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      I added another layer of mascara and frowned at my reflection. With my mahogany hair down and covering most of my face, I might pass for twenty-one. As long as the Velvet Lounge was dark, and their security staff didn’t look too closely at my fake ID. Erica arranged her long, black hair into a high ponytail. With curves like hers, she’d have no problem getting through the door. 

      My gaze dropped down to my push-up bra. Unlike Erica, I had to take extra measures to make myself look older than seventeen.

      Daniel ran into my room, clad in his green, T-Rex pajamas, looking like he’d stayed awake to eavesdrop the entire evening. One side of his blond hair was mussed, and the other side flopped over his brows, adding to his cuteness. He grinned, revealing his missing front teeth. “Alicia, why are you going to the Velvet Lounge when you told Mom the party was at your college?”

      “Thanks, Daniel.” I ruffled his hair. “Why don’t you scream it at the top of your lungs, so Mom and Steve can hear you downstairs?”

      “Daniel poses an excellent question.” Mom pushed the door open and stepped inside, clad in the fluffy dressing gown she only wore during winter. “Isn’t the Velvet lounge the place they raided with sniffer dogs last week?”

      My insides cringed with a mixture of guilt and embarrassment. Richley College really was having a party on the premises, but Erica’s ex was going, and we decided at the last minute to party somewhere else.

      “That’s Club Insanity,” I said. “And we wouldn’t dream of venturing into that den of iniquity.”

      Erica mouthed, ‘Sorry.’

      Mom frowned at my enhanced boobs, making my guts writhe with shame. Sometimes a girl on the cusp of becoming a C cup needed a little help. Her gaze flicked up to my face. “If anyone acts inappropriately, you should—”

      “Kick him in the balls, I know.”

      Mom shot me a scandalized look. Not for my language but for repeating it in front of Daniel, whose mouth formed a perfect O.

      I cleared my throat. “Sorry.”

      Mom turned to Erica. “Please keep my daughter out of trouble. Even if you have to use your karate skills to stop her from doing something silly.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Stephens,” Erica chorused as though she hadn’t originally suggested we skip the college party for the Velvet Lounge.

      “Well…” Mom placed her hand on Daniel’s head and steered him out of the room. “Look after each other, girls.”

      “Goodnight, Alicia,” Daniel shouted from the hallway. “Get me something nice from the Velvet Lounge.”

      “Goodnight, bigmouth,” I shouted back.

      “Your mom is so cool,” Erica whispered. 

      Warmth spread across my chest, and my lips curved into a smile. “I know.” 

      That’s what I loved most about Mom. She was laid back, unlike Erica’s mom, who fretted about every probable danger and had enrolled her in martial arts classes from the tender age of five. Mom and I had been the two musketeers since before I could remember. When she had married Steve and had Daniel, she had brought even more love into the family. I almost dreaded leaving for university, because I didn’t want to miss out on a single day of her and my little brother. 

      I slipped on my leather jacket and stuffed my phone in its pocket. “Let’s go before Daniel sneaks out of bed again and mentions the guys we’re meeting from Venus Chat.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I didn’t see the men in the mirror, but the shrieks and shouts filling the ladies’ bathroom indicated trouble. My lip gloss slipped from my fingers into the sink, and dread kicked me in the stomach. The Velvet Lounge’s bathroom was one of those huge, underground chambers with stalls on both sides of the room and two rows of sinks in the middle, separated by a dividing mirror topped with makeup lights. I slipped around the row of sinks furthest from the door, crouched down, and observed. 

      The largest man I’d ever seen stepped out from around the corner dressed in bulky, black body armor. Guns and knives and batons were strapped to his body, but as he passed the wall mirrors, he cast no reflection. My skin prickled into goosebumps, and my heart knocked against my ribs, urging me to find a better hiding-place. 

      As he walked into a girl who stood in his way, I straightened and calmly walked to the stall next to Erica’s, keeping the man in the edge of my vision. The girl stumbled back, and he let her fall. Nothing about that man indicated he had come for our protection.

      Without casting the girl a glance, the six-and-a-half feet specter strolled forward, looking from left to right, as though he knew the identity of his target. Behind him entered another armored man of a similar size, who raised his head like a hunting dog scenting its prey. My stomach tightened. What else could he be but an assassin, a bodyguard, or an abductor?

      I slipped into the stall, shut the door, slid the bolt across the lock, and exhaled a relieved breath. 

      “Hey!” shouted the girl from the other side of the door. “Who the hell do you think—”

      She shrieked. The doors of each of the bank of stalls on my side of the bathroom reverberated with the force of her body hitting the wood. Then she fell with a thud right outside my stall and didn’t get up. 

      I sucked in a sharp breath through my teeth, pulled down the toilet seat, and climbed on top. Crouching low, I wrapped my arms around my shins and steadied my breathing. These men weren’t normal.

      Muffled music thudded in from the dance floor, mingling with the cries and shrieks of the other girls in the bathroom. I closed my eyes and focussed on the sounds. From their sobs and grunts of pain, the men seemed to be grabbing each woman and doing something to them before throwing them on the ground with a disgusted huff. 

      “She’s not here,” said one of them.

      Terror shuddered down my spine, and I hugged myself tighter. If they were looking for someone in particular, why did they need to inspect everyone? Did they not know their target’s face? 

      Someone slammed the door. “You said that in Club Insanity and at that shitty college party. This is the last place on our list. She has to be here.”

      A palpitation reverberated through my chest and sweat broke out across my brow. I clenched my teeth to stop them from chattering. They weren’t looking for Erica or me, because we were no one.

      As the mayhem outside continued, sweat poured down the sides of my temples, and I clasped my hands together in a sort of prayer. If they left without noticing my stall, I would become a better person. Give more to charity. Volunteer for the homeless. Anything not to be their target.

      “Wait,” whispered one guy. “I hear her heartbeat.”

      The other man snorted. “I hear them all.”

      I pressed my lips together and calmed my breathing. They were obviously trying to sound extra sinister.

      With a crash, a booted foot slammed my door off its hinges. If fell onto my head with a dull, painful thud. I clenched my teeth. Maybe if I kept still, I could stay hidden.

      The man threw the door off me and grinned. I froze, eyes locked in his crimson gaze. 

      With a gloved hand, he reached down and pulled me out by my hair. Wincing, I stepped off the toilet seat, and he gave the side of my neck a huge, noisy sniff. A mix of fear and disgust and loathing prickled across my skin.

      “Found her,” he rumbled.

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face and sped into my thrashing heart. Pushing aside thoughts of why a man with no reflection would identify me by scent, I tugged at his fingers, trying to loosen his grip from my hair. Supernatural creatures didn’t exist. There had to be another explanation, like a secret government project. But why would they be interested in me?

      His companion from the other side of the room made an approving grunt. “Take her to the van, and I’ll clear up.”

      Van? I punched at the man’s fist, but he hooked a meaty hand under my arm and slung me over his shoulder. My escape was over before it had even begun. 

      As I writhed on the man’s shoulder, I took in my surroundings. Most of the girls lay on the ground, still breathing. I looked around for Erica, who had been inside a stall when the men entered the bathroom. She lay on her side, breathing hard. One of her eyes cracked open and stared up at me.

      Stay down. Let them think you’ve passed out. Of course, she couldn’t hear my thoughts. Telepathy didn’t exist, but I hoped she would have the good sense not to run after me and attack with her karate. 

      “Hold your breath.” The man stepped out of the bathroom door into a cloud of yellow. 

      “What?” Gas burned the back of my throat. Eyes watering, I barked out a choking cough.

      Rollercoaster-fast, he sped through the hallway, pushed open a fire door, and stepped out into the summer night. 

      Fresh air filled my lungs, and I coughed out my guts, making sure to jerk my body as hard as I could to fall off his shoulder. He carried me through a darkened alley and tightened his grip around my middle.

      “I can’t breathe!” I wheezed. 

      The door of a van opened, and the man slung me inside. As I landed on my hands and knees, I met the haunted gaze of a girl about my age with pale eyes and dishwater-blonde hair. She sat on a ledge on the far side of the van’s interior, arms wrapped around her middle. The door slammed shut behind me.

      “I got captured by the men at home,” she said in a voice numb with shock. “They broke my aunt’s neck.”

      I clapped a hand over my mouth and gasped out, “Why?”

      The engine roared to life, and the van pulled out from the alleyway. My new companion shook her head and stared ahead into the window. I gaped at her slack features. Like me, she wasn’t anything special. Just a regular girl, wearing pastel blue pajamas who didn’t seem wealthy or haughty enough to be the child of someone important. Nobody in Richley was important. It was the tiniest suburb in the ass-end of south London that didn’t even have its own station in the London Underground.

      I turned from the window to where the girl cowered in her seat. “What’s your name?”

      “Zarah,” she whispered. “Zarah Peridot.”

      “I’m Alicia Stephens. What happened to you?”

      She shrank into herself and sobbed. A wave of despair washed through my insides, snuffing the last flicker of hope that she might help us escape. I guessed she’d already told me what I needed to know and didn’t want to elaborate. In her position, I wouldn’t want to give grizzly details about how they’d killed my aunt. 

      “Do you know why they took you?” I asked.

      Zarah shook her head. 

      I’m not sure how long they drove, but from the van’s gentle movements, it looked like our abductors were careful not to attract any attention of the traffic police. We seemed to be in one of those armored vans that security guards used to collect money from banks and stores. A tiny window provided a view of the concrete industrial estates that made up our suburb’s outskirts, giving no clues about our destination. 

      Eventually, the vehicle slowed and stopped opposite a nondescript brick building set within a tarmac courtyard and enclosed in wire fencing. I read the sign. Richley Juvenile Detention Center. Ice ran through my veins and made my muscles seize. Murders didn’t put young people into prisons. Was this where they would drag us out and… A slew of grisly scenarios, each ending with murder flittered through my mind. 

      Blood rushed between my ears, and black spots flashed before my eyes.

      We had to get out of here. 

      Now. 

      “Hey.” I rushed over to the other side of the van and squeezed the other girl’s shoulder.

      Flinching, she curled her spine and raised her legs. White light streaming in from one of the security lights around the detention center made her hair and pale skin shine like the moon. If it wasn’t for the warm flesh under my fingertips, I would have thought she was a phantom.

      “Zarah,” I whispered through panting breaths. “As soon as the door opens, we should run.”

      She clung tightly to herself and shook her bowed head.

      The front doors slammed open and shut.

      “Sit down.” Zarah raised her head, revealing watery, green eyes. “You’ll get us punished.”

      “What?”

      “They don’t want us to leave.” She wrung her hands. “If we look like we’re working out an escape route, one of them will get angry with us.”

      “But this might be our only chance of getting away.” I turned back to the window. Two of the armored men rushed across the street and scaled the detention center’s gates with incredible speed. My insides jolted with shock. What kind of freaks were these? 

      Inhuman strength.

      Above-average sense of smell.

      Supernatural speed.

      Cast no reflection.

      My survival instinct kicked me in the gut, and I pushed my thoughts aside. Now was not the time to make speculations. Now was the time to escape. “Come on. We’re alone. Let’s see if we can wedge the door open.”

      Zarah whimpered and hid her head in her hands. “We have to stay.”

      I rushed to the end of the van and examined the seam between the doors. “Do you have a pin?”

      “N-no.”

      Grinding my teeth, I rifled through the pockets of my leather jacket. My cellphone was off, and when I switched it on, there was no service. I stuffed it back in my pocket and ran my hands over the lever mechanism holding the van doors tighter. As expected, they were all stuck fast. 

      “S-stop,” she said. “It won’t work.”

      The pads of my fingers dug into the metal, and I clenched my teeth. “We have to at least try.” 

      “No.” Her voice was muffled. “They’re too fast, too strong, too clever. It’s futile.”

      After several minutes of trying the doors, they swung open, and I fell out. As soon as my hands hit the tarmac, I pushed myself to my feet and started a sprint. Less than a second later, one of the men grabbed me by my hair. Pain burned through my skull, and my hands flew up. I dug my fingers into his meaty fists, trying to dislodge his fingers, but they were like steel encased in leather. 

      A sob burst in my throat. If I had a knife, I would cut myself free. Or cut him.

      A low chuckle rumbled in his companion’s throat. “This one’s feisty.”

      “Not for long.” He wrapped a muscled arm around my middle and flung me back through the van doors. 

      After a short fall, I landed on a larger body. He was male and unmoving and dressed in some kind of green, prison tracksuit. I scrambled off the man and headed for the door, only to have it slam shut.

      “I told you.” Zarah’s dull voice echoed with defeat. “You can’t win.”

      “At least I’m trying,” I hissed.

      She lowered her head to her lap and cried into her pajamas, blonde hair forming a curtain around her face. Wracking sobs shook her body, and guilt lashed me through the heart. These men had killed her aunt. She was probably still numb with shock. Or grief. 

      The van’s engine roared to life, and the vehicle sped down the road. 

      “Sorry.” I shuffled around the large man’s body and back to the hard seat. “But we have to get out of here. There’s something wrong with these men, and we have to escape before they take us to their lair.”

      “Lair?” she gasped out.

      “Alright.” My gaze dropped to the young man lying on the van’s floor. He was probably a year older than us, making him about eighteen. Possibly nineteen. A fading bruise marred the side of his cheek, meaning he was no stranger to fights. From his height and large frame, I guessed he had probably won more times than he had lost. “It might not be an actual lair, but wherever weirdos take girls these days.”

      “Vampires,” she whispered.

      My insides stilled. I’d pushed that word to the back of my mind because such creatures didn’t exist outside the realm of horror. “What?”

      “One of them flung my aunt across the room like she was a rag doll. A-and they had fangs and eyes that slitted like snakes. The guy who put me in here told me to be good, or he would bite me.”

      My fingers clutched at the edge of the seat, my arms stiffened, and my stomach muscles clenched against the churn of nausea and trepidation crawling up my gullet. “The guy who took me didn’t have a reflection in the mirror.”

      “H-he…” Zarah finally raised her head. “How do you know?”

      “I was in the nightclub bathroom when they took me. He passed by a huge mirror, and all I could see were panicking girls.”

      She clapped her hand over her mouth. “Did they slaughter everyone?”

      I dipped my head and stared at the metal floor of the van. The vehicle accelerated, indicating that we were on a freeway of some sort. Lights streamed in and out of the tiny window. Erica had been alive when the man had taken me away, but there was no telling what the second man had done to ‘clear up.’

      With a cough, I said, “The club was filled with yellow gas, and everyone in the hallway was either unconscious or dead.”

      “The police will think it’s a gas leak,” she replied. “Did anyone know you were there?”

      Terror seized my heart. “You don’t think they did something to my mom?”

      She glanced away.

      I clenched my hands and gazed down at the man lying at our feet. Zarah was right. These guys weren’t regular terrorists, killers, or even traffickers. I rested the back of my head on the van’s wall and blew out a long, shuddering breath. 

      “They want us for something special.” The words tumbled out from my mouth. 

      “W-why?”

      “They could have taken anyone at the club, but they cast the other girls aside to find me. I…” My throat dried, and I stared down at the young man from the juvenile detention center. The vampires had broken in especially for him, leaving behind hundreds of other targets. A shudder ran down my entire body. “I don’t think they’ll drain us a single attack.”

      Vampires probably treated humans like milk cows. Kept them well-fed and locked up until it was time to feed. We probably had a rare blood type they found delicious.

      The ground beneath us rumbled, as though the vehicle had left the smooth terrain of the road. A slight lurching of my stomach told me we were traveling uphill. I rose from my seat and gazed out of the window. Silvery moonlight reflected off what looked like a dense growth of trees and shrubs and ferns.

      My stomach turned to lead, and I lowered myself into the seat. “We’re in a forest.”

      Zarah whimpered. 

      I squeezed my eyes shut. In a few hours, it would be morning, and Mom and Steve would wake and wonder why I hadn’t returned from the club. Then they’d hear about the yellow gas and think I was dead. How would they explain things to Daniel, my seven-year-old brother?

      A pang of regret struck my heart. Would I ever see them again?

      The vehicle joined a gravel road, and I squinted up into the top of the hill. Deep in the woods stood a gothic castle of tall towers and twisted roofs that looked like it had been moved, brick by ancient brick, from Transylvania.

      The muscles of my throat convulsed. Would this be the place of our imprisonment or our death?
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      I pressed my fists to the sides of my head, breaths fogging the window with each passing moment. The road wound around the forest, giving me a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree view of the castle. With hands that trembled, I reached into the pocket of my leather jacket and pulled out my phone — still, no signal. The vehicle had probably blocked us from the outside world, which explained why they hadn’t searched through my possessions.

      I sat at Zarah’s side and wrapped my hand around hers. “Th-this is our last chance,” I tried to keep the hysteria out of my whisper. “T-the doors will open, and we’ll be led into a dungeon or some vampire’s coffin. Are you going to let that happen?”

      Zarah squeezed her eyes shut. “If you had seen how they moved…”

      I drew back. Whatever she had seen had broken her, and I didn’t plan on keeping Zarah company in the vampire’s lair. Even if they dragged me back, kicking and screaming, I might get a few seconds to send a message for help or make my location trackable when Mom realized I wasn’t in the Velvet Lounge. 

      The thought of undead monsters biting into my flesh and drinking my blood made every hair on my body stand on end, spurring me into action.

      I shuffled past the juvenile delinquent, who still hadn’t moved the entire journey, and crouched low at the door. As soon as they opened it, I would make my move again. Sparing Zarah one last glance, I asked, “Are you sure you want to stay?” 

      The van’s front doors opened and slammed shut, and heavy footsteps crunched on gravel. My heart made a slow, steady thud that reverberated in my chest. This was it. If I kept low, I’d avoid their grasping hands and disappear into the woods. 

      Sucking in a deep, steadying breath, I readied myself to burst out and sprint. 

      The lock turned, and a large body knocked me aside. I fell onto the side of the van and hit my shoulder. The doors opened, and the juvenile delinquent sprinted past the two men, through a gravel driveway, and into the darkened woods. They turned and watched after him.

      The one who had taken me out of the club snickered. “Will the wolves eat him or turn him?”

      “Maybe Rolf will take a liking to him and mount him from behind.” The second man laughed at his joke.

      Before I could right myself and spring into action, a gloved hand wrapped around my ankle and pulled me halfway out of the van. Winded, I skidded toward him on my back, then he wrapped his arm around my neck and set me on my feet. Eyes that reflected the moon like silver dollars leered down at me, and an icy fist wrapped around my heart.

      Then he parted his lips and hissed, revealing fangs.

      A scream tore from my throat, and I jumped back, but he held me tight.

      “Don’t tease the girl,” said the crimson-eyed man who had captured me in the Velvet Lounge. “We still need to go after that jackass who ran into the forest.”

      “Let the werewolves have him,” muttered my captor.

      All urges to wriggle free and escape drained from my limbs, and my body went limp, like a cat lifted by the scruff. While the second man helped Zarah out of the back of the van, the first walked me around the vehicle to the castle’s white, stone steps. 

      Mounting terror gripped my lungs and throat, making me gasp for air. 

      Vampires, werewolves… What else existed in this world? Zombies?

      The silver-eyed vampire pushed open a set of double doors that led into a grand entrance hall made entirely of marble. Two ticking grandfather clocks stood like sentinels on both sides of a hallway that led into the dark. Opposite stood an unlit fireplace large enough to accommodate a dozen frightened girls. 

      Through rasping breaths, I let my gaze wander to the portrait above the marble mantlepiece. It depicted a being whose arched brows framed staring, brown eyes, a silken mustache that curled across his cheekbones, and the longest set of mahogany ringlets I’d seen on a man.

      Anyone who had seen the entry on Wikipedia would remember that face. It belonged to Vlad Dracula, the Duke of Wallachia.

      Also known as Vlad the Fucking Impaler.

      If I hadn’t been held up by a giant, silver-eyed vampire, my body might have collapsed onto the black-and-white marble floor tiles. 

      Instead of the blood-red coat from his fifteenth-century portrait, Dracula wore the kind of morning coat grooms wore to weddings, with a waistcoat, bowtie, and a handkerchief. Spots waltzed before my eyes. We were going to be the brides of the most famous vampire in history.

      Footsteps echoed from within the darkened hallway, and a trio of boys my age strolled toward us. Each wore black blazers with matching pants and red, tartan ties.

      The one on the left stepped into the light. A boy whose coppery hair flopped over one side of his face arched his brows, revealing curious, forest-green eyes that made a breath catch in the back of my throat. It was the kind of messy style that took ages to perfect and framed cheekbones that could have been chiseled out of alabaster. Strong, pale lips curled into a smile that was half-cordial and half-hungry. My gaze traveled down a six-foot-tall figure of broad shoulders, and prominent pecs that followed the tailored lines of his blazer. 

      I gave myself a mental slap and squeaked, “Help.” 

      “Actually, that’s a great idea.” My captor said. “Prefects, could you put these two in a holding cell? One of our newcomers ran into the forest.”

      Panic exploded across my chest, and my heart pumped blood into my legs, urging them to run. But I couldn’t act until those two armored men left the castle to find the delinquent. 

      The boy in the middle strolled into the entrance hall, his gaze skipping over us as though he saw frightened girls being held captive every day. The chandelier light picked up the lemony highlights and golden-brown lowlights curled around his honey-blonde hair. Hooded eyes as hard as the aquamarines on Mom’s eternity ring, stared down a straight, aristocratic nose, making all the moisture in my throat evaporate. With cheekbones that could slice through a girl’s jugular, he flared perfect nostrils and flattened his full lips into a disapproving line. 

      “And you let her encounter werewolves?” he asked. 

      “Him,” replied my captor.

      The blond’s cruel eyes flickered up and down my body, and my heart rate doubled. Before he could utter something ominous, the redhead strode forward with a grin. “Of course, Commander Colt, we’re happy to assist.”

      The commander squeezed his fingers around the back of my neck and whispered into my ear, “Be a good girl and follow these boys, or you’ll be the one thrown to the wolves.”

      Clenching my teeth, I tried not to imagine a real-life werewolf. When my captor released me, I stepped out of his reach and looked for something, anything that might help my escape. 

      The red-haired boy offered his arm in a mockery of gentlemanly behavior. “Allow me.”

      I glared at his elbow and tightened my lips. 

      His smile flickered as though my natural survival instincts had caused him offense, and he gestured for me to walk beside him up the wide, marble staircase. “It’s this way.”

      A shuddering breath escaped through my nostrils, and I locked gazes with Zarah. Her eyes were wide, the color of a cloudy sky, and her thin lips trembled. 

      As though on their own volition, my legs broke into a sprint, and I headed for the double doors. No amount of vampire charm would sway me into getting close to an undead, blood-drinking creature. 

      In the blink of an eye, the copper-haired boy appeared before me, blocking my exit. He held out both palms in a placating gesture. “Where do you think you’re going on a full moon?”

      Palpitations reverberated through my insides. He was almost as quick as our two abductors. I darted left toward the fireplace, but in a few rapid steps, he overtook me and held me by my arms. “Easy now,” he said in the kind of tone I expected a farmer would make to a goose he needed to keep sweet and tender for foie gras. His green eyes softened. “Don’t run around and get yourself hurt.”

      “Get off me,” I said between clenched teeth. 

      A frown crossed his features, and he released his grip. I spun, only to find the blond boy scowling down at me with cold, aquamarine eyes. “Stop wasting our time, frumosi,” he snapped. “Or we will make your introduction to the vampire world even more painful.”

      Zarah let out an agonized whimper and convulsed with fear.

      “You’re scaring your friend,” said the copper-haired boy.

      “Why are you reasoning with these creatures?” The third guy stepped into the light. 

      He had the same high cheek-boned look as his companions, but his skin was a deep bronze with full lips and a dimpled chin that made my lips part and my breath quicken. He was a couple of inches taller than the other two, with a broader build. Long dreadlocks tumbled down to his shoulders, framing brooding, black eyes that looked through me as though I was beneath his notice. I would have said his hair was the same color as his eyes if it wasn’t for hints of dark blue highlights in the light of the chandeliers.

      “Nero is right,” said the blond. “You take the fool running around like a headless chicken, and I’ll take the one who looks like she’s going to piss herself.”

      “At last, someone who knows what to do with a frumosi.” The third guy turned around and retreated into the dark hallway.

      If vampires hadn’t abducted me, disappointment would have fallen through my insides like a lead balloon, but we were in the lair of creatures that were as deadly as they were beautiful. If these vampires were emitting some kind of hypnotic charm to distract me with their looks, I needed to throw it off. Fast.

      I took in my surroundings. Up the stairs, beyond the half-landing were tall, arched windows, too high for me to scale. Even if I managed, jumping through them would mean the vampires would find me at sunset a bleeding heap of broken bones.

      “Welcome to the Sanguine Academy of Vampires.” The redhead wrapped his hand around my arm and guided me past a staircase that looked like it had been lifted from Beauty and the Beast. Except here, the heroes wore their ugliness on the inside. “I’m Raphael.”

      Warmth from his fingertips seeped through my leather jacket and onto my skin. It likely indicated that the monster had just fed on a live human. The thought of it made my skin prickle into goosebumps. 

      As we reached a heavy, wooden door, the blond chuckled from behind. “Clean her up before you start making moves.”

      I stared ahead and suppressed the urge to spit in his face. He made me sound like a filthy piece of meat.

      Raphael pushed the door open, revealing a darkened stairwell illuminated by the chandelier light at our backs. Our shadows fell down the stairs and stretched down to a pitch-black space. 

      Terror seized my heart in its clawed grip, and my blood turned to ice. I tried jerking away, but Raphael was too strong. “Let go of me.”

      “Carry her down if you must, but stop playing with your food,” said the blond.

      Behind me, Zarah burst into hiccuping sobs.

      My head spun, and dots appeared before my eyes. A tight band of panic squeezed around my lungs, and all the air left me in one frantic breath. I shuffled back, only for Raphael to sweep me into his arms.

      “Don’t be afraid,” he murmured as he descended the staircase. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

      “Yet,” added the blond.

      “Stop teasing them, Dante.”

      The door behind us slammed shut, encasing us in darkness. A sob caught in the back of my throat. This was it. The vampires would throw us into their dungeon and forget about us until it was time to feed. I tried not to think of a group of boys like the pair carrying us down the stairs, each taking their turns to bite my neck, but I’d seen too many vampire movies, watched too many supernatural TV shows to push the image from my mind. 

      “Lights, please,” said Raphael.

      Seconds later, a pair of lamps shone from below, filling the stairwell with light. Another wooden door stood at the bottom of the stairs. Two identical, blank-eyed men of about twenty-five stood on both sides holding the lanterns. My throat dried. If it wasn’t for the slight rise and fall of their shirt-covered chests, I would have thought they were statues. 

      “Two new frumosi for the cells,” said Raphael. 

      Frumosi. The word echoed in my skull. It probably meant blood bag or something just as grotesque.

      The man on the right of the door turned the handle and pushed the door open, revealing a stone room. Inside sat a boy a year or two older than us lying on a bed of straw with manacles around his leg. He raised his head, revealing eyes bloodshot with tears. “New frumosi, right?” he croaked. “Welcome to hell.”

      “He’s exaggerating,” Raphael murmured into my ear.

      I flinched away, and he set me on my feet.

      Dante, the blond, dropped Zarah, and she stumbled forward. Raphael held her steady and whispered what sounded like words of encouragement. It was hard to tell with Zarah cringing and sobbing. 

      Raphael backed away. “See you later.”

      I didn’t reply and waited for them to step back into the hallway. As soon as the door shut, and a key turned in the lock, I faced the man. “How long have you been here?”

      “This time around? Two days,” he replied. “But before that, I was here for three years.”

      “T-three?” Zarah choked.

      I forced my frantic breaths in and out of my lungs. Slowed them right down until my head stopped spinning, and I could think straight. Apart from the red-rimmed eyes, he looked in the peak of health and not emaciated from being fed upon by vampires. I cleared my throat and asked, “What do you mean?”

      He sighed. “I’m a frumosi, like you.” My mouth opened to deny being anything of the sort, but he raised a palm. “The vampires say we’re special, but we’re just food and breeding stock.”

      Tremors shook my legs, and I lowered myself to the ground. “But we’re human.”

      “Yes and no,” he replied.

      “How do we get out of here?” I raised my head, looking for a window or a grate, but the only way out was through that heavy door.

      He lowered his head and sobbed. “We can’t unless you know how to slip through locked doors, dodge werewolves, and undo blood magic.”

      Hysteria rose from the pit of my belly and wound around my throat. I wrapped my hands around my middle as though that could keep down the rising panic. “We’re trapped? But you said you returned two days ago.”

      A harsh chuckle spilled from his lips. “Because a female vampire took me to produce sun-walkers for her and her sisters. They sent me back because they deemed me too defiant to keep around. Now I’ll be turned into a knocker.”

      “Knocker?” 

      He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands. “Those mindless slaves in black. They’re enchanted to walk about the building like golems.”

      Like the blank-eyed men who stood in the dark outside this cell until Raphael ordered them to turn on the lights. I gaped at the crying man. 

      Zarah rocked back and forth, repeating the same words over and over. “I don’t want to die. I don’t want to die…”

      “I still don’t understand,” I whispered. “Why did we get captured?”

      “The vampires who run this place fall under the House of Draculesti. Vlad the Impaler’s brother, Radu, was a powerful sorcerer who lived until he was two hundred and ten. His descendants have the kind of magic that can help vampires walk in the sun. That’s why they want us.” 

      A wave of dizziness swept over me, and I placed my palms on the stone floor to stop myself from keeling over. Breeding with vampires? Getting turned into mindless automatons? It was more than I could bear.

      “You said we had magic. Can’t you use it to break out of here?”

      The man laughed, a harsh, bitter sound. Then wracking sobs shook his body until I thought he would pass out from a lack of oxygen. When the crying ebbed into heavy, rasping breaths, he said, “That’s the thing. The vampires tell us we’re capable of magic, but they don’t know how to unlock our powers. Nobody does! The only thing we’re good for is producing offspring that can walk in the sun… Until they discard us.”

      “Thank you, Osman,” said a commanding male voice from beyond the door. “That’s enough from you.”

      “P-professor Proust!” the man snarled.

      The door opened, and I trembled, waiting for Vlad the Impaler to stride through and turn us into knockers. But instead of Dracula, an extraordinarily tall and harmless-looking man strode into the cell. He wore a set of robes the shade of dried blood atop a suit I could only describe as dapper. It was fitted to his thin frame with wide lapels with a silk tie thick enough to be mistaken for a scarf. The type seen on gentlemen who had to wind up their motorcars with a hand crank before taking them for a spin.

      He steepled his hands over his chest. “Welcome to the Sanguine Academy, one of four prestigious establishments in the world to train young vampires in the arts of diplomacy, strategic combat, and modern manners. My name is Petr Proust, and I’m the headmaster of this academy.”

      My tongue darted out to lick my dry lips. “B-but sir, I didn’t ask to come here. I need to go ho—”

      The vampire raised his hand in a quelling gesture. “You have three choices.” He counted them off on his long fingers. “One, take my blood and become one of the servants here at the academy. Two, serve as a blood concubine to a vampire on our waiting list.”

      Those weren’t choices, they were threats. My lips parted.

      Professor Prout’s eyes flashed, making my heart jump into my throat. “Or three, join the academy where you, Miss Stephens, and you, Miss Peridot, will be trained to become the consort of a prominent vampire.”

      A thousand questions whirred through my mind, starting with why the vampires needed to kidnap us and kill Zarah’s aunt, but the thought of becoming a dead-eyed servant or a blood concubine made the words turn to dust in my throat.

      My voice croaked, but I managed to rasp out, “I-I’ll join the academy.”
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      Professor Proust smiled as though he hadn’t just forced us to join his academy or face becoming blood whores or mindless slaves. “Dawn is in less than an hour, and it’s time to get settled into your dorm. You’ll have the rest of the day to acclimatize yourselves to a nighttime schedule, so do try to get some sleep.”

      I shot the man sitting with us on the stone floor a pained look, but he just bowed his head and continued his silent sobs.

      “S-sir?” I asked. 

      “Yes, Miss Stephens?”

      “What about my family?”

      He blinked. “Your biological father was the frumosi, and I believe he’s deceased?”

      I nodded. Mom had told me he’d died in a car-jacking the day she had discovered she was pregnant. 

      The headmaster turned to Zarah. “Your mother, Soraya Peridot, was the frumosi. She lost custody of you shortly after you turned three, and now you’re in the care of your paternal aunt?”

      She gasped out a choked sob.

      He strode across the cell to the wooden door as though that was the end of the conversation. 

      Dread rolled through my belly like a lead weight. It was clear he didn’t want to discuss the non-frumosi members of our families. But the thought of never seeing Mom and Daniel again gave me a bout of reckless courage. I blurted, “Do we get to visit our families on the weekends or vacations?”

      Professor Proust gave me a look that turned my blood to ice. It was something in his eyes. They switched from kindly to sinister in less than a heartbeat. It was a warning not to bother him with questions about my family. 

      He pulled open the wooden door and said, “You’ll soon come to discover that we are the only people you will ever need. Now, get up, unless you have changed your mind about your fate.”

      A woman stepped into the room, clad in a flowery summer dress that exposed her arms. Wispy strands of strawberry blonde hair obscured her features, but from what I could glean, she didn’t have the preternatural beauty of a vampire. 

      With a shallow curtsy, she asked, “Are the girls ready for their rooms, sir?”

      The professor beamed. “What wonderful timing, Miss Margolyes. Alicia and Zarah need their rooms.”

      She inclined her head at the headmaster and gave us a kindly smile. “Come along, girls.”

      Nausea crawled up the back of my gullet. Why would a human woman look so happy to be here among the vampires? The man on the ground let out a rasping sob, reminding me of what might happen if I expressed any reluctance to join the academy, so I pushed myself off the ground and scrambled to my feet. My legs shook, and I held onto the stone wall for balance. Maybe if I could separate Miss Margolyes from Professor Proust, I might be able to get some clues about how to escape this creepy castle.

      Her face fell. “Zarah?”

      Tremors shook Zarah’s shoulders, and she clapped her hands over her eyes. “I-I can’t move.” 

      “Miss Margolyes, if you please,” said the headmaster.

      The human woman walked over to Zarah and placed a comforting arm over her shoulder. After murmuring a few words of reassurance, she helped the smaller girl to her feet and walked her to the door.

      I swallowed down the lump in my throat and followed after them, trying not to stumble on legs that couldn’t stop shaking.

      We passed the two lifeless servants, who held their lamps aloft to light our way, descended the stairs and through a black-and-white-tiled hallway. Instead of heading toward the stairs, she walked down a corridor of mottled, gray marble. While it was about seven-feet wide, pillars on both sides, leading to high arched ceilings gave it a feeling of claustrophobia.

      I walked alongside Miss Margolyes and Zarah, keeping my eyes open for escape routes. To our left, shutters obscured tall, thin windows, but we were so high up, I couldn’t safely jump from this level and expect to survive, and to our right were heavy wooden doors that seeped freezing air. I stayed close to my companions, just in case.

      Behind us, a door yawned open, and the click-clack of high-heeled shoes followed. I glanced over my shoulder and groaned.

      Three girls about our age walked behind us, each wearing the same black blazer as the boys from before, but with skirts the same red tartan as their ties. The noisy shoes came from the heels of the girl in the middle. 

      Hair, the color of liquid mercury, tumbled over her shoulders, as she sashayed forward with one hand on her hips. Sadistic amusement glinted in eyes an alarming shade of lapis lazuli that I might have mistaken for navy blue if not for the flecks of black and gold on her irises. Everything about her face was wrong: slanted eyes of cartoonish proportions, a tiny nose dwarfed by huge, round cheekbones, and a large, down-turned mouth. Despite the permanent scowl and full lips fixed in a perpetual pout, she was, without doubt, the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. 

      “New blood.” The silver-haired girl licked her lips. “How delicious.”

      Fear skittered up my spine, and my heart rate doubled. This wasn’t the first time this evening that we’d been acknowledged as food.

      Miss Margolyes gave the female vampires an exasperated huff. “Micalla, you know better than to tease the new girls. These are Alicia Stephens and Zarah Peridot, who will be in your year. Please make them feel welcome.”

      Micalla smirked. “Of course, Miss Margolyes. We’ll make sure they settle in.”

      “Thank you, girls.” The teacher smiled and stepped away.

      My stomach dropped. “Y-you’re leaving us?”

      “Micalla and her mother are champions of the frumosi program.” She gestured at two conventionally beautiful, black-haired twin girls standing behind Micalla. “You’ll be perfectly safe with her and the Preta twins.”

      A whimper sounded from Zarah’s throat, and she wrapped her arms around her body, reflecting exactly how I felt to be left alone with a trio of vampires. I hadn’t had a chance to ask Miss Margolyes any questions, and I doubted that Micalla and her friends would give us pointers on how to escape.

      Micalla swept out an arm and smirked. “The Frumosi Tower is this way.”

      Miss Margolyes pushed open a door and stepped inside. “Good day, girls.” From the way her voice echoed, it had to be a stairwell. “Sweet dreams.”

      “Sweet dreams, Miss Margolyes,” the trio chorused back.

      The door clicked shut, and Micalla’s grin turned feral. “Welcome to your gilded cage. Don’t get too comfortable. Vampires have been of the night for centuries, and that’s how things will stay.”

      The twin with the pigtails placed her hands on her hips. “We don’t need human broodmares, and no vampire female wants to mate with some lame human guy who can’t even last four minutes.”

      I glanced at the ponytail twin, whose face twisted with disgust. She probably didn’t like frumosi, either.

      Zarah staggered back to the wall and clutched her chest. “I-I didn’t ask to come here. P-please, if there’s a way out…”

      Micalla’s eyes softened. “What’s your name?”

      “Z-Zarah. Zarah Peridot.”

      She placed a comforting arm around the girl. “I’ll take you to your tower. Learn the rules, follow the examples of your roommates, and if you’re good, you might be able to earn a way out.”

      The pair walked ahead, while Pigtails raked her gaze up and down my body, taking in my skinny jeans, low-cut tank top and push-up bra. “Nice outfit. Where did the commander find you? Street corner?”

      “Yeah, your boyfriend wanted a little frumosi action,” I snapped. “Said he wasn’t getting it at the academy and asked for a sympathy discount.” My insides cringed at my own stupidity. These were vampires, for fuck’s sake, and I was insulting them as if they were the lame mean girls from my school, and I had Erica with her karate skills watching my back.

      Pigtail’s face twisted into a smirk. “You’ll regret saying that.”

      I already did.

      Ponytail, whose face remained unamused at the bitchy banter, gave me a gentle nudge. “Move. Let’s get to the dorms before dawn.”

      A relieved breath whooshed out of my nostrils, and I followed after Micalla, who still had her arm wrapped around Zarah.

      “Do you know what frumosi means?” Micalla asked in a loud voice.

      Zarah shook her head. 

      “Beautiful ones,” Micalla snarled. “Because Radu Dracula was handsome, everyone assumes his descendants are the same. All I’ve seen are worthless humans who don’t have an ounce of his beauty or magical talent.”

      My blood boiled, and I pounded the marble floors with my feet. One of the twins, Pigtails, most probably, snickered. My hands curled into fists. It was bad enough that vampires had killed Zarah’s aunt, gassed an entire nightclub, broken into a prison, and abducted us to become their consorts, but now they were insulting us?

      Micalla tossed her silver hair. “Of course, you all smell like rodents.”

      The anger simmering in my blood bubbled over, and I spat, “If we’re so worthless, why were we pulled from our normal lives and brought here?”

      With a swoosh of air, my back slammed against the wall. Micalla lifted me off my feet with a hand wrapped around my throat. Adrenaline raced through my veins, and palpitations seized my heart. I stared down at the other girl, eyes bulging. Her fangs had already retracted, and her dark blue pupils narrowed into reptilian slits.

      “Let go,” I mouthed as she cut off my air.

      “Listen,” she lisped through her fangs. “Bitches who act like prize commodities disappear. Since you’re slow-witted, consider this your first warning of three. Sniff around anywhere near what’s mine, and you’ll end up like all the others.”

      I would have asked about these other girls or what she considered to be hers, but my lungs screamed for oxygen. My fingernails dug into the hands around my throat, but she didn’t even flinch. Black filled the edges of my vision, and I thrashed and gasped for air.

      It was only when drool spilled from my lips that Micalla reared back and snatched her hand away. I fell onto my hands and knees, gasping for air. 

      “Filthy whore!” She wiped her hands on the back of my head. 

      My mind blanked. Any more of that strangling, and I would have died! Micalla had as much as admitted to killing other girls. 

      Ponytail wrapped a hand around my arm and yanked me to my feet. “Cough later. Some of us have sunrises to avoid.”

      Clutching at my aching throat, I allowed the quiet vampire to shove me through the hallway. I couldn’t see through the tears streaming from my eyes. Neither of the twins had done a thing to stop Micalla. I swallowed hard and winced at the raw membranes of my throat. What was the point of the headmaster threatening us to join his academy when the students were capable of making frumosi disappear?

      We continued through a set of double doors encased in red light. It might have scanned us, zapped us, or sweetened our blood. It didn’t matter. Staying in the Sanguine Academy of Vampires meant certain death for someone prepared to defend themselves. I had to get out of here before Micalla decided to carry out her threat and make me disappear.

      Cold air engulfed us as we stepped into a dark, spiral staircase that stretched up and around the corner. The walls were damp, stone bricks. It was as though whoever had created the castle didn’t care for the welfare of the tower’s occupants. 

      The other three girls walked ahead up the winding staircase, while Ponytail kept me steady on my feet. She guided me through an arched doorway into an equally cold corridor of four wooden doors. 

      “Here’s where you’ll stay.” She pushed open a door to a twenty-foot room containing four simple cots. Micalla, Pigtails, and Zarah stood in the middle of the room, while two regular-looking girls sat opposite each other on their beds clad in long, white nightgowns. They glanced up at us, and their expressions shuttered into masks of neutrality.

      With a smirk, Micalla flicked her head at the two empty beds as though showing off her handiwork. I wrapped my arms around my middle and stared at the bare side of the room. The two empty beds had probably belonged to the girls who had disappeared.

      “Kat, Annette,” snapped Micalla. “Teach these newbies how to behave, or I’ll make you responsible for their transgressions.”

      The three vampires stepped out of the room, and the door clicked shut.

      For a moment, nobody spoke. Footsteps echoed down the hallway, and one of the vampires burst into raucous laughter. I was guessing it would be Pigtails, as she seemed the more gregarious of the trio. 

      The shorter of the two human girls let out a long breath and ran her hands through her auburn curls. She glanced up at us with large, hazel eyes and muttered, “Welcome to the slaughterhouse.”

      “They called it a gilded cage.” I rubbed the base of my neck.

      “Not for us.” The taller of the pair, a black girl who wore her hair in long braids, wiped her eyes with the back of her hands and yawned. “Sorry. I’m Annette, and this is Kat.”

      “Hi.” I introduced myself and Zarah, who slid down the wall and wrapped her arms around her legs. “They came to her house earlier today and—”

      “Right.” Kat shot to her feet and raised her palms. It was as though she already knew what I would say. She walked across the room and pulled Zarah to her feet. “Nathaniel,” she said in a business-like tone. “He’s a boy in our year who’s great at the mind arts. He can take the edge off the pain but help you retain your memories.” 

      Zarah dipped her head into a nod, but I rubbed my aching chest with the heel of my hand. Something told me that Nathaniel would be a vampire.
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      Kat helped Zarah into her nightgown and wouldn’t answer my questions about the two girls who used to occupy the right side of the room. They also admitted to not having found any escape routes and advised me to get some sleep. Somewhere in the distance, a wolf howled, and I hoped the juvenile delinquent had kept ahead of the werewolves and pursuing vampires. 

      I took the bed on the far right of the room, where a pine wardrobe stood that presumably contained my nightgown and school uniform. Ignoring it, I lay atop the sheets, fully clothed, and watched the door. As soon as the sun seeped through the narrow, arched windows, I’d be up and out and exploring. 

      With both arms folded over my chest, I recounted what I’d learned about vampires. They were preternaturally strong, wicked fast, and viewed people like me as inferior, even when they implied we were some kind of distant relation. My encounters with Micalla and the commanders told me that the creatures also had an acute sense of smell as well as slitted eyes. Was that for seeing in the dark?

      So far, the only weakness I could discern was sunlight. But based on vampire fiction, this weakness could range to sparkling on a cloudless day, to becoming catatonic, to fully combusting. The faintest amount of light appeared on the horizon, turning the view outside the window from silvery treetops to the beginnings of green forestland. I folded my arms across my chest and waited. Waited for Kat and Annette’s breathing to slow and deepen and waited for the sun to rise.

      My mind drifted to the boys who had accompanied us to Professor Prout’s office. That red-haired one, Raphael had been the least trustworthy of the lot. While the other two had disliked us, Raphael had been kind. If I ever encountered him again, I’d have to make sure he didn’t lure me to a dark alcove to suck my blood.

      The dark-haired one was an asshole who acted too important for humans, and the blond acted like we were too dirty to grace his vampire academy, even though we’d been the ones brought here against our wills. 

      That psycho bitch, Micalla, could go straight to hell.

      I clenched my fists and stared out into the brightening horizon. Orange light spread over the distant hills at an alarmingly slow pace. Why was I even thinking about those bloodsuckers? If life was fair, their evil natures would reflect on their faces, so the world would see them as the monsters they were.

      A bolt slid in the doorway, followed by another and then another. My heart jumped into my throat, and I shot upright. “What’s that?”

      “Curfew,” muttered a sleepy Annette from the other side of the room. “Anyone found wandering the hallways after hours is fair game. The bolts are for our protection.”

      “F-fair game? What does that even mean? Don’t vampires sleep during the day?” I asked.

      “With the right amount of protective clothing, some might be able to overcome the glare of the sun. It’s better this way,” said Kat. “Trust me.”

      The pain in my throat returned, and my chest tightened, blocking off my airways. I pulled myself out of bed, stood at the window, and ran my hands around its frame. There were no handles or notches or secret latches. They were probably designed that way to stop humans from escaping. My breathing shallowed, and the muscles of my legs twitched with the urge to run and never stop. I circled the beds and hurried to the door. 

      “Alicia,” Annette said with a sigh. “Don’t do this to yourself.”

      I spun around, heart knocking against my ribcage. “What do you expect me to do? Lie there and accept my fate? One of those girls already tried to kill me.”

      “She wasn’t serious.” Annette sat up in her bed.

      “Are you defending vampires, now?”

      “Just saying…” She pulled herself up onto her elbows and dipped her head, hiding her features behind a curtain of long braids. “A vampire wouldn’t murder you in front of witnesses. It would expose themselves and their noble houses to blackmail.”

      I pursed my lips. They hadn’t felt the weight of that monster’s hands on their necks. They hadn’t seen those terrible fangs.

      Kat flung her covers over her head and huffed. “It’s true.” I had to strain to hear her muffled words. “We don’t know what happened to Barbara and Pam… But the vampires do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be occupying their beds. Micalla probably did it, but she likes to work behind the scenes.” 

      My stomach dropped. “So, we’re trapped here?”

      “Until we each find a generous benefactor,” she muttered.

      “Go to bed. You’ll need all your energy to stay alert during academy hours.”

      A picture of myself falling asleep in a room full of vampires made me shudder. Annette swung out of bed and closed the shutters to our window, casting the room in darkness. I changed into one of the white nightgowns left at the foot of my bed and closed my eyes.
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      A gong sounded, and I bolted upright. Tiny traces of light streamed into the room through the gaps in the shutters onto my white coverlet. “W-what?”

      “Dusk.” Kat stepped out of bed and padded over to the bathroom. Annette followed shortly after.

      I stretched and yawned. Somehow, I’d slept through the entire day without a single nightmare. I turned to Zarah, who pulled herself up and let out a gasping sob. 

      Her hands shook. “What are we going to do?”

      I gulped. “Learn the escape routes out of here, I guess.”

      She dipped her head and gave me a soft nod, but something about her defeated posture told me she would stay so as not to defy the vampires.

      I swung my legs out of bed and placed a hand on her shoulder. “The more we learn about this place, the better we’ll be able to escape without getting caught.”

      We sat in silence for several minutes. Zarah’s shoulders shook with silent sobs, and my chest ached in sympathy. As the last vestiges of sunlight disappeared below the horizon, the bolts on our door slid open. Annette opened the door and stepped into the hallway. Around the same time, the other doors opened, and eight regular-looking girls stepped out. More human girls occupied the staircases, some as young as fourteen and others looking around twenty-five.

      We streamed through the huge doors at the bottom of the tower and walked through darkened hallways illuminated by the kind of picture lights found in art galleries. I didn’t care to look at pictures of vampires in different attire, but my gaze caught a picture of Dracula dressed in a jeweled long-coat and ruffles of someone from the court of Louis XIV.

      Up ahead stood ten-foot-high double doors that opened to the dining room. At the far end was a dais with a long, rectangular table. Professor Proust sat in the middle next to Miss Margolyes and the silver-eyed guard from the night before. I swallowed hard and squeezed Zarah’s hand. She cowered into Kat’s shoulder and sobbed.

      Two rows of circular tables ran down the room. On the right, human students sat at single-sex tables. I looked around for the delinquent from last night, but he wasn’t among the boys.

      “Which boy knows the mind arts?” I asked.

      “Vampire students don’t arrive for another twenty minutes after the sun completely sets, but I’ll introduce him when he comes.”

      We headed toward a table close to the front.

      “What’s stopping us all from getting up as a group and running out of the doors?” I sat and eyed the row of servants standing on the right of the room, each clad in the same black uniforms as the pair outside Professor Proust’s room.

      Kat settled into her seat and sneered. “Unless you have a getaway Lamborghini, a twenty-minute head start won’t even get you out of the forest. Better people than you have tried and failed.”

      “And have been punished,” muttered Annette. 

      I raised my head to ask what she meant, but a hush fell across the dining room. Micalla and the twins stood at the doorway. My teeth ground together. So much for the twenty-minute head start. They looked like a trio of runway models about to strut. Micalla and Pigtails’ skirts were hiked up to showcase their long, slender legs, while Ponytail wore hers at regulation length.

      Zarah leaned forward and whispered, “C-can you teach us the rules?”

      I straightened, needing to know how to survive in a place like this without getting drained or throttled. 

      Micalla and the twins sashayed to one of the middle tables, presumably for everyone to admire their magnificence. I didn’t care what she did, as long as she kept her murderous hands and fangs away from me.

      “The Coven of Bitches rule the girls with an iron fist,” whispered Kat. “Micalla is the daughter of Lady Mantis. She has a seat on the Vampire Parliament.”

      I slumped into my seat. “Parliament? How many vampires exist?”

      “Enough to fill a small country, but they’re spread all over the world,” replied Annette. 

      One of the servants from the far right of the room placed a plate in front of me containing blood sausage, pork livers, baked beans, and tomatoes, served on a bed of steamed spinach. Groaning at the sheer volume of the food, I glanced at the door. More vampires streamed into the room. 

      Once a person had seen a small selection of them, they were so easy to spot. Although each being looked different, there was a certain Stepford quality to their appearances. Perfect hair, perfect teeth, unusually bright eyes, and perfect bodies. Even the smaller vampires who took the appearance of eleven-year-olds possessed that same preternatural perfection.

      Kat leaned in and whispered, “If you prove yourself, Micalla won’t ever bother you. And if she assigns you a mate, thank her.”

      “Why does she get to play matchmaker?” I muttered. 

      Another set of servants entered the room, each carrying gold jugs. I swallowed hard. In a school full of vampires, there was only one thing I could imagine sloshing about in those containers. “Is that blood?”

      “They call it sangria,” said Annette. “It’s a mix of red wine, animal blood, and special nutrients. The Vampire Parliament is working on ways to increase the younger generation’s resistance to sunlight.”

      “Does it work?” I whispered.

      “Not yet.”

      Chatters filled the dining room, and I twisted around to see who had entered. The three boys from yesterday stood at the double doors, looking like a trio of demi-gods. They surveyed the room as though they were the leaders of the academy and not Professor Proust. 

      “Who are they?” I muttered.

      “The Stryx Brothers.” Kat let out a breathy sigh and rested her chin in her hand. “The redhead on the right is Raphael, the blond is Dante, and the dark-haired guy is Nero.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Sure, they were inhumanly gorgeous, but had she forgotten that they were vampires?

      “They’re half-brothers,” added Annette. “The son of Stryx, the ruler of the oldest and most powerful vampire kingdom of the world.”

      Raphael, the one with the copper hair, turned to me and grinned, revealing a set of gleaming, white teeth. The sparkle in those dark-green eyes made my stomach flip like a tossed crepe. He must have noticed a change in my posture because he raised his brows and gave me the kind of look that said we would totally hook up, and I was going to love it. 

      Heat shot through my body, and I clenched my fists. I hadn’t been here a day, and I was already getting distracted by Raphael’s beauty. Giving myself a mental slap upside the head, I asked, “Does Stryx head the Parliament of Vampires, then?”

      “Dracula does.” Annette sipped her orange juice. “Stryx has his own separate kingdom that stretches from Italy to Greece. He’s the progenitor of a different line of vampires that date back thousands of years.”

      I shook my head. What really mattered was finding a way to escape. Kat and Annette hadn’t been able to share any information during the day, but there had to be someone in this academy who might.

      When the chatter died down, the trio sauntered into the room. Dante, the blond, raised his perfect nose in the air as though no one in the room was worth his attention. He caught sight of someone straight ahead at one of the vampire tables, and his full lips turned down with distaste. Raphael with the copper hair inclined his head and smiled at whoever was lucky enough to catch his eye. Nero, the black-haired vampire with the beautiful, bronze skin and fathomless, dark eyes remained stony-faced. 

      Butterfly wings irritated the lining of my stomach. I turned my gaze to my uneaten breakfast, but my eyes flickered at the passing vampires. Something about them was both fascinating and horrific. My skin tightened, and I dug my fingernails into my palm, trying to snap out of whatever had caused this disturbing compulsion to stare. I’d already attracted the wrong type of attention from Micalla. I didn’t need any trouble from the Stryx Brothers. 

      The boys walked to an empty table, and Dante placed his hands on the chair back as though to pull it out, but Micalla waved them over. All three of the boys, including Raphael, scowled. A moment later, they walked over to Micalla’s table.

      I narrowed my eyes. If they were the sons of an ancient vampire king, why would they have to obey the daughter of someone with a seat on the Vampire Parliament? A little voice in the back of my head, Mom’s most probably when I watched TV instead of doing my homework, told me I needed to focus on what was important. Getting out of this academy of vampires and making sure they never caught up with me again.

      As we continued our breakfasts, Annette explained that the Parliament of Vampires only governed those of the Dracula line. Other lines existed and had allied themselves with them over the centuries for protection, but only Stryx and Lilin, two ancient clans, remained independent. 

      I glanced at Zarah, who hadn’t eaten a scrap of her breakfast. She kept sipping at her orange juice, eyes unfocused, as though she was ready to faint.

      Kat leaned into my side, her eyes gleaming. “Which of the Stryx Brothers do you find most attractive?”

      “Are you kidding me?” I whispered into her ear. “Behind each beautiful face is certain death. Have you forgotten that they’re vampires? We should be planning our escape, not fawning over blood drinkers!”

      Silence fell across the tables on the left, and each vampire turned to stare at us. All the blood drained from my face, and my heart pumped everything it could into my legs. They’d been eavesdropping with their enhanced hearing. 

      Dante was the first to stand. His blonde hair curled around his head like a laurel wreath, and the chandelier light made his strands shine like spun gold. Cold aquamarine eyes bored into me with the intensity of diamonds, and he stalked across the room with the grace of a lion on the hunt.

      The corner of his beautiful lips curled with distaste. “For someone given an opportunity to elevate herself above the average human, I would say your ingratitude is staggering.”

      I clenched my teeth. Nothing I said would salvage the situation. I’d meant every single word. 

      Nero and Raphael stood from their seats and strolled over. Raphael, with an amused smirk, but Nero looked bored, as though he and his half-brothers had carried out this scenario with so many newly arrived frumosi, it was getting old.

      Dante bared his teeth. “Stand, when I’m addressing you.”

      Professor Proust stood from his position at the head table. “Mr. Striga, we don’t condone—”

      Dante held out a hand. “Hold your peace, Professor. We’re just talking.”

      The older vampire folded his arms across his chest and scowled. 

      Kat and Annette each lowered their gazes to their plates, acting as though they didn’t know me. I couldn’t blame them, but they could have at least warned me that the vampires would be scanning our conversation for words of disrespect.

      “Stand,” said Dante between clenched teeth. “Unless you wish us to pull you up by the scruff of your neck.”

      My throat still throbbed from being crushed by Micalla, and I placed my hands on my table and pushed myself up. Fear roiled in my belly, spreading its cold tendrils to my legs, which trembled so much, I could barely stand. These three boys could do anything to me, and there probably wasn’t a thing Professor Proust would do to intervene.

      “You need to show some deference,” said Dante.

      At his words, every muscle in my body went rigid, and I clenched my teeth to stop them from chattering.

      Dante’s eyes narrowed, but his pupils remained round. “Because, as you quite rightly state, we are certain death. Superior beings who have provided you with the protection you need from an enemy that can neither be reasoned with nor evaded.”

      I gulped. This was the first I had heard of any other enemy. The Coven of Bitches also stood but didn’t walk over. Micalla’s words from last night echoed in my ear. Not to sniff near what was hers. I gathered from the way she had beckoned the boys over to her table, she considered at least one of them her property.

      Dante arched his brows and said in a haughty tone, “Kneel and kiss my feet.”

      I folded my arms across my chest only to muffle the sound of my thrashing heart. 

      Silence stretched out, and the butterflies in my stomach disappeared, leaving an empty pit. If I didn’t kiss Dante’s feet, he’d probably force me down to the ground with his vampire strength and stomp on the back of my head until my lips touched the toe of his leather boot. 

      My throat convulsed. If I bent the knee and did what he said, it would mean giving in to a bully and opening the door to even more humiliation. I’d also lose all respect for myself. I stared ahead, avoiding his cruel, assessing gaze. 

      Nero folded his arms and drummed his fingers on biceps that protruded through his black wool blazer. His gaze darted toward a golden jug of sangria held by a passing servant. With an impatient huff, he turned to Zarah. “You do it.”

      My stomach dropped, and a shocked breath pushed its way out of my lungs. “Zarah, don’t—”

      Zarah scrambled out of her seat and landed on all fours. I flinched toward her and tried to kneel in her place, but strong hands held me back by the arms in the gentlest of grips. The warm, masculine scent of sandalwood, cedar, and cypress filled my nostrils, causing my muscles to relax.

      Raphael murmured into my ear, “Don’t interfere. You’re in enough trouble as it is.”

      I swallowed back a sob. If I showed them how much their actions had bothered me, they would bully Zarah until I kissed Dante’s foot.

      Zarah crawled on her hands and knees to Dante and pressed her lips on the toe of his leather boot. Rage burned through my veins. Zarah hadn’t done a damned thing to offend them, yet they had gone so far as to punish her to get at me. Nero tapped his foot, and she crawled to him and kissed his loafer. 

      When she turned to Raphael, he stepped back and smiled. “I appreciate the gesture, but it isn’t necessary.”

      “You may rise.” Dante’s cruel lips twisted into a satisfied smirk, and his pale blue eyes glinted with challenge.

      My nostrils flared. Who the hell did he think he was? Some kind of emperor? I ground my teeth and held my tongue. If I upset his fragile, vampire ego, there would be no telling what he would make Zarah kiss next.

      Kat helped Zarah into her seat, and she buried her head in her hands and sobbed.

      The three boys sauntered back to the table they shared with the Coven of Bitches as though they hadn’t just intimidated a grieving girl into the worst kind of public humiliation. I glared at their backs, wishing I could develop magical powers and strike them down. 

      Micalla’s lips thinned, and she turned her venomous blue gaze in my direction. She would probably have hated me just as much if I’d kissed Dante’s foot. I may as well be damned for maintaining my self-respect. I returned to my seat, cut a slice of blood sausage, and popped it into my mouth. 

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Kat hissed. “You can’t go around offending the Stryx Brothers.”

      Cutting one of my slices of liver into bite-sized pieces, I slowed my breathing in an attempt to stay calm. Four counts in, eight counts out, the way Mom taught me. “And I wish you hadn’t asked that question within earshot of them.”

      She shook her head and muttered something about getting myself killed.

      Each of the Stryx Brothers gave me an assessing look, as though not kissing Dante’s feet had marked me out as someone to watch. Nero and Dante broke eye contact to look at each other. My throat dried. I hoped this didn’t mean they were plotting ways to punish me for defying them. 

      The Coven of Bitches weren’t assessing me at all. Pigtails’ lips quirked into an amused smile, and Micalla shot me a look of naked disdain. The pain in my throat from yesterday’s strangling flared up. 

      Dread rumbled through my insides like a clap of thunder. What had I done to offend Micalla, now?
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      Once the Stryx Brothers received their sangria, the chatter resumed in the dining room, and the vampires turned their cold gazes back to their glasses. Professor Proust lowered himself into his seat, turned to Miss Margolyes, and whispered something in her ear. She nodded and glanced in my direction. From the stern expression on her face, I was guessing she would warn me about what not to say within the earshot of vampires. 

      Unease settled over my shoulders like a cloak of brambles, and I stared at my plate of barely eaten breakfast. Only congealed slabs of liver and blood sausage remained, so I skewered a piece of sausage and choked it down with a mouthful of orange juice. Even if it wasn’t anything I’d normally eat, I would need all the sustenance I could get for my escape at sunrise.

      “He’s calling us over.” Annette helped Zarah up, and they walked to one of the vampire tables, where a tall, thin vampire with long, curly hair sat on his own. Nathaniel, I supposed. He gave the girls a warm smile and ushered Zarah to sit next to him. Annette helped Zarah into her seat, then Nathaniel leaned forward, placed his fingers under her chin, and tilted her head up, so they made eye contact.

      Still keeping my gaze on Nathaniel, I leaned toward Kat and asked out of the corner of my mouth, “What’s he doing?”

      When Kat didn’t answer, I turned to meet angry, blue eyes and a face twisted into a rictus of anger. “Don’t you care that you caused Zarah to take your punishment?”

      My mouth dropped open. Had Kat not seen what had happened? I was about to kneel when Raphael held me back. “But I—”

      “You don’t understand anything!” she hissed. “Vampire hunters came to my house, snatched my sister and shot at my mom.” I sucked in a deep breath through my teeth, but before I could comment, she continued. “If it wasn’t for a team of vampire guards arriving at the same time, the whole family would have died. Mom’s now safe in a Noble House with my little brother and sister.”

      Gaping, I pushed aside what she had said about the existence of vampire hunters. “Have you heard from your family? What happened to your dad?”

      Her face tightened. Then she parted her lips as though to say something, thought better of it, and then shook her head. “I’m going to class.” She stood. “Check your attitude and learn some facts before you start running your mouth.”

      As Kat stormed out of the dining room, my shoulders slumped. Instead of giving me platitudes about not escaping, she could have shared this information with me. Hadn’t Micalla told her to explain the rules? If I didn’t know any better, I would think she had asked me which of the Stryx brothers I liked best, so I could make a fool of myself. My gaze flickered to the middle table where Dante fixed me with those accursed, blue eyes, and Micalla twisted around in her seat and sneered.

      At the end of breakfast, Zarah and Annette returned from Nathaniel’s table, and the three of us walked out of the dining hall and through the hallways in silence. I glanced at Zarah, who trailed beside us with her head dipped. 

      “Zarah,” I whispered. “Are you alright?”

      She raised her head, brows drawn together, and gave me a soft nod. “It’s strange. I know what happened yesterday, but Nathaniel took the pain away and left me with… I don’t know. Acceptance?”

      I gaped. “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t change what happened. My aunt wouldn’t want me to pine away for her.” A sad smile crossed her features. “She’d tell me to pull my socks up and make the most of my new life. Maybe it will lead to something good.”

      We rounded a corner to join a line of humans outside a classroom. I continued staring at Zarah, who looked ahead with a serene expression. Had Nathaniel also made her accept her place at the academy? From her calmness, I think he had. Annette murmured something into Zarah’s ear that caused her to smile, and my spirits sank. While it was great that she was no longer distraught, she looked like she wanted to succeed in the academy.

      One of the servants opened the classroom door and let us inside. After we settled into our seats, Miss Margolyes walked into the room, keeping her eyes on the table I shared with Zarah. “Class, please welcome our new students, Alicia Stephens, and Zarah Peridot.”

      A few people turned around and gave us sympathetic smiles. I raised my brows. It looked like some of my new classmates didn’t share Kat’s optimistic view of the vampires being their saviors.

      Miss Margolyes addressed our table. “Basic Protection is a class for those of you who will be matched with solitary vampires who live in major cities and have a limited amount of staff.”

      A few of the people in front nodded. My stomach churned at the thought of being matched to any type of vampire at all.

      “Slayers are ordinary humans from all walks of life,” she turned on the projector and went through pictures of a mailman, a mom pushing a buggy, and two rebellious-looking teens. “And many of them already know the whereabouts of vampires but are waiting for the right moment to strike.”

      I raised my hand. “What’s the point of sending us out to vampires if they’re already under surveillance?”

      She mumbled something about the more prominent members of the vampire community having better protection than regular vampires, but nothing in her voice convinced me this was actually true.

      “Are we going to live as prisoners for the rest of our lives?” I asked.

      Miss Margolyes shook her head. “We wouldn’t hand you over to just anyone. When you’ve found a compatible mate, you’ll be afforded the freedom and the benefits of any high-status consort.”

      Before I could ask her the point of teaching us basic protection for those handed to lone vampires, she clapped her hands together and offered the rest of the class a dazzling smile. “Recap! Who can tell me ways a frumosi can protect themselves from hostile vampires?”

      “Don’t look them in the eyes for more than a few seconds,” said a boy at the back.

      “Why?”

      “Because they can mesmerize you into doing anything they want, including offering them all your blood.”

      My insides cringed. 

      “What else?”

      “Get a blood oath of protection,” shouted a girl from the other side of the room.

      Miss Margolyes folded her arms across her chest. “But what’s the most important for the survival of a frumosi?”

      Kat’s hand shot up. “Vampires can’t drink our blood without our invitation.”

      My brows rose. That was extremely useful knowledge.

      The doors burst open, and a pair of vampires wearing the same black armor from last night threw a disheveled figure through the doors. It was the juvenile delinquent from the night before. I shot to my feet, but one of the guards held out his hand. “This boy’s a little scrappy, Miss. You probably don’t want to get close.”

      Miss Margolyes tilted her head to the side. “Paul Gately, I presume?”

      “It’s Gates.” The delinquent pulled himself onto his hands and knees and spat on the marble floor.

      One of the guards growled and stamped a foot on the back of the boy’s leg, making him kneel. The entire class, including me, gasped. I turned to Miss Margolyes, who stared at the violence with impassive eyes. My stomach dropped. Why didn’t she say something to make them stop?

      The vampire guard dragged Gates to a nearby desk. Gates clenched his teeth and tried digging his heels into the floor, but it was no use. I’d already learned the futility of fighting against a vampire’s superior strength.

      After the vampire jostled Gates into a seat, he stood at the wall and glowered at the young man. Each time Gates tried to rise, the vampire slammed him back into place with the palm of his hand. I winced each time he got struck. This had to be the punishment Kat had alluded to for frumosi who tried to escape.

      Miss Margolyes continued the class, which was a refresher on vampire superiority. This morning’s experience taught me everything I needed to know about their enhanced senses. I stared at Gates’ broad back. At some point during the day, I needed to get him alone. If anyone in this accursed academy would work with me on an escape, it would be him. 

      A gong sounded, and Miss Margolyes let out a happy sigh. “Thank you, class, and it was so wonderful to welcome Alicia, Zarah, and Paul into the fold. Enjoy your free period.”

      Zarah blew on her notes and placed her fountain pen into her leather satchel, acting as though she was a new student lucky to attend this fancy boarding school and not the captive of a bunch of noble vampires. I guessed Nathaniel’s mesmerism or whatever he had done to her in the morning had stuck.

      The vampire guard watching Gates grabbed him by the back of the blazer, pulled him to his feet, and stuffed his satchel into his arms. 

      I followed after them, cringing each time the guard maltreated Gates. When we reached the door, Micalla and the twins stood on the other side. Her face lit up into a gleeful smirk that radiated some kind of victory she’d achieved over us. Maybe she was about to get her revenge for what I’d said about vampires at breakfast. 

      My insides twisted into a mass of writhing knots that stretched up my gullet and constricted my breaths. Without meaning to, my hand rose to the base of my throat. 

      Micalla tracked the movement with amused eyes. “Guess who’s going to grooming class?”

      Pigtails grinned. “Stephens, Peridot, and…” Her gaze flickered up and down Gate’s form. “Gately.”

      “I thought we had a free period,” I said.

      Ponytail rolled her eyes. “Don’t you ever learn? The sooner you go with them and get your makeover, the sooner you’ll join the other frumosi.”

      Zarah stepped forward and pinched a lock of hair between her fingers. “Will you be able to do something about my split ends?”

      Micalla looped her arm around Zarah’s. “Of course!”

      “Fuck this.” Gates turned on his heel, only for the vampire guard to grab him by the back of his blazer and shove him back into place. 

      Pigtails’ grin widened. “You’re feisty.” She walked to the other side of Gates, her gaze devouring the young man’s muscular form. It was clear that someone had forced on his uniform, as everything about the garments looked crooked. She placed her hand on his ass and squeezed. “I’m going to enjoy you, Buckaroo.”

      Gates flinched and shrank into the male vampire, who shoved him forward several paces. My lip curled. It was bad enough that they held him captive. Now, the guard punished him for not wanting to get groped.

      Ponytail placed her hands on her hips and stared down at me with eyes half-lidded with boredom. “I’d rather not drag you, but if that’s what you need to get to your grooming class—” 

      “I’ll go.” 

      We trailed behind the others down the black-and-white-tiled hallway and into another section of the castle, consisting of exposed stonework carved into intricate patterns that spread up to an arched ceiling. An entire wall of arched windows stretched out for several feet, giving a view of the forest and beyond. The moon emerged from the clouds and cast its silvery glow on the treetops. 

      I turned to Ponytail. “Are there really werewolves out there in the forest?”

      “Don’t get any clever ideas,” she snapped.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      She snorted. “Sure, you don’t.”

      I chewed my lip. According to some legends, werewolves only transformed on the full moon. Or the day before and after if one believed certain books and TV shows. This meant that the forest was safe the remaining nights of the month, but more importantly, during the day. 

      We rounded the corner. Micalla opened the door to what looked like a bathroom and ushered Zarah inside. The guard gave Gates a shove and held the door open to a giggling Pigtails. I glanced at Ponytail, who had the same identical cerulean eyes, pale skin and red lips, like a vampire Snow White. The only difference between the girls was that one smiled all the time, and the other scowled though I suspected that the friendlier of the pair was the crueler.

      ‘Grooming class’ turned out to be a small hair salon, complete with a pair of hair washing sinks, hairdryers, and swivel chair set in front of mirrors. Two servants stood behind the sinks like a pair of puppets that hadn’t yet been activated. Full-length mirrors ran along the far wall, making me wonder whether this room had been set up for frumosi, as only the servants could cast any reflection. 

      A groan reverberated in the back of my throat, and I glanced at my captor. Ponytail held her face in a blank expression, but I imagined she had even less interest in grooming humans than me.

      Micalla positioned Zarah behind a full-length mirror and stood at her back. “You carry all your weight on your lower half, don’t you, dear? Flat-chested, pudgy around the middle, thighs like tree trunks and cankles the size of a baby elephant.”

      Zarah’s cheeks turned red. “I-I…”

      Anger flared through my veins. “Why are you—”

      Ponytail’s slender hand clamped over my mouth. “You won’t prolong this tedium by protesting.” She shoved me onto one of the seats by the mirror. “Shut up and wait your turn to be assessed.”

      The guard forced Gates onto something that looked like a massage table. Before the young man could get up, the vampire held him down while Pigtails fastened leather arm and leg straps around his limbs. Gates bared his teeth and thrashed, but the restraints held him secure. I tried to get out of my seat, but Ponytail shoved me down again. This was no massage table. It was some kind of BDSM furniture. 

      Pigtails approached him with a pair of tweezers. “You’d be nearly handsome if you took care of your appearance.”

      “Fuck. You,” Gates snarled through his teeth.

      “Actually, I will. Let’s hope you last longer than the average frumosi, or I’ll bite you and not release any bliss.”

      My stomach churned. Some animals released venom to numb their bites, paralyze their victims, or to stop their victims’ blood from clotting. If the vampires called it bliss, then I expected it caused humans to feel pleasure and enjoy being fed upon. But didn’t Miss Margolyes say they couldn’t drink our blood without an invitation?

      As Gates continued thrashing within his restraints, Pigtails climbed onto the torture table and straddled his hips. The sound of a zipper opening filled the air, and I snatched my gaze away to the vampire guard, who watched them from a nearby wall with his arms folded and a smile quirking his lips. 

      A mixture of fury and disgust rippled through my insides. Was Pigtails really undressing Gates under the watchful eye of that guard? This place was sicker than I thought. I raised my head and glared at Ponytail, silently urging her to stop her sister, but the stoic vampire folded her arms across her chest. Getting up to help would be futile. She would only shove me down again.

      Micalla turned around and bared her teeth. She probably thought it was a smile, but it looked more like a threat. “I noticed you made an impact on the Stryx Brothers. How do you like them?”

      My eyes narrowed at her obvious trick question. “I don’t.”

      “Good.” Her dark blue eyes turned as cold as glaciers. “Dante belongs to me, and so do the other two. Talk to them, and I’ll make you suffer.”

      “I’m not interested in any vampire,” I said.

      “Keep it that way, and we’ll get on just fine.”

      The temperature of her glare turned the lining of my stomach to ice, and I kept my gaze on a tendril of silver hair curling around one of her gorgeous cheekbones. She obviously wanted one of them. My lips flattened against my teeth. She was welcome to him. All of them. I had no intention of looking at a single vampire unless it was after I’d plunged a stake in their chests. 

      Micalla turned back to Zarah and continued to destroy the girl’s self-confidence with a dissection of every imagined flaw. By the time Zarah’s shoulders slumped, and her head dipped to hide her face in a curtain of dishwater-blonde hair, Micalla handed the girl over to a servant who moved her to the hair-washing station.

      Micalla beckoned me over to the mirror. It reflected only Zarah at the sink, and the knocker waiting patiently behind her. Disgust writhed through my insides. What was so different about vampires that they didn’t cast any reflection? I swallowed hard. They weren’t reanimated corpses as I had thought. Some of the vampires at the academy had been little children, and Micalla had told me the night before that vampire females were capable of getting pregnant and giving birth. But something about them just—

      Ponytail prodded me in the back. “Are you going to stand there wasting everyone’s time? Move!”

      I stood in front of the mirror, suppressing a shudder as Micalla placed her hands on my waist. 

      “You’d actually be quite pretty if you didn’t pull that face.” She ran her long fingers through my colored hair. “Do you ever shampoo? And what is this, some sort of bargain-basement dye job?”

      “Color wax,” I said between clenched teeth.

      Micalla hummed a non-committal note. The worst part about standing in front of her was that I could feel her presence behind me but couldn’t see her in the mirror. I imagined those malevolent eyes raking over my body and finding me wanting. Just as she had done with Zarah. After a few cringe-worthy moments, she said, “You have the posture of an octogenarian, but apart from that the basics are fine.”

      A breath of relief whooshed out from between my lips, and I gave myself a slap upside the head. Since when did I need the approval of a blood-drinking bitch?

      She turned to someone over my shoulder. “Hey, knocker? We’ll get rid of the wax and replace it with a henna rinse, so she doesn’t look like someone’s melted a box of crayons over her head.”

      My shoulders sagged, and I made my way to the sink next to Zarah’s, where a blank-eyed servant had already turned on the hot water.

      I closed my eyes and clenched my fists, enduring the ministrations of the silent woman.

      If I were to guess, the word knocker came from the old Nosferatu movie. There was a Renfield character called ‘Knock,’ who became the vampire’s slave. My knowledge of Bram Stoker’s Dracula was sketchy, having read it years ago, but I think the vampire had put the madman under some kind of thrall. The knocker massaged my scalp with practiced skill, but I couldn’t relax, knowing that the woman was a slave.

      As Micalla chatted with Ponytail and Pigtails violated Gates against his will, I learned that Ponytail was called Lava and Pigtails was Kush, and their parents ruled the Minor Council of the Indian subcontinent. I closed my eyes and blocked out the political talk. All I needed was information on vampire weaknesses and an escape route from this academy stronghold. 

      After the knocker towel-dried my hair, she moved me to a hairdryer and then to a swivel chair, where Micalla stood in front of the mirror and swept my hair into a high chignon held in place with chopsticks. She tilted her head to the side and pulled out tendrils of hair to cover my face, ears, and neck. Then the stupid bitch slathered on layers upon layers of makeup, so I looked like a fucking rag doll, complete with penciled-on eyelashes stretching down to my cheekbones, enlarged freckles, and circles of blush on my cheeks. 

      The gong sounded, and Micalla rushed to the door. While her back was turned, I picked up a wipe, but Ponytail grabbed my hand.

      “Don’t be a stupid cow,” she said in a bored monotone.

      I yanked at my arm, but her grip remained as strong as velvet-covered steel. “Let go, I’m—”

      “Anyone defiant in the clutches of a stronger opponent is a fool. Smile like a doll, get it over with, and we’ll all return to classes.”

      I let my arm go limp. Ponytail was right. Without knowing what I was doing, acting against that psycho was both dangerous and foolish. Micalla stood at the door, probably listening to Ponytail’s warning, but she appeared too preoccupied with watching the students walk through the hallway.

      “Oh, Dante?” she cooed. “Come here for a second.”

      My jaws clenched, as did every muscle in my entire body. What did Micalla want, now? I’d already told her I had no interest in the Stryx Brothers. She didn’t need to cause further shit between us. 

      Micalla stepped aside, and Dante walked in with his hands in his pockets. The bright lights of the beauty room brought out his golden complexion and made his cool, blue eyes appear translucent. 

      He cast his haughty gaze over the room. “What am I supposed to be looking at?”

      My stomach tightened with a mixture of shame and dread, and the taste of copper invaded my tongue. Prickly heat traveled up my neck, and I practiced Mom’s breathing exercises to stay calm. It didn’t matter that I’d been made up like a tacky doll or that Micalla had brought Dante in to witness my humiliation. I had no intention of hanging around. 

      Micalla gave him a playful swat on the arm. “I’ve just finished Alicia’s makeover. What do you think?”

      Raphael stuck his head in the room, a lock of copper hair falling into one of his forest-green eyes. His eyes widened a fraction, and then he schooled his expression into a frown of concentration. “Nice brushwork. Were you going for the Matryoshka doll look or drunken Barbie?”

      A laugh caught in my throat, and I pressed my lips together. 

      “I wasn’t asking you,” Micalla snapped. She turned and placed a hand on Dante’s broad chest. “What do you think of our new frumosi?”

      Dante studied my features with a coldness that seeped into my marrow. After a moment, he curled his lip and said, “It doesn’t matter how much makeup you put on her. She’s still a sow.”

      Micalla threw her head back and laughed.

      “Ooh, burn!” Pigtails said from atop a squirming Gates.

      Humiliation burned through my veins and heated the skin of my cheeks. Hot, angry tears stung the back of my eyes, and a sob caught in my throat. Dipping my head, I stared into the fists clenching on my lap. I couldn’t explain why. I hated these vampires and had no plans to ingratiate myself to them. Their stupid barbs and opinions shouldn’t matter, yet somehow, they’d pierced through my heart with the precision of a carving knife.

      By the time I raised my head and turned toward the door, she had pinned him against the wall, stuck her tongue down his throat, and clawed at his broad chest. Dante didn’t participate in her one-sided passion. Instead, his cold eyes remained on me.

      Micalla hadn’t been joking when she had said Dante belonged to her. From the fury in his posture, even I could tell he wasn’t happy with this arrangement. 

      I snatched my gaze away. Whatever was happening between Dante and Micalla was no concern of mine.
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      Micalla gave me a hard squeeze on the shoulder that I interpreted as a warning to stay away from Dante, and then she sauntered out of the beauty room with the twins. The vampire guard unbuckled a defeated Gates from his restraints and walked him out of the room, leaving Zarah and me alone with the two dead-eyed servants. 

      I stood in the middle of the room between three sets of mirrors and sighed. What kind of insecure idiot gets hurt feelings by monsters? By definition, they hurt people. It was their modus operandi, their raison d’ être. Making me up like a stupid doll and calling me a sow was a thousand times more preferable to a set of fangs in the neck.

      Ducking my head, I shot Gates a guilty look. What he had suffered was so much worse.

      Zarah sat in the swivel chair next to mine. Behind her, a knocker added the finishing touches to a style that looked the same as the one she’d had this morning—long, straight, and dishwater blonde. 

      She gave me a shy smile. “I thought you looked nice. They did an amazing job with me.”

      My chest tightened, and a lump of pity formed in the back of my throat. What had Nathaniel done to Zarah? Before, she was terrified, but now she seemed to be content with ingratiating herself to the vampires. I didn’t know how to help her. And I wasn’t sure if I could risk telling her about my plans to escape tonight in case she informed one of the vampires. 

      Leaning forward, I snatched a wad of wipes. “Remember earlier, when Micalla said Dante was hers? I’m not sure Dante agrees with her, and she set this up to make him hate me.”

      Zarah’s brows drew together, and she pressed her lips tight. I scrubbed at the crap on my cheeks and scowled. After what happened at breakfast, I couldn’t blame Zarah for her lack of reply.

      “About this morning.” I placed the wipes on the counter. “Sorry that the attention fell onto you.”

      She shrugged. “It’s no big deal to kiss a foot. They might like you if you do as they say.”

      I gulped and glanced away. Zarah had sat next to me in Miss Margolyes’ class when they had discussed hostile vampires. Even if she could no longer remember Micalla squeezing the life out of me last night, she had to have seen the guard hurt Gates over and over again. They were our enemies, not our benevolent protectors. I kept my mouth shut. Telling her this would only distress her.

      One of the knockers, a short blonde with the usual lifeless eyes, picked up my used tissues and placed them in the bin.

      “Sorry.” I gazed at the woman. “I didn’t mean to create more work for you.”

      Without acknowledging my presence, she walked back to the sink, which was probably where she had been told to stand to attention. The other knocker sprayed a cloud of sheen on Zarah’s hair and also retreated behind the sink. 

      Zarah eyed the knockers. “Do you think they’re alive? The girl who fixed my hair couldn’t answer any questions about my split ends.”

      “They’re probably in a trance.” I strolled to the door and pulled out my schedule. “Nutrition in the blue room. Without a map, I don’t even know what that means.”

      We both walked out into the empty, darkened hall. Since the gong had long sounded, we didn’t have a chance in hell of finding our class. 

      “Should we ask Professor Proust?” Zarah’s voice echoed against the stone walls. “He seems to want us to succeed here.”

      I winced. So, Nathaniel had erased the headmaster’s threats, too.

      I shrugged, and we headed toward the grand staircase. It wasn’t like I cared if we’d be late for classes. As we passed the row of windows, a set of howls filled the air, making my skin prickle into goosebumps. If we could hear them all the way in the castle, the woods had to be infested with werewolves. Eventually, we reached the entrance hall, one of the few well-lit public areas in the academy. The chandelier’s diffused light made Dracula’s painting above the man-sized fireplace seem to give us as assessing look.

      “Ladies?” asked a smooth voice from behind.

      With a jolt, I turned around, but no-one was there. 

      “Over here.” Raphael stood before us, wearing a massive grin of blunt teeth. The chandelier light cast pretty patterns on his pale skin and brought out the marigold highlights in his copper hair. Pale, barely-there freckles spread across his nose, making him appear almost human.

      I snatched my gaze away and stared at the painting of Vlad the Impaler, reminding myself exactly what kind of person stood before me. 

      “You seem lost,” he said. “May I be of any assistance?”

      “No, thanks.” My fingers closed around Zarah’s wrist, and I walked around him, ignoring his warm, woody scent. Raphael’s presence seemed to fill the space behind my back. Whether this was because of an extraordinary vampire power, I wasn’t sure, but my my heart pounded, and the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. 

      “It’s not safe to roam the hallways between classes.”

      I narrowed my eyes and fixed my gaze on his earlobe. Anything to avoid getting sucked into these mesmerizing green eyes. “Is that because you’re prowling them?” 

      “Amongst other reasons,” he murmured. “Allow me to escort you to the blue room.”

      “What do you want in return?” I pulled Zarah close.

      Raphael tilted his head to the side and gave me a crooked smile designed to make a girl’s heart melt. If I hadn’t known he was a blood-sucking vampire, I would probably mirror his movement and expose my neck, which was precisely what he wanted. 

      When his blood-gaining tactics failed to achieve the desired effect, he said, “The satisfaction of knowing you survived your first day at the Sanguine Academy of Vampires.”

      A chill ran down my spine, and Zarah whimpered. I let out a bone-weary sigh. “Fine.”

      Raphael held out his elbow in the way gentlemen do at the movies, but I ignored the offer. His smile faltered for a millisecond, then he straightened and strode down a different hallway.

      As we trailed after him, I took stock of my surroundings. Along the left side of the passageway hung leaded windows consisting of small panes of glass held together by lead dividers. They faced a courtyard garden with a moon-lit statue depicting a man and woman locked in an embrace. The glass probably had a UV-filter that made this area safe to walk through during the day. 

      Raphael opened a door on the right, which led to a darkened stairwell lit by stout candles in crystal wall sconces. He turned around and smirked. In a deep, sexy voice, he asked, “Do you think you can handle being in an enclosed space with the big, bad, vampire?”

      Ignoring the ripple of pleasure skittering down my spine, I raised my chin and walked through the door. “You don’t scare me.”

      Raphael ascended ahead of us. His low, throaty chuckle told me he hadn’t meant to scare me and that his words and voice had achieved the effect he had wanted all along. I pursed my lips and followed him up the stairs.

      We followed him through another darkened hallway, and he stopped at a door the same as every other and inclined his head. “The blue room.”

      Zarah and I exchanged a glance. What if this was some kind of ambush? With an amused huff, Raphael knocked on the door and pushed it open to reveal a classroom filled with humans.

      The teacher, a balding, middle-aged man wearing a knitted, white sweatshirt and jeans, smiled. “There you are, girls. We were about to send out a search party.”

      “Now, do you trust me?” Raphael placed his warm fingertips on the back of my arm.

      This time, I didn’t flinch. “Sorry for being rude. And thank you for the escort.”

      Zarah mumbled her thanks and scurried into the room.

      I was about to follow her when Raphael grabbed my wrist. “One more thing.” He yanked out the chopsticks, letting my hair tumble down to my shoulders, then he pulled it back and twisted it into some kind of arrangement at the top of my head. “You’re infinitely more beautiful with your hair off your face.”

      Heat burned my cheeks, and I stared into his beautiful, green eyes. Up close, they weren’t the solid shade of forest green I’d initially imagined. They were the color of pine leaves, with fern striations and tiny flecks of amber. The entire intoxicating mix was edged with a green so dark it was nearly black. His pupils dilated, narrowing his irises into a thin ring. 

      My stomach dropped, as did my gaze. Never look a strange vampire in the eyes for more than a fleeting second. “Thanks.” I stepped into the blue room and muttered, “But I have class, now.”

      Our teacher introduced himself as Chris Sparrow, the bond mate of the academy administrator. I studied his eyes for the blankness of the knockers but found none. He was an average man in his late-thirties, who talked about his vampire mistress like she was his wife.

      “We usually study a few foods in-depth during our classes, but for the benefit of the newbies, we’ll recap what we’ve learned so far.” He walked to the whiteboard. “We group food into four categories: blood builders, blood enhancers, blood thinners, and blood repellants.”

      I raised my hand, excitement thrumming through my veins. “What’s a blood repellent, sir?”

      “Foods that make your blood unpalatable to vampires. It’s a defense often used when a vampire is required to bring their human or frumosi mate to the home of a more powerful vampire.”

      My mouth fell open. “What?”

      “It’s related to an old vampire hospitality rule. Entering the home of a superior vampire temporarily surrenders ownership of any objects the inferior vampire possesses.”

      “So, the mate can be passed around like a party favor?” 

      His lips thinned with disapproval. “This is why the mate eats the repellants. They’re foods most likely to upset a vampire’s digestion.”

      While I pulled out my notebook and pen from my satchel, Mr. Sparrow asked the class to list popular foods and where they went in his four categories. I surveyed the list of repellents: onions, garlic, coconut, turmeric, ginger, cloves, peppers, and apple cider vinegar. Until I made my escape and even afterward, these would form the staples of my diet.

      “Any questions?”

      I raised my hand. “Sir? How do enhancers work?”

      “They’re foods that will make your scent more enticing to vampires. Particularly useful during the courtship process. Not all foods have the same effect on all vampires, but it’s best to stick with the ones you would normally eat so that you can attract a compatible mate.”

      He pointed at a small list that contained foods rich in sugar, dairy, and carbohydrates. Apparently, vampires liked victims with a sweet tooth. 

      Gates harrumphed at the back of the class. “I’d rather eat shit than become someone’s dinner.”

      The vampire who had brought him into Miss Margolyes class cuffed him in the back of his head, and a few of the girls shot him filthy looks. Folding my arms across my chest, I gave my head a minute shake. Gates was the only person in this room talking sense. No sane person wanted a bloodsucker of any kind on their necks, let alone with the drinking capacity of a human. 

      I raised my hand. “How much can a vampire drink in one sitting?”

      “Depending on their age and size, four to six pints,” replied Mr. Sparrow.

      “How much blood does a human have?” I shot back.

      His brows drew together. “Nine to twelve pints, depending on size.”

      I leaned forward, staring into the older man’s eyes. “And how much blood can a human lose before it’s fatal?”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “Miss Stephens. I realize that discovering your status as a frumosi is a major shock, but you have to consider the alternative. Becoming the consort of a vampire is preferable to a bullet through the head. It’s also better than being kept by hunters for their sick experiments.”

      “Wait—what?” I blurted. Why would vampire hunters want to kill us?

      “I’d rather die,” Gates roared from the back of the class. “Let me out, and I’ll face my chances!”

      My heart thrummed a fast beat. “Gates is right. None of us had any choice in coming here. It’s not fair that we’ll end up used for a vampire’s food and breeding.” 

      A few people in the back of the class mumbled. It looked like Gates and I weren’t the only ones unhappy with our predicaments. I turned around and shot my new ally a triumphant smile.

      “Who’s with me?” shouted Gates. “If we all—”

      The vampire guard punched Gates in the back of the head, slamming his face into the table. “Silence!”

      Everyone, including me, flinched.

      The guard stalked around the perimeter of the room, breathing hard. Until now, I hadn’t examined his face, but he was the crimson-eyed vampire who had snatched me from the Velvet Lounge bathroom. “I’ve never seen such a group of ungrateful wretches in all my existence.”

      I held my breath and tried to stay still. Once again, I’d pissed off the vampires, only for someone else to receive the punishment. My string of questions had been designed to get Mr. Sparrow to admit how easy it was for a vampire to kill a human by feeding on them, but I’d forgotten about that guard. 

      “Each time we locate a frumosi, Commander Shanks and I risk our lives to extract you before an army of hunters tracks you down.” A growl reverberated in the back of his throat, making me flinch. “Most vampires would kill to become the consorts of such prominent members of our society, and here you are, whining!”

      I stared at my desk, breathing hard. This notion that vampire hunters wanted to kill us seemed dubious. And as much as I wanted to ask the guard why he had killed Zarah’s aunt, I couldn’t. My encounter with Micalla taught me never to aggravate an enraged vampire.

      The gong sounded, and the guard returned to where he had left Gates sprawled motionless on his desk. Everybody scurried out of the room, and I walked toward the unconscious young man. 

      The vampire bared his teeth and hissed. “Lunch!”

      All the blood drained out of my face. I skittered back through the classroom and out of the door and bumped into a solid body.

      Large hands held me steady. “A girl should watch where they’re going.”

      My muscles stiffened, and I turned to meet the hazel eyes of Nathaniel, the vampire who had done something to Zarah’s mind at breakfast. He smiled down at me through a mop of mahogany-brown curls that hung past his brows and framed his face. 

      I gulped. “H-hello.”

      “You’re the new girl. Alicia, right?”

      I nodded. 

      His eyes roved my hair and neck. “Nice style, but you might want to reconsider it.”

      “Why?”

      “You kind of look…” He rubbed the back of his neck and gave me an apologetic smile. “Delicious in a blood-sucking way, and I don’t even like girls.”

      A shocked breath burst out of my lungs, and I clutched my satchel to my chest. “W-what?”

      He stepped back, palms raised. “Oh, it’s not a bad thing if you’re looking to hook up with a strong vampire.” 

      I ground my teeth. Why the hell had Raphael arranged my hair to make me look like vampire-bait?

      Kat strolled up to us, gave Nathaniel a wave, and ushered Zarah to walk with her and Annette to the dining room. She followed after them, leaving me alone with the tall, thin vampire. 

      “Kush was talking about a rebel she met last period.” At my blank look, he said, “She’s the boisterous one of the Preta twins.”

      My lips pursed. Of course, Pigtails would boast about having raped a boy. “Are you talking about Gates?”

      He peeked into the classroom. “Gates.” He said the word as though it was the finest sangria. “Is that him?”

      “Yes.”

      The vampire boy licked his lips. “Do you know anything about Gates?”

      “Apart from him hating vampires, no.”

      His lips pursed with frustration, but he held out his hand. “I’m Nathaniel Adams.”

      “Alicia Stephens.” I placed my hand in his, and we shook. 

      Nathaniel stole one more glance at the vampire guard smacking Gates awake and sighed. “I can see why Kush likes him. Come on. Since your classmates have abandoned you in the hallway, I’ll walk you to lunch.”

      “Thanks.” It was strange. Nathaniel was a vampire and had altered Zarah’s mind, but I still felt safer with him than I had with Raphael or even Ponytail, who just seemed bored with my existence and likely just wanted to hang out with her sister. 

      Nathaniel walked me around the hallways and explained his understanding of how the frumosi fit into vampire society. From what he had seen, some vampires did take them seriously as consorts and not just a means to gain day-walking offspring. For example, Professor Proust and Miss Margolyes were a couple, but they kept their relationship professional in front of the students. 

      I listened, but none of this reassured me. Professor Proust hadn’t even wanted to consider letting me get in touch with my family, and my hope of ever seeing them again dwindled with each passing hour.

      “Do we ever get the chance to leave the academy?” I asked.

      His brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t get any choice in coming here, so—”

      “So, you’d like to see your family again?” he said.

      I nodded.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s a little tricky.”

      “Why?”

      “Only consorts and concubines get to leave.”

      Based on what I’d heard so far about the vampire’s need to breed with frumosi, I had an inkling of what that might mean, but I had to ask. “What does that entail?”

      “Being a consort is like being married, and concubines are…” He hesitated, as though trying to work out the best way to express what he would say next. “They’re little more than slaves. A step above a knocker, except they’re used for sex and blood and breeding.”

      My shoulders slumped. Of the two options, consort seemed the less grisly. “How do I become a consort?”

      “Neither of them are viable options for escaping if that’s what you’re thinking.” I opened my mouth to deny it, but he continued speaking. “Once you exchange blood with a vampire, which is a requirement for both, it forms a psychic link they can use to locate you anywhere.”

      All the blood drained from my face, but I cleared my throat and forced out the lie, “It’s a good thing I’m not thinking of escape, then.”

      The moment we stepped into the dining hall, everyone stopped talking. My stomach plummeted. After what I had said during breakfast, all the vampires probably wanted to put me in my place. Nathaniel walked me to the table I shared with Kat, Annette, and Zarah before strolling back to where he sat on his own. My brows drew together. He seemed a lot more popular with frumosi than with his own kind. 

      Kat wrinkled her nose. “I hope you weren’t offending Nathaniel. He’s a good guy.”

      I scowled back. “Why would you think—”

      “Because you’re the attention-seeking type, aren’t you?” She flicked her head to the Coven of Bitches’ table.

      Each of the Stryx Brothers stared at me with differing expressions. Raphael gave me a warm smile, which I ignored. If it hadn’t been for Nathaniel, I might have walked in here looking like I was begging to be bitten. 

      Next to him, Dante curled his lip, as though the sight of a sow in his academy uniform was some kind of affront. I skipped over the blond vampire. Someone so easily offended needed to keep their eyes to themselves. 

      The last of the brothers, Nero, narrowed his eyes in the kind of expression I’d only seen prizefighters use against each other during a face-off. His coal-black eyes burned into mine, making my nipples harden. I turned my gaze away and exhaled a long breath. He needed to learn that a refusal to kiss his and his brother’s feet wasn’t a challenge. 

      My plate contained a variety of blood-building and enhancing foods: a large shank of lamb on a bed of mashed potatoes and collard greens served with an overpowering, red-wine jus. 

      “What the hell did you say to Micalla?” hissed Kat. 

      I glanced up. The silver-haired vampire glowered at me from her table with those oversized, lapis lazuli eyes. Next to her, Pigtails bared her fangs. My shoulders sagged. Either the Coven of Bitches were offended at me for cleaning off their mockery of a makeover or they blamed me for somehow attracting the attention of the Stryx brothers. 

      A hard lump formed in the back of my throat. If Micalla owned the Stryx brothers as she claimed, why didn’t she tell them to stop looking in my direction?
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      Classes continued after lunch, covering a range of insanely useless subjects that belonged in a ladies’ finishing school. It included Posture and Deportment, Etiquette, and Refined Communication. I couldn’t help thinking that the vampires considered us a bunch of savages and themselves aristocrats. 

      After Refined Communication, which was a mixture of elocution lessons and the pronunciation of French words like mille feuille and trompe l’œil, Zarah and I followed Kat and Annette to our final class, Fine Arts and Literature. It was taught in the long gallery, an upstairs room, four times as wide as a hallway but just as long. Paintings filled every wall and parallel to them stood statues and sculptures of different eras.

      I took a window seat at the far end of the room and glowered at a statue of a woman with wings instead of arms. Now was the year people my age applied to universities, and I wanted to study Digital Arts at Goldsmiths, where Mom had done her Fine Arts degree. I couldn’t do that if hunters wanted me dead, and I probably might never be able to go home, as the vampires would watch our house when I escaped. 

      Zarah leaned into my side. “I’m not very good at art. Do you think the vampires need us to make small talk at parties?”

      I rolled my eyes. This situation was like Stepford Wives, but without the robotics. “Who knows, maybe the wealthiest ones own museums.”

      My gaze roved over the selection of artwork. Mom had taken me to museums and art galleries from as long as I could remember, so I recognized the styles and eras, but how much of this was original? I’d bet vampires had access to vast fortunes that built up over the centuries. I also looked around for Gates, who hadn’t been at lunch. My heart ached. I hoped that the guard hadn’t injured him with that punch to the back of the head.

      After sitting around for several minutes with no sign of the teacher, I asked, “Is anyone arriving?”

      Annette leaned forward from the other side of the window seat and smiled. “We usually have to wait an extra few minutes for people to get changed after combat classes.”

      My brow furrowed. “Combat—”

      The door opened, and Micalla sauntered in with the twins. Behind her streamed about two-dozen vampire girls who I guessed were in our year. Each one of them was an immaculate beauty. Those with paler skin were red-cheeked, as though they’d had a good workout. They all took their places at different window seats, and I watched out of the corner of my eye for where the Coven of Bitches would sit.

      Micalla stopped in front of us and spread her features into the most unconvincing, saccharine smile. “Zarah, why don’t you sit with us today?”

      Pigtails smirked and nudged one of her friends, a blue-haired girl who licked her lips. The sight of them leering down at us sent the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. How many girls disappeared as a result of befriending or offending the wrong sort of vampire? At least two, from what I had heard, and I didn’t need any sorcery to know this group of girls were the wrong sort. 

      I stood, and with an equally fake smile said, “You’ve been so helpful today. We really wouldn’t want to impose on your time.”

      “Back off. This invitation is for Zarah,” she replied with a tight smile. 

      Zarah stood. “I-it’s alright. I’ll come and sit with you.”

      My nostrils flared. After watching Micalla pick my new friend apart during that dubious makeover, I wasn’t about to allow her to walk off with a group of vampire harpies. “Zarah, you don’t have—”

      “I want to.” Hysteria edged her voice. Either she was afraid of another altercation, or she was still in that strange survival mode where she thought doing everything the vampires demanded would prolong her life. She scurried over to the group of girls, who guided her to the other side of the long gallery. Micalla hung back and gave me a saucy wink.

      A hot, angry breath rushed out of my nostrils, and my hands balled into fists. I glanced around at the human girls, looking for help, but they averted their gazes. Zarah peered at me over her shoulder and gave me a trembling smile. If it was meant to reassure me that she would be alright with those girls, it didn’t.

      “Good night, class.” The Fine Arts teacher, a dark-haired vampire female with bronze skin and deep red lipstick, strode into the room from the far entrance. She wore a fitted, pinstripe jacket with a matching, floor-length pencil skirt that flared around the calves. 

      “Good night, Madam Duvall,” the class chorused back.

      “Everyone, please take your seats.”

      Zarah sat between Pigtails and the blue-haired girl, who kept turning around to sniff Zarah’s neck.

      “Our artist for the day is Yayoi Kusama.” Madam Duvall raised an arm, and two knockers each rolled in easels containing bright, modern paintings. 

      I couldn’t concentrate on anything. From watching Pigtails and that blue-haired vampire crowding into Zarah, to wondering about what that vampire guard might have done to Gates, my mind was too full to think about art. Both of them seemed to be in peril, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to help them. I couldn’t even help myself.

      A dull ache filled my chest. Mom would be worried sick, wondering why I hadn’t returned home, and if everything was true about the hunters coming after me, they might already be visiting her. In the spaces between my concerns for everything else, Dante’s insult would swing back to the forefront of my mind with the sting of a scorpion’s tail.

      More knockers arrived with funky, plant sculptures, fashions, and even more paintings by the same artist, but it was all a blur. Eventually, the gong sounded, interrupting my worries. Kat and Annette huddled together after class, avoiding my eyes, and Zarah walked off arm-in-arm with the vampire girls. 

      With a sigh, I followed after everyone into the dining hall. By now, I’d already memorized the list of blood repellants, but the second we sat at the tables, knockers brought bowls of liver and bacon casserole served with huge dumplings… all blood builders and enhancers.

      “Don’t we get a choice over what we eat?” I whispered to Kat and Annette.

      “Be grateful you’re being fed at all,” drawled a voice from behind. 

      My spine stiffened, but I didn’t turn around. Nero and Raphael already sat at the center table. The arrogant voice at my back could be none other than Dante’s.

      Palpitations reverberated in my chest. I stared ahead, not wanting to give Dante the attention he craved. Kat and Annette straightened and preened, acting as though the presence of the unpleasant vampire was an opportunity of a lifetime. 

      “I’m talking to you, sow,” said Dante.

      “Should a sow be grateful she’s being fattened?” I snapped.

      Cool fingertips ghosted up the side of my neck. “Raphael told me how ravishing you looked earlier with your hair swept up. How did he describe it?” A cold chuckle sent shivers down my spine. “Fang-tastic. Like you were begging for a bite.” 

      My cheeks heated. “I’m not—”

      “If you want to be someone’s sow, you only have to kneel at my feet.” He spoke with a deep, melodic voice. The kind that twisted around a girl’s libido and got her so riled up, she’d do anything to hear it up close and panting in her ear. 

      The fog cleared, and the insult hit like a jab. My nostrils flared, and my hands balled into fists. What was it with Dante calling me a farm animal? I swiveled in my seat, ready to call him an overgrown mosquito when my gaze caught his beautiful pools of aquamarine. 

      All the air rushed out of my lungs in a single breath, and my entire body went rigid. Dante was… magnificent. His golden hair curled around his aristocratic features like a gilded frame, which contrasted beautifully with fathomless pools of blue. The corner of his eyes crinkled with mild amusement, his cheekbones rounded, and those full lips curved upward. 

      My lips tingled with some strange desire to be kissed by that beautiful, cruel mouth. Clearly, Dante had just hypnotized me into desiring him. No one in their right mind would want to approach a creature so dangerous.

      He parted his lips, revealing beautiful, straight teeth. “Vamp got your tongue?”

      “You’re doing something to me,” I murmured. “That mesmerizing trick. I would have thought the supposed son of some important vampire wouldn’t stoop to such desperate tactics.”

      Even as I uttered the words, regret knotted through my stomach. Dante hadn’t done anything supernatural. I was just trying not to admit to myself that I was just like the other girls who got excited in his presence. 

      The two girls sitting at my table clapped their hands over their mouths and gasped. Hushed whispers spread across the left side of the dining room, followed by an expectant silence.

      My throat spasmed. It didn’t matter that Professor Proust sat at the head table or that four vampire guards circled the perimeter of the room. They were here to protect the vampires, not idiots like me who couldn’t play along. If I had thought Gates foolish for his constant struggles over guards much stronger than him, I was doing the same, only with words and without his bravery.

      Dante’s nostrils flared, and through clenched teeth, he said, “Do you realize what you’ve just said?”

      My lips parted, but no words came out.

      “You’ve just accused me of one of the most heinous violations a vampire can commit against a frumosi,” he spat. “If you came from a Noble House, it would be a duel-worthy insult.”

      My throat dried. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Count yourself fortunate that you have ignorance and ineptitude as a defense!” He stormed out of the dining hall. 

      I glanced at the table he shared with his brothers. Raphael’s brows drew together, and he couldn’t look me in the eye. Nero rested his chin in his hands, staring at me as though I’d revealed something interesting. I snatched my gaze away. Now wasn’t the time to ponder on the mysterious third Son of Stryx. 

      All the vampires, including those at the head table, gave me steely looks. Nobody had told me accusing someone of mesmerizing them against their will was a heinous insult. The only person who didn’t seem disgusted with me was Micalla, who made a fake pouty face. Since it was Dante who she wanted, I expected she was satisfied that I’d insulted him so thoroughly.

      Ignoring all the stares, I picked at one of the dumplings on my casserole. Kat and Annette walked out, leaving their food untouched and leaving me sitting alone at the table. Sanguine Academy was nothing like Richley College, where the consequences of hurling insults were negligible, and the worst that could happen was a bottle of water in the face. Here, it seemed that anyone not falling at a vampire’s feet was committing a great offense.

      My heart thumped a sluggish beat, and a voice in the back of my mind urged me to walk out and leave the hostile stares, but my legs couldn’t move. If I left now, I’d be the target of any offended vampire wishing to avenge the insult. It took an eternity for the vampires’ glares to stop boring into me, and they turned back to their sangria and resumed their conversations. 

      When the girls at Micalla’s table rose, and the blue-haired girl wrapped an arm around Zarah’s waist, I jumped to my feet. I had to get her away from those girls in case they would hurt her. Hurrying over, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Zarah, could you help me with my Refined Communication homework? I didn’t write down the assignment.”

      Relief crossed her features, and she gave me a tiny smile.

      Micalla giggled behind her hand, acting nothing like the wild beast who had throttled me the night before. “You need all the help you can get!”

      Zarah turned to the vampire girls. “See you tomorrow?”

      They all gave her sweet smiles. The blue-haired one winked. “Can’t wait.”

      As we left the dining room, Zarah’s posture slumped. I knew better than to ask her about the girls, so I said, “How did it go with Nathaniel? I spoke to him today, and he seems nice.”

      She gave me a sad smile. “My aunt is in a better place. At least this way, hunters won’t torture her for information on me.”

      “Is that what he told you?”

      “Kush did,” Zarah replied.

      “Who?”

      “The twin who wears her hair in pigtails.”

      All four vampire guards stepped out of the room after us and blocked the doorway. I gaped at their broad backs. Were they preventing people from following after us? I gulped. In the space of a single day. I shook my head. Night. I’d managed to make everyone despise me. If I didn’t find a way to leave at sunrise, I’d have to face an academy of angry vampires. 
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        * * *

      

      Kat and Annette weren’t in our room when we returned, and I rifled through my wardrobe, looking for the burgundy leather jacket I had worn yesterday. The jacket, the jeans, and the tank top were gone. I was about to ask Zarah if her things were also missing, when she tied her blonde hair back, revealing a bruise on her neck. 

      My eyes bulged. “Is that a love bite?”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Um… No. Kush was demonstrating how vampires feed.”

      “And you let her?”

      She dipped her head. “It wasn’t like she would go too far with the others around.”

      “The girls are just as deadly as the boys.” I spluttered. “Don’t you remember what Micalla did to me yesterday?”

      “But you were rude.” Zarah shouldered off her blazer and placed it in her into wardrobe. “It’s like that Gates boy who keeps fighting. If he just sat in the classes and kept his mouth shut, he wouldn’t need a guard. Stop antagonizing Micalla, and you’ll be fine.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and leaned on the side of the wardrobe. “From your point of view, what am I doing wrong?”

      Zara unzipped the back of her skirt and let it fall to the stone floor. “She thinks you’re flirting with Dante and Raphael.”

      A flush of anger heated my cheeks. “But I don’t even—”

      “I know you don’t approach them, but you keep making them come back to you with your back-talk. She believes you’re challenging their authority.”

      “Is that what you think?”

      She cast her gaze down to the buttons of her shirt and pressed her lips together.

      “I’ll take that answer as a yes.” I stormed out of the room. How could Zarah take the side of vampires who were using her for her blood over a fellow captive, and one who had been watching her back? Mesmerism, I would guess. There was no point in telling her that I planned to hide outside our room before we were locked in for the day. She’d probably rush down the tower and warn the vampires that I was trying to get away.

      If I stayed any longer, the vampires might brainwash me, too.
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      As I stepped into the hallway, a female knocker holding a pile of linen strode past and through a wooden door. I followed her. The knockers had to know some places I could hide until sunrise when I’d make my escape.

      The door led to a wooden staircase filled with the scent of beeswax polish. After three flights, she exited through another door, but I continued down to the bottom and found a door that I supposed was at a basement level. It led to a laundry room of industrial-sized washing machines and dryers operated by a pair of male knockers dressed in a white version of their uniforms. 

      “Excuse me?” I said to the nearest one, a slender man in his twenties. 

      He walked past, holding a laundry basket and opened one of the machines. I turned to his companion and tried to get his attention, but he was also in that same trance. A sigh slid from my lips. Talking to these people would be as futile as trying to reason with Zarah. The vampires wouldn’t program them to help frumosi escape. I had to continue and find a way out for myself.

      At the end of the laundry room, I pushed open the door and became engulfed by air so cold, it made my skin prickle into goosebumps. After an initial shudder, I stepped into a pantry full of industrial shelves laden with supplies. Huge jars of preserves stood among massive packs of oats and sacks of potatoes. I hurried through the shelves to another door and stepped into a warm kitchen.

      It was a vast space of vaulted ceilings and exposed stonework with earthen floors as solid as concrete, but around the edges were freestanding, professional units. 

      Knockers roamed the stainless-steel counters, preparing ingredients so pungent, they made my eyes water. I wrinkled my nose. That had to be their food because the meals they served us in the dining room were gourmet quality. One of them, an older woman about Mom’s age, stood at a workstation cutting onions. 

      She stepped away from her work, shook her head, and wiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “For fuck’s sake.”

      My heart exploded into action, and I rushed across the room. “Hello?” 

      Her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing down here?”

      “You can talk?”

      “Sure.” Blinking rapidly, she waved her hands over her eyes, as though warding off the smell of onions. “But you still haven’t answered my question.”

      Concerns writhed in my gut like a colony of caterpillars. If I told this woman I was trying to escape, she’d might raise the alarm. “I got lost.”

      The woman pursed her lips. “If you’re looking for an escape route, you’re in the wrong place.”

      “It’s a good thing I wasn’t then.” I folded my arms across my chest. 

      She smirked. “Do you know the secret to cutting onions without crying?”

      “Ummm…” I took her knife, cut the bottom quarter off the onion, and whistled silently through my lips. It was one of Mom’s tricks, which had never failed for either of us. 

      A dozen questions forced their way to the back of my throat, mostly about escape routes, but I had to be careful. I didn’t know if she was some vampire’s consort or brainwashed by a vampire to watch out for frumosi trying to escape. 

      “The trick is to get rid of the part with the highest concentration of enzymes that irritate the eyes.” I glanced into her amused face, and a relieved breath eased out of my lungs. “I thought vampires didn’t like foods from the allium family. Why are you preparing them?”

      “It’s for knocker porridge. It makes their blood taste and smell foul, rendering them unattractive to young vampires not in control of their urges.”

      “Oh.” I swallowed hard. “Sorry if this sounds rude, but what are you?”

      “Human.”

      “A prisoner?”

      She pursed her lips and exhaled an irritated breath through her nostrils. “If you don’t ask me questions about myself, I won’t tell the vampires you’re wandering around at dawn, trying to escape their clutches.” 

      The smile playing on her lips was supposed to make her comment sound lighthearted, but the steel in her eyes, and the way her knuckles turned white as she gripped the vegetable knife told me she didn’t want me sniffing around her business. 

      I licked my dry lips. “That’s fine with me.”

      The woman popped a chunk of raw onion into her mouth and grimaced. “Knocker porridge is highly nutritious, anti-parasitical, and anti-vampire, but it tastes like shit.”

      A large knocker in chef whites walked past, carrying a sack of porridge oats, and another followed with two handfuls of garlic.

      I followed them with my gaze. “Something tells me that the knockers don’t notice the taste.”

      “You’d be right, but it’s the best protection for them in a place like this.”

      I longed to ask her more questions about the knockers and how they were made, but I needed to leave before sunset, and with no money, no transportation, and no clue of how to leave this accursed castle, my questions were better directed elsewhere. “How do I protect myself from vampires?”

      She shook her head. “You can’t. Everything you’ve read about them is made up. Holy relics don’t affect them, garlic makes them wrinkle their noses, and they can walk in the sun, but it blisters their skin, making them easy for slayers to spot.”

      “Slayers?”

      She shrugged. “I only know they exist but have never actually met one.”

      “Does the sun affect vampires at all?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “An entire hour out in the sun will cause a vampire to self-combust. Any self-respecting creature of the night wouldn’t leave home without sunblock and UV protection.”

      My shoulders drooped. It wasn’t as though I had pictured myself pushing Dante and Micalla out into the sun, but it was disappointing to know that running into the sun wouldn’t be much of a defense.

      “So, they’re stronger than us, faster than us, and have no weaknesses?” I muttered.

      Eyes softening, she reached into the pocket of her apron. “All knockers are armed with sunstone in case a vampire decides to break the rules and feed on a servant.” She pulled out a flat disc. “It’s a special compound that absorbs the sun. Holding onto it for several hours transfers the magic of the sun into your body. Any deliberate strike will give a vampire a nasty shock.”

      My throat dried. “How do I get one of those?”

      “Take mine.” She pressed the stone into my hand.

      My fingers closed around the warm object. “But what if—”

      “There are plenty more where that came from. For best results, charge it up once a week.” She placed a hand on my shoulder and bared her teeth. “Be careful when you use it and don’t tell anyone you got it from me.”

      “I don’t even know your name.”

      Her fingers gave me a gentle but warning squeeze. “Let’s keep things that way.”

      I licked my lips and stuffed the sunstone into my blazer pocket. “Is there a way to contact the outside world?”

      “None that won’t be traced back to you,” she replied. “Unless you can get an older vampire to lend you their phone.” 

      Raphael seemed the type who might be generous enough to let me make a call, but he would probably want something in return. Like blood. I could always make a call from a bus station or some other public place once I’d escaped. “Um… Are there werewolves in the forest?”

      She chuckled. “There are Tamaskans and German shepherds bred to look like wolves, and their handlers aren’t the most cultured of people, but I suppose all the talk of werewolves is to stop students from wandering about during the day and causing mischief.” Then her face dropped. “But I’ve only been here for a couple of weeks, so don’t take my opinion as gospel.”

      I popped a piece of onion into my mouth and crunched it between my teeth. Its pungency made me gag, and I spat the piece out into my hand. “What is that?”

      “Allium cepa magicis. Magically bred to be completely repellent to vampires.”

      “So, magic is real?”

      She raised a shoulder. “Apparently. If you’re determined to make your blood unpalatable to vampires, you’ll have to dilute it until your body can stand the repellent compounds.”

      “Right.” I held the sunstone in my pocket and nodded at another door. “Is that where you get deliveries?”

      “It leads to another set of external doors, but you can’t leave the premises without a vampire. Armored guards patrol the perimeter of the building, and the hounds patrol the forest day and night.”

      “But knockers can walk outside undetected?”

      “The porridge changes their scent. Hounds are trained not to attack them.”

      I eyed a group of vats bubbling at the far end of the kitchen and licked my lips. “What’s in it?”

      “Something that maintains their accursed state.”

      My stomach clenched as I threw away the idea of dining on knocker porridge. Maybe I could get away with rubbing that crap on my skin. I was about to ask about other escape routes when a noise beyond the doors made the woman stiffen.

      Within seconds, her features slackened, and her eyes gained that blankness I’d only seen on knockers. The sound of metal doors opening made my heart jump into my throat, and I rushed to the other side of the kitchen, through the pantry, and into the laundry room. 

      By the time I raced up the tower steps and reached my room, the door was bolted shut, presumably by a knocker. I spent hours exploring the hallways and the few open rooms for means of escape, but the only ideas that presented themselves involved me jumping through glass and leaving a trail of blood for the hounds to follow. Gates and people like him had probably tried to leave the academy multiple times, and the guards had likely plugged up each escape route, leaving only the most ridiculous and suicidal of options.

      After exhausting everywhere on the ground and first floors, my eyes drooped, and my limbs became heavy with fatigue. Maybe something in our food made us tired during the day, but I fought against the lethargy and forced myself to continue walking.

      I returned to the kitchen to look for the onion woman, but she had left, and the entire space stank of onions and garlic. None of the knockers showed any signs of lucidity, making me wonder if the woman had been a projection of my fevered imagination. But the sunstone warming my blazer pocket told me she’d been real.

      It took an eternity to return to my floor of the tower, but I sat on the floor of a storeroom and closed my eyes until shuffling footsteps outside and the sounds of sliding and clicking locks woke me from my sleep. 
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        * * *

      

      “Where did you go?” Zarah stretched up in her bed and yawned.

      My chest tightened. How much of what I said would Zarah pass on to her new vampire friends? “Got locked out when I went for a walk, so I slept in the hallway.” 

      I picked up a fresh uniform and headed for our bathroom. 

      “Did you find any escape routes?” she asked.

      “I wish.” The onion woman hadn’t wanted me to tell anyone of her presence.

      “That’s a pity.” She rubbed the side of her neck. “Maybe next time, we can go together.”

      Warmth spread across my chest, and the tightness across my lungs loosened. After our conversation at sunset, I’d been convinced Zarah had sided with the vampires. 

      By the time I had finished my shower, Zarah had already left, as had Kat and Annette. Neither of them was at breakfast, either, and nor were the Stryx Brothers or the Coven of Bitches. 

      Our first class of the day was Hunters 101, the only one so far frumosi shared with both male and female vampires. The Stryx Brothers occupied a corner at the back of the room with Micalla and Ponytail, each following me with their gazes as I walked across the classroom. 

      Zarah sat close to the front between Pigtails and Blue-hair, whose name I learned was Juno. Her new vampire acquaintances had dressed her in a hiked-up version of the uniform skirt and a shirt obviously altered to skim every curve of her upper body and to show off her neck. 

      Bile rose to the back of my throat. Had she left on her initiative to report the night I’d spent outside the room? I didn’t understand why she had left while I’d been in the shower. 

      I snatched my gaze away and sat next to Kat and Annette, who stood and walked to the other side of the room. My heart sank. Not only was I stuck in this academy, but no one seemed to want to speak to me. With a sigh, I focused on Captain Tanar, our black-haired male teacher with a hawkish nose and eyes the color of amber. He wore a lightweight version of the guards’ armor, complete with weapons.

      “Last week, the House of Cuza was attacked by hunters. Can anyone explain why?”

      Dante’s hand shot up. “Vampires want to live out in the open, but they don’t keep up with the times,” he drawled. “Social media makes it easy for anyone with a smartphone to upload a picture or video clip of someone who casts no reflection or shadow. With millions of humans serving as unwitting sentinels, it’s no wonder hunters find our kind easy to locate.”

      “But that doesn’t mean we have to stay in hiding,” said Ponytail. “Your answer to everything is isolationism.”

      “How many vampire communities have been attacked in the past century?” Without pausing to give her an answer, he said, “None.”

      “Why is that, Mr. Striga?” asked Captain Tanar.

      Dante straightened and announced to the rest of the class, “The Kingdom of Stryx surrounds itself with a range of supernaturals able to detect suspicious people before they even get the chance to report back and launch their attacks. It’s a far better safety measure than the individual vampire living in a penthouse with a few retainers or somewhere just as indefensible.”

      I watched the debate between the pair and held my churning stomach. Did this mean werewolves and other beings like ghouls were real? While Ponytail stood her ground against Dante, Raphael watched me with curious eyes. He leaned over to Nero and whispered something, only for the other vampire to tilt his head to the side and give me a scrutinizing gaze. 

      My stomach clenched into a tight knot. I didn’t care what the Stryx Brothers thought of me. As long as they stayed away and stopped casting me reptilian glances, I was happy to pretend they didn’t exist.
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        * * *

      

      When the gong sounded, I followed the other frumosi to our next class, Staff Management. Raphael strolled at my side, trying to catch my eye. Micalla’s warning to stay away from the brothers flashed in the forefront of my mind. As much as I wanted to ignore him, his large body took up one side of my peripheral vision, and his warm, woody scent lingered in my nostrils. 

      “How are you settling in so far?” he asked.

      Zarah’s comment rang in my ears. Even though I hadn’t done a thing to attract the boys’ attention, I wasn’t about to engage them in conversation and earn even more of Micalla’s wrath. I stared ahead, pretending I hadn’t heard him. 

      “My brother asked you a question, frumosi,” snarled a voice. It probably belonged to Nero, the aloof member of the Stryx Brothers.

      Irritation flared across my skin. What did these vampires want from me? 

      Nero stepped in my path, his gorgeous lips twisting with annoyance. His blue-black dreads hung tantalizingly over his shoulders. Flashing his coal-black eyes, he snarled, “Why are you showing Raphael such disrespect when he’s only ever been cordial?”

      My brows drew together. “I’m not.”

      Dante, who had been strolling at the back of the procession between Micalla and Ponytail, rushed ahead, nostrils flaring.

      Micalla raced after him and stood at his left, glaring at me through slitted eyes. The bruises remaining from when she had pinned me against the wall throbbed in anticipation of another throttling. 

      I backed into the wall with my teeth clenched, my heart pounding, and my lungs working harder than bellows. This was one of those impossible situations. If I spoke to Raphael, Micalla and the vampire girls would hate me, and if I shunned him, the Stryx Brothers would become my enemies. The only way out of this was leaving, but in my twenty-four hours of this hell-hole, I hadn’t found any viable escape routes.

      “You never did kiss our feet,” said Dante.

      “I-it’s not going to happen,” I whispered. 

      My gaze darted to Raphael, the only one who seemed less hostile, but the red-haired vampire shrugged as though to say I was on my own. Black, angry bile rose to the back of my throat. This was all his fault. If Raphael had left me alone, I would have already reached my class by now and not be surrounded by irritated, male vampires and a gang of blood-sucking mean girls waiting for me to trip up.

      Dante stepped into my personal space, filling my nostrils with the rich, earthy scent of honey and citrus with a hint of rosemary. “You know what we do to girls like you here in the Sanguine Academy?”

      My head swam. His warmth, his proximity, those sharp, aquamarine eyes confounded my senses. The pulse between my legs throbbed in time with my pounding heart, and my throat dried to the consistency of parchment. I tried to focus, but it was so hard with a creature this gorgeous a hair’s breadth from kissing me. 

      “Um…” He’d asked me a question. Something about girls who stepped out of line. My gaze caught Micalla’s, and I remembered what she had said while strangling me. “Make them disappear?” 

      Dante flinched as though he’d been struck. It was the slightest of movements, but enough for me to know that I’d upset him.

      He wrapped a hand around my bicep and pulled me into his chest. His hot, angry breaths made his chest rise and fall, and the friction caused my nipples to tighten. The tips of his fangs descended past his lips, and a rush of adrenaline surged through my limbs, telling me to run.

      Vampires surrounded me, their eyes dancing with amusement and malice and with the expectation of a bloodbath. Zarah strode through the crowd with Juno, the blue-haired vampire who kept sniffing her. We locked terrified gazes. Micalla shoved her to the side a second before Dante’s fingers tilted up my chin. 

      Adrenaline burst through my system, and my survival instinct forced my hand up and slapped him hard across the face.

      The stench of burned flesh seared my sinuses, then Dante screamed.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, Nero grabbed me by the back of the head and held me against the wall. Cold seeped down one side of my face from the castle’s stone walls, but it did nothing to calm the pulse thrashing between my ears. While Dante fell at my feet, someone secured my wrists with their tie. I drew in a sharp breath and tried to shove against the hand holding me down, but his grip was immovable.

      A cacophony of outraged roars willed the air, and terror yanked at my heart. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and ragged, shallow breaths forced their way out of my lungs.

      Nero’s body pressed against mine, the barrier between me and the fanged, furious faces closing in and accusing me of having black magic or a biological weapon. 

      “Kill her,” someone shouted.

      “Snap her neck!”

      “Assassin!” hissed another voice.

      Cold terror washed through my insides. I’d done something horror to Dante. Burned his face with a mere slap. The onion woman had warned me about the sunstone, but I had forgotten that it would transfer the magic of the sun into my hands. 

      “Stay back!” Nero snarled at the others. 

      Raphael pulled Dante to his feet. One side of his face was livid with red burns, some of which had already blistered. 

      The vampires continued to demand that I punished or perish. A cry stuck in my throat. I had only meant to give Dante a slap.

      Within my limited line of sights, Micalla stood in the middle of the commotion with her hands raised, making futile calming motions with her hands. Her smile was as wide as a crocodile’s, with cheeks flushed with glee. I clenched my teeth. If it hadn’t been for her giving me the side-eye at each of my encounters with the Stryx Brothers, I probably wouldn’t have reacted so violently to Dante.

      Someone yanked on my hair and pulled out what felt like an entire chunk. Pain radiated across my scalp, and I shrieked. 

      “Let me go!” I cried. 

      “And have you torn apart by that baying mob?” Nero growled into my ear. “You’re coming with me.” 

      He threw me over his shoulder and whizzed through the hallways. My muscles seized, and my stomach lurched with every movement. By the time we reached Professor Proust’s office and he set me on my feet, my head spun, and nausea filled my insides and writhed up my gullet. I doubled over and moaned.

      A woman shrieked and placed a waste-paper basket beneath me just in time for my stomach to expel its contents. While I knelt on the ground and threw up, Nero explained to the headmaster that I had burned the side of his brother’s face. Tears streamed from my eyes. If I’d remembered what the onion woman had said about sunstone, I wouldn’t have lashed out.

      A male knocker handed me a handkerchief, helped me to my feet, and guided me to the unoccupied high-backed chair opposite Professor Proust’s desk. Candles flickering within crystal lanterns lit the room, casting the headmaster in semi-darkness. He smoothed down a wide, oxblood-colored silk tie with long, thin fingers and frowned. “How did you maim Mr. Striga with a slap?” 

      “I-I d-don’t know.” The lie slipped from my lips like butter.

      He leaned across the desk and steepled his fingers. “Did you stumble across any magical items at the academy?”

      I gulped and shifted in my seat. My wrists were still tied up, restricting my movement. “M-magic? No, sir, I haven’t.”

      “Then, you must reveal where you obtained the power to burn a vampire’s skin.”

      Behind me, Nero paced the room, breathing like a raging bull. My shoulder muscles tensed in anticipation of an attack. The professor leaned closer, his brows raised, lips pursed, and eyes filled with concern. 

      I couldn’t tell them about that onion woman. Something told me she wasn’t supposed to be lucid, and I doubted the vampires would want a person like her sneaking about their stronghold. Rubbing the base of my throat, I said, “Do you think it’s related to being a frumosi, sir?”

      He sat back and rubbed his chin. “A small percentage of your kind develop skills as they get older, but you’re among the youngest. Have you come into contact with any enchanted objects?”

      “Like what, sir?” 

      The professor ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “Are you sure you haven’t been to the sorcery stores?”

      I shook my head and sent him a silent word of thanks. If they ever let me go, I would search for these stores and see whether they contained anything to help me escape. 

      Silence stretched out for an eternity as Professor Proust watched me with the intensity of a cat waiting for its prey to move. I stayed still, my attention focussed on the ever-pacing Nero, who could strike at any moment. 

      Eventually, the headmaster sighed and turned to one of the knockers standing at the wall. “Could you summon Commander Shanks?”

      My stomach plummeted. This was one of the men who had abducted me from the nightclub. Would he dish out an interrogation or my punishment?

      Nero stopped pacing and lowered himself into the seat next to mine. He sat with his back as stiff and straight as the chair’s and with his muscular arms folded across his broad chest. A scowl marred his handsome features, and his full lips pinched as though holding back a barrage of insults. Hot, angry breaths rushed out of his flared nostrils, and he kept his gaze on Professor Proust. 

      I sagged into my seat. It was a miracle that Nero had saved me from the mob of vengeful vampires, considering his level of fury. 

      Professor Proust’s brows lowered into deep V. He turned to me, about to speak, but another male knocker entered the door with a pile of scrolls. The headmaster held out his palm, indicating for him to wait. 

      “We do not attack our benefactors in Sanguine Academy. Consider this your first warning, Miss Stephens.”

      My nostrils flared. The professor had given me a choice between becoming a knocker or a blood whore. How was he, or any of the other vampire, being benefactors? This was so insane. I would have pointed this out, but the threat of losing what free will I had left made me hold my tongue. 

      “What if they attack first?”

      Professor Proust’s face twisted into a mask of distaste. “Attacking frumosi is against the rules of the academy.”

      “People break rules all the time.” It was a struggle to keep my voice under control. What kind of educator was naive enough to believe in a comment like that, especially when I’d just hurt one of his precious vampires? “Can’t I get expelled now?”

      His mouth slackened, and he blinked rapidly as though I’d said something ridiculous. “Without a noble house for protection, you’ll be completely at the mercy of the hunters.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” The words came out as a rasp. I didn’t for one minute believe that hunters would attack the victims of a vampire.

      “Your knowledge of Sanguine Academy will be dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      “Then delete it from my mind.” Hysteria made my voice a high-pitched whine. “I never wanted to be here in the first place.”

      The headmaster’s gaze flickered to the knocker standing motionless in the corner of the room and then back to me. His tongue darted out to lick his lips, and his long neck dipped into his oversized collar. 

      Realization hit me like a boulder. What if the two girls who had shared a room with Annette and Kat had become too rebellious to turn into consorts? What if they hadn’t been killed by vampires, as Micalla had suggested, but been transformed into knockers and shipped somewhere else? It would also explain the disappearance of Gates. 

      It would be like that man we had met in the dungeon on our first day.

      I cleared my dry throat and asked, “W-will I become a knocker?”

      His lips pursed as though the use of the word was derogatory, rather than the act of turning humans into mindless slaves. “Sanguinary servitude is a possible temporary solution until we find someone willing to take you on as a consort.”

      Terror stiffened my spine. I’d rather be dead than lurching about the hallways for the likes of Micalla and Dante to abuse.

      A moment later, Commander Shanks stepped into the room clad in full body armor. His silver eyes gleamed in the candlelight.

      “I’m afraid we have another problem student who will require shadowing.” The headmaster steepled his fingers and repeated the account of events Nero had given him. 

      Commander Shanks hoisted me up by the collar of my blazer and dragged me out of the room with my bound hands still behind my back. I jogged through the hallways to keep up with his long strides until we reached a cupboard at the end. 

      He leaned down and stared into my eyes. “Are you going to tell me how you damaged Mr. Striga’s face?”

      I fixed my gaze on the two lines between his brows and gulped. Wasn’t the real question about where I got the sunstone? The onion woman had told me all knockers carried it. If I told the Commander that I had taken it from a knocker, he’d interrogate me on how I knew about the magical stone. Then he might torture me into betraying a potential ally. 

      “It was only a slap,” I whispered. “I don’t know what went wrong.”

      “You need time to think.” Commander Shanks opened the door, shoved me into a three by three-foot room, and slammed the door shut. 

      I leaned on the wall and huffed. Whatever the guard was doing wouldn’t work. I wasn’t remotely claustrophobic. Standing here was a welcome break from being surrounded by vampires. I folded my arms and leaned against the wall. 

      About an hour later, the gong for lunch sounded, and I rubbed my belly, wishing I hadn’t thrown up my breakfast. I slid down the wall and sat. More gongs sounded, and images of Dante’s burned face filled my mind. I hadn’t meant to attack him with the power of the sun. I’d fallen asleep holding the sunstone and forgot that it had transferred its properties to my palm. 

      Would he heal, or would scars disfigure the side of his beautiful face? The guy was an asshole to have grabbed me and to have gotten out his fangs, but he hadn’t deserved a painful maiming. I rested my head on my knees, having lost count of the gongs, and just as my eyelids grew heavy, the door opened, and Commander Shanks pulled me out.

      “Bedtime.”

      He marched me back through the empty hallways and up the winding, tower stairs, and shoved me into my dorm room. The beds on the left of the room were stripped down to bare mattresses. Zarah lay face-down on her bed, fully clothed and breathing hard. Her dishwater-blonde hair fanned across her pillow, obscuring her face. 

      “Are you alright?” I asked. 

      “They’ve moved out,” she slurred. “Dante’s face is a mess, and he’s declared you persona non grata.” She sucked in a breath. “Anyone associated with you will get the cold shoulder.”

      I glanced at the empty beds and frowned. “Why are you still here?”

      Her response was a long sigh. 

      “Zarah?” I stepped forward and placed my hand on her shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      “Can we talk about this later?” she mumbled. “I’m tired.”

      My posture sagged, and I trudged to my side of the room. What on earth had she been doing to become so tired? “Zar—”

      “Just…” She heaved out a long breath. “Leave me alone.”

      The words hit like a slap. I sat on the edge of my bed, only for its legs to collapse under my weight. 

      Zarah raised her head with a start. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I pulled myself up and walked to the other side of the room. “Just a stupid prank.” 

      Some idiot had also tampered with the other beds. Annette’s mattress was soaked through, and Kat’s was lined with soil. I returned to my legless bed and sat on the mattress. “Very mature.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next morning, Commander Shanks let me out of my room and escorted me to breakfast. My gaze locked onto Dante’s table, where he sat with his head bowed. Micalla sat at his side, fussing over him, and his brothers looked on with undisguised hatred. I would have dwelled on why they tolerated her, when Dante raised his head. A livid, red handprint marred the side of his face.

      Nausea swirled up my gullet, and guilt hit me so hard, all the air left my lungs in a single breath. I had done this.

      Commander Shanks shoved me forward. “Move along, or you won’t get to eat.”

      Dante’s gaze caught mine, and the incandescent hatred burning in his pale, blue eyes told me that remorse would be the least of my problems.

      The cold shoulder continued for days. I was invisible except when someone wanted to play a prank. Vampires hid my books, tore at my blazer, yanked out strands of my hair, and poured sangria into my blood-enhancing foods. They moved so quickly, I couldn’t see them, let alone stop their pranks.

      Everyone ignored me. I ate breakfast alone, sat alone in classes, and walked the hallways alone. I might have endured that, but I couldn’t explore the castle for escape routes or look for these sorcery stores because Commander Shanks followed me everywhere like a phantom.

      Not even Micalla and the Stryx brothers acknowledged my presence. Each time I looked in their direction, Commander Shanks gave me a hard prod and growled at me to stay away. I was the new Gates, soon to be transformed into a knocker for rebellion.

      One morning before breakfast, I turned to Commander Shanks. “Excuse me, what happened to Paul Gately?”

      He stared down at me with impassive eyes.

      “Um… He’s the boy you took from the Richley Juvenile Detention Center. Did he escape? Is that why he’s not here?”

      He didn’t reply.

      “You killed him?”

      Still no response.

      “You turned him into a knocker… I mean a sanguinary servant?”

      The vampire stopped in the hallway and stared down at me, brows raised. He gave me the kind of look that told me he’d done something terrible to Gates, but was impressed that I’d worked out that he was badass enough to do it. A half-smirk, half-I’ll-kill-you-for-telling twist of the lips.

      Just as I was about to go mad with the isolation, Raphael squeezed my shoulder as he passed. It was the slightest of movements but filled my heart with warmth. At least someone understood that I was a real-life person trying to survive in an impossible situation. From the way everyone else shunned me, it was like they were trying to send the message that I was ungrateful for not falling in line after being abducted into this accursed castle. 
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        * * *

      

      One day, on my way to Refined Communication class, someone tripped me, and I sprawled on my front. A group of vampires crowded me, their laughter ringing in my ears. My cheeks burned with humiliation, and I glared up at Captain Shanks, who stared down at me with impassive eyes. 

      Micalla crouched in front of me. With a smirk, she offered her hand. Pigtails giggled behind her and squeezed Zarah close, who stared down at the floor, not wanting to look at me. 

      I glowered up at the silver-haired bitch, ignoring her treacherous hand. She would probably throw me across the hallway or something just as violent. Mirth danced in her lapis lazuli eyes, their gold flecks reflecting in the light like she’d stolen them from a cat. I pulled myself to my feet and stood with my back straight, fists clenched, and with as much dignity as I could muster, I walked to my class.

      Captain Shanks shadowed me through the hallway, not intervening when someone lifted my skirt, not stopping another vampire from slapping me so hard across the face, I fell into the wall, and not stopping someone else from spitting sangria on my shirt. 

      I arrived at my classroom a sodden mess and pulled open the door. Dozens of cat-sized vampire bats flew into my face. Their wings sliced through the air like whips, their warm, furry bodies collided with mine, and the mouths on their twisted, rat-like faces opened, revealing two sets of horrific fangs.

      A scream tore from my lips. Dropping my satchel to the ground, I thrashed about, trying to knock the hideous creatures away.

      One of them screeched so loud, my eardrum burst. Pain exploded across one side of my head, and I clapped my hand over my ear, wincing at the fluid seeping through my fingers. 

      “Commander Shanks,” I shrieked. “S-stop them!”

      The vampire leaned against the wall and folded his arms. All around me vampires stood, watching their furry minions swoop down and attack. 

      Paws settled on my shoulder, and sharp fangs pierced my neck, making me flinch and cry out.

      “Get off me!” I batted the creature away. 

      Mocking laughter rang through the hallways as the bats continued their attack. No matter how much I thrashed and punched at the air, they returned until my limbs grew tired and slowed. Vampire bats landed everywhere. They bit through my wrists, my legs, my neck… every exposed piece of skin.

      I was about to die, and all everyone could do was laugh. 

      Strong arms grabbed my shoulders and gave me a hard shake. “Snap out of it!”

      I blinked. Behind the mass of bats feeding on my face was Raphael.

      He dug his fingers into my muscles, causing me so much pain, some of the bats on my face vanished. “Whatever you saw was an illusion.”

      “What?” I gasped out.

      “Someone must have mesmerized you,” he said. “Did you look into anyone’s eyes recently?”

      My teeth ground together. “Micalla’s.”

      Raphael turned his gaze to one side and let out a sigh. It was an expression of helplessness, as though something prevented him from confronting the female vampire. If I wasn’t trembling so hard and if leathery wings weren’t slashing across my back, I might have wondered what hold Micalla had over the Stryx Brothers. But imaginary fangs pierced my lip, and all thoughts flew out of my head.

      “Concentrate.” He cupped one side of my face. 

      “I-I can’t.”

      He slammed his lips onto mine in a kiss so forceful, my eyes crossed. Raphael’s lips were firm, insistent, and he kissed me with the urgency of a man dying of hunger. My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and my knees gave way. He wrapped an arm around my back, holding me up, and kissed me until all traces of bats and fangs and leathery wings vanished, and it was just me and him and those demanding lips.

      He drew back, leaving me panting and wanting more. A smile crossed his features. “Listen, I have to go. Stick with Commander Shanks. He’ll make sure you don’t get badly hurt. Meet me later, and I’ll show you some ways to avoid being caught out again.”

      Warmth filled my chest. If Raphael’s instructions included more of those kisses, I wanted to learn everything he had to teach.
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      I didn’t have any free periods for the rest of that day and couldn’t sneak away to meet Raphael with Commander Shanks still breathing down my neck. Raphael wasn’t at dinner, and only Nero sat at the middle table. Every so often, he glared in my direction, but when I raised my head, he turned away. I stared down at my food. What kind of game was he playing?

      After dinner, I returned to my room to find Zarah’s bed missing and her wardrobe empty. I stared at the barren room. Two beds on the far left lay stripped down to their mattresses. A large gap gaped in the middle, and then my leg-less bed lay wedged against the far right. Even the layout of our room had been rearranged to reflect my shunning. 

      Because the Commander escorted me to my room and bolted my door himself, I couldn’t leave to speak to the onion woman about reversing what I had done to Dante’s face. 

      The next day, our first lesson was Protection, and Miss Margolyes stood in the front, clad in a summer dress that exposed her neck and arms. Unlike the usual classes where Commander Shanks loomed at the side of my desk to keep me in line, he stood outside at the teacher’s insistence.

      “Vampires are very territorial beings, but your mate can’t personally watch over you day and night.”

      I rested my chin on my hand and sighed. She always skipped over the most important consideration. What if a frumosi didn’t want to spend a lifetime the chew-toy, brood-mare, and blood-cow of a vampire? The life of a vampire consort she described sounded worse than being in prison.

      She placed her hands on her hips, and her pleasant expression melted into a frown. “Not all vampires will respect your consort bond and may want to poach you. At times like this, it’s important to be able to ward them off.”

      My spine straightened. Right now, I was shunned, but at some point, Dante would want revenge for what I did to his face, and the minor pranks would likely become major. 

      A thin boy who looked a year or two younger than us raised his hand. “Could you wear a necklace of garlic?”

      The rest of the class giggled.

      I slumped in my seat. That boy should have learned by now that vampires weren’t the cartoonish creatures depicted in the media. Movies had to give them weaknesses so that the hero could prevail. Without an army of hunters and their advanced weapons, real vampires were unkillable. 

      Miss Margolyes raised her hands, and the giggles died down. “The vampire sense of smell is more acute than a human’s, and anything overly pungent will be repellent until they find a way to counter it. In your scenario, a vampire would have a servant remove the garlic necklace or do it themselves.”

      I raised my hand, but the teacher’s eyes skimmed over me. She spoke to another girl who asked a dumb question about throwing rice on the ground, so the vampire would be forced to count the grains. I rolled my eyes. Why was everyone joking around? It didn’t matter that we’d be assigned to a wealthy, handsome vampire. We would still be prisoners.

      “Miss,” I said loud enough to make her jolt. “What happens to frumosi when they reach the end of their reproductive years?”

      The class went silent. 

      She blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “Menopause,” I replied. “A woman’s only got so many eggs, and she can’t pop out children forever. I’m not sure that a forever-young vampire female will want to have sex with an old man, even with dick pills.”

      Her lips pursed. Probably because of my language, but I continued.

      “In the real world, we’ll have spouses our age, children, retirement savings, and healthcare. What happens when we’re no longer of use to this territorial vampire? Do we become knockers?”

      Grumbles spread throughout the room, and my chest swelled with triumph. I raised my chin and drew in deep breaths. If I could get enough of us thinking about the wrongness of our situation, some might want to plot an escape.

      The door burst open, and one of the guards shoved Gates into the classroom. Bruises covered half his face, and the arm of his school uniform looked as though it had been mauled. I clapped both hands over my mouth and gasped.

      “Mr. Gately,” cried Miss Margolyes. “What have you done now?”

      The guard at the door sneered. “Another failed escape attempt.” 

      Gates staggered through the room and took the only free seat, which was next to mine. He clenched both fists and flexed his jaw muscles. My stomach churned at his disheveled state. If someone as big and tough as Gates kept getting dragged back, then what luck did I have?

      The teacher clapped her hands together. “Attention, everybody! You’ll have your opportunity to speak with Mr. Gately at lunchtime.” 

      She continued talking about useless ways to give an over-amorous vampire the brush off. I shook my head. Most included subtle word-play, designed to send the vampire a polite but witty refusal, such as ‘your passions overwhelm me.’ None of them would work on the usual nightclub creep, let alone a centuries-old creature thirsting for a human’s blood.

      “Gates,” I whispered.

      He stared into his desk, resting his forearms on the wood. His hands clenched and unclenched into fists, and his entire body trembled with murderous rage.

      I leaned across and hissed, “Gates!”

      He raised his head and snarled out of the corner of his mouth, “What?”

      “I’m trying to escape, too.”

      His brows rose. “How far did you get?”

      “The kitchens.” Admitting that I hadn’t even left the building made me cringe. Even I knew my progress was utterly lame. Gates turned away, as though I wasn’t worth his time. I scooted my chair toward his and whispered, “They’ve got Commander Shanks guarding me because I burned off half a vampire’s face.”

      For the first time, he met my gaze with curious brown eyes. “How?”

      I leaned back and folded my arms. “You tell me how you left the building, and I’ll tell you how to hurt a bloodsucker.”

      “Miss Stephens and Mr. Gately,” snapped Miss Margolyes. “If you can’t pay attention in class, I will recall your guardians.”

      “Vampire guards.” I straightened and folded my arms across my chest. 

      She ignored me and continued giving the other frumosi ineffective tactics for warding off vampires. I glanced around. Only that young guy who had made the silly comment seemed to take notes. Everyone else listened with mild annoyance. Zarah slumped over her desk, looking half-asleep. I longed to ask if she was alright, but Miss Margolyes would call Commander Shanks, and I’d never get the chance to discuss escape plans with Gates.

      When the gong sounded, Gates pulled himself up and turned to me. “We should work together.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “How did you burn that vampire?” he asked.

      I raised my palm. “Magic.” 

      Right now, I wasn’t sure how much I could trust Gates. Zarah, who I had tried to protect, now languished in the bosom of a bunch of vampire girls who dressed her up like a doll. She didn’t even acknowledge my presence in frumosi-only classes, as though being a pariah was a contagious disease. Gates seemed more of a lone wolf and likely to sell me out if it meant his freedom, so I wouldn’t tell him about the sunstone or the onion woman until I was sure he would include me in his plans. 

      “Magic?” he folded his arms across his chest.

      “I slapped him with the palm of my hand, and his face blistered. Everyone saw me do it.”

      His brows lowered, but before he could speak, the vampire guard grabbed him by the shoulder and walked him out of the room.

      Commander Shanks stood at the door with his hands on his hips. With an annoyed huff, I stuffed my books into my satchel and followed Gates out of the room. 

      As we walked side-by-side through the hallways, Gates muttered, “You weren’t lying about having a guard.”

      “You might not want to sit at my table at lunch. What I did makes me an outcast.”

      He grinned. “More like a bad-ass. I won’t be staying here long.” 

      I glanced over my shoulder at the two vampire guards shadowing us. “Me, neither.”

      As soon as we stepped through the double doors of the dining hall, jeers filled the room, and vampires threw rotten food from trays held up by expressionless knockers. I hurried to my table, trying to keep my expression neutral. Over-ripe vegetables and rotten meat were a hundred times better than illusions of vampire bats. 

      “Do they do this to you every day?” Gates muttered at my side.

      “This is your welcome party, I think. Unless someone wants to play a prank, I’m mostly invisible.”

      “Bloodsucking bastards,” Gates snarled.

      I settled in my seat, just as a beef tomato squelched into my hair. I shook off the soggy vegetable, which splatted onto the arm of my blazer then onto the floor. The vampires’ stupid pranks no longer mattered now that I had a potential ally. I turned to Gates and smiled, but he frowned at the vampire side of the dining room.

      “What the fuck are they looking at?” he snarled.

      “Who?” I asked. 

      “Those three bloodsucking dicks in the middle.”

      Raphael, Nero, and Dante sat at their table, their cold, assessing eyes fixed on us. My stomach hardened, and I skipped my gaze over Dante’s scarred face and ducked the carcass of a roasted turkey. What were they planning now? 

      I leaned into Gates and whispered, “I burned the blond one’s face.”

      He chuckled. “That explains the eye-fucking.”

      “No, they’re glaring with hatred.”

      He raised his broad shoulders. “Or eye-fanging. Either way, they want a piece of you.”

      My insides cringed. 

      We sat at our lone table, and the knockers served us each a massive steak with a large baked potato and a mix of kidney beans, apricots, and creamed spinach. Next to it was a large glass of prune juice. I pursed my lips. They also placed a stack of buttered bread on the table, presumably to fill our bellies if this wasn’t enough food.

      Gates reared back. “What the fuck?”

      “Weren’t you at Nutrition class?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Can’t remember.”

      “Every dish here either increases our blood count or makes it attractive to vampires.” I pointed out each item, making sure to push the creamed spinach to the edge of my plate. Then I explained which foods a person could eat to make vampires find their blood unpalatable.

      Gates surveyed his meal and curled his lip at the absence of those foods, something I had done on my first day. Before I could tell him anything else, someone pulled out a chair.

      Nathaniel, the tall vampire who had helped suppress Zarah’s grief, beamed. “Alicia, I’m so glad you have a friend to keep you company at mealtimes.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Nathaniel had given me a surreptitious smile during my shunning, but why would he defy everyone and sit at my table? 

      He leaned forward and gazed into Gates’ eyes. “That’s some terrible bruising, and it looks like you need a new uniform. Can I take you to the infirmary?”

      Gates shoveled a chunk of steak into his mouth. “Fuck off.”

      Nathaniel’s mouth fell open, and his shoulders slumped. “I’m not trying to—”

      “What do you want?” Gates spat.

      I wrapped my arms around my middle and shrank into my seat. Nathaniel was a good guy for a vampire, and he had expressed an interest in Gates earlier in the term. I didn’t know my new friend’s orientation, but if he was anything like me, he wouldn’t get involved with a vampire.

      In a small voice, Nathaniel said, “I only wanted to be friendly.”

      “Stick your friendship up your ass and get the fuck off our table.”

      Nathaniel’s lips pursed, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. With the slowest of movements, he stood and walked back to his solitary table.

      I picked through my desert of apricot upside-down cake and custard and glanced at the two guards standing six feet away to give us a semblance of privacy. If the Stryx Brothers could hear me talk about vampires from across the room, Commander Shanks and his colleague were probably listening to every word we exchanged for clues on how I managed to burn Dante’s face and how Gates escaped the academy building and evaded the vampires for so long.

      Our next class was Hunters 101, the only one we shared with both male and female vampires. As everyone piled into the classroom, I walked to my usual seat at the back of the class and tested the chair for the usual pranks. Last time, some asshole had removed every screw in the chair’s frame, making the entire structure collapse. My tailbone ached in remembrance of that particular prank.

      Raphael shoved past Gates and eased into the seat next to mine.

      I froze and glanced at Gates, who narrowed his eyes before taking another seat in the next row.

      Raphael stared up at me with those forest-green eyes and patted the seat next to mine. “I don’t bite…” A smirk crossed his handsome features. “At least not outside the bedroom.”

      “Yeah, right,” I muttered.

      “What are you waiting for? Sit, before Captain Tanar rushes over with his baton.”

      Our black-haired teacher stood at the head of the class, glowering in our direction. Also shooting dirty looks from across the room at us were Nero and Dante. 

      I sat next to Raphael. “Why are you here?”

      “Stay away from Paul Gately. He’s trouble.”

      I pulled my chair back. I could understand why Raphael had ignored me for weeks. I’d hurt his brother, and I deserved his wrath. But that last time, when he had saved me from the imaginary vampire bats, I had hoped to see him again. I supposed the extended isolation had made me desperate for anyone’s company. But the lesson he had offered on how to protect myself from mesmerism didn’t materialize. Now, he only spoke to me because of my new association with Gates. If he believed he could dictate who I could and couldn’t befriend, he was more twisted than I thought. 

      Raphael placed his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t leave.”

      “Why?” I hissed. “Because you hate the thought of someone else talking to me?”

      “That’s part of it, I suppose,” he mused.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks. What was he saying? That he liked me? The long-dead butterflies in my stomach twitched, and I shook off the warm feelings. Raphael was a hunter. A copper-haired tiger missing its stripes. He probably liked the idea of plunging his fangs into my throat as he plunged himself into my core. Just like those vampires in that smutty series with the southern waitress and the two hot vamps wanting to get into her pants. 

      “Leave me alone,” I hissed.

      He twisted in his seat, leaning his broad chest into my arm. I shuffled my chair away from him, but he only leaned closer. For a vampire, he radiated a lot of warmth, making my skin overheat. His masculine, sandalwood scent curled my senses, and beads of sweat formed on my brow.

      “You seem a little flustered,” he said. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Move the fuck away.” I elbowed him in the stomach, but he didn’t budge.

      “Anyone would think you didn’t like me.”

      I whirled around and glared into his green eyes. Whatever insult I was about to hurl evaporated along with every ounce of moisture in my mouth. It was one thing to see a vampire from afar or from the corner of my eye. They were handsome creatures, but up close, Raphael stole my breath. Part of it was his coloring. With the vibrant, copper tones in his hair, those intensely green eyes, and peaches and cream skin, he looked like something out of a Pre-Raphaelite painting. Maybe that was how he got his name. 

      My lips tingled from the memory of our kiss. Part of me longed for him to cup my face in his hands and kiss me again. 

      “There’s a full moon party tomorrow,” his voice echoed in the back of my head. “I want you to come with me as my date.”

      “I…”

      “Stop fighting against yourself,” he murmured. “You want me just as much as I want you.” 

      A shocked breath huffed out from my lips. “N-no, I don’t—”

      “This-hard-to-get game of yours is fun, but the Sanguine Academy is dangerous. Someone already attacked your mind, and they’ll do it again, given a chance.” His thumb brushed against my parted lips. “You need a protector, and I want to be that vampire.”

      That word was the splash of cold water I needed to snap me out of my Raphael-induced stupor. 

      Irritation flared across my skin, and my spine stiffened. I was about to tell him vampires were my enemies, but self-preservation held my tongue. If I could keep my head and not get distracted, Raphael might be useful. 

      I raised my head and gave him my broadest smile. Playing along with him might be the answer to finding a way out of the castle.
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      The rest of the class was a blur because of the ethereal presence at my side. Now that Raphael turned his attention to Captain Tanar’s lecture, I could let his words sink in. He had seemed concerned about my association with Gates. Was that because of the young man’s many attempts to escape? I chewed my lip and scribbled a pattern in my notebook. From now on, I had to make an effort to warm toward him… without attracting the notice of the Coven of Bitches.

      “Miss Stephens!” barked the Captain. “Have you listened to a word I just said?”

      I gulped and parroted back something he had mentioned earlier. “Hunters can shoot grenades and bullets containing artificial sunlight that could destroy a vampire from the inside.” When he continued staring at me, I added, “An antiques dealer from Norwich was found in his chair a hollowed shell of mainly arms and legs.”

      Captain Tanar narrowed his eyes. “It was a goldsmith.” 

      He turned away and finished his lecture, and a relieved breath whooshed out of my lungs. I sent Mom a silent message of thanks. She had tried to catch me out on many an occasion when she thought I wasn’t listening. My heart sank at the thought of her and Daniel grieving for me. They both probably thought I was dead.

      Gates glared over from the other row, and I gave him an apologetic grimace. He’d probably expected me to slap a burn into Raphael’s pretty face, but I was already on my first warning. I still hadn’t told him of Professor Proust’s warning of three strikes, and you’re a knocker. 

      The gong sounded, and Raphael stood. “You’ll be my date for the party.” He swept his gaze down my form. “I’ll send you something appropriate.”

      I gave him my most flirtatious smile. “I haven’t said yes, yet.”

      He leaned down and whispered in my ear, “You will.”

      Pleasant tingles scattered across my skin, over my nipples, down my belly, between my legs, and made me squirm in my seat. I gave myself a mental shake. I was playing Raphael, not trying to get into his pants. Raphael walked over to where the other Stryx Brothers sat and gave them a cocky grin. Nero leaned across and narrowed his eyes into another one of his assessing looks. 

      I narrowed my eyes back. Why did Nero always seem to be sizing me up?

      I stuffed my things in my bag and hurried over to Gates. Despite our new alliance, I couldn’t stop thinking about Raphael. For the rest of the afternoon, his warm, woody scent lingered on my blazer. His touch lingered on my skin like a caress. 

      Our last class of the night was the most cringe-worthy: Health and Hygiene, taught by the school nurse. It was supposed to be about vampire-human reproduction, but Nurse Sora usually segued into teaching frumosi how to please their vampire mates. 

      “Girls, how are you all settling into your anti-conceptional? Any side-effects?”

      “Anti-what?” I asked.

      Without looking at me, she said, “The substance we add to your food. We adjust the anti-conceptional to your weight and medical history.”

      Bile rose to the back of my throat. “You have our medical records?”

      “Of course.” Her brows drew together. “How else would we know how to take care of you here at the academy?”

      I glared into my empty notebook. Of course, the vampires would know everything about their precious frumosi. They had stalked us, after all. 

      Nurse Sora launched into a monologue about how vampire blood could arouse frumosi and enhance the chances of conception, and how frumosi semen and female frumosi lubrication could heal even the direst of injuries in vampires. My hands balled into fists. The more I learned about vampires and frumosi, the more I understood why the academy was such a secure prison. 

      The gong sounded, ending the nurse’s disturbing lecture. I packed my satchel and huffed out a breath. A few of the girls around me giggled about healing sexy vampires, and I turned on my heel. Why was I the only person who wasn’t excited about being trained to be a multi-functional sex slave?

      “Uh!” Someone thudded to the ground.

      I whirled around. Zarah lay on the marble floor with her eyelids half-closed. The girls around her stepped away, as though collapsing was contagious, and I rushed forward. “Nurse!”

      Nurse Sora strode over and held a vial of smelling salts under Zarah’s nose. Zarah’s eyelids fluttered open, and she groaned. 

      “Just a bout of light-headedness,” said the nurse. “Miss Peridot, is there any chance you could be pregnant?”

      “I thought you said the anti-conceptional took care of that,” I said.

      “Some girls request it to be removed from their food. After a course of purgatives, they’re able to menstruate.”

      My brows drew together. “Why would anyone—” Realization hit me like a wrecking ball to the side of the head. “They’ve been feeding from you.”

      “Who?” asked the nurse.

      “Those girls who took Zarah under their wing.”

      The nurse loosened Zarah’s shirt and revealed several bite marks at the base of her neck that led down to her breasts. Then she shuffled down the moaning girl’s body and lifted her skirt. 

      I turned my head. “What are you doing?”

      “There are bites all along her femoral artery,” said the nurse. “Your friend has a pair of demanding lovers. With extra iron supplementation, Miss Peridot will be able to satisfy their needs.”

      “B-but,” I spluttered. “They’re taking her blood against her will.”

      Nurse Sora’s face turned serious. “Vampires can’t take blood without an explicit invitation, and any frumosi is allowed to feed a vampire as part of a consensual courtship.”

      “That’s the problem,” I spat. “How is Zarah supposed to produce day-walking vampires if she’s feeding girls?” It was the only thing I could think of to say that might sway the nurse. All these wretched vampires thought of were the precious offspring.

      “It’s all your fault,” whispered Zarah. “If you hadn’t been so rebellious, I wouldn’t have needed their protection.”

      I bristled. Even though I was shunned and the victim of multiple pranks, it was still a thousand times better than being fed upon by the Coven of Bitches. “Whose protection?”

      She didn’t answer.

      I turned to the nurse. “Protection isn’t a consensual relationship. She moved out of my room. Maybe the girls are feeding on her every night.”

      “Unless Miss Peridot withdraws her invitation or makes a complaint, there’s nothing I can do,” said the nurse.

      “Zarah.” My voice broke. “Say something. You don’t have to suffer.”

      She pressed her lips together, turned her head, and remained silent.

      Nurse Sora gave me an apologetic smile. “Try not to worry. We have several medications that will keep your friend’s blood levels topped up.”

      She may as well have punched me in the gut. All she could offer was a way to keep those awful vampire girls better supplied with Zarah’s blood. 

      Commander Shanks wrapped a hand around my bicep and lifted me to my feet. “Dinner time.”

      I rubbed at my temple and spared Zarah one last look. “This isn’t right.”

      After a quiet dinner with Gates, Commander Shanks walked me to my room, but I could barely concentrate. Livid, red bite marks haunted my thoughts, making my stomach twist into a mass of writhing knots. From what I had learned in Health and Hygiene, Vampire saliva could heal those marks, but the Coven had deliberately left them on Zarah. Possibly out of spite. I pictured her trapped in a bedroom with Micalla, the twins, and that blue-haired girl, being passed around like a party favor. 

      Heartache spread across my chest and crept up the back of my throat. Part of me blamed myself for Zarah’s predicament. If I hadn’t made a show of being upset that Zarah had kissed Dante’s foot in my stead, the Coven of Bitches might not have used her as a bargaining chip. 

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. From the time I had met her, Zarah had believed that obeying the vampires would ensure her survival. That was probably why she invited the girls to bite her and why she hadn’t withdrawn her invitation when Nurse Sora said it was possible. 

      “What a fucking mess,” I muttered.

      This psychological warfare was ten times worse than the hair-pulling, blood splattering, and being pelted with rotten meat. I only wished Zarah could see this and put an end to the girls’ blood-drinking.

      The next sunset, I opened my door. Commander Shanks was no longer waiting outside my room. I glanced down the hallway, and there was no sign of any vampire guards standing among the girls rushing in and out of each other’s rooms.

      Gates wasn’t at our table at breakfast, and neither was his vampire guard. I shoveled a forkful of baked beans in my mouth. He had probably seen me flirting with Raphael in Slayers 101 and decided to run away without me. I cut a huge chunk of my blood sausage and stuffed it in my mouth. Once again, I was on my own, but the absence of the commander meant that I might get a chance to visit the kitchens and speak to the onion woman. Maybe she could give me another sunstone so I could prove my worth to Gates if the vampires caught up with him and dragged him back.

      The gong sounded, indicating the end of breakfast. Someone whizzed past and pulled my seat away, making me fall on my already sore tailbone. Laughter filled the dining hall, and humiliation crawled across my skin. 

      I pulled myself upright and glared at the head table. One of the older vampires would have seen who attacked me, but it seemed that they didn’t care how the vampires punished me for the incident with Dante.

      Someone bumped my shoulder, knocking me to the ground.

      “Sorry!” Pigtails yanked me up to my feet. “I didn’t see you there.”

      I snatched my arm away. “Of course, you didn’t.”

      She narrowed her cerulean-blue eyes. “What did you tell Zarah yesterday?” 

      “Nothing someone who cared about her health wouldn’t say.”

      Her face twisted. The double negative probably tied her mind into knots.

      Ponytail walked across the room, grabbed her sister’s arm, and led her away, muttering something about wasting time. Pigtails continued glaring at me over her shoulder, as though I’d stolen something precious of hers. I met her glare with a glower of my own. If that air-head thought I’d be intimidated by her, she could think again. 

      Straightening, I followed the procession of frumosi girls toward the double doors of the dining hall. My encounter with Pigtails had been a change from the usual shunning. It was strangely refreshing to go head to head with a vampire who didn’t use their superior speed against me. But if the girls wanted to start a fight, I’d be ready with my sunlight-enhanced hands. 

      Someone else bumped into my shoulder, knocking me to one side. It was Juno, the blue-haired vampire I suspected was also feeding from Zarah. “Unless you want something to happen to your little friend,” she snarled in my ear, “I suggest you back the fuck down.”

      My brows drew together. “I don’t under—?”

      “Did you think that fainting spell in Health and Hygiene was an accident?” Juno’s pretty face twisted into an expression of cold malice. “It was a warning. Stay away from Raphael and the others. We know exactly how much to take, and if you go to the full moon party tomorrow with any of Micalla’s men, you’ll have Zarah’s blood on your hands.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. That’s what Zarah had meant about her situation being my fault!

      Juno swaggered through the double doors and out of the hallway, looking like she’d just gained a victory.

      I rushed back through the crowds of departing students to the head table. Most of the teachers had already left, but the headmaster remained for a conversation with Captain Tanar. I ran so hard and fast, I bumped into the podium, attracting the attention of the two unamused vampires.

      “Professor Proust,” I said between panting breaths, “Zarah is—”

      “I’m well aware of the situation with Miss Peridot,” replied the headmaster. “However, our hands are tied until your friend makes a complaint or withdraws her invitation for feeding.”

      “Why? Did you hear what Juno told me?”

      He scratched the side of his face. “I did not.” When I repeated her words, the headmaster pursed his lips. “I will see what I can do, but in the meantime, stay away from the Brothers Striga.”

      “Huh?”

      He gave me a disapproving look. “Raphael, Nero, and Dante.”

      I whirled around. The Stryx Brothers had already left. Micalla remained in her seat with an arm around Zarah and a satisfied smirk on her punchable face. My nostrils flared, and I said through clenched teeth, “How am I supposed to keep away when they’re the ones who approach me?” 

      Professor Proust raised his brows in an expression that said, ‘work it out for yourself.’

      My shoulders slumped. No matter how much I wanted to spit in the girls’ faces and tell them to go fuck themselves, I couldn’t when they held my friend’s life in the balance. I rushed through the dining hall, shoving past people in my haste to catch up with the boys. My plans to befriend Raphael were no longer viable. I had to tell him I wouldn’t be his date. 

      Someone tripped me, and I fell onto my face with my hands splayed out on the ground. Laughter shook my eardrums, but I scrambled to my feet. If I didn’t reach Raphael and negotiate some protection, something would happen to my friend. 

      I caught up with Kat and Annette further down the hallway. “Have either of you seen Raphael?”

      They each turned their heads to the left in a shunning move they’d probably practiced in the mirror. 

      I grabbed Kat’s arm. “This is serious. Those girls are threatening Zarah.”

      Kat yanked her arm out of my grip. “You’re beginning to understand how things work here. Selfish people like you get their friends hurt. That’s why we moved out.”

      My mouth gaped open. Why didn’t Kat direct her hate at the girls who were hurting a fellow frumosi?

      Annette shook her head and continued walking, and Kat hurried to catch up with her taller friend. 

      “Well,” I snapped. “Have you seen Raphael or not?”

      Neither of them responded, but a hand wrapped around my waist, and the woody scent of cedar and cypress engulfed my senses. “Looking for me?”

      “Raph—”

      He placed his fingers on my lips. “Shh. Let’s talk where no one can hear you scream.”

      I shook my head. Even though he often made references to biting me, he couldn’t do it without my explicit permission. He guided me through the hallways with his hand on the small of my back. Some students we passed made double-takes, but I ignored them. They were probably shocked that one of the Stryx Brothers was walking at my side after what I’d done to Dante. Hopefully to them, it meant the end of my shunning.

      Raphael opened a door that led to a stairwell. I stepped through, and he followed after me. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Micalla’s gang.” I shook my head and descended the stairs. “Juno and Pigtails, I think.”

      His chuckle mingled into our echoing footsteps. “Pigtails?”

      “Um… Kush?” I replied. “The one who always wears her hair in that style.”

      “I see.” He was silent for a few minutes as we reached the bottom of the staircase. “What have they done?”

      Turning around, I held onto his hard biceps. “T-the full moon party with you. The girls will kill Zarah if I don’t stay away from you and your brothers.”

      His brows furrowed. “What makes you think—”

      “Juno said so.”

      Raphael’s gaze flickered down to my lips and up to my eyes. The dim light softened his features, accentuating his chiseled cheekbones and beautiful, kissable lips. “I suppose you don’t want them to see us together.”

      “Not really.” A lump formed in my throat. Gates had escaped, taking with him the secret of how he had managed to slip out of the building. Raphael had offered me his protection, but I couldn’t accept it for fear of the Coven of Bitches hurting Zarah. 

      He guided me across the hallway to another wooden door. My heart fluttered. Would this be goodbye? I hoped the shunning and the pranks wouldn’t become worse, but it was hard to predict anything with vampires. 

      With a sad, half-smile, he opened a door that led to another hallway. “I was looking forward to dancing with you tomorrow.”

      My shoulders drooped. Deep down, I had looked forward to being dragged to the party and kissed until I came undone at Raphael’s hands. With a heavy sigh, I stepped through the door, and it slammed shut behind me.

      Turning around, I asked, “Where is this—” He’d gone. “Raphael?”

      Deep within the hallway, someone groaned, the sound low and deep and resonant. I hurried down to find a door that led to a chamber where Gates lay unconscious on a bed of straw.

      My throat dried. Had he escaped and was brought here? He’d already done so twice. Maybe he had used up his final warning, and they were going to turn him into a knocker. 

      I knelt beside his prone body and shook him awake. “Gates. What happened?”

      “Huh?” He blinked his eyes open.

      I drew back and sat on my heels, wincing at how the straw dug into my bare knees. “Why are you here?”

      “They caught you, too?” he sat up and shook the straw out of his hair.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “I tried escaping at noon,” he replied. “A group of those mindless goons dressed up as vampire guards surrounded me and brought me back here.”

      “Knockers?”

      He rubbed his temples. “I have no idea what they’re called. Help me to my feet.”

      I pulled myself up, hooked both hands under one of his arms, and heaved. Gates pressed his palm on the ground and pushed himself up. The young man towered over me with a grateful smile and rubbed the back of his neck. As he moved, metal clanked against stone. 

      My gaze dropped to an iron restraint around his ankle. “You’ve been manacled.”

      “Got a hairpin?”

      “What for?”

      “I wasn’t in juvie for nothing. If you’ve got something small enough, I can pick any lock.”

      I rummaged in my hair and pulled out a pin. “Here you go.”

      He took it with a muttered thanks, straightened out the pin, and bent down and examined the manacle. I turned my and headed back to the door. It was still bolted shut. Frustration flared up in the bit of my belly, and I ground my teeth. Raphael had gone to all the trouble of warning me off Gates, only to lock me in with him. Had one of the commanders told him to do this?

      I ran my hands along the wooden frame, looking for secret latches that likely didn’t exist, and pushed at the door. What the fuck? I hadn’t rejected Raphael outright. I’d just told him someone had threatened my friend. Why was he doing—

      “UGH!” A heavy body fell to the ground. 

      I spun. Gates lay on the straw, curled up in a ball. Panic shot through my heart. They had turned him into a knocker. A mindless being that would serve vampires until their bodies wore out.

      Without thinking, I rushed to his side and pressed my hand on his quaking shoulder. “Gates. You’re stronger than these bastards. You can fight this!”

      His back arched, revealing a red face with thick veins bulging from his temples, over his corded neck muscles, and onto his face like thunderbolts. Agony twisted his limbs into unnatural positions, and sweat soaked his shirt and pants. 

      I held my breath. Whatever the vampires had injected into him had to be powerful. Tears filled my eyes. I was here. I’d used up my third strike, and they would transform me next.

      “G-Gates.” The words died in my throat. Vampires had probably perfected the knocker procedure over centuries. Telling him to fight was futile. “Gates.”

      “ARGH!” he screamed out garbled words, and his teeth elongated into incisors.  

      The blood in my veins turned to ice. Knockers didn’t have long, sharp teeth. Nor did they have claws where they should have fingernails.

      Gates wasn’t turning into a knocker. 

      He was turning into something else.
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      Terror rooted my feet to the stone floor. In moments, Gates’ human features morphed into a short-snouted wolf with amber irises that filled their entire eye sockets. His hairline lowered halfway down his forehead, down his temples and around his jawline, while thick, ropey muscles burst through his blazer, revealing pale flesh covered in dark fur. My mind went blank, and Mom’s voice screamed at me to run, but my muscles wouldn’t budge. 

      His malevolent eyes settled on me, and every ounce of blood drained from my face and into my legs. I backed out of the chamber with my palms uselessly outstretched in front of my body.

      I shook my head from side to side. “Gates… N-no… C-calm down.”

      My ass hit the door. With trembling hands slippery from sweat, I fumbled for the knob and pulled it open. Even when I stepped out and shut the door on the still-transforming werewolf, my pulse wouldn’t slow. I still needed to leave through that bolted door and run up the stairs.

      A howl echoed into the hallway, making the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. My steps quickened, along with the beat of my frantic heart. Gates must have been bitten the night we arrived. Commander Shanks had joked about werewolves patrolling the forest, and Gates had bolted through the doors of the van and escaped into the trees. 

      The thud of a body hitting the door sent a chill through my veins. I imagined that Gates—the werewolf—would burst out and either rip me to shreds or infect me with his lycanthropy. I didn’t know which would be worse. 

      THUD

      THUD

      THUD

      CRASH!

      Wood splintered out from the door, and the werewolf stuck its snout through the jagged hole. His lips curled back in a snarl, revealing the most horrifically large and sharp teeth I’d seen on any canine. A scream caught in my throat. What if he broke through his chain? 

      I sprinted to the end of the hallway and pounded my fists on the locked door. “Raphael! Open up.”

      A low, guttural snarl made the lining of my stomach tremble. I turned the handle, but it was stuck. I slammed my palms on the door, but no one answered. 

      CLINK

      CLINK

      CLINK!

      The sound of rattling chains shook me to the marrow, and when one of the links snapped, fear set every nerve ending alight. In a moment, the werewolf would burst from his restraints and attack. 

      Tears filled my eyes, and terror filled my heart. Was this the Stryx Brothers’ revenge for what I did to Dante’s face? I hadn’t even done it on purpose. A sob caught in my throat. “Raphael, please!” 

      BANG!

      With an almighty leap, the werewolf burst free of the door and landed on his front paws in a low crouch. He stalked toward me, taking his time. Ropes of saliva hung from his teeth, making my stomach want to heave out its contents. 

      My gaze darted up, down, left, right… looking for an escape, but there was none. It was just me with a locked door at my back and to my front, an approaching werewolf.

      Black spots danced before my eyes, and shallow breaths barely touched the tops of my lungs. Sweat poured down my brows, down the back of my neck, and out of my armpits. I hoped the creature would rip out my throat and let me die. After seeing Gates’ transformation, I couldn’t face enduring this for the rest of my life. 

      I sent Mom and Daniel a silent goodbye and sent my friend a silent apology. He’d been infected through no fault of his own, and now, he would have to face having killed an ally.

      The wolf pounced, and at the last minute, my traitorous hands rose to protect my neck. 

      But before his jaws even grazed my skin, the door opened, and strong arms yanked me into the stairwell. I skidded against the stone floor on my back, and Nero rushed past, caught the werewolf by the neck and threw him back into the hallway. The creature smashed against the ceiling and landed in an awkward heap.

      “Don’t hurt him!” I screamed. “It’s Gates.”

      Nero turned around, his eyes wild. “This is what you chose over my brother?” He slammed the door shut and slid the bolts, just as the werewolf’s jaws tried to bite through the window. “A beast?”

      “N-no!” I scrambled to my feet, wondering how the fuck he came to that conclusion. 

      “I ought to leave you here for your ingratitude!” Nero snarled.

      “Thank you.” My voice was hoarse from screaming, and I wrapped my arms around my middle. “Did Raphael tell you where to find me?”

      “What?” he snapped.

      “Raphael brought me down here.”

      Nero shook his head, as though I was talking nonsense. I let out a long, relieved breath. Even if he didn’t believe me, I was grateful for the rescue. 

      The werewolf scrambled and scratched at the door. “Will he escape?”

      “It’s doubtful, considering this is where they keep students suspected to be werewolves. What did you do? Help him out of his chains?”

      The werewolf snarled and threw his head against the glass. Flinching, I skittered to the staircase, but the glass didn’t shatter. 

      Nero shook his head. “You must have helped him escape the first chamber. That was stupid, even for you.”

      I clamped my lips shut. How was I supposed to know Gates would become a werewolf? He’d been taken back to classes as though he was a frumosi like the rest of us. I thought the chains were the first part of being transformed into a knocker. What kind of person would leave someone to such a grisly fate?

      Nero stomped up the stairs with his fists clenched. I hurried after him, my insides still clawed out with fear. 

      He glanced over his shoulder and shot me a look of disgust. “According to the laws of Stryx, you belong to us.”

      My feet stumbled over each other, and I held onto the wall for support. What the fuck? I stared at his broad back. This was just like the story I read when I was growing up, where a bully tricked a greasy-haired boy into entering the lair of a werewolf. When the bully’s friend saved the victim at the last minute, the unfortunate victim ended up owing the bully’s friend his life.

      “No way,” I said between clenched teeth. “Raphael sent me down here to die. I shouldn’t have to become his property.”

      Nero’s eyes flashed, and his incisors elongated into fangs. “I should have left you to be mauled!”

      Every ounce of blood drained out of my face, and I clapped a hand over my throat. Nero’s expression morphed from fury to disgust, and he continued up the stairs, leaving my heart rattling in my empty chest. I paused for a moment, but an enraged snarl from the werewolf made the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      Hurrying after Nero, I flared my nostrils, wishing I had the power of telekinesis so that I could throw all three Stryx Brothers to a pack of wolves. 

      Pigtails and Juno waited at the top of the stairs. “At least we know why she doesn’t like vampires. What do they call her type? Zoophiles?”

      “Dog-fuckers.” Juno clapped her hand over her mouth and giggled.

      “Hey, everyone!” Pigtails into the hallway. “Alicia Stephens tried to hump a werewolf.”

      I stormed up the stairs to the sound of the students’ howls ringing in my ears. There was no point in telling a teacher. They would twist things around, so the vampires weren’t at fault. 

      Professor Proust would probably tell me that I had walked alongside Raphael of my own volition without asking where we were going, therefore I consented to be fed to the werewolf. I stormed down the hallway with my fists clenched. Then he would say that I had suffered no harm. The wolf hadn’t touched me, and Nero had swooped in at the last minute to save my neck. He would probably wag his finger and tell me to inform future boys that I didn’t consent to be thrown to werewolves. 

      “Bastard,” I snarled.

      Rage burned through my veins. Rage for Zarah, whose fear had turned herself into the chew-toy of a bunch of blood-sucking bitches. Rage for Gates, who had tried his best to escape a situation not of his choosing and ended up cursed to be a werewolf until the end of his life. Rage for myself. At myself. For letting vampires mess with my head so much, I’d walked into a remote part of the academy building with Raphael.

      “Bastards!”

      I stormed into my room and threw my satchel against the wall. Books and writing materials spilled out, making satisfied clunks on the ground. Raphael meant to kill me because I hurt his brother. Maybe his invitation to the full moon party had been his original ambush.

      Blood rushed through my ears, screaming for revenge. It was time to put the sunstone to use. If they thought what I had done to Dante was terrible, they would be shocked at what I would do to Raphael. 

      After throwing off my sweat-drenched uniform, I stepped into the shower and turned the water to its coldest setting. It cooled my senses, chilled my bones, turned the fires of my rage to ice. I needed the cold blood to commit my revenge on Raphael. 

      I dried myself off, put on a fresh uniform, and applied some of the makeup the academy supplied for frumosi girls. For the first time since joining this hell hole, I pinned my hair the way Raphael had styled it and hoped he wouldn’t scent the murder in my heart.

      The lunch gong sounded, and I exhaled all the air out of my lungs. It was time.
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        * * *

      

      Practically every vampire in the dining hall howled at the top of their voices as I passed.

      “Were-fucker.”

      “Wolf-whacker.”

      “Hairy-whore.”

      I let the insults wash over me like a summer rain. They were meaningless, as were the offers to fuck me doggy-style if that was what I was craving. Reptilian eyes on the left side of the room tracked my movements. Vampires bayed at me. Voices called me a bitch in heat. I no longer cared. All I wanted was revenge. 

      Raphael stood from the Stryx Brothers table, his eyes wide. “Alicia. Nero told me—”

      I placed my finger on his lips, just as he had when I had tried to speak to him earlier. “Shhh.”

      His beautiful eyes sparkled. Hopefully, for the last time. 

      “I’m sorry for earlier,” I murmured. “It took the efforts of Nero to realize that I’d been resisting you for no reason and almost got myself killed.”

      His brows drew together. “What are you—”

      “Kiss me.” I bit down on my tongue, letting blood pool in my mouth.

      Raphael grabbed me around the waist and pulled me into his hard body. Adrenaline rushed through my veins with reckless abandon, and the tip of my tongue darted out to smear blood on my lips. 

      His forest-green eyes dilated, and his nostrils flared. Before I knew it, his lips crashed down on mine, and he delved his tongue into my mouth. The kiss was hot, demanding, like he was devouring me from the inside out. Blood flowed from my mouth into his, and a groan reverberated across his broad chest that went straight between my legs. 

      Raphael’s hands cupped my ass, bringing us even closer until I felt my core melt against his hardening length. I kissed back with equal fervor, my chest heavy with regret. He was everything I might have wanted in a man. The way he kissed, the way he touched me… In time, I might have even accepted his being a vampire, but I couldn’t forgive being thrown to the werewolf. 

      My heartbeat accelerated, and blood surged through my veins. In a bittersweet moment, it would be over, and we’d both perish. 

      Raphael stilled. Then his arms dropped to his side. I stepped away, pulse pounding in my ears, dulling the volume of the students’ hooting and howling. 

      Then he doubled over and fell to the marble floor.

      Dante wrapped his hand around my neck and raised me several feet off the ground. “What did you do to him?”

      I glared back, defiant. “Payback for feeding me to a werewolf.”

      “What did you do?” He gave me a rough shake.

      Nurse Sora rushed through the tables, slung Raphael over her shoulder, and sped out of the room with Nero on her heels.

      Rage burned in Dante’s eyes, and his aquamarine pupils slitted. Despite this, he had enough self-control not to crush my windpipe. “Tell me!”

      Professor Proust stepped between us and held onto Dante’s outstretched arm. “Mr. Striga. Harming Miss Stephens isn’t the answer. Why don’t we go to my office and work out together how she managed to hurt your brother?”

      Dante released me, and I fell onto the ground in a crouch. 

      My fury receded, and the sounds and sights of my surroundings returned to sharp focus. Vampire guards in black armor formed a ring around us, each holding off students baying for my blood. 

      My adrenaline spiked, and my pulse pounded in my ears. In my haste for revenge, I hadn’t considered the aftermath. If I’d had full control of my senses, I would have lured Raphael somewhere else and tricked him into ingesting the sunstone. Now, everyone had seen what I had done, and I was screwed. If they didn’t kill me, they would turn me into a knocker before sunrise. 

      “Gentlemen,” said Professor Proust, “Please escort Miss Stephens to my office for a disciplinary hearing.”

      Dante led the way, and I walked behind him, flanked by two layers of vampire guards and with Professor Proust at my back. A riot broke out around us, and the students jostled the guards. 

      I clenched my teeth and forced shuddering breaths through my nostrils. Stupid, stupid, stupid. How could I have been so stupid? There was no way I would be able to survive the academy now that everyone had witnessed what I had done. My gaze darted around at the furious students being held back by guards. I was a danger to vampires. A scourge that needed to be eliminated. 

      The march through the hallways and up the grand staircase to the headmaster’s office seemed interminable. A lump formed in my throat, and I fought back tears. This was all Raphael’s fault. Both of ours, really. I hadn’t deserved to be torn apart by a werewolf, just as Gates hadn’t deserved to be transformed. The isolation had twisted me, and the werewolf attack had pushed me to the edge of reason. 

      Professor Proust settled behind his desk and dialed a number. I stood at the door with a vampire guard at my back. Dante leaned against the headmaster’s desk, pressing both hands on its mahogany surface. The muscles in his back and triceps bunched, revealing his strong physique. I glanced away. After what I did, I shouldn’t be admiring any of the Stryx Brothers.

      The headmaster hung up and turned to me with grave eyes. “Mr. Striga didn’t ingest enough of your blood to self-combust, but his digestive tract is severely damaged and will remain so until we find an antidote or a treatment.”

      Silence hung in the air like the blade of a guillotine. Was there an antidote to the sun’s magic? I doubted it. The more I thought about things, the more I doubted that the onion woman had told me the truth about knockers carrying sunstone. Professor Proust didn’t seem to have a clue that the substance even existed. He genuinely seemed baffled about what I had done and unsure how to fix things. 

      He leaned forward. “Tell me, Miss Stephens. Is there something about your physiology that makes you a threat to vampires?”

      My throat convulsed. “I didn’t even know vampires existed until you brought me here.”

      He glanced at Dante. “You’re the eldest of Lord Stryx’s representatives. What do you want to do with Miss Stephens?”

      “Blood servitude is the usual penalty for such a heinous and unprovoked attack,” he said.

      I reared back with a noisy gasp. “Isn’t anyone going to comment on Raphael throwing me to a werewolf?” The muscles of my forearms tensed as I clutched the edge of my seat. “Surely, it’s against the rules to kill or transform one of us?”

      Professor Proust paused and scratched his cheek with a thin finger. He tilted his head from side to side as though weighing up Raphael’s rule-breaking with my own. I peered at Dante through the corner of my eye, only to find him glaring down at me as though I was already his to plunder… painfully. Snatching my gaze away, I turned back to the headmaster, who nodded, seeming to have made up his mind. 

      “Do you permit me to see the memory of that incident?” he asked.

      I chewed my lip. If he could see where I’d hidden the sunstone, I’d lose my only means of protection against the vampires. 

      “You don’t have to worry about me prying into other areas of your mind,” he said. “Consent is critical our kind, and we can only physically venture where you have offered an invitation.”

      I closed my eyes and nodded. Perhaps that myth about vampires not being able to enter a person’s home unless invited was true, after all. “Alright.” I opened my eyes. “I’ll let Professor Proust view my memories starting from breakfast to when I escaped the attack.”

      Gesturing for me to stand, he rose from his seat and walked out from behind his desk. Then he reached for my head, seemed to think better about it, and snatched his hands away. “Is the skin around your temples toxic?”

      I shook my head. Let them believe I was poisonous. It might stop vampires from trying to grab me. “I’m safe to touch for a short time.”

      The professor placed his fingertips on my temple in a parody of a Vulcan mind-meld. His pupils opened so wide, only a tiny ring of hazel surrounded them. I stared into his eyes, and the whole world melted away. 

      The morning scenes played out in my mind’s eye. No matter how much I wanted to look away, I couldn’t. Every moment from breakfast to Nero’s rescue was laid bare. 

      Just as Nero whirled on me in the vision, his face livid, Professor Proust’s voice filled my mind. “That wasn’t Mr. Striga.”

      I blinked, and the office came back to focus. “What?”

      He drew back and walked around his desk. “Another vampire mesmerized you into believing it was him. Raphael Striga is over six feet tall. While you were both walking through the hallways together and attracting a lot of attention, why didn’t anyone’s head tilt upward?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. Now that he pointed it out, it was obvious.

      “Whoever lured you into that trap was your height plus or minus a few inches. Given that you are only five feet five, I would surmise that your assailant was female, and above the age of sixteen since she performed such as successful and thorough mesmerism.”

      My stomach dropped, and my knees gave way. One of the guards shoved me into a wooden, high-backed chair. A shocked breath huffed out of my lungs.

      What the fuck had I done to poor Raphael?
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      Despair washed through my insides, and I lowered my head in my hands. What had I done to Raphael? If my sunstone-charged palm had burned Dante’s face, what would it do to Raphael’s insides?

      “Miss Stephens?” asked Professor Proust.

      I gazed up into the older vampire’s eyes. “Yes, sir?”

      “Although you were tricked into accompanying who you thought was Mr. Striga into a trap, the way you dealt with the incident was inexcusable.”

      My shoulders drooped. He was right. “Yes, sir.”

      “We don’t take attempted murder lightly.”

      A ball of dread weighed down my stomach. Attempted murder. It sounded so heinous, yet it was exactly what I had done to Raphael. What would he be going through right now? “I…” My voice cracked. “How can I make amends?”

      Dante punched his fist into his palm. “Hand her over. According to our laws, she belongs to us.”

      Professor Proust rested his clasped hands on his desk. “Thank you, Mr. Striga. I will take that under advisement. May I have a moment alone with Miss Stephens?”

      Dante leaned over me and whispered into my ear, “This isn’t over.”

      A shiver skittered down my spine at the menace in his words, giving me the impression that he might throw me to the werewolves if he didn’t get what he considered justice. 

      As soon as the door clicked shut, the professor waved one of the knockers forward. “I’ll send a message to Lord Stryx, explaining what has happened. It’s customary to leave matters in the hands of the eldest of his sons in my academy, but given that you are responsible for the condition of Dante’s face, I fear that he may not treat you with the fairness befitting the misunderstanding.”

      “What do you suggest?” I shifted in my seat. 

      “It wouldn’t hurt to apologize to Raphael… and to Dante.” He grimaced. “Or to convince Nero to handle retribution, as he seems better disposed to you. I expect they’re all in the infirmary right now.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair and sighed. Nero was even more frightening than the other two because I couldn’t work out what he thought of me. My shoulders slumped. This was so fucked up, I couldn’t even decipher where I’d gone wrong. 

      Pulling myself to my feet, I asked, “Where’s the infirmary?”

      The headmaster beckoned a red-haired knocker forward. He had the same peaches and cream complexion as Raphael, but he didn’t have the ethereal beauty of a vampire. “Please show Miss Stephens to Dr. Grannus’ office.”

      The knocker bowed and exited the room.

      “Good luck,” said the headmaster.

      I gulped. It would take more than luck to get me out of this predicament, but I was no coward. I would explain myself to Dante, and if the guard left me alone tonight, I would see what I could do about escaping.
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        * * *

      

      The infirmary was located in another wing of the castle. It was a vast, ultra-modern room that reminded me of a hospital Emergency Room. The bed in the far right corner was curtained off, and a doctor in a white coat emerged from behind the partition, holding a stethoscope. He wore his long, mahogany hair in a ponytail, looked about twenty-eight, with dark brows, angular features and a pallid complexion that made me wonder if he ever fed. 

      He tilted his head to the side. “May I help you, Miss…?”

      “St-Stephens,” I replied. “I’ve come to apologize to Raphael Striga.”

      Dante stepped out from behind the curtain, his pale eyes as cold as glaciers. “Are you here to be tested for blood servitude?”

      The doctor’s brows drew together. “Is this the young lady whose blood and saliva caused your brother’s injuries?”

      “Yes, and she hasn’t answered my question.” Dante folded his arms across his chest. 

      “My name is Dr. Grannus, and I’d like to test you to see what makes you so toxic to vampires.”

      I shrank into the wall. Right now, everyone thought I was a dangerous freak, but if I told the truth, something terrible might happen to the onion woman. The more I thought about her, the more I was convinced she was either a slayer or a frumosi like me, working behind the scenes to free the knockers from their servitude. 

      “Come, sit.” Dr. Grannus led me toward an examination table with leg stirrups. 

      My body temperature plummeted, and a panicked thud reverberated through my chest. 

      I pulled away. “I…” My tongue darted out to lick my dry lips, and my gaze locked onto Dante, who rolled up his sleeves. Every single muscle in my stomach tightened. What kind of tests did these vampires want to perform? “I… I came to say sorry.”

      “If you wish to apologize to Mr. Striga, I have to make sure you’re not toxic.” The doctor walked over to what I was beginning to suspect was a gynecological examination table. “Was this the first time you’ve fed a vampire?”

      “A-and the last.” I wrapped my arms around my chest.

      “Not if you’re compatible for blood servitude,” snapped Dante. 

      I stepped back. “No one said I had to become your blood-whore.”

      “Our blood-whore.” He stepped toward me. 

      “W-what?” I edged toward the door.

      “I’ve decided.” Dante gestured at the examination table. “As soon as you’ve purged whatever’s in your system, you’ll move into a suitable cage in our suite.”

      I shot Dr. Grannus a helpless look, but he only pulled on a pair of latex gloves and held out a syringe. 

      “Hold her steady,” he said to someone behind my back.

      A huge knocker grabbed my arms, making my stomach drop. “But I didn’t consent—”

      The needle plunged into my vein, and the doctor said, “Do criminals in your human world consent to their punishments?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then what makes you think we’ll listen to a word of what you have to say? You’ve already injured two sons of Lord Strix. One so heinously, he will not be able to absorb his feed for a significant amount of time.”

      I clenched my teeth. The doctor wasn’t likely to find anything harmful in my veins. The sunstone was on my tongue, and I’d probably either swallowed it all or passed it onto Raphael. 

      Dr. Grannus collected a vial of my blood and handed it to a nurse for analysis. Nero glowered at me from Raphael’s curtain, and I kept my gaze to a spot on his shoulder. I still didn’t quite know how the unknown vampire had tricked me into believing they were Raphael. The impostor’s behavior had been a little off, but I had been too preoccupied with the threat hanging over Zarah to notice it.

      After several moments, the nurse emerged from another room with a scroll. The doctor opened it and raised his brows. “It says here that your blood is perfectly safe for vampire consumption. Did you, by any chance, leave the academy and come across something that resembles a misshapen beetroot?

      “No.” But I knew what to look out for in the event I wanted to hurt another vampire. “I haven’t so much as opened a window.”

      “Off you go.” Dr. Grannus shooed me away. “I’ll send for you when Raphael has recovered enough to absorb nutrients.”

      “Can I see Raph—”

      “No,” Dante snapped. 

      The bite in his tone caused my heart to jolt, and I hurried out of the infirmary before Dante and the doctor decided to perform further tests. 

      The gong sounded. I dove behind a pillar alcove and waited for the students to finish traveling the hallways. After everyone had witnessed my maiming of Raphael, the petty pranks would no longer satisfy their desire for retribution. The vampires would want to rip me apart with their fangs. Using the breathing exercises Mom taught me, I slowed my heart rate to a steady, unnoticeable beat. So much had happened in the space of one night, I was ready to curl up and sleep for the entire day.

      When the hallways cleared, I hurried to the Frumosi Tower, taking the stairs two at a time. I reached my floor, and a relieved breath gusted out of my lungs. Perhaps for the next few nights, I would sleep in one of the storage cupboards in case someone wanted to play another deadly prank.

      The door opened, and strong arms yanked me into the hallway. I sucked in a huge breath to scream, but a large hand clamped around my mouth. 

      “Quiet,” whispered my assailant. “You’re in the biggest danger of your life.”

      Nero pinned me against the wall by the wrists. His blue-black dreadlocks hung messily around his face, accentuating his arched eyebrows and sharp cheekbones. In the dim light of my hallway, his bronze skin was the color of burnt sienna, warm and rich and tantalizing. I gave myself a mental slap. Why was I admiring the beauty of someone who probably wanted to hurt me for maiming his brothers?

      “If it wasn’t for my brothers’ plans for you, I’d leave you to your fate,” he murmured in my ear. 

      I struggled in Nero’s grip. There was no way I’d become their blood-whore. “Let go of me!”

      “Will you make me, like you did to Dante?” he growled. Then he pressed his chest into mine and brushed his hardness against my belly. “If I kissed you, would you burn me, too?” 

      I shook my head. “N-Nero… I don’t want any more trouble between us.”

      “Someone out there has already made one attempt on your life.”

      “Do you know who?”

      He leveled me with a calculating stare. “What would you give me if I told you?”

      “Wh-what do you want?”

      “A kiss.”

      “Why?” I whispered.

      “I saw what you did to my brothers. You’re the deadliest girl I’ve encountered. Vampire or human. Turn off whatever makes you so toxic and kiss me. Then I’ll tell you everything you need to know.”

      “It’s Micalla, isn’t it?”

      His erection ground against my core, making me draw in a sharp breath between my teeth. “You already know my price.”

      The pulse between my legs pounded in time with my racing heart, and something deep within my core twitched. I needed to know the identity of the person who tricked me into the den of a werewolf in case they tried again. “A-alright.” 

      I stood on tiptoes and pressed my lips onto Nero’s in a chaste kiss, but a growl reverberated in his chest that made me gasp. He slipped his tongue through my lips and delved into my mouth. Something about this situation was twisted. I’d hurt two of his brothers, yet he was kissing me as if I was a lifeline. 

      I broke away, panting hard. His nostrils flared, and his gaze flickered down toward my core. A flush heated my cheeks. He could smell my arousal.

      “W-who tricked me?” I asked. 

      “You argued with Kush at breakfast, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. Pigtails had been furious over whatever I had said to Zarah, but not enough to want to feed someone to a werewolf. 

      “Some of the people I asked noticed you were both glaring into each other’s eyes. That’s when you were mesmerized.”

      “But I also spoke to Juno a moment later.”

      Still pinning me to the wall, he sucked on my neck. “It’s more complicated than that.” His tongue flickered down my jugular vein, sending shivers of fright and arousal down my spine. “People I questioned said they saw Kush walking down the hall with you.”

      “Why would she do it?”

      “Under Micalla’s orders, maybe,” he replied. “For her own benefit. She’s become fond of your little friend and probably doesn’t need you pouring your toxic thoughts into her ear.”

      “Me?” I tried to pull away from his distracting ministrations.

      “I heard her question why they had to draw so much blood. A good whore should thank her mistresses for the pleasure of being bitten.”

      My chest tightened at the thought of Zarah challenging the Coven, and I rested my head on his broad shoulder. In a tiny voice, I asked, “Can you help me to free her?”

      “Zarah Peridot consented to a blood relationship with those girls.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing.” He ground against me. “I’m here to protect you, not her.”

      “Why?” I raised my head.

      “Dante already made it clear. You belong to us.” I was about to protest, to ask why, when he slammed his lips onto mine. It was different from kissing Raphael. Nero was aggressive, domineering, and took immediate control. 

      For a moment, my body stilled under his attack, and then I kissed back with equal ferocity. Our tongues writhed against each other, twisting, grappling, and struggling for control. 

      One of his fangs nicked the inside of my mouth, and he drew back, his pupils wide. “After that little display at lunchtime, how many vampires do you think are plotting their revenge? If you don’t come under my protection, they’ll only find deadlier ways to hurt you.”

      I shook my head. Through panting breaths, I said, “I’d rather be eaten by a werewolf than die the slow death of being used by the three of you for my blood.”

      He growled, making my heart jump into my throat. I clenched my teeth and writhed against his hard length. If the Stryx Brothers wanted me, it would have to be on my terms. Nero released my wrists, and wrapped my arms around his muscular back, bringing us closer together. 

      “You can offer me your protection without servitude,” I whispered into his ear.

      “I could,” he growled. “But what would I get out of it?”

      “I’m not giving you my blood.” I cupped his ass cheeks with both hands and ground my core against his erection.

      Breathing hard through clenched teeth, he closed his eyes. “No blood, then. One favor in exchange for protection for the rest of the year.”

      My tongue darted out to lick my lips. He probably wanted sex. “If I stay at the academy, I want protection for my entire duration here.”

      “Fine,” he snapped.

      Triumph erupted in my chest, but I tamped down the feeling. “Don’t you vampire nobles make blood oaths?”

      His nostrils flared, but he said, “I, Nero Striga of the Noble House of Stryx do by blood and magic swear to protect Alicia Stephens for the duration of her time at the Sanguine Academy of Vampires.”

      I nodded. “What next?”

      He bit down on his thumb and offered me a bead of blood. “Drink. It will contain my scent, and everyone will know we share a bond.”

      I stole a glance into his dark eyes, marveling at the sincerity shining in their depths. If sleeping with someone I found immensely attractive would give me all the protection I needed, I would throw my reservations aside and do it. My tongue darted out to lick his blood. It was hot and thick and spicy. It fizzled onto my tongue, slid down my throat, and went straight to my core. 

      Nero groaned. “I can’t wait until that tongue is lapping cum out of my slit.”

      I closed my eyes and moaned. Neither could I, but I wasn’t going to be the one to admit it.
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      The next breakfast-time, I walked through the hallways unmolested by vampires. With Nero’s blood singing in my veins, they knew who would come after them if they continued their childish pranks. The other frumosi still shunned me, but I guessed they were frightened of associating with someone who had publicly attacked two vampires. 

      As soon as I stepped through the double doors of the dining hall, I realized the downside to being under Nero’s protection. Both his and Dante’s heads snapped up, and they watched me walk through the room to my usual table. Dante beckoned me over, but I ducked my head, pretending to study the glass of orange juice a knocker had placed on my table. According to Mr. Sparrow’s nutrition lectures, it helped the body to absorb iron, which was excellent for building the blood. 

      Micalla, Juno, and the twins strolled into the dining room, with Zarah stumbling behind them like a drunk. My hand curled around my glass. They’d fed on her. Again. One of the signs of severe anemia was dizziness and a wobbly gait, and it looked like Zarah was one bite away from fainting. Micalla’s gaze snapped to me, and her nostrils flared. 

      A boulder of dread sank into my stomach. What a terrible dilemma. If I hadn’t taken up Nero’s protection, I’d be fair game to any of the vampires who wanted revenge against me for hurting Raphael. Or one of the Coven might try something worse than to throw me to a werewolf. But what would Micalla do to Zarah now that I reeked of Nero? I swallowed hard. Showing fear might encourage her to use my friend as a bargaining chip. 

      Micalla strode over, flanked by the twins. Juno, the blue-haired wretch, trailed behind, wrapping her arm around Zarah’s waist as though they’d been dating for years. Vampires rose from their tables and followed them, either anticipating a spectacle or waiting for Micalla to override Nero’s protection, so they could pounce.

      I snatched my gaze away from the Coven of Bitches and raised my glass to my lips.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Micalla hissed. 

      “Having breakfast.” I lowered my glass and popped a piece of blood sausage into my mouth. A quip about vampires not needing to eat flashed into the forefront of my mind, but I clamped my lips shut. There was no telling what they might to do Zarah.

      Micalla’s eyes sharpened. “We’ve already fed… directly from the source.”

      “Yum!” With a chuckle, Juno snapped at Zarah’s neck, giving me the visual. 

      Anger simmered in the pit of my belly. Even if Zarah had consented to their bites, I was sure she hadn’t agreed to a state of severe anemia. 

      “I never had you pegged for a murderer,” I said loud enough for everyone to hear. Even if Nero had refused to help Zarah, some eavesdropper might intervene. “You and your girl gang are dangerously close to killing someone. Again.”

      “What does that mean?” spat Pigtails.

      “Isn’t there a penalty for over-feeding?” My gaze darted toward the head table where Professor Proust and the doctor looked on with interest. “Take a look at Zarah. Juno has to prop her up. If she can’t stand on her own, it means you’ve taken too much.”

      “You’ll know all about that, whore.” Pigtails placed both hands on her hips.

      In a desperate attempt to get the headmaster to stop them, I said, “What will happen to you if you kill a frumosi before she was able to deliver a single sun-walker?”

      “Watch yourself, slut,” Pigtails said from between clenched teeth. “Nero won’t be around all the time to protect you. And when he turns his back, I’ll be there—”

      Nero appeared behind the girls. “You’ll be there to shove her into rooms with werewolves? Remember your place, Kush Preta.”

      An angry flush crept across Pigtail’s features, and she curled her lip as though ready to spit out an insult, but Ponytail pulled her sister to one side and stepped in front of Nero. With her eyes lowered in supplication, she said, “I can assure you that we didn’t have anything to do with the werewolf incident.”

      “A cleverly worded denial,” he replied.

      “What are you talking about?” asked Micalla. 

      Nero turned around and addressed the crowd. “Hear this. Alicia Stephens is under the protection of the Kingdom of Stryx. Anyone thinking to attack her physically, mentally, verbally, or by proxy attacks us.”

      “Didn’t you see what she did to Raphael?” spat Micalla. “And to Dante’s face? How could you forgive such offenses?”

      The crowd parted, and Dante strode through, his aquamarine eyes glinting like jewels. “Alicia is ours. Ours to possess, ours to protect, and ours to punish as we see fit.”

      I dipped my head, avoiding his gaze. He’d just announced that this protection offered me no defense from himself and his brothers. If I didn’t think fast, I’d end up like Zarah. 

      Professor Proust and the vampire guards stepped in and ordered everyone to return to their tables. I slumped in my seat. Between Nero and Dante eye-fucking me throughout breakfast, and the Coven of Bitches making fangs at Zarah, I could barely concentrate on the plate of offal dressed up to look like food. 
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        * * *

      

      Our first class of the day was Slayers 101. Captain Tanar, looking as menacing as ever in his black armor, stood at the head of the room next to a large easel, which he covered in a black cloth. He rocked back on his heels and folded his arms across his chest. “Be seated, class.”

      Nero beckoned me over and gestured for me to sit in Raphael’s space, but I shook my head and took one of the tables at the frumosi side of the room. Each person sitting nearby moved to a seat further away. I huffed out a long breath. It didn’t matter that I was under the protection of the Stryx Brothers. In the Sanguine Academy of Vampires, being a pariah was contagious. 

      When everyone settled, Captain Tanar pulled the cloth from the easel and revealed an elderly woman dressed in a gold-embroidered, seventeenth-century dress, complete with neck ruffles. “One of the most prominent slayers in history is Maria Feodorovich, a sorcerer who used dark magic to enslave vampires.”

      I held my breath. If the old woman was a sorcerer, did that mean she was also a descendant of Vlad Dracula’s sorcerer brother, Radu? That would also make her a frumosi. My gaze darted around the room. None of the other students seemed to have made the connection, but I held my tongue. Captain Tanar might reveal a few more clues, and if I could read up on this slayer, maybe I could learn something to earn my freedom.

      “Turn to page eighty-seven of your textbooks,” he said.

      I unfastened the buckles of my satchel. A glass bottle clinked onto the floor and rolled toward my feet.

      “What’s that, Miss Stephens?” Captain Tanar strode over, his dark brows furrowed.

      “It isn’t mine.” I leaned under the table to get a better look.

      Before I could kick the bottle away, he swooped down, picked it up, and turned its label toward me. It was white with a black crucifix. “Holy water?”

      Laughter filled the vampire side of the classroom. 

      My insides cringed with shame. “It’s not mine—”

      His face twisted into a scowl that accentuated his hawk-like nose. “What did you hope to achieve with such a useless substance?”

      “Someone must have put it in my bag.”

      Captain Tanar ignored me and unscrewed the bottle-top. As soon as the seal cracked, he jerked his head back with a grimace and screwed it closed. “Where did you get hydrolat of garlic?”

      “I don’t even know what that is!” The words came out like a squeak.

      “Do you know what it does to vampires?”

      He slammed the bottle on the table and glowered at me through furious, amber eyes.

      I gulped. Someone had set me up to look like I was trying to poison the Stryx Brothers. Again. My gaze fixed on Pigtails, who smirked. Beside her, Ponytail propped her chin on her hand, looking thoroughly bored. At the desks behind them, Juno’s tongue flickered out and traced the shell of Zarah’s ear, and behind them, Micalla gave me such an intense stare of hatred, I knew she hadn’t been behind the prank. No one that angry would resort to something so petty. She looked like she wanted to rip me apart with her fangs.

      My gaze flickered to Dante and Nero, who stared back with hard eyes. A jolt of apprehension pierced my heart forced a shuddering breath out of my lungs. With my track record, they probably thought I was trying to poison them again.

      Captain Tanar grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and dragged me to the desk at the front of the room. “What was the plan? To trick a young, impressionable vampire into drinking the hydrolat, then stand back and watch the carnage?”

      “No!” I struggled against him, even cast a glance toward Dante and Nero, but neither of them made a move to save me.

      The captain opened a drawer in his desk, pulled out a roll of parchment, an inkpot, and one of those old-fashioned quills. Then he set them on a table at the front of the room.

      “I must not poison my benefactors.” He let go of the collar of my blazer, turned to a knocker and whispered a few words. The knocker bowed and left the room.

      “Sir?” I glanced from the writing materials to the teacher, wondering if he really intended for me to write lines. 

      “Fill up this entire parchment with the sentence, or I will have you flayed alive and returned a bloody, dripping mess to the Brothers Striga!” he barked.

      The muscles in my jaw clenched with frustration, and a hot breath huffed out of my nostrils. This was ridiculous. I had no access to the outside world. Where would I obtain such a substance and the art supplies to disguise it as holy water? Most days, I’d had Commander Shanks trailing my every move. It was obvious to me that I’d been framed by Pigtails who had probably thought I’d get a much harsher punishment. 

      I uncorked the ink pot, dipped the tip of the quill in the black liquid, and splattered blots all over the parchment. 

      “Each inkblot earns you a reprimand from your liege lord.”

      “L-liege—?” My gaze flickered up to Nero’s. The fire in his coal-black eyes told me he knew exactly what he had done by feeding me his blood. Until I could work out a way to get out of this predicament, I was wholly and utterly, his serf.

      Throughout Captain Tanar’s lecture on Maria Feodorovich, I wrote the words, I must not poison my benefactors, over and over until my wrist ached. Each time I focussed on an interesting fact about the ancient vampire hunter and sorcerer, inkblots would splatter on my parchment. There were twelve already. I hated to think of what Nero would do, given that he had carte blanche to hurt me as much as he liked. 

      At the end of the class, Pigtails sauntered over to my desk. “Enjoy the punishment,” she whispered. “The boys might think they’re gentlemen, but as soon as they draw blood and taste you, they won’t be able to stop. And you’ll be like Zarah, but worse.”

      “Did you order the hydrolat online and draw the label yourself?” I asked.

      She waggled her brows. “Maybe… And maybe next month, you’ll be fucked by a whole pack of werewolves, instead of just Gates.”

      “So, it was you.” I bared my teeth.

      She smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “Leave her,” said Nero.

      Pigtails flounced out of the room. 

      When the rest of the class had left, Dante closed the door. Captain Tanar pulled out a trunk from under his desk and opened it, revealing torture instruments I’d once seen on a kinky website. My throat dried, and I gulped at the array of canes, riding crops, wooden paddles, and leather floggers. There were also metal items that sent shivers down my spine. 

      The captain pulled out a bullwhip and asked, “How do you wish to punish your wayward serf?”

      Nero placed his finger on his bottom lip and perused the contents of the captain’s trunk. His blue-black dreadlocks obscured his features so that I couldn’t see his expression, but Dante’s cruel lips curled, and his eyes glinted with malice.

      Cold shot through my veins, and I shot to my feet, breaths shallow. “I’m not—”

      Dante waggled his finger. “Don’t make the situation worse for yourself. Take your punishment like a good slave and don’t complain.”

      “But Kush put the bottle in my—.”

      “A bare-bottomed spanking.” Nero drew back from the case of weapons.

      “What?” The words came out in a shocked breath.

      Dante held my shoulders and dug his thumbs into the muscles. “Shh. Don’t add to your offenses by resisting.”

      The door opened, and Dr. Grannus wheeled Raphael into the classroom. His copper hair hung lifelessly over his face, and his skin took on a deathly pallor that stretched across his now prominent bones. Dark circles ringed his eyes, and he looked like he hadn’t slept for days. 

      Guilt impaled me through the gut, and I wrapped my arms around my middle. This was my doing. If I had gone to the headmaster with my accusation, he would have worked out that Raphael hadn’t thrown me to the werewolf, and I wouldn’t have hurt someone who had always tried to be friendly. Raphael raised his head and fixed me with sad, green eyes. 

      A lump formed in my throat and pressure built in my sinuses. I wouldn’t complain about this punishment. Not when my actual crime had been far worse.

      Shortly afterward, Professor Proust walked in flanked by Commander Shanks, the crimson-eyed vampire who had snatched me from the bathroom of the Velvet Lounge, and the guard who used to follow Gates.

      “W-what’s happening?” I couldn’t keep the tremble out of my voice. 

      “You’re a protected serf.” Dante squeezed my shoulders and turned me in Nero’s direction. “These elders are here to ensure your punishment doesn’t turn deadly.”

      I gulped down breath after breath, my mind spinning as quickly as the room. Since when were bare-bottom spankings fatal, and who would hold these vampires back at the first sight of blood? I was about to ask, but the words died in my throat with a pained whimper. 

      Captain Tanar strode over to my parchment. “Twenty-six strokes, but we’ll round it up to thirty.” He turned to me, amber eyes glittering with anticipation. “Remove your underwear.”

      The temperature of the room increased by several degrees, and sweat gathered on my palms. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t reveal my bare ass in a room full of men. I’d never been naked in front of a boy my age, let alone three Stryx Brothers, Captain Tanar, Commander Shanks and his two colleagues, Dr. Grannus, and Professor Proust. 

      Commander Shanks stepped forward. “Miss Stephens is a particularly willful subject.” His voice was a little too breathy for a guard who had seen it all. “Perhaps I can—”

      “No, thank you,” said Dante. “Alicia must remove it herself. Every minute she spends procrastinating will double her punishment.”

      Heat rushed to my face, and my bottom lip trembled. This was so humiliating!

      The moment I reached under the hem of my skirt, every male in the room edged forward. Even Raphael sat at the edge of his wheelchair. My heart jumped into my throat. These weren’t just regular perverts. They were bloodsuckers with the power to rip me to shreds with their hands and claws and fangs. 

      I shot Nero a nervous look, trying to communicate with my eyes that this was too dangerous.

      He grinned, fangs on full display. “Thirty spanks.”
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      Ignoring the hungry stares and the grunts of approval, I grabbed the sides of my panties, pulled them down to my knees, and kicked them aside. With a flash of movement, one of the dirty fuckers snatched them up. Great. Not only would one of them do something filthy with them after the gong sounded, but I’d have to trudge to my room bare-assed.

      Nero lowered himself onto a chair and spread his legs. A thick erection jutted out from his pants that made me groan. Would I have to suck on him like I had sucked on his finger the day before, or would he be content with just spanking me?

      Heat gathered between my thighs at the thought of seeing that length unleashed, and each vampire’s nostrils flared. My insides cringed. They could probably smell my excitement.

      “Come here,” Nero said, voice hoarse. 

      Keeping my thighs together so as not to release the scent of my arousal, I edged toward Nero. He spread his arms and positioned me at the side of his leg, then he pressed down on my back, indicating for me to bend over his muscular thighs.

      Nero was hot and breathing hard, and so was I. He slid my skirt up around my waist, and a cool draft swirled around my trembling buttocks. Sharp intakes of breaths, presumably from the males in the room, resounded in my ears. I buried my head in my hands. This was so degrading. Why couldn’t he have done it in private?

      “Commence the punishment,” said Captain Tanar between panting breaths. 

      Nero didn’t start right away, but shuffling footsteps from all around and the squeak of wheels told me that the vampires edged closer for a better look. A large, warm hand stroked my buttocks, and another thick finger rubbed over my clit. 

      Pleasure sparked from my throbbing nub, and without meaning to, my back arched, and my thighs parted. I clenched my teeth, trying to regain control over my traitorous body. “Just do it.”

      “Eager little frumosi,” Dr. Grannus said with a dry chuckle.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out the vampires’ heavy breathing. Wasn’t the doctor supposed to make sure I didn’t get hurt? From the way he spoke, he sounded like he enjoyed watching girls get spanked. 

      The first strike sent a stinging pain across my ass-cheek, and before I could cry out, Nero dipped his fingers between my folds and circled my throbbing clit. 

      My core pulsed with the intense sensations, and I let out an involuntary moan. 

      The men around me stepped closer. 

      Nero’s erection dug into my side. “Count them.”

      “One,” I gasped out.

      The next spank came immediately after and made me whimper. He followed it with another whack that was so hard, my eyes watered. “Th-three!”

      I cried out, and Dante pulled my hands off my face and knelt in front of me.

      Aquamarine eyes shining with glee, he unfastened the buttons of my blouse, so it gaped open. “You look so beautiful, laid bare in front of my vampire brethren, exactly where you belong.”

      I thrashed on Nero’s lap, but he held me down with his forearm and delivered two sharp slaps. 

      “Count, or we’ll make you strip naked for the cat.”

      “F-five…” It took me a second for the image of Captain Tanar’s nine-tailed whip to form in my mind, and Nero rubbed my clit before delivering another spank. “Six!”

      Dante’s beautiful, cruel lips twisted into a smirk, and he slipped his fingers into the cups of my bra and tweaked my nipples. I thrashed about on Nero’s lap, while he delivered blow after blow, interspersing them with the most delicious strokes of pleasure. I squeezed my eyes shut, and the muscles of my core pulsed with need.

      With Dante rolling my nipples between his fingers, Nero alternating between stimulating my clit and delivering painful slaps, I couldn’t tell whether this was purgatory or paradise.

      Tears gathered in the corner of my eyes. Nero’s fingers brought me close to climax, only for a palm to deliver a slap that dampened my arousal. All the while, I had to count out blows while Dante pinched and pulled my nipples, timing the pain with Nero’s interludes of pleasure. Sweat trickled down my brow, and slickness gathered in my folds. 

      I cried out, not caring about the male vampires crowding around me, or the erections bulging out of their pants. This was torture. I couldn’t tell which I hated more, the constant teasing or the relentless spanking. “T-twenty eight!”

      With the gentlest of up and down movements, Nero stroked my clit, which felt ready to explode. Dante kneaded my breasts, making sure to swipe his thumbs over my nipples in a maddening rhythm. My ass-cheeks burned, and wetness trickled down my inner thighs. I needed his fingers inside me. Now.

      Another whack mingled pain with pleasure, and I moaned out, “Twenty-nine.”

      With the final spank, regret filled my chest. It would be over soon, and the boys would leave me a desperate, sweaty, unfulfilled mess. They’d probably make me beg to pleasure them, just so they would allow me to climax. “Thirty.”

      Dante held onto my biceps and gave me a fanged grin. “I’d say she’s ready.”

      A shiver of apprehension scuttled across my skin. 

      “Well done.” Nero spread my legs wide, revealing my sopping sex to everyone in the room. 

      I tried jerking my legs together, tried wriggling out of his grip, but he held me in place. The friction made my core muscles twitch and spasm. “W-what are you doing?”

      The male vampires crowded around us, blocking some of the light. 

      “She’s ready,” Nero said, his voice hoarse. “Do it, Raph.”

      “D-do what?” I shrieked. 

      “The nectar of a frumosi female has healing properties,” said Dr. Grannus, his words quickening with excitement. “Magic dictates that if Raphael can consume enough of yours, the wounds you inflicted on him will heal.”

      A tremor ran over my body. They were going to— I hung my head and let out a noisy breath. They must have planned this all along. Arousing me beyond reason and have Raphael feed on my juices in public.

      Tears of humiliation gathered in the corner of my eyes, but I didn’t beg or cry out. If this made a difference to what I had done to poor Raphael, I would endure. Endure the humiliation of being so exposed in front of centuries-old beings. Endure the stares and the growls, and the excited panting of the vampires in the room. Endure his tongue where no guy had ever gone before.

      The wheelchair creaked, followed by the sound of knees hitting the ground. Dante’s rough hands spread me open, as though presenting a banquet for Raphael to eat.

      “Careful not to take her blood without consent, Mr. Striga,” said the doctor. “We still don’t know the extent of Miss Stephens’ abilities.”

      Raphael’s panting breaths warmed my sopping folds, making my nipples tighten. I balled my fists and clenched my teeth tight. Why did he hesitate? The sooner he buried his head in me, the sooner those men would stop gaping.

      The sound of a zipper from somewhere within the room made the muscles of my core clench, and I ground out, “Just do it.”

      Raphael’s breaths became labored. Whether it was because of nerves or the sunstone burning his digestive tract, I couldn’t tell, but right now, I needed him to cure himself.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      “Go on, Mr. Striga.” The doctor’s low, throaty tone sounded like he would do it himself if Raphael wouldn’t. “Miss Stephens has given you her consent. If you can’t take her word for it, see her arousal for herself. She’s hot and wet and aching for your tongue.”

      Nero spread my legs further apart, as though to demonstrate the doctor’s point, and the males in the room all shared grunts of approval. 

      I squeezed my eyes shut, clenched my teeth, and balled my fists. If Raphael didn’t do something right now, I would sob. Right in front of all those blood-sucking lechers.

      Cool, trembling fingers settled on the backs of my thighs, and a tentative tongue swiped at my folds. The touch was so light, I nearly howled with frustration. I forced my breath into the slow rhythm of four counts in, eight counts out. After how I had hurt Raphael, it was no surprise he was hesitant to taste my so-called nectar.

      “How is she, Mr. Striga?” asked the doctor. “As sweet and succulent as she looks?”

      Raphael made a satisfied noise in the back of his throat and placed his cool lips on my folds, which contrasted with the hot blood coursing under my skin. His tongue made long, steady strokes up and down my slit, grazing my clit but never giving me enough friction to climax.

      I shuddered and whimpered under his touch, and the males in the room chuckled. 

      “I must confess to worrying about the plight of Miss Stephens,” said Professor Proust. “She’s one of the most willful frumosi we’ve recruited in months, but it seems she has taken very well to her new role. I expect she’ll be eager to feed the three of you in no time.”

      Nero barked a laugh, and his fingers dug into my thighs, as though he wholeheartedly agreed with the headmaster’s pronouncement. 

      My eyes rolled to the back of my head. Why didn’t they just be quiet and stop distracting Raphael? Raphael lapped at me like he’d been starved for an eternity. His groans and growls made pleasant vibrations against my sex. With each passing moment, Raphael’s strength grew. With each moment, my desire for more increased. 

      Raphael slipped two fingers into my sopping core, stretching and filling me where I needed him most. My muscles spasmed and clamped around his digits. When he pulled them out, leaving me empty, a cry stuck in my throat. 

      “That’s it, Mr. Striga,” said the doctor. “Scoop out as much frumosi nectar as you can find.”

      Raphael continued pumping those fingers inside me, twisting, scissoring, making me jerk and spasm, but always pausing to lick my wetness off his fingers, and never giving me enough friction to work up to a climax.

      Tears of frustration streamed down my cheeks. This endless cycle of arousal and denial was more than I could bear. 

      “Please,” I whispered. 

      “See how she begs,” said Commander Shanks. “This is the way to subdue a frumosi female.”

      Raphael ran the flat of his tongue over my pulsing nub, making circles light enough for my juices to flow, but not enough to make me climax. I jerked my hips to increase the friction, and for Raphael’s touch to feel like more than just a graze. The older males made lewd comments about my eagerness to please my Liege Lords, but I blocked them out. They could go fuck themselves. I needed Raphael to fuck me. 

      “M-more,” I cried out. “Please!”

      His tongue flickered across my swollen nub, and I cried out. 

      “Easy, Raph,” muttered Nero. “Don’t let her climax too soon.”

      Dante rolled my nipples between his fingers in time with the movements of Raphael’s tongue. With his increased vigor, Raphael spent less time feeding, and more time pleasuring me. Soon, he worked out a rhythm where his entire mouth covered my sex, and the tip of his tongue circled my clit then flicked up to my core to collect the nectar.

      I bit down hard on my lip and lost myself in the sensations, in his deep, masculine moans of satisfaction. The background noises receded, and it was just me, Nero’s strong hands holding me open, and his hot prick pressed against my side, Dante’s fingers tweaking and teasing my nipples, and Raphael’s clever and relentless tongue. 

      Pleasure rippled through my core and built with the quickening of Raphael’s mouth and tongue. Sweat beaded on my brow, and my breaths came in shallow, desperate pants. The three of them kept me suspended in a form of delicious delirium that had me babbling and moaning for more until something shattered, and all the sensation that had gathered in me imploded in a climax so intense, my vision went black. 

      “Dante?” Dr. Grannus voice echoed in the periphery of my awareness. “You have some residual scarring from Miss Stephens’ attack. Would you like to—”

      “No,” he replied. “I’ll heal on my own, thank you.”

      My body collapsed onto Nero’s lap, who rubbed my bare ass, aggravating the sore skin. “Consider this the first of many punishments.”

      Any thoughts of escape melted into the puddle of goo that had become my brain. Nero pushed my skirt over my hot, aching ass, leading to groans of disappointment from the older vampires. Humiliation seared through my veins. They’d all seen my most private part. They’d seen me writhing like a cat in heat on Nero’s lap, and they’d seen me come apart in an earth-shattering orgasm. 

      Nero lowered me onto the floor, where I knelt with my head bowed and my fists on my thighs. How much lubrication had I produced? From the way Raphael had moaned and groaned and lapped at my entrance, it had to be a significant amount. 

      The door opened, and several feet shuffled out, along with the squeak of an empty wheelchair. 

      Raphael helped me to my feet. He was still thin, but the circles under his eyes had gone. “Thank you.” My scent carried in his breath. “This is the first time I haven’t felt any pain in days.”

      I hung my head, a tight fist of remorse squeezing my heart so hard my eyes watered. Nothing, not even the humiliation I’d just suffered could compare to what I had done to Raphael. “I-I’m sorry!”

      He hugged me to his chest. “They explained what happened. Anyone willing to throw you to a newly made werewolf deserved to die. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Why did you refuse treatment?” Nero asked Dante.

      “I’m not sick enough to put my mouth on that.” He stormed out of the room and slammed the door shut.

      Prickly, hot shame rose to my cheeks, and I dipped my head into Raphael’s shoulder. 

      Raphael pressed a kiss on my forehead. “Sorry about Dante. The situation’s rather complicated.”

      I waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t. 

      We stood together for several moments, me, still shell-shocked from that mortifying spectacle, and Raphael being warm and forgiving and patient. Eventually, the gong for lunch sounded, and Raphael escorted me through the hallways with Dante and Nero keeping their distance behind us. 

      “I hope that wasn’t too humiliating for you,” Raphael murmured.

      My insides squirmed at the thought of someone undoing their zipper during that display. “Why couldn’t you guys have asked me for help? I would have done it for you.”

      “I didn’t want to force you into a situation like that,” said Raphael.

      “But you drank—”

      “The scent of your arousal was already in my nostrils. My blood roared for it. By the time they helped me off that chair, I was already beyond the point of self-control.”

      I glared over my shoulder at Dante and Nero, who whispered behind our backs. “Did one of your brothers plant the holy hydrolat in my bag to get me in trouble?”

      “They wouldn’t be so petty,” Raphael replied.

      No, but Pigtails would. She had specifically come over to gloat about my punishment, just as she had gloated when Nero had saved me from the werewolf.

      My hands balled into fists. If I didn’t do something about Pigtails, her next stunt might be deadly.
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      Although Raphael was out of his wheelchair, he still needed further treatment to return to full health. My fluids had only repaired the damage done to his digestive tract, but the time he had spent unable to feed had taken its toll on his body. He returned to the infirmary, and I made my way to my room, trying to think of ways to avenge myself on Pigtails. This time, instead of rushing in without thinking, I would bide my time and wait for the right moment to strike. 

      Raphael wasn’t at dinner, and I scampered to my seat at the front of the dining hall, avoiding the gazes of the other two Stryx Brothers. Captain Tanar might have referred to Nero as my Liege Lord, but we had specifically made a protection agreement that didn’t include blood servitude. 

      A knocker brought a massive bowl of oyster stew, served with a thick gratin of breadcrumbs and melted gruyere and Emmental cheese that reminded me of Mom’s fondue. A lump formed in my throat. Since the incident with the werewolf, I hadn’t spent much time thinking about Mom and Daniel. I’d also pushed Gates to the recesses of my mind, even though he was back to being a human until the next full moon. 

      Part-way through dinner, Professor Proust stood and tapped the side of his glass with a clawed finger. “Attention students! With Yule rapidly approaching, I would like to announce the first of our matchmaking balls for the academic year.”

      Excited chatter filled the room. I glanced in the direction of Kat and Annette, who hugged each other. I took a sip of apricot juice. This ball didn’t sound like good news at all.

      “All unattached frumosi are required to attend,” continued the headmaster. “We have a wonderful selection of eligible vampires, including Lord Lilin!”

      Silence broke out, and I cast my mind back, trying to remember why this vampire was so special. There were two clans independent of the Vampire Parliament because they were more powerful and ancient than Dracula. The first was Stryx, and the other was Lilin. Apart from that, I knew nothing about either of them.

      Professor Proust said in a less confident tone, “Lord Lilin has agreed to accept one of you wonderful young ladies in his harem.”

      I let the rest of the conversation wash over me. Now that Commander Shanks was no longer dogging my every move, I was free to attempt another escape.

      Later, as I walked out of the dining hall, an annoying voice behind me asked, “Did you enjoy your punishment?”

      I turned to find Pigtails and Juno sneering. Zarah stood at her side with her head bowed. I snatched my gaze away. Giving her forlorn looks would only incite the girls to make a show of hurting or groping her. “Did you plant that bottle in my bag?”

      Pigtails smirked. Juno, who stood beside her, stepped forward. “Maybe Zarah will find her punishment just as enjoyable.”

      In the blink of an eye, Nero appeared behind Juno and clamped his hand on her shoulder. “Threatening or hurting Alicia’s friends to cause Alicia mental anguish is a direct attack on the Kingdom of Stryx.” He spun her around and glared into her huge, blue eyes. “Was that your intention?”

      Juno shook her head and rushed out of the dining hall. Pigtails and Ponytail hurried after her, leaving Zarah behind.

      Swallowing hard, I bent my head and tried to make eye contact with my former roommate. “Are you al—”

      “I have to go.” Zarah hurried out of the dining hall.

      My shoulders sagged. Apart from abducting her myself, I didn’t know what I could do to help Zarah. 

      Nero wrapped a hand around my arm. “Come with me.”

      I glanced up into his dark eyes, but he stared ahead at a point beyond the double doors. “Where are we going?”

      “The infirmary.” Dante appeared on my other side. “We’re going to visit Raphael.”
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        * * *

      

      We found Dr. Grannus standing behind a seated and shirtless Raphael, listening to his back through a stethoscope. Although Raphael no longer had the bulk of his brothers, he had already regained a little of the weight he had lost from not being able to feed. His lean, muscular physique made my mouth water. Broad, muscular shoulders, leading to sinewy biceps, and prominent pecs with a tight eight-pack. A peculiar tattoo adorned his chest of a horned owl, but on second reflection, it might have been an upside-down bat.

      I licked my lips and followed a trail of coppery hair from his bellybutton to the waistband of his pants. 

      “Miss Stephens,” said the doctor, his eyes twinkling. “Have you come to feed Mr. Striga?”

      “Ummm…” My gaze darted around at the four grinning vampires. “My blood’s a bit off this evening.”

      “A pity.” Dr. Grannus walked to the other side of the infirmary and through a wooden door.

      Nero placed both hands on my shoulders and lowered me to the seat next to Raphael. “We have a proposal.”

      I glanced at Raphael, who shrugged, then turned my gaze to the others. Dante’s aquamarine eyes narrowed, while Nero remained expressionless.

      My tongue darted out to lick my lips. “What is it?”

      “Gossip travels fast in the vampire community,” said Dante. “I suspect that Lilin will demand the most promising frumosi female for breeding.”

      “I see,” said Raphael.

      My skin prickled into goosebumps. “I don’t follow.”

      Dante’s handsome features twisted with distaste. I scowled back. How did he expect me to know the ins and outs of vampires after just a few weeks in this hell-hole? 

      Eventually, he spoke. “Despite what everyone thinks, you’re an unattached frumosi and one who has hurt more vampires than any other in the academy.”

      “Lilin would want to breed an army of sun-walkers with your strange magic,” added Nero.

      I locked eyes with a concerned-looking Raphael. “Magic? But I—” My lips clamped shut. If I let them know about the sunstone, I’d condemn the onion woman. “But I don’t know if it’s hereditary.”

      “No matter,” said Nero. “We’ll tell Proust you’re an official concubine of the Kingdom of Stryx. Then Lilin won’t get his filthy claws on you.”

      “Wh-what do you want in return?” I asked. 

      “One night,” replied Dante.

      I jolted out of my seat. “One night of what?”

      “Don’t play coy.” Dante shoved me down on the seat and knelt, so we were eye-to-eye. “I’m tired of these scars, and you’re the only person who can accelerate my healing.”

      Heat pooled between my legs. “You’re going to—”

      “Order you around a bit.” Dante raised his shoulders into a shrug. “Then stick you with my cock and fangs. All. Night. Long.”

      His words sent a thrill of terror, and something else, skittering down my spine. The sensation settled into my quivering core. I glanced at Raphael, whose nostrils flared with excitement. 

      Nero huffed. “Someone has to make sure those two don’t drain you dry, but I suppose you could suck me off the way you’ve been yearning to.”

      A flush burned on my cheeks. “N-no I haven’t!”

      “Then am I imagining the arousal that fills my nostrils each time I say the word… cock.” The tiny trace of a smile played on his full lips. 

      “Something tells me you find the word arousing,” I muttered.

      Nero winked. “Only when it’s on your tongue.”

      “Alright.” I folded my arms, mind whirring. If a bunch of old vampires needed to supervise their spanking to make sure they didn’t get out of control, I sure as hell wasn’t going to get naked in a room with three horny, young vampires and let them stick their fangs into me. “The three of you can keep me away from Lord Lilin in exchange for one night. No fangs and no more.”

      “During which we are free to indulge in any part of your body,” said Nero.

      I folded my arms across my chest. “Without killing, maiming, biting, or exsanguinating me, yes.”

      Dante pulled back, his face twisted with annoyance, but Raphael reached out and placed a warm hand on my arm. His soft, green eyes met mine, and he gave me the most tender of smiles. “Think about it. If Lord Lilin chooses you as a concubine, it will mean being bred every year of your reproductive life. And he’ll be free to bite you any time he wishes. All we’re asking for is one night with you.”

      My gaze lowered to his large, pale hand. His suggestion sounded reasonable—one night of sex with three vampires in exchange for protection from Lord Lilin—but something about their proposal didn’t add up. “Why would you help me?”

      Dante smirked. “Maybe I just want you on your knees, making you wish you had kissed my feet.”

      “Who says we aren’t helping ourselves?” Nero raised a brow. “And a taste of your untainted blood is non-negotiable.”

      Raphael gave my arm a comforting squeeze. “We’ll only take enough blood to get things going, and we’ll use enough bliss to make our bites pleasurable.”

      “Fine, but the invitation to taste my blood is only for one night and is valid only after you’ve saved me from falling into Lord Lilin’s hands. And you can’t consume more than three swallows each.” I held out my hand.

      Nero was the first to shake, then Dante, and then Raphael pressed his lips to my knuckles. It was a pity he didn’t approach me on his own. I probably would have agreed to anything, but after the spanking ambush, I didn’t for one second trust his asshole brothers.

      Nero and Dante shared satisfied smirks, and I exhaled a long sigh of relief. Dante hadn’t brought up the favor I owed him for his protection, and I hoped he would forget about it. 
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        * * *

      

      I returned shortly after to Frumosi Tower and hid in the cupboard until pale, winter sunlight streamed in through the shutters. Downstairs in the kitchen, a knocker dressed in white overalls pushed open the door to a separate chamber I didn’t notice on my first visit and attached plastic pipes to hairless pigs that lay on their sides. I clapped my hand over my mouth and turned away. So, this was what the vampires added to their sangria. 

      “What are you doing here?” The onion woman emerged from a storeroom, holding a bag of garlic. “Did anyone see you?”

      My mouth went dry. I still didn’t know anything about the woman’s agenda. “I came down for help, and I made sure I wasn’t followed.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What do you want?”

      “Um… Who are you?”

      “Someone in a position to help if you don’t keep asking pointless questions,” she snapped. “What do you want?”

      The story spilled from my lips, starting with the incident with Gates transforming into a werewolf, and when I kissed Raphael with a mouthful of sunstone-infused blood in revenge. 

      Her brows rose, and a look of grudging respect crossed her features. “Did they ask how you did it?”

      “I kept silent. It’s why I was away for so long. The headmaster had a guard watching me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “And where is this guard?”

      “He’s stopped, now. But because of the sunstone, some think I have a unique power that might attract the attention of Lord Lilin.” I told her about my deal with the Stryx Brothers’ offer of protection and what they wanted in exchange.

      Her lips thinned. “Not a shred of decency, those vampires. I expect you want to make your blood unpalatable.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I glanced at the knockers spooning out a grayish gruel from a huge, metal tureen. “Can I eat some of their porridge?”

      “Not unless you want to become a vassal of the headmaster. It’s infused with his blood.”

      My brows drew together. “I thought you only had to ingest a vampire’s blood once to become his vassal.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “A vampire.”

      She barked a laugh. “They’d like you to believe that, but if they don’t top you up at least once every new moon, it wears off.”

      My hands balled into fists. I’ll bet one or more of them were planning to feed me their blood during my night of pleasure with the Stryx Brothers. “I need to be repulsive by the end of term.”

      “The more subtle you are about it, the less they’ll notice of your subterfuge.” She walked over to her stainless steel work table and grabbed handfuls of herbs, explaining that they were used in the knocker porridge to make their blood unappealing.

      Together, we chopped the herbs and created a pinch I needed to put under my tongue before I went to sleep. Over the next few days, the scent of my blood would become weaker and eventually smell like rotten to vampires.

      “Are you sure it works?”

      She nodded. “I’ve accessed most areas within the academy, and no vampire has given me a second look.”

      “Are you a knocker?” I asked. When her eyes hardened, I quickly added, “I-I mean a sanguinary servant?”

      “You and I will get on a lot better if you didn’t ask so many nosy questions.”

      With a gulp, I gave her a sharp nod. “It’s just that no one knew about the sandstone—”

      “Therefore, no one knew to take it off you. I’ll bet they thought you had some protective magic you could switch on and off.”

      “How did you…” the question died on my lips. If I continued annoying the woman with my curiosity, she might not show up the next time I went to the kitchen.

      “Wait here.” She bustled away into the storeroom and emerged a moment later, holding a transparent baggie of ashes. “One of the servants found the remains of a girl an hour ago and put them aside to show the headmaster, but I took the most important bits.”

      “What is it?”

      She shifted the baggie to reveal two metallic items. “Look carefully.”

      An eight-petaled flower brooch I’d seen on the twins emerged from the ashes, then an owl tie pin that also looked like an upside-down bat. My stomach dropped. “Are you saying that one of the Stryx Brothers killed someone?”

      “It certainly looks that way. This evidence will provide you with more protection than any scent-dampening herbs.” She pressed the remains into my hands. “Hide it well, and use it wisely.”

      Palpitations rocked my heart. With this, I might be able to force the boys into helping me escape. They’d even give me the money I needed to start a new life somewhere the hunters won’t be able to find me. Warm gratitude filled my heart. “I-I don’t know how to thank you.”

      Her fingers closed around my shoulder. “If you can escape this place and never get involved with a vampire, I’d consider your debt repaid.”

      I left the kitchen feeling like I was floating on air. In one move, the onion woman had solved all my problems. And if I phrased things correctly, I might even be able to save Zarah.
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        * * *

      

      After a futile search for the exit Gates used to escape the castle, I gave up and returned to the cupboard. I slept through the breakfast gong but made it in time for Etiquette class. Our teacher, a russet-haired vampire called Lady Cachtice swept into the room, wearing a ballgown. 

      She spread her arms wide. “From today until the end of term, we’ll focus on the etiquette and manners for a debutante so that you will comport yourselves appropriately for the Winter Solstice Ball.”

      Squeals filled the room. Kat and Annette held each other’s hands as though praying for a good match, while some other girls clapped. I slumped into my seat and glanced across the room at Zarah. She sat with her chest on the desk, probably too weak to prop herself up.

      Lady Cachtice went through the history of vampire balls. In the past, human nobles presented their daughters to vampire lords for a blessing. Her cheeks pinked. “But these traditions are only held by the highest echelons of our kind. Those who lead the clans and noble houses, and those vampires who have worked their way to the most elite levels in human society.”

      I tuned her out and considered the best way to leverage the blackmail material. Approaching the teachers would be a dumb idea, as they would escalate the matters to the twins’ parents and to Lord Stryx. Because of how fucked up things were in this academy, the blame would probably fall on me. 

      Lady Cachtice made us pile our tables and chairs in the corner of the room, and she demonstrated the basic steps of the waltz. I scratched my head. If I wanted help escaping, I’d have to approach one of the Stryx Brothers with my evidence, but which one?

      “Miss Stephens,” said the teacher. “Do you have a question?”

      I snapped out of my reverie and blinked. Every frumosi in the room glowered at me. Had I forgotten to do one of the steps? “Um… What happens if a vampire chooses one of us before our education is complete?”

      The corners of her mouth curled into a smile. “If anyone can attract the interest of the kind of vampires invited to this ball, they don’t need any further tuition in vampire etiquette.”

      Giggles filled the room. I blew out a frustrated breath through my nostrils. At times like this, I wondered if I’d stumbled into a parallel dimension where being a broodmare was good and wanting freedom was wrong.

      At lunchtime, I sat in my usual seat at the front and watched everyone chat about the Winter Solstice Ball. Micalla’s table was unusually quiet, as Ponytail slumped in her chair with her eyes downcast. So, the broach from the dead vampire had belonged to Pigtails. Juno sat next to her and placed a hand on her shoulder, but Ponytail shook the other girl off.

      I bit down on my lip. As much as I hated Pigtails and believed her responsible for Zarah’s terrible state, my heart couldn’t help aching for her sister. I wasn’t a twin, but if anything happened to Daniel, it would break me. 

      I bit into my chicken liver parfait tart and sighed. The removal of Pigtails removed a layer of stress that had plagued me since the incident with the werewolf. 

      Dante approached my table, his posture regal and stiff. “May I sit?” 

      Before I could say no, he turned a chair around, lowered himself onto it, and leaned on its backrest. He struck a pose worthy of Teen Vogue, and I would have asked him if he had practiced it in the mirror, but remembered that vampires didn’t cast reflections or show up on camera. 

      He stared down his perfect nose at me. “We want you to wear a cocktail dress at the ball instead of one of the regulation gowns.”

      My mouth dried, and I inhaled several deep, calming breaths. This wasn’t what we had agreed. “I thought you were keeping me away from the ball?”

      “It’s a statement. You belong to the Stryx Brothers.”

      “Can’t you demonstrate that without parading me in front of Lord Lilin?” I hissed. “What happened to our agreement?”

      He leaned into me and sniffed. “Are you wearing a new perfume?”

      My body stilled. Were the herbs working already? “I changed my soap.”

      “It doesn’t suit you. Change it back.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

      Micalla strolled by, wrinkling her nose. “What’s this about a new perfume? Eau de Knocker?”

      Dante’s face twisted into a rictus of hatred. Through clenched teeth, he growled, “Leave her.”

      Flaring her nostrils, she placed her balled fists on her hips. “Have you forgotten that I still—”

      Dante shot out of his seat, grabbed her arm, and hauled her out of the dining room. I rested my hands on my chin, watching them leave. It had been a while since Micalla had flexed her muscles against any of the Stryx Brothers. I wondered whether she and Dante had dated before. He seemed to despise her, all three brothers did, but she seemed fixated with Dante in particular.

      Something on the table caught my eye. My old smartphone lay wedged beneath my plate. I sucked in a sharp breath through my teeth and glanced around to see if anyone else had also spotted it. My phone had disappeared from my room. What was it doing here? With the swiftest of movements, I slipped it into my blazer pocket, rose from my seat, and walked to the dining room exit.

      I stepped into the marble hallway, heart thumping hard. There was no way I would wait for the end of lectures to inspect my phone, so I dipped into the nearest store cupboard. My hands trembled as I pulled it out, hoping there was at least a signal for me to send an SOS, but everything had been wiped except for one item. A video of Mom and Daniel leaving the house, looking downcast. Steve, my stepfather, stood at the door, his brow creased with worry, watching them leave. 

      Every ounce of blood drained from my face, and my hand dropped to my side. I hadn’t shot this footage. This had to be a message from Micalla. But when had she left to record my family and why?
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      My knees trembled, and I propped myself up against the wall of the storage cupboard, staring at the video of Mom and Daniel leaving the house. It played over and over until my vision blurred and the light from the smartphone’s screen made the walls close in like the walls of a coffin. Shallow, rapid breaths forced their way in and out of my lungs, and the lining of my stomach trembled with worry.

      This video was Micalla’s doing. Another vampire might have sped past and placed the phone under the rim of my plate, but they wouldn’t have done so with Nero watching my back. She probably slid it there while Dante had jostled her away. 

      I don’t know how long I stayed in that darkened space, watching the video loop itself. It was as though hiding here and not leaving to attract a vampire’s wrath would keep my family safe. 

      The cupboard door opened, and Micalla stepped inside, her silver hair shining like polished swords, teeth bared in a parody of a smile, and her eyes as dark as death. She held one hand behind her back, presumably to keep the door shut.

      My heart jumped into my throat, and I clutched the phone to my chest. 

      Her grin widened. “Did you enjoy the family reunion?” 

      “W-what…” I gulped, barely able to get the words out with the membranes of my dry throat sticking together. “What do you want?”

      “Lord Lilin,” she said, her tone businesslike. 

      “Huh?”

      “My mother,” she spat the last word, “wants agents loyal to House Mantis in every major vampire household. She’s offered me to Lilin as a consort.”

      “But what’s that got to—”

      “I want to join my sister in Stryx.”

      The cupboard walls spun, and dark spots danced before my eyes. How the hell could someone like me influence vampire politics? I gasped out, “Why did you show me that video?”

      “So you know who will pay if you don’t approach Lord Lilin at the ball and convince him that he needs an army of day-walkers to wage his war against the hunters. Then tell him you’re the girl to give it to him.”

      My eyes shuttered, and a pained breath escaped my lungs. This was ridiculous. “But what if he says no?”

      “He won’t if you tell him your offspring can also burn his vampire enemies to dust,” she replied.

      I raised my head and avoided Micalla’s hateful, dark eyes. “That doesn’t stop him from taking you as a consort.”

      “Let me deal with that. Your job is to charm Lord Lilin the way you charmed Dante, Nero, and Raphael. If you don’t, I’ll have your family killed.”

      “Professor Proust—”

      “Who do you think ordered the death of Zarah’s family? Commander Shanks? Any humans who witness the collection of a frumosi can’t be left alive to inform the hunters. Your family only lives because you were away from home when the guards found you.”

      Shaking my head, I backed into the wall. “Why kill Zarah’s aunt at all? Now she’ll resent vampires—”

      Micalla threw her head back and laughed. “Your little blood-whore friend told me her aunt’s death was for the best.”

      I clamped my lips shut. Mesmerism. Either Nathaniel or someone else had twisted her mind. Maybe that’s why she never complained about the Coven of Bitches feeding on her and why she never withdrew her invitation when told it was a possibility. 

      My throat spasmed, and I rubbed at my neck to force a semblance of control. Nero was my protector. I could tell him Micalla had threatened my family. 

      Before I could bring up the subject, she added, “Knockers aligned to House Mantis have weapons trained on your mother, half-brother, and stepfather. One word from me, and they all die. If the boys move against me, they all die.”

      Dread, as heavy and as dark as leaden weights, settled in my stomach. I couldn’t trust Micalla as far as I could spit, but what choice did I have? If I told the Stryx Brothers she had threatened my family, she’d arrange for their deaths quicker than the boys could organize protection. 

      One hand clapped over my mouth to stifle a sob, and the other clutched at my belly. Micalla’s eyelids lowered in an expression of lazy satisfaction. She had me exactly where she wanted. Completely at her mercy. 

      After catching my breath, I asked, “If I do what you say, what’s stopping you from killing them?”

      “I can make a blood oath never to harm or kill your family directly or indirectly as long as you obey my commands. How about that?”

      “But you might find a loophole and kill them, anyway!”

      She rolled her eyes. “Blood oaths aren’t like human contracts.”

      I nodded. “A-and I want you to leave Zarah alone.”

      “Fine.”

      My tongue darted out to lick my lips. “What happens now?”

      She stuffed a bottle of pills in my pocket and said, “In exchange for Alicia Stephens following my instructions and doing her utmost to become the concubine of Lord Lilin, I, Micalla of House Mantis will not harm or kill Alicia Stephen’s family or Zarah Peridot, directly or indirectly. This blood oath implies no relationship of vassalage.”

      A bead of blood appeared on the tip of Micalla’s finger. “Suck it.”

      I parted my lips, and she placed her finger in my mouth. Her blood tasted like spoiled apple juice, weak and sour and rank. With a grimace, I swallowed. 

      “Wonderful,” she purred. “I placed purgatives in your pocket. We want that nasty anti-conceptional out of your system, so you’ll bleed nicely for Lord Lilin. Now, take your medicine like a good girl.”

      Despair squeezed my heart in a punishing grip. Nurse Sora had mentioned that frumosi could take purgatives to restart their periods. But they would also negate the effect of the onion woman’s herbs. My chest caved in on itself, and all the air left my lungs in a pained sob. Where was Nero, my supposed protector? I gave my head a mental shake. Not even he could protect my family from Micalla’s machinations. Even if these pills were poisonous, I had no choice. She held their lives in her clawed hands.

      I pulled the bottle of purgatives from my pocket, unscrewed its top, and slipped a capsule between my lips. Micalla handed me a bottle of water, and I gulped down what I hoped was a purgative.

      “Can I go, please?”

      Micalla smirked. “Not yet.”

      “Why are you keeping me here?” 

      She leaned against the door with her arms folded and a grin stretched inhumanly wide. “You’ll see.”

      A moment later, sharp, dagger-like pains lanced through my stomach, making me double over. Heat flushed through my veins, and sweat beaded down my brow.

      “Now, you may leave.” Micalla stepped aside.

      Clutching my stomach, I rushed to the nearest bathroom.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, Dr. Grannus found me on the toilet seat, drenched in sweat and too wrung out to rise. I had expelled the entire contents of my stomach through both ends, along with bodily fluids I didn’t know I’d even possessed. The vampire covered the lower half of his face with a light gas mask and ordered two male knockers to lift me onto a stretcher. 

      The knockers’ jostling made every inflamed organ flare with pain. Dry heat seeped through my skin, and a new round of sweat broke out from every single pore. A hand reached into my pocket and pulled out the bottle. 

      “You should have come to the infirmary to purge your anti-conceptional,” said the doctor. “but what on earth did you consume to create that terrible smell?” 

      I groaned, and a line of drool seeped from my lips and gathered on the stretcher. Even if I wanted to mention the onion woman’s herbs, I had no energy left. Vampires coughed and gagged as the knockers wheeled me through the hallways. I closed my eyes and lost consciousness. 

      By the time I awoke, the infirmary was empty save for a knocker dressed in the white coat of a medic. She walked across the room and opened one of the doors leading to what I believed was the lab.

      A sob from the other side of the room caught my attention. I turned to find Zarah two beds from mine, her face as pale as milk in the dim light. She cast me a tired glance and turned away. 

      “Z-Zarah?” I tried to pull myself up, but my muscles trembled and strained, unable to support my weight.

      “Micalla cast me out.” Her voice was flat.

      “Isn’t that good news?” I croaked. 

      “She’s withdrawn her protection.”

      My brows drew together. “But Micalla and her friends fed from you. Aren’t you pleased?”

      “She said this was your doing.”

      My heart sank. Was this more mesmerism or some kind of bizarre Stockholm syndrome? Zarah had never needed any protection until the Coven of Bitches had recruited her as their blood slave. A wave of nausea swirled in my gullet, and I leaned over the edge of the bed and threw up bile.

      Hours later, footsteps awoke me from a fevered doze. Kat and Annette walked into the infirmary. Each girl cast me a dismissive glance before sitting at Zarah’s bedside. Resting my head against the pillow, I stared straight ahead. 

      “Did you hear about the Preta twins?” Annette whispered in a scandalized voice. “Kush went missing, and the guards her found ashes in a basement cupboard!”

      Zarah whimpered.

      “Shh,” said Kat. “That was her friend.”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. So the news had broken that Pigtails was dead.

      My mind drifted in and out of slumber, and the girls continued their relentless chatter. “You’ll find someone at the ball,” said Annette. “Everybody does eventually. Just take the iron you’ve been prescribed and get the color back into your cheeks.”

      When they told a Cinderella-like story about an anemic girl who was now the consort of a wealthy vampire in Switzerland, I turned around and croaked, “Why are you so blindly optimistic?”

      “Why are you judging us for making the best of our situations?” Kat stormed over to the foot of my bed, her fists balled. Her auburn curls were held back by a headband, revealing the veins protruding from her temples. “The vampires always win. If we don’t fall in line, what do you think they’ll do to us? And who will protect us from hunters who want to kill frumosi?”

      Her raised voice made me wince. “How do you know—”

      “Because hunters slaughtered my family!”

      My throat thickened, and I lowered my gaze. Maybe Kat had also asked Nathaniel to help her sort through the shock and grief of their murders. Fiddling with the edge of my bedsheets, I asked, “Did they say they were hunters?”

      “Of course not, but vampires don’t go out during the day.”

      Something pushed itself to the forefront of my mind. Gates told me something about getting caught escaping the academy during the day, but his transformation into a werewolf had made me forget until now. I raised my head and asked, “How do you know they weren’t knockers dressed up as hunters?”

      Kat’s mouth opened and closed.

      “Or werewolves doing the vampire’s bidding?” I added. “They’re regular people all month long except for the full moon.”

      Annette gasped from where she sat beside Zarah’s bed and clapped her hand over her mouth.

      “Why do you have to ruin things?” Kat’s voice trembled, and tears filled her eyes. “What makes you think I haven’t considered those ideas? If I could leave, I would, but they own us. Just shut up and let the rest of us find what happiness we can get in an impossible situation.”

      My mouth fell open. I wanted to say something, but only a shocked breath slipped out. 

      Kat clenched my footboard. “Look at Gates. He fought and fought against the vampires and now look at him. They beat him up every day and turned him into a werewolf. Now he lives a cursed life in the woods, guarding the academy and has no chance of ever leaving.”

      Guilt settled on my shoulders like a leaden cloak and wrapped around my neck. It had been easy for me to resist the vampires, but the moment Micalla had threatened my family, I caved in to her demands. I rubbed the base of my throat and said, “I’m sorry for—”

      “Save it for someone who cares.” Kat walked out of the infirmary with her nose in the air and Annette whispered goodbye to Zarah and rushed out without casting me a glance. 

      A knocker stepped forward and placed a glass of water on my bedside. Blank eyes aside, he was about my age with hair cut in that feathered style all the male Instagram models favored last year. What if he was a rebellious frumosi who had been deemed too troublesome to keep as a student? 

      I muttered my thanks and brought the water to my lips. Maybe the girls were right, and the vampires always won. Micalla had bested me by threatening my family. A moment later, a spasm seized my stomach, I threw up the water over the front of my hospital gown, and sweat trickled out of my pores.

      I hurled what was left of my guts, then a knocker closed the curtains around my bed and stripped my gown and my sheets. Another one entered with a bowl of warm, lemon-scented water and scrubbed me down with an abrasive cloth. I groaned into the side of my bed while the knockers bathed me, changed my sheets, and wrapped me in a new hospital gown. Why the hell was purging so drawn-out and damned painful?

      Later, Raphael rushed into the infirmary, wearing a white karate suit. He had regained even more muscle mass since I’d last seen him in the infirmary. His green eyes shone with concern. “I just heard you were brought in by the doctor.” His nose wrinkled. “What happened? Were you poisoned?”

      I shook my head and drew my knees into my chest. “I took a purgative.”

      His brows rose. “Why?”

      Dante and Nero strolled in after him, dressed in the same martial arts uniform. I examined their features. Naked worry marred Raphael’s pale face, while Nero held his dark features in a blank mask. Dante, who usually sneered, raked his gaze over my form as though he suspected that something else had caused me to end up in a hospital bed.

      My fingers rose to rub my dry throat, and Raphael brought a water glass to my lips. The cool, flavorless liquid slid over my tongue, washing away the remnants of bitter bile clinging to my throat. He grabbed a towel from a knocker and wiped my brow.

      Guilt lanced through my heart. All this effort for me. After I had hurt him, too. In a moment, I would hurt him again.

      “Why did you take a purgative?” he asked in a whisper-soft voice.

      I gulped. “For the ball. If I could bring on my period—”

      “It would give you an edge over your fellow frumosi,” said Nero, his voice hard.

      “Why would you want to do that?” Dante sneered.

      I raised my head and met Dante’s scowling, aquamarine eyes. If I looked into Raphael’s worried gaze, I would never complete my sentence. “Lord Lilin will be there.”

      “That butcher?” asked Raphael. “I don’t understand.”

      “He’s the head of the Lilin clan and one of the oldest beings in existence.” I gulped. “W-why would I want three schoolboys who live on pocket money when I can have an established and wealthy vampire?”

      Dante’s nostrils flared. “After everything, it turns out you’re just as vacuous as every other girl in this academy.”

      I clenched my teeth but held my silence. Let him think I was only seeking a life of luxury and protection. 

      “Alicia?” asked Raphael.

      “Leave her alone,” said Dante. “She’s put you through enough.”

      The Stryx Brothers walked out of the infirmary and out of my life. Only the thought of Mom, Daniel, and Steve kept me from racing after them. 

      “Alicia?” said Zarah.

      I closed my eyes and rolled away from her. Right now, I just wanted to curl up and wither away until Micalla returned with her next set of instructions.
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      There was no time to be regretful about lying to the Stryx Brothers because purging was a nightmare of excruciating proportions. I lay in that hospital bed for days, sweating, vomiting, and shitting out my guts. The knockers served easy-to-digest foods, such as broths, soups, and custards, while piling me with fluids to stave off dehydration.

      Dr. Grannus examined me each sunset, just after the knockers had administered one of my multiple-times-a-day bed baths. Any feelings of embarrassment I had about the spanking incident washed away in the torrent of body fluids I had expelled. 

      Two days after the doctor discharged a rosy-cheeked Zarah, I received my next visitor. Micalla and Juno strolled into the infirmary, each wearing floral kimonos. Blood rushed to my ears, and my muscles tensed. I wanted to plunge a dagger right into Micalla’s smirking face, the cold-hearted bitch.

      Micalla tossed her long, silver hair and flashed me a triumphant smile. “Ready for the ball?”

      My stomach plummeted, and ice filled my veins. “I-it’s today?”

      “Four hours.” Juno’s sullen expression told me she hadn’t fed on Zarah or anyone else since Micalla’s blood oath. 

      “One minute, girls.” Dr. Grannus strode across the infirmary with a knocker in tow. “Let me give my patient an invigoration tonic.”

      “What’s in it?” I asked.

      His dark brows rose. “Given the toxins you’ve ingested, you’re the last person I would expect to be picky about the ingredients of a tonic.” I stared into his eyes until he let out an exasperated huff. “A mild amphetamine to keep you alert for the ball and an antiemetic to combat any residual nausea. These are all pharmaceutical grade and available at any human drugstore.”

      A sigh slid from my lips. It wasn’t like I had any choice. If I wasn’t fit to offer myself to Lord Lilin, Micalla would have my family killed. I downed the contents of the vial, which tasted more like a sports drink than a pharmaceutical drug. The liquid fizzed down my throat, into my gullet, and cooled my stomach, making me lie back and close my eyes with relief.

      “Shouldn’t she spring out of bed with a burst of energy?” asked Micalla.

      “Give the tonic time to work,” said the doctor, his voice dry.

      “Put her in a chair so we can at least style that rat’s nest into something presentable.”

      Warm, knocker hands eased me off the bed into a cushioned wheelchair. 

      “It’s a pity you rejected the Brothers Stryx, Miss Stephens,” said the doctor as a knocker wheeled me out of the infirmary. “They would have made a wonderful match. I hope you find what you’re looking for at the ball.”

      Regret encased my heart like a stone sarcophagus, and a dull ache spread across my chest. I bowed my head and stared into my lap, the doctor’s words ringing in my ears as the knocker wheeled me through the hallways. With Micalla holding the lives of my family at ransom, the chances of ending up with the Stryx Brothers were infinitesimal. At best, Lord Lilin would keep me as his concubine and force me to birth a tribe of day-walkers until my body collapsed, and at worst, I’d end up in the same hellish situation, but with Micalla lording over me as his consort. 

      Eventually, we reached the beauty room, where the two knockers from before stood at their stations behind their sinks. One of them positioned me at the water, while the other’s warm, strong hands massaged my scalp, making the muscles around my neck and shoulder melt into goo. I dozed through the shampoo and the rinsing until Micalla shook me awake.

      My eyes snapped open. “What?”

      “Your dress.” She held up a slinky, strapless, silver ball gown with a train that swept over the floor like starlight.

      A breath caught in my throat. “I couldn’t possibly—”

      “You can, and you will. I went to a lot of effort to have something made to complement your figure. When you walk into that ballroom, every vampire will salivate over you.”

      I stood, and blood trickled into my panties.

      Her nostrils flared, and a happy flush settled on her features. She handed me a sanitary towel and smirked. “It looks like the anti-conceptional has completely left your system. Happy bleeding.”

      The girls pulled off their kimonos and changed into their gowns, while a pair of knockers helped me into the heavenly vision and fastened each tiny hook around its back. With the precision of dressmakers, they adjusted the gown to mold it to my figure and made delicate stitches into the shimmering fabric. 

      When the knockers finished with my dress, Micalla placed her cool hands on my waist and turned me to the full-length mirror. My hair was styled in a messy updo, held in place by diamanté hairpins, that made me look like I’d just been fucked. Thin curls trickled down to frame my face and draw attention to my long, unadorned neck. Dread lined my stomach. This hairstyle was close to how Raphael had arranged my hair, which had, according to Nathaniel, made me look ‘delicious.’ 

      My gaze traveled down to my face, which the knockers had plastered in nude shades. They had lengthened and thickened my lashes with mascara and added a pink gloss to my lips, making me look like a natural beauty in the peak of health.

      The dress was… breathtaking. A strapless garment with padded cups that pushed my breasts into a plump cleavage. The bodice squeezed my waist, flared out over my hipbones, and ended in a sheer skirt consisting of silk chiffon encrusted with tiny sequins and diamanté clusters. Two slits ran down the garment from thigh to ankle, exposing the entire length of my legs. I glared down at the nude, open-toed shoes that made me look barefoot.

      Micalla sniffed my neck and purred, “I knew you were gorgeous, but this exceeds my expectations. With that blood oozing from your pussy, Lord Lilin will have you over his throne as soon as you walk into the ballroom!” 

      Panic seized my lungs, and I pictured a wicked, vampire king with sixteenth-century facial hair trying to look modern in a centuries-old tuxedo. My fevered imagination depicted him with red eyes and fangs that reached his jawline.

      Juno, who wore a black Morticia Addams dress, clapped her hand over her mouth. “You look yummy!”

      “Keep your fangs to yourself This one belongs to Lilin.” 

      Juno pouted. “I haven’t fed on a girl since Zarah. Can’t you—”

      “No,” Micalla snapped. “She’s going to be untouched and untasted.”

      My breaths stuck at the base of my windpipe, and I reeled back and forth on unsteady feet. This couldn’t be happening. I was about to offer myself to one of the oldest vampires in existence. Lilin was said to be so powerful, even Dracula feared him.

      Micalla rubbed my back. “Breathe. Lord Lilin likes a strong woman, not a fainting fancy.”

      Nodding, I gulped a mouthful of air. This performance was for Mom, Daniel, and Steve. I’d do anything to keep them safe.

      Juno and Micalla linked their arms with mine and marched me down the hallway. Orchestral music drifted toward us, increasing in volume with each step. My mouth dried to the consistency of dirt, and my heart galloped with the horsepower of a thoroughbred. If the two vampires weren’t holding me up by the arms, my legs would have collapsed. This Lord Lilin had to be horrific if Micalla went to such lengths to avoid becoming his consort. 

      Vampires, both students and visitors, milled through the hallways, dressed in their finery. Most wore modern tuxedos and ballgowns, but a few donned beautifully preserved clothing that I’d only seen in old paintings or museums like the Victoria and Albert. I tried not to make eye contact with those vampires, even though most heads turned to look at me.

      “What’s he like?” I asked. 

      “You’ll find out for yourself when he sweeps you on to the dance floor,” said Micalla.

      Juno snickered. “Don’t worry about clumsy footwork. Lord Lilin’s prowess in the mind arts is legendary. He can turn a stubborn mule like you into the most graceful of unicorns.”

      Dante’s insult rolled to the forefront of my mind. Back when Micalla had fixed me up like a doll, he had called me a sow. Regret knotted my insides, crushing the butterflies into a writhing, tormented mass.

      If I had known how things would end up, I wouldn’t have resisted the Stryx Brothers. I wouldn’t have given Micalla a chance to wedge her claws into me and cause a rift between the boys and me. If I had kept my mouth shut that day Kat had asked me which of the boys I liked best, Dante wouldn’t have made that scene and tried to force me to kiss his feet, and I wouldn’t have made myself and Zarah targets by publicly resisting him.

      My shoulders sagged with the weight of my self-condemnation. I lived in a world of the supernatural, not science fiction, and there were no time machines to bring me back to the start of the nightmare that was the Sanguine Academy of Vampires. My only choice right now to save my family was to offer myself to Lord Lilin and hope he didn’t treat me too badly.

      We turned a corner where a crowd of people in formal dress waited in line, and a tall vampire herald announced each person who stepped into the ballroom. The academy’s House of Draculesti coat of arms was carved into the mahogany doors amid swirling patterns I could barely make out with the dark spots waltzing before my eyes. 

      Commander Shanks and the guard who had tormented Gates stood by the doors, both dressed in tuxedos. If my heart wasn’t already laden with despair, I might have felt embarrassed by the spanking incident. 

      Juno sniffed my neck. “If you want, I can meet you afterward and help ease your wounds with my bliss.”

      I couldn’t even muster the panic to consider the implication that Lord Lilin would hurt me. If suffering a monster’s perverted ministrations was what I needed to do to keep the family safe, I would endure.

      A doorway opened on the right. Dante stepped out, followed by Raphael and then Nero. Each wore identical tuxedos with different color waistcoats. They stood in formation, blocking the hallway, each as devastatingly gorgeous as the other. 

      Raphael stepped forward. “Don’t go in there.”

      “I…” My voice broke. “I have to.”

      “Why?” asked Dante through clenched teeth.

      My brows drew together. What did he care? He’d only been interested in possessing and breaking me for my insolence. Lord Lilin would probably do that the moment I stepped through the door. My gaze dipped to the marble floor, and I shook my head. “I-it’s complicated.”

      Micalla sighed. “You boys don’t understand that an ambitious frumosi wants to latch onto the most prestigious vampire she can find. Not the most deserving or the ones with the most potential. Alicia has a gift with an expiration date, and she’s making the most of it while she’s still in demand.”

      “In other words, she’s a gold digger,” said Juno.

      A rush of anger flared through my veins, making my head snap up. I could have kicked her in the shin if it didn’t jeopardize the life of my family.

      Nero narrowed his eyes. “A girl who dislikes vampires has made such an effort for the biggest vampire purist in the Supernatural World? I don’t buy it.”

      “Alicia doesn’t even look like she wants to go in there,” said Raphael. “You’ve done something to her.”

      My breaths came in shallow pants. He was right about one thing. I didn’t want to step foot in that wretched ballroom or meet centuries-old monsters that had fed on thousands of human lives. But despite my wishes, I had to walk through those doors.

      “P-please,” I gasped out. “Let me pass.”

      “Rejection is a hard pill to swallow, gentlemen,” said Micalla. “Step out of the way. Once Alicia is in the arms of her future master, I’ll return to stroke your sore egos.”

      Nero reached into the pocket of his tuxedo jacket and pulled out a smartphone. “What did you threaten her with? Zarah Peridot’s life?”

      I kept my gaze straight ahead. He was close, and I didn’t want the answer to show on my face.

      “No,” Nero said. “Even Alicia wouldn’t go so far for someone she’s known for less than a term. You threatened her family.”

      Drawing in a sharp breath through my teeth, I snapped my gaze away from Nero. He couldn’t know the truth. If they acted against Micalla, my family would die. 

      “She threatened them, didn’t she?” he said, his voice soft. Nero placed a firm hand under my chin and raised my head, so I met his obsidian-black eyes. For once, they shone with compassion and not calculation. “Alicia, there’s something you need to know.”

      “Don’t listen to him.” Micalla stepped forward, pulling me toward the ballroom, but Dante blocked her path. “Get out of our way, or I’ll tell—”

      “Everyone associated with carriers of the frumosi gene is eliminated,” said Nero.

      My stomach dropped, and all the blood drained from my face. I whispered, “What do you mean?”

      “He’s lying,” snapped Micalla. “Your family is still alive.”

      Nero’s lips pursed. “Vampires don’t need the close families of frumosi meddling in their business, trying to find missing loved ones. If your father was alive, they would have moved him into a noble house. Your mother, half-brother, and step-father are dead.”

      Micalla grabbed me by the chin and turned my head toward her. “They’re not.”

      I dipped my eyes, so they wouldn’t make contact with hers. 

      “Don’t let her use your dead family as leverage against you,” said Dante.

      I shook my head. My pulse pounded in my ears, muffling the strains of the orchestra. “There’s a video of them—”

      “When was it taken?” asked Nero.

      “I… I don’t know.” My gaze darted to Raphael, whose brows drew together, his face a rictus of pain.

      Nero pressed a button on his smartphone. “I’m sorry.” He showed me a picture of carnage that looked like something out of a movie set, but it was my house — the dining room. Its table lay upturned, and Mom, Daniel, and Steve were sprawled on the ground with their heads at strange angles. “They would have been murdered the day you were taken or shortly afterward. It’s customary.”

      A boulder of shock battered through me, and all the air left my lungs in a single outdrawn breath. This image couldn’t be right. Someone had photoshopped the background to make it look like home. Nero swiped across, showing closeups of each person lying on the ground with their necks twisted and blood leaking from their throats.

      Mom.

      Daniel.

      Steve.

      They were all dead, and the vampires had killed them. 

      The last thing Nero showed me was the house on fire, flames filling each of the windows and smoke blackening the brickwork. Even if they had survived the first attack, there was no way they would survive the arson. 

      Horror seeped through my being, sucking every bit of warmth from my body and stealing the last of the strength keeping me upright. I must have fainted because the next thing I knew, Juno propped me up by one arm, and Micalla wedged my eyes open. Her face twisted with rage, and her lips moved, but grief and shock and anguish had formed a wall around me no-one could penetrate.

      One of the boys threw Micalla against the wall, and another scooped me into his arms. Mom. Daniel. Steve. Killed by vampires. Just like Zarah’s aunt.

      The air shifted, and moments later, I lay on a chaise in what looked like the white and marble lounge of a hotel suite. 

      Raphael stood over me, his red hair glowing like fire in the chandelier light. “Alicia?”

      Stabbing pains wracked my body and pierced through my guts like giant icicles. Vampires had murdered Mom, Daniel, and Steve because of me. A clawed fist of guilt seized my heart and squeezed so hard, a pained gasp escaped my lips. They’d been dead all along, and I hadn’t even known. Hadn’t been with them. Hadn’t been given a chance to say goodbye. My breaths reached the base of my throat but went no further. They were dead. 

      Raphael knelt at the chaise and turned me onto my side. The movement let oxygen travel down my windpipe and skim the top of my lungs. I curled into a ball and moaned. 

      “I’m sorry Nero had to show you those pictures.” He rubbed my back with his large, warm hand. “This isn’t the first time Micalla has controlled someone with threats to have an already dead family killed. We didn’t know if she’d mesmerized you or just held the threat over your head. It was the only way to break you free.” 

      His words sent a wave of raw grief that penetrated me to the marrow. I couldn’t think about anything but Mom and Daniel and Steve. Their broken necks. The burning house. They swirled around my mind like demonic specters, jabbing at me until I thought I would die.

      Through a throat hoarse from unvoiced screams, I rasped, “T-take my memories away.”
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      Raphael’s hand stilled between my shoulder blades, and he brought his forehead to mine. “I can’t do it,” he murmured. “Erasing your family will erase part of who you are. It would make you no better than a knocker.”

      I grabbed at the silk lapel of his tuxedo jacket. “Then make me forget they died.”

      He jerked his head away. “And have another Micalla use them as leverage against you?”

      “What do you want from me?” I croaked. “To see me suffer? Don’t you people know what it’s like to lose someone you love?”

      Pain-filled, green eyes met mine. “One of my earliest memories was the execution of my mother for a misdemeanor she didn’t commit. I’m no stranger to loss.”

      “Then why won’t you—”

      “They deserve better than to be forgotten.” He ran warm fingers over my temple. “You deserve better. I can alter your memory so that Nero only showed you a newspaper report of their deaths, but anything else is a step too far.”

      “Do it.” I pushed myself up and sat on the chaise.

      Still kneeling in front of me, Raphael rested his hands on my bare thighs. His pupils dilated, and his irises contracted into the tiniest rings of green.

      My spirit lurched toward him, jerking my body forward. I gripped his forearms, trying to keep my balance, but it was no use. My entire being spun within the vortex of his non-existent soul, until I couldn’t tell up from down, right from left, dark from light, or truth from lie.

      I was back in the hallway, trudging to what felt like a death march flanked by Micalla and Juno. The boys stepped out from a doorway and confronted us.

      We exchanged words, muffled by the pulse pounding in my skull and by the roar of blood through my eardrums. My gaze fixed on Nero’s hand, and my chest tightened in anticipation of what he would show me. He brought up the website of the Richley Gazette, with the headline, TRAGIC DEATH OF FAMILY IN GAS LEAK.

      My breath caught, and my knees collapsed to the ground. Raphael picked me up and explained that they had died painlessly in their sleep. They’d only shown me the article because I was about to sacrifice my life for a futile cause. I tried to glance at the article again, but Nero slipped the phone back into the pocket of his tuxedo jacket, leaving me breathing hard.

      My mind returned to the present. “I can’t believe they’re gone.”

      “Were you close to them?” asked Raphael.

      I tilted my head to the side. After Mom married Steve, everything changed. They did their best to include me in the family unit, but we had been drifting apart for years. “They were good people, but I felt more like an outsider.”

      Raphael drew back, his eyes damp.

      I reached forward and brushed a stray tear that had fallen on his cheekbone. “Why would you feel compassion for a lowly creature like me? Our lives are over in mere blinks of an eye compared to yours.”

      “Which makes it all the more precious.” He cupped my face with both hands. “Who spurns the beauty of a rose because it blooms for a short time? Only a philistine. And you’re capable of giving vampires the biggest gift of all: freedom from the eternal darkness.”

      A laugh caught in my throat. “I’m beautiful because one day I’m going to be old?”

      His fingertips trailed down the sensitive skin on my neck. “It’s so hard to put into words, but you have this glow that’s addicting to watch. When you walk into the room, I feel like a cat mesmerized by a candle flame dancing in the breeze.”

      “Oh.” What else could I say in response to such a vivid description of an inner beauty I didn’t even know existed?

      Raphael wrapped his arms around me and sighed. “I’m so sorry you had to find out like this.”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled his warm, masculine scent. “If Nero hadn’t shown me that report, I would have offered myself to Lord Lilin.”

      Raphael drew back, taking with him the warmth of his embrace. “Stay here tonight and rest. Nobody will bother you here.”

      I nodded. Right now, I couldn’t handle that empty dorm room.

      When he stood, I grabbed onto his wrist. “Where are you going?”

      His brows drew together. “Don’t you need time alone to process everything that’s happened? I’ll sleep on the sofa outside and make sure you have enough time to grieve.”

      “No.” I pulled him down, so he sat at my side, then I shuffled closer to him on the chaise. “Stay with me tonight.”

      “But—”

      I silenced him with a kiss. His lips were soft and unmoving, as though I was taking him against his will, but I knew Raphael. All his flirting, all his attention, all his forgiveness meant something. He wanted me… and I was now ready to admit, at least to myself, that I wanted him just as much.

      “Alicia, are you sure you—”

      “I want this. Want you.”

      Raphael wrapped an arm around me and moved his lips against mine with gentle caresses. His kiss, his passion, his warm touch, filled a void in me that had existed since before I’d arrived at the academy. 

      His kisses traveled down my neck. Each press of his lips on my flesh sending shock waves of desire across my skin, around my nipples, and down to my awakening core. I wanted him. Needed him. And right now, I couldn’t exist without him. 

      Fisting the lapels of his tuxedo jacket, I pulled him close. “P-please.”

      “Tell me what you want, Alicia,” he said, voice rough.

      “M-make love to me.” 

      His green eyes bore into mine. Not in that mesmerizing vampiric way, but like a man staring into his lover’s soul. 

      “When you look at me like that, I feel the vibrancy of humanity,” he murmured. “Why is that?”

      The corner of my lip curled into a bittersweet smile. “I don’t know, but maybe we can find out together.”

      He leaned down and placed a kiss on the line of my jaw that set the nerve endings of my skin alight. “It won’t be just you and me.”

      “What?”

      “My brothers want you, too.”

      My gaze darted to the door. “Are they outside?”

      “No.” He pressed a soft kiss on my lips, all traces of levity gone. “But at some point, they will make their move. Are you ready for the three of us?”

      Adrenaline rushed through my veins, making my skin tingle. “I-it’s too soon. I can’t think about—”

      His lips moved against mine in the sweetest of slow caresses, as though he wanted this moment to last forever. All the tension in my shoulders, the tight band of grief around my chest, and the fist clenching my heart melted with the warmth of his love. I parted my lips and sighed. 

      Raphael’s presence, his touch, his scent, engulfed me so wholly, the shock of earlier events receded to the darkest corner of my mind. I could have stayed here forever, locked in his embrace and losing myself in his kisses, but he drew back and gazed into my eyes with so much love, I wanted to cry. I’d been so cruel and dismissive to him throughout the term. Why was he so compassionate? 

      My hands slid under Raphael’s tuxedo jacket and slipped the garment off his broad shoulders, letting it fall behind him on the chaise. As I pressed kisses on his neck, he made quick work of his buttons, letting me run my hands over his pale flesh. 

      The dim lights brought out the dips and contours of his prominent pectoral muscles, tight abs, and hip bones that jutted and curved into the waistband of his pants. Smatterings of copper hair trailed down from his belly button, making me salivate. I ran my fingers over the beautiful, hard pectoral muscle adorned with the Stryx owl that also looked like a bat hanging upside-down. A groan reverberated in his chest, and my gaze lifted and met pupils so dilated, they appeared like pools of black. 

      He threaded his fingers through my loose tendrils of hair in the gentlest of caresses. “Being with you like this makes me feel like I have a soul.”

      The warmth of his smile reached across my chest like a hug. “Looking into your eyes makes me feel like I have a heart.”

      “You always did,” he murmured against my lips. “But the three of us will pull together the shattered pieces and fill it with love… I promise.”

      Right now, I couldn’t picture Dante or Nero filling me with anything but their fangs, but I pushed thoughts of them aside and focused on Raphael’s soft, pale lips. Our tongues twined and caressed, each movement sending ripples of pleasure across my senses. He tasted of cinnamon and strawberries and smooth red wine. 

      While we kissed, he unhooked the back of my dress with skill and ease, caressing my skin with his fingertips each time he exposed another inch of my flesh. When he reached the very last fastening, he stood and helped me to my feet.

      The silk gown slid to the floor, leaving me clad just in a pair of silk panties. 

      His gaze roved up and down my body, and an appreciative growl reverberated in his throat. “By the gods, you’re beautiful.”

      A flush heated my cheeks. Even with what Raphael said about my radiant soul, it was hard to believe someone with such ethereal, masculine beauty could appreciate anything about me. Perhaps it was because he couldn’t see his reflection and didn’t understand the extent of his attractiveness.

      Raphael lowered himself to his knees and clutched at my hips. “I want to worship at your altar. Do it right, this time.”

      A thrill of excitement rippled through my core. That last time had been the most erotic experience of my life. Gulping, I whispered, “I’m… I have my period.”

      His face broke out into the kind of wicked grin that reminded me so much of his brothers. Before I could squeal, he lowered me onto the chaise and settled my back against its butter-soft, leather surface. Then he straddled me and trailed hot, wet kisses down my neck, each one making me shiver with a giddy pleasure that made me giggle. He sucked on my collarbone, and my breath came in rapid pants, skin tingling at what he would do next. 

      One hand circled my right breast, while he encased the left nipple in his mouth and flicked his tongue over its peak. A whimper reverberated in my throat, and I pressed my thighs together. 

      “Relax,” he murmured through gentle kisses. “It’s just you and me this time. Let yourself go.”

      With a deep, shuddering breath, I forced the tension out of my muscles and focussed on this moment. On Raphael’s lips and on the sensations rippling across my skin with each stroke of his tongue. I held onto his strong shoulders and dug the pads of my fingers into his muscle, silently urging him to give me more.

      Raphael kissed and licked a path of pleasure down to my belly button, which I didn’t even know could be so sensitive, and ran his tongue down the swell of my belly. Memories of how he had lapped at me after my spanking resurfaced, and heat surged between my legs, and my folds became slick. 

      He paused at the lace waistband of my panties and hooked his fingers under the fabric.

      I raised my hips off the chaise. “Pl-please.”

      “Are you sure?” He slid off the scrap of silk and tossed it onto the marble floor.

      I raised my head off the chaise and met green eyes that shone with a combination of lust and concern and naked adoration. My heart filled with warmth. “Please… I want it.”

      Raphael lowered his head between my thighs and pressed a kiss onto my slit. A spasm of pleasure sent a jolt through my body. My nipples puckered, my abdominals clenched, and the muscles of my core spasmed.

      With a chuckle, he ran his hands down the outsides of my thighs, a silent command for me to relax. His tongue ran up the entire length of me, from core to clit, and he swirled it around my throbbing nub, creating sparks of pleasure that made my body convulse.

      Every so often, he paused to lap the slickness from my opening, and his unhurried, leisurely strokes sent sweet sensations rippling up my inner thighs and through my core. It gathered and gathered, each stroke of his tongue intensifying my pleasure. Threading my fingers into his silken, coppery hair, I bit down hard on my lip to stifle a moan.

      “Alicia,” he groaned against my clit.

      The vibrations of his voice were the spark that set off an explosion of ecstasy. My thighs clamped around his head, and spasms of sensation rocked my body. I squeezed my eyes shut against the onslaught of pleasure, and a cry tore from my lips. This was insane… but I wanted more.

      “Alicia.” Warm breaths brushed against my hungry core. He squeezed my thighs with his fingers, a reminder that I still had him imprisoned. 

      Releasing my leg muscles, I pulled him up, so we lay together, chest-to-chest. “Th-thanks. I needed that.”

      His hard length poked into my belly, and I reached down and wrapped my fingers around his erection. “I want you inside me.”

      He shook his head. “You purged your anti-conceptional. What if you get—”

      I pressed a finger against his lips. “Human women aren’t fertile at this time of the month.”

      With a growl, he lined the tip of his erection against my entrance. Sliding my hand around his back, I clenched his hard ass cheeks, and tilted my hips.

      He pushed through my opening with an intense stretch that made me cry out with joy. “Alicia?”

      “Keep going.” I jerked my hips and slipped him further inside. My core clenched around him, causing a moan to reverberate in his chest. The sensations made my nipples tighten, and I whispered, “More.”

      Raphael pushed his way in with a deliberate slowness that felt like a mix of ecstasy and sweet torture. Sucking on my jugular vein, he murmured into my neck, “You’re so beautiful, so tight, so perfect.” When he encased himself to the hilt, he paused to stare in my eyes. “I wanted to do this from the moment I saw you in the entrance hall.”

      “R-really?” I ran my fingers down his smooth cheek. “I thought you just wanted my blood.”

      His lips parted into a wolfish grin. “That, too.”

      The muscles of my core relaxed around him, and I wrapped my legs around the backs of his muscular thighs. “I’m ready for more.”

      Raphael rocked back and forth in a rhythm of thrusting and stretching and filling that sent pleasure spasming over the muscles enclosing that gorgeous, thick length. I bit down hard on my lip and moaned. In all that time I had resisted Raphael, if I had known things would be so good between us, I would have succumbed to his flirtation from the first day.

      I gasped out. “You’re so…” My mind blanked. “More.”

      He kept me suspended in a blissful, shuddering state, and I was helpless to do anything but rock against his pumping hips, hold onto his muscular back, and clench my hands over his tight ass. Pleasure swirled around my core, rising with each thrust until I thought I would burst. I bucked against him, increasing the sweet friction until my muscles spasmed in wave after relentless wave of ecstasy. It was so intense, I sank my teeth into his shoulder. 

      Raphael threw his head back and roared. His hips jerked and his entire body shuddered before he collapsed on top of me, resting his weight on his forearms. “Fuck.”

      A contented sigh slid from my lips, and my eyelids fluttered closed. If sweet Raphael was like this, what would his brothers be like in bed?
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      Raphael carried me out of the lounge into a bedroom with magnolia ceilings and umber-colored walls. A king-sized bed with an ornately carved oak headboard lay against one wall amid matching furniture. He padded across a navy-blue rug with magnolia accents that matched the comforter and set me on a bed that felt like clouds.

      “Is this your room?” I asked.

      “The three of us have a suite here. The space we just left is our lounge, and this room is mine.” He settled beside me, still naked and looking like something Michelangelo carved out of marble. 

      I lowered my head onto on Raphael’s chest, trying not to compare his room with the dorm I had shared with three other frumosi girls. His slow, steady beat reverberated against my ear, making me wonder if vampires lived so long because their hearts didn’t need to work as hard as ours. My body clock still hadn’t fully adjusted to sleeping during the day and being awake through the night, especially when the days had gotten shorter since the clocks went back. 

      “How are you feeling?” he murmured.

      “Sated.”

      He chuckled and pressed a kiss on the top of my head. We lay in each other’s arms, basking in the comfortable silence. So much had happened in the past few weeks. But with Raphael’s help, they’d all been brushed to the periphery of my mind. Maybe connecting with him had made the difference, but I didn’t feel the gulf that usually separated us. Now that I knew we could have sex without him losing control, I was more than open to future encounters. 

      Hours later, the sound of a door opening and closing outside broke me out of my slumber. Raphael bolted upright and flared his nostrils.

      I rolled into the fluffy comforter and pulled myself up onto my elbows. “What’s wrong?”

      “The sun will set in an hour.”

      “So?”

      “You need to leave before everyone wakes.”

      “Why?”

      “Your scent is everywhere. I need time to get rid of it.” He jumped off the bed, rushed into the lounge, returned with my dress and panties, and threw them at the foot of the bed. “Put them on.” 

      Cracks formed over the thin veneer of happiness around my heart, and the sadness I had held at bay threatened to seep out. What happened to all that talk of his brothers wanting to be with me? And those words that I was a rose whose beauty was to be cherished? It had all been sweet talk in the heat of the moment.

      I could have stood there and demanded answers, but what was the point? He’d had what he wanted—more of that so-called nectar between my legs with a side-order of blood. The effects showed in a thickness of his muscles that hadn’t been there when I had undressed him. I’d been played by a manipulative, blood-sucking vampire, and I had no one to blame but myself.

      “Did last night mean anything to you?”

      He didn’t turn around, but instead pulled out a bundle of sage and held it into the flame of a candle. “Of course, it did. But it was a mistake.”

      My stomach dropped. “Why?”

      “Alicia,” he cast the briefest of glances over my shoulder. “You need to leave this place. Now.”

      “Can’t you—”

      He whirled around, picked up my dress, and with the most inhuman speed, fastened it around my back, shoved me through the lounge, and out of the door. “Go back to your dorm and wash off that scent.”

      The words were a kick in the gut, and my mouth dropped open. All the taunts I’d heard from other vampires rang in my ears. I was a slut, a blood-whore, and now a vampire-fucker. Raphael shut the door with a click, but before I could pound on it and demand answers, he opened it again and shoved my shoes and panties into my arms. 

      “Go.” He let the door slam shut, leaving me alone in the hallway probably smelling of blood.

      The tiniest traces of vermillion light streamed through the shutters, and a chill crept over my skin. I had to leave before the other vampires awoke. Before they decided that a half-dressed girl menstruating in a vampire-only hallway was fair game. I shoved on my panties and bolted down the hallway, clutching my shoes to my chest. 

      A door yawned open at one end of the hallway. Panic exploded across my chest. A vampire catching my scent would close the distance between us in seconds, and I’d end up just like Zarah, trapped and drained and used. 

      Footsteps echoed behind me, their sound picking up volume. A jolt of fear had me glancing over my shoulder to find a six-and-a-half-foot-tall man striding toward me. I was about to scream when my gaze caught the black uniform of a knocker. 

      I didn’t give myself time for a breath of relief, but picked up my speed and rushed through the hallways. Lord Lilin and other powerful vampires might still be at the castle, listening out for sounds of easy prey.

      By the time I reached Frumosi Tower and bolted up the spiral staircase, my door was locked. I raced upstairs to the cupboard, where I kept my sunstone and grabbed it from the windowsill. I hadn’t used it since hurting Raphael, and it was probably still charged with the sun’s power. Kneeling on the ground, I held the flat disc between both palms like a prayer, begging whoever might be listening to let me stay hidden until the knockers unbolted the doors. 

      Shuffling footsteps reverberated in my ears, adding to the cacophony of my pounding pulse and sniffling breaths. How could I have been so weak as to beg a vampire for sex? Raphael had wanted to leave me alone to mourn, but I grabbed his arm and asked him to stay. With all the efforts I had gone to make myself appealing to Lord Lilin, was it any wonder that he had fucked me against his better judgment?

      The lump in my throat swelled so much, I had to force gasps of air in and out of my windpipe. I’d been weak. Naive. Lost my resolve. I had sullied the memory of my family by sleeping with a monster the moment I’d discovered their deaths. 

      I curled my fingers, grasping that sunstone like it was the only thing between myself and certain death.

      The sounds of bolts sliding in their mechanisms broke me out of my reverie. When I was sure the knockers had unlocked all the doors, I opened the door and sprinted through the hallway. 

      Zarah lay in her bed with one of the regulation ballgowns slung over the foot of her bed. “Back, are you?”

      “Yes.”

      “I heard about what happened to your family.”

      I paused at the door, waiting for her to elaborate, but she remained silent. I walked across the room, and just before I reached the bathroom, she said, “Now do you understand why you have to stop resisting the vampires?”

      “Because I have nowhere else to go?” My brows furrowed.

      She didn’t answer, so I rushed into our shared bathroom, rifled through the cupboard of supplies, and found a tampon. Now that Micalla’s blood oath had been rendered null and void due to her knowing my family was already dead, I feared for Zarah’s fate. But more importantly, I feared for mine. 

      I rested my head against the wall and exhaled a long, shuddering sigh. The mystery of Raphael’s bizarre behavior gnawed on the edges of my mind like a persistent rodent and ate at the crumbling veneer holding back the despair in my heart. 

      By the time I had left the shower, Zarah was gone. Probably not speaking to me because Micalla and Juno had approached her after my meltdown. My shoulders slumped, and I dressed, then made my way to breakfast. 
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      The Stryx Brothers were missing from their tables, as were the Coven of Bitches. I glanced up at the head table to find most of the staff in their seats except for Captain Tanar. Hopefully, he was busy with matters related to the ball and not to the murder of Pigtails. Now more than ever, I was determined to use that tie-pin and the baggie of ashes. I would blackmail my way out of Sanguine Academy and into a new life.

      Kat strode past my table, did a double-take, and paused. “Where have you been? I thought you’d at least show up for the ball.”

      “Did you have a good time?” I asked. 

      “Wonderful,” she drawled. “I met the most wonderful man!”

      “Vampire.”

      Her smile faltered for a millisecond, and she said, “He’s an estate planning attorney in New York City and wants to move me into his penthouse as soon as I’ve finished my education.”

      The former me would have asked why he was willing to wait, considering the academy didn’t teach us anything worthwhile for the real world. The former me would have asked if she’d given him any blood or sex in exchange for a verbal promise that didn’t mean anything. But I was no longer that person. Kat had been broken by these terrible circumstances to believe that being moved to another country to live with a vampire was the ultimate prize. But the worst part of this situation was that I was the most broken of them all.

      “He’s fabulously wealthy and says I can go to university if I want.” She giggled. “As long as it’s in Manhattan, of course.”

      “Congratulations.” I held back my comment about these institutions requiring more from their students than a certificate in etiquette. Who was I to ruin her temporary happiness?

      After we’d eaten, Professor Proust stood at the head table and raised his crystal glass of sangria. “Another term, another ball, complete with numerous happy pairings! I wish to congratulate those of you frumosi who are due to leave us and start new lives as consorts.”

      Smatterings of applause filled the dining hall. I kept my gaze on the professor. If I turned to look at any of the latecomers strolling into the vampire side of the room, I would throw up.

      “As we depart for the Yule break, I wish to leave you with a parting thought. Work as though you will live a millennium, train as though hunters are at your door, and open your hearts to those unions that will further the vampire race!” The professor raised his glass to a roomful of cheers and applause.

      I straightened at the thought of a holiday and placed my glass of grapefruit juice to my lips. If the vampires were leaving, then I had a time to work out how to persuade the Stryx Brothers to enable my escape. 

      The professor stood. “Frumosi, please meet at the entrance hall at lunch to bid goodbye to your classmates who will be leaving for Yule.”

      A knocker took away my half-eaten breakfast and replaced it with a slice of Christmas pudding and cream. Another set of knockers walked around the vampire side of the room, holding trays laden with shot glasses, although I couldn’t tell what they would have contained apart from blood. I kept my head down, quashing the part of me who yearned to rush over to the Stryx table and demand to know why Raphael thought I had been a mistake. 

      When the gong sounded for the end of breakfast, I strode out the dining room with my head in the air. Raphael didn’t catch up with me to explain, and Dante didn’t follow me out to berate me about having left the suite he shared with his brothers a stinking mess. Nero only spoke to me during life or death situations, so I wasn’t expecting him to grab my arm. 

      “Alicia,” said a voice from behind.

      I paused. Zarah hurried toward me, and my heart sank. What would she blame me for, now?

      “Juno spoke to me before the ball and offered me a place in her noble house.”

      My brows rose. “Is there something about herself she’s kept hidden from the world? I thought the whole point of us frumosi was to populate the vampire world with day-walkers.”

      She huffed a laugh. “Her little brother will be looking for a mate when he’s older.”

      “How old is he now?”

      After a pause, she bit down on her lip and muttered, “Eight.”

      “Huh?”

      A flush stained her cheeks. “I saw the offer for what it was. She wants me for herself.”

      “And what do you want?”

      Zarah glanced over her shoulder, turned to me, and whispered, “I want to escape.”

      Stomach hardening with doubt, I raised my gaze to the ceiling and exhaled a long, calming breath. This newfound desire for escape had to be a trap. Commander Shanks hadn’t caught me doing anything untoward, so the vampires were using Zarah to catch me out. “Why now?”

      “Vampires killed my aunt,” she whispered. “Why would I want to spend the rest of my life with them? I’d rather take my chances with the hunters.”

      “But you always knew that.” I folded my arms across my chest. Wasn’t it a little convenient that Zarah was approaching me just before Yule break when the frumosi had the best chance of escape? “What’s brought about this change?”

      “All this time, I thought doing what they wanted protected me, but I ended up getting drained for the flimsiest of reasons. I’m not standing for it any longer.” 

      My stomach tightened. That still didn’t explain why Zarah had changed her mind or why she would discuss escape within earshot of the vampires. Feigning nonchalance, I raised a shoulder. If she approached me during the Yule break, I would take her request more seriously. “Good luck.”

      Her face dropped. “I thought you knew—”

      “Sorry. If I had a way out, don’t you think I would have used it by now?” 

      Since we had no classes, I left Zarah to her strange machinations and headed back toward Frumosi Tower, passing windows that overlooked the courtyard garden. Two statues stood locked in an eternal embrace. I pursed my lips. What did vampires know about love apart from how to fake it enough to get their fix of blood? 

      A door on my left cracked open, and an arm yanked me out of the hallway. It threw me down a stairwell with such speed, I hit every piece of stone on the way down. I lay on the ground, an aching mess, mentally checking my bones for breaks. The clack of high heels approached, and I squinted into the semi-darkness. 

      Micalla stood over me, her face twisted with fury. The light seeping in from the top of the stairs gave her silver hair a ghostly glow. “Because of the stunt you pulled last night, I’m betrothed to Lord Lilin.”

      I shuffled back, groaning with every movement. “That wasn’t anything to do with me.”

      “Oh, my family is dead!” she screeched in a parody of a baby’s voice. “Boys, save me!”

      My jaw clenched, and both hands balled to fists. How dare she make fun of my loss?

      Micalla bared her teeth. “Then you fuck Raphael, even when I told you to stay away.”

      “I thought it was Dante you want—”

      “Shut up,” she roared.

      Palpitations reverberated in my heart. Micalla had lost her mind and jumbled all the facts to suit her malice. I scrambled to my feet and raised both palms. “Listen—”

      She rushed at me, grabbed my right wrist with one hand, and my neck with another. “Worthless bitch. You’ll die slowly for what you did to me.”

      “Micalla,” I rasped through a crushed windpipe. She tightened her grip and snarled. 

      I swung my left arm and slammed my sunstone-powered palm into the side of her face.
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      The stench of burning flesh seared my nostrils, and Micalla’s scream rang in my ear. I would have gagged if it wasn’t for her iron fist already crushing my throat. My gaze darted around the darkened chamber, lit only by wall sconces, for something, anything to help me out of this predicament. But her hand tightened around my windpipe, cutting off even more of my oxygen. My sunstone-infused palm stuck to the side of her face, and every attempt she made to jerk her head hurt my arm. 

      “Let go of me, you cow!” she screeched.

      Pulse thrashing in my eardrums, I struggled for air. My mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. I wanted to yell for help. For someone to hear her screams, but she remained wild-eyed, one side of her face burning at my hands and trying to kill me as slowly as I was killing her.

      Fangs protruded from her clenched teeth. “You fucking whore. I smell Raphael all over you. Is that how you got the boys to kill Kush?”

      My eyes bulged, and I tried to shake my head, but her grip around my throat wouldn’t loosen.

      The edges of my vision turned black, and the wall sconces faded into fiery blurs. This was it. After a term of defying vampires. I would die at the hands of Micalla Fucking Mantis. 

      Just as my vision dimmed, a dark blur knocked her aside, forcing her to let go. I fell and landed hard on my hands and knees, rasping for breath. This was worse than the first time she’d tried to strangle me. Until now, I hadn’t realized how easy she’d gone on me when we had first met. That had just been a warning. A display of strength, but today, her killing intent was clear. The only reason I was still alive was that she wanted to prolong my death.

      “Let go of me,” Micalla screeched from the other side of the chamber.

      “Tut, tut.” Dante’s voice echoed off the stone walls. “That’s not how we deal with wayward frumosi.”

      “You killed Kush!”

      “Me?” Amusement laced his voice. “I wouldn’t stoop so low.”

      “But I would,” said Raphael’s voice.

      My head jerked up, and both Micalla and I let out identical gasps. Hadn’t he still been recovering in the infirmary when the onion woman had found Pigtails’ ashes?

      Micalla scrambled to her feet. “But you were—”

      “Injured?” Raphael chuckled. “A perfect alibi.”

      I leaned my back against the wall, trying to calm my breaths. The last thing I wanted was for one of them to notice that I was conscious and listening to the confession. Based on what the onion woman had told me, Raphael had probably tricked Pigtails into meeting him and then locked her in a room with a window using the help of the knockers. That’s how the onion woman had been able to collect the girl’s ashes and his tie pin.

      The baggie was safe in that airing cupboard with the incriminating hair-pin, but I wouldn’t be able to use it if the boys thought I’d learned too much.

      “Why would you kill a friend to protect a frumosi whore?”

      “Kush impersonated me!” Raphael snarled. “Because of her, Alicia used her strange power to burn through my insides.”

      “You’re sick,” she whispered.

      My breaths came in ragged gasps. Pigtails had locked me in a chamber with a newly made werewolf that would have torn me apart. Just for trying to protect Zarah from her greedy fangs. It had been a relief to discover she wouldn’t make another attempt on my life. 

      “I’m telling Professor Proust,” she spat.

      Dante grabbed her from behind and held her in a headlock. “You’ll do no such thing.”

      “Y-you would dare threaten me?”

      “I have no choice,” replied Dante. “You know my secret, now Raphael’s, and you tried to kill what was ours.”

      I held my breath. Dante had a secret? That would explain the strange power Micalla held over him. I kept as still as a corpse in my corner of the wall, listening for anything I could use against the brothers. 

      “Alicia?” Micalla sneered. “There are hundreds where she came from.”

      Raphael strolled forward, holding a stake. “But none with that combination of beauty and magical prowess.”

      My stomach dropped. Now was probably the time to step forward and confess that I’d used sunstone to attack them, but my legs shook so hard, they wouldn’t cooperate. And my jaws were clamped shut. Raphael stood in front of Micalla, stake raised. 

      Micalla flinched against Dante. “Blood oath!”

      I kept my breaths shallow, still pretending to be unconscious.

      Raphael sighed and lowered the stake. “She’s right. We can’t personally act against her, or the oath will burn us from the inside-out.”

      What oath? I wanted to scream. I longed for them to discuss the secret that had given Micalla so much power over the Stryx Brothers. If I could get just a crumb of information, I could add it to the baggie of ashes in my quest to escape. 

      Micalla sagged but adjusted her posture. “Thank the gods someone is thinking straight. Now, if you let me snap Alicia’s neck, you’ll have a secret to hold against me, and we’ll be even.”

      My neck muscles spasmed. It was a lie. Micalla hadn’t cared about Raphael killing Pigtails, so whatever she held about them had to be even more damning… But what could it be, and did it matter? A blood oath prevented the brothers from killing her. They could easily step aside and let her finish strangling me so she would continue keeping their secret.

      Nero stepped out from the shadows. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that promises made under extreme duress were worthless?”

      I sucked in a breath through my nostrils. If anyone could kill Micalla, it would be Nero… If he wasn’t under the same oath.

      “What are you talking about?” she snapped. Dante grabbed one arm, and Raphael grabbed the other. Micalla squirmed in their grip. “Let go of me or Lord Strix will know that Dante—” 

      Raphael clamped a hand over her mouth, muffling her words, and I ground my teeth with frustration. What could be so bad that they wouldn’t even let her utter the words?

      Nero turned to where I pretended to be unconscious. “Alicia.”

      My muscles stiffened, and my heartbeat doubled.

      “Stand up,” he said, already sounding bored with my pretense. “We know you’ve been listening to this entire discussion. Come here before I drag you to your feet.”

      Swallowing hard, I pulled myself up. “W-what do you want?”

      “Raph, give her the stake.”

      “What?” Micalla and I both said at the same time.

      “You’re going to kill this bitch.”

      “Why me?” Backing into the wall, I wrapped my arms around my middle. I wanted to discover their secret, not protect it.

      Nero stepped toward me, an impatient frown marring his beautiful face. The light of the wall sconces brought out the blue highlights in his dreadlocks. But this was no time to ogle at his masculine beauty. I had to get out of this chamber, away from these murdering, scheming vampires. 

      I edged away from him, but Nero rushed forward and wrapped a hand around my bicep. “The three of us are under blood oaths not to harm a hair on her silver head, isn’t that right?”

      Micalla shook her head. “Alicia wouldn’t—”

      “I can’t.” The words tumbled out of my mouth.

      Nero’s frown morphed into a malicious grin that made my heart flip-flop. “You forget something, Alicia. We have a blood oath of our own. My protection in exchange for an unnamed future favor.”

      My mouth fell open. I’d thought he had wanted a blow job, not full-blown murder. Just before I was about to back away, an invisible force jerked my arm toward Raphael, who held the stake.

      “You feel that?” Nero wrapped an arm around my waist. With a dark chuckle, he said, “That’s the magic of the blood oath at work. My brothers and I protected you from her murderous hands, and now it’s time for you to repay the favor by killing Micalla.”

      “That’s not what we agreed.” The words tumbled out of my mouth. “You said you wanted sex.”

      Dante and Nero’s mocking laughter made me want to vomit. All that sex talk around the time of the oath had been a smokescreen to hide his true intentions. I was just a fucking pawn.

      Raphael placed the stake in my hand. “She won’t stop trying to get at you until you’re either dead or in a situation worse than death. You know that.”

      “Come any closer to me, you freak, and I’ll kill you!” Micalla screeched.

      My throat dried, and palpitations reverberated through my chest. Raphael was right, but I wasn’t prepared to murder someone at their command. And I tried to pull out of Nero’s grip around my waist, but he was too strong. “N-no.”

      “Don’t be shy,” Dante said in mocking tones. “This won’t be the first time you tried to kill a vampire.”

      The magic of the oath pulled my arm up in an overhead grip and forced it down with inhuman strength. Momentum did the rest of the work, and gravity plunged the stake into her chest. 

      Micalla’s eyes widened, and she inhaled a noisy breath. One of her hands grabbed for my throat, and I let go of the stake and stepped out of reach. Embers burned where the stake met her flesh, turning red and spreading through her torso as though she was made of candle wicks. Screeching, gasping breaths wheezed out from her lungs, and she flailed toward me, arms outstretched.

      “Alicia Stephens, I curse you with my last breath, you murdering, thieving whore!”

      Whimpers reverberated in my aching throat, and I wrapped my arms around my chest. The scent of seared flesh filled my sinuses, my throat, my beleaguered lungs. It seeped into my hair, my clothes, my skin. I clapped both hands over my mouth.

      Micalla’s torso hollowed, and she let out one last scream before her spine, and the rest of her flesh burned away, and her shoulders, arms, and head snapped off and fell to the ground.

      I opened my mouth in a silent scream and skittered away from the burning pieces of Micalla. Those bastards had tricked me into doing their dirty work.

      Raphael wrapped his arms around me and rubbed his large, warm hand over my back. “This time, when I tell you to wash off the scent, do a better job. If anyone smells Micalla’s burned remains on you, not even we will be able to protect you from the wrath of Lady Mantis.”

      My head snapped up. What he’d said earlier in his bedroom about scents had been a warning, not an insult. With a sharp nod, I rushed to the stairs.

      Dante cleared his throat. “Not that way, unless you want to attract the attention of every passing vampire with a working olfactory nerve.” He pointed at a dark spot behind me. “Take the knocker staircase to the top floor and follow the passageway left to Frumosi Tower. Get cleaned up and get your uniform burned.” 

      “Right,” I rasped. 

      This time, instead of crying in the shower, I would stand under the hot spray, use an entire bottle of shampoo, a whole bar of soap, and would scrub hard and go through everything I knew about the Stryx Brothers. 

      Somewhere in that conversation was the clue to controlling them. If only I could remember what everyone had said.
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      Leaving the sanctuary of the darkened, stone staircase and inhaling beeswax-scented air only exacerbated the scent of Micalla’s burnt flesh. It stuck to my sinuses, clung to my clothes, and fine particles of her ashes irritated my scalp and burrowed under my uniform. She was dead. Burned from the inside-out. On the command of that asshole who used me as a cat’s paw.

      I stumbled through the hallway, passing door upon classroom door, hoping to reach the sanctuary of Frumosi Tower before a vampire caught my scent. A wave of nausea crashed to the back of my throat, making me gag. I clenched my jaws, clamped my lips shut, and ran as fast as I could with a swollen throat blocking my airways.

      By the time I reached Frumosi Tower and burst through the doors of my room, a spasm seized my guts. And then another and another until I fell onto my knees in front of the toilet bowl and hurled the contents of my stomach.

      Retching, spitting, and spewing, I managed to utter a single word. “Bastards!” 

      Tears streamed through my eyes. Snot poured out of my nostrils, as every muscle in my torso worked harder than it had during my purge. Raphael had used innocent knockers to kill Pigtails. He had probably worked out a way to override their conditioning not to harm vampires. How had the human trapped within their prison of sanguinary servitude coped with having murdered someone? 

      “F-fucking vampires!”

      Another spasm rocked my stomach, and I cursed out loud. The Stryx Brothers had wanted to kill Micalla all along. She held a secret about Dante that was so terrible, they had taken blood oaths to buy her silence and oaths never to harm or kill her.

      “Ugh!”

      Nausea continued to swirl through my insides, keeping me rooted to that toilet bowl. Those bastards had used me. They had known all along Micalla didn’t want me consorting with them, yet they had given me enough attention to rile her into striking out at me. No wonder Nero had been able to make a heroic rescue. He probably knew Micalla and her friends would try to kill me all along. 

      “Parasites!”

      Maybe this was their revenge for burning through Raphael’s digestive tract. The bullying I had endured in response to scarring Dante’s face had been surprisingly mild. I spat the contents of my mouth into the toilet bowl and snarled. Would they hold Micalla’s murder against me? Probably. But if I got myself cleaned up and burned the evidence as they had suggested, no one would ever believe a mere frumosi would be strong or fast enough to stake a vampire. 

      I peeled off my uniform and left it on my bathroom floor. Then I stepped into the shower and used every drop of shampoo and shower gel to wash off all traces of vomit and bile and Micalla’s ashes.

      Tears mingled with the lather, and despair washed through my soul. A trio of devious vampires had ensnared me in their web, and I’d been a pawn in a larger game. I could have fought harder against the blood oath or said something to circumvent the magic… if only I had paid attention in classes.

      Time passed, I didn’t know how much, but the water cooled, and a chill seeped into my bones. I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around my hair and placed another around my body. Water streamed down from my makeshift turban, but my eyes were as dry and abrasive as sandpaper. 

      The uniform I had left on the bathroom floor was gone.

      Bile rose to the back of my throat. What the fuck had happened to it? I stepped into the bedroom, only for Nero to rise from Zarah’s bed. The only one in the room that hadn’t suffered any pranks. His uniform was freshly pressed, and his blue-black dreadlocks pristine, as though he hadn’t caused the death of a fellow vampire.

      “Did you take my uniform?” I snarled.

      “You’ll understand why in a minute.”

      Spine stiffening, my gaze dropped to his hand, which held a smartphone. My lips parted, but no sound came out. Was there another report in the newspaper?

      “I wonder how much you truly hate vampires,” he mused.

      I curled my hands into fists. Water dripped from my turban into my eyes, but I blinked it away and clutched my towel around my body. What kind of game was he playing?

      He stepped forward, the corner of his mouth quirking into a smile. “You don’t hate Raph. Quite the contrary to what I heard last night.”

      My jaws clenched. “I can’t believe you would—”

      He placed a finger on my lips. “You don’t know what I’m going to demand of you.”

      “Get on with it,” I ground out.

      He sat on Zarah’s bed and pulled me down to his lap. I tried struggling, tried elbowing him in the ribs, but it had no effect. The arm around my waist was like a steel vise. When a hot, hard erection pressed into my ass, I stiffened.

      “I was enjoying that,” he purred. “A few more minutes of you writhing around, and I would have had a happy ending.”

      “You’re a pig.”

      “How does it feel…” He nibbled on the side of my neck. “To be owned by said pig?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking ab—”

      A video played on his smartphone. It showed me in profile, standing alone in the semi-dark chamber, holding a stake. In the clip, I clenched my teeth and plunged the pointed piece of wood into thin air. Embers appeared around the stake, and Micalla’s entire body materialized before the camera, complete with her shocked face. 

      Then her pained gasp blared out of the speakers, and she hurled out a curse that included my name, while I stood in front of her, looking dumbstruck. I jerked my head away from the rest. Seeing it once was enough. 

      Nero ran his tongue up my jugular vein. “Do you know why vampires appear in cameras and reflections at the moment of death?” Without pausing, he added, “It’s because their soul finally returns from its hiding place to rejoin its body.”

      “Y-you set me up.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “With that strange power, you’re dangerous, defiant, and utterly delicious. Raphael has tasted you twice, and he’s hooked. So are we. You’re going to be ours by any means necessary.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a harsh breath. Would Professor Proust help me if I asked him to look through my memory? Despair weighed on my shoulders and made them slump. Even with the evidence, who was likely to be punished for Micalla’s death, the sons of a Lord Stryx, or a disposable frumosi who had a track record of hurting vampires?

      The bastards had outmaneuvered me. I already knew the answer to my next question, but I had to ask, “Would you delete that clip if I slept with you now and let you do anything you wanted?”

      His low chuckle reverberated against my side. “It’s a start, but not enough.”

      “I won’t submit.”

      “What do you think Lady Mantis will say when the knockers present her with the remains of her precious daughter?”

      “But you said—”

      “She wouldn’t kill you right away. You’d be the broodmare for her Noble House or a blood whore before she condemned you to a slow, torturous death.”

      Tears clouded my vision, and the ache in my throat throbbed in synch with my racing pulse. I needed time to think. “A-alright. You’ve won. What do I do now?”

      “We’ll register you as our official concubine, and when the paperwork is approved, you’ll move into our suite.”

      I ground my teeth. “Concubine?”

      “It’s the official term we use to describe blood whores.” He threaded his hands through my wet hair. “We’re holding all the cards, Alicia. Remember that.”

      Angry breaths seethed from my nostrils. Not all the cards. I had one, and when the time was right, I would play it. “Fine.”

      “Very good.” Nero pulled my towel loose, and it fell to the sides, revealing my flushed, naked skin. His gaze roved over my body, and an appreciative growl reverberated in his throat. “Now kiss me as though you mean it.”

      “No,” I said through clenched teeth.

      “You think that Peridot girl’s treatment was bad with the Coven of Bitches?” His fingers circled my nipples, sending sparks of pleasure down to my core. “Disobey me, and yours will be worse, concubine.”

      I squirmed on his lap, clenching my fists, pressing my legs together to stave off the arousal. It was a futile effort, as the asshole made a show of flaring his nostrils. His smug grin and the cold triumph in his eyes told me he had scented my arousal. I shuddered at what he would say next. Nero was the bastard who had held me down and spanked me until tears had filled my eyes, then he had exposed my sopping, wet core to a room full of male vampires. 

      He ran his nose down my neck, sending shivers down my spine. “That’s nothing compared to how Lady Mantis and her vassals will make you suffer. Obey me, you little murderer.” 

      Twisting around on his lap, I slammed my lips on his, pouring every ounce of hatred into that kiss, and digging my fingernails into his biceps. Nero groaned, and the fingers rolling my nipples slipped between my legs. I tried to press my thighs together to keep him out, but he was too strong, too determined.

      Just as his fingers reached my pulsing clit, someone cleared their throat. Nero pulled away to reveal Zarah, flanked by Kat and Annette. Behind them stood Commander Shanks in full armor. My stomach dropped. Had they heard Nero call me a murderer?

      Kat stared at me with hard, judgmental eyes. “You were supposed to be at the entrance hall ten minutes ago for the exit ceremony.”

      Heat flushed my cheeks, and I twisted away to hide my nudity.

      “I haven’t finished with you yet, concubine.” Nero growled into my ear.

      Jumping off his lap, I yanked up the edges of my towel and refastened it around my body. As the bastard rose, he pulled back his blazer and displayed the massive bulge in his pants. If the consequences for attacking a vampire who knew my deepest secret wasn’t so dire, I would have punched him right in the dick.

      Nero swaggered out of the room, making Kat, Annette, and Zarah stiffen as he passed them at the doorway.

      “Ten minutes, Stephens,” the commander snarled in a tone that implied I was at fault for being detained by a horny, blackmailing bastard.

      The door clicked shut, and Kat whirled on me. “What’s this, then?”

      “I’m not talking about it.” I hurried to the wardrobe and snatched clothes off the hanger. 

      Kat placed her hands on her hips. “All this time, you’ve been playing hard to get, acting like you hate vampires when you were holding out for one of the Stryx Brothers?”

      I walked into the bathroom and slammed the door closed. Kat could judge me all she wanted. I wasn’t about to explain myself and have her betray me to gain favor with some other vampire. Through hot, angry breaths, I shoved on my clothes and slavered some concealer on my neck so I wouldn’t look like I’d just been strangled by an angry bloodsucker. 

      Right now, I needed a plan. If I blurted that I had evidence of Pigtail’s murder, the boys would probably snatch the baggie of ashes from me and twist things around, so it looked like I killed her, too. I needed help, and only one person in this accursed academy was in the position to assist. 

      “Three minutes!” Commander Shanks pounded on the door.

      I stepped out, hair mussed, cheeks heated, looking like I’d been nearly murdered, fucked, or both. The Commander’s gaze roved my uniform, his face etched with a combination of disapproval and lust. I gulped. This was the first time he’d seen me since the spanking incident. Hopefully, he wouldn’t give me any trouble while the boys were on Yule break. 

      Only Zarah remained in the room, wringing her hands. “Did you see Micalla?

      My stomach hardened. “When?”

      “She asked me to talk to you about escaping, so she could rush ahead and catch you for a private word.”

      Her betrayal hit like a fist to the gut, and I flinched. I tried to keep my voice even and said, “She must have changed her mind. Did she tell you what she wanted?”

      It took a moment for Zarah to answer. “Um… no.”

      I walked out of our dorm room, past Commander Shanks, and down the stairs. A jumble of feelings, all related to betrayal, swirled in my mind. The Stryx Brothers had planned for me to murder Micalla from the start, and Zarah was so beyond help, she now set up fellow frumosi to be ambushed by murderous vampires. 

      “You need to stop getting the boys attention like that,” Zarah said in a tone that was probably meant to be helpful. “Ignoring the Stryx brothers only makes them want you more. Next term, will you kiss Dante’s feet when he asks?”

      I grunted. Apparently, the vampires had screwed with her logic, too. If I didn’t work something out, I’d be kissing him and his brothers somewhere a lot more intimate than their feet.

      We reached the entrance hall, where frumosi lined both sides of the double doors like servants in a British period TV show. Miss Margolyes guided us to the space at the end and adjusted our postures, so we stood straight. For all that talk about our kind not being subservient to vampires, this little display was one more piece of evidence that we were their slaves.

      Professor Proust stood at the double doors, his long, thin arms outstretched. “A safe journey to you all. Farewell, fledglings and have a joyous Yule!”

      Young vampires, still wearing their academy uniforms, piled down from the staircases. Boys on the right, girls on the left, like they were on display for a beauty contest. Outside, a fleet of stretch limousines gleamed in the moonlight. I cast the forest beyond the courtyard a wistful look. How was Gates adjusting to life as a werewolf? I hoped he’d given up trying to run away and understood the danger he now posed to the human world.

      The first years streamed past, then the older years, until Raphael, Dante, and Nero stood at the top of the stairs like a trio of fallen angels. Despite myself, a breath caught in the back of my throat, and all around me, the frumosi girls sighed. 

      Raphael was the first to descend, and he kissed my hand. “I can’t wait to see you again next term.”

      I glowered into his green eyes, looking for signs of smugness, but there were none. Did he even know about Nero’s plan to control me with that video clip? From his genuine smile, I would say he didn’t.

      Dante approached next, and my insides froze. Would he make me kiss his foot in front of all the other frumosi? The corners of his lips curved into a smirk, and he said, “Things will be different next term.”

      My gaze lingered on the scarred side of his face. Most of the damage had faded except for a few waxy patches where my fingers had made the most impact on his skin. He strode out of the double doors, and I pursed my lips, the beginnings of a plan forming in the back of my mind.

      Before my thoughts could coalesce into a course of action, Nero wrapped his arms around me in a parody of a hug. “I’ve filed the paperwork for becoming our concubine with Professor Proust.” His hand cupped my ass and squeezed. “Be a good girl and sign it.” 

      The trio stepped into the darkness outside and into the last limousine. Nero wound down the window and winked. 

      I clenched my teeth. Something told me he would be the biggest pain in my ass next term if I didn’t take measures to protect myself.

      Professor Proust closed the doors and let out a happy sigh. “Well done, boys and girls. Lunch will be served in the small hall.”

      After the events of the night, the thought of food made my stomach churn. I headed straight back to the tower where I would stay until it was time to enact my plan.
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        * * *

      

      At sunrise, I strode into the kitchens. The scent of onions and garlic and medicinal herbs filled the air, and only a few knockers stood by the stove, adding ingredients to a vast pan. Perhaps the others had been sent out on missions. There was no sign of the onion woman. I walked past the row of stainless steel work tables to the far end of the room and opened the first door. It was a drying cabinet for herbs. The next door led to the chamber containing the pigs. 

      I braced myself to find the plastic pipes pumping out their blood, but the pigs lay in their pens without the horrific attachments. Knockers in white coats fed the pigs from buckets containing pitted apricots and oranges, broccoli and spinach, potatoes, tomatoes, and offal.

      There was something off about the pigs. I stepped forward, tilting my head to the side. Instead of standing, they knelt on limbs twice as long as expected, which ended in long trotters that were more primate than bovine. The lining of my stomach trembled, and I gulped hard. Their backs were turned to me, but none of the pigs seemed to have tails. 

      “Back again,” said a voice.

      My heart jumped into my throat. “Are those—”

      “Human-pig hybrids?” asked the onion woman, her voice dry. “Yes.”

      I turned around. “But why?”

      “The vampires trying to survive in the modern world, and that means an end to feeding on humans. Stealing from blood banks isn’t the answer, so this is their solution.”

      I rubbed my temples, trying to make sense of everything, but Nero’s winking face pushed itself to the forefront of my mind. If I didn’t want to end up worse than Zarah had been with the Coven of Bitches, I needed to concentrate.

      “Are you a hunter?” I asked.

      She pursed her lips. “What did I tell you about asking quest—”

      “Because of your sunstone, I’ve attracted the attention of at least three dangerous vampires. They think I’m some kind of powerful frumosi and they have evidence against me that could mean a painful death unless I serve as their concubine.”

      Her eyes bulged, but she remained silent. 

      I stepped toward her. “How long will it take before they demand to know how I injured them? A week, a day, ten minutes? They’ll mesmerize the information out of me, and I’ll be forced to tell them about the female hunter lurking in the kitchens and plotting against the vampires.”

      “I’m not a hunter.” She glanced away. “I-I’m something else.”

      “A frumosi who unlocked her magic?”

      Her stiff nod was all the confirmation I needed. She said, “What do you want?”

      “Teach me everything you know. I have two weeks to learn how to protect myself from three horny, blackmailing vampires and their fangs.”
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