her, then. I was just about done with her, anyway.”

      Abruptly, he shoved me away from him. My back hit the dirt as he rose and smirked sinisterly down at me.

      “Don’t worry, Panties. We’ll pick this up again later, when your boyfriends aren’t around.” He turned and shoved his hands into his pockets. “Enjoy your weekend. It’ll be your last.”

      The twins hauled me to my feet as Romin trudged off.

      “How bad did he get you?” Ajax asked, looking me up and down.

      “Just a little dirty,” I said as I brushed my skirt clean. “That’s all.”

      “Well, we don’t mind our women a little dirty,” Achilles said with a wicked grin. “Do we, Ajax?”

      “Prefer it that way, in fact.” Ajax waggled his eyebrows at me. “If you needed help with Romin, you should’ve just called out, you know.”

      “Ventus House takes care of their own. Though, we wish you would’ve warned us that you were gunning for Kiara,” Achilles said as he brushed the dirt from my arms.

      “We could’ve told you what a bad idea that was,” Ajax added.

      “Would you believe me if I told you I didn’t kill her?” I asked them hopefully.

      “Maybe,” said Achilles. “But it doesn’t matter now.”

      “The points are on the board under your name. Whether or not you made the kill—”

      “You’ve claimed it now. We’ll just have to do our best to keep an eye out for you from here on out.” Achilles grinned. His eyes were currently very much focused on the swell of my breasts beneath my cardigan.

      “Which will be easier, really, now that we’re going to be dorm mates. You need some help?” Ajax asked.

      “Just point me to the door,” I said. “I seem to have…misplaced it.”

      “Or you’ve been too busy trying to keep your head down,” said Achilles, looking up.

      “Oh. Shoot.” I followed Achilles’s gaze up to the mist around the top of the tower. “Do I have to—what? Scale the building?”

      “You fly there, Hargrave,” Ajax explained.

      “You’ve figured out how to do that by now, haven’t you?” asked Achilles.

      “I’ve been a little busy,” I admitted, feeling my cheeks flush a little pink. With everything else that had been going on the last couple of days, I’d neglected my training. Who knew how much further along I’d be in my magical studies if it hadn’t been for all the chaos happening around me?

      “Just think floaty thoughts,” Ajax suggested.

      “We’ll grab your trunk.” Achilles winked at me and nudged my shoulder with his elbow as he moved past. “Maybe later, you can grab our trunks.”

      I rolled my eyes as I picked Somerville up. The twins never missed a chance to inject a little sexual innuendo into our conversations. “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”

      “Your loss, Aquarius,” Ajax teased.

      Achilles wagged his finger at me. “You don’t know what you’re missing.”

      As the twins collected my trunk, I closed my eyes and held Somerville to my chest. I did like they said: think floaty thoughts.

      I imagined my body being light as a feather and envisioned floating on the wind like a leaf. Slowly, a breeze picked up around me. A moment later, my feet lifted off the ground.

      Just like that, I was floating on air. With a little more imagination, my body began to move upward.

      Holy crap. I could fly.

      Beneath me, I heard a couple of wolf whistles from the twins as I ascended through the mist. When I glanced down, I realized why.

      Ugh. Ajax and Achilles were looking up my skirt.

      I shifted Somerville under one arm and did my best to press the skirt down with my free hand as I flew to the top of the tower. There, I found a slender opening in the stone just big enough for a trunk to fit through.

      Finally, I’d located the entrance to my new abode.

      “Ash!” Naomi greeted me brightly as the twins and I landed inside the air tower. She was still in her pink Libra pajamas, her short black hair pulled away from her face with a headband. “You made it!”

      “Hey, Naomi.” I set Somerville on the rug beneath my feet and let Naomi envelop me in a hug as I took in the room. It was full of couches, armchairs and, to my delight, fully stocked bookshelves. The whole place had a good energy to it. I could actually see myself calling it home. “How are you?”

      “I’m more worried about how you are,” she said as she released me from the hug. “It sounds like things got pretty wild for the freshmen last night.”

      “Just some murder with a side of a little light hazing,” I said, casting a sidelong glance toward Ajax and Achilles.

      “It wasn’t too bad.” Achilles rubbed the back of his neck. At least he had the decency to look apologetic.

      “Was it?” asked Ajax.

      “I could’ve died,” I reminded them. As I thought back to last night, I could almost still feel the warmth of Romin’s blood on my cheek as I stood perched on the precipice of the portal to the Shade.

      “Well, before that, we mean,” Achilles said.

      “Wait…” Naomi’s brow furrowed as she looked between the twins. “You two were out hazing freshmen last night?”

      “Course we were!” said Ajax.

      “Academy tradition!” Achilles added indignantly.

      “I didn’t know about the hazing,” Naomi said to me. “I meant Kiara’s death. And the other girls, before that. Irene’s still pretty upset about Iris’s death.”

      “Yeah, well…” Ajax frowned as he glanced at his brother. “It is pretty fucked up, only killing one twin.”

      “When we go down, we go down together.” Achilles threw an arm around Ajax’s neck and put him in an affectionate headlock.

      “In the streets…and between the sheets,” Ajax said with a laugh.

      “Stop it,” Naomi snapped. “You two should be ashamed of yourselves, dragging the freshmen through your stupid games right after they’d lost three of their own.” Naomi poked Ajax in the chest and shot Achilles a venomous look. “Take Ash’s trunk to her room while you figure out how to apologize.”

      “Yes, Mommy,” Ajax said, slumping his shoulders petulantly as he grabbed one end of the trunk.

      Achilles sighed as he grabbed the other. “Anything you say, Mommy.”

      “I hate it when they call me that,” Naomi grumbled as the twins hauled my trunk away. “They really shouldn’t have joined in with the other boys, though. It was thoughtless.”

      “They were harmless compared to some of the others,” I assured her. Like Romin, who’d nearly pushed me into the Shade with blood all over my face. If he’d succeeded, the Shadelings would have been on me in an instant. He’d nearly killed me—and that was before he thought I’d murdered his precious betrothed. “I’m willing to give them a pass.”

      “Well, if you say so.” Naomi shrugged. “You know, Irene’s over there by the fire if you want to go say hi. She’s been having a hard time adjusting.”

      I followed Naomi’s gaze to the loveseat by the fireplace. Irene’s posture was stiff as she stared off into space. Her lavender hair was limper than usual, her skin sallow and pale. Though her eyes weren’t puffy—it didn’t look like she’d been crying—there were dark bags beneath them. I doubted she’d been sleeping much.

      There was an empty space next to her on the loveseat. It felt like the place where Iris would have been sitting if she was still alive.

      “She’s in mourning,” I said. “If I was in her place, I’d be having a hard time adjusting, too.”

      “You should go talk to her,” Naomi suggested. “I think it would mean a lot to her right now.”

      I nodded and headed for Irene. Nothing I could say would make her sister’s death less horrible. But at least I could try to help her feel less alone.

      “Hey, Irene,” I said softly. “How’re you doing?”

      “Oh. Ash.” Irene’s voice was wispy and distant. So was the thousand-mile stare she settled on me as she raised her head. “Your hair looks…um, nice like that.”

      I laughed and self-consciously raked my fingers through the uneven red layers. “No, it doesn’t. I don’t think Romin has a future in hairdressing.”

      It took her a second, but Irene laughed, too. “It really doesn’t. Sorry. You’re lucky you’re so pretty. It makes you look…edgier, at least.” The laughter died on her pale lips too quickly. The lingering laughter in her eyes was mixed with a sadness she didn’t seem able to shake.

      “Your hair really does look good, though,” I told her. “It’s only a little shorter. Suits your face.”

      “Ajax went easy on me, I think.” Irene shrugged. “And, anyway. It’s not that big of a loss for any of us. Hair grows back.”

      There was something unspoken in the air. Hair did grow back.

      Sisters didn’t.

      “I’m sorry.” I lowered myself down onto the couch next to her and placed my hand on her bony knee. “About Iris, I mean. I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now, but I know it must hurt.”

      “It’s what the Academy is about.” Irene’s eyes focused, then unfocused, as she stared at the wall. “I can still feel her with me sometimes, you know. I forget that she’s gone. I’ll turn my head to tell her something funny I’ve just noticed…only, she’s not there.” She laughed tonelessly. “I know how crazy that sounds.”

      “It’s not crazy at all,” I assured her. “The only people I’ve ever lost were my parents—and I was too young to remember it.” It was half-true. The only memory I had of my mother was her tucking me into bed during a thunderstorm and singing me a lullaby until I drifted off to sleep. I still didn’t know what had happened to her. King Solis, my father, was technically still alive, but as far as I was concerned, he was dead to me. “Losing someone you grew up with, shared your whole life with…I think it’s natural to feel like she’s still here.”

      “Maybe she is, in a way.” Irene smiled sadly and folded her hand over mine. “It means a lot that her death has been avenged, at least. Thank you, Ash.”

      I gaped at her. Thank you? That was a dangerous thing to say here in Beyond.

      “Irene, don’t—”

      “No, I mean it.” Irene squeezed my hand. “Thank you for killing Kiara. Someone needed to. I only regret that I didn’t have the guts to do it myself. I’m in your debt.”

      I bit my lip. Having people indebted to you was useful here in Beyond. Irene had just given me the power to ask for a favor from her somewhere down the line.

      But I hadn’t killed Kiara. The favor she was insisting on giving me was one I hadn’t earned.

      “Irene, I didn’t—”

      “Ash?” Naomi called out as she walked toward us. “Do you want to see your room?”

      “Go,” Irene told me. “The rooms are really nice. I think yours is right next to mine.”

      I nodded, then got up and trailed along behind Naomi down one of the hallways that branched off from the common room. Somerville trotted beside me, sticking close to my feet.

      The hallway followed the curve of the tower. Every doorway was a dull silver decorated with swirls and a different zodiac sign: Libra, Gemini…

      Aquarius.

      “Well, here it is.” Naomi opened the door to the Aquarius room and stepped aside to let me in. “Do you like it?”

      The room wasn’t huge, but I didn’t mind that. After I’d spent a year in the Slasher’s tiny cell, a giant bedroom probably would have been overwhelming.

      The bed was bigger than the one I’d had in Red Dwarf Cottage, though—and I wasn’t about to complain about that. It was made of the same silver metal as the door, draped and canopied in Aquarius blue. I could already imagine sprawling out on it to nap and read and daydream. The twins had deposited my blue-and-silver trunk at the foot of the bed.

      There were built-in shelves around the matching silver wardrobe—shelves that were begging to be filled with books. Little orbs of soft light floated around the ceiling like a myriad of tiny stars. The desk looked like a cozy place to study. So did the comfy blue velvet armchair in the corner.

      But it was the windows I liked the most. They took up an entire wall, reaching from floor to ceiling. When I parted the blue drapes, all I could see from them was clear blue skies and big, fluffy cotton-ball clouds.

      Just a week ago, I’d been living a life where I wasn’t sure I’d ever see the sky again. Now, it was right here—so close that it felt like I could open those windows and pull off a chunk of those clouds to eat like cotton candy.

      In this room, I felt like I finally had a place of my own.

      “I love it,” I breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

      “I’m glad.” Naomi gave me a fleeting smile that quickly faded. “But now that you’re here, I should warn you. Romin will be out for blood. The Leones won’t take kindly to you murdering their daughter, and the Castillos still have a very tenuous alliance to uphold. I wish I could say things will get better now that Kiara’s gone, but—”

      “But they won’t. I know.” Somerville hopped up onto the bed and immediately began kneading the blue comforter. I sat down beside him and ran my hand down his fluffy calico back until he started to purr. “Romin’s already informed me that I’ll pay for what I did.”

      Naomi took a breath, then winced. “I mean… Did you do it?”

      “Of course not.” Naomi didn’t know me very well, but it hurt a little that she felt like she had to ask. “I’ve spent far too much of my life staring down certain death, Naomi. Even before I came to Beyond. I don’t want to put more of that into the world. I certainly didn’t want to give people here more reasons to want to kill me.”

      “Right. You had that…thing. With the serial killer.” Naomi’s expression softened. “That must have been terrifying.”

      “He kept me locked up in his basement for what should have been the best year of my life,” I said. “He talked about murdering me every day. When I was finally free of him, Lace and Heather and I arrived in here in Beyond. Ever since, it’s just felt like more and more people want me dead.”

      “That’s a lot of weight to bear on your shoulders.” Naomi shook her head. “I don’t know if I could’ve handled it.”

      “I don’t think I can for much longer,” I admitted. I didn’t think it was too much to ask to live a life where no one was planning my death. But apparently, it was.

      “You’re made of strong stuff, Ash. Don’t forget that.”

      I forced a smile. “I’ll try my best.”

      “There’s a small vigil tomorrow night for Iris and the other girls. Their families are coming to collect their bodies,” Naomi said, lingering in the doorway. “You and your Changeling friends should consider coming. It would mean a lot to Irene.”

      “If their families are coming, does that mean the Leones will be here as well?”

      “Yes,” Naomi said. “Plus the Kenyattas for Scarlett and the Bronsons for Georgiana.”

      The Leones and the Bronsons. That wasn’t very reassuring. I didn’t imagine High Lord Leone would be pleased to see his daughter’s alleged killers, and Georgiana had died trying to kill Heather before classes even started. Worse, Georgiana was the third child the Bronsons had lost here at the Academy. Emphasis on lost—we still didn’t know if Calanthe, Georgiana’s older sister, was dead or just missing.

      But Naomi did. I was sure of it.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you about Calanthe Bronson,” I said. “When Georgiana tried to kill Heather, she said she was doing it for Calanthe. Do you know what happened to—”

      “I should warn you that the Castillos will probably be there too,” Naomi interrupted. “Scarlett was Romin’s cousin on his mother’s side, and if the Castillos plan to maintain their alliance with the Leones, they’ll want to pay their respects for Kiara as well.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t fail to notice how Naomi had forced the change of subject. She obviously didn’t want to talk about Calanthe’s fate. But if the Leones and the Castillos would be arriving at the Academy… “Is it even safe for me and Heather and Lace to show up at this thing?”

      

      “Nothing’s ever safe in Beyond, Ash. But the Illmarinens, the Kenyattas and the Nalinis will probably want to thank you for avenging their daughters’ murders.”

      “I don’t want to be thanked for killing someone,” I said. It had felt wrong when Irene did it. It would feel even worse if her parents, Paloma’s family, and Scarlett’s added their thanks. “Especially not when I didn’t kill Kiara.”

      “Kiara’s death has earned you a lot of enemies. You should claim all the allies you can.” Naomi backed out of the doorway, swinging the door closed behind her. “You’re going to need them.”
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      I woke up on Sunday morning to the feeling of a tiny hand tugging insistently on my fingers until I stirred from my dreams.

      “Huh?” I opened my eyes to the wan glow of sunlight filtering in through my underwater window and the scent of roses in the air.

      My Pisces-green room appeared empty, but the yanking on my fingers persisted.

      “Miss! Miss Constantine! I have a gift for you!” a tiny voice croaked.

      I glanced down at my hand to find a Brownie so short, she could have walked beneath my bedframe without even ducking. She had a bulbous nose, thin lips, and giant purple eyes. Wiry curls of silver hair poked out from beneath her little white bonnet. I could see the small door she’d entered from across the room, next to my desk—a door that certainly hadn’t been there when I went to sleep last night.

      The Brownie clutched two of my fingers in one tiny hand, and a single, long-stemmed pink rose in her other.

      “A gift?” I blinked at the rose. It looked exactly like the one I’d found in Harshing’s study. The one I’d destroyed. “Um. Okay. What’s your name?”

      “I’m called Blumble, Miss.” She held the rose out to me and grinned. “This is for you.”

      I shook Blumble’s tiny hand, then took the rose from her, turning it around in my fingers. “It’s beautiful.”

      

      There was a card attached to it with white ribbon.

      

      “To my beautiful rose,” I read. “Beware of those who seek to remove your thorns.” The card hadn’t been signed. I looked to Blumble again. “Who’s this from?”

      “A secret admirer,” Blumble said with a wry grin. “Does it please you, Miss?”

      “I’m…not sure.” I stared down at the rose once more. My intuition wasn’t giving me anything, which was odd but not beyond belief.

      When Professor Douglas had been here at the Academy, my intuition had gone haywire—a constant war between my body and the awful little voice he’d put in my head when he’d taken my name. He’d told me to trust him—that I couldn’t trust anyone here at the Academy except for him and my own blood.

      Since then, the only people I’d been sure I could trust were Ash and Heather. And now I knew why—they were my half-sisters. The blood of King Solis ran through all three of us.

      I guessed even in Douglas’s absence, my intuition was still on the fritz. Which meant he was probably still alive.

      The rose could be from him. Or maybe…

      My heart fluttered as I touched the place on my neck where yesterday’s bite mark had almost healed over.

      Could it have been Harshing?

      With so little to go off of, it was impossible to say for sure.

      “It was sweet of you to bring this to me, Blumble.” I reached over and placed the rose down next to Milkshake, who was still fast asleep on the foot of the bed. “Do you think you could ask whoever sent it to—”

      I looked up just in time to see the tiny door by my desk swinging closed. It shut with a tiny click.

      When I went over to try to open it, I found that it was locked.

      Blumble was gone, and any chance that I might get answers about this secret admirer of mine had gone out the door with her.

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      I met up with Ash and Heather as soon as the Astrolabe opened for breakfast. We were the first ones there, which meant we were able to grab some food and hightail it back outside before any of the upperclassmen arrived to order us around.

      We took pastries and a cold jug of cloudy apple juice out to the lake, where we laid a few blankets down behind some tall grass to give us a little privacy. The cats ran around us, pouncing and playing with each other while we ate.

      I closed my eyes as I bit into a buttery-golden pain au chocolat. Its crisp outer layers dissolved on my tongue almost immediately, giving way to soft pastry and the bittersweet dark chocolate wrapped inside. A gentle, slightly chilly breeze blew around us, bringing the scent of fall with it.

      This was the first meal we’d had since arriving at the Academy where we hadn’t been forced to serve someone beforehand, I realized. A delicious breakfast by a beautiful lake, shared with my sisters. My friends.

      It was almost…nice.

      So, naturally, the feeling didn’t last long.

      “What do you have there?” Ash asked as Heather pulled a crumpled ball of paper from her pocket.

      “See for yourself.” Heather uncrumpled the paper and smoothed it out on the blanket between us. “It was up on the bulletin board in the Astrolabe. I pulled it down before anyone could see.”

      We stared down at the ink drawings on the paper. Each drawing contained the same four characters. They moved like they’d been animated, acting out a dozen murderous acts across the page in endless loops.

      It was obviously meant to be me, Ash, and Heather killing Kiara Leone over and over again in every way imaginable.

      “Guess we’ve got some stuff to discuss,” said Ash. She took the paper and crumpled it up again, which I was grateful for.

      At least that way, I didn’t have to see the way that Animated Lace was gleefully chopping off Animated Kiara’s head with an axe while Animated Heather and Ash laughed in the background anymore.

      Some stuff was a bit of an understatement at this point, though. I pulled my grimoire out of my bag and opened it to the page titled Unanswered Questions.

      The list seemed to get longer every time I looked at it.

      I placed the open grimoire on my lap. Ash and Heather scooted closer on either side of me so we could all read it.

      
        
        Unanswered Questions

      

        

      
        1. Who told the Slasher everything he knew about Beyond?

        2. Who killed Chaya Erembour, Melany Ombretta, and Senka Zilthai?

        3. Why is Professor Douglas so obsessed with me?

        4. Why did Georgiana attack Heather during the Hearkening?

        5. Why do Harshing and Blackford want us “taken care of?”

        6. What was the importance of the rose in Headmaster Harshing’s office?

        7. Who poisoned the chocolates that Paloma, Iris, and Scarlett ate?

        8. Which Order of the Veil member slit Paloma’, Iris’s and Scarlett’s throats?

        9. Who baited the Shade before we entered it?

        10. What happened to our mothers after the memory we saw in the Shade?

        11. Who killed Kiara and framed us for it?

      

      

      “That’s one hell of a list.” Heather sighed heavily. “Where do we even start?”

      “A lot of these are who questions,” said Ash. “If we can answer them, then we’ll know who our enemies are here in Beyond. So we need to establish motive and opportunity, I guess. That will give a list of suspects. Aside from that…”

      “I guess we start from the beginning,” I said, and Ash nodded.

      “Who told the Slasher about Beyond, then. Motives?” Ash asked.

      “Telling the Slasher about the Fae ended with us coming here,” said Heather. “I’d say that whoever it did wanted us here in Beyond—and couldn’t bring us here without his help.”

      “So they would have needed to open a portal in the Veil to get to Earth.” Ash frowned. “And the only Aquariuses we know of are…well, Professor Zephyr and that man she had with her in the memory we got from the Shade. The other Zephyr—either her husband or her brother.”

      “Headmaster Harshing is a Transit,” I reminded them. “That means he could have done it too.”

      “Something doesn’t add up here. The Slasher has been active on Earth since the seventies. Long before we were even born.” Ash’s frown deepened for a moment, then she shrugged. “But I think answering that question is low on the priority list. The Slasher should be in jail by now, and we’re already here. Let’s move on to Chaya, Melany and Senka.”

      “They looked just like us. Sloan said Senka even had my scent,” said Heather. “And Blackford said that the Zephyrs were going to make golems of us with our essences. Could those girls have been our golems?”

      “I’m not sure what golems are yet,” said Ash, “But it seems the most likely answer.”

      “Weren’t the golems killed during the Slaughter?” I asked. “They were supposed to die in our places so no one would realize that Blackford and the Zephyrs had whisked us away.”

      “Maybe someone else whisked them away, thinking they were us,” Ash mused.

      “And maybe they were killed because their murderers thought they were us, too,” Heather added.

      That was a grim thought.

      “Let’s talk Creepy Douglas now,” said Ash, moving to the next item on my list.

      “That one’s easy. He’s obsessed with Lace because he’s a pervert with a student-professor kink, obviously.” Heather rolled her eyes.

      I gave her a stern look. “I’m not sure you’ve got room to talk on that one.”

      Heather’s cheeks pinked as she looked away. I knew she was thinking of Blackford and how she’d almost let him bend her over his desk and spank her with his belt.

      “If he knew that Lace was a Lost One, the power she could hold at court would make her an even more desirable target,” said Ash.

      “I’m afraid a lot of people know that we’re the Lost Ones. That would explain why Georgiana attacked Heather,” I pointed out.

      “No, it wouldn’t,” Heather said. “Georgiana said she was doing it for Calanthe. Her long-lost sister, right?”

      “We need to figure out what kind of lost Calanthe really is,” I said. “She must have either asked Georgiana to kill you for some reason—”

      “Or if someone else tasked Georgiana with trying to murder me to get Calanthe back,” Heather finished.

      “Naomi dodges my questions about it every time I bring it up, but maybe if I keep trying, she’ll crack eventually,” said Ash. “In the meantime…Harshing and Blackford. They don’t like each other, but they’re working together anyway. Taking care of us. Whatever that means now.”

      “Professor Douglas screwed around with my intuition,” I reminded them. “So take this with a grain of salt. But so far, Harshing has done a lot to protect me. I think maybe I might have misinterpreted what they were saying about us.”

      “By take care of us…they could’ve literally just meant that they needed to take care of us? In a good way, I mean,” said Ash. “Not a threat.”

      “That’s yet to be seen,” Heather grumbled. “Blackford is…well, he’s not trying to kill us, anyway. But I still think old Hardballs has creep energy. What’s this shit about the rose, Lace?”

      Heather tapped the sixth question on my list.

      “Harshing had a pink flower suspended in a bell jar in his office. I kind of broke it while I was eavesdropping,” I admitted. “The rose died when the glass shattered. Harshing did seem a little upset about it, but he said it was something from a time long gone. I don’t think he likes lingering on the past.”

      “You can keep looking into it if you want,” said Heather. “I’m more worried about this business with the chocolates.”

      “Who poisoned Paloma, Iris, and Scarlett?” Ash read. “We know those chocolates were meant for us, and that the whole freshmen class had access to the Devil’s Thumbprints from Professor Winterbottom’s class.”

      “And the Temptress Tears—the ones that induce a feeling of heartache,” I added.

      “So, either someone was trying to pull a really dirty prank on us or, once again, they just wanted us dead.” Heather grabbed the jug of apple juice and took a swig.

      “Not as much as the Order of the Veil did, though,” said Ash. “They slit those girls’ throats. Death to all Changelings—that was definitely meant for us, too. So first, we need to figure out what the Order of the Veil is—”

      “Oh. I, um, I already took care of that,” I said. “They’re terrorists, apparently. They want to close off all travel between the realms once and for all—to protect Beyond, they claim.”

      “So the existence of three Changelings here in Beyond again has obviously chapped their asses.” Heather wiped her lips on the back of her hand, then passed the jug to me.

      “Where’d you learn about the Order, Lace?” Ash asked.

      “Harshing told me. During our meeting yesterday.” I took a tiny sip from the jug. The juice was the perfect balance of tart and sweet. “Like I said. He’s been protective of me. And helpful.”

      Heather arched an eyebrow in suspicion. “What else did he tell you?”

      I pursed my lips. After the way I’d just poked at her about her relationship with Blackford, I didn’t really want to discuss letting Harshing drink my blood.

      “Let’s just keep going,” I said. “Who baited the Shade? It was someone who obviously didn’t want anyone else going in there. Blackford, perhaps? After he sent everyone to bed, he would’ve had the chance. Maybe he was just trying to keep everyone out for their own safety—not just us.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Ash. “If he cared that much, he would’ve found a different way to protect the portal. Whoever summoned the Shadelings into it wanted anyone who entered to wind up dead.”

      “He’s an asshole, but not that much of an asshole,” Heather agreed. “So…did anyone else know we wanted to get back into the Shade?”

      “Well, there’s Professor Antigone,” I said after a beat. “She’s the one who told me how the doors held secrets behind them. But the way she talked…it seemed like she wanted us to find out what was behind the doors. It didn’t feel like she wanted to stop us. And Cybele said we could trust her.”

      “But can we trust Cybele?” Ash asked. “She snuck out on Friday night, just before we did. That means she had opportunity to bait the Shade.”

      “Or Kiara,” I reminded them. “She was also out of the cottage that night.”

      “Whoever did it, at least we know what they were trying to keep us from discovering now,” said Heather. “We all came to the same conclusion about that memory, right? The Lost Ones—they’re us. We’re the heirs to the throne of Beyond.”

      “I don’t want to be heir to anything here.” Ash hugged her arms tight around herself as a particularly strong breeze picked up around us.

      “Me neither.” Heather agreed. “This place is one kernel short of a clusterfuck.”

      I didn’t say anything. Slowly, Ash and Heather turned their attention to me.

      “Lace…” Heather said, her voice low with warning.

      “I… I don’t know,” I stammered. “Would it be the worst thing? King Solis brought the Unseelie into his palace to slaughter everyone because he thought his concubines were cheating on him, then he did everything in his power to cover it up and blame someone else. He may be our father, but he’s unstable. He’s a terrible person. Maybe it would be for the best if someone else ruled Beyond. It’s a clusterfuck, like you said. Maybe we could…uncluster it. Make it better.”

      Heather shook her head. “Some things are beyond saving, Lace.”

      “This is our home now,” I insisted. “And whether we like it or not, the throne is our birthright. If we can do anything to help this place…we have to, don’t we?”

      “I don’t know about that,” said Ash. She gave Heather a wary look. “But in that memory we saw, Blackford and the Zephyrs clearly wanted us to return to Beyond someday.”

      “Fat load of help they’ve been now that we’re here,” Heather scoffed.

      

      “Anyway, we’re not even first in line for the throne. It’s that Alexander kid.”

      “Our half-brother,” said Ash. “A Lost One who’s still lost. We need to figure out what happened after that memory we saw in the Shade. Once we’ve got more pieces of this story, I think a lot of this will finally start to come together.”

      We all stared down at my grimoire again. There was only one question left.

      It was probably the most pressing of them all now.

      “Who killed Kiara?” I was the one who finally spoke the question out loud. “I talked to Headmaster Harshing about that, too.”

      “We’re really trusting him now, are we?” Heather’s face twisted with disdain.

      “As much as you’re trusting Blackford,” I shot back at her. “Whoever killed her had something to gain from her death—and something to gain from making it look like we’re responsible. At the intersection of those two things…there’s the person we need to watch out for.”

      “Kiara was terrible at magic,” Ash said. “She burned her bridges with any allies she had here. She wasn’t exactly a threat. But she was also the linchpin in the alliance between the Leones and the Castillos.”

      “Maybe whoever killed her wanted that alliance to end,” I said. “If we ask around, it should be easy enough to figure out.”

      “People kill for vengeance, too,” Heather reminded us. “Kiara took the blame for murdering Iris, Paloma, and Scarlett. Their families and friends should be suspects as well.”

      “Do you think Irene did it?” I asked. “She would’ve had the best opportunity…”

      “No. Yesterday, in Ventus Tower, she said she regretted not doing it herself. She believes we did it. She even thanked me for it,” said Ash.

      Heather’s eyebrows shot upward. “She put herself in your debt?”

      “She said she feels like she owes me.” Ash shrugged. “I told her she didn’t have to, but she insisted on it. I don’t think Irene’s our girl.”

      “But one of the other freshmen might be,” I said. “Professor Zephyr’s glove and athame were left out by the lake after Seven Deadly Sins. Both were gone by the time we got back to the portal. Whoever killed Kiara got to them before we did, killed her while we were in the Shade, and set us up before we got back.”

      “I don’t suppose she could have killed herself and framed us?” Ash suggested hopefully. “She was spiteful enough.”

      “I don’t think she would have been able to hide the weapons before crawling into your bed. She was bleeding out pretty bad,” I pointed out. “Which leaves us with Cybele.”

      The mood between us shifted like quicksand, pulling us all down.

      “I like Cybele,” Heather said. “She’s been decent to me, you know?”

      “And to me,” I said, remembering how happy she’d seemed that night I’d asked her about Antigone. She’d lain back in her bed and hugged herself, like she was in love. A surprisingly human thing—one of the few that I’d witnessed here in the realm of the Fae. “I like her, too.”

      “So do I. But the evidence is stacking up against her,” Ash said. “She’s the only one who would have had the time to get to the lake before us after Seven Deadly Sins. She easily could have been responsible for everything that happened that night. Snuck out, baited the portal to the Shade, snatched up the athame, killed Kiara, and slipped back into bed.”

      “Why, though?” Heather asked. “If she’s a dirty rat who’s only been nice to us so we wouldn’t notice her working against us this whole time…there has to be a reason for it.”

      “I might have a theory,” I said.

      “Another treat from Daddy Hardballs?” Heather asked.

      “Don’t call him that,” I snapped. “There’s another group in Beyond that opposes the Order. They want to bring down the Veils entirely, so the Seelie can defeat the Unseelie once and for all.” I looked to Ash. “Remember that song Cybele was singing during the Hearkening?”

      “Come O’er If You’ve the Courage,” said Ash. “Jules said it was a traitor song.”

      “And the lyrics sounded an awful lot like someone who wants the Unseelie to come to Beyond to start a war,” I said.

      “Sounds like someone else we know of,” said Heather. “Dear old Dad himself. King Solis.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and no amount of swallowing could make it budge.

      “No matter what the answers of all these questions really are…they all boil down to the same conclusion, don’t they?” I said.

      Heather nodded. “King Solis wanted us dead when we were just babies. The Slasher wanted us dead for his horny little ritual. Whoever killed our golems wanted us dead. Georgiana, the person behind those chocolates, The Order of the Veil, whoever filled the Shade with the Shadelings…they’ve all had the same goal: killing us.”

      “And pretty much anyone who isn’t trying to kill us is trying to control us,” Ash added. “Douglas with Lace, Sloan with Heather. Heck, Romin can control me and he wants me dead. Especially now that he thinks his little betrothed’s blood is on my hands. Plus, he still has my grimoire.”

      “Shit,” Heather swore. “The book where all your secrets are being dumped.”

      “Which means…” I flipped to the page with my secrets on it. All the times I’d tried to sneak out of my parents’ house. Every crush I’d ever had on fictional men. And there, at the bottom of the listing…

      Annalace, Aisling, Zarya, and Alexander Solis are the true heirs to the throne of Beyond.

      “I have to get it back from him before he reads it.” Ash hunched over and buried her face in her hands. “I ran into him yesterday when I was moving into Ventus Tower and he didn’t mention it. Right now, as far as he knows, my grimoire is just a muddy book he’s already read. But I don’t know how long that will last.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” I placed a hand on Ash’s back. “We have to. In the meantime, why don’t we come up with a plan of action? There’s a lot of ground to cover. It might be for the best if we divvy it all up.”

      “Divide and conquer. Right.” Ash perked up a little at that. “I’ll look into what happened to Georgiana’s sister. I think I should take the lead on Kiara’s murder, too. Romin is hell-bent on making me pay for her death, so I have the most to lose.”

      “I can look into the stuff from the past,” I offered. I bit my lip, still a little reticent about revealing the rest of my meeting with Harshing to Heather and Ash…but my secrets were all already laid out in my grimoire. If they really wanted to know, they could have just looked down and read. “Harshing…when I went to see him yesterday, he drank my blood.”

      “He what?” Ash blurted. “And you let him?”

      “When Sloan drank from Heather, she saw one of his memories,” I said. “I wanted to see one of Harshing’s.”

      “What did you see?” Ash asked.

      “He was at a masquerade ball, dancing with a woman. I think she might have been my mother. If I can get him to drink from me again, I can learn more.”

      “You’re really willing to become Headmaster Hardball’s personal blood bank for this?” Heather looked at me like I’d just announced my intentions to storm King Solis’s castle and claim the throne for myself.

      “It’s the best option we have right now.” The only option, actually.

      “Your funeral.” Heather shook her head like she was already figuring out what kind of flowers to get for my coffin. “What’s that leave for me?”

      “See if Blackford will tell you anything about what happened after he met with your mother, maybe,” said Ash. “But you kind of have something more serious to deal with right now, don’t you?”

      “Your bloodbinding with Sloan is going to play out in a month, whether you want it to or not,” I said. “Do you have any idea what you’re going to do about it yet?”

      “My problem.” Heather grabbed a pastry and began peeling it apart between her fingers. “Not yours.”

      Big surprise—Heather didn’t want or need our help with anything. She’d admit that we were friends now, but she wasn’t ready to let us in.

      I glanced at Ash, who looked as concerned as I felt. But we both knew better than to try to crack Heather’s tough outer layer right now. She’d only resent us for it.

      “Okay,” said Ash. “We’ll need to watch out for Cybele. She’s the most likely suspect we have in Kiara’s murder, and until we know what game she’s really playing here, we can’t risk—”

      Heather stiffened abruptly and reached out to touch Ash’s knee with her pastry-covered fingers.

      “Someone’s coming,” she hissed. “Get down.”

      The cats had stopped playing, too, I realized. Banshee’s eyes were wide as he crouched low to the ground. Somerville’s were narrowed with curiosity. Milkshake pawed at my wrist, then curled up against my chest as I dropped lower to the ground—hopefully, out of sight.

      Ash and Heather lowered themselves down too. We looked between each other as the sound of footsteps and male voices got closer to us.

      The voices were familiar enough to recognize without looking to see who they belonged to.

      “Are we really still on for Friday, then?” Magnus’s voice came first. “We’ll have to come up with something truly brilliant to up the ante after that stuff with the Shade.”

      Unbelievable. Magnus was Kiara’s cousin. He should have been in mourning—but from the sound of things, he was already planning the next round of Seven Deadly Sins.

      “Are we sure we want to up the ante?” That was Chiron’s droning voice. I’d always heard that Sagittariuses were high energy, but Chiron broke the mold. He sounded like he was already bored with this conversation. “The Aquarius would’ve died if Blackford hadn’t stepped in.”

      “Difficult to go more hardcore than murder, I agree,” said Magnus. “You took things too far with that redhead of yours, Castillo. We’ve already peaked.”

      Ash tensed at the sound of Romin’s name. As his voice joined the conversation, her lips twisted like she was desperately trying to keep herself from blurting something nasty out to him.

      “I didn’t think she’d really be able to open the Shade. And when she did—I wasn’t really going to let her step inside,” Romin said casually. “Blackford just interrupted me.”

      “It sure like you were more than ready to go through with it,” Magnus said.

      “Exactly. I needed her to believe it. Just wanted to see how much it would take before she broke.” Romin chuckled. “Shame she didn’t. Might’ve been hot.”

      Heather and I felt Ash move just in time to stop her. We dove on top of Ash, pinning her down before she leapt out of the grass—no doubt to try to pummel Romin’s face in.

      “Did you hear that?” asked Chiron as we struggled around in our hiding spot.

      “Probably just a Błudnik. If you think heard something—unhear it,” said Magnus. “You’re lucky Blackford showed up when he did, Castillo. I don’t think even you can break that girl. She’s a real diamond in the rough.”

      “She’s no diamond. She’s iron,” Romin countered. “Dangerous and hard. I could break her eventually, but it would be pointless. I see that now.”

      “She’s had her uses, at least,” Chiron pointed out. “All three of the Changelings have, really.”

      Magnus chuckled. “Wouldn’t mind making use of the Scorpio’s ass. And the Pisces…she’s fascinating, isn’t she? I could barely take my eyes off her last Friday.”

      “Do you have a crush, Leone?” Romin teased.

      “Maybe I do. She took her punishment like a stoic. A warrior queen. That’s hot.”

      “Maybe she’s just a masochist,” Chiron pointed out.

      I bit my lip. Admittedly, I was kind of…that. But I didn’t like the idea of the upperclassmen realizing it. They were bad enough when they thought they were putting us through hell. If they realized I found some enjoyment in that sort of hell, who knew what they’d come up with for me next?

      “Even better, then,” Magnus said, confirming my worries. “Either way—she was fun to watch.”

      “You’re not the only one who likes watching her,” said Romin. “I’ve seen the way Harshing looks at her. Like she’s something he’d like to set loose in the woods to hunt. If you want to make a pet of that one, you might have some stiff competition on your hands.”

      “Better still.” I could hear the grin in Magnus’s voice. “Imagine what a pleasure it’d be to lay claim to something Harshing wants but can’t have.”

      “We ought to count our blessing that the Changelings fell into our laps this year,” Chiron added. “Who else would have been daft enough to cut Kiara out of our hair?”

      “Careful, Von Brandt,” Magnus warned. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m not exactly torn up about my cousin’s murder. But we don’t need anyone else knowing about that.”

      Huh. So, Magnus, Chiron, and Romin still thought we’d killed Kiara, and they obviously thought they’d gained something from her death.

      “He’s right. The Changelings can be useful to us now that we know what they’re capable of,” said Romin. His voice was quieter now, like he was moving farther away. “And if we can’t break them, we’ll just have to find some way to make them bend instead.”

      We waited until their voices were far off in the distance before Heather and I finally released a very disgruntled Ash.

      “I’m glad you didn’t let me at him,” she admitted, scowling as she dusted herself off. “If you had, there’d be another body at that vigil tomorrow night.”

      “Yeah,” said Heather. She stood and offered Ash a hand up. “Yours. Aren’t you Aquariuses supposed to be able to control your tempers?”

      “Right up until we’re pushed far enough over the edge to lose it,” Ash grumbled as Heather pulled her to her feet. “And Romin’s been pushing all my buttons since day one.”

      “I guess Seven Deadly Sins isn’t over yet. We should prepare ourselves for Fri…”

      My voice trailed off as a sudden coldness trickle down the back of my neck. It was like someone had just cracked an egg on my head.

      “What’s wrong, Lace?” Ash asked.

      “It feels like someone is…I don’t know.” I glanced back at the lake and shivered. “Like we’re being watched.”

      Ash and Heather froze.

      “Do you think one of the boys hung back to creep on us?” asked Ash, glancing around.

      “No, we heard them all leave.” I shook my head, tearing my gaze away from the lake. “I’m probably just being paranoid.”

      “Let’s get out of here anyway.” Heather grabbed my hand and pulled me to my feet. “We’ve got work to do.”
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      Not only had I been lucky enough to beat Sloan to the Astrolabe for breakfast, I also managed to dodge him at lunch. My duty as a freshman may have been to serve the upperclassmen at meals, but no one could make a servant out of me if I wasn’t there to be bossed around.

      Unfortunately, by the time dinner rolled around, my stomach was yowling for sustenance. When I arrived, Sloan was already seated at the center of the Aqua House table. His gaze fell upon me the second I walked in.

      It was like he’d been waiting for me.

      Great.

      “Freshmeat,” Sloan greeted me. “I’ve been missing you.”

      “I suppose someone has to.” Next to him, Val slumped down in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. Beneath her blunt bangs and heavy eyeliner, her gaze was perfectly poisonous. “I didn’t even notice she was gone.”

      “Val. That’s no way to greet our fellow Scorpio.” Sloan ran a hand down Val’s hair, petting her while he smirked at me. “We’re all going to be one big, happy family soon. I wish you girls would learn to get along.”

      For once, Sloan and I were in agreement: I wished Val and I could get along, too. Val was a bitch. I respected that. It wasn’t her fault that Sloan was obsessed with me.

      I just wished she could recognize that it wasn’t my fault, either.

      “Why don’t I get you two some wine?” I offered, reaching for their glasses. At least while I fetched them things for their meals, I’d be out of their orbit for a little while. “What’ll it be? Red or white?”

      Personally, I thought Val would be better off popping a Xanax. Maybe even a little weed. Something to mellow her out just a bit.

      All Sloan deserved was a big goblet of shit.

      Sloan caught my wrist as I wrapped my fingers around his glass.

      “Let the others serve tonight. Come sit at the table with the adults.” Sloan ran his thumb over my skin. His touch made my skin crawl so much, I might as well have been covered in worms. “No woman of mine should be forced to stoop to the position of a serving girl. You’re better than that now.”

      “Oh, no. I’m definitely not.” I yanked my hand away. Serving Sloan was bad, but leaving Lace and Cordelia to do it while I sat all high and mighty with the upperclassmen was definitely worse. “Not better than that. Not yours.”

      Sloan’s eyes narrowed.

      “Come sit at the table, Heather.” His voice was a low growl as he gave the command, punctuating it with a snap of his fingers.

      Once again, my body was tugged against my will. Like I was a puppet—and Sloan the puppet master.

      I glanced to a seat at the far end of the table, away from Sloan and Val. It was two chairs away from where Bianca sat flirting with Jules, who was either entirely oblivious to her attentions, or just wasn’t interested in entertaining them right now. Bianca was laying it on thick, stroking Jules’s arm and fluttering her lashes, but Jules’s attention was focused somewhere on the other side of the room.

      “Fine,” I grumbled, feeling the pull on my body go a little slack as I headed for the free seat. It was far away enough from the others that I’d at least be able to chow down in peace. “I’ll sit at the table, then.”

      “Not there, you won’t.” Another snap. The strings went taut once more. Sloan grinned, then scooted his chair back and patted his thigh. “I think there’s a better seat for you right here. On my lap—where I can admire you properly.”

      How about you admire this instead, I wanted to tell him. My fingers twitched as I tried to flip him the bird, but they refused to cooperate.

      My legs carried me around the table and deposited my butt onto Sloan’s lap instead.

      “There,” Sloan cooed as Val looked at me like she was writing my obituary. “Was that so hard?”

      I tensed as he ran his fingers down the back of my head, petting me just like he’d been stroking Val a second ago.

      What a prick. He seemed to think he had two girlfriends now—but what he really wanted was two loyal puppies.

      The bigger problem, though, was how the hell he was making me do what he wanted in the first place. It could have been because we were bloodbound—but I didn’t think that was it. When I first met Harshing, he’d commanded me like this, too. It seemed like some kind of spell—something that involved snapping and making me do things that I never would have done on my own.

      I’d endure this for dinner. It wasn’t like I had any choice in the matter.

      But as soon as I was free again, the first thing I would do was figure out why Sloan was able to command me—and how to break the spell once and for all.

      “Now…” Sloan purred, wrapping an arm around my waist. “Why don’t feed me a bite of something tasty?”

      I hesitated, but it only took a snap from Sloan’s fingers to spur my hand into action. I grabbed his spoon and reached for the closest dish of food—a bowl of mashed potatoes. My hand moved of its own accord as I scooped some of the fluffy white potatoes up and brought them to Sloan’s mouth.

      He parted his lips, accepted the bite, and moaned deeply as he sucked the spoon clean.

      Gross.

      He didn’t want a pet.

      He wanted a mommy.
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      Dinner was a special kind of miserable. The whole time, Sloan made me feed him bites of food—and forced me to accept bites from him in return. I knew how he thought it looked: like two people disgustingly in love with each other, sharing food.

      I also knew how it actually looked: exactly how it felt. Like something weird, creepy, and entirely forced. Val couldn’t stomach it. Halfway through dinner, she got up and left in a huff.

      I envied her. I wasn’t allowed up until Sloan was good and satisfied. He probably would’ve made me walk back to the dorms with him if I’d given him the chance. But as soon as I felt his spell let up, I bolted out of the Astrolabe and hid in the bushes to the side of the door.

      With my knees tucked up against my chest and my face in my hands, I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. All throughout dinner, I’d managed to keep my cool, but now that I was alone, I was starting to fray at the edges.

      Sloan was the man I would be forced to mate with at the end of the month. Already, he had control over my body. When he snapped his fingers, it felt like something else was living beneath my skin, making me bow to his will.

      But this was only the beginning.

      It would only get worse from here on out.

      I took a deep breath and forced my emotions back into the little box where I kept them out of the way. Rule: Don’t panic. The last thing I needed right now was to lose my cool.

      But as I prepared to rise, I heard footsteps coming my way.

      “Then tell me why, Jules.” Cybele’s voice hissed nearby. Through the bushes, I could see Jules dragging her away from the Astrolabe’s doors by her arm.

      They both looked pissed.

      I ducked a little lower and pressed myself close to the wall of the Astrolabe before they saw me. I didn’t know what was going on between them, but I was certain I wasn’t supposed to see it.

      “Because you’re a traitor, Armand. You understand that, don’t you? You, and your entire traitor family, for that matter—”

      “You only call us traitors because you know if it’s not true, that makes you and your family a bunch of cowards,” Cybele snarled.

      “Cowards, are we?” Jules grabbed Cybele by her choppy green hair and stepped closer to her. “Say that again. See what happens.”

      Cybele stared up at him defiantly. “You and your entire family are cowards, Laurier. The weakness is in your blood—I can practically taste it.”

      Jules raised a hand. For a second, I thought he was actually going to slap her. She flinched, readying herself for it.

      My muscles tensed as I prepared to spring into action, but before I had to, Jules lowered his hand and let go of Cybele’s hair.

      Scoffing, he backed up a few steps, then turned and walked away.

      There were tears in Cybele’s eyes as she watched him go.

      “Hey,” I called out to her as I slipped out of my hiding place and approached her. “You okay?”

      “Oh. Hey, Heather.” Cybele quickly wiped her eyes on her sleeves. She pulled herself together well. By the time her eyes were dry, it was almost impossible to tell that she’d been crying. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “What was that about?” I asked, nodding toward Jules as he stormed off in the direction of the water dorms. “If he was bothering you—”

      “I’m pretty sure I’m the one who was bothering him.” She shook her head. “Like I said. I’m fine.” She looked me up and down discerningly. “I’m more worried about you. I saw how Sloan was treating you at dinner. You looked pretty miserable.”

      “Ah…yeah. I’ve definitely been better.” Understatement of the year. “Being bloodbound to Sloan isn’t proving to be a walk in the park.”

      “Being the object of Sloan’s obsession can’t be an easy job, bloodbound or not. I don’t know how Val manages it.” Cybele turned her gaze out toward campus and nudged my arm with her elbow. “Look. There’s Blackford. What did he have to say when you talked to him?”

      “Not much.” I followed her gaze. Blackford was walking down by the lake, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his woolen overcoat. His blond hair was messy, like he’d been raking his fingers through it all day. He stooped to pick up a rock by the edge of the water, stared at it for a moment, then chucked it in as hard and far as he could.

      Just seeing him made my face heat. The last time we’d crossed paths, he’d saved Ash from being shoved to an almost certain death in the Shade. But the last time we’d spoken…

      Ugh. I’d thrown myself at him. I’d all but begged for him to bloodbond with me, to save me from being forced to mate with Sloan.

      He’d turned me down.

      Now, it was too mortifying to look at him.

      “He was pretty quick to kick me and Cordelia out when we went to talk to him. Did he at least offer you any suggestions?” Cybele asked.

      “He said I could bloodbond with someone else. Make them fight over me,” I admitted. “But other than that, he wasn’t much help.”

      I watched Blackford trudge off until he was out of sight.

      Cybele winced. “That’s…not great, then.”

      “No kidding. Especially given…recent happenings.”

      “What do you mean?” Cybele asked.

      “Sloan doesn’t have my name,” I said. And even if he did, it wouldn’t be the right one. I wasn’t Heather Blakely. I was Zarya Solis. Not that I was about to squeak out that particular bit of intel to anyone. “But he’s got some weird control over me now anyway. Ever since the bloodbinding, he’s been able to make me do things—whether I want to or not.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Cybele swore. “He’s mind-controlling you.”

      “Mind control?” That sounded like a joke. Mind control was a conspiracy theory. One of those things only people wearing tin foil hats believed in. Something worth laughing at.

      But I should have known better than that by now. Almost anything was possible here in Beyond.

      “Mind control is the zodiac power of the Scorpio sign,” Cybele explained. “Rumor has it that Sloan’s especially adept at it. It seems those rumors are probably true.”

      “Then why hasn’t he been mind-controlling everyone? All this time, he could’ve made me do anything he wanted…” That thought made my stomach churn. Maybe it was a good thing I hadn’t eaten much during dinner. “Why has he only started now?”

      “Using your zodiac power wears you down. Zaps your energy. You can only use it so much before you’re spent. My guess is, either he’s been focusing his energy elsewhere and he’s only just now decided to shift that focus over to you, or it’s because you’re a Transit. Your blood contains more power than the average Fae’s. When he drank it…maybe he grew strong enough to expand his efforts.”

      “Well…shit.” That actually explained a lot.

      “Yeah. Shit is right. This next month won’t be very much fun for you. Sloan’s pretty much guaranteed that,” Cybele said. Then, to my surprise, she took my hand and gave it a little squeeze. “You’re not on your own, though. I know you have your friends—Lace, and Ash. But within the Pack, you also have me. Others, too, if you’re willing to take their help. I know they’ve offered it.”

      “What?” I looked down at my hand clutched in hers. “You mean like how Flint wants to bloodbind with me?”

      “Yes. And…ugh. Look, do you want me on your side or not? I hate to break it to you, but I don’t think you’re really in a position to be picky right now.”

      I gritted my teeth. She had no idea how true that was—but she wasn’t wrong. “Right. In that case, if we’re going to be allies—”

      “I wasn’t saying we should be allies,” she corrected me. “I was saying we should be friends.”

      I blinked, processing that for a hot second. Friends—that was still a bit of a foreign concept to me. But here in Beyond, it was becoming more familiar every day.

      I was becoming more okay with the idea of having friends.

      Assuming I could trust her, anyway.

      “Friends, then. Does that mean you’ll answer something for me?” I asked. “From one friend to another.”

      Cybele arched a brow. “Maybe. Depends. What is it?”

      “Why did you sneak out after Seven Deadly Sins on Friday night?”

      Cybele blew out a breath, then dropped my hand and looked away. “I mean, isn’t it obvious?”

      “I wouldn’t be asking if it was.”

      “No. You’re asking because you think I’m the one who killed Kiara.” Her tight-lipped smile didn’t reach her red eyes as she shrugged. “Sorry. You’ve got the wrong girl.”

      I stared at her, searching her expression and body language for any hint that she might be lying.

      But I found nothing. And my gut knew the truth.

      Cybele hadn’t killed Kiara.

      “Then why did you sneak out?” I asked out of curiosity. “I know you’ve got some big secret. You can tell me, you know. I won’t blab to anyone else.”

      Well, maybe to Lace and Ash, once Ash got her grimoire back from Romin. But I figured Cybele probably knew that.

      “Sorry. That’s private.” Cybele patted my shoulder and stared off across campus, toward the water dorms. “Anyway. If you haven’t figured it out already, you will soon enough.”
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      I’d nearly finished getting ready for bed. I’d showered, shaved, dressed in my nightgown and brushed what was left of my hair until it shone Titian red. I was just about to crawl into bed with Somerville for an early night when Naomi knocked on my door.

      “Hey, Naomi,” I said, stifling a yawn behind my hand. “What’s up?”

      Naomi was dressed in a pretty white dress with a short skirt and long, bell sleeves. Her black hair was pinned away from her face on one side with a clip shaped like an antique set of scales. She wore shimmery golden eyeshadow and pink lipstick.

      She looked like she was going out.

      “Why aren’t you ready?” Naomi furrowed her brow as she looked down at my blue nightie. “We need to leave in like twenty minutes or so.”

      “Leave?” I blinked, processing the words. It took me a few seconds, but finally, something clicked into place. “Oh, crap! The vigil!”

      I was supposed to be there to support Irene. To honor Iris, Paloma, and Scarlett. With everything else that had been going on in my head since that conversation with Lace and Heather this morning, I’d completely forgotten.

      I felt like a complete dick.

      “Do you have a white dress you can throw on quick?” Naomi asked.

      I cast a glance back to my trunk, which was still half unpacked. My uniforms for the week were all hung up in my new wardrobe, but the rest of the contents of the trunk were still a mess. Any casual clothes I had were Aquarius blue.

      “I don’t,” I admitted with a wince. “Will blue work?”

      “That’s not a mourning color.” Naomi sighed, then waved me out into the hall. “Come on. I might have something that will fit you. Let’s see what we can do.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      I walked with Naomi out to the campanile dressed in a long, slinky white gown. It hugged my hips, which were a little wider than Naomi’s. The neckline slumped a little lower than I would have liked—Naomi had a more ample chest than mine. But at least it fit.

      There had only been a handful of minutes to get me ready, but Naomi had taken those minutes and worked wonders on me. I hadn’t worn make-up in a long time. Even before the Slasher abducted me, I’d rarely had the money to buy any. But with just a little silver eyeshadow, some black mascara and a slick of red lipstick, Naomi had made me look so polished and put together, I hardly recognized myself. The closest I’d felt to this kind of glamour was when I was in my Aquarius form—the shape of a busty, sensual enchantress.

      “I wish we could have done something more about your hair.” Naomi frowned at my hair as we approached the clock tower.

      “You evened out the edges for me,” I pointed out, running my hand over the messy waves that Naomi had tamed my hair into. “And smoothed it out, too. It almost looks intentional now.”

      “If we’d had some sphinx spit and chimera blood handy, we could have grown it out,” Naomi informed me. “But this will have to do for tonight. Will your friends be joining us, do you think?”

      “I sent Somerville to the water dorms with a note. But I’m not sure that he’ll be willing to make the swim…and I guess the note might end up ruined.” I’d never used Somerville as a messenger before. But when I’d explained my plan to him, he looked at me with his intelligent green eyes like he understood completely. “So…definitely maybe.”

      “In that case, no point in waiting for them. Let’s head over and pay our respects.” Naomi nodded to the base of the campanile, where hundreds of candles had been lit to illuminate the bodies of those who’d died last week.

      Paloma, Scarlett, Irene, and Kiara were laid out on a white sheet, side by side. Someone had cleaned up their bodies since their deaths. With their eyes closed, it looked like they were simply sleeping. It was impossible to tell that their throats had been slit.

      A tall, burly man with tanned skin stood over a tiny woman as she knelt next to Paloma’s body, arranging pink lilies around Paloma’s face. The woman shared Paloma’s thick mane of blonde curls.

      “That’s Lord and Lady Nalini,” Naomi whispered in my ear. “Paloma’s parents. Lady Nalini’s brother is the High Lord of House Libra at court.”

      Naomi pointed to a slender blond man standing slightly behind Paloma’s parents. He was dressed in a white suit with a pink pocket square. His hands were folded over the handle of a white cane. On his thumb, he wore a heavy silver ring.

      Paloma’s parents rose and gave us gentle smiles as Naomi and I approached.

      “Oh, Naomi. How sweet of you to come.” Lady Nalini embraced Naomi tight. “Paloma really looked up to you. It would mean the world to her that you’re here.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of missing it. She was an incredible person. I’m so sorry for your loss.” As Lady Nalini released Naomi, Naomi grabbed my arm and tugged me over. “May I present Miss Aisling Hargrave?”

      Lady Nalini was no taller than I was. She must have been at least in her forties, but she barely looked older than me.

      “Miss Hargrave,” she whispered, taking my shoulders in her hands. “I believe we owe you a great debt.”

      She hugged me, firm and tight, like we were old friends. Her curls smelled like lily and plums.

      “We can’t express how grateful we are for what you did for our daughter.” Paloma’s father stepped forward and shook my hand. “I’m glad Paloma wasn’t without allies during her short time at the Academy. It eases my grief to know that she died with such good friends.”

      I opened my mouth to correct him—Paloma and I hadn’t really been close. Up until the night of her death, we’d only exchanged a few words in passing.

      If anything, I was the one who owed the Nalinis. Paloma had switched beds with Lace to keep us away from Kiara. If she hadn’t done that, she wouldn’t have died.

      They were only thanking me because they thought Kiara was responsible for Paloma’s death and that I’d killed Kiara in retaliation.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have come here tonight. Being thanked right now felt wrong.

      In a way, all of this was my fault.

      But before I could set the record straight, a voice blew across my mind like a gentle breeze.

      “Thank you, Aisling Hargrave.” The voice was male and well-balanced, with a calm, erudite tone. “If you ever find yourself at court, you will arrive with an ally already at hand. Ask for High Lord Atalanta for anything you need.”

      No one had spoken out loud, but the voice was incredibly clear inside my head. I looked around for the source of it and met the eyes of the slender blond man standing behind Paloma’s parents. He gripped his cane a little tighter and nodded.

      Lord Atalanta—that was Paloma’s uncle’s name, then. The High Lord of House Libra.

      I had no intentions of ever going to King Solis’s court. Especially not now that I knew who King Solis really was. Who I really was.

      But I wasn’t about to kick a gift horse in the mouth. Favors were the currency of Beyond. Somewhere down the line, it might be useful.

      “That’s very generous of you, my lord,” I thought back to him. I didn’t know how he was speaking inside my head, but it seemed rude to ignore him.

      “Not generous. Merely customary,” he assured me. “House Libra always makes good on their debts.”

      “Would you like to place a few lilies down for Paloma?” Lady Nalini asked, offering Naomi and me two flowers from the bundle that she’d left on the ground. “I want to remember her like this. Serene and peaceful, surrounded by flowers and friends.”

      “Of course.” I took the lily and knelt with Naomi at Paloma’s side.

      Naomi placed her lily next to Paloma’s cheek. I tucked mine in Paloma’s blonde curls just behind her ear.

      I’m sorry that you’re gone. I knew my words didn’t mean anything. She couldn’t hear them, even if I’d spoken them out loud. They wouldn’t bring her back. But I thought them anyway. I’m going to find out who really killed you, Paloma. And when I do—I really will avenge your death. Properly.

      Kiara certainly hadn’t killed Paloma. She was as much of a scapegoat in this as I was.

      But now that I was collecting favors from people like flies to honey, I was more determined than ever to learn who had really killed my classmates. If I was going to benefit from their deaths, then I was going to make sure those favors were really deserved.

      We met with the Illmarinens next. Lady Illmarinen was in tears. Her husband held her in his arms while Irene stood expressionlessly at their sides. Irene’s normally lavender hair was streaked with the same shade of pink as Iris’s hair.

      There were no flowers around Iris’s body. Instead, a sheet had been pulled up over her, hiding her face from sight. Hundreds of coins had been scattered over the sheet. It reminded me of the myths about the Greek underworld, where the dead paid a ferryman to carry them to the afterlife.

      “We understand that Irene has already thanked you for putting an end to the Leone girl.” Lord Illmarinen bowed his head to me slightly as his wife clung to his chest. “In lieu of additional thanks, allow me to offer you something of equal value. My father is High Lord of Gemini House at court.”

      Lord Illmarinen nodded to Irene, who lifted a coin from the sheet over Iris and offered it to me.

      “Take it,” Lord Illmarinen urged me. “As a symbol of our gratitude. On my father’s behalf—wherever there is an Illmarinen in Beyond, you will find a friend.”

      I pursed my lips, bursting to tell them how unnecessary all of this was. But before I could refuse, Irene took my hand and placed the coin into my palm, folding my fingers over it.

      “He means it,” she whispered. “And so do I.”

      I curtsied, like I’d learned to do in Grace and Elegance class. They were so insistent, it would have been rude to refuse.

      “I’ll treasure it, then,” I told them. “Iris will always be in my thoughts.”

      “I’m going to stay with the Illmarinens and the Nalinis for a while,” Naomi told me. “But you should go pay your respects to Scarlett. I know Lady Kenyatta will want to speak with you, too.”

      I nodded and gave the Illmarinens a final curtsy, then slipped away. The coin that Irene had given me was thick silver. There was an identical face on each side of it—one laughing, one crying. I didn’t have a purse on me, unfortunately, but I didn’t want to misplace it either.

      With nowhere else to put it, I bent and dropped it into the white slipper of Naomi’s I’d borrowed. It slid beneath the arch of my foot and nestled beneath my toes. A little awkward to walk on, but at least I wouldn’t forget where it was.

      Scarlett’s body had been dressed in shining red armor. Her long, straight black hair was fanned out behind her, her hands folded over the dark metal hilt of a sword.

      A lone woman stood at Scarlett’s feet, staring down at her. The woman’s hair was black, just like Scarlett’s, and had been pinned back in a simple, elegant bun. She wore a white suit tailored to her curves. Her cheeks were streaked with black ash. The same color stained her fingers.

      “Lady Kenyatta?” I said softly, moving to stand a few steps behind her. It was a guess, but since she was the only one there, I couldn’t imagine who else she might have been. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “It’s Aisling, isn’t it?” Lady Kenyatta didn’t look up from Scarlett as she addressed me. “The Aquarius who avenged my daughter’s death.”

      “I’m—”

      “They told me you were powerful.” Lady Kenyatta turned to look me up and down. She wore no makeup, but her face was fiercely beautiful. She had the long, hooked nose and intense brow of a warrior queen. “They should have mentioned pretty as well.”

      “Ah…that’s kind of you to say. I—”

      “You did well to kill the Leone bitch.” She nodded curtly, then turned her gaze toward Kiara’s body, where a tall man with long, golden blond hair had just approached. “You have my thanks.”

      Oof—another favor. Another one I didn’t deserve.

      “I—”

      “You must excuse me now.” Lady Kenyatta cut me off yet again. There really wasn’t any chance of getting a word in edgewise with her, was there? “I have my own vengeance to exact.”

      I blinked, a little stunned at how quickly that conversation had moved, as Lady Kenyatta marched over to the blond man.

      “High Lord Leone,” she called out. “Allow me to pay my respects.”

      “Oh, this will be good,” a smooth male voice whispered in my ear.

      I startled slightly, then turned to find a ridiculously tall, muscular man standing behind me. He looked to be in his mid-twenties—though, given how young Lady Nalini appeared, it was hard to guess for sure. His dark hair had a streak of white running through it and his eyes were a glimmering, icy blue. Broad, full lips quirked in a lopsided smile.

      He was so handsome, he made every word in my head suddenly blink out of existence.

      “Watch,” he said as he moved to stand beside me. “You don’t want to miss the show.”

      I turned my attention back to Lady Kenyatta and the blond man—High Lord Leone, Kiara’s father—just in time to see Lady Kenyatta draw her hand back. A smack! cracked through the air as she slapped him, leaving streaks of ash across his cheek.

      “The Castillos may be willing to forget your daughter’s treachery,” Lady Kenyatta spat at him before marching away. “But the Kenyattas most certainly will not.”

      “Oh, wow.” I side-eyed the man next to me. “You weren’t kidding about a show.”

      “It wouldn’t be a proper Academy vigil otherwise,” the man said with a laugh. “Lady Kenyatta has every right to be furious. She’s High Lady Castillo’s sister.”

      “Right. Lady Castillo is Scarlett’s aunt.” I scanned the crowd of mourners nervously. Now that I knew which one Lord Leone was, I could steer clear of him, but I still had to watch out for the Castillos.

      “Kiara Leone was a hot-headed idiot. She should have known better than to kill the cousin of her very own betrothed.”

      “Well, I never knew Kiara to be the brightest bulb in the box.” I still didn’t think Kiara had killed anyone, but she’d taken responsibility for murdering Paloma, Scarlett and Iris anyway. My reigning theory was that she’d wanted the points to impress Romin. Even in death, it looked like her family would still bear the burden of that lie.

      “The brightest bulb…” the man repeated. “What a peculiar turn of phrase.” He tilted his head to the side, staring down at me with unguarded curiosity. “Who are you?”

      “I’m called Aisling.” He hadn’t asked me to give him my name, which was a good sign. But I still introduced myself with care. “Ash, if you like.”

      “Ash?” He arched an eyebrow. “I would call you Venus. Your hair…it’s the same color as the woman’s in my favorite painting.” He raised a hand and took a lock of my hair between his fingers. “Venus of Urbino.”

      I snorted in surprise. Venus of Urbino was a famous painting back on Earth—or infamous, depending on who you asked. It depicted a beautiful red-haired woman reclining nude in the Venetian tradition. The jury was out on whether she was a courtesan or someone’s wife. “You know it?”

      “I’m familiar.” The man smiled as he tucked the lock of hair behind my ear. “Your hair is just like hers—Titian red.”

      “You’ve been to Earth, then.” I didn’t know how else this guy would have known the painter’s name.

      “I cross over whenever I can,” the man confirmed. “Athames are hard to come by these days—as are Aquariuses with the ability to wield them. But to visit the works of my old friends—Botticelli, da Vinci, Caravaggio, Rembrandt—I never miss a visit to La Galleria degli Uffizi if I can help it.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and took a step back. “That’s an awful lot of name-dropping for a man who’s failed to give me his.”

      “Give you?” His blue eyes sparkled. “Clever as you are pretty, aren’t you? But I’m not so easily tricked, Venus. Most here just call me the Bastard.”

      “That’s not very nice of them.”

      “Honest, though.” He shrugged. “I tend to live up to the name.”

      “You don’t seem like a bastard to me,” I told him. He seemed a little full of himself, sure, but so far he was likable enough.

      “Then you don’t know me well enough yet.” He stretched—no doubt fully aware of how well that showed off his physique. Not that I was complaining. If he wanted to peacock, then I didn’t mind the view. “I’m bored of this vigil already, truth be told. When Lady Kenyatta slapped him, High Lord Leone didn’t even have the decency to retaliate.” A hint of wickedness crept into his smirk. “Help me make it more interesting?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “And how do you intend to do that?”

      He offered me his arm. “Only one way to find out.”

      Gingerly, I slipped my fingers around his elbow. Interesting was probably the last thing a funeral vigil for my dead classmates needed, but the Bastard had my attention, at least.

      If nothing else, maybe I’d figure out how he’d earned that name.

      But as it turned out, that mystery would be an easier one to solve.

      “Oh, no. I don’t want anything to do with that kind of interesting.” Bastard was right. I dug my heels in the second I realized where he was leading me. “And I don’t think High Lord Leone does either.”

      “Don’t be so sure.” The Bastard turned and grinned at me. “He’s already spotted you.”

      I glanced over. He was right. Kiara’s father’s eyes met mine.

      He was already on his way over.

      “So this is the little runt who killed my daughter.” Kiara’s father straightened to his full height and looked down his long, straight nose at me. The streaks of ash that Lady Kenyatta had left on his cheek had vanished. He must have already wiped them away. “Strange. I imagined you taller.”

      I took a breath, then curtsied to him. “My condolences for your loss, Lord Leone.”

      “That’s High Lord Leone to you, girl. I suppose you came here tonight to gloat over your victory?”

      “No,” I answered him honestly. “I’m only here to pay my respects.”

      “How despicably polite of you.” Lord Leone turned to the Bastard. “And what are you doing here, boy?”

      “Oh, I never say no to a party invitation.” The Bastard continued to grin.

      “No, I suppose you cannot afford to.” Lord Leone’s attention returned to me. “You do realize, girl, that your murderous actions have cost me dearly.”

      “Not as much as your daughter’s actions did, I imagine,” the Bastard pointed out. “Or was that slap that Lady Kenyatta gave you just a love tap?”

      “I am well aware of Kiara’s…meddling. I have no doubt that I will be forced to pay some price for them eventually.” Lord Leone sighed. “Perhaps it’s for the best that someone put an end to it. It is merely a shame that I do not have another daughter to foist upon the Castillos in her place.”

      I hadn’t ever liked Kiara. I’d only ever known her to be rude, stuck-up, and downright cruel. But hearing her own father talk about her like that—like he’d lost nothing more than a pawn in whatever chess game he was playing at court—made me pity her.

      “She was very…” I glanced over at Kiara’s body, trying to think of something nice to say about her. Even in death, her blonde hair was golden and pretty as ever. With her tiny nose and full lips, she could have easily been one of the muses of those painters the Bastard considered his friends. “Very beautiful.”

      Lord Leone let out a breath of a laugh. “Yes, she was. Her affinity for magic left much to be desired, but she had her mother’s looks, at least. I assume she did not put up much of a fight when you finished her off?”

      “I didn’t—” I started, but the Bastard cut me off.

      “Come now. You know it’s not proper to speak of such things, Leone.”

      “Perhaps,” Lord Leone admitted begrudgingly. “I do, however, find it most fascinating that a Changeling with no family to speak of was willing to kill someone so well-connected.”

      “You’d be surprised what someone can accomplish when they have nothing to lose,” the Bastard quipped.

      “So it seems. Miss Hargrave, isn’t it?” Lord Leone didn’t give me time to answer. “The boy is right. Someone with your ruthlessness might be well-suited for the challenges of court. Should we be expecting you in Mag Mell upon your graduation?”

      His gaze was intense, like he was daring me to say yes. But Mag Mell was the new location of Beyond’s capital—the place where King Solis had moved his court after he’d let the Unseelie destroy his palace in Avalon.

      If I’d ever yearned for a father-daughter reunion, those desires had been dashed the moment I’d learned what kind of man my father really was.

      “I prefer to remain unexpected, my lord,” I answered.

      The quip earned me a laugh from the Bastard, but Lord Leone didn’t look amused.

      “Ah. Yes. Most fascinating indeed,” Lord Leone murmured, twisting the silver ring on his thumb. It was shaped like a lion’s head, snarling up at me ferociously. “Nonetheless, I will be watching for you, Miss Hargrave. Once an individual such as yourself has piqued my interest, I fear you’ll find my attention difficult to evade.”

      “I’m not trying to evade anything,” I informed him. “I have nothing to hide.”

      It was a good lie. Would High Lord Leone treat me this way if he knew who I really was?

      Luckily, I had no intention of ever finding out.

      “Nothing to hide? We’ll see about that.” Lord Leone turned and strode away.

      “You did better than I expected,” the Bastard commented once Lord Leone was out of earshot. “Tell me, Venus… How does a Changeling with no family develop the ability to trade wits with High Lords like that?”

      “I’m a fast learner,” I grumbled. I was still a little annoyed that he’d taken me into Lord Leone’s orbit in the first place. “So. Was that interesting enough for you?”

      “Almost.” The Bastard chuckled. He nodded to something behind me. “This should seal the deal, though.”

      I turned to see a woman moving toward me. At first, I thought it might have been Lady Kenyatta, since they bore a strong resemblance to each other. But this woman’s face wasn’t streaked with ash. She wore a simple white gown and a heavy silver ring on her thumb—just like Kiara’s father had.

      “You’re a brave girl, aren’t you?” the woman said, looking me up and down as she approached.

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” I admitted. I really didn’t—all I’d done tonight was talk to people. Whether I’d wanted to or not.

      “I’ve heard things about a little redhead stirring the pot here at the Academy.” The woman circled around me, like she needed to study me from all angles. “If you’re the one they’ve been talking about, speaking to High Lord Leone tonight was either very courageous or very stupid.”

      “He spoke to me first,” I said, shrugging. “Ignoring him would have been rude.”

      “Such manners.” The woman cast a glance to the Bastard. “Given your current company, I’m surprised.”

      “So quick to judge,” the Bastard said in mock-offense. “I’ve been on my best behavior all evening, I’ll have you know.”

      The woman ignored the Bastard’s protests. It seemed like, for the moment at least, I was the only one she was interested in.

      “Tragic things can happen to brave girls here in Beyond,” the woman warned me. “You would do well to keep that in mind. But for as long as you have High Lord Leone’s attention, you also have mine.” She gave me the briefest flicker of a smile, then turned away. “Come along, Byron. I’m ready to leave.”

      The Bastard gave me a wink, then fell into step behind the woman.

      “It was a pleasure, Venus,” he said over his shoulder. “I hope it won’t be our last.”

      Byron—that must have been his real name. It struck a chord in my memory, but I couldn’t recall why.

      Byron, Byron, Byron. Where had I heard that name before?

      As I watched them go, something slid down the skirts of the woman’s gown and tumbled into the grass. I jogged forward and picked it up before I lost track of it.

      “Wait!” I called after her as I studied the object. It was her ring, the heavy one she’d been wearing on her thumb. It was shaped like a ram’s head. “You dropped this!”

      “Oh, my.” The woman turned and walked back toward me. She didn’t sound surprised. In fact, the smile on her lips made me feel like dropping her ring had been intentional. “How silly of me. That little bauble is always escaping me. One would almost believe it didn’t want to be on my thumb at all.” She plucked it from my fingers and returned it to her thumb. “Thank you, Aisling Hargrave.”

      Thank you. That was my third of the evening. Like the others, it certainly hadn’t been an accident, but for some reason, she’d found a way to make it seem like one.

      “You can call me Ash,” I said, bristling a little. Hearing my full name reminded me of the way that Romin spoke to me when he wanted to make me do something.

      “Ah. Ash.” Her smile widened. “What a pretty name.”

      “I didn’t catch yours,” I pointed out.

      “No, I suppose you did not.” The woman turned again, moving away in a swish of white silk.

      She was obviously important, whoever she was. The silver thumb rings seemed to mean something here—High Lord Leone and High Lord Atalanta had both been wearing them.

      And if hers bore the ram’s head…

      “Shit,” I hissed. The ram was the symbol of the Aries sign. “That was High Lady Castillo.” Romin’s mother.

      “She likes you.” Byron hung back as Lady Castillo walked away. “You have no idea how difficult that is to achieve. Normally, my stepmother doesn’t like anyone.”

      “Your stepmother?” I stared up at Byron’s smug grin like a deer caught in headlights as everything finally clicked into place. “Oh, no. You’re that Byron. The—”

      “The bastard, yes. As I told you from the start.” Byron gave me a restrained half-bow, like he was meeting me for the first time. Now that I knew who he was, I could tell why his smirk had been so familiar. It was just like Romin’s, but without the murderous intent lurking behind it.

      “You may be a bastard by birth,” I told him. “But compared to your brother, I’m not sure you live up to the name.”

      “I exceed my brother in many qualities. Friendliness among them. I have the bigger cock, too—though he’s much more proficient at acting like one.”

      Before I could stop myself, my gaze impulsively dropped to Byron’s trousers. I’d seen Romin’s dick during shifting practice on the first day of class. If Byron’s claim was true, then he must have been seriously, ah…packing heat, so to speak. It was impossible to tell with his pants on, though.

      Byron chuckled as he caught me staring. “Made you look.”

      A genuine smile spread across my lips as my gray eyes found his blues. I laughed along with him. “Couldn’t help myself.”

      “Then why start now?” He gestured to his crotch. “If a woman as pretty as you wants to stare at my cock, I’m certainly not about to stop her.”

      I was half-tempted to take him up on that, but then I heard my name being called out.

      “Ash! Hey!” I turned to see Lace running towards me, with Heather and a surly-looking Somerville trotting behind.

      “We just got your message,” said Heather. “What did we miss?”

      “Um…I’m not even sure where to start.” I glanced at Byron. Even if he was charming, handsome, and potentially well-endowed, I wasn’t exactly eager to spill the full story of the evening’s events in front of him. I liked him—far better than I liked Romin, anyway—but that didn’t mean I trusted him.

      He nodded like he understood.

      “I should go, anyway. Can’t keep Mommy Dearest waiting for long.” Byron grabbed my fingers again. His blue eyes sparkled as he raised my hand to his lips, placing a firm kiss to my knuckles. “Enjoy your evening, my Venus.”

      He squeezed my hand, then let my fingers slip from his as he walked off into the night.
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            LACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Blumble waited with another rose for me as I woke up on Monday morning. I added it to the vase that I’d found in one of the common room’s cupboards. When I asked Blumble who had sent it, she gave me the same answer as before: a secret admirer. This time, the note read, To my beautiful rose: your petals grow more radiant every day.

      I checked my schedule in my grimoire while I brushed my teeth.

      

  

OceanofPDF.com




Monday

      “Beware the web of doubt you weave, What you can imagine, you can achieve.”

      Like usual, it didn’t make any sense right now. But if the previous couplets in my daily schedule were any indication, I’d understand exactly what it meant by the end of the day.

      There was only one class today—another round of Zodiac Orientation with Headmaster Harshing.

      As Heather, Ash, and I headed down to the lake after another early grab-and-go breakfast, I wasn’t sure if the feeling in my stomach was anxiety or butterflies.

      “I feel bad that we left you all alone for the first half of the vigil,” I told Ash. Talking about the vigil would help me keep my mind off how I felt about seeing Harshing again. “Somerville was sopping wet and pretty ticked off by the time he found us. We had to chase him all around the Aqua dorms before he finally let us dry him off and read your note.”

      “Ash seemed to be enjoying herself when we got there, though,” said Heather. She nudged Ash in the arm with her elbow. “You still haven’t told us who that guy was.”

      “I think he liked you.” I gave Ash a small smile of encouragement. She’d told us everything about the vigil except for her conversation with guy she’d been talking to when we showed up. “You don’t have to keep it secret from us, you know.”

      “It was. Um.” Ash’s cheeks began to turn pink as she mumbled something that sounded like almond butter.

      “Omen Smother?” Heather furrowed her brow. “I mean, cute guy, but freaky name.”

      Ash shook her head. “That’s not it.”

      “Speak up, then.” Heather poked her in the ribs. “C’mon, don’t leave us hanging.”

      Ash cleared her throat. “He’s Romin’s brother.”

      “What?” Heather roared. “You were flirting with—”

      Ash clapped her hand over Heather’s mouth. “You don’t have to yell it!”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea, Ash? Romin’s already got your name. Flirting with his brother on top of that—”

      “It’s his half-brother, Byron. He’s illegitimate. I don’t think they get along.” Ash dropped her hand from Heather’s mouth as Heather relaxed. “And I wasn’t flirting with him—he was flirting with me.”

      “Yeah, but why?” Heather asked.

      Ash glared at her. “Maybe he was just into me. Is that so impossible to believe?”

      “Sorry.” Heather winced. “That’s not what I meant. You know how people are here. Everyone has an agenda.”

      “I know what you meant,” Ash admitted with a sigh. “They all have ulterior motives. But he seemed…I don’t know. Nice, okay? He didn’t try to take my name, he didn’t get handsy, he didn’t threaten me. It was refreshing to talk to a hot guy who wasn’t trying to torture me for a change.”

      “I get it,” I told her. “It’s okay.”

      “Just look out for yourself,” Heather said. “We don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Doing my best,” Ash grumbled. She glanced up at the campanile. “Come on. Orientation is about to start. Let’s get to class.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      “Good morning, ladies.” Harshing wore a long, dark overcoat over his clothes today. As he stood before the blackboard that had been wheeled out onto the grass, the breeze ruffled his silver-streaked hair. “Welcome to your second Zodiac Orientation class. Today’s subject should be of deep interest to you all—Zodiac powers. Every sign has a unique ability which only those born beneath the right stars can master. Unless—” His gaze fell on me. “They’re Transits.”

      He really couldn’t help himself, could he? Every chance he got, he just had to remind everyone that Ash, Heather, and I had access to all the powers of the zodiac. I could already feel Yvette’s and Tara’s glares.

      “Take out your crystals,” Harshing instructed. “Today, you’ll be tapping into your magic in a new way. Drawing on the memories you’ve stored within your crystals will be essential if you do not wish to burn yourselves out.”

      I opened my bag and pulled out the cluster of aquamarine I’d gotten from the version of Tiffany’s that existed on Beyond’s Fifth Avenue. As I held it, I felt a little surge of happiness.

      The memory I’d used to pay for the crystal—the elation I’d felt when my great aunt had given me an apartment in Paris for my eighteenth birthday—was still inside the crystal. Of course, my parents—my adoptive ones—had forbidden me from moving to France in the end. But that happiness still radiated from the crystal. It was like the aquamarine had trapped that feeling, so I could draw on it whenever I needed it most.

      “Each of you will be performing a simple task for me. If you succeed—consider it a small taste of what you’ll be capable of when your training is complete.”

      Harshing turned, snapping his fingers at the blackboard behind him, where words appeared in his elegant handwriting.

      
        
        The Powers Of The Zodiac

        Aries – Strength

        Taurus – Time Manipulation

        Gemini – Telekinesis

        Cancer – Energy Manipulation

        Leo – Glamours

        Virgo – Invisibility

        Libra – Telepathy

        Scorpio – Mind Control

        Sagittarius – Teleportation

        Capricorn – Fate Manipulation

        Aquarius – Dimensional Travel

        Pisces – Precognition

      

      

      “Miss Illmarinen and Miss Whitney, you’ll be practicing on these.” Harshing turned his gaze to the ground and held out his hand. As he curled his fingers into a fist, five boulders emerged from the dirt. “Changelings, you are free to use any of the zodiac powers you can access to complete this task.”

      I stepped forward with Ash and Heather. We each moved in front of a boulder. As Irene took the boulder on the other side of me, I gave her a small smile.

      She returned it, but it was the most half-hearted smile I’d ever seen.

      “Hi, Lace!” Cordelia leaned around Irene and waved at me. She was dripping wet—apparently, she couldn’t control water well enough to dry herself off after coming out of the Aqua House fountain.

      My skin itched as I waved back at her. “Hi, Cordelia.”

      Ever since I’d met her, I hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right about her. For a while, I’d thought it was because Professor Douglas had screwed up my intuition, but then she had been the first one to accuse Ash, Heather, and me of killing Kiara.

      Now, I wasn’t certain that she was really as friendly as she made herself seem.

      “Beneath each boulder is an object,” Harshing informed us. “Miss Constantine, can you tell me what those objects are?”

      I blinked in confusion. “Why would I know that?”

      Harshing sighed and pointed at his blackboard. “Your power is precognition, Miss Constantine. Have you forgotten how to read?”

      Tara and Yvette snickered. As soon as she saw that other people were laughing, Cordelia joined in.

      “Look into the future, until after the rocks have been moved, and tell me what will be revealed,” Harshing instructed.

      “Oh.” I stared at the ground in mortification. This was not a great start to the class. But I hadn’t practiced precognition yet. I knew it was possible. I just had no idea how to do it. “Right. Um…”

      I was far too embarrassed now to ask Harshing for pointers. Instead, I clutched my crystal tight, until the points of the aquamarine bit into my skin, and closed my eyes.

      The seconds ticked past. In my chest, the crush of embarrassment shifted to blossoming joy as I let the crystal’s energy flow through me.

      What you can imagine, you can achieve.

      Maybe if I imagined myself being able to complete the task, it would work.

      I breathed in and out deeply, letting everything around me fade away. When my mind was clear, I envisioned the present like a curtain over the window to the future.

      In my mind’s eye, I grabbed hold of the drapes and pulled them apart.

      A jumble of objects tumbled into my brain. A messenger bag. A pocket watch. A silver chalice. A deck of cards.

      There was no telling if any of those things was even close to the right answer, though. Maybe it was all of them.

      “Um.” I scrunched my face up tighter, but that didn’t seem to help. I was just going to have to guess. “I’m seeing a silver cup. Or playing cards?”

      “Close enough, Miss Constantine.” I waited for him to award me points or tell me what was really beneath the boulders. But he’d already turned to Cordelia with his hand outstretched. A ball of light appeared on his palm. “This, Miss Whitney is an orb of pure energy. When you’re further along in your studies, you’ll be able to summon these on your own. But for now, take it and use it to crack your boulder in half.”

      Gently, Harshing placed the orb in Cordelia’s hand.

      “Oh!” Cordelia yelped in surprise. Her face fell as the energy orb dissipated. “Aw…Shoot. Can I have another?”

      “No, you may not. If you want a second chance, I suggest you create your own energy orb.” Harshing turned to Irene. “Miss Illmarinen, you’ll be using telekinesis to move your boulder. Changelings, whenever you’re ready, through whatever means you can manage.”

      It didn’t escape my notice that Harshing didn’t bother to give me, Ash, or Heather an orb of energy. He also wasn’t explaining how to do anything.

      It was like he wasn’t here to teach us, just to…test us. To see who could figure things out for themselves the quickest.

      I pouted a little. It didn’t seem like a very good way to learn.

      “All right.” Heather stared at Cordelia’s empty hand for a moment, then turned her palm face-up and focused on it. A moment later, a small orb of light appeared. She flung it at her boulder, which cracked cleanly in two when the light hit is surface. “Oh, shit. Cool.”

      On either side of me, Ash and Irene had reached out toward their boulder as well. Irene’s hand was trembling slightly, but her face wasn’t strained.

      She looked sad and fragile and scared.

      “Come on, Irene,” I encouraged her. “You can do this.”

      “Thanks, Lace.” She let out a breath, then clenched her jaw with determination. “I’ll try.”

      Ash’s boulder began to wiggle back and forth first. A second later, so did Irene’s. Then, nearly at the same time, the rocks started to tilt back and forth with a little more force.

      Both boulders wriggled their way backward, little by little, until they had moved enough to reveal what was beneath them: playing cards.

      What had Harshing been talking about? Close enough, my bony ass! I had been right!

      “Well done, ladies.” Harshing nodded to Ash, Heather, and Irene. “Ten points for each of you. Your turn, Miss Constantine. Assuming you’re not already spent.”

      As Harshing stared at me, I felt a gentle pressure on my mind again. It was the same sensation I’d felt in his office on Saturday morning—only this time, when I pushed back, the pressure only got stronger.

      He was trying to get into my head.

      I shoved the feeling away as hard as I could and opened my hand. I tried to imagine energy forming there in a little orb of light, like the one Heather had summoned.

      All I got in return for my efforts were a few rogue sparkles, though. Nothing that lasted for long.

      “Are you not capable of this task, Miss Constantine?” Harshing asked. “Perhaps your magic is just especially weak.”

      “I’m capable,” I mumbled. My cheeks were starting to flush. “I’m not weak.”

      “Summon an orb for me, then. If you aren’t weak, then show me the full extent of your strength.”

      I focused harder on my palm. In my other hand, I squeezed my chunk of aquamarine hard enough that it hurt.

      Once again, the little sparkles began to form, but they fizzled out as I felt the pressure on my mind return.

      Ugh! He was playing with me. Goading me out loud and silently attacking me.

      The incessant snickering coming from Tara and Yvette wasn’t helping, either. I was a joke to them, and they weren’t afraid of letting me know it.

      “It’s okay, Lace,” Cordelia piped up unhelpfully. “I couldn’t do it either.”

      The pressure on my mind increased again. Harshing hadn’t stopped staring at me. Combined with everything else, he was making it nearly impossible to concentrate.

      Why couldn’t everyone just leave me alone?

      I twisted my lips into a snarl and dropped my hand as I shoved the pressure on my mind away again. My chest flooded with molten-hot anger as I marched over to the boulder, put my foot on it, and kicked it out of place.

      It rolled several feet away like it wasn’t even made of stone. I hadn’t even needed to imagine anything. In that moment, the boulder might as well have been made of paper mâché.

      “Ah. There she is,” Harshing said almost approvingly. Almost. “An excellent use of your Aries powers, Miss Constantine. But I believe I asked for an orb. Perhaps you weren’t listening to my instructions?”

      My mouth fell open slightly.

      Oh. But of course.

      I’d shown him that I was capable of not one, but two of the zodiac powers already—while he was screwing with my head, no less! And instead of awarding me points like he’d done for everyone else, he was lording a stupid detail over me like it somehow proved I’d failed.

      I wanted to whine about it. It’s not fair!

      But Harshing didn’t care about fairness. He cared about power.

      In that case, power was what he’d get.

      “What about this, then?” I held my hand up to the boulder again. My frustration flowed through me even stronger than the joy from my crystal had. A second later, I felt that power shoot out through my hand, connecting me to the boulder. I lifted it, grinding my teeth as I moved it back several more feet.

      Telekinesis. I’d managed the Gemini power as well.

      I looked to Harshing, but he only shrugged. “Still not an orb.”

      I gaped at him for a moment. Three powers—and all I got was a shrug?

      Fine. If he wanted an orb, I would give him one.

      I turned my hand over again, glaring at my palm until I felt the electricity rippling across my skin. I gathered it up, bound it into a ball, and threw it at the boulder.

      It exploded into smithereens on impact. I’d turned it into gravel.

      “Happy?” My chest heaved as I turned back to Headmaster Harshing.

      “Ecstatic, Miss Constantine,” Harshing droned. His expression still hadn’t changed. “You finally managed to complete the task assigned to you.” He turned away from me. “Now, Miss Southerland—”

      “That’s four powers I’ve demonstrated since class started.” I moved in front of him so he had to look at me. “Am I not worthy of points now?”

      Harshing blinked once, then held my gaze. “You’ll get your points when you’ve earned them.”

      “And how exactly am I supposed to do that?”

      “Impress me.” Harshing reached into his pockets, taking out two pocket watches. They looked exactly like the ones I’d seen when I’d tried to predict what was beneath the boulders. “Miss Southerland, come here.”

      Tara stepped forward, rolling up her sleeves. She looked entirely put together.

      Sweat dripped down my face—I must have looked like a hot mess.

      “You have one minute, Miss Constantine,” Harshing said as he flicked the pocket watches open. “Make it last. I’ll award ten points to whichever of you can make the minute pass most slowly. Ready?”

      Tara nodded, like she understood the assignment completely. I glanced at the blackboard in a panic.

      Right. Tara was a Taurus. Her power was time manipulation.

      Harshing was asking us to stop the clock.

      I swallowed, blinking several times to steady myself, then focused on the watch Harshing was holding in front of me.

      “Ready,” I breathed.

      Harshing waited until the second hand was at twelve, then gave us a nod.

      “Go.”

      Next to me, Tara raised her hand. Immediately, I lifted mine as well.

      My body was tired, but my veins still rippled with annoyance. There was power within that sensation. It didn’t feel quite as strong as the power my frustration had stirred in me, but it was there.

      It would have to do.

      “Very good, Miss Southerland.” As Harshing spoke, I glanced at Tara’s watch. The second hand was stuck at five seconds. Mine was already at ten.

      I shot a jolt of nervous energy at the watch, freezing its second hand as well. When I let up, the hand moved a fraction of an inch, which I quickly put a stop to.

      To hold time still, I needed to keep pumping power at it. That wasn’t great—I was already tired. But if all I had to do was last longer than Tara…

      I set my jaw and focused on steadying my breathing.

      I could do this. One of us would break eventually—I just had to make sure Tara broke first.

      “Miss Von Brandt? You’re up.”

      “What?” I blurted out. The hand on the watch shot forward quickly. My outburst cost me another four seconds before I could stop the second hand again.

      “Miss Von Brandt, you and Miss Constantine will be gathering up cards. Whichever of you brings me the most will receive ten points.” I could feel Harshing’s gaze on me, but I didn’t dare look up from the watch. “Miss Constantine, you’ll need to hold the time as well.”

      Crap. I was already struggling to hold the time on the watch steady while I was standing still. Now, I’d have to do it while racing against Yvette?

      Yvette was tall and made of pure, lean muscle. Her legs were far longer than mine. My chest barely came up to her hip.

      And now, I’d have to hold time still and outrun her.

      I was screwed.

      “Begin,” said Harshing.

      Yvette launched herself forward, but Harshing held up a hand to stop her.

      “A moment, Miss Von Brandt. There’s a catch. No walking, running, skipping or crawling allowed. You’ll need to teleport.”

      Of course. Teleportation was the Sagittarius power, which only worsened things.

      Harshing was going to make me control two powers at once.

      I turned to see what Yvette was doing so I could copy her, but she wasn’t even there anymore. A crack! sounded a few feet to my right.

      I looked to the source of the sound and found Yvette standing there, grinning, holding a card up.

      My nerves were verging on panic again. I clenched my eyes shut and cut the energy I’d been pumping toward the pocket watch.

      Instead, I focused my power and imagined being somewhere else.

      Another crack! I opened my eyes and found myself standing over one of the cards. When I picked it up and turned it over, I found a single silver goblet on its face. The card read: One of Cups.

      So, Harshing had been right. These weren’t playing cards. They were tarot cards. The silver chalice I’d seen earlier made more sense now.

      Yvette already had one card. Now, I had one too. There were three left.

      If I wanted to beat Yvette, I just had to get to the remaining cards first.

      I imagined myself at Yvette’s side next. Crack! She was already reaching for her next card when I appeared.

      “Sorry,” I whispered, snatching the card up before she could.

      Now that I knew what I was doing, getting to the next two cards was a piece of cake. Maybe Yvette’s height was actually a disadvantage in this—the cards were easier to reach for me, since I was lower to the ground.

      I cracked! back in front of Harshing, winded but with four of the cards in my hand. Yvette appeared next to be a second later, scowling with only one card to show for her efforts.

      “A good try, Miss Von Brandt, but Miss Constantine’s was better.” Harshing collected the cards from us, then raised the pocket watch I was supposed to be managing. “Unfortunately, Miss Constantine, it appears you’ve lost thirty more seconds.”

      Crap. For this being my first day, I thought my results so far were pretty impressive. But managing two powers at once still felt impossible.

      I took a deep breath and froze my watch again. Tara looked like she was tiring, but the second hand of her watch was still stuck on ten.

      “Miss Armand,” Harshing called out.

      Cybele stepped forward and I braced myself for my next trial.

      Harshing held up a card with its face turned away from us. “This card currently holds potential energy for you both. Chance has already determined what you will see on the other side when the card is turned—but until it’s revealed, for the two of you, its identity is still mutable. Your task: change that which has already been preordained.”

      I gulped and wiped the sweat from my eyes.

      Harshing wanted us to manipulate fate.

      “Miss Armand, I would like you to force the card to become the High Priestess. Miss Constantine…the Fool. You may begin whenever you are ready.”

      I kept my hold on my watch, but already time was slipping away from me. My bones felt brittle. My chest, empty. As I panted, it felt like my ribs were about to cave in.

      Still, I had to try. I dropped my crystal and raised my other hand toward the card and imagined the other side of it. At first, it looked like the same card I’d picked up earlier—the One of Cups.

      In my mind’s eye, I knocked the cup over. We’d covered tarot briefly in one of the few classes I’d had with Professor Douglas, and I sort of remembered what the Fool card looked like. A grinning man with a little dog yapping at his feet, walking with blissful ignorance toward the edge of a cliff.

      It was an image I could relate to. Not so long ago, I’d been the Fool—sneaking out to rescue a cat from a rainstorm and ending up here in Beyond.

      I could feel the card changing, but not as quickly as I needed to. There was too much resistance. Cybele was working to change the card to the High Priestess instead—and she wasn’t on the brink of exhaustion like I was. She wasn’t having to stop time while she did it, either.

      I kept working at it, but I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer.

      “Miss Blakely, Miss Hargrave,” Harshing called out. “Ten points for each of you if you can control Miss Constantine’s mind and make her stop.”

      “That isn’t fair,” I heard Ash protest.

      “Do it, or I’ll start deducting the points instead.”

      “We don’t care about our points.” That was Heather. I couldn’t split my concentration to see her, but in that moment, I knew she must have been giving Harshing a toxic glare.

      “You’re not the ones I’ll be deducting them from,” Harshing countered.

      I caught his meaning.

      He was going to start taking them from me instead.

      I heard Heather snap her fingers. A second later, Ash followed suit. Two sets of strings attached themselves to my arms, pulling my elbows down. I clenched my eyes shut and tried to juggle everything being thrown at me: stopping time, changing fate, being attacked by mind control from two different directions.

      It was too much.

      But for Harshing, it was just enough.

      I felt him press against my mind again, a clawed hand reaching through my skull and clenching down on my brain.

      And this time, I had no energy left to push back.

      I slumped to the ground, clutching at my head as tears welled in my eyes. It wasn’t that it hurt. It was that it felt invasive. I could sense Harshing in my memories, rifling through them like they were discounted Birken bags at a once-in-a-lifetime sample sale.

      He’d tricked me. Fooled me into wasting my power on his stupid trials, until I was too weak to stop him from entering my head and taking whatever he wanted.

      I’d failed.

      I couldn’t handle this anymore.

      On rubbery, trembling arms, I pushed myself up off the ground. My vision blurred as I forced myself to my feet and broke into a run.

      I tripped, stumbled, and fell to my knees several times—but as soon as I had enough energy to stand, I got up again and kept running. Stupid! Stupid girl!

      All the while, I knew it was too late.

      But that didn’t stop me from wanting to put as much distance between myself and Harshing as I could.

      “Lace! Wait up!” Ash called out to me.

      I slowed to a stop and turned to wait for Heather and Ash as they jogged toward me.

      “Shouldn’t you two still be in orientation?” I rasped.

      “Harshing let us out when you ran off,” Ash explained.

      “You left your stuff. We packed it all up for you, don’t worry.” Heather offered me my bag. When I took it from her, my arm gave out and the bag hit the ground. I knew it only held my grimoire, my crystal and a few school supplies, but it felt like it was full of lead. “You okay?”

      I closed my eyes and let out a breath to steady myself before I dropped down to gather up my things, but Ash and Heather beat me to it.

      “What’s wrong, Lace?” Ash asked as she picked my bag up again.

      “I burned myself out and…” My shoulders slumped. My heart was hammering, and my chest felt tighter with every passing second. “I think Harshing read my mind. I’m sorry. He knows.”

      Heather frowned as she grabbed my crystal from the grass. “What’s he know?”

      “Everything.” I sniffled and wiped hot tears from my cheeks. “He knows everything we do now.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      As the week wore on, I was fully braced for the worst. Now that Harshing had cracked Lace’s mind, he knew all our secrets—including the fact that we were King Solis’s daughters. He’d already outed us as Transits to the entire school, so it was only a matter of time before he spilled the beans about our heritage, too.

      But as it turned out, Harshing was the least of my worries.

      If I got to breakfast early enough, it wasn’t hard to dodge Sloan. Apparently, he liked sleeping in. Needed his precious beauty rest, no doubt. Lunch was a little tougher, but I didn’t mind skipping it if Sloan beat me to the Aqua House table.

      Dinner was the real problem. Sloan’s classes ended before mine, and after a long day of training, I couldn’t afford to skip another meal.

      Things had been bad enough when I’d only had to serve Sloan. Now that I was forced to sit on his lap and feed him, bad had quickly morphed into completely fucking miserable.

      “Do you want to study together for a while?” Lace asked as we headed toward the common room after yet another humiliating dinner experience. It had taken her several days to recover her energy from the Orientation incident, but she was finally starting to perk up again. “We could even head to the air dorms and meet up with Ash, if you want to stay out of Sloan’s orbit.”

      “Getting out of here for a while doesn’t seem like the worst idea.” Now that I lived in the same dormitory as Sloan, I’d been trying to find as many excuses to make myself as scarce as possible. “Let’s make sure the cats are fed, then—”

      “Ah. Freshmeat!” Sloan called out his stupid nickname for me as we entered the common room. He was sitting on a couch by the fire, surrounded by the other members of the Pack. “Why don’t you come join us? We were just talking about you.”

      His tie was loosened and his shirt half-unbuttoned, putting the tattoos on his neck and chiseled chest on full view. His pale blond hair was slicked back, completely tamed and under his control. Just how he liked it.

      He looked good, and he knew it. Somehow, that made this whole situation even more frustrating.

      If he’d only been cocky and arrogant, I probably could have found some way to live with the fate of becoming his mate.

      But Sloan wasn’t just cocky. He was a master manipulator. Demanding and conniving and obsessed with getting his way. Those were traits that I could never tolerate.

      That wasn’t the whole of it, though. While he sat there smirking at me, his arm was around Val. She glowered the second she laid eyes on me.

      Sloan wasn’t even single. Val was his betrothed, not me—and she obviously resented my very existence. Even if I had wanted Sloan, she showed no intention of giving him up.

      I didn’t want to be a side piece, and whatever Val deserved, it certainly wasn’t being cheated on.

      Sloan never should have tried to make me his.

      “Come on,” Lace urged me, tugging at my arm. “Let’s go. Don’t play into his games.”

      But Sloan wasn’t about to let me run away that easy.

      “I said, join us,” Sloan ordered. He raised his fingers and snapped.

      And there was the tension on my strings again.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled to Lace as I was pulled away from her and over toward Sloan. “I’ll catch you later.”

      “Oh…um.” Lace frowned. “Okay. Are you sure—”

      “Go,” I growled over my shoulder. “Before he gets any more bright ideas.”

      All eyes were on me as I walked over. Jules and Bianca were sitting in a couple of armchairs across from Sloan and Val. That made this some kind of meeting of the Pack’s water signs, I supposed.

      The fact that Cordelia hadn’t been invited hadn’t escaped me. She couldn’t shift and could barely control water, which meant she wasn’t of interest to Sloan and his little gang.

      “Sit, Freshmeat.” Sloan snapped again. “Here at my feet—like the good little bitch you are.”

      Anger surged in my chest as I was pulled even closer to Sloan.

      Oh, I was a bitch, all right. I was happy to prove it, too.

      I settled myself right on top of his feet, grinding my tailbone down on the toes of Sloan’s shoes until he grunted in pain and nudged me off to the side.

      “Your little pet isn’t very well-trained, Sloan.” Bianca swept her long white hair away from her face as she laughed. “Having second thoughts about claiming her yet?”

      “She’ll come to heel eventually,” Sloan assured her. He placed a hand on top of my head and began stroking my hair. “Only three more weeks until the next full moon. I imagine I’ll have her eating out of the palm of my hand, then.”

      “Good way to lose some fingers,” I grumbled. “I’m not opposed to biting the hand that feeds me.”

      Jules’s and Bianca’s lips twisted as they glanced at each other. This time, they both laughed.

      I could feel how much it annoyed Sloan. He twisted his fingers tightly in my hair for a moment, pulling hard.

      Dick.

      “What’s your father think about all this?” Jules asked Sloan, who only shrugged. “Your family can’t be happy about it, Val. Is the betrothal still on?”

      “The Takumis support the Rayners wholeheartedly,” Val said, a little too quickly, by my reckoning. “Of course we’re still betrothed.”

      “My father is the Grand Alpha of the Sanguilunae,” Sloan reminded Jules. “And the High Lord of House Scorpio. We didn’t get where we are today by just sitting back and letting destiny decide what we’re owed.”

      “Yes,” Jules agreed, turning over his hand to study his cuticles. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “How did your father become the Grand Alpha?” I asked with genuine curiosity. If I was going to be forced to sit here and endure Sloan’s attentions, then by god, I was going to get some information from him in the process.

      “He took it, of course. We Rayners always take what we want.” My question was rewarded with more petting. Big surprise—Sloan loved to talk about himself. “Professor Blackford was the Grand Alpha once. When he betrayed his brothers-in-arms, my father simply overthrew him and took his place. There was a fortuitous opening for the High Lordship at the same time…so my father claimed that, too. Now, here we are. One of the most powerful families in all of Beyond.”

      Blackford. Just hearing his name made my heart jostle around in my chest.

      When he’d gone to warn my mother that the Unseelie were about to attack, Blackford had brought her a bloody, silver ring. Duncan’s ring. Ash had described the rings the High Lords and Ladies she’d met at the vigil wore on their thumbs, and from what I could gather, the ring was one of those.

      Whoever Duncan had been, he must have been a High Lord, too—before Sloan’s father killed him. Blackford had been clear about that— Rayner and the others turned on them. Not just Duncan, but two people named Tristan and Grey as well.

      My mother had taken the news of Duncan’s death hard. And since we knew that King Solis had been so furious at the concubines because some of them had been unfaithful to them…

      I pursed my lips as I pieced it together.

      Duncan had likely been my mother’s lover. A High Lord. A member of the Sanguilunae. And when the king found out about their tryst, Sloan’s father had killed Duncan. Maybe even taken up Duncan’s title for himself.

      “How did Blackford betray the others?” I asked. There certainly had been at least one traitor within the Sanguilunae—but it sure as hell hadn’t been Blackford.

      “Aw,” Sloan cooed, scratching behind my ear. “I sometimes forget you don’t know anything. It’s almost cute. You’re still so innocent.”

      “I learn fast,” I assured him. “If your father overthrew a Grand Alpha, he must have had a very good reason.”

      “He did. You’ve heard of the Slaughter of the Concubines by now, haven’t you?”

      “Only a little.” If Sloan wanted innocence, I could fake it. I turned my head and stared up at him with big, doe eyes. It was a look I’d seen Lace give Harshing from time to time, when he wasn’t busy running her ragged and breaking into her brain.

      “Then you know that every single one of the king’s wives was killed when the Unseelie invaded,” said Sloan. “Blackford should have protected them. Instead, he let them die.”

      “The entire Unseelie army had a portal straight into the royal quarters.” Bianca’s voice was suddenly tense. “Dayne did what he could. It just wasn’t enough.”

      “Poor Bianca. Your family’s standing suffered so much that day. But you should know better than to defend that coward’s actions by now.” Sloan smoothed my hair behind my ear. “Professor Blackford is Bianca’s uncle. Once such a blight is discovered in a bloodline, it’s hard to climb back up the social ladder again.”

      “Oh, I don’t mind it so much.” Bianca’s silver eyes glinted in a way that reminded me of Blackford’s. Her gaze seemed focused on Val. “If we hadn’t fallen, I imagine I’d be betrothed to some twat of a lordling myself. Instead, I have my freedom—and all the pleasures that brings. Isn’t that right, Jules?”

      Bianca smiled flirtatiously at Jules and reached over to stroke her fingers up his arm. He barely seemed to notice. He was staring at the fire, distant and bored.

      “Mm,” he agreed. He didn’t even look up.

      “Freedom is overrated,” Sloan scoffed. “What would a woman want something like that for—aside from the opportunity to slut around?” He turned his attention back to me. “The Blackford family never truly recovered from that particular dark mark on their family history. Some say Professor Blackford was actually fighting alongside the Unseelie during the Slaughter.”

      “He would never,” Bianca hissed. She withdrew her hand from Jules and gripped the arms of her chair tight. “That’s a lie.”

      “A rumor,” Val said. “All talk of the Slaughter is rife with them. It’s a bit silly to keep dwelling on the past, don’t you think?”

      Huh. Maybe I was wrong, but it seemed like Val was actually trying to change the subject now that Bianca was upset.

      If it was true, she’d make a good politician someday.

      “My father certainly doesn’t talk about it much anymore,” Sloan agreed. For a moment, I thought Val might have actually succeeded—but Sloan wasn’t that easily dissuaded. “Still, after Blackford was overthrown, it became clear he had no intention of taking accountability for his mistakes. Which is why he was sentenced to death.”

      “He was put to death, you mean,” Bianca said. Her eyes found mine. “They tried everything—the gallows, the guillotine, immolation. They even had him in a cage at the top of the highest tower of the new palace in Mag Mell for a while.” She sat back in her chair, looking almost smug. “Nothing worked.”

      “He was lucky,” Sloan sneered.

      “He was unbreakable,” Bianca countered. “They had every High Lord and Lady wielding the full extent of their powers against him at one point. Trial by combat.” Bianca’s lips curled into a smile. “He beat them all.”

      “How?” I asked. Blackford was a good fighter. The first time I met him, I’d watched him take on three men at once—while drunk, no less.

      But, by my count, there were twenty-four High Lords and Ladies in King Solis’s court. Two from each Zodiac sign.

      Had Blackford really taken on all of them at once and lived to tell the tale?

      “The Blackfords have always been known for their strong affinity for magic,” Jules droned, still staring into the fire. “That’s why Bianca’s here at the Academy.”

      “She certainly didn’t make it here on status or wealth,” Sloan snipped like that was a bad thing.

      “No,” Bianca agreed. “I did not.”

      “Let’s just hope your uncle’s cowardice doesn’t run in your blood,” said Sloan. “Blackford fled like the milksop he is after the trial by combat. My father sent a number of assassins after him, but eventually it simply proved to be too costly.”

      “No room in the Sanguilunae budget for assassination expenses?” I asked.

      “He killed them all,” said Sloan. “Even his own brother. Poor Bianca had to grow up without a father because of that man—and now that Professor Douglas has up and disappeared, she has to suffer him as her new head of house. So sad.”

      The smile faded from Bianca’s lips.

      So, according to Sloan, Blackford had killed Bianca’s father. And yet, she’d still defended him.

      “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” Bianca rose from her chair and shot Sloan a final glare. “The things we must endure when others hold the power.”

      “So true,” Sloan said as Bianca turned and walked away.

      But I was pretty sure Bianca hadn’t been talking about Blackford.

      She’d been talking about Sloan.

      “If Professor Blackford is so hated, why’s he allowed to teach at the Academy?” I asked as I watched Bianca go.

      “Because somehow, he managed to weasel his way into the favor of the one man with more raw power in all of Beyond than anyone else.” Bitterness seeped into Sloan’s voice.

      “Who’s that?” I asked. “Not the king, surely.”

      “Of course not,” said Val. “Use your brain for once, Heather. He means Harshing.”

      I frowned.

      Of course Harshing was the one man with more raw power in Beyond.

      Harshing, who had all our secrets.

      Harshing, who kept Blackford under his protection.

      Harshing, who held our fate in Beyond in the palm of his hand as well.
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      After a long day of etiquette classes, I slipped into my room on Thursday evening and hung my bag on the hook by the door.

      With a sigh, I rested my forehead against the frame. In the sanctity of my room, I was able to let down my guard for the first time all day.

      To our knowledge, Harshing had yet to out us as the king’s heirs. It was a small blessing. One I hoped we could continue to count on.

      Now that Dead Week was over, our classes had quickly ramped up in difficulty. Professor Zephyr had kept us out on the campus grounds until nearly sunrise last night, identifying constellations. Professor Maristela had given us a list of elixir-making ingredients longer than I was tall, the properties of which we had to memorize before our exam next week. And today, we’d practiced courtly dances under the intense gaze of Professor Tsun to the brink of exhaustion. As I slipped my stockinged toes out of my Mary Janes, my numb feet started to ache.

      I was wiped. Even drawing on the happy memory I’d stored in my amethyst—the one about my Oxford acceptance letter—wasn’t proving to be enough to see me through.

      Worse, I knew as soon as I went to bed tomorrow night, it would only be a matter of time before the upperclassmen boys came for me again.

      Friday was nearly here, and Seven Deadly Sins was far from over. Romin, Magnus and Chiron had seemed to be in agreement about that.

      I just wished we knew what sin they had in store for us now.

      I shrugged off my cardigan and hung it on the hook next to my bag. We’d covered pride last week. Until Naomi and I were able to get hold of sphinx spit and chimera blood, my atrocious lopped-off haircut served as proof that I’d passed that test.

      I took my blue necktie off next. If Romin was feeling generous, he’d tick wrath off his list, too. He may not have really meant to feed me to the Shadelings, but I knew I’d still think twice about lashing out at him in anger again.

      I began to unbutton my shirt. There were at least five more weeks of Friday-night torture left for us before the semester was over. Maybe six. If Romin found out about acedia—a type of apathy that had long ago been lumped in with sloth—and vainglory, or unjustified boasting, there might even be more.

      As the final button of my shirt slipped from its hole, I shrugged it off and turned to throw it on the bed—

      And nearly swallowed my own tongue.

      I wasn’t alone.

      “Evening, Panties.” Romin was sprawled out on my bed—entirely fucking naked. From the twin rams butting heads on his swollen pecs to the burning honeysuckle on his thick-muscled calves, almost every inch of his chiseled, tattooed body was on full view. He’d had the decency to place something across his lap, at least—a glossy red box bound with a black ribbon.

      Even then, not much was left to the imagination. I didn’t even have to imagine, really—I’d seen Romin naked before.

      If anything, concealing his cock from me only made me think about it even more.

      “Something wrong?” he asked, reaching across the mattress to scratch the underside of Somerville’s chin. I could hear Somerville’s purrs from all the way across the room. “I was enjoying the striptease. Don’t stop on my account.”

      Self-consciously, I brought my shirt up to my chest to obscure my bra a little better. How much would he have let me take off before he said something? If I hadn’t turned and noticed him when I did, I might have stripped completely nude without even realizing I was being watched.

      “How did you even get in here?” I snapped. Romin was an Aries. A fire sign. He didn’t have the ability to manipulate the wind to climb the tower’s heights like I did.

      Was there some kind of secret second way in?

      Romin chuckled. “I flew. Duh. You window was unlocked. Have you already forgotten about my zodiac form? I’d have thought our little tussle as dragons would be more memorable.”

      Of course I hadn’t. As I recalled, Romin had pinned me down in the dirt with his teeth clamped on my neck. When Harshing forced us to shift back to our human forms, Romin had ended up clutched tight between my thighs—and without a lick of clothing on either of our bodies, to boot.

      It was the closest I’d ever been to a man. Skin on hot, sweaty skin. That wasn’t something I was ever going to forget.

      “All right,” I huffed. “In that case, what the hell are you doing in my room?”

      “Playing with your pussy.” Romin smirked as Somerville curled up against his chest. “I think it likes me.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Somerville. Traitor! But Somerville was completely oblivious to my frustration. He only closed his eyes and purred even louder, luxuriating in all the attention Romin was giving him.

      “Romin,” I growled in warning. “State your purpose—before I throw you right back out the window.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re no fun, Panties.”

      “And for you, I never will be.” Not if I could help it, at least.

      “Fine. I’m here to let you know I’ve been instructed not to kill you. A shame, really. I was looking forward to it.”

      I supposed I should have been happy about that—but there were better ways he could have informed me about this change of plans. Easier ways, too.

      Ways that didn’t involve him lying naked on my bed, stroking my cat.

      “Instructed by whom?” I asked. “I doubt Headmaster Harshing is finally cracking down on the Academy’s murder rates.”

      “You made quite the impression at the vigil on Sunday night. I can’t imagine how, but you did.”

      “Maybe if you’d bothered to show up and pay your respects to your late betrothed, you’d know.”

      “I was otherwise indisposed.”

      “With what?”

      “Being elsewhere. Whatever you did, it was effective. You don’t need to worry about me harming a single hair on that silly little head of yours anymore.”

      “I think you’ve harmed enough hairs on my head already.”

      “Still upset about your haircut, huh?” He patted the space on the bed next to him. “Come sit. I have a present for you. Consider it an apology.”

      “Oh, no.” I hugged my shirt tighter to my chest and took a few steps back. The bed did look extra comfy with such a handsome man in it—but Romin’s good looks were greatly tempered by the fact that he was a sadistic pain in the ass. “I’m not getting anywhere near you.”

      “Why not? Don’t you want to see what it is? I’ve been ordered to ensure that you accept it.” Romin reached for the box that was currently the only thing keeping his dick out of my line of sight—and I caved.

      “Fine.” Cautiously, I approached the bed and sat down on the edge. “But if you’ve cut a hole in the bottom of that box and stuck your dick in it, I swear to God, Romin—”

      Romin laughed—genuinely. “Not a bad idea. Wish I would have thought of it first. But no, Panties. If I wanted to wrap my dick up and present it to you as a gift, I’d need a much bigger box.”

      I glanced down at the box, sizing it up. He may have had a point there.

      “Who’s giving you all these orders?” I asked again. He’d dodged the question the first time I’d posed it. I wasn’t about to let him get away with that twice.

      Romin shrugged. “For some inexplicable reason, my mother liked you.”

      Romin’s mother. That made a little sense. I didn’t know what I’d done to earn her favor, but I was certain that I had it now. First, she’d bestowed a favor on me—and now, here was Romin, naked in my bed with an apology present.

      I had to hand it to her. If Lady Castillo could make someone like Romin apologize, then she was even more formidable than I’d imagined. It was especially impressive, considering he wasn’t even her son. That was a little tidbit I wasn’t sure even Romin was aware of. I wouldn’t know for sure until I broached the topic with him.

      But for the time being, I was planning on keeping it to myself.

      “Of course she liked me.” A small smile spread across my lips. “Though, not as much as your brother did.”

      Romin blinked. “I don’t have a—” Then, it hit him. “Fuck. You mean the Bastard.”

      “Byron. I don’t know how you get off calling him that—bastard. He was far more polite than you are. More likable, too.”

      “Then you’re even more naive than I thought.” Romin shook his head. “Byron is bad news, Panties.”

      “Yeah, well. You’re not exactly a fluff piece yourself.”

      “A fluff piece? What the fuck is—”

      “A news story, like firemen rescuing kittens,” I explained. “Or puppies befriending baby ducklings. Or—”

      “You know what, never mind.” Romin’s expression was suddenly stern. “I’m warning you now, for your own good. Whatever web the Bastard is spinning, you don’t want to get caught up in it.”

      “No?” It was a rare occurrence to be the one frustrating Romin instead of the other way around. Rare enough that I was relishing the opportunity. Him being naked on my bed wasn’t turning out to be so bad after all. “Maybe I like the idea of being caught up in something interesting for a change.”

      “Then read a book, Panties.” Romin sat up and moved next to me on the bed, balancing the gift box precariously on his lap. “The Bastard’s not interesting. He’s dangerous. Don’t you think you’ve gotten yourself in enough trouble already?”

      “I think you just don’t like the idea of me finding a little trouble with someone else.”

      “You think? You don’t know enough about this place to think for yourself.” He shifted closer to me, leaning in and emphasizing every word. “Stay away from him. I mean it.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Make me.”

      “All right.” Romin snorted, then took my jaw in his hand. He turned my face and forced me to look at him. “Aisling Hargrave—I invoke the power of your name to forbid you from ever seeing Byron, bastard son of High Lord Adranus Castillo, ever again. Or hearing him, for that matter.” His eyes glinted cruelly. Our noses were nearly touching. “How’s that?”

      I scowled. I’d almost forgotten that Romin had my name, and thus the power to command me.

      It was a fact I wouldn’t soon forget again.

      “Petty,” I growled at him. “And low. Jealousy doesn’t become you, Romin.”

      “And greed doesn’t become you. Have you already forgotten?” He leaned in even closer, his stubble scratching my cheek and the heat of his breath on my ear. “I’m your soulmate. Not him. You can’t have us both.”

      This close, I could smell his essence with absolute clarity. Ginger. Smoke. If I closed my eyes and breathed in a little deeper, I could even detect further complexities to Romin’s heady scent: cloves and chestnut, cashmere, a kiss of pine—an entire world of rich, cozy notes. Smelling Romin felt like sprawling out naked on a bearskin rug before a crackling fire, wrapping up in a blanket and sipping a hot mug of sweet chai.

      It was an experience I’d never had before—and one that I never could have, for that matter. Madame Desrosier, the woman who distilled the perfumes of the Fae from their essences, had once told me that soulmates could recognize each other by their scents. A soulmate was supposed to smell like the most incredible thing in the entire world.

      Romin felt that way about my scent, I knew. And I felt that way about his.

      Which didn’t change anything.

      I deserved better than some overblown bully who had to take orders from Mommy before he was willing to apologize. And Romin was a dick.

      “I don’t want either of you.” I placed a hand on his shoulder and shoved him away as I rose from the bed. “Now, I don’t care if you go out the door or through the window, but get out of my room.”

      “I will in a second,” Romin assured me. I turned away from him, but I could hear the bed creak gently as he got up. “But first, accept the gift, Aisling.”

      There it was—my name again. I wasn’t sure I was even interested in accepting his apology. He hadn’t actually apologized, and a present was worth far less to me than a simple change of behavior and an I’m sorry.

      But now that he’d commanded me to, I didn’t have a choice.

      “Fine.” I turned and grabbed the present, then whipped around again before I was distracted by the sight of his cock. “There. It’s accepted.”

      “Good. Was that so hard?”

      “We’ll see.” I tugged at the bow, and the ribbon fluttered to the floor. “This had better be my grimoire.”

      “Oh. That old thing?” Romin’s voice was farther away from me now—over by the window. “I’d almost forgotten I still had it. Thanks for the reminder—but no. I think I’ll hold on to your little book for the time being. The mud should be dry by now. Your secrets were so juicy the last time I read through them, I definitely want to find out what happens next.”

      My heart skipped a beat before it started pounding frantically.

      So, Romin hadn’t discovered that I was one of the Lost Ones yet. But now that I’d reminded him…

      Fuck.

      It was only a matter of time.

      I wheeled around to face him and followed him to the window. His back was to me, showing off his massive dragon tattoo. Tribal designs covered the round, firm muscles of his ass.

      I shoved the box against the small of his back. “I don’t want this. Take it back and give me my grimoire instead.”

      Slowly, Romin turned to me again. I kept my eyes firmly on his. If I lowered my gaze even just a little, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stop staring at what I found.

      “I’m keeping it,” Romin said firmly. “I like knowing all your precious secrets, Aisling. If I hadn’t read them all, then how would I know how much you enjoy this?”

      He took me by the shoulders and pulled me against him, dropping his mouth to my neck and pulling his lips back. His teeth scraped against my skin just gently enough to tickle—then, he sank them into my neck hard enough to make my pussy throb.

      A high, breathy cry left my mouth. The present slipped from my fingers to the floor. My body flushed so hot so quickly, I could have melted against him then and there. His tongue lapped against my skin, warm and velvet soft, flicking up at the end of each lick deliciously.

      When his teeth eased on my neck, my limbs felt so liquid that I couldn’t move for a moment. My pussy was on fire. My panties—Romin’s favorite word—were soaked. He’d unleashed a cocktail of hormones and desires within me—one which, apparently, my grimoire had happily revealed to him.

      When he pulled away, I had a fleeting desire to kiss him. To throw my arms around his neck, wrap my thighs around his bare waist and dig my nails into his skin so hard that he’d have no choice but to throw me onto the bed and have his wicked way with me.

      But then, I saw that arrogant smirk.

      That smirk was all it took to turn the flames of my desire into an inferno of white-hot rage.

      “Fuck you,” I snarled, slapping my hands on his chest. “Get out of my room.”

      I shoved Romin’s chest as hard as I could. It was impossible to say whether I’d actually succeeded in moving him for once, or if he’d just let me. But either way, he went tumbling backward out the open window and into the clouds below.

      A moment later, he emerged again in his dragon form. A strong gust of wind blasted me several steps back as he flapped his leathery red wings and flew off into the hazy purple of the dusky skies.

      I watched him fly away until he was entirely out of sight, then closed the window. I desperately needed to find a way to lock it.

      It was only when he was gone that I remembered the box. His gift. His apology.

      I snatched it up and sat back down on my bed. Somerville meowed at me from where he now rolled on the floor, all tangled up in the ribbon.

      “I don’t want to hear a peep out of you,” I told him sternly. “Letting him pet you like that, you little turncoat.”

      Somerville only stared with me with his intelligent green eyes as if to say, You’re one to talk.

      I signed. “Yeah, you’re probably right. Whatever. Let’s see what he brought us, then.”

      I opened the box and blinked several times as I finally discovered what was inside: a beautiful necklace of glimmering red stones set in silver. The largest jewels, the ones in the center, were bigger than my thumb.

      It was heavy and gorgeous. It must have been worth a fortune.

      It was certainly the most expensive thing I’d ever owned.

      Why had Romin given something so valuable to me?

      “An I’m sorry would’ve been worth more,” I grumbled, closing the box and shoving it under my bed.

      I threw myself back onto the mattress in frustration. The necklace wasn’t the only thing Romin had left.

      On my neck, I could feel his bite. My skin was still tender. Maybe even bruised.

      And on my sheets and pillows, his scent still lingered. Ginger and white smoke.

      Him.
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      Blumble had delivered a pink rose to my room every morning the entire week. The notes that accompanied them were always flattering, if a little bit sappy. To my beautiful rose—may your petals never fade. You deserve an entire garden. No flower smells more sweetly than you.

      It was Friday, which meant I had five of them now. I’d expected the roses from earlier in the week to start wilting a little, but they showed no sign of decay. Every rose was identical: blush pink and gorgeous. The vase was quickly starting to fill up.

      “They’re not cursed, are they?” I asked Milkshake as I sat on my bed, staring at the gorgeous pink blooms. “Or poisoned?”

      Milkshake had been a good judge of suspicious objects in the past. If there was anything sinister lurking in those petals, she would have tried to tear them apart.

      “Meow!” Milkshake answered me, happily digging her claws into my pillow like she was kneading bread.

      I guessed that was a no. The roses were simply roses.

      Even if they were weird.

      I went to bed that night with a sweater pulled over my nightgown and opted to keep my shoes on. Before long, one of the boys would barge into my room to kidnap me again. I doubted they’d have forgotten about their plans for the next round of Seven Deadly Sins.

      Milkshake snored a little while she slept by my side. I was tired, but I couldn’t make myself drift off.

      At least lying awake meant that when my door was thrown open, I wasn’t surprised.

      I squinted at the figure in the doorway. It was tall and masculine, but this man was more elegantly built than Sloan.

      “Jules?” I guessed, sitting up slightly.

      “Don’t worry, Pisces.” Jules moved to my bed, threw back the covers, and hauled me into his arms. “I’m not going to hurt you.” He paused, considering that statement, then added, “Much.”

      “That’s not reassuring,” I grumbled, wriggling against his hold as he pulled me up out of bed.

      “No? If you can be a good girl and come along, I’ll let you walk,” he offered. “I see you’ve got your shoes on, and I don’t enjoy manhandling you anymore than you do.”

      I could be a good girl when I wanted to be. I’d been a good girl for practically my entire life. It was tempting to tell Jules that if he wanted to take me somewhere, he’d have to put forth the effort and carry me. But as far as I could tell, picking me up wasn’t any great labor for him. It was the manhandling he took issue with.

      As far as midnight kidnappings went, I could respect that.

      “Fine,” I agreed. “Put me down. I’ll walk.”

      Jules smirked. “Let’s hear you say it, first.”

      I sighed and resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’ll be a good girl.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      Just like he’d promised, Jules let me to the edge of the Inanus Woods where the boys were gathered by torchlight.

      Heather hadn’t been so lucky. Sloan carried her in his arms while she kicked and swore like an unwilling bride. Flint had Cybele slung over his shoulder. The burly, dark-skinned Taurus sophomore—Demetrius, I was pretty sure his name was—had Tara tucked beneath his arm.

      Only two of the other girls had been allowed to walk to the site of tonight’s new round of Seven Deadly Sins. Yvette stalked sullenly behind her cousin, Chiron. It gave off the illusion that she was a willing participant in tonight’s events—she just didn’t look happy about it. Then, there was Cordelia. She trailed along behind the twins, who were hauling Ash and Irene from the air tower.

      I frowned as she broke into a trot to keep up with the twins’ longer strides. Cordelia reminded me of the last puppy in a cardboard box marked Free to Good Home. It was like she’d been completely forgotten. I might have felt sorry for her, but it struck me that if no one was forcing her to be here, she didn’t have to be here at all.

      I couldn’t imagine willingly showing up to be tortured. Was she really so desperate to fit in?

      “Welcome back to playtime, freshmen,” Romin said as the boys formed a circle around us freshmen, closing us in. “It’s time for another round of Seven Deadly Sins. You remember the rules, don’t you?”

      “Maybe you need to remind them,” said Magnus. “You know how it is with these freshmen—in one ear, straight out the other.”

      “Complete the trial we give you and prove that you’re innocent of the corresponding sin,” Romin instructed us. “Make it through without quitting or begging for mercy and we’ll avoid thinning you from the freshmen herd. For the semester, at least.”

      “It’s looking pretty thin already,” Chiron pointed out, counting us silently on his fingers. “And then there were eight.”

      “You can quit whenever you like,” Sloan added. “Just remember that if you break, Magnus is here on standby with his tattoo needles to mark you with your sin.”

      Magnus grinned and unfurled the wrapped leather bundle where he kept his tattoo supplies. During the last session of this game, he’d inked Kiara. The rest of us had ended up with our awful haircuts and faces in the mud. But Kiara had died with her sin—PRIDE—forever tattooed on her arm.

      I had no intention of being branded with any sins tonight.

      “Tonight’s sin is greed,” Romin announced, throwing his arms out wide. He was showboating. The way he acted, it was like he thought he was Oprah giving everyone in the audience brand-new cars. “If you’re going to be a proper lady here in Beyond, you’ll need to tame all your selfish desires. Can’t risk the fearless leaders of Beyond filling their pockets with what isn’t rightfully theirs, now can we?”

      “What do you think they have in their pockets tonight, boys?” Magnus mused.

      Sloan grinned. “We might need to shake them down and find out.”

      Romin nodded to Ajax and Achilles. They turned to Cordelia. She actually smiled as they raised their hands in her direction.

      That smile was quickly wiped off her face as they used their telekinesis to yank her ankles out from under her and lift her off the ground, dangling her upside down.

      “Oh! No, please. Oh, no!” The boys roared with laughter as Cordelia frantically tried to pin the edges of her nightgown down with her hands. She failed, flashing a pair of lime green panties with TUESDAY marked across the back.

      I cringed. Considering it was Friday, I sincerely hoped Cordelia had just gotten her days mixed up.

      Watching Cordelia struggle was almost physically painful for me, and the boys’ laughter wasn’t helping.

      “Stop it,” I snapped, pointing my hand in Ajax’s direction.

      To my left, Ash raised her hand toward Achilles. Together, we sent our power out toward their ankles, yanking their feet out from under them. They crashed to the ground. Meanwhile, to my right, Heather and Irene quickly turned their attentions to Cordelia. When the twins dropped her, Heather and Irene caught her and lowered her safely to the ground.

      The boys didn’t stop laughing, but their ridicule was directed at Ajax and Achilles. At least, until Romin held up a hand to silence them.

      Jules stepped forward, shaking his head as he approached me.

      “Oh, Pisces. You were behaving so well on the way here,” he cooed with disappointment. “What happened?”

      “Maybe she just wants to go first,” Magnus suggested. “If you’re so opposed to the idea of a shakedown, why don’t we take you for a spin instead?”

      “Good idea, Leone.” Romin looked to Demetrius and Flint. “Roll it out, boys.”

      Demetrius and Flint slipped into the forest for a moment. When they emerged, they had a massive wooden wheel between them. The wheel’s center had four leather cuffs attached to it—two for the arms, two for the legs. Around the outside, there was a backboard painted in multicolored segments. Each of the segments had something written on it, but it was too far away for me to read.

      “I understand the classic punishment for the greedy on Earth is to be boiled alive in oil, but that wouldn’t be any fun, would it?” Romin asked. “Instead, it’s my pleasure to introduce the Wheel of Fortune.”

      Magnus clapped his hands and rubbed them together menacingly. “Spin to win and repent your sin.”

      Jules offered me his hand. “Step on up, Pisces. That little stunt just bought you the first ticket to ride.”

      For a beautiful moment, I imagined just not doing it. I wouldn’t even have to say no. Thanks to Harshing’s nightmare of a class on Monday, I knew how to control seven of the twelve zodiac powers. Not well, but I could. With the help of Heather, Ash, and the other freshmen… I wasn’t sure that we could beat the boys in a fight, but we might be able to make them regret the day they’d decided to pick on us like this.

      I sighed and placed my hand in Jules’s palm as I let the fantasy go. We were outnumbered and the upperclassmen all had at least a full year of training on us.

      Fighting right now wouldn’t get us anywhere.

      We were just going to have to play their stupid game.

      Jules led me to the wheel and took hold of my waist. I let him. He lifted me up while Ajax, Achilles, Flint, and Sloan lashed my ankles and wrists into place. Ajax and Achilles still looked furious that we’d knocked them off their feet. They seemed to take a special pleasure in making sure the straps at my wrists were pulled extra tight.

      I kept my chin up and my head held high through all of it. My expression was—as Magnus had put it when we’d overheard them at the lake—that of a stoic warrior queen.

      Or, at least, so I hoped.

      “The virtue that negates the sin of greed is charity,” Romin announced. He grabbed hold of the wheel, rocking it back and forth gently. “Are you feeling charitable tonight, Pisces?”

      “I’m still entertaining all your smug pontificating, aren’t I?”

      He smirked. “Oh, you’re entertaining, all right. Or, you’re about to be.”

      Romin gave the wheel a hard spin, and the world became a blur around me. My body was turned upside down, right-side up, and upside down all over again until Romin grabbed hold of the wheel once more, jerking me to a stop. I ended up horizontal to the ground.

      “Let’s see what kind of charitable donation to our amusement the Pisces has landed on.” Romin examined the segment of the wheel’s backboard that curved over my head. “Ha. How fitting. Hey, Leone, do you still remember the silencing spell?”

      “’Course I do. It’s an easy one.” Magnus walked over and brushed my hair away from my face. His touch lingered on my cheek as he smiled down at me. “Though, without a voice or the incantation, I think you’ll find it much more difficult to undo. Silentium!”

      He snapped his fingers in front of my face. I felt a little tickle in my throat, but nothing more. It hadn’t even hurt.

      “Do you have anything to say for yourself now, Pisces?” Romin asked curiously.

      I opened my mouth to let him know Magnus’s spell hadn’t worked—but no sound came out. The boys were laughing again. At me.

      Crap.

      “I think I might even like her better this way,” Magnus said approvingly. I twisted my lips in disgust as he dragged his thumb across them. “Just think of all the better ways you could use this pretty mouth now that it’s not so full of words.”

      I could think of at least one way I could use my mouth on a bully like Magnus. I snapped my teeth at him, and he pulled his thumb away just in time.

      “So close,” he said, chuckling. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. Looks like now that I’ve taken your bark away, you’re all bite.”

      “Stop playing with her and get her down,” Romin ordered. “We’ve still got seven more to go.”

      The boys released me from the straps. No one bothered to catch me as I tumbled toward the ground. I might have yelped with surprise, but I couldn’t even scream anymore.

      My voice had been completely silenced.

      Heather was next on the wheel. I couldn’t tell what she’d landed on, but it had the boys in stitches.

      “I don’t know that it really suits you, sweetheart,” Sloan said, pulling what looked like a marker from his pocket. He scribbled across her forehead, then stepped back to admire his handiwork. “The only person you’re going to be a slut for is me.”

      Now, I could see what he’d written just above Heather’s eyebrows. In huge, thick black letters, she’d been emblazoned with the word SLUT.

      “I wouldn’t count on that, Rayner,” Magnus said. “We all saw those excellent drawings of her and Blackford last week.”

      “Shame they disappeared,” Flint commented. “I wouldn’t mind having another look at those.”

      Flint winked at Heather, but she only scowled in return—not that he seemed to mind. He was kind enough to take her by the waist as she was released from the straps. Gently, he set her back on her feet.

      “What a gentleman,” Heather grumbled, rolling her eyes. She scrubbed at her forehead with the heel of her hand as she stumbled away, but the marker showed no sign of coming off.

      When it was Ash’s turn, Romin didn’t even bother to spin the wheel. Instead, he moved it deliberately until Ash’s head was pointed directly at the punishment he wanted to give her. He’d come prepared with a black leather collar, which he clasped around her throat and secured with a lock.

      “We’ll remove tonight’s punishments a week from now during our next session of Seven Deadly Sins.” Romin dangled the key to the lock in front of Ash’s face. “But if you want that collar off, Panties, you’ll have to come find me in private. Who knows, you might end up wanting to keep it.”

      “I’ll do no such thing,” she growled at him. I expected her to have something snarky to say back to him. Historically speaking, Ash and Romin could rarely be near each other without trading barbs like it was some kind of screwed-up game for them. But when Romin placed Ash back on her feet, she hurried away from him without another word.

      Being collared didn’t seem so bad to me. Better than losing my voice, anyway. But it had obviously hit Ash somewhere she was especially vulnerable.

      I grabbed her hand and squeezed it reassuringly as she returned to my side. A week wasn’t that long. Compared to being shoved in the mud and given haircuts, this game wasn’t really so bad.

      Well, not yet.

      Cordelia ended up with full-face clown make-up, complete with a little red ball that would stick to her nose for the rest of the week. Yvette landed on lose a hand, which horrified me—until Chiron took off his belt and bound one of Yvette’s arms behind her back. Tara got walking on eggshells. She crunched along uncomfortably with every step as she walked away from the wheel.

      Cybele rolled deep freeze and came away shivering. Her teeth chattered noisily as she came to stand close to us when her turn was done.

      “You okay?” Heather asked her.

      “I’m f-f-fine,” Cybele stuttered, hugging herself and hunching her shoulders.

      Heather shot me a sidelong glance. I nodded, and we moved to either side of her, wrapping our arms around her to try to keep her warm. I wasn’t sure how much good it did, but even if we did still suspect she had something to do with Kiara’s murder, we couldn’t just let her stand there shivering without trying to help.

      Irene’s punishment seemed most cruel of all, though.

      “Disappear,” Romin announced as he checked the wheel for Irene’s results. “How unfortunate. The Illmarinens already lost one daughter. It would be tragic if they were to misplace the other.”

      Ajax crouched down to meet Irene at eye-level. She’d ended up upside down. “You can always back out, remember.”

      “No shame in it,” Achilles added. The twins were being a lot gentler with Irene than they’d been with Cordelia—or with me, for that matter.

      Irene closed her eyes. “It’s fine. Just get it over with.”

      “You’re sure?” Ajax asked.

      “No one would blame you,” said Achilles.

      “Do it.” Irene pursed her lips, then nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “You heard the lady, Reeve,” said Romin. “Make your magic happen.”

      Reeve? I hadn’t heard that name before. As a short, sandy-haired boy with a tan tie over his rumpled shirt moved forward, I realized why.

      It was something in the way he moved. Slow and measured, slipping between the other boys like he was deliberately trying to stay out of sight. I would have called it sneaky, but he wasn’t exactly creeping around.

      He just seemed to be really good at going overlooked. There was something intangibly unnoticeable about him.

      If Romin hadn’t just called our attention to him, I wasn’t sure I would have noticed his presence at all.

      The twins got Irene down off the wheel. Reeve stood in front of her, shoving his sleeves up to his elbows. He waved a hand over Irene’s face like a magician hypnotizing his assistant.

      “Um…” Irene blinked, then looked down at her palms.

      Nothing happened—until suddenly, it did.

      It started at the tip of her nose. From there, it spread. Her cheeks vanished next, then her body—clothes and all—until there was nothing left of Irene but her pink eyes, her pink lips, and her lavender hair—streaked with pink—until not even those were visible anymore.

      Little by little, then all at once, Irene faded completely out of sight.
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      I stared at my reflection in the mirror.

      “Come on,” I grunted as I scrubbed at my forehead with a wet washcloth. “Get off.”

      But when I pulled the cloth away, I was forced to admit that I’d failed yet again. My forehead was raw and red from all the rubbing, but the word Sloan had written there still remained, every letter in thick black marker.

      SLUT.

      It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I’d been emblazoned with that word, but I was already sick of it. Unfortunately, it didn’t look like it would be going away any time soon. Ash’s collar had proven equally difficult to remove. I hadn’t been able to pick the lock or cut it free. Lace’s voice was still gone—and so was Irene. No one had seen or heard a peep from her since she’d been made invisible last night.

      I threw the cloth down on my desk in frustration as I heard a knock at the door.

      “Yes?” I asked, yanking the door open. I was half expecting Sloan—come to gloat, no doubt.

      “Hey. Are y-you b-b-busy?” Cybele stood out in the hallway, looking pitiful, cold, and significantly wider than usual. She was shivering beneath what must have been dozens of layers of clothing. Most were bronze, the Capricorn color, but several of them were silver. The color of the Cancer uniforms.

      Cordelia must have donated to the keep-Cybele-warm fund.

      “Not anymore,” I told her. “How’d you get in here? You’re not a water sign.”

      “Oh.” She blinked her red eyes, then let out a frosty cloud of breath. “I’m a g-g-good swimmer.”

      “Right,” I said slowly. That was a little concerning. I’d been under the impression that only water signs were able to make it to the bottom of the fountain. But pressing her further about how she’d made her way in would have involved a lot more stammering. “What’s up?”

      “P-p-party.” Cybele forced the word through her trembling, pale lips. “T-t-tonight. D-d-do y-y-you w-w-w—”

      “Do I want to come?” I guessed, losing patience.

      Cybele hugged herself a little tighter and nodded.

      “Depends. Is this a Pack thing?” I didn’t want to be stuck somewhere with Val and Sloan all night.

      Cybele shook her head.

      “Can Ash and Lace come?”

      Cybele nodded.

      “What time and where?”

      Cybele’s teeth chattered as she held up nine fingers. “The V-v-vengeful Spirits. M-m-meet you at the Astrolabe in an hour?”

      “Huh.” I’d heard of the Vengeful Spirits exactly once—Romin had shouted something at Chiron about it during Zodiac Orientation last week. I didn’t know if Ash and Lace would be up for it, but I certainly wanted to see what the place was about. “Might be fun. See you in an hour.”

      It was only after Cybele had shivered away again that something strange occurred to me.

      I’d assumed that Cybele had come to see Cordelia before she’d knocked on my door. But Cordelia wasn’t even capable of drying herself after coming in and out of the fountain, let alone anyone else.

      If Cybele swam in here on her own, then why wasn’t she soaking wet?

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      As it turned out, the Vengeful Spirits was a rowdy little tavern located deep in the Inanus Woods. Ash, Lace, Cybele, and I walked there together. I’d tried to find a way to bring up how Cybele had gotten into the Aqua House dorms, but none of my efforts amounted to anything.

      I had to hand it to Cybele: she was great at evading my questions. A straight answer would have given me a little more faith that she wasn’t actually responsible for Kiara’s murder, but every answer she gave me was twisty as a corkscrew.

      “Is it dumb that I’m kind of excited?” Ash asked, tugging at the collar. Paired with her lopped off hair and the white lace dress she’d borrowed from Naomi, the collar actually made her look pretty punk rock. “I’ve never been to a bar before.”

      “Y-y-you haven’t?” Cybele asked. She was wearing even more layers now than when I’d seen her earlier. The tip of her nose was nearly as red as her eyes. With her green hair, she looked a little like a Christmas tree with hypothermia. “B-b-but—”

      “The drinking age where we’re from is twenty-one,” I explained, side-stepping a giant bearded man as he stumbled out of the inn. A second later, I heard him puking into the bushes behind us. Gross. “When it comes to pints and pinot noir, back home we’re still technically underage.”

      The only person I really got along with in Aqua House was Lace, so I hadn’t bothered to try to borrow clothes. Instead, I’d just thrown on one of my black silk nighties and tucked it into my uniform skirt. Unfortunately, not even caking foundation onto my forehead had managed to hide my SLUT mark, so I’d slicked on some black eyeliner and decided to lean into it instead.

      If anyone asked, I was being punk rock, too.

      “You doing okay, Lace?” Ash asked.

      Lace opened her mouth, then nodded as she remembered that no sound would come out. Her blonde hair was glossy and brushed into pretty waves that made her haircut look intentional. In her shimmery sea-green party dress, she certainly looked the most presentable of us all. I wanted to ask her where she’d gotten it—I certainly didn’t have anything that glamorous in my wardrobe—but given her current vow of silence, I knew she wouldn’t be able to answer.

      More mysteries. Woo-freaking-hoo.

      A wall of sound hit us as soon as we pushed open the Vengeful Spirits’ emerald-green door.

      The place looked like a tavern straight from Middle Earth, and the ruckus going on inside had the energy of a hobbit frat party.

      This place had it all. Busty barmaids with pointed ears selling massive mugs of foaming amber liquid poured from oak barrel taps; a band on the stage in the corner, jamming out to what sounded an awful lot like David Bowie on their mandolins and lutes; a group of big, meaty-shouldered guys with green skin huddled around table, gambling on some game that involved both playing cards and throwing darts.

      “Ohmygosh,” Cordelia slurred, bursting from the crowd and stumbling to a stop in front of us. Her clown make-up and big red nose looked even sillier paired with the hazy look in her eyes and the way her bright red hair was pointing in all directions. “You guyyyyys! You made it! Yay!”

      I peered into the two goblets clenched in Cordelia’s fists. Both were empty.

      “Oof,” Ash exhaled, wrinkling her nose. I took a discreet inhale and was inclined to agree. Cordelia smelled like she’d been bathing in Four Lokos. “Are you feeling all right, Cordelia?”

      Cordelia’s watery blue eyes went wide and wild as she leaned forward, nearly losing her balance in the process.

      “I’m grrreat. Errybody’s so niiiice here, guys! I was, like, worried or whatever? About the clown makeups, I mean? But all the pee-ble here think it’s hilar-yus. They keep buying me drinks! Love it.”

      She laughed, hiccupped, then startled herself when she let out a tiny burp.

      “You’re drunk, Cord,” I informed her. I wasn’t exactly ecstatic about having to haul her back to the Academy, but it was only a little after nine still. If she kept this up, she would pass out soon. “Do you want me to walk you home?”

      “Psssssshhhht.” Cordelia tossed one of her goblets aside and smashed her hand against my face. “I’m not drunk. You’re drrrr-unk.”

      “Honey, if you were any more fully loaded, you’d be a Ford F15o.” I grabbed her wrist and pulled her hand away from my face. “C’mon. Let’s get you to bed.”

      “We’ll all walk with you,” Ash promised cleverly. It was a good angle—Cordelia was always keen to be part of a group.

      “It’ll be f-f-fun,” Cybele added.

      “Um, noooo, silly bing-bong!” Cordelia looked at us like we’d just suggested a stroll to the moon. “Why would I wanna leave? The fun’s all here!”

      “Cordelia…” I warned.

      “Nuh-uh-no!”

      She yanked her wrist from my grip. Then, to my horror, a wicked light danced in her blues.

      “Can’t catch me! Can’t catch me!” she shouted, giggling maniacally as she dove back into the crowd and wriggled away.

      “Should we go after her?” Ash’s brow was furrowed with concern.

      I sighed, massaging the bridge of my nose. “We’re not her mommies. If she’s not going to come willingly, we’re better off sticking around and keeping an eye on her here.”

      “D-d-drinks, then?” Cybele suggested. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms rapidly, trying to make warmth. “I c-c-could g-g-go—”

      “Not if you want to order them before the semester’s over, you couldn’t.” I ruffled Cybele’s hair fondly, feeling a little sorry for her. I didn’t know for sure that we could trust her, but I still liked her. And her shivering was kind of endearing. “I’ll get the drinks. You three stick together, okay?”

      I peeled off from the group and headed for the bar. There was no menu in sight, but I had an idea of what to order.

      Something sweet for Ash, since I doubted she’d ever really drank before. Something classy for Lace—she seemed like a champagne kind of girl. And for Cybele, something warm.

      Lord knew she needed it.

      I found myself jostled pretty roughly as I shoved my way up to the bar. People were yelling orders all around me. Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t get the pointy-eared barmaids to so much as look at me.

      Ugh.

      “Blakely! You made it.”

      A big, firm body shoved its way between me and the long-haired dude to my right, knocking him aside. When I looked up, Flint’s big, dopey grin smiled down at me.

      “Nice forehead stamp,” he said, nodding to my SLUT mark.

      He was dressed in a faded pair of jeans and a Pixies T-shirt stretched tight over his chest. I could have counted his muscles through it, but it would have taken all night.

      “Flint. Nice shirt.” I continued to wave at the bartenders, hoping one of them might take pity on me and hurry things along.

      Flint might’ve had a good taste in music, but I was still wary around him. I hadn’t forgotten about the offer that Jules had delivered to me.

      If Flint thought he was going to butter me up tonight, he would be quickly disappointed. My answer still hadn’t changed.

      “You know the Pixies?” he asked, glancing down at his shirt.

      “It’s just Pixies. No the,” I corrected him. They’d been one of my favorite bands back on Earth. “But yeah. They’re cool.”

      “They are cool,” Flint agreed. “Just wish they weren’t so small, you know?”

      I arched an eyebrow. “Huh? They’re pretty big back on Earth.”

      “Really? That’s awesome. I saw them live here in Beyond over the summer.” Flint shook his head and sighed. “Even from the front row, all you could really see was their little wings.”

      I stared at him blankly for a moment, then laughed.

      Either Flint was funnier than I remembered him being…or the Pixies were a very different band over here.

      “You trying to get a drink?” Flint asked.

      “Trying being the key word, but yeah.”

      “It’s not your fault. The bartenders here play favorites.” Flint raised his arms and placed his hands down on top of the bar. He had two massive silver goblets taped to his fists. “Lucky for you, I’m in their good graces.”

      I side-eyed his tape job. “Are the bartenders the ones who strapped you to your goblets there, big guy?”

      Flint chuckled. “Keeps me from losing my cups—or getting into fistfights. C’mon, lemme order for you. What do you want?”

      I explained my four intended drink orders. He nodded intently the entire time, then grinned again when I was done.

      “I’ll take care of it. Go have fun. I’ll find you when I’ve got ’em.”

      The fact that I nearly thanked him for his generosity was a red flag.

      Here in Beyond, people rarely did anything for free. He was angling for something—and I suspected I knew what it was.

      Unfortunately for him, I wasn’t about to trade a bloodbond with him for a drink.

      Still, I was happy for any excuse to get away from the crush of the crowd near the bar. It was a good opportunity to scope out where Cordelia might have run off to.

      It wasn’t my job to look after her or anything, but she was still a member of the Pack, and she was certainly too trashed to look after herself.

      I combed the crowd for Cordelia but failed to find her anywhere. Part of me wished I had Flint’s height to utilize in this place. I was so short, I could barely see where I was going. But Flint was, like, six-foot-five at the least.

      Being that tall, he could probably scope out the entire room from wherever he stood.

      I wound my way around a very tall woman making out with a short, stocky, bearded man, keeping my eyes peeled for any sign of clown makeup or bright red hair.

      Instead, to my annoyance, I found myself face to face with an entirely different kind of clown.

      Sloan.

      “Enjoying yourself, Freshmeat?” He was wearing sunglasses and a black button-down. He’d clearly been drinking—and not alcohol, from the looks of things. His lips, chin, and neck were covered in blood.

      “I was until you showed up.” I stared at the blood on his skin. It was still bright and glossy. Fresh. It reminded me of how my own blood had looked on his lips that night on top of the falls, when he’d bound our fates. “Did you come by that blood honestly, or did you have to trick someone out of it again?”

      “You think so lowly of me, sweetheart. Luckily, not everyone is of that opinion.” He pinched my chin between the knuckles of his index finger and thumb. “I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m really quite the catch.”

      I smacked his hand away. “You’re wearing sunglasses. Inside. At night.”

      Prime douchebag behavior, if you asked me.

      “What, you don’t like them? I got them from Earth—in your honor,” Sloan boasted. “I hear they’re quite fashionable there. Thought they’d be your kind of thing.” As the band started a new song, Sloan grabbed my hand. “Say, do you fancy a dance? If you say yes, I won’t have to force you.”

      “Oh, gee. How generous.” I tore my hand out of his grasp. “Fortunately, I’m busy.”

      “Doing what?” Sloan scoffed. “People don’t exactly come here to study.”

      “Looking for Cordelia,” I admitted. Sloan was the Alpha of the Pack. If we were supposed to look out for each other, then making sure she was safe should be a priority for him. “Have you seen her?”

      Sloan snorted. “The useless Cancer?”

      “She’s not useless,” I insisted. “She’s…Cordelia. So. Have you?”

      “Oh, I’ve seen her. Just left her, actually.” Sloan licked his lips and grinned. “You’re right. She has least one use.”

      He lowered his sunglasses and my heart thudded to a stop.

      Normally, Sloan’s eyes were as black as motor oil, but right now, his irises were a watery, pale blue.

      The same color of Cordelia’s eyes.

      Oh, fuck.

      I shoved him aside and rushed off through the crowd in the direction Sloan had come from. Slick tension writhed in the pit of my stomach.

      Something was terribly wrong.

      The band chose that moment to play a fast song. Around me, the crowd began to mosh violently to the beat. Someone’s elbow jabbed me sharply in the jaw, then the full weight of a body crashed against my back.

      I tumbled forward, arms windmilling as I tried to catch my balance—

      And stumbled right into Val, jostling her drink hard enough that it splashed all over both of us.

      “Ugh!” She recoiled away from me, sneering in disgust as she swiped the spilled wine from her tight black top. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Before I could answer, another voice called out to me over the music.

      “Blakely? Hey! There you are!”

      I turned just in time to see a wiry mosher crash into Flint’s hulking shoulder. Flint didn’t even budge. He stared the mosher down for a moment, then bent over and head-butted the poor guy, dropping him like a sack of limp dicks.

      Flint grinned at me as the mosher’s friends picked him up and hauled him off.

      “I got us drinks!” he shouted over the blare of the music and the roar of the crowd, holding up the goblets taped to his hands. Balanced precariously between the goblets were the four additional drinks he’d somehow managed to carry over.

      Under any other circumstances, I might have been impressed. Instead, my chest heaved as I panted and Flint beamed and Val glared.

      I didn’t have time for any of this right now.

      “Look, whatever I’ve done to piss you off, it needs to wait,” I said, grabbing Val’s arm. I took hold of Flint’s massive bicep with my other hand. “So do the drinks. We need to find Cordelia. Now.”

      “What’s wrong?” Val’s glare softened slightly.

      “I think Sloan drank from Cordelia.” I pulled them both through the crowd behind me. “And I’m afraid it was more than just a sip.”

      “Aw, fuck,” Flint swore, while Val hissed, “Shit.”

      Together, we worked our way to Vengeful Spirits’ bathrooms, where the crowd finally started to thin out a bit. There was a long line to the women’s room. At the open doorway, a tight knot of people had gathered.

      Flint shoved them all aside without even spilling a drop from either of his drinks.

      Inside the bathroom, the scene was bloody. The sink, the walls, the floor—even the ceiling dripped with fresh, liquid red.

      And there, pale and clown-like, curled up against the trash can, was where we found Cordelia.

      Cordelia’s eyes were closed, and blood still gushed from the gash on her neck. It looked like Sloan had torn her neck clear open,

      Val and I shared a look of pure panic.

      I couldn’t even tell if Cordelia was still breathing.

      “You’re sure this was Sloan?” Val hissed as we fell to our knees beside Cordelia.

      “I just spoke to him.” I reached up to the paper towel dispenser and grabbed handful after handful, passing them to Val so she could press them against Cordelia’s wound. “His eyes were the color of hers. He was covered in blood.”

      “He shouldn’t have done that.” Val stuffed the paper towels down to staunch the blood, then clamped her hand firmly on top of them. “She may not be able to shift, but she’s still a member of the Pack. We don’t attack our own like this.”

      “Sloan’s not exactly known for his restraint.” I took Cordelia’s makeup-caked face in my hands and shook her gently, trying to wake her. “Cordelia? Cordelia!” I looked to Val. “She’s not responding.”

      “He took a lot from her.” Val met my gaze with unguarded fear in her intensely blue eyes. “Was she drinking tonight?”

      “She was only drinking apple juice earlier,” said Flint, passing off the drinks he’d scored me to some of the women in the crowd behind him. “Should be all right.”

      “She must have switched to harder stuff, then,” I said. “By the time we got here, she was trashed. We tried to take her home, but she wasn’t having it.”

      “Fuck!” Val spat. “Hold her steady for a second.”

      I did as Val asked. A second later, Val laid the most impressive backhand I’d ever seen across Cordelia’s cheek.

      She was about to deliver another when suddenly, Cordelia’s eyelashes fluttered.

      “Ow…” Cordelia whimpered weakly. “That hurt.”

      “She’s alive.” Val’s shoulders slumped with relief. “Cordelia, did Sloan do this to you?”

      “He…he bit me.” Cordelia gave a tiny nod, then opened her eyes. They were still blue, which seemed like as good of a sign as we could have hoped for. At least Sloan hadn’t forced her into a bloodbond. “I’m so cold. Am I dead?”

      “No. You’re alive.” Val pressed her fingers to the clean side of Cordelia’s neck, checking her pulse. “But just barely.”

      “Oh. B-but I’m so c-cold…”

      Over her shoulder, Val glanced at Flint. A massive crowd was forming behind him, all of them craning their necks to try to peer around his bulging shoulders as he blocked the doorway.

      “Have you been drinking tonight?” she asked.

      Flint glanced down at the oversized goblets taped to his hand. “Uh… You could say that, yeah.”

      Val huffed in frustration. “So have I. Let’s get her up. She’ll need strong blood—from a member of the Pack—to make up for it. Clean blood. We need to get her to Jules. Hopefully, he’s still sober.”

      “Right.” Flint looked down at me, holding out his hands. “Help me get these off, will you, Blakely?”

      I nodded and grabbed his hands, undoing the tape as quickly as I could without hurting him.

      “Aren’t you sweet.” His voice rumbled low as his red eyes met mine. “For someone so tough, you’ve got a soft touch.”

      Flint shrugged off his jacket and wrapped it around Cordelia’s small, shivering body. He bundled her up as well as he could, then swept her up into his arms.

      “Go home. All of you. In groups if you can,” Val commanded the crowd huddled in the doorway as she shoved them back. Flint moved behind her, shouldering aside anyone who got in his way. “There’s a powerful, blood-drunk Fae in the area. You won’t want to stick around long enough to meet him.”

      A hush came over the crowd, followed by frantic whispers. Val and Flint weren’t having to shove people away anymore—they were actively fleeing of their own accord.

      “Blood-drunk?” I ran after Val and stuck close to her side. “What’s that mean?”

      “You said Cordelia was drunk. In blood, there’s power,” Val snapped. “In booze, there are bad decisions. Sloan’s just guzzled down an inadvisable amount of both. Put them together...you do the math.”

      “Oh.” Sloan hadn’t seemed drunk when I ran into him earlier. Just annoying. But maybe the booze in Cordelia’s blood hadn’t hit his system yet. “Oh, fuck.”

      “Now you’re catching on.” News must have traveled fast throughout the Vengeful Spirits. The band had stopped playing. Up ahead of Val, the crowd was pouring out the front door. “If we’re lucky, he’s still in control of himself, but knowing him, he won’t be for long.”

      I caught Val’s arm before we got separated. “You said you needed blood from a member of the Pack for Cordelia. Take mine. I haven’t had anything to drink tonight.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Why? My blood’s as good as any. Better, even. I’m a Transit, remember?” I tugged her arm a little harder. “I know you don’t like me, but you don’t even know where Jules is, or if he’s sober. Get off your high fucking horse and let me help.”

      “Do you see any fucking horses around here?” Val stopped in her tracks and tore her arm out of my grasp. “Stop thinking like a plucky little hero and start thinking like a leader, Heather. Sloan nearly drained Cordelia. You still have his blood in your veins. Do you really want her to be bloodbound to him, too?”

      “Oh.” My face fell. I hadn’t thought of that.

      I was lucky that Val had.

      “You want to help?” Val said. “Go find the other freshmen and get them out of here before Sloan finds them first.”

      She jogged up ahead to catch up with Flint, leaving me behind.

      I immediately scanned what was left of the crowd for Lace, Ash, Cybele—and anyone else from our class, for that matter.

      Val was right. If Sloan was mere moments away from a rampage of bloodlust, we didn’t want to be here when it started.

      Luckily, Lace found me almost immediately.

      “Where are Ash and Cybele?” I asked her, linking my arm with hers.

      Lace opened her mouth to answer, but of course, no sound came out. She mouthed the words clearly enough that I could mostly read her lips.

      Ash something-something Romin. Cybele something-something Jules.

      I groaned. So much for sticking together. Neither of those pairings exactly put a spring in my step.

      But Flint and Val were taking Cordelia to Jules. If Cybele was with him, she’d be safe. And though I didn’t trust Romin as a person, I trusted that he liked torturing Ash enough to keep her from being eaten by a blood-drunk Sloan.

      It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to do for now.

      I did a final visual sweep of the bar as Lace and I moved toward the door. Yvette was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Irene, but until next Friday, I was pretty sure nobody would be seeing hide nor lavender hair of her.

      Near the bar, I spotted a wide-eyed Tara. Her face was ashen, her fingertips curled over her lower lip like she’d been biting her nails. She looked frozen in place.

      “Tara? You okay?” Normally, Tara was so effortlessly put together. She was usually relaxed, pissed off, or laughing at someone else’s misfortunes.

      The only time I’d ever seen this kind of fear on her face was the night Kiara was killed.

      “I saw Flint carry Cordelia out,” Tara whispered, lowering her hand from her mouth. She shuddered. “And I heard. About Sloan.”

      “Which is why we’re leaving,” I informed her. Generally speaking, Tara didn’t like me, but her fight-or-flight drive was obviously malfunctioning right now. I took the liberty of linking arms with her as well. “You can come with.”

      “Oh…uh. Okay. Um, have you seen Cybele?” she asked.

      “Lace said she was with Jules.” On my left, Lace nodded. “If she stuck with him, she’ll be safe.”

      “I know. She’s…she’s strong. I’m not worried about her,” Tara admitted, keeping her eyes down. “I just don’t…I don’t want to sleep alone tonight.”

      I glanced at Lace as we stepped outside. “Considering that this is Sloan we’re talking about, the water dorms probably aren’t the best place for us right now anyway. And we are Transits. We could probably get into the Terra House dorms if we tried.”

      “Please.” Tara nodded rapidly. Her nails were in her mouth again as she looked me up and down. A slow, gradual blush was rising on her cheeks. “I, um. I wouldn’t mind the company right now. I mean, if it’s not a bother?”

      I forced a grim, tight-lipped smile. “Looks like we’re gonna have a sleepover.”

      Arm in arm, we hurried away into the night. But a question was still itching in the back of my skull:

      Where the hell had Ash and Cybele gone?
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      There was a hand on my ass and another around my throat.

      It was a hell of a way to start the night.

      “Let go,” I growled at the tall, bearded baldie who’d taken me into his clutches. He grinned down at me like he’d won a special prize when he managed to drag me away from Lace and Cybele. “You don’t want to find out what happens to you if you don’t.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Baldie guffawed like a braying donkey. “Looks to me like you’re one of them Academy students. Haven’t seen you in here before, either. Must be new.” He squeezed my ass a little tighter. “What’s a barely trained Fae gonna do to a big guy like me? Turn my beard pink?”

      “No. That’s child’s play.” I focused my eyes on the dirty, dishwater brown of his. “I’ll blast a hole through your chest, shove your head through it, and turn back your clock so far that by the time you come out on the other side, you’ll be emerging from your mother’s womb all over again.”

      Slowly, the smile faded from the man’s face and the laughter died in his eyes.

      “Huh. That’s, uh, a fair threat.” The man loosened his grip on my throat for a second, only to tighten it again a moment later. “But blastin’ things is a Cancer power. Time fuckery’s for Tauruses. You can’t be both. So, which one are you?”

      “Neither,” a male voice growled next to me. A massive body rushed forward, arm pulled back and ready to strike. “She’s a Transit.”

      A tattooed fist struck my captor square in the jaw, hard enough to make his eyes roll back. His hands dropped from my body as he stumbled backward in a daze.

      I rubbed my throat over my collar as I looked to see who my valiant savior was.

      When I caught sight of Romin’s messy black hair, I groaned.

      “You didn’t need to do that.” I grabbed his shoulder and turned him toward me. “I had it handled.”

      “You sure?” Romin didn’t sound convinced. He grabbed my wrist and backed me through the crowd, putting some space between us and the guy he’d just punched. “From where I was standing, it looked like the only thing being handled was you.”

      “I could have taken care of it,” I insisted.

      “And now you don’t have to.” He grinned. “Go on, Panties. Thank me. You know you want to.”

      “I don’t thank people for help I didn’t ask for and didn’t need. And I’m not stupid enough to go around granting favors to people like you anymore, either.”

      “Didn’t think you were stupid.” With slow deliberation, he released my wrist. “Just thought you might be a little more appreciative, is all.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed my arms over my ribs. “You thought wrong.”

      “Obviously.” Romin rubbed his knuckles gingerly, then shook them out. They must have hurt—he had punched that guy pretty hard. “Still, I don’t play white knight for just anyone, you know. I feel like you owe me one.”

      “Owe you one of what, exactly?”

      “How about a dance?”

      “Not gonna happen. I don’t owe you shit,” I assured him. Up on the stage, the band started playing a new song. It was catchy, and the tune seemed strangely familiar.

      “Her hips move.” Romin nodded down to the place where Naomi’s dress stretched tight across my hips before the skirt flared out and I realized I’d been bopping along gently to the music. “Come on, Panties. I can tell you’re dying for a partner.”

      He offered me his hand like he still thought that partner should be him.

      What a hilarious joke.

      “Maybe I am,” I admitted. “But that doesn’t mean I want to dance with you.”

      “Why not? Am I not your type?” He took my hand in his and slipped his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. “Because the way you moaned when I bit your neck the other day says otherwise.”

      I didn’t stop him as we started to sway to the beat. Normally, I would’ve expected a guy like him to be more comfortable standing at the back of the room, leaning up against the bar, too cool to cut a rug. But Romin moved surprisingly well for his size. Didn’t even step on my toes.

      “Only a sadist like you would mistake a groan of pain for a moan of pleasure,” I informed him. “You’re not my type. I like nice men.”

      A laugh burst from his throat. “We both know that’s not true.”

      I pursed my lips and looked away from him. He’d read my grimoire. He knew he was right.

      There was some broken part of my brain that meant I was only ever attracted to big, cruel, jockish bullies—just like him.

      “I’m not interested in dicks,” I lied. “You’re out of luck.”

      “Ah. I see.” Romin released my waist for a moment and raised my hand up over my head, forcing me to twirl. He caught me again before I spun all the way around, pulling my back against his chest and wrapping his arm over my stomach. “Batting for the other team now, are you?”

      I scoffed. If only I’d been so lucky. “What would you care if I was?”

      “Loss of opportunity.” Romin hunched down and pressed his cheek against mine, nodding to a gaggle of Viking-esque women dancing together across the room. “Everyone would feel so sorry for me. ‘Poor Romin, his soulmate is only interested in busty blondes.’ Nothing feels worse than being the object of pity.”

      My shoulders relaxed slightly. I had to agree with him there—being pitied ranked pretty low for me too. But it was a strange thing to say, especially coming from Romin. He was handsome, powerful, and popular; both well-liked and feared. I struggled to imagine anyone pitying him.

      “Stop calling me your soulmate,” I grumbled. Even if we were…that, it didn’t matter. No one in Beyond cared about that anymore. Least of all me.

      “You said it first.” Romin held me closer, pressing his swaying hips firmly against my back. Maybe I was imagining it, but I was pretty sure I could feel his cock against the zipper of my dress. “That day in the library, remember? When you were grinding your cunt against me and begging me to tongue-fuck your mouth.”

      “That’s funny. I remember it so differently.” I forced myself to pull away from him, but Romin didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he leveraged his hold on me to spin me around so I was facing him again.

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      “Same reason I wasn’t surprised when you shoved me up against a bookshelf and started trying to give my tonsils a tongue bath,” I said. That was how I remembered that moment. If Romin thought it had gone any differently, he was deluded. “You’re obviously obsessed with me.”

      The left side of his lips quirked upward. “No more than you are with me.”

      “See? You’re hilarious.” I laughed, but it sounded a little too forced to be believable. “I’m not obsessed with you in the least.”

      “Then tell me this, Aisling—truthfully.” His whiskey-colored eyes met my grays as he used my name. “Why have you been standing here trading insults and dancing with me when you could have just walked away?”

      “Because…” I couldn’t lie. My name on his lips still gave him power over me. “Because I can’t back down from a challenge, and you know exactly how to get under my skin.”

      I broke away from him. Now that he’d called my attention to it, I didn’t dare stick around. He was a good dancer. A good verbal sparring partner too, when he wasn’t actively threatening my life.

      But if I kept dancing with him, he would’ve won.

      “Wait.” He caught my wrist and pulled me back. “Look. Something’s happening.”

      I scanned the crowd. The energy had shifted. People were churning—not in dance anymore. The music was dying down, too.

      “Closing time already?” I’d only just gotten here. It seemed like such a shame that the place was shutting for the night already. Maybe the Fae had early bedtimes.

      “It’s a Saturday night. The place won’t close until Monday.” Romin grabbed the shoulder of a short, bearded man moving toward the exit hand in hand with a tall, beautiful woman. “Why’s everyone leaving?”

      The man tried to shake him off but stopped when Romin pulled a gold coin from his pocket.

      “Some wee arse has gone and gotten himself blood-drunk again,” the man grunted in a thick brogue as he took the coin. He bit into the golden surface, grunted approvingly, then pocketed it. “No one wants a repeat of last time. You and yer lass had best get goin’ too.”

      Romin gave the man a nod and released his shoulder. As the man and his date rushed away, I watched Romin’s demeanor shift like a forest fire under a fresh wind. His gaze sharpened and the muscles in his jaw tensed. He wound an arm around my back, pulling me close to him, and gripped my bicep tight.

      “He’s right. We’re getting out of here,” Romin growled, folding his body over my back and moving me toward the door. “Stay close, Aisling. Don’t fight me right now. It’s time to go.”

      “What’s happening?” The way he was holding me in front of him felt intentional—and therefore, inherently suspicious. “Why are you marching me before you like a human shield?”

      “I’m not, you little idiot. I’m guarding your back,” Romin grunted through his teeth. “I’d bet every coin in my pocket that it’s Rayner again. Keep moving. We don’t want to stick around and find out for sure.”

      “Rayner…again?” That implied that whatever was going on, Sloan had been responsible for it at least once before.

      “Don’t sound so shocked. There’s not a lesson to be learned that Rayner hasn’t found some way to ignore.”

      “What happened last time?” I asked, letting Romin steer me. “What’s blood-drunk?”

      “I’ll tell you when I’ve gotten you back to your room.”

      I glanced around, looking for Heather and Cybele and Lace.

      Oh, god. Cordelia. If something dangerous was going down right now, she had no business being alone.

      “But my friends—”

      “I don’t give a shit about your little friends, Panties.”

      I blinked. “But you do give a shit about me?”

      “Fuck’s sake,” Romin groaned, shoving me out the door. “I’ll jerk off your ego later if you need it so fucking bad. Right now, move.”

      He kept his body against mine as we passed through the dissipating group of people outside. When we reached the edge of the Inanus Woods, he took my hand in his and broke into a run. I had to work my legs as quickly as I could to keep up.

      It wasn’t long before my chest burned from the exertion. My endurance was getting a little better than it had been when I first arrived at the Academy, but I was still making up for a lot of time I’d lost while trapped in the Slasher’s cell.

      “Romin, stop,” I pleaded in a gasp. If I ran any farther at his pace, my legs were going to give out. “I can’t keep up with you like this, and I don’t want to go any farther without answers. I don’t trust you. I don’t even like you.”

      Romin glanced down and saw the exhaustion on my face. Begrudgingly, he slowed to a jog, then to a stop. “Fine. Rest for a little bit, but then, we keep moving.” He glanced down at our hands, fingers still intertwined. “Why don’t you trust me?”

      I stared at him blankly for a moment. Was he serious right now?

      Apparently.

      “You’ve given me no reason to! You’re all over the place, Romin. One day, you’re kissing me in the library. The next, you’re pushing me into the Shade with blood on my face. You gave me a beautiful necklace earlier this week,” I panted, tugging at my collar, “then last night, you locked this around my throat instead.”

      Romin stared down at the silver padlock on my collar fondly. “I think it looks nice on you. Hot, even.”

      “You’ve read all my secrets, asshole,” I hissed. All of them but—I hoped—one. “So you should be aware by now that I spent an entire year of my life in one of these. Wearing a dog collar, caged in some psychopath’s basement. Or did you gloss over all the important things in my grimoire while you were perusing it for my kinks?”

      Romin blinked twice. Then, ever so slightly, his expression shifted into something I couldn’t quite discern.

      “No. I read that part. I just didn’t make the connection until now.” He squeezed my hand a little tighter and reached into his pocket. “Okay. Hold still.”

      “I don’t want any more favors from you, either,” I snapped at him. “I always end up paying far more for them than what they’re worth.”

      Romin dug deeper in his pocket. “Just…hold still.”

      “What’s it going to be this time? Another kiss?” I demanded. “Or let me guess. You want my panties this time. Is that it?”

      “I don’t want anything from you.” Romin pulled his hand out of his pocket and raised it to my throat. Instinctively, I flinched. “Stop that. I’m not going to hurt you. Now hold still!”

      Romin dropped my hand and fiddled with the padlock for a second. With a click! it fell away. He pocketed the padlock and unbuckled the collar, releasing me.

      I touched my throat where the collar had been. My skin was warm and tacky with sweat, but at least it was bare once again. “You took it off…for free?”

      Romin threw the collar away, into the bushes and out of sight. “Why does that surprise you so much?”

      “No one does anything here for free.” I’d learned that lesson the hard way—often from Romin himself. I moved closer to him. “Tell me why.”

      “Because, Aisling.” Aisling. It was a rare thing to hear my name from his mouth when he wasn’t ordering me around. He stared down at me with intensity, but for once, there wasn’t malice in his eyes. “Maybe I know how it feels to be trapped in a cage.”

      Silence. The sounds of the Vengeful Spirits were far behind us now. The wind was still. Not even the birds were singing in the trees. I wanted to ask him what he meant by that—trapped in a cage.

      But the moment felt too fragile already. If I spoke, I was certain it would break.

      Romin shattered it first.

      A growl left his throat as he took my head in his hands. His fingers raked roughly through my hair, tilting my face up toward his. I grabbed onto his shirt to keep my balance, balling it up tightly in my fists.

      His mouth crashed against mine with a vicious sweetness. He kissed the same way he did everything else: intentionally reckless, holding nothing back.

      Something dark and full of longing purred within my chest as he sucked my lower lip between his teeth. It took me a second to realize it, but then, it hit me.

      I was kissing him back.

      The urgency of fleeing the bar was gone now. My ever-present frustration with Romin still lingered, but it didn’t roar in my chest any longer. It only drove me to kiss him harder, deeper, to make the most of this little reprieve from the near-constant aggression and the torment and the hurt.

      The word was on my tongue again. Soulmate. But even if my lips hadn’t been otherwise engaged, I couldn’t have brought myself to utter it. I pressed my tongue against Romin’s, searing the word onto his tastebuds instead.

      We passed it back and forth, moaning quietly with urgent hunger—until a low whistle sounded from behind me.

      Immediately, Romin and I broke the kiss at the same time, shoving each other away.

      Fuck. We’d been caught.

      “Don’t you two look like the guilty ones?” Sloan emerged from the shadows of the trees. He peered at us over the shades of his sunglasses, clearly amused. Dried blood caked his chin, his neck, and his shirt. “What did I just stumble upon here?”

      Romin stepped in front of me, shoving my body behind the protection of his own.

      “Keep your distance, Rayner,” he snarled. “We were just leaving.”

      “Didn’t look like leaving.” Sloan licked his thumb, then swiped it across the blood on his jaw. “In fact, if I didn’t know better, I’d say it looked like Romin Castillo was swapping spit in the woods with the Changeling who slit his betrothed’s throat.”

      “You don’t know what you saw,” Romin spat. His shirt shifted as his shoulder blades tensed beneath the fabric. “Stay back. You want more blood, find it elsewhere.”

      “Blood? Please,” Sloan gestured to his chest. “I’ve had my fill of that for the night. But that party, on the other hand? It ended far too soon for my liking. Left me wanting.”

      “Wonder why.”

      Romin still hadn’t told me what blood-drunk meant, but I could tell that it was dangerous. If Sloan was the one everyone had been fleeing from, this was worst-case scenario. Fuck.

      Sloan shrugged. “I haven’t the slightest. Disappointing, really. I’m lucky I found you two here.” He grinned. “Different kind of fun. What do you think High Lord Leone would say if he realized you were out here tonguing the enemy, I wonder?”

      “I think he would say that puffed-up Scorpio sophomores need to learn how to mind their own business for a change,” Romin said. Having met Lord Leone myself, it felt like a bluff, but Romin said it with a confidence that almost made me believe him. “Don’t you have your own Changeling to be torturing? This one’s mine. Get lost.”

      “Torturing? That’s tempting, I’ll admit.” Sloan’s gaze oozed up and down my body, pausing to linger at every curve. “Yours is looking particularly tasty tonight. But no, I’m not after torturing anyone. I’m merely suggesting that were I to stay mum about this, a little thanks might be in order.”

      Romin shoulders slumped slightly. He groaned.

      “You want a favor.”

      “For a rainy day. Never know when it might come in handy.” Sloan’s gaze wandered down to my hips. “Hmm. You know, Chiron says the Aquarius is a redhead all the way down.” He winked at me. “If Castillo wants to save his favors, I wouldn’t mind seeing proof of that for myself.”

      Oh, ew.

      I wasn’t exactly jumping at the opportunity to flash Sloan. But owing Sloan a favor seemed like an even worse position to be in. I didn’t wish it on anyone. Even Romin.

      “Fine.” I sighed, wandering out from behind Romin as I took hold of the hem of my skirt. “I don’t see why it matters, but if it’s worth that much to you—”

      “I would appreciate your silence, Rayner.” Romin stepped in front of me again and gave Sloan a nod. “Thank you. It’s always a pleasure to owe a favor to a friend.”

      Sloan tilted his head to pout at me for a moment, then shrugged. “How gracious of you, Castillo. You’re becoming quite the white knight these days, aren’t you? Shame Kiara kicked it—this one’s making you lose your edge.”

      Chuckling to himself, Sloan wandered off the way he came.

      “Why did you do that?” I turned to Romin, frustrated. “I would have showed him. It didn’t matter. Everyone sees everyone naked here eventually, don’t they?”

      “Didn’t like how he was looking at you.” Romin grabbed my hand again, hauling me away in the opposite direction of Sloan. “If anyone’s getting a look at your cunt tonight, it’s me.”

      My mouth fell open slightly. The taste of him was still on my tongue. I didn’t know how serious he was being right now…

      But that didn’t stop my pussy from clenching tight anyway, like it was trying to remind me how much it might enjoy being filled.

      We walked through the woods in silence for a while. Long enough that I was able to compose myself again.

      “What’s blood-drunk, Romin?” I asked.

      “When someone with Sanguilunae potential—a Cancer, a Scorpio, or a Capricorn—ingests the blood of someone who’s inebriated,” he said. “A little doesn’t hurt much. But if they drink enough of it, they lose control. Go into a frenzy. They’ll drain anyone they can get their hands on.”

      “Sloan didn’t look out of control, though,” I pointed out. He’d seemed to be entirely in control, in fact—enough to leverage a favor from Romin.

      “No, he didn’t,” Romin agreed. “He’s done it before, which is why I assumed it was him. Must have been someone else.” He shook his head and blew a hot breath from his nose as he picked up the pace. “Come on. It’s past your bedtime.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      We came to a stop at the base of Ventus Tower. Up above the clouds, a comfy bed and a fluffy cat waited for me. After the hurricane of panic tonight had turned into, I was eager to get back to them both.

      But as Romin lingered, I wondered…

      Was he planning on joining me?

      “You should thank me,” he rasped, letting go of my hand. “For getting you home safely.”

      I turned to him, frowning. “I thought you were being generous tonight.”

      His gaze flicked up and down my body. “I’m done with that now.”

      “I don’t want to be in your debt again,” I told him. He was tense again. It was clear in his shoulders, his neck, in the dark firmness of his brow. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you? Freely. Like how you took that collar off my neck.”

      It might have been nice. No tricks or vows or nonsense. Just Romin and me. We could go up to my room. Undress each other. Bask in the new energy of whatever this was for a while.

      We could cuddle.

      My pussy clenched again, more insistently this time.

      Okay. Maybe we could even do more.

      But Romin dashed my hopes of a sweet, normal end to the evening in an instant.

      “What I want,” he growled, gripping my jaw, “is to hear a little genuine, wholehearted gratitude coming from that pretty mouth of yours.”

      My lips twisted as I bit back rage. It was a different kind of anger than what I normally felt toward him.

      Right now, I was just pissed that he couldn’t let a good thing stay that way.

      “Thank you, Romin,” I said bitterly. “Genuinely. With my whole heart.”

      His smirk was cruel. “That’s more like it.” He dropped my jaw and held out his hand. “Now. Give me your panties, Panties.”

      I stumbled backward, stunned. “You…you absolute—”

      “A favor’s a favor.” He shrugged, haughty and cold. “Best if you settle your account now before I think of something even more egregious.”

      My muscles stiffened, my heart pounding in the vein in my neck.

      Glaring, I reached beneath my skirt and hooked my fingers beneath the waistband of my panties. The soft lace felt uncannily scratchy against my skin as I wriggled the fabric off my hips and down to my knees.

      I stepped out of them, then balled the blue fabric up in my fist before I shoved it into his waiting palm.

      “There,” I spat, backing away. “Happy?”

      Romin’s smirk softened, but the cruelty in it remained. “In a few moments, I will be.”

      Prick. What was he planning on doing with them? Jerk himself off while he wrapped the lace around his big, stupid cock?

      Knowing Romin, that guess probably wasn’t far off.

      “You’ll have to sort that out yourself.” I certainly wouldn’t be helping him. Maybe if he’d continued playing nice, but the moment had passed. “I’m going to bed.”

      I summoned the wind in my hands and imagined myself feather-light, launching up off the ground toward the clouds that obscured the tower’s entrance.

      My chest was hot with a dozen different emotions—most of them entirely at odds with each other. I was furious that he’d gone and ruined everything. Guilty over the way Romin had been forced to thank Sloan to preserve my honor. Upset that we had to keep our kiss a secret. And, impossibly, somewhere deep inside me that I couldn’t quite reach anymore…happy. Grateful, even, that we’d kissed again.

      But more than anything, I was disappointed. I had a feeling that when it came to Romin, all roads led there in the end.

      I paused my retreat halfway up the tower, levitating over Romin. When I looked down on him, I realized he was watching me go.

      “I really thought you’d changed, you know,” I shouted down at him. “I almost enjoyed myself tonight before you went and ruined it.” If he’d wanted my panties so damn badly, I would have given them to him. Would have even let him take them off me himself. But no, he’d insisted on making it some kind of stupid power play. In the end, he always would. “Why can’t you just be nice for once?”

      “Like I said, Panties.” Romin raised the blue lace to his nose and breathed in deep. “If anyone’s getting a look at your cunt tonight, it’s me.”

      I glanced down at the skirt of my dress, which was billowing up around my hips. And my panties were clutched in Romin’s hand.

      Like Romin had said—from where he was standing, I was giving him a full show.
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      The Terra House dorms had turned out to be surprisingly cozy. I’d half-expected the earth signs to sleep on beds of moss and twigs and rocks.

      I’d been completely wrong.

      The place was full of comfy pillows and plush couches, soft blankets and platters of snacks. When Heather and I woke up on Sunday morning, Tara had brought over a big plate of chocolate chip cookies. Breakfast treat, she called them. They’d been crisp around the edges and gooey-soft in the middle. I didn’t know how she’d managed it, but they’d even been warm.

      I still didn’t have a voice, so there hadn’t been any girl talk about cute boys or whispered secrets. But I’d never been to a sleepover before. After spending a night in the earth dorms, I didn’t think I’d ever go to a better one ever again.

      Tara hugged Heather and me before we shifted the earth at the entrance to open a tunnel back up to the surface—though, for some reason, she hugged Heather for a lot longer than she embraced me.

      “Look, even if you did kill Kiara—” Tara blurted out.

      “We didn’t,” Heather grumbled.

      “—I completely misjudged you both,” Tara finished. “I was genuinely pretty shaken up last night. You didn’t have to help me—let alone stay the night with me—but you did. I won’t forget that.”

      “Do you know who actually killed Kiara?” Heather asked. “Because I’m serious. It wasn’t us. Or Ash. And we need to find out who really did.”

      “Oh. Wow.” Tara’s eyes went wide. She looked like she believed us. “You were framed, then. I…I genuinely don’t know. Sorry.” She gave us a tight smile, grabbed Heather’s hand, and gave it a squeeze. “But I’ll let you know if I hear anything. Promise.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      On our way back to the water dorms, Blumble intercepted us. She had another rose for me—and this time, a separate note.

      “You’re still getting those?” Heather arched an eyebrow. “Someone’s coming on awfully strong.”

      She was right. I just wished I knew who it was.

      I opened the card and frowned as I read the dark, swirling script on it.

      Miss Constantine,

      Come to my office immediately upon receipt.

      Yours,

      Headmaster Oberon Harshing

      “Do you think it’s Harshing sending the roses?” Heather asked, reading the note over my shoulder.

      I shrugged and handed the rose to her. If Harshing wasn’t the source of the roses, it wasn’t something I wanted to discuss with him right now.

      “Do you have time to change?” She nodded at my ensemble—the same one from the party last night.

      I looked up at the domed roof of the Astrolabe, then shook my head. I’d have to go in looking like a hot mess. I had no choice.

      When Harshing said immediately, he meant it.

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      I entered Harshing’s office wound tighter than a pop-up ballerina in a music box. I had no voice. I smelled like smoke and booze. I was still dressed like I was ready to go out clubbing—

      And now, here I was, once again alone in Headmaster Harshing’s lair.

      “Good morning, Miss Constantine.” This time, he had the decency to glance up from his papers when I came in. He arched an eyebrow as he took in my attire. “You’re looking…festive. Did you have a late night?”

      I opened my mouth, but of course, no sound came out. I wasn’t sure whether to nod or shake my head no. Instead, I ended up doing both at once.

      Harshing’s brow furrowed slightly. “I’m not sure what that means. Nonetheless…” He tapped the nib of his pen against his desk twice, then placed it on its stand. “I’m pleased to see that you’re socializing. How was your evening?”

      I glanced around the room awkwardly, unable to answer. Frankly, after the way he’d treated me during Zodiac Orientation on Monday, I wasn’t sure he deserved a response.

      I couldn’t risk crossing Harshing. Not now that he knew who my parents really were—and Heather’s, and Ash’s too. So far, nothing had come of it, but to snub him would risk evoking his wrath. I didn’t know what he would do with the information he’d taken from me if he decided we were no longer worth taking care of. But from what I knew of him, he’d certainly make us regret our fall from his grace.

      It was the only reason I was here right now.

      “You’re not speaking to me.” Harshing leaned back in his leather desk chair, curling his hands around the armrests. “Why?”

      His eyes narrowed as my silence endured. A brief look of frustration flickered across his face—there one moment, then gone.

      “I see,” he droned, unamused. “You believe you’re punishing me somehow, Miss Constantine. Still angry about your failure to perform during my class on Monday, is that it?”

      I was still angry. Or maybe I was just frustrated. Or just hurt. Maybe it would have been different if he’d broken me outright. But he hadn’t.

      He’d goaded me into breaking myself and taken advantage of the opportunity to infiltrate my mind while I was weak. He’d kicked me while I was down.

      I was pretty sure he was goading me again right now.

      “Speak, girl.” He leaned forward, spitting out each word in a forceful, commanding tone. “I’m not moved by the melodramatics of petulant brats. If I wanted to be met with petty obstinacy, I would have called for Miss Hargrave. As for vengeful manipulation, I could have gotten that from Miss Blakely. Tell me, would you prefer for one of your sisters to be in your place?”

      My place, apparently, was here in Harshing’s office. He acted like by demanding my presence here, he’d afforded me some kind of privilege.

      Maybe once, I would have believed that. I might have even told him so.

      But right now, I couldn’t tell him anything at all.

      The darkness forming in his blood-red eyes as my silence endured made me a little nervous.

      But it was also…well. A little funny. So often, Harshing left me feeling like I was windmilling my arms, trying desperately not to be knocked off balance by his demeanor and his words.

      It felt kind of good, the realization that to get him riled up, all I had to do was keep my mouth shut.

      The tiniest of smirks twitched on my lips—and apparently, that was enough to make Harshing snap.

      “That’s it.” Harshing placed his hands on his desk and rose. “Come here.”

      I approached his desk at a leisurely pace. He didn’t know it, but I hadn’t even broken any of his orders yet. It was just that what he wanted from me, I genuinely couldn’t give.

      “Sit,” Harshing instructed, gesturing to his chair. “Please, Miss Constantine. By all means. If this is your way of reestablishing some semblance of control, then you’re welcome to it.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at him, keeping my eyes on his as I walked over to his chair. Before I sat down, I raised that shoulder in half a shrug.

      As you wish.

      His chair was still warm, his body heat lingering in the leather.

      I sat on it like it was a throne.

      As soon as I settled, Harshing took the chair, turned it, and shoved it across the room. Its legs scraped roughly against the floorboards as it shot backwards, taking me along with it. The high back of the chair slammed against the wall hard enough to make my bones shudder.

      So fast my eyes could barely track him, Harshing followed. He placed his palms on the arms of the chair and loomed over me. His red eyes were full of cold, sinister rage.

      He looked dangerous. On any other man, I would have called his demeanor unhinged…

      But that was the scary part.

      Harshing seemed entirely in control.

      Heart racing, I blinked and shrank in on myself a little.

      Okay. This wasn’t so funny anymore.

      “Is this what you wanted, Miss Constantine?” he rasped. “Do you feel powerful now?”

      Using the tiniest motions possible, I shook my head no.

      “Perhaps you’re not speaking to me because of something that happened last night,” he mused, plucking the strap of my dress between his fingers. He stroked the fabric with a lover’s caress, but there was something hateful in the way he moved his lips. “What were you thinking, I wonder, showing up here in my office this morning looking fresh from a walk of shame? A pathetic little girl’s ploy to—what? Make me jealous? Dressed like this, I don’t imagine you slept in your own bed last night. Did you?”

      I hadn’t. I’d passed out in a pile of cushions in Tara’s room.

      But that wasn’t what he was implying. Did he think so little of me? That I would traipse straight from some other man’s bed into his office?

      Was that why he was so pissed?

      “You may think I ask too much of you, Miss Constantine, but in truth, I ask for very little,” Harshing spoke quickly, but his voice was surprisingly quiet and calm. Somehow, that was so much worse than it would have been if he’d yelled. “Your continued existence here in Beyond hangs in the balance of my good graces. I have unmade girls far more powerful than you before. Continue to disobey me, and I will not hesitate to cut the strands of your fate as well.”

      He dropped the strap of my dress and took a lock of my hair between his fingers, rubbing it like he was admiring its shine.

      “And when I do it, it will be far more painful for you than losing a few precious inches of your hair.”

      My heart thudded.

      Harshing had once told me that if he killed someone, no one would ever find the body. Now, I knew why.

      There wouldn’t be a body to find. He was threatening to unmake me—to erase me from existence itself.

      “Now, Miss Constantine,” Harshing growled. “Tell me where you slept last night.”

      My finger trembled as I raised it to point at his desk.

      “Oh, no. None of that.” He reached behind my head, grabbing my hair and tugging it sharply downward. My scalp seared as he forced me to look up at him. “If you slept on my desk last night, I bloody well would have known about it.”

      My eyes watered and grew wider as I pointed again—more emphatically this time.

      Finally, he caught my meaning. His gaze settled briefly on his pen.

      “So, you will not speak for me, but you’ll write. Fine.” Harshing shoved himself away from the chair and fetched his pen, then brought it to me. “Let’s see what you have to say for yourself, then.”

      My hands were shaking just enough to make my writing clumsy as I moved the pen’s nib across the palm of my hand. The tip was sharp. Twice, I nearly pressed down hard enough to draw blood.

      When I was finished writing, I held out my palm to him and offered him his pen.

      Silentium.

      Harshing stared at the word for longer than it had taken me to write it.

      After what felt like an eternity, he spoke. “I see. Your voice has been taken from you. Is that correct?”

      I bit my lip and nodded.

      Harshing closed his eyes and sighed. “Muitnelis.”

      He snapped his fingers, and I felt another tickle in my throat—a similar tickle as I’d felt when Magnus had cast the spell.

      “Better?” Harshing asked.

      I cleared my throat, then tried my vocal cords out. “Yes.”

      My voice was a thin, wispy rasp, but it was back.

      He took a step back, then gave me a nod. “My apologies, Miss Constantine. I was under the impression that you were being intentionally difficult. I see now that was far from the case.” He pointed to his desk. “Put the pen back in its place.”

      My knees were weak as I rose from his chair, but they managed to hold my weight as I moved away from him as quickly as I could. My eyes were still watering, but I couldn’t tell whether it was from the hair-pulling or if I was on the verge of tears.

      “If you wanted to find out what I had to say so badly, why didn’t you just push into my mind and see for yourself?” I placed the pen back on its stand with great care. I didn’t want to see what would happen if I dropped it—or worse, broke it.

      I didn’t think Harshing made idle threats.

      “I could have,” Harshing admitted. “But generally, that’s seen as deeply impolite.”

      “I wasn’t aware that you cared about polite.” I turned to him, feeling like a cat with its hackles up as it stared down a massive, hungry wolf. “It certainly didn’t stop you during Orientation.”

      “Or here in my office last week. I’m aware.” Harshing moved to me with slow, measured steps. His expression had softened. He still looked like a predator, but not like one stalking its prey anymore. “When I first brushed against your mind, I didn’t think you would even notice. Once again, I was wrong.” He held out his hand to me. “I am not a man accustomed to being wrong.”

      Uncertainly, I placed my hand in his. I stayed ready to pull it away again at a moment’s notice—but even in this gentler state, I didn’t dare deny him right now. “I guess we both have some things that we need to get used to, then.”

      “Very amusing.” He almost smiled. “When I felt your magic push back against mine, you surprised me. Impressed me, too.”

      “I’m done trying to impress you,” I informed him as he curled his fingers over mine and guided me away from his desk.

      “You no longer need to. Your affinity for magic has, time and again, proven to be significant and advanced. In the average Fae, your progress here at the Academy would be worthy of commendation.” He gave me a sidelong glance. “But you’re not an average Fae, are you?”

      No, I supposed I wasn’t. In too many ways to count at this point.

      “Depends on what you mean.”

      He led me to the window, to the same spot where he’d bitten my neck last week. The Academy’s grounds looked so much smaller from up here. Like it was a playset, and the people moving around it were merely dolls.

      Maybe that was how Harshing saw everyone—as insignificant toys he could move around as he saw fit.

      “Perhaps I mean that you’re a Transit. An individual with access to a far wider array of powers than most could ever dream of,” Harshing suggested. “Perhaps I mean that you’re a Changeling—someone with so little knowledge of how your powers work, and yet, capable of performing them with so little instruction despite your cultural handicaps.” He turned to face me. Instinctively, I mirrored him. “Or perhaps I mean that you are the daughter of a king currently believed to have no living heirs, during a time of great potential for necessary change in this world we both call our own.”

      It would have been so easy to fall into the trap of his flattery. Now that I was speaking to him again, he was playing the part of a perfect gentleman. I knew the role I was meant to play in return: a perfect lady. Polite and blushing and demure.

      But if he wanted that, he shouldn’t have threatened to unmake me.

      “If you’re trying to make a point, Headmaster, I think you should get on with it,” I told him firmly.

      This time, for just a second, he really did smile.

      “I’ve received word from Professor Tsun that you’re his star pupil in Courtly Etiquette. Professor Concordia reports that you perform in Elegance and Grace as though you invented those words yourself. I imagine next year, when you begin to train with Professor Cadmus in Leadership and Professor Avani in Strategy, you will continue to excel.”

      I inclined my head slightly, accepting the compliments. “How kind of you to say.”

      “I’m not being kind, Miss Constantine,” he said. “I’m being pragmatic. A Transit with your magical ability, your charm, your mind, and your heritage could be a dangerous thing indeed.”

      “Or a powerful one.” I could see what he was getting at now. I just wasn’t sure that I liked it.

      “Exactly.” He raised my hand to his lips. For a moment, I thought he was about to place a kiss on my skin. But instead, he only inhaled. Smelling me. Breathing me in. “In fact, I’m banking on it.”

      “That’s all you care about, isn’t it?” I asked. “Power. There’s no place for the weak here in Beyond.”

      “There shouldn’t be,” he said. “But we both know that’s not true anymore. You know of your father now. King Solis—a man so fragile and pathetic that he would call enemy forces into his own palace to punish those he could not keep under his thumb.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “No one likes it, do they? Being disobeyed.”

      Harshing’s smile flickered on again as he lowered my hand. “I understand your meaning, Miss Constantine. I’m aware I struck fear in your heart a few moments ago. Someday, you will come to understand why I did so—and on that day, I hope, you will forgive me for it.”

      “I don’t think you care about my forgiveness.” Only power. Only ever power. If my magic had been weak, he wouldn’t have cared about me at all.

      “Then you’re wrong.” Harshing let my fingers slip from his grasp. “I am not a man cut from the same cloth as your father, regardless of how you see me now. To wield such power over others only to abuse it—there is no greater weakness in all the realms.”

      My eyes narrowed. “If I didn’t know better, Headmaster, I might think you were verging on sedition.”

      “And you would be right—if you didn’t know better.” His meaning was clear: these words don’t leave this room. “I won’t be sharing my knowledge of your origins with anyone else for the time being if you do not wish your birthright to be known. Your secrets—and those of your sisters—are safe with me. I will, however, urge you to consider your future here in Beyond. If you continue on your current trajectory, you will certainly have a bright one.”

      “Right.” I nodded. My future was something I needed to think about more seriously now, but after Harshing’s outburst, I wasn’t sure being bound up in his plans was the safest choice anymore. Assuming I still had a choice at all. “Ah…can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “Have you been watching me?” He’d spoken to all my professors about me. I was clearly of interest to him. And it would certainly explain the creepy feeling I kept getting when I walked around on campus. Like there were unseen eyes on me, watching my every move.

      He looked surprised at the question. “Not any more than usual. Why?”

      “I think I might have a stalker,” I admitted. “I…I don’t think Professor Douglas is dead.”

      A low sound of frustration rumbled from Harshing’s chest. “Neither do I. But he will be, soon enough. You have my word.”

      “You’re going to track him down and kill him?”

      “I think I’ve made it very clear that the things I do to those who make an enemy of me involve fates far worse than death.”

      “What will it cost me?”

      “I swore to protect you from that man, Miss Constantine. If you believe he’s attempting to retain a place in your life, even if only as a voyeur, then it’s my duty to put an end to him once and for all. Still, if you were interested in showing your appreciation for my protection, there is one thing I could ask of you in return. If you were to give it willingly, of course.”

      “What is it?”

      “Your blood, Miss Constantine.” His gaze dropped to my neck. Immediately, my pulse picked up. “It’s always your blood.”

      “Oh.” I should have been thrilled—this was exactly what I’d wanted, wasn’t it? If he kept drinking from me, I’d get to see more of his memories. I felt a little hesitant, but I knew this was the easiest way to get the information we so desperately needed. “Last time, when you drank from me, I saw—”

      “I know what you saw. You believe the woman in that memory was your mother. You’re correct.” Harshing tilted his head to the side like he was considering something. “I could show you more, if that’s what you desire.”

      “You can choose which memories I see?”

      “I can, yes.” He shrugged. “As can anyone sufficiently in control of their powers.”

      “Was that first memory—”

      “As intentional as a struck match, yes. I wanted you to see her as I remembered her.”

      How he remembered her had been a little heartbreaking.

      I’m not yours anymore, she’d told him.

      You’ll always be mine, he’d replied.

      “But you showed me that before you knew I was her daughter,” I pointed out. He hadn’t taken that bit of information from my mind until the next day.

      Harshing’s red eyes glimmered. “Yes, I did.”

      “How—”

      “I knew from the moment I first saw you. You bear a striking resemblance to your mother, Miss Constantine. Everything but the color of your eyes,” he said. Hers had been blue. Mine were green. But otherwise, we could have been twins. “Next, you’re planning on asking if I’m reading your mind.”

      Oof. He wasn’t wrong but that didn’t make me any less curious.

      “Well, are you?”

      “Why don’t you look forward a few moments and discover the answer to that for yourself?”

      That was frustrating. I still felt like he was playing with me, and I was in no mood for his games. But if he insisted—

      I closed my eyes and pulled back the curtain to my window to the future. The scene was blurry, like I was seeing it through the bottom of a bottle of whiskey—but it was there.

      I opened my eyes. “You’re using precognition. But…I don’t understand how it works. If you look into the future to see what I’m going to ask you, then answer my questions before I ask, then I never ask the question. By seeing the future, you’re changing it, which means the future you saw never existed in the first place.” I frowned and massaged my temple. “Even thinking about this is making my head hurt.”

      “I’m performing fate manipulation alongside precognition,” Harshing explained. “Being able to combine those two powers is what makes a partnership between a Capricorn and a Pisces extremely powerful and extremely dangerous. But even then, two average Fae of those signs could not converse as we are right now.”

      “You and I aren’t average Fae, though.”

      “No, we are not,” Harshing agreed. “Others here in Beyond are either blind to their fates or bound to them. You and I are free.” He let that statement hang for a moment. It almost felt like he knew exactly how much that word—free—really meant to me. “Now. Your blood, Miss Constantine. Will you allow me to drink it?”

      “You could just look forward and see for yourself.” I already knew my answer, which meant that he did, too.

      “I’ve been rude enough already,” he admitted. “I would prefer to hear it from you directly.”

      I appreciated that. Harshing did whatever he wanted. He was powerful enough, no one could stop him.

      But at least he admitted when he was wrong.

      “Yes,” I said with a small nod. “You can drink from me.”

      Seeing my mother again was well worth the price of my blood.

      This time, when he bit me, he didn’t turn me away. Instead, he moved closer and placed a hand on the curve of my shoulder. He smoothed his palm up across my skin the way my father might have caressed a vintage sports car or my mother a cashmere scarf. This time, when he raked his fingers into my hair, he clenched it into his fist with a gentleness.

      When his fangs broke through my skin, it hurt as much as it did last time, but I was ready for the jolt of pain.

      I closed my eyes and felt myself shift from my body into his.

      “You’re terrible, Oberon.” My mother swatted his arm—my arm, now—with laughter twinkling in her blues. She sat at a small table in an ornately carved bronze chair with a wide, shallow brass teacup held daintily in her fingers. Her long, blonde hair was plaited over her shoulder. White jasmine flowers with dark green leaves had been woven in to her braid. “King Solis isn’t that bad, surely. Have you ever thought he’s just misunderstood?”

      “I think he misunderstands, at the very least. Frequently.” The words came from my lips, but in Harshing’s voice. “He cannot simply demand the hand of any woman he desires. He had his Capricorn wife. He lost her.”

      “In childbirth, Oberon.” There was another woman seated at the table. She was icily fierce and beautiful, with high cheekbones and hair as dark as Harshing’s—sans the silver streaks. “There is some precedence, you have to admit.”

      “Fuck precedence.” Harshing’s voice was cold. “To demand you as a replacement, Tianna, is as arrogant as it is foolish. The Hales will resent him for taking another—as they’ll resent any family who assists him in this nonsense. I won’t allow it.”

      Tianna. His sister. The one who’d been married to the king.

      Despite the confidence of that declaration, I already knew that Harshing had failed in the end.

      “And I won’t pretend I’m heartbroken about it,” Tianna said with a wry smile. “More tea, Sinnan?”

      My mother held out her cup. “Don’t want to be a queen, Tianna?” she asked teasingly.

      “Oh, I would love to be a queen,” Tianna said with a throaty laugh. “But King Solis’s brides will only ever be Renyas. I’d rather be a goat than be part of his harem.”

      My mother and Tianna burst into giggles at that, and my chest rumbled as Harshing laughed along with them.

      It was a strange thing, to think that once upon a time, it hadn’t been difficult to make Harshing laugh.

      The memory was abruptly jerked away from me. I opened my eyes and found myself in my own body again as Harshing released my neck from his teeth and quickly backed away.

      Not quickly enough.

      “Harshing. Need to talk to you about—ah.” Professor Blackford blinked, coming to a stop as he shoved open the door to the office and stepped inside. He stared at us for just long enough to see the bite on my neck and the blood on Harshing’s face. I watched him put two and two together, then make a point of looking away. “Sorry. Didn’t realize you had company.”

      With a rough swipe of his sleeve, Harshing wiped my blood from his mouth. “Is this important, Blackford?”

      Blackford let out an indignant huff. “If it wasn’t, why the fuck would I be here?”

      “My apologies, Miss Constantine.” Harshing reached into his pocket and pulled out a white handkerchief, then handed it to me. I was accumulating a small collection of them now. “I need to attend to this.”

      “Of course.” A little lightheaded, I pressed the handkerchief to my neck. As I took a step toward the door, my knee locked up suddenly. Harshing caught my shoulder before I even started to fall.

      “You should rest today. You need it,” he told me. “Your iron levels are low. I suggest you have the steak at dinner tonight.”

      I pursed my lips and nodded again, then slipped from his hold and headed for the door again—more carefully this time. Blackford stepped out of the way to let me pass. He was still, I noticed, making a big point of not looking at me.

      I made it all the way to the doorway before Harshing called out to me again.

      “Miss Constantine.”

      I paused and turned to look at him. The morning light filtering in through the windows cast an ethereal halo around his dark hair, making every silver streak glimmer.

      “Where did you sleep last night?” he asked.

      “The earth dorms,” I told him. “With Ash and Tara. We had a sleepover.”

      Slowly, Harshing nodded. He looked strangely relieved.

      “Good,” he said. “Close the door on your way out. And I’m serious about that steak. Don’t forget.”
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      Even in the wake of the debacle at the Vengeful Spirits over the weekend, things seemed to have returned to normal at the Academy once again. More or less.

      On Sunday, I made a point of checking on Cordelia. Thankfully, Val and Flint had gotten her to Jules in time. Cordelia spared no detail as she regaled me of how valiantly Jules had bitten into his arm for her, and how utterly sensual things had felt between them when she’d sucked the blood from the wound.

      She looked fully recovered, though that didn’t stop her from really hamming up the poor me schtick. I couldn’t really begrudge her a little wallowing. Being feasted on by Sloan would’ve earned anyone a bit of a pity party. But by the time I finally came up with a reason to excuse myself, several hours had passed.

      I suspected she was going to milk this sympathy cow for all it was worth. It was annoying, but more power to her.

      We were all lucky that things hadn’t ended up worse.

      There were no reports of any additional victims from Saturday night. Either Sloan had managed to control himself…

      Or he’d found himself some prey that wouldn’t be missed.

      “Has anyone seen Irene yet?” I asked Ash and Lace as we met up in the library to work on our Antigone essays on Sunday night. We’d finally settled on more specific topics—Ash was focusing on restrictions on opening the Veil, Lace was studying the fates of the concubines’ families, and I was looking into shake-ups within the Sanguilunae. “I’m worried that Sloan got to her last night, and since she’s invisible, we can’t know whether or not she’s safe.”

      “I think she’s still around,” said Ash. “I poked my head into her room in Ventus Tower last night after I got back. She wouldn’t talk to me, but her pillow was indented like she was lying in her bed.”

      “Good.” I let out a sigh of relief. “I guess that means Sloan found a victim elsewhere.”

      “I’m not sure he was looking for victims at all,” said Ash. “He, um…he found me in the woods last night. With Romin.”

      “With Romin?” She really couldn’t stay away from him, could she?

      “I know. I was hoping he’d give me my grimoire back, but at least he took my collar off.” Ash rubbed her bare neck, which was now free of her punishment collar. Good for her. At least she’d managed to get something out of her little moonlit romp with everyone’s least favorite senior dickhead. “Anyway. Sloan didn’t seem blood-drunk. Just normal drunk, maybe. But he didn’t try to attack us or anything.”

      “If he drank from Cordelia, there’s no way he was blood-sober.” Cordelia had been trashed, and the fact that Sloan had left her barely clinging to life only underlined how out of control he’d been.

      “Yeah,” Lace agreed. “Cordelia was undeniably inebriated. If Sloan was in control of himself…that doesn’t make any sense.”

      Ash and I looked at Lace with raised eyebrows.

      “You got your voice back,” I said, pointing out the obvious.

      Lace shrugged. “Harshing undid Magnus’s spell.”

      “How?” I asked, rubbing at the marker on my forehead. I wouldn’t mind undoing my punishment too—especially now that Lace and Ash were free of theirs.

      “I think he said the spell backward.” Lace shrugged again. “It’s just a guess, but—”

      “Still useful.” Ash reached for her bag, but stopped short. “Ugh. I wish I had my grimoire back.”

      “Maybe it’s time you rectified that,” I suggested. “Especially considering who has it and what it contains.”

      “Maybe it is,” Ash agreed. “I’ll get on it this week. Promise.”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      There’d been no dueling class last week, which I’d considered a blessing. No dueling class meant no Blackford. After our last encounter, I wasn’t sure I could handle another right now.

      But when I checked my Monday schedule, I realized I’d only been delaying the inevitable.

      Dueling was the only thing on my itinerary. I’d have to endure all day with him while I had SLUT emblazoned across my face.

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      “All right. Partner up. Southerland, go with Von Brandt. Constantine, you’re with Hargrave. Blakely—” Blackford looked up from the scroll he’d been reading names off of and finally realized he was several students short. “Huh. Could’ve sworn there were more of you, last I checked.”

      “Maybe he’s just not used to seeing us without his beer goggles on,” I murmured to Ash and Lace.

      “I heard that, Blakely.” Blackford looked at me without a single ounce of amusement in his gaze. His eyes lingered on my SLUT-mark for just long enough to make every letter Sloan had scribbled across my forehead burn. “Hilarious, but not as funny as the ten points you’ve just lost. Now, where the hell did the rest of you run off to? Were there more deaths last week that I don’t know about?”

      No one answered him. I didn’t blame them. They were probably worried he would steal away more of their points.

      “Let’s try that again,” said Blackford, a little louder this time. “Where’s Whitney?”

      “You’re her Head of House,” I pointed out. “Shouldn’t you know?”

      “That’s another ten points from you, Blakely.”

      “For what?” I demanded.

      “Annoying me.” Blackford scanned our group again. “What about Armand?”

      No one answered. Actually, I hadn’t seen Cybele since we’d gotten separated at the Vengeful Spirits. If she’d been present during Cordelia’s romantic blood-suckling with Jules, Cordelia hadn’t mentioned her.

      Shit. Now I was worried about Cybele, too.

      Blackford sighed. “Illmarinen?”

      “The upperclassmen turned her invisible on Friday,” Lace said. “I mean, she might be here, but—”

      “We’d never know it. Okay, yeah. Fine.” With a grunt of frustration, Blackford waved me over to him. “Blakely, you’re with me. Practice casting your elements and blocking them. Try not to kill each other.”

      As the other girls paired off and got to work, I followed Blackford to a space on the far side of the Colosseum. It was distant enough from the other groups that we could talk without being heard.

      I wasn’t thrilled to be practicing with Blackford, but I was curious.

      What did he have to say to me that he didn’t want anyone else to overhear?

      “Interesting new look you’ve got there,” he said over his shoulder as we walked. “You trying to make some kind of statement?”

      I grimaced and rubbed at the mark on my forehead. Of course, Blackford couldn’t have the decency to just ignore it. “Sloan’s handiwork. Not mine.”

      “And you let him get away with it?”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice.”

      I waited for him to say it: all the things he should’ve said. How dare he lay a fucking hand on you? I’ll make him eat that marker. I’ll wring his fucking neck.

      But those words never came. Blackford was holding firm on his stance about things between us. He wasn’t mine, and I wasn’t his.

      “You wanna update me on Whitney, or am I going to have to keep guessing?” he asked, pointing me to a spot about ten feet away from him.

      I trudged over to where he wanted me. “She got drunk on Saturday. Sloan nearly drained her dry.”

      “Fuck’s sake. Not again.” Blackford closed his eyes and placed his hand over his face, rubbing at his temples. “He kill anyone this time?”

      “Not that we know of,” I said. I hoped it stayed that way. “I’ve been avoiding him.”

      “As you should be. Whitney all right?”

      “Val, Flint, and Jules took care of her. She’s fine, just luxuriating in all the attention she’s getting now.”

      “Good.” Blackford looked relieved. Probably just didn’t want to have to answer to Harshing for failing to keep Sloan in line. “And how are you?”

      I arched a brow. “Do you even care?”

      “Those twenty points you lost earlier? Make it thirty.”

      I scowled. The points meant nothing to me, but his pettiness made me want to grind my teeth.

      “I’m splendid, Professor Blackford.” I pasted a saccharine grin onto my lips. “Just enjoying all the delights the Academy has to offer! Being humiliated, sexually harassed, mind-controlled—”

      “Mind-controlled?” Blackford frowned. “By Rayner?”

      “Who else? You’re his major professor. I’m sure you taught him that little trick yourself.”

      “He came in knowing it. Learned it from his father, no doubt. Uses it like a cheap party trick.” Blackford drew a little water from the air and formed it into a ball between his hands. “You figure out how to break it yet?”

      Blackford sent the ball of water flying toward me. I caught it between my own palms.

      “Not yet.”

      “Disappointing. We’ve got more work to do than I thought.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry I haven’t figured out how to shirk full fucking mind control without any help.” I flung the ball of water straight at Blackford’s face. He caught it one-handed with ease, like I’d softballed it at him instead.

      “Full mind control? That’s a laugh. Rayner’s barely proficient,” Blackford revealed. “If you can’t snap yourself free of his half-assed powers, the moment you run into someone who actually knows what they’re doing…Oh, Blakely. You’re fucked.”

      I clenched my teeth as heat began to simmer in my chest. I’d been led to believe that Sloan was especially skilled at mind control, but if what Blackford said was true, Sloan’s powers were just a drop in the bucket. Baby’s first mental-manipulation bullshit.

      Which begged the question…

      What could Blackford do if he tried to control my mind?

      “You have a plan for the full moon yet?” He tossed the ball of water in his hand idly, catching it on the way down.

      “Of course I do,” I lied, keeping my eye on the water’s movement. “Once again, no thanks to you.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Blackford began to prowl like he was planning to circle me, but I wasn’t keen on anyone running circles around me today. I mimicked his steps, maintaining the distance between us. “Who’s it gonna be, then—Laurier or Hale?”

      “I don’t think that’s any of your business.” I recalled what Lace had mentioned when she filled me and Ash in about her Sunday meeting with Harshing. “What were you doing in Harshing’s office this weekend?”

      A question for a question. That seemed fair to me.

      Blackford obviously didn’t agree.

      He moved his hands fast, pulling more water from the air, adding it to the ball and drawing it into a long, thin rope. He flicked the tip at me. I sidestepped it just in the nick of time to avoid being lashed by it.

      “You are the entirety of my business at this place now, Blakely.” He ignored my question entirely. “Which one is it? Answer me.”

      “Or what? You’ll dock more points?” I laughed. “Go for it. I don’t give a shit about rankings, and I don’t have any interest in going to court.” I drew my own water from the air and sent a shower of droplets rushing toward him hard enough that they’d sting if they hit. “Or maybe you’d like to give me another detention.”

      Blackford snarled as he swept my attack aside. He diffused it so easily, I regretted sending it at all. He struck out at me with his water whip again. This time, it snapped against my cheek.

      I hissed as the pain seared across my skin. He’d hit me hard enough to leave a nasty red welt.

      “You’re too far gone for detention, Blakely.” He swung the water whip around like a lasso, then sent it hurtling toward me a third time. “Once a brat, always a brat.”

      This time, I brought up a shield of hard-packed earth to defend myself with—not that it did any good. Blackford released his end of the whip and pushed the water into the dirt wall in front of me until it was completely saturated.

      Once my shield was made entirely of mud, he shoved it onto me. I fell back on my ass, dripping from head to toe with wet, slimy muck.

      “Gather ’round, ladies,” Blackford called out as I swiped mud from my eyes with the only clean spot on my hand. “Blakely has just perfectly demonstrated what happens when you disregard the first rule of dueling. Underestimate your opponent, and it doesn’t matter how many shields you put up—you’ve already let your guards down.”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      I returned to the Aqua House dorms that night covered in so much mud, even the swim through the fountain hadn’t left me clean. Even after I’d drawn the muck away from my body and flicked it back into the entry pool, I still felt dirty.

      Training with Blackford today had actually ended up being useful. Every time he bested me, I learned from my mistakes. He’d even had some time to work with me on breaking mind control toward the end of the lesson, though I hadn’t managed to succeed at it yet.

      Still, he’d left me in desperate need of a shower. If nothing else, it would help wash away the embarrassment that only a day spent with Blackford could provide.

      The bathrooms in the water dorms were communal and unisex, though that hadn’t been a problem so far. My continued efforts to dodge Sloan meant that I showered before anyone else was awake.

      I’d never used them at this time of day, though. Clad in my robe, with my towel slung over my shoulder, I entered to find the bathing area full of steam.

      “Blakely! Over here!” The steam parted to reveal Flint and Val sitting across from each other in one of the big, heated bathing pools. Flint was already grinning at me.

      As for Val? Well, at least she didn’t scowl as I walked over.

      “Ah, Heather,” she said. “Just the girl we wanted to see.”

      “You look like you need a bath pretty bad,” said Flint. He wasn’t wrong. “Come sit on my lap and I’ll wash your back for you.”

      “I’m good,” I assured them. I had a newfound respect for Val after Saturday’s events. Flint was starting to grow on me, too. But that didn’t mean I was eager to hop into the bathtub with them. “You two have fun.”

      “I really think you should join us,” Val insisted. “Come on. Get in.”

      The look in her blue eyes was serious. It told me that hers was an offer I shouldn’t refuse.

      “Okay. What’s up?” I left my robe and towel on the edge of the pool and slipped down into its warmth. Being naked around Flint should have been more awkward, but I got the sense that rampant nudity was a facet of the Academy I wouldn’t shake anytime soon. He was as much of a gentleman about watching me get in as could be expected from a man like him. He stared, sure, but at least he wasn’t beating his meat.

      “We’ve been discussing Sloan,” Val explained. “Your name came up.”

      “If you know what’s good for you, Blakely, you’ll bloodbond with me.” Flint cut right to the point. “Since you ignored my last proposal, I asked Val to bring me down here so I could deliver the second one a little more directly.”

      Right, Flint was a Capricorn. An earth sign. He shouldn’t have been able to get into the water dorms—but just like Cybele, he was here anyway.

      “How’d you get him down here?” I asked Val.

      Val shrugged. “It’s not hard. You can bring other signs through the waters of the entrance if you’re dedicated enough to the idea.”

      “All it takes is a kiss,” Flint added, waggling his eyebrows. “One that lasts all the way down.”

      “You’re kissing Flint now?” I asked Val. I wondered who Cybele had kissed to get in, but I’d need to address that some other time. “I thought you were ga-ga over Sloan. He must be furious.”

      “I had men before Sloan.” As Val spoke, Flint pointed enthusiastically to himself. “I’ll have others when he’s gone.” Val took a sponge from the edge of the pool and began to wash her neck. “If you’re lucky, Heather, you’ll never have to have Sloan. Flint’s offering you a good way out. If I were you, I’d take it.”

      “Especially after the shit he pulled this weekend,” Flint reminded me. “He nearly killed Cordelia. We barely got her to Jules in time.”

      “He’s more erratic than ever now,” said Val. “And sloppier. You don’t want to be bound to him when he loses it entirely. So.” She gestured to Flint, who gave me a little finger-wiggle of a wave. “You’re going to bloodbond with Flint, and he’s going to kill Sloan. It’s very simple. Then, all our problems will be solved.”

      “Yours will be, you mean,” I said. “That doesn’t solve mine.”

      “Don’t want to fuck me, Blakely?” Flint asked, feigning offense.

      “Honestly?” I gave him a sympathetic smile and a shrug. “Not in the least.”

      “In that case…” Val sighed. “Jules owes me a favor. He’s interested in someone else, and it’s serious enough that he’s been ignoring Bianca’s and Sage’s advances—”

      “Very out of character for him,” Flint assured me.

      “—so he won’t be happy about it. But if I call in my favor, he’ll have to do what I ask. If you don’t want Flint, then I can get Jules for you.”

      I gaped at Val, unsure whether I should be impressed or terrified. She was completely ruthless, wasn’t she? If I didn’t know better, I’d be amazed at the lengths she was going to just to keep Sloan for herself, but since her little plan ended in his death, that couldn’t be it.

      “What’s your angle here, Val?” I asked warily. “Sloan’s your betrothed. Up until now, I was pretty convinced you were in love with the asshole.”

      “Am I?” Val challenged. “Half the time I’ve been cruel to you, it’s because Sloan is making me do it. The other half, I’ve been trying to keep you away from him for your own good. Not that you’ve made that easy now.”

      “He’s been mind-controlling you, too.” My words came out with a quiet horror. “You’re the one he’d been focusing all his power on before he shifted his attentions to me.”

      “He likes the status that comes from having women fight over him,” Val said. “Makes him feel like a man. Makes everyone else feel helpless and small.”

      “Tiny dick energy,” Flint supplied.

      “Was he mind-controlling Senka, too?” I asked. “That dead girl. The one who looked like me. When Sloan tricked me into letting him drink my blood, I saw them kiss. She seemed willing enough. Enthusiastic, even.”

      “She might have been,” said Val. “I knew Senka Zilthai only through her reputation. My family considered her to be formidable competition in their bid to secure my betrothal to Sloan, despite her breeding.”

      “The Zilthais are a bunch of hermits,” Flint said. “No wealth, no real connections. No place at court.”

      “But Senka was clever. Charming. Dark. She won Sloan over with ease. If one of them was controlling the other…it’s hard to say which way it went. When I heard of her death…I wouldn’t be surprised if my family was responsible,” Val said, lowering her voice. “And I would appreciate if that suspicion didn’t leave present company.”

      I nodded. I wasn’t about to spill any of Val’s secrets—especially not when she was willing giving me answers I needed.

      “If Senka had Sloan wrapped around her finger or the other way around... Why did you start sleeping with him?” I asked.

      “To try to steal him from Senka, of course.” Val spoke like it should have been obvious. “My family has everything they need to make the shift from Low Fae to High Fae—everything but the legitimacy that only a marriage to the son of a High Lord would bring. When the Takumis need something, we do what must be done.”

      There was that ruthlessness again.

      “Then why do you keep fucking him?” I asked.

      “Sloan hasn’t been the same since Senka was killed. Whatever she was to him, she kept him reined in. I hoped I might keep him under control in the same way—stop him from hurting anyone else.” Val sighed and rubbed her sponge against the back of her neck. “Obviously, I’ve failed.”

      “You shouldn’t have to use your body to convince a man not to kill people,” I pointed out.

      “We shouldn’t have to do a lot of things.” Val wrung her sponge dry and set it aside. “So. You and Flint. He’s a good lover, Heather. You could certainly do worse.”

      “Excuse you!” Flint splashed Val with water, and she laughed. It was the first time I’d seen her genuinely look almost happy. “I’m a great lover, c’mon! Multiple orgasms! I can go all night! I eat pussy like a champ—and, of course, there’s this.”

      Flint rose from the water and gestured pointedly at his crotch. I looked away quickly, but not quickly enough to avoid seeing exactly how huge his dick was.

      So. The rumors were true. Good for him.

      “More importantly, he knows Sloan’s weaknesses,” Val said, openly staring at Flint’s manhood with approval. “He’s impervious to Sloan’s strengths.”

      “Can’t mind control someone with nothin’ on their mind to begin with,” Flint boasted, idly shaking his hips to swing his cock back and forth. I couldn’t tell if he was being self-deprecating, or if he was serious. “Plus, you’ll be the mate of the Alpha when I win. My family would like you, too—you’re a Transit, and we’d be bloodbound. Nan hates the Rayners, and she’s always liked the idea of going back to the Old Ways.”

      “Flint’s grandmother is the High Lady of House Capricorn,” Val explained. “You have a lot to gain from agreeing to this, Heather. A lot to lose if you don’t.”

      If I’d been more like Val, I wouldn’t have hesitated. The way they’d laid things out on every level—sexual, political, personal—they made it seem ridiculous to refuse.

      But I wasn’t Val. The offer made sense to her because she’d crafted it with her worldview in mind.

      We may have both been Scorpios, but that didn’t make us the same.

      “I appreciate the offer, but my answer hasn’t changed,” I informed them, pulling myself up out of the pool. “I’m sorry, but if the only help you can offer me is finding someone else to fuck, then I don’t need your help.”

      “Would you prefer our pity instead?” Val asked. “Because if you’re forced to mate with Sloan, you’ll certainly have it.”

      I grabbed a towel and stormed off toward the showers without responding.

      I didn’t want their pity.

      And most of all, I didn’t want to be forced to mate with anyone.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com







            ASH

          

        

      

    

    
      The handle of Ignis Tower’s door was hot to the touch when I grabbed it. When I pulled my hand away, I noticed that the handle was now glowing almost white.

      If I hadn’t been a Transit, I imagined trying to open this door probably would have seared off a couple layers of skin.

      Lucky for me, I wasn’t so easily burned. Somewhere within the Ignis House dorms, Romin had my grimoire squirreled away.

      It was high time I got it back from him—before he found out exactly who I really was.

      I gave the door a second try and opened it to a wall of pure flame. That was easy enough to deal with—all I had to do was sweep it away.

      I stuck close to the wall as I crept into the common room. Yvette was posted up in one corner with her arm still strapped behind her back. With her remaining hand, she was wailing on a punching bag like it had just insulted her mother. Luckily, her back was to me.

      The only other person in the common room was Chiron, sprawled out on a chaise lounge, reading a book.

      I kept my eyes on him as I inched toward the corridors that likely led to the bedrooms. I nearly made it there—

      But then, Chiron glanced up from his book.

      His eyes landed right on me.

      His gaze lingered for only a moment, but for me, that moment stretched out for an eternity. My heart thundered as every conceivable worry about how he might react filled my head.

      Would he call out my name? Alert the others to my presence? Would he turn me around and march me right back outside or would he take this opportunity to punish me in front of the whole of Ignis House for venturing into a place I so clearly didn’t belong?

      But he did none of that.

      A lopsided smile curled onto his lips as he returned his attention to his book.

      I let out a breath of relief and slipped down the nearest corridor before he changed his mind. Now that Chiron knew I was in here, I needed to move faster than ever.

      Wherever Romin had hidden my grimoire, I sincerely hoped it was in plain sight.

      I reached the first door in the hallway and reached for the knob. There were no zodiac symbols on these doors like the ones I’d found in Ventus Tower, so I couldn’t be sure this one was Romin’s. I supposed I’d just have to peek into each of the rooms until I found one that looked like his.

      A crack! sounded behind me as I turned the knob.

      Shit.

      “Where’d your collar go, Aquarius?” I spun around and found Chiron standing behind me, book in hand. “Last I checked, you were supposed to be wearing that thing for the rest of the week.”

      “Romin took it off me,” I blurted out in surprise before it struck me that I probably should have lied. Actually, this was as good of a time as any to start. “I, um. Traded him a favor for it.”

      “In that case, you’ve got the wrong room.” He pointed to the next door over. “That one’s Romin’s. I strongly suspect you weren’t planning on slipping into my bed like a little surprise.” He arched an eyebrow. “Were you?”

      “I’m not slipping into anyone’s bed,” I assured him, making a mental note of whose room was who’s. He’d actually just saved me a lot of time. “Romin just has…something that doesn’t belong to him. I intend to get it back.”

      “Interesting. I don’t think he’d be too happy to learn you were nosing around in his space, though.” Chiron reached out and flicked my nose with the tip of his index finger. “Even with a nose as cute as yours.”

      “You want a favor,” I guessed. “In return for your silence.”

      “Not at all,” Chiron said. “Favors bore me.”

      “Everything bores you.” I hoped he wasn’t going to make me do a stupid dance or bawk like a chicken.

      “Not everything. The Academy disinterests me, sure. Courtly intrigue is a snore. Tormenting freshmen…it makes the time pass, but it’s not exactly engaging. Once you’ve seen one girl simper in fear, you’ve seen them all.” He opened his door and beckoned me inside. “I want something else.”

      “I’m not sleeping with you,” I told him firmly as I watched him walk in and sit down in a purple velvet armchair.

      “And I’m not asking you to.” He rolled his eyes. “Dubious consent is fucking banal, Aquarius. Anyone who thinks otherwise lacks imagination. Why make someone do something they don’t want to do, when you could make them want to do it instead?”

      His answer was unexpected. Also…sort of impressive.

      If only Romin would be willing to take a few pointers from Chiron’s playbook, he might actually be more tolerable.

      “Then what do you want?” I asked, taking a few tentative steps inside his room. It was in a state of ordered chaos. His walls were plastered with large, yellowed maps. His desk had cards splayed haphazardly across it. His bed and floor were covered in books.

      As far as rooms went, I sort of liked it. It had character, which was the last thing I’d expected from sulky, slouchy Chiron.

      “I want you to sit and tell me about Earth,” he said. “I’m planning a grand tour of the place after graduation. I want to know all I can before I set off.”

      Huh. I knew from Byron that the Fae could visit Earth, but he’d said that there weren’t many Aquarius who knew how to open portals to that realm. Chiron must have found one, or he was planning to.

      “I don’t have time to tell you stories,” I informed him. “I need to get into Romin’s room and get out before he realizes that I’m here.”

      “Then you’ve got two hours to burn,” said Chiron. “If you burst in there now, all you’re going to find is Romin, pissed off that you’ve interrupted his evening calisthenics. You’ll want to wait until he goes out for his run at ten. Gives you just enough time to tell me what I need to know.”

      Oh, god. Chiron hadn’t just handed the location of Romin’s room to me when he caught me sneaking through the halls, he’d prevented me from walking in on Romin doing push-ups and crunches.

      He was right. I did owe him.

      “Okay,” I agreed. “I’ll tell you about Earth.”

      “Take a seat, then,” Chiron said, gesturing to the space before him.

      I glanced at his bed—piled with books; and his desk chair—piled with clothes.

      “I think you’re sitting in the only empty chair in the room, bud,” I pointed out.

      He smiled. “Then you can sit at my feet like an obedient little puppy, or you can sit on my lap. I don’t mind either way.”

      The suggestion that sitting on the floor was for dogs rankled me. I was not his puppy—obedient or otherwise.

      “Fine,” I said, moving to him. He spread his legs and I placed myself delicately on his thigh. “Let’s start with the fashion. If you’re going to Earth, you’ll have to go shopping first.”

      “Something wrong with my clothes, Aquarius?” Chiron gestured down to the deep purple robe and silk pajamas he currently wore.

      I laughed. “On Earth, yes. You’ll stick out like a big purple boil if you go there dressed like that. And I’ve seen the things that men here wear when they’re not in Academy uniforms, too. Harshing looks like he wandered off the set of a Wuthering Heights adaptation.”

      “Wuthering Heights, huh? I’ll have to check that out.” He placed the book he’d brought with him from the common room aside. It had a shimmering golden outline of a hand on its cover—he must have been reading up on palmistry. I probably should have been as well, now that I thought about it. Augury classes were at a standstill now that Douglas was gone. “What would you have me wear instead?”

      “Denim.” I nodded with certainty. “And a baseball cap.”

      Chiron looked offended. “What in the ever-loving fuck is baseball?”

      I laughed again.

      This might turn out to be fun.

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      Chiron released me from my duties as his personal tour guide to Earth when we heard Romin’s door open and close.

      “It was a pleasure, Aquarius,” he said, taking my waist in his hands and helping me off his lap as he stood. “We’ll have to do it again the next time you need to play cat burglar in the fire dorms.”

      “Maybe we will.” Telling Chiron about Earth had been a riot. He was eager for information, and for once, I had all the answers. It was a nice change of pace. “Good luck with your palmistry studies.”

      “What?” Chiron looked confused, so I nodded to the book he’d placed down next to his armchair. “Ah. That’s not a book on palmistry. Now that you mention it, you didn’t see me reading that. Understood?”

      “Reading what?” I asked, blinking doe eyes at him.

      He smiled. “You’re a good girl, Aquarius. Now, go fetch your prize.”

      If Chiron’s room had been ordered chaos, then Romin’s was just chaos. His crimson sheets were rumpled, and save for a small space on the floor—just big enough for a guy of Romin’s height to do push-ups in—every inch of his floorboards were covered in balled-up paper.

      Either he was struggling with an especially difficult essay or he’d been practicing shooting baskets with his wastebin. If it was the latter, he must’ve been Beyond’s worst shot.

      A quick scan of the rest of his room proved fruitless. If I ignored the ocean of crumpled paper, the place was actually mostly clean. I studied his bookshelf—surprisingly well-stocked—carefully enough to realize that he’d alphabetized his library by subject matter. But from A for Astronomy to Z for Zoology, my grimoire was nowhere in sight.

      When I accidentally crunched down on a paper ball as I made my way over to check his desk, my curiosity got the better of me.

      I picked it up and uncrumpled it. What subject matter could have possibly justified creating this mess?

      A letter, apparently.

      My Dear Mother, it began. I appreciate—

      That was where it ended. Romin had scratched out the word appreciate, then filled the rest of the page with aggressive scribbles.

      When I checked the others, I found more of the same.

      Whatever Romin had to say to Lady Castillo, he was obviously struggling to find the right words.

      It was only when I finally made it to the desk that I found the reason for his war with words. There were more papers crumpled on the desk’s surface, but these ones were of a rich, creamy ivory parchment. One of them even bore a crumpled red wax seal on its edge.

      I smoothed out the papers one by one. The slender, swirling script on them was neat and consistent, but so small it was difficult to read quickly. I searched through the pages until I found the beginning of the letter.

      Might as well start there.

      My Dear Son,

      I write to you once again to urge you to choose a new betrothed. As you found your last so disagreeable, I have attempted to be patient with you. I have graciously allowed you to search out your own options.

      You are certainly taking your sweet time about it.

      This was Lady Castillo’s handwriting, I realized. Romin’s mother—or, the woman who claimed to be his mom, anyway.

      I still hadn’t forgotten what I’d found in the lineage book from the library’s senior section. Byron the Bastard had been listed as a member of the Castillo family, but Romin’s name had been nowhere to be seen.

      Lady Castillo went on to detail Romin’s “options.” From the sounds of things, her patience was running thin.

      Perhaps you would find Tara Southerland (♉) agreeable. Her uncle is High Lord of House Taurus, and her betrothal to the Warren boy has been on thin ice for some time. Now that we are aware how Handsy the Warrens have become, the promise of Tara’s hand in marriage to Demetrius would not be a difficult thing to break.

      I wasn’t aware that Demetrius had gotten handsy with Tara—especially not with that curious capital H. Aside from when Demetrius had hauled Tara from the Earth dorms for Seven Deadly Sins, I’d actually never seen them interact.

      Nonetheless, Romin had crossed out this suggestion. Next to it, he’d scrawled a note: No ambition. Unkempt fingernails.

      I laughed. Only someone as haughty as Romin would believe that Tara’s nail-biting was that much of a dealbreaker. I checked my own nails and was pleased to see they were in good condition—glossy, strong, and rounded into clean little white crescent moons.

      Not that it mattered. Maybe I’d shove some dirt beneath them before I saw Romin again, just to piss him off.

      As Lady Castillo’s letter continued, she listed the names of nearly every girl at the Academy. One by one, Romin had crossed them off in return. Irene’s grandfather was High Lord of House Gemini, but Romin had deemed her too fragile. Yvette was dismissed for being unladylike.

      Who knew he was so picky? It sounded like a securing new betrothal for him was an urgent task on Lady Castillo’s agenda, but if she was letting him pick his own, he wasn’t making it easy on her.

      Sage Undergrove, the junior Capricorn, was crossed out for being sloppy seconds (because she’d slept with Flint and Jules, maybe?). Penelope Peralta, the junior Taurus, apparently had weird feet (why had Romin even noticed that?).

      He thought Martina dela Cruz, the junior Aries, looked too much like Scarlett. That, at least, I could understand. Scarlett had been Romin’s cousin. He hadn’t spoken about how her death had affected him—they might not have been very close. But presumably, whoever he married, he’d also have to sleep with.

      If I had cousins, I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to go to bed with any of them.

      Cybele, Cordelia, and Bianca, the junior Cancer, hadn’t even been suggested. Nor had Heather or Lace. I wasn’t surprised to see that Val’s name was omitted. She was pretty, her family was wealthy, and she was obviously powerful, but she was also off the market. Val’s betrothal to Sloan must have been too sturdy for Lady Castillo to even consider trying to break.

      When it was all said and done, there were only three suggestions in the letter that hadn’t been discarded.

      Romin hadn’t touched the passage about Ophelia Yarrow, whose mother was High Lady of House Virgo. Lady Castillo called the Yarrows nitpicking upstarts, but went on to say that Ophelia was nonetheless tolerable enough.

      It’s a shame, Lady Castillo wrote, that the Manigolds are a fallen family. Isa would be a strong replacement for Kiara—if she had any social standing to speak of. Still, even the fallen can be raised up to their former glory again with the right connections. A union between the two of you would certainly take the wind from High Lord Leone’s sails.

      Romin hadn’t crossed out Isa’s name, either. Apparently, he couldn’t think of anything bad to say about her.

      Something about that made my stomach turn a little green.

      I’d never spoken to Isa personally, but every time I saw her, she was surrounded by the other junior girls, all smiling and laughing—usually at something Isa had said. She’d never played into Kiara’s games, either. Once, during the Hearkening, I’d even heard her stand up to Val.

      I knew Romin wanted to marry someone who would be a good match politically—not just for her family’s connections, but for the way she held herself as well. If he was looking for his very own Jackie Kennedy, Isa would have been a good pick.

      I bit my lip as I realized why my stomach felt sour now. Was I actually jealous? I had no reason not to like Isa. She was probably one of the nicer people at the Academy.

      But…ugh. I didn’t like how thinking about her and Romin together made me feel.

      Anyone who got hitched to Romin would be married to an asshole, I reminded myself. It was stupid to envy Isa. If she was one of Romin’s potential brides-to-be, I should have been pitying her instead.

      The last suggestion that Romin was apparently entertaining surprised me the most, though.

      Naomi Nerine’s family is of middling standing at best, Lady Castillo wrote, but she is a pleasant girl who would not make trouble for you. If she’s inherited her mother’s proficiency for conception, I imagine she would give you many children, though we must hope she has not inherited her mother’s fondness for spreading her legs with indiscretion. In your reply, I insist you do not mock me about wishing to be a grandmother, my son. I am merely thinking of your future. You and I know better than most what a dangerous thing it is to be a leader without heirs.

      Naomi was far too kind for someone like Romin. She was my friend. The way Lady Castillo talked about Naomi’s mother left a bad taste in my mouth—Naomi must have had siblings, and maybe not all from the same father. But Lady Castillo didn’t really have any room to judge.

      Her husband’s only biological son was a bastard, and Lady Castillo didn’t have any biological children. A leader without heirs—she must have been talking about herself.

      Romin was the solution to that problem. An heir for an heirless dynasty.

      And if he married Naomi, Lady Castillo hoped they would make even more little not-really-Castillos together.

      Thinking about Naomi pregnant with Romin’s baby was nearly enough to make me crumple the papers up again. But at the very bottom of the final page, something else caught my eye.

      Aisling.

      Lady Castillo had written to Romin about me as well.

      I am glad to hear that you have you have made your peace with Aisling Hargrave. Her name is frequently in High Lord Leone’s mouth at court these days and never without an insult to follow.

      I will not pretend that this does not bring me a certain delight.

      Poor Leone believes himself to be dragging the girl’s name through the mud, when, in fact, to speak so obsessively of such a young, unknown girl, he is achieving the opposite. Thanks to the High Lord’s loose lips, Aisling is cultivating an especially fascinating reputation here in Mag Mell. The more whispers of her that reach my ears, the more I like her. Dear Byron speaks of her frequently as well—and with great fondness.

      Perhaps the Bastard has finally met his proper match. You would do well, my son, to follow in his footsteps for a change.

      Cordially,

      High Lady Vesta Castillo née Zalazar of House Aries

      “Our Flames Burn Eternal”

      I found it a little strange that Lady Castillo signed the letter so formally—but maybe that was just how parents did things here in Beyond.

      I had to admit, it was nice to know that Romin’s mother thought highly of me. Now that I’d read her unguarded opinions of the other Academy girls, I realized how rare that was.

      The idea that Byron still spoke of me also made me feel…something between butterflies and nausea. But if Lady Castillo was planning anything involving Byron and me, she was out of luck.

      Romin had already forbidden me from seeing him ever again.

      I crumpled the pages of Lady Castillo’s letter back up carefully and put them back on the desk where I’d found them. I was about to wade through Romin’s sea of failed replies again to check for my grimoire beneath his bed when I heard a crack! behind me.

      The sound nearly made me jump out straight out of my skin.

      “Mercy. Romin’s room is a fucking disaster,” Chiron said, kicking aside some of the balled-up paper on the floor. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But I was just—”

      “Leaving,” Chiron informed me. “Promptly. Romin’s back from his run. He’s showering off right now, but he’ll be in here any minute.”

      “Then I need to work fast,” I said, scanning the room frantically. Where would someone like Romin hide the book that held all my deepest secrets? “Do you think—”

      “I think,” said Chiron, “you aren’t listening to me. You’re out of time, Aquarius. Better luck next burglary.”

      He took hold of my waist and pulled me tight against him.

      With another crack! he teleported me out of Romin’s room and into the cover of darkness outside.

      I’d had my chance to reclaim my grimoire—and I’d just blown it.
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      Once upon a time, I’d been a girl with no life. Locked away in my parent’s mansion with no friends, no parties, no worries…but no future, either. The most interesting parts of my day had been contained entirely within in my wet dreams. My only chance to escape it all would have been to marry a man my father’s age. Even then, I would have only been trading one beautiful prison for another.

      Now, I had more life than I knew what to do with. I had friends. I had magic. If Harshing was to be believed, my future here in Beyond was whatever I wanted to make it.

      But I also had worries now, and my dreams at night weren’t nearly so pleasantly erotic as they’d once been.

      Sometimes, I dreamed of Harshing. My meeting with him on Sunday had been compelling. Exciting. I’d come away from it finally feeling like maybe he didn’t hate me. Like he didn’t want me dead. I’d actually been convinced that he believed in me and wanted to see me succeed here at the Academy, and someday, out in Beyond.

      Once Monday rolled around, though, he’d gone right back to his regular behavior. He’d made surprise appearances in almost every single one of my classes and docked me points for everything from “turning pages too loudly” to “looking exceedingly sullen.” When he did it, he acted like he was doing me a favor, but it was hard to see it as anything but pointed harassment for the sake of cruelty. Even with all the points he’d given me for supposedly killing Kiara, I was at the bottom of the class rankings again.

      It was wearing my spirits down, which was perhaps exactly what he wanted. To see how much battering I could take before I broke.

      Harshing’s presence in my dreams meant I couldn’t even escape him when I was asleep. In some, I was naked in a classroom filled with everyone I knew here at the Academy while he sneered at me. In others, I was dancing with him—just like my mother had at that masquerade ball from his memories. Only this time, I wasn’t experiencing the scene through his eyes. I was the one in the ballgown and the silver mask.

      Incredibly, when I didn’t dream of Harshing, my nightmares were even worse.

      Some nights, I dreamed of a dark figure standing in my doorway, watching me sleep. It looked exactly like a Shadeling. A big one. But every time I woke up sweating and gasping in terror, nothing was there. So, I cuddled Milkshake tighter and listened to her purrs until I fell back asleep.

      Other nights, I had visions of my wrist bound with thorny vines of pink roses. The vines would wind around my waist and tighten around my neck, closing in over my body until I was encapsulated. Then, the flowers would fill my mouth, so I couldn’t even scream.

      By the time classes were over on Thursday, I’d made a decision about one thing.

      Whether it was Harshing, Douglas, or someone else sending me the roses every morning, they definitely needed to go.

      I trudged down to Lake Umbra just before sunset, carrying all twelve roses. The water lapped gently at my feet as I considered how best to get rid of them.

      Currently, I was thinking it might look cool to float them out on the water and set them on fire. A Viking funeral for a gift I’d never asked for in the first place.

      “Huh. What’s a girl like you doing out here all alone?”

      I startled, then turned to find Magnus standing a few feet away from me. His shoulder-length, golden waves glittered in the fading sunlight. So did his golden eyes.

      “I don’t want any trouble, Magnus.” I wanted to take a step back, but there was nowhere to retreat to. The lake was right there behind me, and I didn’t really fancy going for a swim right now.

      “That’s a shame.” Magnus tucked his hands into his pockets and took a step closer. “Sometimes, trouble can be fun.”

      “Historically speaking, your particular brand of trouble isn’t really to my tastes,” I reminded him.

      “You should try ordering off-menu sometime, then.”

      I almost laughed. Maybe I would have—if he’d been anyone other than Magnus Leone.

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Anyway, I was just going to toss these and head off.” I shifted the roses in my arms. “That’s all. If you want the lake to yourself, you can have it.”

      “Why throw them out? I think they’re quite pretty. Don’t you?”

      “They’re not wilting,” I said. “It’s eerie.”

      “Who’re they from?” Magnus arched a golden eyebrow. “Secret admirer?”

      I shrugged. “I guess.”

      “Wonder who it is. Romin says Harshing has you in his sights.”

      “Like a sniper picking off enemy combatants, maybe.”

      I didn’t know why Magnus was so curious all of a sudden. Sure, we’d overheard him talking about how much fun he thought it would be to lay claim to me: something Harshing wants but can’t have. But if he thought he was going to court me, this was a strange time to start.

      “Maybe he just wants to see what you’re really made of,” Magnus suggested. “He never married, you know. Maybe he’s seeing if you could survive being his wife.”

      Harshing’s words to my mother echoed in my head. He’d never married and yet, he’d told her, you’ll always be mine.

      The fact that I’d ever entertained the possibility of Harshing being my soulmate felt more wrong than ever, now.

      He’d obviously been in love with my mother and had somehow lost her to King Solis.

      He’d loved her enough that he’d never taken another bride.

      “Marriage isn’t something you should have to survive.” I thought of the marriage line on my palm: just the one, long and deep. If the future written on my hands was to be believed, whoever I married, I’d be stuck with for a long time. “And professors and students aren’t supposed to have relationships, anyway.”

      “Harshing’s no professor.” Magnus took a few more steps forward and came to a stop at my side. “And it’s not like it hasn’t happened before.”

      “Really?” I side-eyed Magnus. I was still waiting for him to pull whatever big, horrible trick he had waiting up his sleeve for me, but it was hard to say no to fresh gossip. “When? Who?”

      “Not for a few years. But there was an Aquarius girl in the class above me—Calanthe Bronson. Everyone said she was sleeping with a faculty member.”

      My ears perked up at that name. Calanthe—Georgiana’s sister. The one who was lost. But people who got lost here in Beyond had a tendency not to stay that way. I knew that better than most. I was a Lost One myself.

      “Well, was she?” I asked.

      “No idea.”

      Darn. “Do you know who the faculty member was?”

      “There were rumors. Professor Douglas, Tsun, Blackford—some even said it was Harshing himself. No one ever found out for sure, though.”

      Harshing himself? That couldn’t be true. The way he acted around me sometimes was a little suspect, sure. But he’d never been outright untoward with me. Douglas seemed more likely—or Blackford. I still hadn’t forgotten the way he’d forced Heather into detention sessions only to bend her over his desk and threaten to spank her with his belt.

      “What happened to Calanthe, then?” I asked. Maybe Magnus knew what Naomi wouldn’t even speak about.

      “That’s the thing. No one knows. The rumors started picking up, then one day, she just…” Magnus waved his hand through the air, wiggling his fingers. “Disappeared. If it was Douglas, it would be a little poetic, since he’s up and disappeared himself now.”

      I stared at the depths of the lake, over at the spot where I’d last seen Professor Douglas. Part of me still hoped that Harshing had killed him. If he wasn’t dead, I hoped he was far away from here.

      “Did someone kill her?”

      “If they did, no one ever took credit for it. Her body was never found, either.”

      “That’s sad.” I hoped wherever Calanthe was, it was far away from Douglas, too. “And horrible.”

      “That’s Beyond, Pisces,” Magnus corrected me. “We all use each other, compete with each other, treat each other like shit. Some of us die, and some of us are lost, and the world keeps turning. Because in this realm, the weak are forgotten and the strong prevail.”

      “You haven’t forgotten Calanthe, though,” I pointed out.

      “It’s a good story. Fun to terrorize innocent freshmen with. If you’re not careful, maybe you’ll disappear too.” I tensed at that, but his tone suggested he was only kidding. He took the roses from me and read one of the notes attached. “To my beautiful rose—beware of those who seek to remove your thorns.” He snorted. “It’s a nice message. Pithy. Not bad advice, either.”

      “Yeah, I kind of thought so, too,” I admitted. “I think people have been trying to dethorn me for my entire life.”

      “If you didn’t want to keep the roses, I could give you something else to remember it by, you know,” Magnus offered.

      “Ah, no offense, but I’m a little wary of accepting gifts from you.” Magnus had been helpful so far, but that didn’t make up for any of the other things he’d done.

      Magnus chuckled. “Suppose I’ve given you good enough reason. But I’ve got my needles and ink here in my bag. I could give you stick-and-poke, if you want. If you’re not too wary of letting me jab a sharp object repeatedly into your skin, that is.”

      “A tattoo?” My eyes went wide. The old Lace—the one on Earth—would have never gotten a tattoo. My mother would have never forgiven me for it. My father would have locked me in my room for…probably the rest of my life.

      “I do more than just emblazon sins on the arms of terrified freshmen,” Magnus explained. “Romin’s covered in some of my early work. So is Sloan. So am I.”

      He rolled up his sleeve, showing off a moving lion tattoo that reared back in a roar as I looked on. Alongside its body, there was a word inked into Magnus’s skin too: PRIDE.

      “Looks like you’ve been emblazoned with a sin yourself.” I tapped the pride tattoo with my finger.

      “Romin talks up Seven Deadly Sins like it was his original idea, but it’s not. Upperclassmen have been subjecting freshmen to that game for as long as the Academy has been around.” He smiled fondly down at the word. “I hated it at first, but it grew on me after a while. It’s a good thing, you know. Remembering what your weaknesses are.” His golden eyes met mine. “I wonder what yours will be.”

      I laughed and dropped my finger from his skin. “Maybe I don’t have any.”

      “Suppose we’ll see tomorrow night. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you found a way to break the silence spell already.”

      “Oh. Shit,” I swore. I’d completely forgotten that I’d been planning on keeping that a secret.

      His grin widened. “Don’t worry. I won’t tattle on you. If anything, I’m impressed. So, do you want the tattoo or not?”

      I bit my lip as I considered it, but it only took me a few seconds to decide.

      “Yes,” I said with a nod. “Let’s do it.”

      Magnus shrugged off his blazer and laid it down on the bank of the lake for me to sit on. He placed the roses down next to me, then sat across from me and began setting up.

      His tattooing implement was pretty terrifying to look at. The handle was a small antler, polished shiny and smooth from use. Magnus selected a fresh needle from his kit and bound it to the antler with a length of leather cord.

      I couldn’t imagine how much this was going to hurt.

      “Ready?” he asked, taking my wrist in his hand and placing it on his thigh.

      “Honestly?” I winced. “I’m not sure.”

      “Don’t look at it while I work,” Magnus instructed me. “Watching it won’t help. You can talk to me, if you need. Staying distracted usually helps.” He smirked as he dipped his needle into a jar of ink. “When I tattoo Romin, he sings.”

      I laughed as I tried to imagine that. Romin? Singing? No, that was far too humanizing for him. It couldn’t possibly be true.

      “I bet he couldn’t carry a tune if you gave him a tote bag. He doesn’t strike me as—ooch!” I huffed, then squealed as I felt Magnus’s needle begin to work in and out of my skin. It felt like being stung over and over again by a particularly pissed-off bee. “Oh, fuck, that hurts!”

      Magnus chuckled. “Yeah, it does. You want me to stop?”

      “No.” I gritted my teeth. “Just…keep going. And keep talking.”

      A little pain was a worthy price for leaving old-Lace far behind me. If I could keep getting information out of Magnus in the process—even better.

      “You’re doing better than Sloan, you know,” Magnus informed me. “Romin may sing during his sessions, but Sloan usually cries.”

      I snorted. “He does not. You’re just trying to make me feel better.”

      “No, I’m serious,” Magnus assured me. “Wails like a baby. Every single time.”

      We chatted aimlessly for a while longer. As I learned to ride the waves of the pain, I mostly blurted out anything insignificant that came to mind. I learned that his favorite color was green and that he’d grown up in a manor on the Leone lands. His mother was a Pisces, though not a very powerful one, he said. His father was a Leo and served as High Lord Leone’s seneschal, managing the estates while his brother was at court.

      “My family was hoping that Romin and Kiara would have a Leo son to take over the leadership of House Leo someday,” Magnus revealed. “But now, I suppose the burden lies on me.”

      “Do you want to be a High Lord?” I asked.

      “Not in the fucking least,” Magnus assured me. “If I had my way, I’d do…well, this. But Beyond rarely allows anyone to have their way.”

      I didn’t dare look at the needle going into my skin, so I studied the roaring lion on his forearm instead. It was beautifully done. The linework was gorgeous and even prettier when it shifted around on his tanned skin.

      Unfortunately, it reminded me of some other artwork I’d seen lately: the horrible moving comics that kept showing up on the Astrolabe bulletin board.

      “Do you ever just draw casually?” I asked, taking care to keep my voice light. “For fun?”

      “When I was a kid, sure. Not anymore, though. I prefer to work on a more, ah…permanent canvas.” He gave me a final poke of his needle, then smiled and leaned back. “There. You can look now. What do you think?”

      On my forearm, he’d inked a gorgeous pink rose. Before my eyes, it transformed from a rosebud to a flower in full bloom. Then, one by one, its petals began to fall away.

      “It’s beautiful. I…wow.” The last of the petals fell away from the rose, leaving only a stem of thorns before it began to bloom again. “I love it. How do you make it move like that?” I still wasn’t sure that those awful comics hadn’t been his handiwork.

      “Magic. Took me a while to figure it out. That’s why Romin’s and Sloan’s don’t shift. It takes a lot out of me. All magic does, to be honest. So, I have to be picky who I grace with my work.” He smiled, but the thin golden hairs framing his face were dam. He looked exhausted. “Guess it’s your lucky day.”

      “I guess it is.” I smiled back at him.

      Magnus took his work seriously, and it clearly took from him in return. I didn’t think he was the type to waste his talents or energy on ugly drawings of Heather fucking Blackford—or of his cousin being beheaded, for that matter.

      Someone else must have drawn them.

      “I’m just disappointed I’m not more ambidextrous.” Magnus leaned back and wiped his brow on his sleeve. “I’d like to have my other arm done someday, but it’s hard to find people who can do this kind of work to my standards.”

      “You could always teach me,” I offered.

      “Yeah?” He arched a brow. “How’s your art?”

      I grinned. “Atrocious.”

      Magnus laughed, reaching over to ruffle my hair. “Maybe I’ll take you up on it anyway. For now…” He picked up the bouquet of roses and placed them back in my lap. “I think you should keep these. Even if they’re not to your taste. You can always give them to someone else.”

      I pulled one out and snapped it off at the stem—just above all the thorns. Then, smirking, I tucked it behind Magnus’s ear.

      “There. A rose for a rose.”

      “That’s cute, Pisces. Keep it up and I might actually start to like you.” He brushed his fingers over the petals, but didn’t pull it away.

      I liked that. He didn’t mind looking a little silly, though with his bone structure, he actually looked even more handsome with the flower in his hair.

      I stuck my tongue out at him playfully. “Keep being nice to me and I might actually start to like you back.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      I walked away from my chat with Magnus bearing a little jar of soothing balm, some basic care instructions (do not scratch it, no matter how bad it itches) and the bouquet of roses. Admittedly, I thought about taking the flowers back to my room.

      After our little chat, part of me wondered if it had been Magnus sending them to me.

      But my new tattoo was a much better reminder of how much I liked my thorns. And anyway, I was pretty sure tomorrow, the vase would start filling up all over again.

      There was one person I knew who would probably appreciate getting flowers, though. Someone who needed them a lot more than I did.

      I walked past my door and headed down the hall toward Cordelia’s room. Her door was slightly ajar. Maybe she was hoping that someone would come visit her.

      In that case, she was in luck.

      “Cordelia? Are you in here?” I nudged the door open a little farther and peeked inside.

      Cordelia’s room was messy. It was surprising because the Brownies did a good job of keeping my room tidy, even when I forgot to put something away in its proper place. But Cordelia’s stuff was strewn all over the place, like she’d just tried on every item of clothing she owned and left them all laying wherever they fell.

      There was a towering hoard of dishes from the Astrolabe—some clean, some with food still on them—piled up precariously in one corner. By the window, she had a bunch of little trinkets lined up. A knotted tan tie. A half-empty perfume bottle. An earring, an ivory carving, a red hair ribbon and a lone pink sock.

      Weird.

      Cordelia was at her desk, scribbling intently. She was so focused, she hadn’t even looked up. She must not have heard me call her name.

      “Cordelia?” I said again, a little louder this time.

      “Aah!” She jumped at the sound and dove on top of whatever she was working on.

      “Oh. Sorry,” I said gently. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you studying, or—”

      “Yes,” she said a little too quickly. She folded up the paper and tucked it into her desk drawer. “I was, um, trying to improve my essay. For Antigone’s class.”

      “Do you want help with it?” I offered. Antigone’s review of Cordelia’s last draft had been scathing. “I’m not as good as Ash is at the essay-writing stuff, but if you want, I could—”

      “No, no. It’s fine.” Cordelia turned her painted face toward me and beamed a little too brightly. The white clown makeup on her cheeks was tinged light pink. Beneath it, she must have been blushing. “I’m happy you’re here. I haven’t had many visitors since…um. Well. You know.”

      Poor thing. Whatever she was working on, it obviously wasn’t Antigone’s essay. Being caught had clearly embarrassed her. Knowing Cordelia, it was probably a love letter to a boy who barely acknowledged her existence.

      The way she was skirting around mentioning that night at the Vengeful Spirits—and how Sloan had nearly killed her—made me feel even more sorry for her.

      Sorry enough to ignore the way my skin over my tattoo itched as I stepped inside her room.

      “I thought I’d bring you these.” I held the bundle of roses out to her. “To brighten up the place a little.”

      “Oh, wow. They’re beautiful.” She took the bouquet and clutched it to her chest, shoving her face deep into the blossoms and breathing them in. “You bought me flowers! That’s so sweet, Lace.”

      “I didn’t buy them,” I admitted. I decided against telling her how I was really getting them—it kind of felt like gloating. “But they’re pretty, aren’t they? I thought you might like them.”

      “I love them. This is, like, the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” Her watery blue eyes suddenly looked a little more watery—like she was about to cry. “You’re a good friend, Lace.”

      “You deserve them,” I assured her. The itching sensation was getting even worse. Given the state of Cordelia’s room, I was a little concerned that it might have mold or something. Maybe I was allergic. “You’ve had a rough week. Do you want some help cleaning up?”

      I reached for one of her piles of clothing, but she threw herself across the room to stop me before I could touch anything.

      “Oh, no! No, I like it like this,” she assured me with a rapid nod. “I’m really particular. I don’t even let the Brownies touch my stuff. No one realizes it, but they’re really untrustworthy. They steal things all the time.”

      “Do they?” If any of my things had gone missing, I hadn’t noticed. Then again, I didn’t have many possessions. Maybe the Brownies just hadn’t found anything worth taking. “Huh. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You should. You know, Lace, I should actually get back to this essay. Antigone is going to tear me apart if this draft sucks as bad as the last one.” She beamed at me again, hugging the roses to her chest. “But I love the flowers. They’re beautiful. Really.”

      “Yeah, of course.” I backed my way toward the door. “I’ll let you get back to it.”

      If she didn’t want to chat, then I wasn’t going to impose—besides, my skin was burning up in there. It felt like I’d broken out into hives or something.

      It was the strangest thing, though. As soon as I was back out into the hall…

      The itching stopped.
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      The Astrolabe was thankfully empty when Ash, Lace, and I arrived bright and early on Friday morning. Waking up at the ass-crack of dawn wasn’t a lot of fun, but it was the only way we could ensure that we could grab something to eat before classes without being forced to serve a bunch of annoying, rude upperclassmen.

      I was just about to make a beeline for the croissants a Brownie was piling up on the Aqua House table when I caught sight of something moving on the bulletin board out of the corner of my eye.

      “Oh, no.” I stopped dead in my tracks, then grabbed Ash’s and Lace’s arms to drag them over to inspect the board more closely. “More drawings again.”

      There were three of them this time—one for each of us.

      Oh, fucking joy.

      The first drawing was of Lace and a boy with a thick mane of shoulder-length hair. They were sitting by the lake together.

      “Magnus,” Lace whispered, pointing to the boy. “But no one else was there when we—”

      She cut her sentence short as animated-Lace tore her shirt open, revealing obscenely large, bouncing breasts. Animated-Magnus took one of her nipples into his mouth, pulled back, then raised his tattoo needle and began to sensually tattoo something onto her tits.

      “That’s not how it happened!” Lace stared blankly at the image for a moment, then took the drawing down from the board and tucked it into her bag. “I never showed him my boobs, and he certainly didn’t tattoo me there!”

      “But he did tattoo you?” I arched an eyebrow at Lace. A private tattoo session with Magnus really didn’t seem like something she’d do.

      “Um. Yeah. Yesterday, after class.” Lace unbuttoned her sleeve and pushed it up to her elbow, revealing a pretty rose on her forearm. It was animated—blooming, losing its petals, then blooming all over again. The skin around it was slightly pink and the lines were raised—it was fresh. “He was really nice about it. Not weird or mean or anything for once.”

      “It’s pretty,” I admitted.

      “It suits you,” Ash agreed. “But the way it …does that mean Magnus did these?”

      “The style is wrong.” Lace shook her head. “And he said he only works in skin-and-ink now. Making the drawings move like this takes too much energy out of him to waste it.”

      “Then whoever’s doing these must be powerful,” I mused, turning my attention to the next drawing. “They’ve got plenty of magic in them to waste.”

      The second drawing was of Ash and a tall, lanky boy. He was built sort of like Chiron—but I almost didn’t recognize him without the look of perpetual boredom on his face. In the drawing, his expression was absolutely ravenous as he held a swooning Ash in his arms. Before our eyes, the drawing shifted to show Ash and Chiron passionately making out while the flags of Ignis Tower fluttered in the background.

      But that hadn’t happened, had it?

      I glanced to Ash.

      “I never kissed Chiron,” she hissed, tearing the drawing down. “He only teleported me out of Romin’s room when I was looking for my grimoire. I didn’t realize anyone was been around to see it. But this never happened.”

      Her lips twisted with indignation as she ripped the drawing to shreds.

      The third drawing I took down without bothering studying too closely. Even though the scene had been altered from what really happened, just like the others, I knew what it was referring to at just a glance.

      It was a drawing of me, Flint, and Val in the water dorm baths together. But instead of just sitting and talking, Val and I were making out around Flint’s monster-sized dick.

      I scowled as I tore the drawing up.

      “Whoever’s doing these is spying on us,” I growled. “This isn’t just a prank anymore—it’s a smear campaign.”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      Later that night, Sloan burst in my room to kidnap me from my bed once again. I tried to fight him like I had last time, but as soon as he had me in his arms, he snapped and I felt those damn strings of control attach to my body once more.

      “Enjoy it,” he purred in my ear. Immediately, my body relaxed and a horrible smile of pleasure curled onto my lips. “Only two more weeks until I finally make you mine.”

      As Sloan carried me away to another round of Seven Deadly Sins, I didn’t know what I hated more—the reminder that the next full moon was approaching, or the fact that, thanks to Sloan’s mind control, I actually did like the warmth and strength of his arms around me.

      Prick.

      “Let’s take care of some old business first,” Romin announced as our captors deposited us inside the circle of torches on the campus grounds. “Boys, relieve them of last week’s punishments.”

      “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Sloan cooed to me as he came over to me. He licked his thumb and started to rub away the marker on my forehead. “Now that your brand is gone, I can always make you feel like a slut in other ways.”

      “The only thing you make me feel is nausea.” I shoved him away. But even as the words left my lips, I knew he may soon be right.

      We were halfway through the month now. There were only two more weeks until the next full moon, and all of the research I’d done on bloodbonding had amounted to jack shit so far.

      Maybe everyone was right. Maybe my only options really were to take Sloan as my mate or bloodbond with someone else.

      I glanced at Flint, who was fiddling with Tara’s shoes, and to Jules, who was removing the spell that had left Cybele shivering all week. They were both handsome, sure, but neither of them stirred much in me.

      Certainly not a desire to mate.

      Ash’s collar had gone mysteriously missing last weekend, so Romin didn’t have to free her from it. Magnus made a good show of giving Lace her voice back, which was generous of him, since that was all it was—a show.

      He’d kept Lace’s secret about regaining her voice before her punishment was complete. Which meant that maybe Magnus Leone wasn’t as bad as he seemed.

      Cordelia was finally freed from her clown makeup, and Yvette regained the use of her arm. But though twins called out for Irene for what felt like ages, they received no answer.

      She was still invisible, and unless something bad had happened to her, it seemed she wanted to keep it that way.

      “Truth potions,” Romin called out next as Demetrius dispensed tiny vials of dull gray liquid to each of us. “They’re Warren’s specialty, and he brews them strong. Drink up, freshmen. There will be no lies from your lips tonight.”

      I glanced down at the gray vial in my hand. It was slightly cool to the touch. Unless I wanted to be tattooed with a still-unknown sin, I had to drink it.

      As I tipped the liquid back onto my tongue, I made a face. The taste was bitter and sharp, like alcohol and orange peel.

      The truth is a bitter pill to swallow, the old saying went. Apparently, it was also a bitter potion to drink.

      The boys watched us intently as we drank our potions down. Cordelia was hemming and hawing about taking hers, but Flint finally went over, tilted her head back, and fed it to her like she was a surly cat being forced to take its medicine.

      Once we were all truth-potioned up, Romin clapped his hands together with a smooth, sinister kind of delight.

      “All right, freshmen. Let’s see what’s weighing on those wicked hearts of yours. Tonight’s game will cover not one, but two sins: envy and lust.”

      As Romin moved to Tara, the boys all cheered. The blood drained from my face.

      Envy didn’t matter to me. It was a stupid sin. There were plenty of people I was a little envious of, and I had a damn good reason for each of them. But there was only one person I lusted for—and I wasn’t looking forward to announcing it in front of everyone.

      Maybe being tattooed tonight wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Tara Southerland of Terra House,” Romin said loudly as he stood before a very nervous-looking Tara. “Who do you envy?”

      Tara wrung her hands a little, looking around until her eyes landed on the object of her envy. “Um…Sloan Rayner.”

      The boys began to chuckle and aww patronizingly.

      “Oh, Southerland. That’s so sweet. What is it? My good looks? My numerous charms?”

      Tara stayed silent, though, which was a relief. I was a little curious about why Tara envied Sloan, but the fact that she was staying mum told me that the truth potion wouldn’t make us answer anything. It would just ensure that whatever we did choose to say, it would have to be true.

      “Who do you lust for?” Romin asked next.

      “I—um. Well…”

      “Say it or get the tattoo,” Romin reminded her.

      Behind him, Magnus raised a bottle of tattoo ink like a snake offering an apple.

      “I—I just…ugh! Okay. Okay. Heather Blakely.” Tara glanced over to me while the boys began howling and wolf whistling with delight. “Um. Sorry. You were really nice to me last week. And brave. And you’re…you’re really pretty.” She clasped her hands over her lap and looked at the ground, blushing furiously. “Sorry.”

      Demetrius, Tara’s betrothed, didn’t look fazed by this revelation, but the other boys started ribbing him pretty hard.

      “Oooh, Warren!”

      “Sounds like you might have too much cock for your bull!”

      Tara mouthed sorry to me again. I gave her a small, tight smile. Frankly, I didn’t know what she was apologizing for.

      “That’s really sweet, Tara.” I didn’t swing that way, but hey, I was flattered. At least this meant I didn’t exclusively attract assholes—just mostly assholes. And being lusted for by Tara was a hell of a lot better than being lusted for by Sloan.

      Romin moved to Yvette as the boys simmered down once again.

      “Yvette Von Brandt of Ignis House. Who do you envy?”

      Yvette looked at him expressionlessly. “No one.”

      Romin furrowed his brow and glanced down at the vial in her hands. It was empty. “All right. Fine. Who do you lust for?”

      “No one.” Yvette’s expression didn’t change.

      Well, then. That was pretty cut and dry. Either Yvette had spat out her truth potion when no one was looking or she genuinely didn’t give a fuck.

      How I envied her that. When Romin turned his questions about envy on me, I was half-certain Yvette’s name would pop out of my mouth.

      “Cordelia Whitney of Aqua House.” Cordelia was sweating as Romin turned his attention to her. “Who do you envy?”

      “Oh, wow.” She smiled a little too wide, eyes darting around wildly. “Um. Well, lots of people. Lace is better at magic than me, and Ash is prettier than me. Heather has everyone falling over themselves to bloodbond with her. Even Cybele’s bloodbound, and everyone knows her family supports the Hand of Valor! Um.” Cordelia blinked, then looked over to Cybele, who was glaring daggers. I could understand why—Cybele was bloodbound? From the looks of things, that was news to everyone. “Oops. Sorry, Cybele! Anywho… Yvette is stronger than me, and Tara’s got bigger boobs than me, and—”

      Romin held up a hand to silence her. “We get it. Who do you lust for?”

      “Oh my gosh. Well, everyone says Flint has a big…y’know. So I think that would be neat. And Jules is really handsome, and Sloan is so powerful…” As Cordelia prattled on, I was aghast. Sloan had nearly killed Cordelia last weekend and she was still lusting over him? What was wrong with her? Good fucking grief. “Professor Blackford acts like he doesn’t even remember who I am half the time, and that’s kind of hot—like, in a weird way. Then there are the twins. Sometimes, I think about how much fun it would be if I could get with both of them at once and—”

      Romin prowled away from Cordelia before she could finish her list. By the time she finally shut up, she’d named just about every boy at the Academy—and half of the staff as well.

      “Cybele Armand of Terra House.” As Romin stood before Cybele, she was still glaring at Cordelia. “Who do you envy?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. How about Kiara Leone?” Cybele snapped. “At least the dead don’t have to show up to your stupid games.”

      “Cute.” Romin looked unimpressed. But as he readied his next question, a small smile slipped onto his lips. “And who do you lust for?”

      I braced myself for the answer. Around me, I could feel everyone else do the same. The fact that Cybele was bloodbound was a pretty big revelation—and if she admitted who she lusted for, there was a good chance that she’d be revealing her future mate as well.

      All I could think was, Please don’t be Sloan. If he really did end up claiming me as his mate at the next full moon, I didn’t want her to be caught up in it, too.

      But instead of answering, Cybele shook her head and held her hands up in surrender. “I’m out.” She looked around Romin’s shoulder to Magnus. “I’ll take my tattoo now.”

      “Excellent.” Magnus grinned with a near-manic delight and waved her over. “Happy to oblige.”

      As Magnus took Cybele off to the side, my brain was whirring. If Cybele didn’t want to announce the object of her desires…who was she going to such great lengths to keep a secret from everyone?

      Flint was a free agent. It couldn’t have been him. And now that I was thinking about it, if Sloan had bloodbonded with Cybele, he wouldn’t have been able to stop himself from bragging about it.

      Blackford was, without a doubt, my stupid fucking soulmate—and even then, he wouldn’t even bloodbond with me, let alone Cybele.

      Harshing was a creep, so I wouldn’t have put it past him, but he was always riding the professors and students can’t fuck train hard enough that I doubted he would have taken such a risk.

      But there was one member of the Pack who I knew was off the market. One man who had been turning down his usual fuckbuddies. One man who would have been capable of giving Cybele the kiss she’d needed to enter the water dorms.

      One man who I’d caught her arguing with already. At the time, I’d figured it was the result of some kind of ancient family feud, but now, I could recognize it for what it had really been: a lover’s spat.

      Cybele didn’t have to say who she lusted for. After some thought, it was actually pretty obvious.

      She was bloodbound to Jules. His face was expressionless, but he was no longer joining in with the other boys as they laughed and cheered at our misfortunes. When Cybele hissed in pain as Magnus began his tattoo, I saw his jaw clench for a moment.

      Cybele and Jules. The so-called traitor and the so-called coward.

      The next full moon had just gotten a lot more interesting.

      “Aisling Hargrave of Ventus House.” Romin pinched Ash’s cheek as he moved over to her, looming. “Who do you envy?”

      “Isa Manigold,” Ash said through gritted teeth.

      I arched an eyebrow. Isa? She was the junior Leo. Pretty and popular, but I didn’t know much about her other than that. What the hell did Ash envy her for?

      Romin seemed even more fascinated by that answer than I was.

      “Isa? Really. Aisling…” There was a wariness in Romin’s voice. “Tell me why.”

      “I…” Ash twisted her lips like she was trying to keep her words in mouth-jail. It didn’t last for long—Romin had used her name. Now, she couldn’t stop herself from answering. “I think she’s going to end up with someone who should be mine.”

      I’d expected Romin to laugh or to tease Ash. Oh, Panties. Are you really so insecure? How pathetic. It would have been on-brand for him, at the very least.

      But instead, Romin slipped his hand around her neck and pulled her against him roughly.

      “You’ve been snooping, you little wretch,” Romin growled. “Who do you lust for? Say it.”

      Oh, god. Please don’t say Romin. I hadn’t mastered telepathy yet, but I thought the words at her like a prayer anyway. Say anyone else. Literally anyone. Chiron! Magnus! Fuck—say Sloan, he’ll be flattered pink! But god dammit, Ash, don’t you dare say—

      “It’s you,” Ash whispered, glaring defiantly up into Romin’s eyes. “It’s always been you.”

      With a snarl, he shoved her away. His jaw was clenched so tight, I could see a vein starting to bulge at his neck. I’d expected him to be pleased as punch at Ash’s admission. He was a massive prick—just Ash’s type.

      But instead, for some reason, he was pissed.

      Romin placed a hand on Sloan’s shoulder and shoved him toward me. Apparently, he was done playing inquisitor. Sloan looked all too happy to take his place.

      “Heather Blakely of Aqua House.” Sloan cooed the words at me while he stroked his knuckles down my cheek. I stiffened, disgusted at his touch. “Who do you envy?”

      I took a step back from him and shrugged, nonchalant. “Val Takumi.”

      “Ha!” This answer apparently amused Sloan. “Oh, Freshmeat. You don’t need to be jealous of her. If the thought of me having a wife bothers you so much, I’m sure we can work something out. I’ve always wanted to try a three-way, you know.” He gave Tara a wink. “We can even make it a four-way, if Southerland wants a piece of your action so bad.”

      That was far from the real reason that I envied Val, though. Val was smart. She was cunning. She knew exactly how this world worked, held all of its variables in her mind, and made the best decisions she could—not just for herself, but for everyone. She was always telling me to use my brain and think like a leader.

      That only frustrated Val so much because thinking like a leader was her natural state of being. And in my book, that was something worth truly envying.

      “All right, now for the fun part.” Sloan stared at me with intense anticipation in his eyes. “Who do you lust for?”

      Ugh. The last question had been easy. Sloan could’ve gotten the answer out of me without the truth potion, even.

      But my next answer wasn’t going to do anything but piss Sloan off.

      “Blackford,” I mumbled as quietly as I could.

      “Say that again, sweetheart,” Sloan purred, obviously still expecting to hear his own name from my lips. “We can’t hear you, and I think everyone deserves to know.”

      “Too bad.” I shrugged. “I answered you. Truthfully. If you’ve got spuds in your ears, that’s your problem. Not mine.”

      “Oh, it’s your problem now.” Sloan snapped his fingers. “Answer the question. Who do you lust for, Scorpio?”

      This time, thanks to my training with Blackford, I felt the strings of Sloan’s magic attach not only to my body, but to my mind as well. With a little more work, I might be able to snap them someday—but unfortunately, not tonight.

      “Professor Blackford,” I repeated, more loudly this time.

      The gathering went silent. Those words wiped the grin right off Sloan’s face.

      “You little—” Sloan began to snarl.

      Flint laid a heavy hand on Sloan’s shoulder and pulled him back before he could finish.

      “C’mon, man,” Flint said. “If you can’t handle the truth, then you shouldn’t’ve have asked for it.”

      “Oh, I can handle Heather just fine. She’s going to learn that the hard way soon enough. Starting now, in fact.” Sloan raised his hand like he was actually going to slap me.

      I didn’t flinch. My eyes said try it and see what happens.

      He wouldn’t like those results. Not one fucking bit.

      But before Sloan could strike, Flint grabbed his wrist.

      “Dude,” Flint hissed. “Chill.”

      Sloan placed his hands on Flint’s chest and shoved. “And I don’t need you to handle me.”

      Flint staggered back a step when Sloan shoved him, but it seemed clear that he’d done it on purpose—for the sake of Sloan’s ego, no doubt.

      That was the thing—Flint was handling Sloan. Just like Val did.

      As Sloan stormed off, a rogue thought hit me.

      How many members of the Pack were just managing Sloan until someone finally took him down?

      Flint was no Libra. He couldn’t read my mind. But apparently, he was thinking on my wavelength anyway.

      “My offer still stands,” he said under his breath, so only I could hear it. “If I were you, I’d start seriously considering it.”

      His fingers brushed against mine just for a moment before he walked away, turning to address the crowd.

      “All right! Let’s wrap things up,” he hollered. “Last, but hopefully not least.”

      Flint went to stand in front of Lace, who yawned against the back of her hand. She looked even more unfazed than Yvette had. I wasn’t sure why.

      I didn’t know who Lace envied, but I suspected who she might answer about lust—and it wasn’t something I imagined she wanted to go blurting out in front of half the school.

      “Annalace Constantine of Aqua House. Who do you envy?” Flint asked.

      Lace kept her voice level and her head held high. “Anyone with the freedom to make their own choices and live their own life as they see fit.”

      “That’s not a name, Pisces,” Flint pointed out. “You’re supposed to name someone.”

      “You didn’t ask for a name,” Lace countered. “You asked for a truth.”

      Goddamn. Classic Lace—she’d found a loophole. I really wished Lace had gone first now. It would have really pissed off the boys and saved the rest of us a lot of grief.

      “Fine.” Flint groaned. “Who do you lust for, then?”

      “A man powerful enough to make me wonder if freedom is really what I want.” Lace shrugged a shoulder at him as she turned to grab my hand and Ash’s. “Now, I think we’re done here. Have a nice night, boys.”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      Back in my room in the water dorms, I fed Banshee again and gave him a second complimentary pre-bed brushing. I was just about to hit the hay again myself when I heard a knock on my door.

      I opened it and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      “Heather.” Sloan stood there in the doorway with his hands in his pockets. His pale blond hair fell down over his eyes as he hung his head. He looked like a puppy who’d just been scolded for pissing on someone’s shoes—and, uncharacteristically, he’d used my actual name. “We need to talk.”

      “Why?” I didn’t move from the doorway. There was no way I was letting him into my room. The second he so much as thought about raising a hand to me again, he was getting air-blasted into the wall behind him, then I was slamming the door.

      “You don’t want me,” Sloan said bitterly. “I don’t understand.”

      “Why the hell would I want you?” His little kicked-puppy act wasn’t endearing me to him in the least. The fact that he’d even entertained that notion proved what a narcissist Sloan was. “I don’t lust for male-manipulators who can’t get their dicks hard unless they’re tricking someone—”

      “Ah. I see. You’re still sore about how I bloodbound us.”

      “—or mind-controlling them,” I continued. If Sloan thought this was just about the bloodbond at this point, then he was even more oblivious than I’d previously imagined. “I don’t want to be with someone who only wants to control me, Sloan. And need I remind you that you nearly killed one of my classmates last weekend?”

      “What?” Sloan reeled back. He looked genuinely surprised. “I didn’t nearly kill anyone.”

      “Cordelia,” I said. “Or have you already completely forgotten she exists?”

      “Whitney?” Sloan scoffed. “She asked me to drink from her. Practically put her throat in my jaws herself. I figured if she was willing, why not? Benefits of being the Alpha, you know—free party snacks.”

      “She asked you to nearly drain her, too?” Whatever shit Sloan was trying to sell here, I wasn’t buying it.

      “Of course not. While I was drinking my fill, she tried to bite me, too. Nearly succeeded. Obviously, I couldn’t let that happen.”

      “Spare me. You made it pretty clear tonight that you’re into four-ways. As if you’d pass up an opportunity to add another woman to your harem.”

      Sloan shrugged. “She wasn’t to my tastes anyway. But that’s not why I stopped her. Blood wasn’t the only thing I was drinking that night. I assume you know what blood-drunk is by now.”

      “It’s a state you’re familiar with, I hear.”

      “I may have experimented with it a bit last year. I can admit to that. The carnage I left in my wake…Well. My father paid off all the victims’ families, of course, but it was a high price for a few bad decisions. Not something I intend to repeat anytime soon. I’m a changed man now,” Sloan assured me. As if. “But I had liquor in my system that night when Cordelia came and offered herself to me. If I’d let her drink from me like she wanted to, she would have been out of control.”

      I laughed, high and exasperated. “You haven’t changed a bit. Cordelia was shitfaced that night, too.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” Sloan said, frowning. “She was perfectly sober when she approached me. If she hadn’t been, I wouldn’t have touched her.”

      “Liar.” I grabbed the door and started to close it.

      “Wait.” Sloan stuck his foot between the door and the jamb. “Give me your blood.”

      “Absolutely not.” I pulled the door back so I could slam his foot in it. “I think you’ve tasted enough of my blood for one lifetime.”

      “Oh, sweetheart. I can never get enough of you.” Sloan curled his fingers around the edge of the door and held it steady. His words were flippant, but the look in his eyes was serious. “Unfortunately, that’s not what I’m angling for right now.”

      “Get to the point, Sloan.” Already I was drawing the first wisps of wind into my palm in preparation to blow him back.

      “Your blood is just a bonus, really.” He smirked, a little half-heartedly. “I want you to let me drink from you so I can show you what really happened that night.”

      I frowned. I didn’t want Sloan’s teeth on my neck again. I didn’t want any part of him anywhere near me. He’d tricked me out of my blood once already. Fool me once, shame on you—fool me twice, though…

      “If you’re lying, I’m going to going to make you regret it,” I informed him, opening the door a little wider.

      This was stupid. Already, I was kicking myself in preparation of the realization that Sloan had pulled one over on me once again.

      But Ash didn’t believe that Sloan had been blood-drunk that night—and if Sloan’s story was true, unless I was able to get hold of one of Demetrius’s truth potions, there was only one way to confirm it for sure.

      “Okay.” I pulled the cropped ends of my hair away from my neck, putting it on offer for him. “Show me, then.”

      His teeth sank into my neck slowly. He made me feel every fraction of an inch of his fangs as they entered my skin.

      As my blood began to flow, I was in Sloan’s body. In his memory once again.

      “Come on,” Cordelia urged, petting Sloan’s chest seductively. Her clown makeup looked a little blurry—must have been the booze in Sloan’s system—but even then, I could see a sultry look in her eyes that I never would have expected from Cordelia’s watery blues. Especially not with how silly-drunk she’d been when I ran into her that night. “Just a little bite. I’d be honored to serve you, my Alpha.”

      I could feel the pleasure that those words—my Alpha—stirred in Sloan. Textbook narcissism. Anyone who talked him up like that was sure to get their way. For a while, at least.

      But the pleasure receded quickly as Sloan’s eyes shifted to the goblet in Cordelia’s hands.

      “You’ve been drinking, Cancer.” He placed a finger on her little red clown nose and pushed her away. “Bad idea.”

      “It’s just a passionfruit daiquiri. No booze.” Cordelia raised the goblet to Sloan’s lips. “Taste. See?”

      Sloan drank, and I could taste the sweetness of the juice on his tongue. There was no telltale burn of booze.

      “You’ve been drinking virgins all night?” Sloan asked.

      “And you could be drinking a virgin too.” She moved closer to him once again, hooking her fingers into the loops of his belt and pulling her body against his. “I wanted to keep my head clear. For you. For this.”

      As Sloan withdrew his mouth from my neck, I blinked with a whole new horror.

      He hadn’t been blood-drunk. He’d been telling the truth.

      But that meant, all this time…

      The freshmen class had a deceiver in their midst.

      Cordelia had lied.
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      On Saturday morning, Heather was already on her way out of the Astrolabe with our grab-and-go breakfasts by the time Lace and I arrived.

      “I need to talk to you both,” she hissed, shoving a napkin full of pastries into Lace’s arms and a jug of orange juice into my hands. “Come on. Let’s keep moving. I don’t want anyone to overhear.”

      “What’s up?” I asked, frowning.

      “It’s Cordelia,” Heather whispered. “She was faking being drunk the night Sloan drank her blood. The reason he didn’t seem blood-drunk when he found you and Romin was because he wasn’t blood-drunk.”

      “He still nearly killed her though, didn’t he?” Lace asked, nibbling on a pastry. “I don’t think even he would have done that on purpose if he could help it.”

      “He was the one with alcohol in his system, not Cordelia. When she tried to bite him back, he incapacitated her to teach her a lesson.” Heather rubbed her neck, scowling. “I let Sloan use me like a juice box last night. I saw his memory for myself. Cordelia asked him to drink from her, and she was stone-cold sober the whole time.”

      I furrowed my brow. We’d all been feeling so sorry for her—and all this time, her sob story had been a lie. “So, Cordelia was faking.”

      “Long before she even approached Sloan,” Heather confirmed. “She was making a big show of playing drunk when we got there. I don’t think that was just on a whim.”

      “Do you think she was actually planning on trying to bloodbind herself to Sloan?” Lace asked.

      Heather nodded. “And preparing to make him look like the bad guy if he turned her down.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      My attention was split for the rest of the week.

      In our classes, Cordelia still seemed bumbling and incompetent. She failed to identify any of the herbs we were working with in Apothecary, she still wasn’t able to control water during Dueling, and every potion she tried to put together during Elixir-Making blew up in her face.

      All signs pointed to Cordelia being as incapable of managing her magic as ever. But now that we knew she was a liar—and a capable one, at that—there was no telling how deep her deception truly ran.

      Meanwhile, there was still the issue of my grimoire. Romin still had it. And while he’d expressed every intention of reading it, it was hard to say for sure if he had.

      Ever since that night Sloan had caught us out in the woods, I’d felt Romin’s eyes on me at every meal. I could practically feel him playing the memory of our kiss over and over again in his mind—or maybe, the memory of the view up my skirt he’d gotten at the base of Ventus Tower while I flew away. After last week’s round of Seven Deadly Sins, I’d expected his incessant torture of me to amplify.

      After all, he now knew exactly how I felt about him. In a single sentence, I’d given him all the ammunition he needed to make my life harder than ever: I lust for you.

      But shockingly, the exact opposite had happened. Romin’s attention wasn’t split in the least. That wasn’t it.

      He’d just refocused it on someone else.

      Every time we passed each other on campus, he was with Isa Manigold—carrying her books or smirking at something clever she’d said.

      He knew I wanted him. He knew I envied Isa because I was afraid she was going to marry him.

      And now, it looked like he was planning on making that fear a reality. All signs pointed to Isa Manigold becoming Romin’s new betrothed. His future bride. A stupid rhyme about it had started spreading on campus: Romin and Kiara, sayonara! Romin and Isa, when’s he gonna kiss her?

      Cordelia was muttering that rhyme gleefully under her breath every time I saw her. I was beginning to wonder if she wasn’t doing it specifically to get under my skin.

      Unfortunately, even without Romin’s usual antics, his past work on my reputation was still following me around like a black cloud.

      His stupid nickname for me had started to catch on as well.

      There were new animated drawings pinned up on the Astrolabe’s bulletin board when I entered on Friday morning. When I approached the group of people standing around it snickering, I was met with wolf whistles and catcalls.

      “Take a good look, Panties,” Magnus called out as I shoved my way toward the board. “It’s certainly a good look on you.”

      “Yeah, Panties!” another boy echoed. “Maybe you can give us a look at the real thing.”

      I looked around to see who’d said the second thing, but at the source of the voice, I only found an empty space. Weird.

      When I finally got to the front of the crowd, my jaw dropped in horror.

      Oh, god.

      It was a picture of me from behind, bending over and lowering my underwear to expose my ass and pussy—both of which had been rendered in pornographic detail. The drawing was accompanied by a speech bubble pointing to my mouth as I turned to look seductively over my shoulder.

      “It’s you, Romin,” animated-Ash was saying. “I lust for you!”

      And there at the bottom of the picture in elaborate gothic script, was that stupid word: PANTIES.

      To the boos of the crowd, I tore it down, as well as the ones of Heather and Lace next to it. Animated-Heather was moaning Blackford’s name while he used a whip of water to snap her clothes off, piece by piece. Animated-Lace was tied up in some complicated-looking bondage gear. The speech bubble over her head had her crying out, “Oh, Master! Make me your slave!”

      My cheeks burned as I crumpled the drawings up and tried to push my way through the crowd again, but the gaggle of people around me didn’t seem keen on letting me go free.

      “Oh, come on, Panties,” Magnus whinged, reaching for the drawings. “Don’t be a spoilsport.”

      “If you don’t want them posted here, you could at least let us keep them,” Chiron said, blocking my way. “That’s some very compelling artwork. It doesn’t belong in the trash.”

      I glared up at Chiron. Traitor. After he’d helped me out with my search of Romin’s room, I thought we’d come to some semblance of friendship—or at least a weird sort of truce.

      But as I tried to move past him, he only stepped in front of me to block me again.

      That was the thing about truces with the boys here at the Academy: they spoiled faster than ripe peaches left out in the sun.

      “Move,” I growled up at him.

      He only smirked and shook his head. “Hand over the drawings first.”

      I was just about to pull some water from the air—hopefully enough to blast Chiron back—when a tattooed hand curled around Chiron’s shoulder.

      “What’s going on here, then?”

      Chiron sulked as Romin pulled him away from me. For a moment, his eyes met mine and my chest actually swelled with a bizarre kind of hope.

      This was the first time Romin had so much as looked at me all week. Not only that, but here he was, coming to my rescue again.

      It almost felt too good to be true.

      Romin’s whiskey-colored eyes glinted deviously as his lips twitched into a smirk.

      Oh. Because it was.

      He snatched the drawings from my hands and uncrumpled them, one by one.

      “These two, you can keep.” He shoved the drawings of Lace and Heather back at me after studying them. “This one, though…” He chuckled as he stared down at the speech bubble pointing at animated-Ash’s full, pouting lips. “Yeah, I’ll definitely need to confiscate this one.”

      “You will do no such thing.” I grabbed for the drawing, but Romin held it up over his head far out of my reach.

      “Pornography is contraband, Panties. It’s my duty as Head Boy to ensure that your feminine innocence isn’t corrupted by such lewd works of art.”

      Yeah, right. Like Romin wasn’t personally in the business of corrupting as much innocence as he could get his big, thick, tattooed fingers on. I was about to tell him as much, but then he leaned down, leveling his lips with my ear.

      “Consider it the price of entry, Panties. I know you were in my room,” Romin whispered as the crowd began to slink away in disappointment. “If you really thought you were going to find your grimoire there, you’re out of luck. I’ve hidden it somewhere special—somewhere far, far away from here.”

      As he strutted away, admiring the drawing he’d just stolen from me, I should have been more furious.

      But the fact that he’d kept that drawing—the one of me—vindicated me. Even if he did choose Isa to marry…if he was planning on pretending he didn’t want me, then he was a liar.

      Beyond that, his words had also given me hope.

      If my grimoire was far, far away from the Academy…perhaps Romin had done me a favor in hiding it so well.

      If it was far away, it would be more difficult for him to go grab it to read at his leisure. Even more difficult now that he was spending all of his free time courting Isa.

      Maybe my secrets were still safe.

      But even if that were the case, I knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long.

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      The twins made full use of my mandatory waitressing during dinner. I served them ravioli in brown butter sauce seasoned with sage. I heaped kale and candied walnut salad gleaming with a dressing that smelled like sesame honey onto their plates; soft, golden garlic knots glossy with oil and flaked with sea salt; braised beef in a rich, deep brown stew; pink-centered roasted lamb chops in balsamic glaze.

      My mouth watered with every course.

      Meanwhile, at the fire table, Romin had taken a seat next to Isa. Big surprise. He draped his arm over the back of her chair as he made conversation with her. He seemed like he was actually being almost pleasant. He listened intently, nodding along as she spoke. When Yvette, the only remaining fire sign freshman, took too long getting around to refilling Isa’s glass, Romin filled it for her himself. A couple of times, I even glanced over and caught her laughing at something he’d said.

      She really was beautiful—and in a much more interesting way than Kiara had been. I could have tried to pretend that she wasn’t gorgeous, but it wouldn’t have been any use. Her long, intensely wavy mane of hair was the loveliest shade of pale auburn. She had catlike eyes, narrow and heavily hooded. Her face was shaped like a heart, with high cheekbones and a pointed chin—and she didn’t share in my curse of freckles. Every inch of her visible skin was completely unblemished and had an almost otherworldly glow to it.

      She was so pretty, she almost didn’t seem real. And I couldn’t even hate her for it. She wasn’t cruel like Kiara had been. She was kind. She was cool.

      Romin had a drawing of me flashing my ass tucked away in his pocket, but it was Isa who he had tucked beneath his arm.

      “Okay, okay. That’s enough,” Ajax said as I brought him a second serving of dessert—crisp pavlova with lemon curd, piled high with bright berries. I was so distracted by Romin and Isa, I nearly tipped it onto his lap instead of his plate. “What’s stealing your attention tonight, Panties?”

      “You haven’t laughed at any of our hilarious sexual innuendos,” Achilles faux-pouted. “And I had to ask you to bring the gravy three separate times.”

      “It’s nothing,” I mumbled. “Sorry. Ugh. Please don’t call me Panties.”

      “Oh, come on. Something’s on your mind. Panties,” Ajax said pointedly.

      “If you hate the name so much, tell us what you’re thinking about and we’ll stop.”

      I sighed, then cast another glance over at the Ignis house table just in time to see Isa dot the tip of Romin’s nose with a dollop of whipped cream. Romin chuckled, looking surprisingly good-natured, then wiped the cream off with his fingertip. His gaze was focused on her as he sucked his finger clean.

      “Ah. Isa and Romin, huh?”

      “Poor thing. After last week’s Seven Deadly Sins, you poor freshmen must be having all sorts of romantic woes.”

      “I don’t have romantic woes. Romin and I aren’t an item, and we never will be.”

      “And yet, he’s the one you’re lusting after.” Ajax cut into his pavlova with the side of his fork and scooped a bite-sized piece onto the tines, then held it up toward my lips. “Here. Eat. You’ve earned it.”

      “And while you eat, you can ask us all the questions you like about your new romantic rival.”

      I narrowed my eyes at the bite. “What’s it gonna cost me?”

      The twins looked to each other again, this time in surprise.

      “You catch on quick for a Changeling,” Achilles said approvingly.

      “Let’s just say…I dunno. We’ll feed you bites for the pleasure of watching you eat them. How about that?” Ajax suggested.

      I sighed, then leaned forward. It was a strange request, but there were clearly defined terms, and I was starving—for both food and information.

      “Whatever floats your boat.”

      I was all too aware of their eyes on my lips as I wrapped them around the tines of the fork and took the pavlova into my mouth.

      As soon as the taste hit my tongue—lemon curd, whipped cream—a deep, sensual moan escaped my lips. I closed my eyes and slid my lips back off the fork, then moaned again as I chewed. Crunchy meringue. A burst of blueberry. Sweetness and tartness, mixed together in perfection.

      I moaned again and moved my hand up toward my lips politely, but Ajax’s hand shot out and grabbed my wrist before I could cover my mouth.

      “No,” he said sternly. “Hand down. Keep going. We agreed, remember?”

      I opened my eyes to find them staring at me in a hallowed kind of awe.

      Whatever these boys were into was obviously something far kinkier than just sharing their meal. If I hadn’t been so hungry, I would have been bright-red.

      All that moaning I’d been doing had probably only egged them on, but I couldn’t have helped it.

      That bite of pavlova was the best thing I’d ever tasted in my entire life.

      “Okay,” I agreed. “You can watch. I won’t stop you. But…” I eyed a nearby bowl of mashed potatoes with melted butter pooled in the center. “Feed me some of that next?”

      They looked at each other, then grinned.

      “With pleasure.” Achilles grabbed a spoon, and away we went.

      In between bites, as the twins searched for new things for me to try, I chose my questions for them with care.

      “I’ve heard that the Manigolds are a fallen family.” It felt a little weird, prying into Isa’s life like this, but I was curious. “What happened to them?”

      “Same thing that happened to all the families who were rumored to be members of the Hand of Valor after the Slaughter of the Concubines.” Ajax offered me a roasted chicken leg with crisp, golden skin. I bit into it and let the juices run down my chin. “Executed or dismissed from court.”

      “Isa is a member of the Hand of Valor?” I asked after I’d swallowed. Now that I knew about the existence of the Order of the Veil and their opposition, the Hand of Valor, I was always eager to know who fell on which side.

      Achilles dabbed my chin clean with a napkin. “I don’t know that I’d go that far.”

      “Plenty of people were rumored to be involved with the Hand,” said Achilles.

      “Her mother was High Lady of House Leo when the Slaughter happened. They say she was the one woman King Solis wanted for his harem but couldn’t get.”

      “High Lord Leone too, for that matter. I heard he courted her something fierce.”

      “Why couldn’t they get her?” I asked. As far as I could tell, King Solis always got what he wanted in the end, even if it meant slaughtering his whole harem just to hide his shame.

      “Because she was already married to Rasalas Manigold.” Ajax tore off a piece of sourdough and began slathering it with butter. “Solis tried to weasel her away from him, but it didn’t work.”

      “They were a soulmate match.” Achilles took the piece of sourdough from Ajax and pressed it to my lips. “A rare thing, since they were politically well-suited for each other, too. She already had all the status she needed, and he had the fortune to back her up.”

      “Why does a fortune matter? I’ve heard the Takumis are rich, but nothing costs money here in Beyond,” I pointed out. Well, almost nothing.

      “Nothing costs money between Fae. Some fortunes are made of favors,” Ajax explained. “Some are made of gold. Rasalas Manigold had both.”

      “Who takes gold?” I hadn’t forgotten the way Romin had paid off that short, bearded man with gold in exchange for information at the Vengeful Spirits.

      “Dwarves. Elves. Pixies. Whoever.” Achilles nodded to a Brownie struggling beneath a treacherous-looking tower of empty plates piled high on his scrawny back. “The Brownie chieftain accepts mountains of the stuff for the enslavement of his people every year.”

      I frowned as I watched the Brownie weave and stumble his way toward a tiny wooden door on the far side of the hall. I’d assumed the Brownies were happy to work for the Fae because they always seemed to be chipper in their duties. I’d figured they were being paid in some way or another.

      I’d never suspected they were being enslaved.

      “Rasalas’s glamours turn high profits with the non-Fae here in Beyond,” Ajax continued. He offered me a bite of beef Wellington, but I shook my head. Now that I knew the food was the result of slave labor, my appetite was vanishing. “They don’t have access to the same magics that the Fae have, but a lot of them are especially vain.”

      “And others need those glamours so they can walk undetected among humans. That’s why the Manigolds are associated with the Hand—Old Rasalas used to be the man to see if you were a non-Fae who wanted to blend in when you crossed over the realms into Earth.”

      “If they’re fallen, why would Lady Castillo want Romin to marry Isa?” I asked, leaning back and holding up my hand to stop Achilles as he reached for a tiramisu to tempt me with.

      Ajax and Achilles shared a look.

      “We weren’t aware that she did,” said Ajax.

      I blinked, my eyes growing wide with horror. Oh, shit.

      “But we do now,” Achilles said with a grin. “That explains your little outburst at Seven Deadly Sins.”

      “My guess? Now that Kiara is out of the way, Lady Castillo is ditching her plans for an alliance with the Leones,” said Ajax. “The union between Romin and Kiara was supposed to be the catalyst for joining the two biggest factions of the king’s court.”

      “If it had worked out, the court would have had more power than, well, ever,” Achilles said.

      Ajax leaned forward, lowering his voice to a low murmur. “Enough power, even, to overthrow the king himself.”

      “You think High Lady Castillo and High Lord Leone would want that?” I didn’t exactly blame them, but I could see why Ajax was keeping his voice low.

      “Everyone wants that,” Achilles whispered. “They just don’t talk about it out loud.”

      “But now that Kiara is out of the picture, the Castillos must be preparing to start singing a different tune,” Ajax mused.

      “The Castillos and the Leones were all big proponents of that five-year ban on opening the Veil after the Slaughter,” Achilles revealed.

      I tucked that nugget of information away for my History of Beyond essay, and for when I got a chance to catch up with Lace and Heather.

      The Order of the Veil would have been in support of that ban, which meant it was possible that either the Castillos or the Leones had been involved in the murders of Paloma, Scarlett, and Iris.

      “But if the Manigolds are rumored to be members of the Hand…”

      I glanced to Isa and Romin again. They were getting up from their table. I hated the way Romin took Isa’s hand to help her from her chair—like a perfect fucking gentleman, when I very much knew he was anything but.

      “Maybe High Lady Castillo is beginning to think that bringing the Veils down isn’t such a bad idea after all.” Ajax followed my gaze.

      “You should put Romin out of your mind, Aquarius.” Achilles ruffled my hair fondly. “He was always going to have to marry for politics in the end. No Changelings allowed.”

      “Lucky, we’re not similarly bound,” Ajax added. His fingers brushed teasingly over my thigh. “Why settle for one dickhead when you could have two?”

      I moved Ajax’s hand from my thigh and hopped up off the table as I saw Naomi rush into the Astrolabe.

      “Naomi!” I called out, taking a few steps toward her as she darted over to grab a roll and a jug of wine. “Hey! I’ve been meaning to ask you—”

      “Sorry, Ash. No time to talk!” Naomi shot me an apologetic smile as she bit into her roll. “Ophelia just told me she ran into Irene over by the water dorms! Catch you later, okay?”

      “Ah…okay.” I frowned as I watched her run right back out the doors again.

      “What did you need to ask Naomi?” Achilles asked. He and Ajax had hopped the table and come to stand behind me.

      “Maybe we could be of help?” Ajax offered.

      “It’s about Calanthe Bronson,” I admitted. “I’ve been trying to figure out what happened to her, but every time I try to bring it up with Naomi, she finds some reason to cut the conversation short.”

      We were all still worried about Irene, so it wasn’t like she didn’t have a good reason this time. Still, I felt like she was intentionally dodging me.

      “Oh, Busty Bronson.” Achilles nodded sagely.

      “She was Naomi’s best friend,” Ajax added. “If there’s one thing she doesn’t like talking about…it’s that.”

      “I’ve noticed. Um.” I felt awkward bringing this up to the twins. It felt like spreading rumors, but they’d been helpful so far, and they’d been in Calanthe’s house. Maybe they’d be able to fill in some blanks. “I heard that Calanthe might have been sleeping with a professor. Do you know who it was?”

      “Douglas,” the twins said simultaneously.

      “Douglas?” Oh, no. Lace wouldn’t like that one bit. “Seriously?”

      “We caught them out by the lake one night,” said Ajax. “We weren’t sure what they were doing together—”

      “Calanthe wasn’t a water sign, so we thought maybe he was helping her with her scrying or something—”

      “Though, last I checked, you didn’t need to be naked for scrying.”

      “He put this necklace around her neck and took her into the water with him.” Achilles winced.

      “Then, they started making out as they disappeared beneath the waves.”

      I pursed my lips. Any news of Douglas other than a report of his untimely demise was bad news.

      I grabbed my bag. “I have to go. Sorry. But I’ll catch up with you two again later, okay?”

      “Of course you will,” Achilles said with a grin as I scanned the Astrolabe for Lace, but she and Heather were both already gone.

      Ajax wiggled his fingers in a parting wave. “Don’t forget, there’s another round of Seven Deadly Sins tonight.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      I searched everywhere for Lace and Heather before nightfall, but they were nowhere to be found. Ultimately, I had no choice but to go back to my room and hang out with Somerville while I waited to be…taken.

      The only one who was able to escape Seven Deadly Sins now was Irene. I was starting to see why she didn’t mind being invisible.

      At least she didn’t have to get hauled out of her room in the middle of the night anymore.

      This time, when the twins deposited me with the other freshmen, we were gathered outside the doors of the Astrolabe. I spotted Lace’s blonde hair and Heather’s black quickly and moved over to stand next to them.

      I’d honestly started to worry that they’d disappeared, too.

      “Where were you two?” I asked as softly as I could. I spotted Cordelia lurking around the fringes of the group, eager for a conversation to hop into. We definitely didn’t need her eavesdropping on us right now. “I even snuck into the water dorms, but you weren’t there.”

      “Library,” Heather arched an eyebrow at me. “We were researching. You didn’t check there? We were expecting you.”

      “It’s impossible to find anything in that place sometimes,” I grumbled. Books, and apparently people too. “Look, I found out who Calanthe was messing around with before her disappearance.”

      “Who?” asked Lace.

      “Douglas,” I whispered. “That necklace he gave you, Lace, I think he gave it to Calanthe once, too.”

      “But the necklace only prevented me from shifting,” Lace whispered back. “And if he gave it to her, shouldn’t she still have it?”

      “Maybe he didn’t want her to be able to shift.” It was only a guess, but it was the best I had right now. “I think he still has Calanthe somewhere—somewhere she can’t use her powers. And I also learned—”

      “Ladies!” Romin burst through the doors of the Astrolabe, interrupting us. “Tonight’s sin is gluttony. I think, for once, you might actually enjoy this one.”

      The boys ushered us into the Astrolabe. The four tables around the edges had been replaced with a single table in the center of the dining room. It was covered in the messiest foods imaginable—spaghetti and meatballs in red sauce, bright yellow banana pudding, sticky barbecued ribs dripping with glaze, and whipped cream pies.

      “We saw you all gorging yourselves at dinner,” Romin explained. What a laugh. If the twins hadn’t decided to feed me, I barely would have had time to pick at the leftovers before the Brownies came in to whisk the dishes away. “So, to cure you of your gluttonous behavior, we’ve arranged for a second feast in your honor.”

      My stomach churned with sudden nervousness. What were they going to do? Make us eat until we threw up?

      But no, it was actually worse.

      “They say you are what you eat.” Magnus picked up a bowl of chocolate sauce and a peeled banana from the table. He grinned wickedly as he walked over to Lace, dunking the banana into the chocolate until it was completely coated. He raised it up to her mouth, wiggling it playfully. “So you might as well wear it.”

      Lace barely had time to gasp for air before Magnus dumped the entire bowl of liquid chocolate over her head. And while her mouth was open, Magnus pushed the banana between her lips.

      “Come on, Pisces, you didn’t really think I did tattoos for free, did you?” he asked as she pulled back in disgust. He tossed the bowl aside and grabbed the back of her chocolate-soaked head so she couldn’t move away. “Time to pay up. I want to see you suck it clean.”

      Lace raised a hand to wipe the chocolate away from her eyes, and I saw the betrayal in her gaze. I felt it, too. She’d spoken so highly of Magnus after that tattoo session. Now, he’d ruined it with this stupid stunt, all for the approval of the boys.

      They roared with laughter as Lace’s lips slowly descended down the length of the banana, doing exactly as Magnus had said. Sucking it clean.

      But when Lace had pulled back all the way to the banana’s tip, she dove back down. What the hell was she doing? Fellating it for Magnus’s pleasure?

      He certainly seemed to think so.

      “Oh, Pisces,” he purred, stroking the back of her head encouragingly. “Good girl. You’re working that banana so good, it’s hard not to imagine that it’s my—”

      Magnus’s face went white as Lace’s lips pulled back, biting down hard on the base of the banana. She chewed it noisily, then spat it onto Magnus’s shoes.

      “Cock,” Magnus squeaked out, backing away.

      I joined the other freshmen girls in our own roar of laughter as Lace grinned and curtsied to him.

      Go, Lace!

      “Okay, enough.” Romin shoved Magnus aside, clearly annoyed. “Let’s make them pay for that.”

      The boys rushed to the table, grabbing handfuls of spaghetti and bowls of condiments. They turned on the other freshmen girls, splattering them with food.

      But they left me alone.

      When I saw Romin’s eyes on me, I realized why.

      “Come here, Aisling.” He twitched his finger at me, beckoning. “You’re all mine.”

      I had no choice but to approach him. The fact that I’d spent all week sulking about how little attention he’d been paying me seemed incredibly stupid now.

      Romin’s attention rarely led to anything good.

      “Saw you spying on Manigold and me during dinner tonight.” Romin pointed a bottle of ketchup at me and squirted some at my chest. “Jealous?”

      I didn’t flinch. It was gross but harmless. I could live with that.

      “What’s there to be jealous of?”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Romin squirted the ketchup at my cheek. Again, ew, but nothing a shower couldn’t fix. “Isn’t she, ah…how did you put it? Stealing someone who should’ve been yours?”

      “You should be mine. We’re soulmates, remember?” I smiled at him, tight-lipped and poisonous. “Thankfully, Beyond is a soulmate-optional environment. As far as I’m concerned, she’s taking you off my hands.”

      “Your hands, Panties, are too filthy for my liking.” Romin took a half-melted sundae drenched in caramel sauce from the table, then dunked my hands into it up to my wrists, one by one. I shivered as the cold ice cream squished between my fingers. “See? Besides, I was never in your clutches to begin with—soulmates or not.” He bent down, putting his face level with mine. “Can’t lose what you never had.”

      My smile didn’t leave my lips as I pulled my hands out of the bowl and slapped two fistfuls of the cold, sticky goop against his cheeks.

      “Am I in your clutches now, Romin?”

      “Panties…” Romin growled. He slipped out of my grasp and grabbed some of the ice cream, throwing it at me as he retreated back toward the table. “You’re going to regret that.”

      “Not as much as you are.”

      Romin pelted me with more ice cream as I rushed after him. I reached for the bowl of banana pudding at the same time he did. We tugged it back and forth between us a few times before Romin yanked it from my hands.

      The bowl tilted as it slammed against his chest, sloshing bright yellow pudding and bits of banana all over his face.

      The room went silent as the bowl fell face down at Romin’s feet, splattering the rest of its contents onto the floor.

      A laugh of surprise left my lips.

      Romin growled in return.

      As he lunged for me and tackled me to the floor, someone had the bright idea to yell, “FOOD FIGHT!”

      

      All hell broke loose.

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      The Astrolabe was a mess. Every ounce of food that had been on the table when we entered was now either on the floor, the walls, the ceiling, but mostly slathered all over us, the survivors of a food fight that had become an all-out food war.

      “That was fun, Panties.” Romin smacked my ass, leaving a bright yellow mustard handprint over my left butt cheek as we picked ourselves up off the floor. “We should do it again sometime.”

      Normally, a move like that would have left me seething. But even as I made a face at him, I felt the corners of my lips twitching into a smile I couldn’t fight back.

      “It was fun.” I smacked his ass right back, leaving my own chocolate ice cream handprint there on his slacks.

      To my surprise, Romin slung an arm around me as we left the Astrolabe. “I told you it would be, didn’t I?”

      “You said I’d enjoy it.” I thought about shaking him off, but it was actually kind of comfy being tucked beneath Romin’s big, strong arm.

      I could see why Isa had tolerated it now, anyway.

      “Well. You did enjoy it, didn’t you?”

      “Yes. But…” I cast a glance behind us just in time to catch a meatball unstick from the Astrolabe’s ceiling and smack down on to the floor.

      “What’s wrong now, Panties?” Romin groaned.

      “Who’s going to clean all this up?”

      “We are,” Romin assured me. “If the Brownies are up all night cleaning, breakfast will be garbage. The junior girls will have a fit.”

      Good. The Brownies wouldn’t be responsible for mopping up our mess. That suited me just fine.

      I poked his ribs teasingly. “Don’t want to upset precious Isa?”

      “Isa’s a good sport. Sage and Bianca, on the other hand…” Romin shrugged, then slipped his hand down to my back and pushed me in the direction of Lace and Heather. “Go shower off with your little friends, Panties. And when all that hot, steamy water is running down your naked body, try not to think about me.”

      My shoulders slumped slightly as I took his advice and headed off. Maybe I wouldn’t have thought about him while showering—at least, I wouldn’t have before he’d told me not to.

      Now, it would be nearly impossible.

      “Ugh.” Heather was thumping the heel of her hand against the side of her head when I walked over. “I’m pretty sure Sloan got horseradish in my ear.”

      “I’d like to stick something in Magnus’s ears,” Lace grumbled. “I think I managed to jam some jelly into them, but I think a couple of knitting needles would’ve been more suitable.”

      “You looked like you were having a good time, Ash.” Heather raised an eyebrow at the handprint on my ass, but thankfully, she didn’t comment on it. “What were you trying to tell us before shit got all Helm’s Deep in there?”

      “Oh. Shoot.” Rolling around in pudding with Romin all night had distracted me. Crap. “It’s about the Castillos and the Leones. I think they both might be involved in the Order of the Veil. Or were. All signs point to High Lady Castillo looking into switching sides now that Kiara is gone.”

      “Do you think Kiara’s dad might have been responsible for Paloma and Scarlett and Iris?” Heather asked.

      “Could have been. Or…” I glanced down at Lace’s tattoo. “It could have been Magnus. He didn’t know that we’d all switched beds, so he wouldn’t have realized that when he killed them, they weren’t us.”

      “I wanted to believe he was nicer than he let on, but I guess not.” Lace looked down and ran her fingers over her mayonnaise-streaked rose tattoo. “You’re right. It’s possible.”

      “I mean, by that logic, it could have been Romin.” Heather cast a glance over her shoulder to the boys, who were still goofing off outside the Astrolabe. Romin and Sloan were wrestling around while the other boys cheered them on. “Especially if Lady Castillo was pro-Order up until Kiara’s death.”

      I frowned. She was right. Hell, Romin had explicitly sworn to kill me before his mother had stepped in and asked him not to.

      If she’d asked him to sneak into Red Dwarf Cottage and slit our throats in the middle of the night, I was pretty sure he would have done that.

      I watched Romin put Sloan into a headlock while Jules sent tiny zaps of energy orbs at Sloan’s butt. Times like tonight, when it felt less like we were being tortured and more like we were all just screwing around, it was so easy to forget that this wasn’t who they really were.

      But Romin had murdered the entire senior class just to improve his likelihood of making it to court. Sloan had tricked Heather into a bloodbond. Jules, Flint, the twins…we still didn’t know who else they’d killed here at the Academy before we even knew Beyond existed.

      Even when they only seemed like boys being boys, they were still ruthless cutthroats who wouldn’t hesitate to kill anyone who got between them and what they wanted.

      Not even us.

      Especially not us.
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            LACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The aisle was made of greenery. As the bride swept down it like a proud wave, pink roses bloomed beneath her bare feet with every step.

      I only knew she was a bride because of the veil. It was sheer and seafoam green, draped over the woman from head to toe. Its train trailed several feet behind her, stitched with pearls and glimmering seaglass.

      Beneath it, she was naked. The long, pale ripples of her hair cascaded down to the small of her back.

      From the back of the vast cathedral, I watched the only thing I’d ever loved being taken away from me.

      No, I watched the only woman that Harshing had ever loved being taken from him.

      Being in his body and behind his eyes like this, I could normally keep separate what things were him and what things were me. But this was a stronger memory than all the others he’d shown me. The emotions were so intense, it was hard to tell where his pain ended and mine began. Sharp hooks sank deep into our skin, catching around every rib. They wrenched at our body, snapping tendons and cracking bone.

      It felt like being torn apart.

      Our expression was stoic. We couldn’t show such weakness. Not here. Not today. But as the bride reached the end of the aisle, our magic rippled around us in a frenzy of desperation, grabbing hold of a hundred different lines that should have connected us to her. Each of them was frayed at the ends. Brutally severed.

      All of them but one.

      We clutched at it greedily, pulled it with all our might and determination. Like we might bring her back to us. Reel her back in. As the thread went taut, the woman dropped to her knees before an altar made of earth, water, fire, and air. Instead of being drawn back, her shoulders jerked forward almost violently.

      Ours wasn’t the only string being pulled right now.

      Our heart hardened to stone and cracked in two as we released the thread that bound us to her. To continue pulling on it would only break it, just like all the others.

      Instead, we let it go.

      “Sinnan Amphitrite,” a voice called out in a hallowed tone from behind the altar.

      My eyes snapped open as I was crazy-straw sucked back into my own body. It happened so fast, I wobbled a little and had to grab Harshing’s arms to regain my balance. Twin tears trickled down my cheeks.

      It didn’t feel like that memory had just happened to him this time. It felt like it had happened to me as well. Like I’d really been there.

      Like I’d really had the love of my life torn away from me.

      A moment later, Harshing slicked his tongue across my bite wound a final time before pulling away.

      Now that our Sunday sessions had become a weekly communion, I’d memorized what came next the in the same way a Catholic knew the order of mass. If he’d only added in a few hymns and some sit-stand-kneeling, he would have had the makings of a compelling divine liturgy on his hands.

      Harshing handed me the white handkerchief from his pocket. I took it and dried my tears, then pressed it to my neck as he turned away.

      It was only when he’d turned away that I was free to ask him about the vignettes of his memory I’d experienced. He only ever answered one or two of them before he sent me on my way. I still wasn’t sure if the fact that I could only question him when he’d turned his back on me made me a bad parishioner, or if it made him a cruel god.

      But today, I only had one thing to ask him. I’d been saving it up, waiting for the right time.

      After what I’d just seen—what I’d just felt—I knew the right time would never arrive.

      “Were you in love with her?” My voice wasn’t the mousy little whisper it had been when I’d first stepped into his office all those weeks ago, but my chest felt tight all the same.

      “Of course.” His answer only tightened the vice clamping down on my breastbone, but at least he didn’t try to lie. “We all were.”

      “Oh.” I racked my brain for a follow-up question, but every single one that came to mind would only lead to an answer that I expected would hurt.

      Even with his back to me, I could still smell Headmaster Harshing’s essence. Cedar. Lily. Moss. Something spicy beneath it that pulled it all together, too complex for me to name. All these weeks, I’d been actively avoiding noticing it.

      I had to.

      Whenever I forgot to ignore it and breathed him in by accident, all I wanted to do was bury my face in his chest and lose the ability to exhale. I never wanted to stop breathing him in.

      It was from my addiction to that scent that I knew Oberon Harshing was my soulmate—

      But now, I knew it for certain: I wasn’t his.

      His had died long ago. Sinnan Amphrite—my own mother. The woman he’d loved, and lost, and lost again—with finality. That was who Harshing’s fate had been bound to. Not me.

      Soulmate matches didn’t always go both ways.

      “She was radiant.” For once, Harshing filled in the silence without prompting. It was a rare thing for him. Normally, to get genuine answers from him, I had to painstakingly select the right questions. “She was clever, and she was beautiful, and for a brief period of time, she was mine.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Our betrothal only lasted a few tragic months before the king claimed her. A petty thing. A cruel one. But the past must remain in the past.” His voice was level, like he’d already made his peace with losing her. Like he’d come to terms with letting her go. But I’d felt his pain on that day. How could anyone ever come to terms with something like that? “She was also kind. Not always nice—she had a ruthlessness to her that could not be denied—but always kind.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      “A nice woman will see a naked man out in the cold and tell him that he’s handsome. A kind one will wrap him in her coat.”

      I pressed the handkerchief a little harder to my neck. “Which one are you?”

      “Neither.” Harshing walked to his desk, leaving me at the window alone. “You have spent enough time around me by now to have realized, Miss Constantine. I am not a nice man. Nor a kind one.”

      I wasn’t so sure about that.

      When I first met Professor Douglas, he’d startled me. I’d knocked over a bottle of something—Skin-Be-Gone.

      Professor Douglas had caught me in his arms. He’d saved me from the embarrassment of falling on my ass in public. Nice.

      But Headmaster Harshing had caught the bottle before it could shatter at my feet. He’d saved my life.

      “I think you’re kind.” I considered that for a moment, then amended it: “At least, you can be.”

      “No.” Harshing sat back in his desk chair and opened a drawer. He drew a small bottle from it, along with a crystal glass. Only one. Apparently, I wasn’t invited to share in his drink. His face was expressionless as he poured himself a measure from the bottle. “The greatest kindness I can manage for you is to be clear—nothing I do is out of kindness.”

      Oh. So he’d saved me because—what? Because I shared my mother’s features? Because he saw some part of her in me? The way he looked at me sometimes, like a ravenous man staring at painting of a feast he could never eat, it felt like that must have been the truth.

      The fact that I liked when he looked at me like that should have bothered me more. I kept waiting for it to hit: that sensation that told me this is wrong. Stop. Learn to hate him. Run!

      But I only felt an emptiness in the place where that wrongness should have been. Like my sense of propriety was a puzzle with a missing piece.

      Maybe, like Ash, I was doomed to lust after a bully who only paid attention to her to torture her. Or like Heather—cursed to only want a man she couldn’t have.

      Maybe I was just fucked in the head.

      “You should go now, I think, Miss Constantine.” Harshing took the glass in his hand and swirled the liquor around in it like he could see something in its depths. “Steak for dinner tonight again. Your iron levels are still low, and if you linger for much longer, I’ll only deplete them further.”

      Right. Go meant go in Harshing’s world. I headed for the door, but paused before I left.

      “Have you been sending me roses?” I asked, turning just as Harshing raised the glass to his lips.

      Annoyance flashed in his eyes as he lowered his glass once more. “Why would I be sending you roses, Miss Constantine?”

      Oof. That was probably a no, then.

      “Pink ones,” I said with a small shrug. Maybe he’d just forgotten? “Like…like the one I ruined.”

      Like the ones that had bloomed beneath my mother’s feet as she’d walked down the aisle.

      “Pink roses were your mother’s favorites. But, no. If I wanted to give you roses, I would have delivered them to you myself.” Slowly, Harshing’s eyes narrowed. “Has someone been sending you pink roses?”

      “You’re right. I should go.” Without answering his question, I hurried out the door.

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      In my dreams that night, I was back in that beautiful cathedral again. But this time, I wasn’t watching from the back of the crowd.

      I was the woman naked beneath the soft green veil.

      The roses bloomed beneath my bare feet, satin soft and blush pink. But as I crushed the petals under my soles, that softness didn’t stay.

      Thorns hidden beneath the soft petals bit into my skin, drawing blood.

      I raised my eyes to the altar. Its base swirled with wind that whipped its way into fire. The flames lapped against stone. A tiny ocean of water rippled over the rocks, forming the altar’s surface.

      Behind the altar stood a man, dripping wet—not with water, but with shadow. His features were imperceptible. Every inch of him oozed with liquid dark.

      “Come to me, Annalace,” he called.

      And I went.

      The roses were blooming taller now. Their thorns tore at my ankles, then at my calves as I knelt before the altar. Before the man—whoever he was.

      “You belong to me, Annalace,” he said. “Say it.”

      “I belong to—ouch!”

      I doubled over, reaching back as a particularly sharp thorn sank into my skin. Only, the roses were gone now. I was no longer in the cathedral—I was kneeling at the base of a small pool in the water dorms, dressed in my nightie. This wasn’t the pool at the dorm’s entrance, though. It was too small, like a very deep puddle tucked away in an alcove I’d never seen before.

      Cold, damp stone scratched beneath my knees, and Milkshake was there beside me. Those thorns hadn’t been thorns at all—they’d been claws. She was scratching at my legs like she was trying to hold me back.

      But from what?

      That question was quickly answered as a hand shot out from the depths of the water. Half a scream left my throat as it caught my wrist and yanked me forward.

      At the same time, another hand grabbed my shoulder, pulling me back.

      “No!” Harshing roared, lunging over me. The air hissed as he swung something shining and silver down toward the hand from the water.

      Blood spurted and sprayed as Harshing’s sword separated the hand from its wrist.

      I gasped. I recognized that hand. Once, its fingers had been twined with mine as Professor Douglas pulled me down into the darkness of Lake Umbra.

      Now, its fingers were still clenched around me, but as the pool bloomed red with blood, Professor Douglas was gone.

      I recoiled, frantically swiping the hand away. It plunked! into the water as that voice from my dreams suddenly screamed across my mind.

      Follow me, Annalace!

      I watched the hand disappear into the depths of the pool. I had to go after it. I lunged forward again—

      And again, Harshing pulled me back.

      “No! I have to follow!” I wrenched my shoulder away from him, but he held tight. “He said—he ordered—”

      “Yes. I know.” Harshing wiped his blade on the thigh of his trousers, then slipped it into the sheath on his belt. He crouched down and gathered my struggling body against his chest. His scent washed over me—the cedar, the sweet lily, the moss. It was strangely calming. “He’s gone now, and I’m here.”

      I cast a final glance back at the pool as Harshing carried me away.

      Douglas and his severed hand had disappeared completely, but something else floated up from the depths of the water.

      A single, long-stemmed pink rose.

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      Harshing took me out of the water dorms and carried me across campus. Milkshake trotted along at our feet. The farther we got from the lake, the less I felt like I needed to go throw myself into it.

      “Where are you taking me?” I could tell where we were heading—to the Astrolabe. But it was so late, I wanted to sleep, not eat.

      “To my quarters, Miss Constantine. It isn’t safe for you to sleep in your bed tonight.”

      “How did you know to come—” I stopped myself short as the answer to my question hit me. “Oh. You’ve been watching me.”

      Using his Pisces foresight—and maybe his Capricorn fate manipulation, too.

      “No more than usual, Miss Constantine. You’re quite the girl to watch.”

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and held onto him tight. “Do you think Professor Douglas…do you think he knows who I really am?”

      “You look like your mother, Miss Constantine. The two of you are more alike than you will ever understand. I saw it in you in an instant. I imagine Professor Douglas did as well. Why do you ask?”

      “On the night that Heather, Ash, and I learned who we really were, the passage we took into the Shade was right on the surface of the lake.”

      “Of course it was. The Veil can only be parted in places of transition. The gates that mark the entryway to the Academy, the surface of a large body of water, or the place where the future of Beyond changed forever.”

      He was talking about the palace—the old one. I’d seen it in that memory of Heather’s mother in the Shade, but that hadn’t been the first time.

      It was the same place Harshing had brought us to when we first arrived in Beyond, except it had been in ruins then.

      “At the end of Dead Week, someone baited the Shade with blood before we entered it,” I explained. “It was full of Shadelings when we went through. Do you think that could have been Professor Douglas? Maybe he was trying to prevent me from learning that I’m an heir to the throne.”

      “It’s entirely possible. If you didn’t know who you are, you’d have no idea what you’re worth. I don’t believe Professor Douglas merely wishes to control you, Miss Constantine. I believe he wants you to love him. To return his affections in the way your mother never could.”

      My mother. The only woman that Harshing had ever loved. And apparently, Professor Douglas had loved her too.

      But why did the idea of Professor Douglas replacing her with me make my skin itch, when the idea of Harshing doing the same just felt right?

      “Do you think—”

      “I think, Miss Constantine, that you are in need of rest.” We finally made it up the stairs to Harshing’s office. He took me through it into a new set of rooms I’d never been in before. They were too dark to make out completely, but when he laid me down, the bed was soft and the sheets were pleasantly cool. “You’ll sleep in here tonight.”

      “Where will you sleep?” I asked as Milkshake hopped up onto the mattress next to me. Surely Harshing wasn’t going to sleep next to me.

      Was he?

      “I won’t be sleeping tonight.” He pulled the blankets up over my body, then gestured to the other side of the room. If I squinted, I could make out the outline of a chair in the corner. “I’ll be keeping watch.”

      “And what about tomorrow night?” I asked as Harshing tucked the blankets around me with care. “And the night after that?”

      He would need to sleep eventually. Harshing was a stoic, but even stoics needed sleep.

      “Professor Douglas drew you to a secret passageway between the water dorms and the lake. The Brownies are closing it up as we speak. When they’re done, I will allow you to return to your dorm room, but only if you wish to do so.”

      “I…I probably shouldn’t stay here. The other students would talk.” Harshing’s bed was far nicer than mine was. Even better, it smelled like him. But I didn’t want to see the drawings that would go up on the bulletin board of the Astrolabe once the mystery artist realized Harshing and I had moved in together. I frowned and sat up slightly. “Actually, I probably shouldn’t even be sleeping in here tonight.”

      I could go crash with Ash in Ventus Tower, or with Tara in the earth dorms. If worst came to worst, I could even just go sleep in the library again.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not giving you a choice.” Harshing raised a hand like he was going to stroke my hair, but apparently thought better of it. He dropped his hand as he turned, walking toward the chair in the corner. “Goodnight, Miss Constantine. If you need me, I’ll be here.”

      I considered arguing with him, but it would be futile. Harshing wasn’t a man who could be moved.

      As I snuggled back down beneath the blankets, I considered something else.

      If you’re going to be in here anyway, I could’ve said, you could sleep here next to me.

      I decided against it. The night had been eventful enough already. If Harshing had been thinking about making it more eventful, he’d dismissed the idea when he dropped his hand.

      I sighed, cuddled up to Milkshake, and closed my eyes. “Goodnight, Headmaster.”

      Thankfully, I didn’t have a single dream. Not even one.
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            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      The next week passed like an ill-fated hamster: quickly and quietly as it approached its inevitably bloody end.

      “It’s a full moon tonight,” Lace reminded me as we were freed from our last class of the day—another mortifying session of Professor Concordia’s Elegance and Grace. She glanced nervously at the lake as it came into view.

      I didn’t blame her. From the sounds of things, the entirety of Aqua House had slept through a dangerously action-packed evening on Sunday. Even now, Professor Douglas might be lurking beneath the lake, planning his next move.

      I shrugged off her reminder of the full moon, though. I very much didn’t need it. Lace could worry about her own problems. I’d worry about mine. “Yep.”

      “I know you don’t want to talk about it,” said Ash—perfectly correct. “But do you have a plan?”

      “Yep.”

      “You wanna clue us in on what it is?” Ash asked.

      I shrugged again. “Not particularly.”

      “Heather—”

      “Look, if I needed help, I’d ask for it. But there isn’t anything you can do. What happens tonight happens.”

      “At least the full moon means there’s no Seven Deadly Sins tonight,” Lace murmured.

      “Yeah.” I laughed humorlessly. “Small blessings, huh?”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      I skipped dinner again that night. I’d been doing it more and more these days. Anything to avoid Sloan.

      As I paced alone in my room, racking my brain for a way out of this evening’s events, Banshee wound himself around my ankles, forcing me to slow down so I wouldn’t fall over him.

      In truth, the promise of what would happen later tonight had been itching between my shoulder blades in a place I couldn’t reach all month. I’d tried to ignore it. I’d tried to stomp it down and beat it back, cover it up and hide it away.

      But my bloodbond with Sloan wasn’t just a mess in my room I could shove in the closet and kick under the bed. It was happening. Tonight. Whether I wanted it to or not.

      I’d ransacked the library for answers and found none. The options that had been initially presented to me were the only ones I’d ever had.

      Bloodbind with Flint, let him kill Sloan in combat, then mate with him—or let Val force Jules into bloodbinding with me instead.

      Neither was an option.

      But just because I was out of options didn’t mean I was out of plans. I had exactly two of them.

      Unfortunately, both were dumb as shit.

      The first—the more desirable one—quickly turned out to be useless as shit, too. As the hours wore on and the moon rose high in the sky, I began to hear its call. It felt like when Sloan mind-controlled me—invisible strings attaching to my body and tugging me toward my door, but it sounded like a telemarketer who couldn’t take a fucking hint.

      “Okay, Banshee. Stay here,” I informed my little black cat. I placed him on my bed, hopping on one foot then the other as I pulled on my boots. “I guess we’re going with plan B.”

      “Meow?” he responded, gazing up at me judgmentally.

      “Okay, okay. Plan…F.” I scowled, then set my jaw with determination. “It’s time for a Hail Mary.”

      I didn’t know if those even worked here in Beyond, but I was about to find out.

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      “What’s your plan, Blakely?” Blackford peeled away from Aqua Hall and fell into step with me as I trudged past, guided by the moonlight. His blond hair was askew again. His shirt was crooked—when he’d done it up, he’d been one button off. There was no whiff of alcohol on him—impressive—but nonetheless, he looked about as stressed as I felt.

      “I have one,” I assured him. “That’s all you need to know.”

      “I didn’t ask you whether you had one or not. I asked what it was.”

      “Well, the plan was to bloodbind myself to my soulmate,” I snapped. The woods were close now. I didn’t know what I’d find when I entered, but I knew I was heading the in the right direction. I could feel it in my blood. “You know, the one who has my scent? But, craziest thing. He wasn’t interested.”

      “And you know exactly why that is,” Blackford countered. As if I could forget—he’d turned me down to keep me safe. His enemies were apparently a piece of cake for him to deal with on his own, but far, far too dangerous for me. It felt like a bullshit excuse. Probably, it was. “Blakely, you need to tell me—”

      “I don’t need to tell you anything.” My blood was starting to sing. It wasn’t just a sensation anymore; I could hear the song of the moon in my body. It was low and dark and haunting. As my skin began to prickle, I felt a yearning stronger than anything else I’d ever known. Even stronger than the one I felt for Blackford when I caught his essence—that enticing vanilla tobacco, the black coffee, the warm rain on his skin. “What I need to do is shift.”

      I stripped out of my clothes as I jogged forward. When I was free of the hindrance, I launched myself forward at a full sprint. By the time my hands hit the ground, they’d taken the shape of huge paws that thundered against the hard packed earth. My every sense intensified in an instant. I could smell the crisp cold and sweet sap of the forest. I could taste the chill of the wind, the gentle spice of freshly fallen leaves all around. My heart beat like a thumping bass drum in a Ramones song. My ears picked up the night-trills of every bird in the trees, of every beast moving through the Inanus Woods.

      Blackford had shifted into his wolf form too. He was just behind me, racing along in the same direction I was.

      I didn’t know why. As far as I was concerned, he’d washed his hands of this business when he’d turned down my plea to save me from it.

      Maybe he was just the kind of guy who liked to watch a good trainwreck.

      If my plan failed, he would be in luck.

      When I heard the rushing water up ahead, I finally learned where I was being called to. It was the same place where Sloan had tricked me out of my blood and kick-started this whole mess.

      We were headed for the waterfall.

      I stumbled out of the forest, regaining my human form as the trees thinned. A bonfire burned in the clearing where the river toppled over the edge of the cliff. Around it, the Pack had gathered.

      They were all just as naked as I was. That made things slightly less awkward. I guessed they’d all shifted to get here, too.

      Cordelia was nowhere to be seen, but Bianca and Sage were intertwined, dancing together seductively to music only they could hear. They made eyes at Flint while he reclined on the grass, pounding back a large goblet of something strong. Val stood a few feet back from Flint, nursing a goblet of her own. When her blue eyes met mine, they were full of heartbreak.

      A month ago, I would have believed that she was dying inside because her betrothed was about to claim another woman for his mate. But now, I knew the truth.

      Val was a natural-born leader. She genuinely cared about protecting the members of the Pack.

      Tonight, her heart was breaking for me.

      Blackford, now in his human form, placed his hand on my shoulder as he stood behind me.

      “Blakely…” he began, but he was quickly cut off as the man of the hour stepped forward.

      Sloan’s eyes were fixed on me.

      “Freshmeat.” Sloan’s bare chest rose and fell as he swaggered toward me with an awful, hungry look in his eyes and a smirk on his lips. His dick was already hard, which was unfortunate for him. It was cold out tonight—but not that cold. “Are you ready for me? Because I’m definitely ready for you.”

      “Blakely,” Blackford growled again. He gripped my shoulder tighter, but I shoved his hand away.

      “Not so fast, Sloan.” I rolled my shoulders back and did my best to look cocky. I needed all the confidence I could get right now—even if it was only the manufactured kind. “You’re out of luck. I’m bloodbound to someone else.”

      “Who.” Sloan’s expression shifted to fury in an instant. The word wasn’t a question. It was a command. “Not Jules. He’s over there with Cybele.”

      I glanced in the direction Sloan indicated to. Sure enough, Jules and Cybele were standing a few feet apart, facing each other. The tension between them was strung so tight, I was pretty sure I could have reached out and plucked it to play a high, sharp C.

      “Not Jules,” I assured Sloan. He was Cybele’s. I still didn’t understand the weird little relationship that had blossomed between them right under my nose, but I was no homewrecker. I didn’t want Jules.

      “Flint, then.” Sloan laughed. “You were really so desperate to get away from me that you bloodbound yourself to that big, lumbering oaf?”

      “Not Flint. And he’s not an oaf.” I glanced over to Flint. “You’re not an oaf.”

      “Aw, thanks, Blakely.” Flint raised his glass to me. He still looked a little sore that he wouldn’t be killing Sloan tonight, but he’d get over it. “Appreciate it.”

      “Who then?” Sloan insisted. “Not Harshing. From what I hear, he’s already been sucking your Pisces friend dry every chance he gets. And not him.” Sloan sneered over my shoulder at Blackford. “He knows better. He knows what my father will to do him if he even considers getting in my way.”

      “Watch it, Rayner—” Blackford snarled, shifting forward, but I held up my hand to stop him.

      “No. Not him.” I raised my wrist to my lips and bared my fangs. “I’m bloodbinding to myself.”

      As I sank my teeth into my skin, I didn’t know what I’d been expecting, but a little acknowledgment from one of the other girls in the Pack would have been nice. Hell, yeah, Heather! They’d say, maybe. You go, girl!

      I glanced to Sage, who was staring at me with intense discomfort, and Bianca, who shook her head with pity. Val’s expression was of extreme exasperation.

      So much for three cheers for female empowerment. I was quickly beginning to feel like I might’ve just done something incredibly idiotic—and as Sloan barked out a laugh, that pretty much sealed the deal.

      “That’s not how that works, sweetheart. You can’t bloodbond with yourself. You need a man.”

      Oh, fuck.

      Well, there went plan F.

      Sloan’s grin returned as he took his cock into his fist.

      “And I’m about to give you one. Whether you want it or not.”

      “Like hell you are.” Blackford grabbed my arm and turned me toward him, yanking my wrist from my mouth. “Goddammit, Blakely. You have any idea what you’ve just done?”

      “I don’t—”

      “No. You clearly don’t.” Roughly, Blackford took my jaw in his hand. He pulled my body against his. Just like that, we were skin on skin. Heat poured off his hairy, muscled chest down onto my breasts as the stiff peaks of my nipples pressed against him.

      Above us, the moonrise was almost complete. Already, my blood was beginning to sing a new song—the one that would drive me to mate with the one whose blood was mingled with mine. There wasn’t time to assess how profoundly right being against Blackford was—even though it did feel right.

      Even when he bared his fangs and hunched over to pierce them into my neck.

      I realized what he was doing just in time to take his shoulder between my own teeth.

      Finally, with no other options to save me from Sloan, Blackford was bloodbinding with me after all.

      His blood rushed over my tongue, burning hot and tangy-sweet. Delicious. I wished I could taste it for longer, but before I could even swallow, I found myself whisked away into one of Blackford’s memories—just as I knew Blackford was being dragged into one of mine.

      The memory happened like a gunshot. I felt like the bullet racing through the scene behind Blackford’s eyes as he dropped to his knees and threw his arms around a blood-soaked body on the floor.

      “Electra! Dammit, stay with me!” His fingers grappled clumsily around the blade of the dagger sticking out of her chest. When he sliced his fingers on it, trying to apply pressure to the wound, I felt the dull and throbbing pain. Nothing compared to the greater pain searing through his chest. “Where’s Zarya?”

      “Still here. Still…safe.” My mother’s voice was a death rattle. Her face—so much like my own, same features, same shape—was pale gray, but serene. “Take care of her, Dayne. I…I can’t anymore.”

      “No,” Blackford growled, pressing his fingers even harder to the edges of the wound as he held her to his chest. “You can. I can fix this. Just stay with me. I just need time, and—”

      “Too late for that now.” She coughed blood. Her breathing was weak. Her body was already growing cold. “Swear it to me, Dayne. Please. Swear—”

      “I swear,” Blackford rasped. The pain in his chest sharpened, a dagger of its own. “Of course I do. I swear it on my life.”

      Blackford broke the memory before I felt her die in his arms. His teeth slipped away from my neck and I found myself in my own body again, sweet blood in my mouth and salt in my eyes. I pulled my lips away from Blackford’s shoulder, blinking furiously as I swallowed down blood and tears.

      Blackford’s hands stroked my face as he rested his forehead against mine.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” he promised in a whisper. “Put it away for now.”

      I licked my lips and swallowed again, nodding. The taste of him was still on my tongue, but my mouth felt impossibly dry.

      I knew exactly what he’d sworn now: to protect me. From whoever had killed my mother…and from anything else, too.

      On his life.

      “Oh, how sweet,” Sloan spat bitterly. “Can we get on with this now?”

      His words startled me.

      For a torrid moment, I’d forgotten we weren’t alone in the clearing.

      Stiffly, Blackford kissed my forehead, then pushed me behind him. He left a lip-print on my skin—a mark made of my own blood.

      Around the fire, the Pack had all risen to their feet and ceased their dancing. Jules and Cybele were nowhere to be seen, but the moon was high overhead now.

      It was time.

      “All right, Rayner.” Blackford drew himself up to his full height and swiped my blood away from his mouth with the back of my hand. “Have it your way. I’m not sorry to kill you—you’re a creepy little shit and you always have been—but I’m sorry you have to die.”

      “Save it,” Sloan snarled, cracking his neck. He drew himself up to his full height as well, but Blackford was taller. “There’s only one man dying here tonight. I think I’ll leave you to bleed out while I fuck her by the fire. I want the last thing you hear to be her moaning my name, the last thing you see to be how deeply you failed.”

      My stomach churned, but Blackford didn’t even flinch.

      A breath of a laugh left Blackford’s throat instead. “All right.”

      It was hard to say whether it was the laugh that sent Sloan over the edge, or that complete dismissal of his threat that did it in the end. Maybe it was just the moonlight. The call of the blood that now sang in all three of our bodies.

      Mine. Blackford’s. Sloan’s.

      I wished I could say that Sloan put up a good fight. At least then I could tell his family that he’d died with honor. With dignity.

      But as Sloan rushed Blackford, I already knew that when Sloan’s family came to collect his body, I’d have to lie.

      It happened so quickly, if I’d blinked, I would have missed it. Up until the last moment, Blackford didn’t move a muscle. When he finally did, it was already over.

      He caught Sloan’s head between his palms and twisted. Terror flashed across Sloan’s face—the look of a man who had just enough time to realize how badly he’d fucked up.

      With a sickly crack!, the light disappeared from Sloan’s panicked eyes. His body crumpled into a heap with a dull thud as Blackford dropped him to the ground.

      Dead.

      Then, Blackford’s hand was in mine.

      “Come on.” He dragged me away from the fire, back into the woods before I’d even begun processing it. The Pack’s silence was deafening. No one moved. No one spoke. Not a single sound followed us.

      I cast a glance over my shoulder and caught Val’s eyes for a fraction of a moment—just enough time for her to give me a small, grateful nod.

      It was over. Sloan was dead, and we were going, going, gone.

      “What happens now?” I whispered as Blackford pulled me along behind him through the woods.

      “We get back to our clothes. We get dressed. We get you home. You shower. Wash my blood out of your mouth. Thank your lucky stars that this didn’t end even worse. Then, you go to sleep.” He delivered the instructions with a sort of military precision, like a general giving orders. “I go let Harshing know what’s happened. When the Rayners arrive to collect the body, you stay the hell away.”

      “But don’t we—”

      “Don’t we what, Blakely? Full sentences.” He jerked my hand a little harder, picking up the pace. “Stop dragging your feet. Keep up.”

      “Don’t we…mate now?” The bloodsong had faded from my ears the moment that Blackford broke Sloan’s neck, but that wasn’t right, was it?

      “Not until the next full moon.” Blackford didn’t spare me a glance as he spoke. I wanted him to look at me. I needed him to. But his focus was only on the path ahead. “Until then, you keep your fucking head down. Stay out of trouble. This is bad, Blakely, but we don’t have any other choice now. We’ll deal with the rest as it comes.”
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      The news of Sloan’s death hit the Academy like a dam breaking: first in a trickle, then in a flood.

      Frankly, I wasn’t sure how word got out. No one in the Pack spoke of it. They seemed to be pretending it hadn’t even happened. If Heather hadn’t filled me and Lace in, I wouldn’t have expected to ever learn the full truth.

      But somehow, a leak had sprung.

      At breakfast on Saturday morning, there were only whispers. Those whispers had turned into murmurs by lunch. When dinnertime finally rolled around, the entire Astrolabe was abuzz with the torrid tale: Blackford had bloodbound himself to Heather at the last possible minute and snapped Sloan’s neck like glow stick beneath the light of the full moon.

      Come Sunday morning, a new animated drawing commemorating the event had been stuck up on the Astrolabe’s bulletin board. We arrived at breakfast just in time to find Cordelia fiddling with its pins.

      “What are you up to now, Cordelia?” Heather said as we approached her. Her voice dripped with an accusation that she didn’t even bother trying to conceal.

      Sloan hadn’t been a good person. I doubted anyone on campus believed he’d gotten anything but his just desserts. But out of all the things he was guilty for, nearly draining Cordelia wasn’t among them. Not now that we knew the truth.

      “Oh. Hi, guys!” Cordelia’s hands shot down to her sides as she turned to beam at us. “I was just trying to take this horrible picture down.”

      “How come?” Heather nudged Cordelia aside and stood right in front of the mystery artist’s latest work. It was a grisly scene of Sloan rushing Blackford while Heather stood swooning off to the side. They were all naked. “Looks pretty good to me. Almost accurate, too.”

      Almost being the keyword. I highly doubted Heather had ever swooned in her entire life, for one thing.

      Then, there was the fact that instead of snapping Sloan’s neck, the picture showed Blackford ripping off Sloan’s head.

      “But it’s, um. Graphic. Very inappropriate,” Cordelia assured us. “That’s why I was taking it down. It’s just so sad, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t think so.” Heather crossed her arms over her chest as she turned to Cordelia. “Not sure why you would, either. Sloan nearly killed you, Cordelia. Remember?”

      “Oh. Well. Yeah, there is that.” Cordelia’s cheeks flushed a little pink as she stared down at her Mary Janes. “But, I mean, when the Rayners come to collect his body tonight, I would hate for them to see it, you know? Like, they’re going to be angry enough at you and Professor Blackford already, so…”

      She reached for the drawing again, but Heather moved in front of her, blocking her way.

      “Maybe that’s what the artist wants.”

      “Oh? Yeah. Yeah, maybe.” Cordelia was shrinking smaller and smaller by the second. She wrung her little hands together nervously. Heather wasn’t any taller than the rest of us, but the way Cordelia was acting right now made Heather look a solid don’t-fuck-with-me six feet tall. “But you wouldn’t want that, of course, so—”

      Cordelia reached for the drawing one last time, but Heather caught her wrist before she could pull the drawing down.

      “Leave it.” Heather’s voice was clear and stern. “If they want to come look, they can.”

      “Oh. Okay. Fine. Have it your way.” Cordelia scuttled away, muttering beneath her breath, “Jeez. Who peed in her panties this morning?”

      “Who did pee in your panties this morning?” I asked Heather once Cordelia was out of earshot. The Rayners were likely already furious at Heather and Blackford. Cordelia was right—leaving that drawing up on the bulletin board seemed like it would only make things worse for her.

      “No one.” Heather’s eyes narrowed slightly as she kept her gaze on Cordelia. “I don’t think Cordelia was trying to take that picture down.”

      “You don’t?” Lace asked. “She seemed pretty insistent about it.”

      “I think she was covering her ass,” said Heather. “I think when we came in, we caught her putting it up.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      The possibility that Cordelia had been the one plastering the bulletin board with pornographic drawings of us continued to nag at me for the rest of the week. If it was true, then she was more than just a liar. She’d been doing her best to make us the laughingstocks of the entire school ever since we’d arrived.

      Luckily, karma had a way of hitting nice and hard during History of Beyond. Once again, it was time for Professor Antigone to ruthlessly review our latest essay drafts. When she got to Cordelia’s, she let out a heavy sigh and placed her face in her hands.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Cordelia squeaked innocently.

      “Miss Whitney, there is simply no way to put this nicely, and at this point, it would be irresponsible of me to even try.” Antigone sighed again and pinched the bridge of her nose between her fingers like even beginning to assess Cordelia’s essay was giving her a migraine. “Like Mercury, your progress on your essay is in retrograde. Your outline was entirely inbred from the start. Your first draft read like the mindless drabble of a ferret attempting to operate a typewriter. With every subsequent draft, I’ve told myself, ‘Well, at least she’s hit rock bottom now,’ and then lo and behold, you turn in your revisions with a shovel in hand. For weeks now, I’ve begged you to make a single decisive statement on the subject matter, and in return you’ve finally managed to determine that the Slaughter of the Concubines was probably not good, but in fact, bad.” Antigone shook her head, eyes wide like she was half-stunned. “I’ve read braver declarations in articles of surrender, and more compelling prose in instruction manuals. I would say that your inadequacy is miraculous, but I fear you would only mistake that for encouragement.”

      “What? That’s…that can’t be true,” Cordelia whined. She genuinely looked surprised. A few weeks ago, I might have felt sorry for her, but that ship had pretty much sailed. “I thought it was pretty good!”

      “Then you’re operating under delusions of adequacy, my dear.” Antigone lowered her face to her hand again. With the other, she waved us toward the door. “I think that’s about as much as I can take for today. Class dismissed.”

      As everyone else packed up and headed out, I lingered behind. Once everyone was out the door, I approached Antigone’s desk.

      “Yes, Miss Hargrave?” she said without looking up.

      “Um. Sorry. It’s just, you said my essay needs more names in it, but the names have been scrubbed from everything about the Slaughter in the library,” I explained. “I’m kind of at my wits’ end on figuring out how to fix it.”

      “You found the names of the concubines, didn’t you?” Antigone reminded me. “I was impressed. If Miss Whitney had half your resourcefulness…ah. Never mind.” She shook her head. “Even then, it wouldn’t be enough.”

      “I got them from a book in the senior’s section,” I admitted. “I don’t know that I’d call it resourceful. More social engineering.”

      “I know. Hence, why I was impressed.”

      “I can’t do that again, though.” There was only one senior on the entire campus: Romin. Even though I’d actually managed to have fun with him during the last round of Seven Deadly Sins, I didn’t want to press my luck.

      Antigone looked up at me, staring for a moment. Her tired, red-eyed gaze shifted into one of mercy—or maybe, just pity.

      “The primary name you need for your essay is Adélard Laurier. He presented the idea for the ban on travel through the Veil and led its enforcement. That should get you started.”

      I made a mental note of that—Adélard Laurier. Was it possible he was related to Jules? They did share a surname.

      It was a start.

      “I still don’t know where to go from there.” I hated having to ask for help, but Antigone really was a good teacher. Even her outbursts at Cordelia only came after she’d made recommendations for improvement which Cordelia had consistently ignored. “I didn’t grow up in Beyond. I don’t have a lot of knowledge to build on, and nothing I’ve read so far has been any help with specifics.”

      “It’s not your fault, Miss Hargrave,” Antigone said gently. “This is a difficult subject. That’s why I assigned it. The mere existence of books on the Slaughter leads one to assume that all the research has already been compiled for you. A beginner’s mistake.”

      “Is there somewhere else I should be looking?”

      “There is.” For a brief moment, Antigone smiled. “All official sessions of the king’s court are documented with transcripts. You should be able to find those in the library, if Master Cockburn isn’t in one of his moods. It will not be easy reading, but I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      I nodded, determined.

      If there was one thing I was capable of—by god, it was research.

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      A firm hand curled around my shoulder, pulling me upright.

      “Come on, Panties. Naptime is over.” Romin’s voice was in my ear. “Time to go.”

      I furrowed my brow as I forced my eyes open. The library was dark around me, a few stray glowing orbs of light overhead casting a dim glow. The huge books of court transcripts that I’d finally located—Master Cockburn had been in a mood, big surprise—were piled around me like a barricade.

      I’d fallen asleep reading one of them. Antigone had been right—they were dense, thickly padded with so many pleasantries and nonsense that I didn’t understand how anyone at court ever got anything done.

      High Lord Illmarinen, while I respect your opinion, I must declare…

      If the High Lady Castillo would be so kind as to repeat herself, for I fear I was not quite listening the first time…

      It wasn’t even hard reading. It was boring reading.

      No wonder I’d passed out.

      “I can’t go,” I mumbled, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “You’ll have to find someone else to pick on. I’m busy.”

      “Doing what, exactly?”

      “Studying. Obviously.”

      “Looked like you were sleeping on the job.” Romin reached over my shoulder, closing my book—and losing my place for me in the process. Dick! “Too proud to ask me for help again, huh?”

      “Every time I ask you for help, you take something from me,” I pointed out. “Kisses. My grimoire. My fucking panties—all of which I expect back, by the way.”

      “Your grimoire and your panties are mine, I’m afraid. But if you want your kisses returned to you…” He leaned down and pressed a fat, wet one to my cheek. “There you go. Now, get up.”

      He slipped his hands beneath my arms and hefted me to my feet.

      “Why?” I asked. As nice as his hands felt on my body, I knew better than to believe he was inviting me on a pleasant moonlit stroll. “The only thing on my schedule for tonight is this. Besides, don’t you have a busty Leo to seduce?”

      “If Isa Manigold can be seduced, it’s above my pay grade.” Romin offered me his hand and cocked his head toward the exit. “We’re doing Seven Deadly Sins again. Last session. You can either walk, or I’ll throw you over my shoulder. Lady’s choice, just make it quick. Took forever to track you down. We’re late.”

      In my present, half-awake state, being manhandled by Romin felt a little more agreeable than usual—especially since it sounded like his plays at winning Isa’s heart weren’t going as planned. But my pride won out in the end.

      “Okay,” I groaned, taking his hand. “Lead the way.”
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      Romin led me all the way to the little path through the Inanus Woods—the one that led toward Red Dwarf Cottage. That wasn’t where we were heading, though. Instead of turning right, he took me along the cliffside toward the towering lighthouse that overlooked the sea.

      “Great,” I grumbled. “So for tonight’s festivities, you’re planning on—what? Pushing us into the ocean and seeing who makes it back to shore? Mandatory enforced skinny-dipping?”

      Romin chuckled. “No, but that’s a good idea. Meet me here tomorrow night and I’ll make it happen, if you like.”

      “Maybe you’re just going to try to drown me,” I mused through a yawn. “You haven’t done that yet. Sounds like something a man like you would enjoy.”

      “I’ll see if I can work it into my schedule,” Romin promised. “I’ll be betrothed again soon enough. Suppose I have to find ways to enjoy you while I still can.”

      I had no response to that. My sleepy brain was too busy trying to process what he meant. If things weren’t going well with Isa anymore, had he decided to marry Naomi instead? Or maybe Ophelia?

      I loathed the way even thinking about it turned my stomach sour. He wanted to enjoy me. I didn’t want to be enjoyed by a man who would soon belong to someone else. Or a man who couldn’t decide whether he wanted to flirt with me, ignore my entire existence, kill me, or kiss me, for that matter.

      God—who was he going to choose, though? I could already tell that the mystery of it would eat away at me until I finally learned the truth.

      My hand, pressed against Romin’s palm, had three marriage lines.

      I wondered how many Romin’s had.

      Romin let my hand slip from his fingers when we reached the group gathered outside the lighthouse. By the time he made it to the steps in front of the lighthouse’s door, his demeanor had shifted.

      As he grinned down at us from his platform, I almost sighed with relief. We were being subjected to wicked, evil Romin the Torturer once again. When he was being a dickhead, I knew exactly what to expect from him: the worst.

      “Tonight’s sin is sloth,” Romin announced. “That’s why we’ve brought you here, to the lighthouse. It serves as a beacon to all the lost souls of the Academy.”

      Romin pushed open the worn wooden door. It was dark inside. Creepy-looking.

      The other boys surrounded us girls, clustering us together and herding us inside.

      “Every morning, during the witching hour, the ghosts of all who’ve died here during the semester gather as they wait to pass into the Shade on midwinter night.” Romin chuckled as he stood in the doorway. He was blocking what was, as far as I could tell, the only exit. “We’re doing you all a favor, really. Classes will really pick up over the next few weeks, then you’ll have exams to worry about. Tonight might be the last spare evening you have to say goodbye those you’ve lost.”

      “And those you’ve killed,” Magnus said a little too gleefully as he slipped past Romin and approached us. He had a picnic basket in his hand, which he brought over and placed at Cybele’s feet. “They say the ghosts of the dead like to confront their murderers here if they catch them within these walls.”

      “So you’d better watch out, Changelings.” Romin stepped aside as Magnus retreated. “I mean, how many people have you killed now, Blakely? Three? Four?”

      “None,” Heather growled. “But keep talking, and I can quickly rectify that.”

      Romin shrugged. “I guess all your little friends will find out soon enough.”

      He stepped back from the door and began to close it, shutting out the last sliver of light from the stars outside.

      “How the fuck does any of that connect to sloth?” I blurted out before he shut us in.

      If this was his idea of curing us of our laziness, he’d really scraped the bottle of the barrel this time.

      “Oh. Right.” Romin opened the door back up and poked his head in. “Almost forgot. You’re not going to want to fall asleep in here tonight.” He laughed, then pulled away. “Don’t want any wayward spirits hitching rides.”

      He slammed the door shut, leaving us completely in the dark.

      “Well, fuck,” Heather swore. I couldn’t see her face, but I knew she was probably scowling. “So, we just stand around here in the dark with our thumbs up our asses all night?”

      “Ugh. Changelings,” Yvette scoffed. A ball of fire appeared a second later, illuminating her face and torso as she held it between her hands. “Are you three Transits or not?”

      “Oh. Right.” I blinked, then thought fiery thoughts between my hands until we had a second ball of flame to work with.

      On either side of me, Lace and Heather summoned up energy orbs. We held them up high while Cybele and Tara searched around for something we could set fire to.

      As they returned with a little pile of driftwood, we got a fire going. I didn’t dream of trying to sleep in here—especially not after Romin’s little warning—but at least this way, we wouldn’t have to spend the night in the dark.

      The picnic basket contained a few thermoses of coffee, some pastries, and a bottle of white liquor.

      “It’s Dwarven tequila,” Tara explained, grabbing the bottle. “We should probably all have a little nip. It’ll help keep us awake and warm.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to cuddle with Heather for warmth?” Cordelia called out from the back of the group. She giggled. “Right? Because she—”

      “You’re not funny, Cordelia,” Heather droned. “Ditch your stand-up routine and go sit down somewhere before you hurt yourself trying.”

      Cordelia’s jaw dropped in indignation. I half-expected her to storm off to the other side of the lighthouse. But it seemed being told she wasn’t funny was better than sitting alone. As we settled down in a circle around the fire, she squeezed her way in between Yvette and Cybele, pouting the entire time.

      Tara passed the bottle around the circle. Like she’d suggested, we all took a little nip—except for Yvette, who took a massive swig, and Cordelia, who choked then spat her mouthful of booze back out onto Yvette’s lap.

      “Oops,” Cordelia squeaked as Yvette glared down at her. “Um. Sorry.”

      After the booze came the coffee—and with it, conversation arrived too.

      It was kind of crazy to realize it, but this was probably the first time we’d all talked together like civilized people. The week we’d spent in Red Dwarf Cottage hadn’t exactly been great for girl-talk. The body count had been too high.

      Nothing brought people together better than sitting around a fire hazard in a haunted lighthouse.

      “Do you think ghosts are really going to show up in this place tonight?” Tara asked.

      “Oh, ghosts aren’t real,” said Cordelia. “Those silly boys are just trying to scare us again.”

      “That’s not true,” Cybele said. “Ghosts are real. They show up in places of power. I’ve seen them with my own eyes.”

      “Ghosts are not real,” Cordelia insisted. “If they were, the whole world would be full of them! Just an entire realm of people who’ve died. It’s stupid, and so is anyone who thinks—”

      “Let’s talk about something else,” Heather suggested. I was relieved. From the way Cybele bristled at the sound of Cordelia’s voice, I was pretty sure someone was about to get clocked.

      “Well, how was it?” Tara asked, looking to Cybele. “With Jules, I mean? I heard you two…you know. Did the deed.”

      Cybele rolled her eyes, then shrugged. “Good, actually. Our families aren’t happy about it, but we’re bloodbound, so they can’t do anything about it.”

      “Why wouldn’t your families be happy?” Heather asked. “I thought you told me the Armands supported bloodbinding.”

      “They do, but not with the Lauriers.” Cybele stared at the fire and pursed her lips. “When they were younger, my mother and Jules’s mom were friends. They always dreamed about their children getting married. My mom even twisted fate to ensure I’d be a girl, just to make it happen. Jules and I were betrothed before I was even born.”

      “How romantic,” Cordelia sulked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Ignore her,” Heather told Cybele. “What went wrong?”

      “After the Slaughter of the Concubines, Jules’s father joined the Order of the Veil. His sister—Jules’s aunt—was the King’s Cancer concubine. He was furious that she’d been killed. He never wanted the Veil to be opened again.”

      “Wait, Jules’s father is Adélard Laurier?” I’d spent half the evening mourning the fact that the book with all the Fae lineages in it was stuck in the senior’s section. But now, Cybele had dropped the answer right into my lap.

      “That’s him. The whole thing turned him into a fanatic. After that, there was no chance of a Laurier and an Armand being together.”

      “There shouldn’t have been.” Cordelia’s voice was as tart as unripe cherries. “Cybele’s family is full of traitors.”

      “We’re not traitors.” Cybele lowered her voice to a growl.

      “Your father died like one.” Cordelia perked up a little as she addressed the group. Gossiping—especially the cruel kind—seemed to bring her joy. “Jules’s father had him hanged for being a member of the Hand of Valor. Not a very valorous death at all, if you ask me.”

      For a moment, Cybele was silent. She didn’t move. She didn’t even breathe.

      Then, with a swipe of her hand, she sent the stone floor beneath Cordelia’s butt rippling backward hard enough that it flung Cordelia across the room.

      Served her right.

      “We’re not traitors,” Cybele said again as she rose, coming over to sit between Heather and me. We scooted aside to make room. “The Hand of Valor didn’t want the Slaughter to happen anymore than anyone else did. We just don’t believe in hiding from the things that scare us. We face our problems head-on.”

      “I’m so sorry, Cybele,” I whispered, placing a hand on her knee. “That’s…it’s unfair.”

      “What’s done is done.” She turned to Heather. “Are you excited about getting with Blackford?”

      “Dunno.” Heather stared morosely into the fire. “What’s done is done.”

      It was about as much as Heather had said to Lace and me on the subject. In three weeks, the full moon would arrive again. Excited or not, this time I suspected she’d be seeing her bloodbinding through.

      “Look,” Lace whispered on the other side of me, pointing to the door. “Something’s happening.”

      We all shifted to our feet as a silvery light passed through the lighthouse’s wooden door. It moved like thin wisps of mist at first, but as it began to take form, the temperature plummeted and the fire went out.

      Slowly, the glowing mist became a man.

      “Sloan,” Heather muttered beneath her breath. “I was hoping it would be a long time before I had to see his stupid face again.”

      “Um, I don’t think anyone’s looking at his face,” Lace said in a whisper.

      She was probably right.

      Sloan was as naked as he’d been in that drawing we’d caught Cordelia pinning up—just like he’d been when he died. His entire body was made of that shimmering, misty light. He was handsome enough that he might have looked ethereal as he floated toward us, except his eyes were sunken and unfocused. His jaw was slack. And his neck was cricked to the side at an awful, impossible angle.

      The combined effect was stunningly beautiful and utterly terrifying all at once.

      Heather shivered as Sloan moved toward her, then through her. He passed like a cloud of vapor, clinging to Heather’s body for only a moment before he pulled away.

      Cordelia had been wrong. Ghosts were real. But Sloan’s had no interest in Heather. She hadn’t been the one who killed him.

      If anything, I was pretty sure that Sloan’s own hubris was what had sealed his fate in the end.

      Sloan’s phantom moved to the curved staircase that wound its way up the lighthouse’s interior walls. As he began to ascend, Lace grabbed the sleeve of my cardigan and tugged on it.

      “Kiara,” she whispered, pointing to the door.

      Just as Sloan had, Kiara Leone’s silvery ghost emerged and took form.

      Even with the deep, ugly gash that stretched across her throat, she was just as pretty in death as she had been in life. I could feel everyone around us holding their breath as Kiara floated toward me.

      I was holding mine, too.

      The last thing Kiara had done in life was ensure that everyone believed I had killed her, with Heather and Lace as my accomplices. As she drew close enough that I could have reached out and touched her long, pale hair, part of me wondered if she wouldn’t find some way to drive the final nail in the coffin now.

      If her ghost attacked me, there would be no doubt among the freshmen that I’d been her killer.

      But to my relief, she passed right through me as well. It felt like being sprayed by a sprinkler filled with ice cream on a winter morning. Goopy and misty and freezing cold. It didn’t last long. She didn’t linger.

      She moved on.

      As Kiara trailed up the staircase, just as Sloan had, she didn’t look back. I was pretty sure she hadn’t even noticed me.

      “Huh.” Yvette crossed her arms over her chest, looking at me with the closest thing to surprise she seemed able to express. “I really thought you’d killed her, Hargrave. Guess not.”

      I wanted to tell her, gee, thanks, but I wasn’t sure if Beyond’s rules about thank-yous accounted for sarcasm. Romin had been right. He had done us a favor by bringing us here. The appearance of Kiara’s ghost had allowed Heather, Lace, and me to clear our names with the other freshmen girls. She hadn’t attacked any of us.

      Whoever had killed her wasn’t in the lighthouse tonight.

      I braced myself as I looked to the door again. An even bigger wave of silvery haze was emerging now. Based on the order of appearance—first Sloan, then Kiara—I could guess who it would be.

      Strands of light spooled together and twisted themselves into Paloma’s tightly wound curls. The light rippled to form Scarlett’s sleek, pin-straight hair and Iris’s chic bob, now a glowing silver instead of its original pink.

      As they floated our way, I thought of Irene. She’d been invisible for more than a month now. My initial worries for her had faded when I came to the same conclusion that so many of us had: she was staying out of sight because she preferred it that way. I knew she was still in mourning. Sometimes, I heard soft crying coming from her room late at night.

      Part of me wished that she could be here with us tonight so she could see her sister again. Her twin. The part of herself that she’d lost.

      The other part of me was glad she’d stayed away. Ghosts appeared looking exactly like they had when they died—and Scarlett, Paloma, and Iris had died far more horribly than most. The slits across their throats were only the beginning. I wasn’t sure that we’d ever learn which member of the Order was responsible for those in the end. But the effects of the poisoned chocolates they’d eaten were still clearly visible on their swollen faces spiderwebbed with broken veins, and their dull eyes dripping with silver blood.

      They’d died in agony and they hadn’t been able to cry out for help as the Devil’s Thumbprint they’d ingested had taken its toll.

      Once they were fully formed, I thought that they’d float forward and pass through us as vacantly as Kiara and Sloan had.

      But I’d thought wrong.

      Their eyes focused and glowed bright white as all three of their heads snapped to the side in unison. They were all staring at something beyond our group.

      Someone.

      They took flight, streaking past us in three streams of searing light. As they descended on their target, Cordelia let out an ear-splitting shriek.

      “Aaaah!” She held her hands up over her head and crouched into a little ball on the broken floor where Cybele had flung her as the specters swooped down around her, their lips pulled back in vengeful snarls. “No! Stop it! Stop!”

      My breath caught in my throat as Cordelia scrambled to her feet in a panic and tried to flee. The ghosts wouldn’t let her, though. They drove her back toward the wall, clawing at her with their phantom fingers and hissing at her like angry, feral cats looking for a fight.

      “Please,” Cordelia begged them, reaching behind her to feel out the wall as she backed toward it. “I didn’t slit your throats! I didn’t!”

      “No, you didn’t.” The voice came from behind Cordelia. She stiffened at the sound. “But you poisoned those chocolates, didn’t you?”

      The voice sounded like Iris’s, but that couldn’t be right. Iris was still swooping down around Cordelia with Paloma and Scarlett. She didn’t seem to be speaking. I wasn’t sure that she could.

      “Someone help me,” Cordelia pleaded. Her entire body was shaking. Her eyes were wide and her face was pale. “Someone d-do something!”

      She only grew paler as a thin red line appeared over her throat.

      “Oh, no one’s going to help you, sweetie,” the voice hissed as the line on Cordelia’s throat darkened, then began to drip red with blood. “Not when they realize what you’ve done.”

      “W-wuh-what did I do?” Cordelia squeaked.

      “You killed my sister, you fucking bitch.”

      My heart dropped.

      That wasn’t Iris’s voice.

      It was Irene’s.
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            LACE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wha…what’s happening?” Cordelia twitched forward a fraction of an inch, and immediately recoiled as the slit across her neck deepened. It was like something sharp was being held across her throat, holding her in place.

      “You’re getting what’s due to you,” the voice behind her growled. “The name of the game is Seven Deadly Sins, and it’s time for you to confess. What do you think the punishment for murder should be?”

      At my side, Ash whispered a single word: “Irene.”

      “No! P-please! I didn’t! It wasn’t me!” Cordelia sobbed. Her face contorted in a pathetic kind of desperation as tears began to roll down her face. “You have to believe me, I never—”

      “I don’t believe you, Cordelia. I don’t have to believe anything you say ever again.” Irene was still invisible, but Ash was right. It was definitely her voice. Maybe she’d been here all along, just waiting for the right time to strike.

      “Why not? I haven’t d-done anything—”

      “Stop it, Cordelia. I’ve been in your room.”

      Cordelia gulped. “I…wait. I can explain.”

      “I don’t think you can. Your little stash of Devil’s Thumbprints is still in there, hidden away beneath your mess. So is what’s left of that box of chocolates you dosed with them.” A new bloody red line appeared, this one on Cordelia’s cheek. Cordelia blubbered and cried even harder as her blood dripped down to her jaw. “You thought you were so clever, didn’t you? Hiding in plain sight. But all I had to do was trick my way into the water dorms. I saw everything.”

      “Maybe…maybe the Brownies put them there!” Cordelia exclaimed. “They…they framed me! Maybe they framed Ash, and Heather, and Lace too!”

      “Did the Brownies plant all those trophies you keep on your windowsill, Cordelia?” Another slash formed on Cordelia’s other cheek. “What the fuck is even wrong with you? You killed my sister, then you stole her fucking sock?”

      “She’s right,” I whispered. “There was a pink sock on Cordelia’s windowsill.”

      My stomach roiled as I remembered the other things I’d seen lined up next to it. The red ribbon might have been Scarlett’s, and one of the others must have been Paloma’s, but there’d been more than three things on Cordelia’s windowsill.

      Who else had she killed or planned to kill next?

      “Admit it,” Irene snarled. “It was you.”

      “It was…” Cordelia’s eyes darted around frantically, then suddenly widened like she’d just had a bright idea. “Kiara! It was her!”

      “Oh, sure,” Irene scoffed. “Blame the dead.”

      “No, no, see—she gave me the mushrooms. She tricked me! They were supposed to be Temptress’s Tears, okay? She said it would just be a funny prank!”

      Cordelia yelped as a slash appeared on her arm.

      “Is it funny now?”

      “N-no! It’s not. It really isn’t. Believe me, Irene, Iris was never supposed to eat those ones. They were meant for the Changelings! When they switched beds, they ruined everything. They were the only ones who were supposed to die!”

      So. There it was.

      Cordelia wanted us dead.

      A long silence stretched in the space around us. It held all the weight of a hammer hovering over a Ming vase.

      “Just a prank, huh?” Heather stepped forward. Twin balls of energy appeared in her hands, and Cordelia flinched. “See, now that’s funny. In fact, I have another funny prank for you, Cordelia. Given your sense of humor, you’re going to find this one hilarious.”

      The ghosts continued to swoop around Cordelia like a flock of murderous birds as Ash stepped forward as well.

      “You want to kill us so bad, Cordelia, here’s your chance.” She held her hands out at her sides and summoned the wind into them.

      Cordelia sobbed, looking to me like she was hoping to find sympathy in my eyes. Like she expected me to tell Ash and Heather to stand down.

      Only it wasn’t just Ash and Heather anymore. Tara and Cybele had formed up behind them. Even Yvette had begun to crack her knuckles, though I suspected her involvement was less about getting justice for the girls Cordelia had killed, and more about not wanting to miss out on a good fight.

      It wouldn’t have mattered if the whole school had been backing up Ash and Heather in that moment, or if they’d been standing completely alone. Cordelia would find no sympathy from me. Not anymore. That was a well she’d drained dry.

      “You didn’t care who you killed, did you?” Something snapped inside me, and the anger it had been holding back surged forth until it filled my entire chest. “Are you even sorry for what you did?”

      She continued to blubber. No apology. No remorse. The fear in her eyes looked real, but who knew at this point?

      I didn’t bother summoning up anything to threaten Cordelia with. Earth, air, water, fire—none of them could undo what she’d done.

      But I knew of one thing that could.

      “Are you going to kill me?” Cordelia began to hyperventilate as the front of her nightgown began to pucker. It looked like the tip of Irene’s invisible blade was being pressed against her skin.

      “No,” I said, loud enough for the other girls to hear me. I held up a hand to stop them from letting loose on her. “We don’t know where Irene is standing. If you fire on Cordelia right now, we could hurt Irene.”

      “We can’t just let her go, Lace,” said Ash.

      “W-wait—yes, you can!” Cordelia assured us, nodding furiously.

      “No, we can’t.” I reached out toward her, trying to feel out the strands of fate like Harshing had done in his memory of my mother’s wedding. I grappled blind for a moment, feeling nothing. But as I continued to search, my fingertips brushed against taut, unseen strings that vibrated with energy. “So we’re going to do something even worse.”

      I curled my fingers around one of the strings. As soon as I touched it, my magic siphoned off like water being soaked up by a sponge. That was fine. I only needed to hold on for long enough to set things right.

      I gave the strand a gentle tug, just to test it. Cordelia stopped crying immediately. Her eyes shot open wide.

      “W-what are you doing?” she stammered, hunching her shoulders to make herself small.

      “Yeah, Lace,” Heather muttered out of the side of her mouth. “What are you doing?”

      “Fixing things,” I grunted through my teeth, pulling the strand of Cordelia’s fate harder. The effort was making me lightheaded, but it didn’t matter. I’d deal with the exhaustion when this was done. “She can’t hurt anyone if she never existed at all.”

      “Lace, stop!” Ash ordered me. “You’re going to burn out!”

      Sweat beaded my brow. Little specks of light dotted my vision. My bones felt hollow and my jaw was sore.

      “I’m fine,” I insisted. I felt the thread begin to thin and pull apart at its fibers like a piece of yarn. “I just…need…to hold on…”

      “NO!” Cordelia let out a high, sharp, tantrum-like scream and threw her arms out wide.

      Massive orbs of white energy sprung into her palms. She released them, filling the entire lighthouse with blinding white. I clenched my eyes shut as the force of the explosion ripped the magic from my hands and blasted me backward. It threw all of us like ragdolls. My body hit the wall with a hard, jarring thud.

      By the time the light receded again, Cordelia was gone.

      As the other girls picked themselves up off the ground, Scarlett, Paloma, and Iris took their leave. I caught the last glimpse of their silver glow as they ascended the staircase and disappeared out of sight.

      “How the fuck did Cordelia manage that?” Heather coughed a century’s worth of dust from her lungs as she scrambled to her feet.

      “I don’t know,” said Ash. “Last I checked, she could barely do magic.”

      “More faking.” Heather rushed for the door. She threw it open, but stopped as she scanned the outside. “Dammit. She’s gone.”

      “Here.” A hand struck out into my line of vision. “Grab hold.”

      To my surprise, Yvette was the first one to offer me help up. I took it, but she had to do all the work to get me to my feet. Even then, as soon as I was upright, my knees turned to jelly and I slumped back down to the ground again.

      “Lace!” Ash came over to me, concern etched into her brow. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered as Ash and Yvette hauled me into a standing position again. “I just feel…spent.”

      “What were you trying to do to Cordelia, Pisces?” Yvette asked, catching me before I could fall again.

      “I was…” I frowned. Did it matter? I’d failed, and drained myself in the process. “I was trying to make it so there wouldn’t be any body.”

      “What?” Yvette grunted. “What’s that mean?”

      “She was trying to erase Cordelia from ever existing,” Cybele said with a huff. “It was stupid of you, Lace. Did none of Headmaster Harshing’s lessons at Orientation get through to you?”

      “Um…” I closed my eyes and leaned against Yvette, letting her take the burden of my weight for a while. “I guess not.”

      “First of all, that’s not even how you do that,” Cybele informed me. “That’s advanced Capricorn magic. It takes decades to master. And second of all, Harshing already showed you what happens when you push yourself to use too much power, remember?”

      “Oh.” I sighed and tried to shrug, but my shoulders were too heavy to budge. “I thought he was just being a dick.”

      I used what little energy I still had to look around for Irene, but she was still nowhere to be seen. Whether she’d managed to give chase after Cordelia had been blown away like the rest of us, I wasn’t sure.

      “Irene?” I panted. “Are you here with us?”

      “I’m here,” Irene’s voice called out. “Tired and a little banged up, but that’s all.”

      “Come on.” Heather waved us all toward the door. “The boys are gone. Didn’t even stick around outside to make sure we stayed here until morning. Let’s just go.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      Wherever Cordelia went after she fled from the lighthouse, it wasn’t the water dorms. Heather and Ash dove down into the fountain and went to Cordelia’s room, but she wasn’t there.

      But they didn’t come back empty-handed.

      “Will someone turn me visible again?” Irene asked from somewhere near Ash and Heather as they returned with two full satchels slung over their shoulders. “I think I’m ready.”

      I wished I could have helped, but my powers were still gone. It was Ash who figured out in the end. She set her jaw and waved her hand over the space where Irene’s voice was coming from, like Reeve had when he’d banished Irene in the first place. It wasn’t an incantation—it was Virgo magic. Invisibility.

      Starting with her feet and ending with the tip of her nose, Irene reappeared.

      “Thanks. I mean it,” she told Ash. “I had Ophelia unvanish me a few weeks ago so I could get into the water dorms. But when it was over, I wasn’t ready to be seen again just yet. Or to see myself, I guess. Every time I look into a mirror, I still see her face.”

      Her. She wasn’t talking about Cordelia’s face. She was talking about Iris’s.

      My heart ached for her. Ash and Heather were only my half-sisters, not my twins. But I could imagine how much it would hurt to lose either of them.

      “Glad you’re back, Irene.” I gave her a weak smile as I sat on the grass, still trying to catch my breath.

      “How did you get into the water dorms?” Cybele asked Irene.

      “Oh. Um.” Irene’s cheeks flushed. “I shapeshifted. Sorry, Cybele. I’d seen Jules bring you down there a few times and I knew that if I looked like you, he’d take me down there. Nothing happened between us. Promise.”

      “Uh-huh. Okay. That explains some things.” Cybele sighed. “Just don’t do it again.” She turned to Heather and Ash. “What did you find?”

      “A bunch of doodles of Professor Antigone dying in horrible, inventive ways. More porn.” Heather took the drawings out of her satchel. There was one of Cybele and Jules having kinky, over-the-top sex beneath the moonlight, and some rudimentary sketches of Heather and Blackford doing the same. “She must have been preparing for the next full moon.”

      There were more drawings—mostly involving a glamorous caricature of Cordelia having orgies with various boys from the Academy. As Heather passed them around, I saw her take the last one out, then immediately put it back.

      But not before I caught a glimpse of it for myself.

      It was a drawing of Heather, Ash and me bowing down to Cordelia while she sat crowned like a queen on a massive throne.

      “We also found these,” Ash said, taking the trinkets I’d seen on Cordelia’s windowsill and holding them out for everyone to see.

      “Iris’s sock.” Irene took the pink bit of fabric from Ash’s hands and clutched it to her chest. “What a disgusting little creep.”

      “That’s a Virgo tie.” Cybele took the tan length of silk. “Do you think it’s Georgiana’s?”

      “And that’s Kiara’s perfume,” Tara said, lifting the half-empty bottle. “Fuck, did Cordelia kill everyone?”

      “That glove Kiara’s murderer had to use to hold the athame was shaped to my size.” Ash frowned and turned to me. “Remember when we read palms that first week of class? You said Cordelia’s hands were just as small as mine.”

      “But Kiara didn’t attack Cordelia tonight,” I pointed out. “And neither did Georgiana—actually, she didn’t appear tonight.”

      “Bronson died in the Shade. She doesn’t have to cross over. She’s already there.” Yvette grabbed the earring from Ash’s outstretched palm. “What I want to know is how Cordelia got this. It’s mine.”

      “I mean, she’s a packrat,” said Heather. “When we were in the cottage together, she could’ve stolen all sorts of shit from everyone. Maybe she just started going full klepto.”

      “No,” I breathed, shaking my head. “Everything on that windowsill was a trophy, like Irene said. I think Cordelia had a hand in every single death that’s happened this semester. I think these are proof.”

      Ash looked up at Yvette. “Which would mean, she was probably gunning for you next.”

      Yvette blinked twice. A rare, sinister smile curled onto her lips. “I would’ve liked to see her try.”
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            HEATHER

          

        

      

    

    
      After that night, something at the Academy shifted. News of Cordelia’s deception had traveled fast.

      Just like all news.

      At first, Cordelia seemed to have every intention of keeping up her mousy, poor-little-me act. She squeaked and skittered her way around like usual, smiling and cracking ill-conceived jokes like nothing had happened. But now more than ever, the rest of the freshmen girls were treating her like an outsider. Irene openly glared at Cordelia every time she so much as laid eyes on her. Tara and Cybele kept their distance. So did Lace, Ash, and I.

      Only Yvette paid Cordelia any real attention. Now that she knew Cordelia had been planning her demise, Yvette had responded in a way that was impressively spiteful. She seemed to take that whole friends close, enemies closer thing to heart.

      She’d taken up a persona of palpably sinister friendliness with Cordelia. Cordelia couldn’t even enter a room now without Yvette exclaiming her name and throwing an arm around her bony shoulders or thumping her on the back. Yvette met everything Cordelia said with a big, toothy grin and a terrifying energy of excitement. I even caught Yvette outside the bathrooms after class a few times, making constant conversation through the door while Cordelia begged her to go away so she could “tinkle in peace.”

      To me, Yvette’s message was clear: if Cordelia wanted her attention, she certainly had it now. Even considering targeting Yvette had been a big mistake. I imagined it would be a long, long time before Cordelia was allowed to tinkle in peace ever again.

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      The week of the full moon, Blackford asked me to stay behind after Dueling. The request made a lump form in my throat.

      I’d kept my head down like he’d asked. When Sloan’s family had arrived to collect his body, I’d stayed in Ash’s room for the night. I’d done everything he’d told me.

      So far, so good.

      But as the next full moon approached, every class I had with him had been a strange new kind of torture. I didn’t understand how someone could feel so close and so far away all at once?

      “You wanted to see me, Professor?” I channeled Lace, playing the good girl. The last thing I wanted right now was for Blackford to call me a brat.

      “Here, Blakely.” Blackford unstrapped something from his belt—a leather sheath with the handle of a knife sticking out of it. He held it out to me, motioning for me to take it. “This is for you.”

      I curled my fingers around the soft black leather, then slipped the blade from its sheath. The knife was silver, with a black handle.

      “Okay…” Its weight felt right in my hand, but something wasn’t adding up. “What’s it for?”

      “Killing,” Blackford grunted. “Consider it a present, Blakely. Happy birthday.”

      “Riiiight.” I stared up at him, utterly perplexed. “My birthday isn’t for a couple of weeks. November thirteenth. This is sweet and all—and I’m not exactly going to say no to having a weapon on hand, don’t get me wrong—but your calendar’s off.”

      “I know when your damn birthday is.” He sounded offended at the mere suggestion that he didn’t. “Just wanted to give this to you…before. Learn it. Practice drawing it. Get used to how it feels in your hand. Think you can do that, or do you have more smart-ass comments?”

      “No,” I said, meaning it. For once, I wasn’t feeling very smart-assed. “It’s…really beautiful. I love it. But I still don’t know what it’s for.”

      “Protection.”

      That was about as good of an answer as killing, but fine. He’d made his point.

      “Okay.” I tucked the knife into my bag. “I…guess I’ll see you around, then?”

      “Full moon’s in three days. Guess you will,” Blackford agreed. “And when you do, bring the knife.”

      
        
        ♏︎

      

      

      Lace and Ash had done their best to get the information out of me: how did you feel about this? Are you okay? Is there anything we can do?

      It was sweet of them, but unnecessary. Actions had consequences. Even the ones out of my control. After Sloan’s death, a sort of Zen had grabbed hold of me—or maybe I’d grabbed hold of it.

      As the full moon rose in the sky Saturday night, I heard its call.

      I followed.

      It was as simple as that.

      My feet took me out to the edge of the woods. I found Blackford standing there, his hands shoved deep in the pockets of his slacks, eyes on the sky.

      “You came,” I said from behind him. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

      He turned to me. He looked just as handsome as he had the day I first met him, except he wasn’t drunk. His dirty blond hair was pushed back, messy but mostly tamed. His shirt hung loose over his shoulders, partially unbuttoned. Beneath it, I could make out the lines of his muscles beneath his hairy chest.

      “’Course I came. We’re bloodbound, Blakely. I couldn’t have stayed away, even if I’d tried.”

      I pursed my lips, trying to think of something to say back to that. Everyone had been so worried about how I was handling this—if I’d wanted it, if I was worried or nervous or scared.

      But not once had anyone asked me how I thought he felt.

      “Are you scared?” I asked. It was the wrong question. What I meant was do you want this? But the words just didn’t find my mouth.

      He ignored it, anyway. Pointless. Blackford was too much like me in that—if he didn’t want to answer something, he just shoved it aside.

      “Five minutes to moonrise,” he said instead as his eyes tracked the sky. “I’m not gonna be in control of myself when the moon reaches its peak. You need to understand that. Neither will you.”

      “Maybe I don’t want to be in control.” I took a step closer to him as my pulse quickened. “Maybe I don’t want you to be either.”

      There was no maybe about it at this point. Not for me.

      I just wanted to hear him agree.

      Of course, once again, I was denied.

      “You say that now,” he scoffed. “You’ve got a frustrating habit of talking a big talk.” Finally, he glanced over at me. His gaze swept down my body—my breasts, braless beneath my black nightgown, the flare of my hips. The place where the silken fabric brushed the tops of my thighs. “You bring that knife with you?”

      I held it up for him. I’d left the sheath back in my room, but the hilt of the blade was gripped firmly in my hand. “Is it part of the ritual or something?”

      There was a look in his eyes that I couldn’t quite place as he shook his head. “No.”

      “Then why—”

      The answer hit me before I could finish the question. That look in his eyes—that was the look of a general playing stoic as he prepared to give an order in a war he couldn’t win.

      Christ. Was the thought of sleeping with me truly that bad?

      “No,” I said firmly, lowering the knife again. “I’m not going to kill you.”

      “If you’ve got a single reservation about this—yes, you are. If even the smallest part of you isn’t sure about going through with our bloodbinding, I need you to do it. Now. And if not now…then during, if you want it to stop.”

      He closed the gap between us and curled his fingers over the hilt, wrapping them around mine. His essences—vanilla tobacco, coffee, rain—permeated my senses as he took the knife and raised it to his neck.

      “You’ll need to drive it through my throat,” he explained, like that was the most rational thing to say in all the realms. “Here, in the soft part, where the blade will slip through clean.”

      He pulled the tip of the knife even harder against his stubbled skin, showing me where he wanted it.

      “I can’t do that,” I told him. “I don’t want to.”

      “You can, Blakely. If you don’t want this at any point, you’ll have to. Even after, if you have any regrets—do it then. I won’t hold it against you. No one will.”

      “I want this,” I insisted. “I want you. I…I consent, okay?”

      “Stop it.” He allowed me to lower the dagger away from his throat, but didn’t let go of my hand. “That’s just blood and fate and the fucking moonlight talking. Once it happens…there’s no such thing as consent, Blakely. That’s what the dagger’s for.”

      “No, it’s not.” I wanted to throw the dagger away, but I couldn’t. He gripped my fingers too tight for me to let go. Instead, I turned the tip downward and shoved the hilt at him. “You want to die so badly, do it yourself.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. Slowly, his expression shifted toward rage.

      “You think I didn’t try?” he spat, shoving the hilt back at me. Finally, he let go. “I offered High Lord Rayner my head on a fucking platter when he came to get his rat-ass of a son’s body. Promised him every sadistic little indulgence he could imagine. Anything he wanted, as long as he’d leave you alone.”

      “Why would you do that?” The idea of Blackford being at Lord Rayner’s mercy hurt me so much more than the thought of us sleeping together ever would.

      “Don’t worry, he turned me down.” Blackford backed away from me, shaking his head. “The only reason I’m alive right now at all is to keep you safe—and here I am, bathed in fucking moonlight, about to do the exact opposite.”

      “Gee,” I muttered. “How flattering.”

      “If I wanted to flatter you, Blakely, your legs would’ve been spread for me weeks ago.” That sent a pang of need thrumming its way between my thighs—more blood, fate and moonlight, probably. “If you do kill me tonight, you go right to Harshing. He’ll help you take my body to Rayner. Present it to him, tell him what you did. Paint me the villain. Swear fealty to him. You do that, he might let you live.”

      “I’m not going to kill you! Take your stupid dagger and shove it up your ass if you want to die so badly. You saved me from Sloan. You’ve been saving me my entire life, I’m pretty sure.” I lowered my voice and stared up at him with seriousness. “I know that you were him.”

      Blackford looked to the moon again. “Three minutes. Who’s him?”

      “The…the drifter. The one with the silver eyes.”

      “That so?”

      “It is. I know it is. Your face was different then. I don’t know how. But…it was you.”

      “Blakely…” Blackford sighed. “You saw what I showed you when I drank from you. You heard the vow I made to your mother. I’ve done my best to uphold it. Not that you’ve made it easy on me. You get into some obscenely deep shit for such a little girl.”

      “I’m not a little girl,” I told him. I hated him infantilizing me. I was a woman—and I made my own choices. Blood, fate, and moonlight be damned. “Not anymore.”

      “No. You’re trouble is what you are. Told you that from the start.”

      “I want you,” I told him again. The clock was ticking down. Maybe if I said it enough times, it would finally make it through that thick skull of his. “I’ve wanted you from the start. Do you want me?”

      A laugh. A harsh one. “What kind of question is that? I could be a fuckin’ eunuch and I’d still want you.”

      “You gonna make me call you professor when we fuck?” I asked next, stepping forward. This was better. Less tragic. More our speed.

      “You gonna make me make you?” he shot back at me. “You can call me Dayne. For as much as it matters.”

      “And you can call me Heather. See? We can be adults about this.” Adults whose ears were beginning to fill with the haunted song of a lustful moon. My blood was beginning to simmer. Blackford’s shoulders tensed, and I knew his blood must have been doing the same.

      “I imagine when it starts, I’ll call you whatever the fuck I like.” He pointed to the woods. His expression was dangerous. Perfect. “Now, Blakely. Heather. Zarya. Run.”

      “Why?” I whispered. After all that talk, was he really sending me away?

      “We’ve got a minute left.” Blackford clenched his jaw, nodding up toward the moon. “When it’s over, anything I can catch, I claim. Now, run.”

      I hesitated for a fraction, then broke away in a sprint—off into the woods, dagger clutched tight in my hand.

      I didn’t make it far.

      I heard him first, paws thundering behind me. He’d taken his wolf form. He snarled and growled as he neared, running at full speed and tackling me to the ground. Our bodies rolled together, his fur giving way to hot skin as he regained his human form. The dagger was knocked from my hand before we came to a stop. He ended up in the advantageous position.

      I was face down against the earth.

      He was on top.

      “Mine.”

      His teeth clamped down on my neck hard enough to make me hiss. I waited for his incisors to break skin and draw blood, but they didn’t. He wasn’t trying to drink from me.

      He was keeping hold of my neck like I was a bitch about to be bred.

      The ground was icy beneath me, dusted with frost. The contrast of that chill against my stomach and breasts made me pant as the searing heat of his body folded over my back. He shoved an arm under my hips, lifting me to my knees. The frosted grass crunched between my fingers as I clenched my hands into fists.

      The length of his cock pressed firm, flush against my slit. I was completely exposed. My cunt was bared to him, growing wetter by the second. Ripe for the taking.

      So this was how it would be, then. Here, on my hands and knees in the cold of the woods.

      He curled one hand around my hip and reached around me with the other, groping. Taking. Claiming.

      A dark, breathy growl sent heat washing over my skin as he squeezed my breast viciously. A delicious pain surged through me, shooting from the sensitive flesh beneath his fingers all the way down to my core. I cried out in return. The sound was high and desperate. A noise I’d never made before.

      A noise I could only ever imagine making for him.

      Something about the sound seemed to stir him to his senses. I wished I could say the same for myself.

      He released my neck from his bite. It felt like a punishment, like he’d denied me something I’d been wanting without even knowing it.

      He panted against my skin as he swore through his teeth. “Fuck. No. Not like this.”

      My body moved for him as he turned me over, throwing me down onto my back. Now, I could see the wildness in his silver eyes. Intense. Starving. Feral and unhinged.

      “Better.”

      He gripped my wrists, moving over me once more, and shoved my thighs apart with his hips as he shifted between them. His cock nestled against my slit. This time, when it slipped against the soft, dark curls that concealed my sex, there was no friction. Hot wetness flowed from my folds, soaking my hair and coating his shaft from base to tip.

      “Perfect,” he growled. “Your taste. Your scent. More. Need more.”

      He descended down my body in a torrent of kisses. His tongue lavished my breasts, over my ribs, down to the place where my thighs met my pussy.

      He breathed in deep…then dove in.

      He lapped greedily at my cunt. No hesitation. No holding back. His tongue lashed against my clit, my body thrashing with such unadulterated pleasure he had to pin my hips down with rough fingers to keep me from bucking him off.

      “Blackford,” I whimpered, feeling the very edges of my reality begin to fray. It was too much. Too intense. I tangled my fingers in his hair, pulling him away and drawing him deeper all at once. “Dayne…please—”

      He slid up my body, kissing every inch of my skin as he reclaimed it. I spread my thighs wider on pure instinct, wrapping my legs around his waist and hugging him tight.

      His cock found a home between my thighs. This time, his tip pressed against my clit, hot precum slicking over the tight, throbbing bud.

      “Take it,” he hissed, shifting his hips downward. The tip of his cock slipped from my clit, caressing the length of my pussy lips. “I can’t hold back much longer. Need to know you want it. Take me.”

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I warned him on a panted breath. The mechanics of sex seemed as obvious as breathing, but I didn’t understand exactly what he wanted. “I’ve…I’ve never done this before.”

      “Take it in your hand,” he growled against my jaw. “Guide it in or kill me. I don’t care which anymore.”

      But I cared. The need coursing through me felt like I’d been tied to the tracks before an oncoming train. If I didn’t have him inside me soon, it was going to kill me—and not slowly.

      I reached down, taking base of his cock in my hand. It was so thick, I couldn’t get my fingers all the way around it without squeezing. As I clenched the heat of him in my fist, he grew impossibly harder. Positioning his tip at my entrance, I shifted to let it sink into the dripping wet of my folds.

      His hips shifted forward—not in conquest but in question. Waiting, like he’d just knocked on a locked door. He placed only the gentlest of pressures between us as he took one of my nipples into his mouth, teasing it between his teeth. His tongue lashed against its peak. He sucked it hard, then harder.

      A brutal wave of need crashed through me, breaking in my core. My pussy spasmed, clutching, desperate to clench around him.

      My cunt pulled him inside me, and the tension between us turned into something even more intense.

      I’d expected it to hurt. Everyone always talked about that—the blood on the sheets. The pain. Wounds that ached for days after the deflowering was done. But as he pressed into me, I didn’t feel myself being broken or ruined or forced.

      I felt like I’d spent my entire life empty, and he’d finally made me whole.

      His hips bumped against my thighs, then shoved, then crashed. His hand were in my hair, around my neck, on my breasts and dragging across my skin. Every thrust was agony—the kind of pain I would have sold my soul to feel again.

      Every kiss was a revelation.

      The dagger, lost from my hand when this frenzy began, was entirely forgotten.

      If he wanted me to kill him, then he shouldn’t have made this feel so damn good.

      We moved against each other in yowling, clenching desperation until something snapped—within me, and in the space all around us, too. I cried out against his cheek and sank my teeth into the shell of his ear as I was stuck, cracked, shattered.

      He roared in return, latching on my neck again as he spent himself inside me. We spasmed, clinging together like drowning lovers in an ocean through which, without the other, neither of us could swim. Shards of ecstasy pierced me brutally—deep—and when they pulled themselves from the wounds, I was left wanting more.

      We’d danced to the demands of the bloodsong’s tune.

      It was done.

      Yet the bloodsong played on.

      He didn’t soften inside me. Instead, he held me tighter, thrusting and thrusting until I arched again, then again, then again. Every crest of pleasure was a measure of care I’d never before known.

      He was making sure I was satiated, long after he’d finished satisfying himself.

      His lips never left mine. He kissed me, with each kiss, he devoured me. I had no idea how long it lasted, only that I liked it too much to stop. I lost myself in that kiss until finally, slowly—like he had to force himself to part his mouth from mine—he pulled away.

      His cock slipped from my sheath, releasing a torrent of his seed. I breathed in deep as I felt it flow, then licked my own lips, tasting iron. When I looked up at Blackford, I realized why.

      “There’s blood on your mouth.”

      “Fuck.” He touched his fingers to his lower lip, then studied them to confirm. “Did I bite you?”

      I shook my head, searching my body for any signs of bite marks. When I reached between my legs, I finally found the source of the bleeding. I’d been a virgin before tonight, but this was too much blood for a broken hymen.

      My cheeks burned bright.

      “Oh. I’ve…oh.” I wiped my fingers clean on the leaves beneath me. Fuck. This was not how I’d wanted this evening to go. “I think, um,  it’s that time of the month. Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” Blackford let out a breath of relief. “It’s good. Means I didn’t breed you. At least, not tonight.”

      “But aren’t you…grossed out?” I asked. I was already recoiling with embarrassment and bracing for his inevitable disgust.

      “I’m not a little boy, Blakely. This is far from the first time I’ve tasted blood.” He dragged his wrist across his mouth, wiping it clean. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Yes,” I admitted, “but—”

      “Fuck!” He spat the word and ran his hands over my body, groping every inch of my skin like he was inspecting me for wounds. “Where? Show me where.”

      “—but not in any way I didn’t like,” I finished firmly, pushing his frantic fingers away. “I’m not that fragile, Professor. You should know by now you can’t break me that easy.” I softened my voice just a touch. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

      He was quiet for a long moment, then he rolled off me and sat on the grass, hunched forward with his hands between his thighs.

      “When it comes to you, Blakely… I’m terrified.”

      “I don’t believe that.” I didn’t. Blackford had gone up against far more terrifying things in his life than an eighteen—almost nineteen—year-old girl. Compared to the Slaughter, the Sanguilunae, the dangers of court, he was a veteran, and I was… nothing.

      “Then you need to reevaluate your faith.”

      “I’ve heard how you escaped execution. Over and over again. No matter how many times they tried to do away with you, you always won in the end.” I crawled toward him over the leaves and grass, kneeling next to him and resting my backside on my heels. “I know how many assassins Sloan’s father sent for you after the Slaughter, too. How many you killed.”

      “Killing isn’t bravery. People just think it is. Makes for better legends that way.”

      His words hit me harder than I’d expected. I knew Blackford’s own brother had been among the men sent to end him—the men he’d ended instead.

      If Ash or Lace tried to murder me, would I be able to stop them? If it meant kill or be killed…

      Once, I would’ve been able to answer with certainty. But now? I didn’t know.

      “I saw the look in your eyes when you moved the dagger to your throat. When you showed me where to slip it in” I insisted, shaking my head. “You didn’t even flinch. You’re not afraid. You don’t fear anything at all.”

      Blackford sighed.

      “You’re wrong.” He raised his eyes to the moon, which was beginning to descend in the sky once more through the treetops overhead. “I’ve held death in my mouth enough times, I know it by taste. Doesn’t make it any less bitter.”

      He wrapped his arms around me and pulled me onto his lap. We were both still naked, and his seed dripped down my thigh, but none of that mattered. Though the bloodsong still played, someone had turned the volume down. This wasn’t sexual any longer. It was just comfortable. Nice.

      “Anyone who says they don’t feel fear is either ready to die or too stupid to live,” Blackford said with finality. “You still got that knife?”

      I glanced over at the blade, half-lost an arm’s length away in the frost and fallen leaves, then back up to him.

      “I don’t need it.” How many times would I have to explain that to him? “I don’t regret this. I’m not going to kill you.”

      He laughed humorlessly. “You sure about that?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Everything I’ve ever loved in this life, I’ve lost. And now, here you are. Dark and beautiful and dangerous and angry. Mine.” He pressed a firm kiss to the crown of my head. “You don’t have to stick that dagger into my throat to end me, Blakely. That’s why you’re trouble. If I lose you now, it’ll kill me all the same.”

      “Don’t lose me, then.” As I spoke the words, the wind picked up, sending an eerie shiver up and down my spine. I cuddled a little deeper into his embrace.

      “I’m not planning on it.” He pulled me even closer to him, gathering me into a little ball and tucking me against him like he could shield me from the entire world with his body alone. “That’s the thing about fear. When you know fear, when you accept it, live it—you’ll do anything to make sure you never lose again.”
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      The morning after the full moon, I took the dive into the water dorms and went with Lace to Heather’s room. I wasn’t really sure how you congratulated one of your best friends for having sex—an edible arrangement, maybe? Sheet masks? Hallmark greeting card?

      I had no freakin’ idea.

      I’d never had best friends before.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked as Lace and I swept into Heather’s room. I pulled a frosty bottle of juice, a thermos of coffee, and some croissants out of my bag, then set them up on the desk. It was no edible arrangement, but it would have to do.

      “Yeah, I’m…good. Hungry.” Heather ran her fingers through her messy black hair. She looked tired, but in a lazy, glowing way. Her cheeks were flushed with a kiss of pink and her blue eyes were big and bright. “You guys didn’t have to bring me breakfast, you know, but since you did…”

      I grinned as I handed her a croissant. “Work up an appetite?”

      Heather snorted, but a smile played on her lips. “Yeah. Guess you could say that.”

      “How was it?” Lace was kind enough to broach the question I knew we were both wondering.

      Heather stared down at her lap for a moment, then chuckled. “Rough.”

      “Good, though?” Lace asked.

      Heather bit into the croissant and grabbed Banshee, dragging him onto her lap. “Yeah. It was good.”

      “We’re happy for you, you know.” And relieved. It wasn’t like Heather’d had much of a choice in the matter. Sloan had taken that away from her as soon as he’d forced the bloodbond on her. But all things considered, it could have gone a lot worse.

      Better someone like Blackford than someone like Sloan.

      Heather sighed. “Yeah. I think I’m almost happy for me, too.”

      “Almost?” Lace frowned as she sat down on the bed next to Heather. “What’s wrong?”

      “Same thing as always. Everyone wants us dead. Blackford’s sure that the Rayners will retaliate as soon as they can figure out the most painful way to punish him for killing Sloan. Probably targeting me.”

      “But Blackford will protect you,” Lace said.

      “And so will we,” I agreed.

      “That’s sweet of you. But that’s not even the only outstanding price on my head. Georgiana tried to kill me too, remember? For Calanthe.”

      “Professor Douglas is still out there somewhere,” Lace added. “And so is Cordelia.”

      “And we have the Order of the Veil to worry about,” said Heather. “The Leones. The Lauriers. Maybe the Castillos. Even more people, probably. Ones we can’t even name.”

      “It’s a lot.” I poured two cups of coffee from the thermos and carried them over to Heather and Lace. “But we’ll get through it.”

      “Why do you sound so sure about that?” Heather asked as she took her cup from me.

      I smiled, tired but certain. “We don’t have any other choice.”

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      November rolled into December. We celebrated Heather’s birthday with drinks at the Vengeful Spirits, studied our asses off, and kept an eye on Cordelia. Thankfully, classes picked up enough that no one had any time to spare for sinister shenanigans. Not even her.

      Before I knew it, the exams came and went.

      Usually, any kind of test-taking whipped me into a frantic whirlwind of highlighters and paperclips, caffeine-fueled early mornings and gnawing, sleepless nights.

      But compared to everything else that had happened this semester, the frenzy of finals week simply didn’t hold the same energy for me as it once had. I breezed through the written exams like they were nothing more than Buzzfeed personality quizzes. The practical portions, I attended largely on autopilot.

      I had to hand it to the Academy. This place didn’t just make you or break you. In just a semester, I’d realized that you either survived for long enough to develop nerves of steel or you didn’t survive at all.

      “Look, our scores changed.” Lace pointed to the ranking boards hanging up in the Astrolabe as we entered for dinner on the Sunday after exams had finally wrapped. “Did one of the professors hand a bunch out last minute or something?”

      “Cordelia’s been at zero all semester. Now, she’s up by two hundred overnight,” Heather pointed out. “What gives?”

      I scanned the results for myself, frowning as I realized Heather was right.

      
        
        Freshmen

        ♓︎ Annalace Constantine - 320

        ♒︎ Aisling Hargrave - 320

        ♑︎ Cybele Armand - 280

        ♋︎ Cordelia Whitney - 200

        ♏︎ Heather Blakely - 190

        ♉︎ Tara Southerland - 180

        ♊︎ Irene Illmarinen - 180

        ♐︎ Yvette Von Brandt - 150

      

      

      In fact, we’d all earned points overnight.

      “That’s really weird,” I said. “The rest of the ranking order hasn’t changed much, but Cordelia’s middle of the pack now. Why the hell—”

      “Exam scores,” Cybele said as she moved around us, heading for the Terra House table. “You get a maximum of twenty-five points per class. Check your grimoires—they should have updated with the professors’ comments and your exact results.” She raised her eyes to the ranking boards and snorted. “I guess Cordelia must’ve gotten a perfect score.”

      Heather and Lace pulled out their grimoires while I puzzled out how Cordelia had managed a perfect score—had she really been pretending to be incapable of magic all semester? It seemed like so much work for so little reward.

      “I aced Zodiac Orientation, at least,” Lace said, peering down at her results. “Twenty-five points. That’s a weird kind of relief.”

      “Of course you did. You worked your ass off.” Heather snorted. “Hardballs only gave me a twenty. Oh, god. He wants me in Scorpio, Gemini, Sagittarius, and Taurus studies next semester. My schedule is going to be packed.”

      “Really? He put me down for Pisces, Libra, Leo, and Capricorn studies. One for each element,” said Lace. “He’s either trying to keep us apart or spreading us out so we’ll have more bases covered when we work together.”

      “That’s the fun thing about Hardballs, isn’t it? We never know what his plan is—only that he’s got one,” Heather grumbled. She glanced over at me. “What did you get, Ash?”

      I shrugged. “Another reminder of how badly I need my grimoire back.”

      I couldn’t check my scores for as long as Romin still had it stashed away in his secret hiding place.

      “Well, now’s your chance to go harass him for it.” Heather nodded to the door, where Romin and Naomi had just entered. That was strange—I’d never seen them speak to each other before. “Light a fire under his ass. He can’t keep it forever. And if he’s not even reading it, he might as well give it back.”

      Naomi gave Romin a tense smile as they parted.

      I made a beeline for him as soon as she was gone.

      “Panties.” Romin greeted me with a friendly grin when he spotted me. “What color are you wearing today?”

      “What color am I… Oh. Blue,” I answered, realizing what he was asking. Maybe knowing the color of my underwear would help grease his wheels a bit. “Can I ask you for something? It’s important.”

      “Oh, good.” Romin’s smile widened as I trotted alongside him toward the Ignis house table. “After that food fight, I wondered how long it would take.”

      “How long it would take for what, exactly?”

      “Before you asked me to bend you and shove your skirt up to your waist.” We reached the table, which Romin patted invitingly. “You took your sweet time about it, you know. Would’ve preferred to do it in private, of course, but if you’re into public stuff—it’s always good to go out with a bang.”

      “Very funny.” Ah, yes. Classic Romin. Maybe one of these days, I’d actually take him up on the offer and see what happened, but today was not that day. “I just need my grimoire back, okay?”

      “That again?” Romin rolled his eyes, moving around the table to claim his seat. “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? I need to see my grades, for one—”

      “Your points have already updated.” Romin pointed to the scoreboard. I glanced at his name and saw that he had well over a thousand points once again—the number he needed to be invited to court after he graduated. Just like he wanted.

      Good for him.

      “I need to see the notes on my grades,” I explained. “I need to figure out my schedule for next semester—”

      Romin chuckled. “Nerd.”

      “And other stuff! I need to check my ledgers—”

      “Been handing out favors, have you?” Romin arched a brow. “Or have you been collecting them?”

      “It doesn’t matter!” I slammed my hands down on the table, leaning across it. “The point is, I need my grimoire back! It’s mine.”

      “Fine.” Romin sighed, then held up his hands in surrender. “I’ll get it back to you before the end of the day. Happy?”

      I blinked in surprise. “Um… Actually, yes.” I’d been anticipating at least five more minutes of bickering before he either told me to fuck off or demanded a kiss for my grimoire’s safe return. “What are you going to make me do for it? Sit on your lap? Rub your feet?” I frowned. “Are you going to spit wine into my mouth again?”

      “Tempting,” Romin said. “But no. Sorry, Hargrave. You’re right. It’s time I returned your little book. Now, let’s see a smile on those lips. You’re finally free.”

      “I…am?” I couldn’t remember the last time Romin had called me anything other than Panties. Even when he used my proper name, it was only when he was trying to get me to do something. “Are you giving me my name back, too?”

      “Let’s not get too crazy.” He laughed, but it wasn’t in his normal tone. There was something almost tender about the sound this time. Weird. “I like your name. I’m keeping it. But your grimoire, I can part with now. I have to fly to where it’s hidden tonight anyway. Might as well get everything over with at once.”

      “Why do you have to fly there?” I asked, more curious than suspicious for a change. “You’re talking like you’re…breaking up with me as my bully or something.”

      “Because I am. And I’m sure you’ll miss me desperately,” Romin said. His words made my heart sink down in my chest a few inches. Ever since I’d arrived at the Academy, Romin had loved torturing me. It never failed to put a smile on his face. And now he was just going to quit cold turkey? Why? “I have to go get my grandmother’s ring from the family treasure trove. Your grimoire’s with it. I can drop it off in your room on my way back tonight.”

      “Why do you need your grandmother’s ring?” I asked as my heart sank even deeper.

      “Mom wants me to pop the question properly and make sure I get a yes before she starts arranging things between the families. That’s why I have to stop torturing you, Hargrave. I’m getting betrothed tonight.” His smile still lingered on his lips, but the glimmer in his eyes didn’t shine as bright as usual. “You should thank Naomi, you know. She really likes you.”

      “Oh.” Naomi. Romin was getting betrothed. To Naomi. I had to play those words over in my head several times as I processed this information, and even then, they still didn’t really click into place. “Well, good for you. Congratulations. I…I really like Naomi, too.”

      I did. Naomi had always been kind to me. Even when I’d been desperately trying to get information out of her about her missing best friend, she’d never been mean about it. Evasive, sure, but not rude.

      And now, she was going to be Romin’s wife. He was giving her a ring and everything.

      “Let’s just hope she likes me. She’s got no idea I’m asking yet, but I’m sure she’ll make a good wife. Don’t you think?”

      A good wife. A good wife. I wasn’t even repeating his words to myself anymore. They were bouncing around my head of their own accord.

      “You’d better be a good husband to her,” I said, straightening up and backing away. “She deserves someone who’s going to treat her right.”

      “She does,” Romin agreed. His eyes were still fixed on mine, even though it was long past the time that one of us should have looked away. “I’ll do my best.”

      My heart twisted into a garlic knot and dropped into my stomach.

      For once, I actually believed he was telling the truth.

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      I waited up until well past midnight for Romin to fly past my window. I’d even left it open for him, so he might feel free to come inside.

      I wasn’t expecting anything more than a quick chat, of course—if that, even. Just a few words would have been enough. Maybe we could trade insults one last time. He’d say something lewd, I’d call him a dick, and we’d laugh and go our separate ways.

      But Romin never came.

      When I woke up the next morning, the sun was bright and the window was still open. My grimoire was nowhere to be seen.

      Had I misheard him or something? I was so sure he’d said he would bring it by last night…

      “I don’t suppose you saw a giant red dragon fly by the window while I was asleep, did you, big guy?” I asked the reclining Somerville at the foot of my bed.

      He slow-blinked a feline I love you at me, then stretched out to his full length and extended his claws luxuriously in response.

      “Yeah. I figured.” I rubbed the thick waves of fur on his belly, withdrawing my hand a scant split-second before he got rowdy and decided to clamp down. “It was worth a shot, anyway.”

      On my way to the showers, I ran into Naomi, clad in her pink Libra bathrobe. She looked absolutely exhausted. Her hair was messy, last night’s lipstick was still smudged across her lips, and she smelled like spilled liquor, but her grin lit up her face.

      She must have been out all night.

      “Morning, Ash!” Her grin widened as she waved at me. “How’d you sleep?”

      “I got more of it than you, from the looks of things.” I returned her smile, even if it did feel a little forced. “I hear congratulations are in order.”

      “Aww. You’re sweet.” She held the bathroom door open for me. As I slipped inside past her, I was just glad I couldn’t smell any white smoke or ginger on her skin. “I worked my ass off for it all semester, so I’m glad it finally paid off in the end.”

      I bit my lip as my heart plummeted all over again—only this time, it was racing frantically as it took the plunge.

      Was that why Naomi had been dodging me? Had she actually been…what? Secretly seeing Romin all semester and trying to make sure I didn’t find out?

      I was almost offended that she thought I would even care.

      Though, of course, now it was getting hard to deny that I did. I cared a lot more than I liked.

      “I didn’t realize you were so interested in…that.” I did my best to keep my face neutral. If Naomi was happy, then it was a good thing. I just needed to keep reminding myself until it finally stuck.

      “Yeah, I know I don’t seem like that kind of girl…but, ugh, I got so excited once we started celebrating, we didn’t stop until sunrise. We were absolutely soaked by the time we finally got home.” She giggled, then lowered her voice to whisper. “It was my first time.”

      “Oh. Okay.” On second thought, I needed to get out of this conversation. Fast. I was happy for Naomi. I was. Really. But there was a line, and listening to Naomi talk about fucking Romin absolutely crossed it. “That’s great, Naomi. Glad you had…fun.”

      “The most fun. I mean, it’s huge, right? You know, if I can figure out how to keep it up for long enough, I might actually be able to get my sisters involved someday,” Naomi added. “When they’re of age, I mean.”

      My jaw nearly dropped. What in the ever-loving fuck—

      I bit my tongue just long enough to realize our wires must have crossed somehow.

      “Naomi?” I stopped and turned to face her. “What are you talking about?”

      “My points?” Her brow furrowed with confusion. “I broke a thousand yesterday, then I went out with the other junior girls to celebrate. The guys at the Vengeful Spirits pretty much doused us in liquor all night—you would’ve thought they were trying to drown us in it.” She cocked her head to the side. “What did you think we were talking about?”

      A small laugh escaped my lips.

      “No, that’s what I thought,” I lied, but my smile was genuine. “Good work, Naomi. You earned this.”

      If she’d been out with the girls all night, then Romin must not have had time to pop the question. Naomi definitely would’ve mentioned it if she’d gotten betrothed.

      But that raised a different question.

      Where the hell had Romin been last night?

      
        
        ♒︎

      

      

      Lace, Heather, and I spent the day hanging out with the other freshmen girls at the base of the campanile, making plans for winter break. Everyone but Yvette had invited us to stay with their families over Yule, but we weren’t offended by that. I was pretty sure the only kind of sleepovers Yvette attended were the accidental kind. Like if she left someone’s unconscious body on the floor of her room after punching their lights out.

      The whole time, Cordelia stood across the quad in the most sinister manner possible. Watching us, just like she had all along—only now, she was doing it in plain sight.

      Irene was right—she was a weird little creep.

      But apparently, a powerful and dangerous one, too.

      I didn’t see Romin again until the end of semester feast later that evening. He was sitting at the center of the Ignis house table in his usual seat, his boots kicked up on the table and a dingy blue book in his hand.

      My grimoire.

      My heart shuddered when his eyes met mine. He snapped the book closed and placed it gently—deliberately—down on the table in front of him, as if to say, Oh, yes, Panties, I’ve read every single page.

      The blood drained from my face as a smile slowly unfurled across his lips. Breath raced in and out of my lungs like I’d just been running, but I was completely frozen in place.

      He knew.

      “What’s wrong, Ash?” Heather asked. She and Lace turned to see why I’d fallen behind.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but no sound came out.

      Before I could compose myself, Harshing strode past us.

      “Take your seats, ladies.” His gaze lingered on Lace for a moment too long. “Congratulations, Miss Constantine. It’s taken all semester, but you seem to have finally learned how to tuck in your shirt. Well done.”

      Muttering curses beneath her breath, Heather dragged Lace off to the Aqua House table. I knew I should have gone to the Ventus House table as well, but my legs weren’t working any better than my mouth was right.

      He knew. Romin knew who we all really were now. Whatever he was planning on doing with that information, it wouldn’t be anything good.

      “Welcome, students. Tonight, we celebrate the end of yet another semester here at the Academy,” Harshing’s loud voice penetrated through the blood rushing in my ears as he moved to stand in the center of the four house tables. The noise in the hall died off quickly as soon as he began to speak. “To those of you who have passed your exams—congratulations. For those of you who have failed, I fear the road ahead of you will be both long and dangerous if you intend to return.”

      I hadn’t failed—not my classes, at any rate. Lace and I were top of the freshman class. If Blackford hadn’t spent all semester docking Heather points during Dueling, she would have been right up there at the top with us. We had friends here now. We’d finally started to learn who our real enemies were.

      But now that Romin knew, it changed everything. The way he was still smirking at me left something cold and slick churning in the pit of my stomach.

      If word got out, it wouldn’t matter that we’d done well this semester. The Academy would be a more dangerous place for us than ever—and all of Beyond along with it.

      “Freshmen, you should be pleased to learn that tonight is the first where you will no longer be expected to serve your upperclassmen at meals,” Harshing continued. “Consider yourselves full initiates of the Academy. Enjoy your dinner, and have a nice Yule.”

      At least Harshing wasn’t much for lengthy speechmaking. As soon as everyone’s attention had turned back to their food, I could go over to Romin and beg for mercy. He could have anything he wanted—my obedience, a smile, as many of my panties as he wanted to sniff—anything. Hell, he could have my body. I’d give it to him happily as long as it meant keeping Heather and Lace safe.

      It wasn’t just my secret Romin had in his clutches now. Too many people wanted us dead already, and I’d be damned if Heather and Lace were targeted even further because of my mistake.

      But as Romin rose from his seat, I realized I’d never even have a chance to plead my case.

      “Headmaster Harshing? If I may?” Romin called out.

      “Ah. Yes. I suppose—if you must.” Harshing held up a hand to quiet the students again. He looked distracted, like his attention wasn’t even on anything happening in the Astrolabe right now. “Presenting Romin Castillo, Head Boy. Mr. Castillo, you may precede, but keep it quick.”

      “Thank you, Headmaster.” Romin stepped up onto the seat of his chair, then onto the table. He wound his way around the plates and platters as he addressed the school. “This has been a difficult semester for all of us here at the Academy. Some of us more than others. In true Academy tradition, we’ve seen backstabbing, betrayal, bloodshed. Murder.” He paused for effect. He was showboating again, building up to something. Oh, no. “In the wake of so much hardship, it can be difficult to hold onto hope for better days. And as King Solis’s health continues to decline, I’m proud to announce that Beyond will soon enter a new era of that very thing: hope.”

      Romin’s gaze locked on me. I stared up at him with wide, pleading eyes.

      Please, my eyes implored him. Don’t do this. I’ll do whatever you want—just don’t tell them what you know.

      But as Romin looked out across the Astrolabe once more, the glimmer in his own eyes told me I was praying for something that would go unanswered.

      He’d already made up his mind.

      We were fucked.

      “We all grew up with tales of the Lost Ones,” Romin continued, confirming all my worst fears a hundred times over. “Heirs of King Solis and his fallen Concubines, gone missing after the Slaughter and never recovered. Some say they were stolen away by the Unseelie to live as captives in the Fade. Others claim they were killed.”

      My jaw clenched as my expression shifted from terrified to murderous. We hadn’t been killed, no—but we would be as soon as Romin stopped building dramatic tension and got to the point.

      “Those rumors were wrong.” A wave of nervous murmuring passed through the Astrolabe. Romin raised his voice to call out over it. “One of the Lost Ones has finally been found. After all this time, it turns out she was simply hiding in the last place that any of us thought to look.”

      One. Not three.

      Oh.

      We weren’t fucked.

      I was fucked.

      Romin’s gaze swept down toward me like a lover’s caress.

      “It’s my pleasure to present Her Royal Highness Aisling Solis, Princess of Beyond—and, as fate would have it, my soulmate.” He held his hand out to me. An offering. “My betrothed.”

      The Astrolabe erupted into a cacophony of voices and sounds. Gasps, both of surprise and shock. Something hit the floor, and I looked over to the water table to see that Cordelia had fainted. I didn’t have the power to determine whether she was faking it.

      Something in my brain screeched to a halt in a cloud of burned rubber and flame and oh, fuck.

      His betrothed? He said it like we’d already decided. Like he’d already asked me and I’d already agreed.

      And I couldn’t even call him out on it.

      Aisling Hargrave had no social standing and too many enemies. No family to protect her. Nothing to lose but her life.

      Aisling Solis had an entire throne to lose—and her life along with it. She had enemies I didn’t even know about yet, and Romin had just plastered a target on my forehead for all of them to see.

      “Come on up, Aisling.” Romin raised his goblet to me, still holding out his hand. “Let’s show the Academy who you really are.”

      I took a hesitant step toward him, then another. Every other sound in the Astrolabe sounded hollow and distant to me now. Like a party happening in another room.

      Romin wasn’t just offering me his hand in marriage. He was offering me the protection of the Castillo family. If he could keep me alive for long enough to marry me, he’d win the throne of Beyond.

      I placed my hand in his.

      What other choice did I have?

      He pulled me up onto the table, and a few tentative cheers sounded from the crowd. Those cheers turned bawdy as he tugged my body forward. I stumbled against his chest, still dazed, and he wrapped his arm around my waist, pulling me tightly against him.

      There’d be no backing out now. Not for me.

      Heather and Lace were still safe. A blessing. Romin hadn’t betrayed their secrets. It wasn’t to his benefit if more heirs were found.

      But for me, there was no escape.

      Romin drank deeply from the goblet, then pressed it to my lips like a communion. I sipped at the wine as it sloshed against my lips, but as Romin tipped the goblet back farther, I had to turn those sips into massive gulps. Wine streamed down the corners of my lips before Romin was finally satisfied.

      He chuckled as the wine dripped down my jaw to my neck, then threw the goblet aside.

      “My grandmother’s ring,” he said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a beautiful, massive ruby edged in diamonds, set in gold. “Give me your hand.”

      My fingers trembled as I raised my hand. He slipped the ring slowly over my knuckles. Sensually. His whiskey-colored eyes glittered with cruel triumph.

      “She used to say it was so heavy, it made her wrist ache.” He dipped his head down, lowering his voice to a whisper as he pressed his fingers into the spaces between mine. “But don’t worry. I’ll help you carry the burden. It’s yours now—and you’re mine.”

      “I’m not yours,” I whispered back to him. “This doesn’t make me yours.”

      But that wasn’t true, was it? All those months I’d spent obsessing over Romin and Isa. The terrible way the thought of him marrying Naomi had made me feel. The envy. The jealousy. The way I’d stayed up late last night, watching out my window and hoping he might come into my bedroom one last time.

      He had the scent of my soulmate. He had my name, my mind—and now, he had my hand. The ring was only a symbol. Something to seal the deal.

      I was already his.

      I had been for a long time.

      “Kiss me,” he hushed in the same tone a man might use to soothe a fussing child. “While they’re watching.”

      I swallowed hard, then drew in a breath as I turned my mouth up toward his.

      He descended on it like a soldier claiming a war prize. His kiss stole my breath away. Defeated me. Conquered me and paraded me around in a triumph before the entire Astrolabe, urged on by the roaring cheers of the crowd.

      “I know what you’re doing, Romin,” I growled against his lips as I broke the kiss—but even then, he wouldn’t let my mouth break contact with his.

      “Good.” Romin tightened his hold on my waist, jerking my body even closer to his. His cock pressed against my belly, thick and stiff beneath his clothes. Against my lips, I could feel him smirk. “Because now, we’re doing it together.”
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      The end-of-the-year feast smelled like roasted meat and toasted garlic, brown butter and sage. As Heather and I sat at the Aqua House table, the other students all around us were eating, drinking, and making merry.

      Lucky them.

      Cybele and Flint had come over from the Terra table. Flint pulled a giggling, red-cheeked Val onto his lap triumphantly—and amazingly, Val let him. Now that Sloan was out of the picture, Val had perked up significantly. She and Flint acted like long-lost sweethearts, finally free to rekindle old flames. Cybele and Jules kept finding little reasons to touch each other, until they finally gave up trying to resist and just held hands.

      Irene sat between the twins at the Ventus table. She was smiling and laughing as they fought over who got to refill her wine glass. After the last round of Seven Deadly Sins, she’d started to come out of her shell again. With the true identity of her sister’s killer finally out in the open, flirting with the twins seemed to be a good first step for Irene as she worked toward laying Iris’s memory to rest.

      As for Cordelia, she sat huddled against the wall away from everyone else. As she nibbled at a roll of bread, her eyes darted nervously around the Astrolabe like she was seeing an enemy behind every smile and hearing a threat in every laugh. Every once in a while, it even looked like she was actually talking to herself.

      I supposed she didn’t have many other options. No one went to sit with her. No one had any reason to. We all knew the web of lies she’d been spinning. I didn’t think anyone at the Academy would ever trust her again.

      There was one person who looked even more on edge than Cordelia, though: Ash. Romin had hauled her over to the Ignis house table so they could share their first meal together as future husband and wife. He seemed to be taking a special delight in petting her and feeding her bites—and though she was making an admirable effort to look like she was enjoying herself, I knew her well enough to see how uncomfortable she really was.

      It was in the way she held her shoulders and the tightness in the corners of her mouth as Romin leaned in for a kiss she had no choice but to reciprocate.

      I wished I could be happy for Ash. Heck, I wished Ash could be happy for Ash. Romin was her soulmate. He was, by her own admission, the man she lusted for. And now, he was her betrothed.

      That didn’t make this right, though. After all, I knew a little something about longing for a dangerous man.

      “Miss Blakely.” Harshing strode toward Heather and me on the other side of the Aqua House table. He gave me a small nod as his red eyes met mine. “Miss Constantine.”

      Carefully, I swallowed the bite of potato I’d been chewing and patted my lips delicately with my napkin before I spoke. “Good evening, Headmaster.”

      “I believe congratulations are in order, Miss Blakely.” He tucked his hands behind his back and gave Heather a small, stiff bow. “Forgive me for not delivering them sooner.”

      Heather glanced at me with wary eyes that said, what the fuck is Hardballs on about now?

      “Um,” she said after choking down her wine. “I think you’ve gotten me mixed up with Ash, Headmaster. She’s the one you should be congratulating right now.”

      “Not at all. I understand you’re now mated to Professor Blackford.”

      “I—we haven’t, um—” Heather coughed, then quickly raised her glass to take another gulp as her cheeks flushed.

      “You fear that I’m here to reprimand you. I can assure you, I intend to do no such thing.” Harshing’s eyes were stern as ever, but his voice was surprisingly mild-mannered. Gentle, even. “The rules against student-professor relationships still stand, but bloodbonds are an ancient, powerful magic. Though—” His eyes glinted almost teasingly. “I suspect I do not need to tell you that.”

      “Uh.” Heather held her napkin against her mouth as she tried—and failed—to clear her throat. “No. No, you don’t,” she squeaked.

      “So powerful, in fact, that even I would not dream of attempting to come between the two of you. Blackford asked for my blessing of his actions long before he was forced to take them,” Harshing continued. I guessed that was why Blackford had burst into Harshing’s office that day, so many weeks ago. He’d been planning on saving Heather all along if it came to it. “I ask only that you proceed with discretion. Anything else would, of course, reflect poorly on you both.”

      “Uh…yeah. Sure.” Heather glanced at me again. She looked as surprised as I was relieved. “We’ll…do that, then. Thanks.”

      “Miss Constantine?” Harshing turned to me again.

      “Yes, Headmaster?” My chest was tight as I placed my fork and napkin aside. What could he possibly want now? To reprimand me for my table manners? Had I dribbled wine on my shirt?

      Maybe he just wanted more blood.

      “If you don’t mind missing out on the rest of the festivities, perhaps you would consider finishing the rest of your dinner with me. Privately.” He offered me his hand. The reds of his eyes made me think of two wine glasses—one containing a rich, full-bodied Merlot, one with poison lurking within its depths. “Given recent happenings, I believe we have much to discuss.”

      Heather shot me a look of warning, which I promptly ignored.

      “Of course, Headmaster.” I placed my hand in his. There was only one way to find out what Harshing really wanted—and it was to do exactly as he said. “Lead the way.”

      
        
        ♓︎

      

      

      Inside Harshing’s quarters above the Astrolabe, a candlelit dinner for two had been set. Our meals were already waiting for us—red wine, roasted broccolini, and of course, steak.

      Harshing’s favorite.

      Harshing pulled my chair out for me, then pushed it in as I sat down. He took the white cloth napkin from next to my plate and placed it onto my lap before sitting down across from me.

      “Please, Miss Constantine.” He gestured at my plate. “Eat.”

      “I thought you wanted to talk to me.” Had he really just called me all the way here to make sure I was keeping my iron levels up? Surely not.

      “I do,” he assured me. “But you’ve lost weight this semester, and you had very little to lose to begin with. Our discussion can wait until you’re fed.”

      He had a point. All the hasty, early breakfasts, skipped lunches and dinners spent serving others hadn’t exactly stuck to my ribs.

      I picked up my fork and knife, then cut off a small piece of my steak. It was juicy, perfectly seared and just shy of rare—exactly how I liked it. As I took a bite and chewed, Harshing stared at me.

      In fact, he just kept staring until I had nearly finished my meal. He barely touched his own food.

      “I can see something is on your mind, Miss Constantine,” he said as I painstakingly mopped up the juices of the steak with my final bite of broccolini. “Would you like to share?”

      “You’re looking at me,” I said, keeping my eyes down. The weight of his gaze felt exactly as heavy as that statue he’d made me pick up in his office so many weeks ago. “It’s distracting.”

      “You’re a pleasurable thing to look at.” Harshing placed his fork and knife back on the table. “I can stop, if you like.”

      “No.” I shook my head and dabbed my lips with my napkin. “I like when you look at me. I shouldn’t, but I do.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. It’s often true that the things we know we shouldn’t like are the things we enjoy the most. Is that all you were thinking about? How I look at you?”

      “I’m worried about Ash,” I admitted, finally raising my gaze to his. “I think she’s in a lot of danger now.”

      “You’re not wrong. I assume you were as taken aback by Mr. Castillo’s little stunt tonight as I was?”

      “Yes, but…” I frowned. “I thought you knew everything that happens at the Academy. You didn’t…see it happening?”

      “My attentions have been elsewhere.”

      “Oh. You’ve been looking for Douglas,” I guessed. “Trying to figure out what his next move is.”

      “Indeed. Unfortunately, it seems that he has either a very proficient Capricorn or a very talented Aquarius assisting him. He’s found the means to manipulate fate in his favor—to change things before I can see his next move—or he’s passing through the Veil into other realms where his plans and intentions are beyond my sight, only emerging when he’s ready to strike.”

      “You can’t see the future when someone is in a different realm?” That was good to know, but bad for us.

      “The Veil is the great separator. As long as it partitions the realms, the strings of fate that are entangled outside Beyond are impossible for even me to see.”

      “He might have an Aquarius. Calanthe Bronson. We think he abducted her. Or maybe she went willingly. I’m not sure.”

      “That is concerning. But not impossible. Excellent work, Miss Constantine.”

      “So…”

      “So?”

      “What will happen to Ash?”

      “How touching. And, incidentally, what I brought you here to discuss.”

      “Will she have to meet the king?”

      “She will be taken to the winter court to be presented to King Solis, yes. His personal mage will assess the validity of her claim to the line of succession. Should it prove to be true, she will likely be pulled from the Academy and required to live at court full-time.”

      “But her training—”

      “Will be placed in the hands of the king’s closest advisers. They are all highly capable Fae. Frankly, Miss Constantine, it is not Miss Hargrave that you should be worried about.”

      “She’s my friend. She’s my sister.” I couldn’t help but worry about her. Caring about her and Heather wasn’t something I could just switch off.

      “She is your sister. That’s the problem. As soon as Miss Hargrave’s claim is verified—which I expect it will be—you and Miss Blakely will undoubtedly be discovered shortly after. That is not what you want for yourself, I presume.”

      “If we’re going to be found out anyway… Can Heather and I go with her? She never wanted this. She shouldn’t have to go alone.”

      “You could. But then you would have to announce your own claims to the throne. Are you prepared to do that?”

      “For Ash…” I took a deep breath. I knew Heather almost as well as I knew myself. She wouldn’t want Ash at court without back-up, either. “Of course.”

      “In that case, there are other concerns to attend to. Miss Hargrave will have the protection of the Castillos at court. Should Miss Blakely choose to announce her birthright, she will be protected as well. Now that she and Professor Blackford are bloodbound, she will have one of the most infamously dangerous men in all of Beyond watching over her. But you, Miss Constantine, have no living family here save for your sisters and King Solis himself. You have no such protection. Court is a far more dangerous place than the Academy—especially for a girl like you.”

      “A girl like me?” My heart fell a little. I’d been under the impression that Harshing thought highly of me, and if not me, then at least of my ability to manage my powers and compose myself. But now, he made it sound like I was helpless. Useless.

      What had changed?

      “Innocent. Powerful. But still largely untested.” He tilted his head to the side, studying me like I was a painting on his wall. “Beautiful. These are not insults, Miss Constantine. The very things that you count among your strengths are the things that make you desirable—and therefore, put you in imminent danger. Especially unchaperoned in an environment you know nothing about.”

      That was true. The more I learned about the politics of court, the more I realized I didn’t know much about it.

      But sitting before me right now was someone with all the knowledge I didn’t yet have.

      “Be my chaperone, then.” It was the obvious answer to the problem. If Harshing had taken so much interest in me here at the Academy, why not at court? “You could protect me.”

      “I could. But I should warn you, Miss Constantine. My protection comes at a price.”

      I nodded. Nothing in Beyond was free. Not alliances. Not friendship. Not chocolate truffles left on freshly made beds, or daily deliveries of pink roses that never wilted, or the tattoo of one of those very roses that now bloomed and died and bloomed again, etched forever into my skin.

      So, then.

      What was Harshing’s price?

      Blood was the obvious answer. Your blood, Miss Constantine, he’d told me once. It’s always your blood.

      But as I held his gaze, I sensed a different hunger in his eyes.

      No. Not blood.

      Something else.

      I rose from my chair and trailed my fingertips over the tablecloth, relishing its creamy texture. His eyes followed my every move as I approached him.

      “Miss Constantine?”

      “You said there’d be a price.” I perched on his lap and, delicately, pressed a palm to his chest. “It’s one I’m willing to pay.”

      “I see.” Harshing placed his hand over mine, pressing my fingers firmly against him until I could feel the warmth of his chest through his shirt—and beneath that, his heartbeat. It was so slight that I couldn’t be entirely sure, but I was pretty sure I felt his pulse quicken. Just a little bit.

      Good. So he did have a pulse. A movable one. Somewhere within the cold, calculating, exquisitely composed outer shell of Oberon Harshing, there was still a man, and inside that man, there was a heart. One that beat faster when I sat on his lap.

      But faster with what, exactly? Anticipation? Excitement? Lust?

      I’d die right here on his lap if I didn’t find out.

      “This will not be an easy road for you, Miss Constantine,” he warned me.

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’ll ensure it.”

      My breath caught in my chest.

      Oh.

      Maybe all the rumors were true. Maybe he really was just a very clever, very evil man—and I was the intensely stupid, incredibly innocent girl wandering into a trap he’d set at the center of his best-laid plans.

      I took my hand from his heart and brought his palm to my chest in turn.

      My pulse was quickening too.

      “I have no doubt you will.”

      “And you understand what you’re offering me?”

      “Yes.” Of course I did. Who the hell did he think I was? “If I didn’t know what I was laying on the table, I wouldn’t have placed myself on your lap.”

      “Prove it to me.” There were those red-wine eyes of his again. In one glass, a warning. In the other, a dare. “Say it, Miss Constantine.”

      My lips fell open. The instant they did—gone was the girl locked away from the world in her ivory tower, dreaming of dangerous men with sharp knives from the safety of her cage. Gone was the girl who’d once planned on trading innocent kisses with a man twice her age just to save a wounded cat she’d found in the rain. The girl who’d umed and ohed her way around the ham-fisted advances of her manipulative professor—who’d made excuses for him, entertained his lies, given away her own name. The silly girl. Naive girl. The sweet, stupid fool too blind to realize she was walking straight into her own doom.

      That girl died the second my lips parted. For so long now, she’d been holding on by a skirt hem, then by tattered fabric, then by meager strings.

      I opened my mouth and I cut those strings. I killed that girl.

      I set myself free.

      “I’ll be yours.”

      “No, Miss Constantine.” Harshing placed his thumb on my lower lip and dragged it downward. Then, for the briefest moment, he smiled, and it was not a nice smile, and that only made me relish it even more. “You are mine.”
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      Thanks for reading Zodiac Sins! The semester may be over, but the lessons of Beyond are just beginning for Ash, Heather and Lace.

      The secret is finally out: the Changelings are the heirs to Beyond’s throne. When they dip their toes into the viper pit of their father’s court, the girls find themselves tumbling into a world of dark intrigue and even darker intentions. Are the Changelings strong enough to survive their new royal lives?

      
        
        Get Zodiac Heirs today!
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      They were born to take the throne. Unless they die before school’s out…

       

      Since Ash, Heather and Lace announced their claim as heirs to the throne of Beyond, no one at the Academy can deny their status or power—but that doesn’t mean their fellow students have to like it. Now the girls have the Royal Court to contend with, as well as their enemies at the Academy, who are determined to keep their identities a secret. 

      

      When Heather is attacked and they all experience a string of bad luck, it’s not only a matter of who is out to get them, but a question of how many people want them dead. Trusting their soul mates isn’t proving to be easy, either.

       

      They need to figure out who their allies are—and fast—or spring semester at the Academy may be their last…

      
        
        Get Zodiac Heirs Today!

      

        

      
        Get the latest news on releases!

        Click here to sign up!!
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        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

      

      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and events are all fictitious for the reader’s pleasure. Any similarities to real people, places, events, living or dead are all coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        This book contains sexually explicit content that is intended for ADULTS ONLY (+18).
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