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        Secret societies. Magical boarding schools. Supernatural beings…What could go wrong?

      

        

      
        I’m Millie Brix and apparently, I’m a supernatural shifter. Funny eighteenth birthday present, right?

      

        

      
        Chosen for Supernatural Shifter Academy, I have to learn which Shifter Clan I belong to and how to use my powers that are slowly growing out of control.

        Supernatural Shifter Academy only has five hundred places, and if I’m not strong enough to survive, I won’t get to walk away.

        The Sirens lure you in, the Wolves bite first and ask questions later, the Dragons only care for themselves, the Vampires plan to own the world and the Witches will do whatever it takes to win.

        I’m not going to let the academy beat me, that’s for sure.

      

        

      
        With a Prince of the Vampires seducing me, a secretive Siren dead set on making me his, a gorgeous wolf shifter who wants to claim my heart, and an alpha dragon who sees me as a prize he wants to keep… the academy is far more dangerous than it looks.

      

        

      
        In this academy, secrets are the only thing you can trade with and I’m right in the middle of the biggest secret the academy has.

      

        

      
        And when the truth comes out…the academy will fall.

      

        

      
        17+
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Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes when I look into the light of the sun, I can only see the shadows around the edges, waiting for their chance to smother what brightness is holding them back.

      But looking up at the sky, as I make my way down the sloping drive, I can only see big black thunderstorms forming on the horizon. I’m only just past the top of the hill on Bowery Street, and considering how quickly the weather is going sour, the odds of getting home before it starts to rain are slim to none.

      “Damn,” I mutter, pulling my backpack up higher on my shoulders and shaking my head. It’s times like these when I really wish Central High’s bus route included my neighborhood. Well, our neighborhood. Their neighborhood. Whoever’s neighborhood it is, it’s too far outside the city center for the school bus to reach, and since I don’t have a car, I’m what some might call shit out of luck. Normally I don’t mind the long walk home—in fact, I usually enjoy it. It’s a chance to listen to some music, stretch my legs after eight hours of sitting at a desk, and, most importantly, it means less time spent around Mark. When the weather’s bad, though…

      Kicking myself for not thinking to bring an umbrella, I continue down the road, hoping I’ll get lucky and not end up soaked by the time I reach the house. Doubtful. All I can reasonably do at this point is try not to get water all over the front entryway and pray that Mark won’t be in one of his moods when I get in. I can practically hear him snapping at me already, slurring his words as he gestures at me with an empty beer bottle: Damn it, Millie! You couldn’t even dry off before getting mud all over the front porch? What’s wrong with you, huh?

      I shake my head, feeling the first raindrop plop down on my shoulder like a warning. Yeah, I know, I think. It feels like I’m on my way to the gallows.

      Okay, maybe that’s a little overdramatic. But not by much. I’ve been living with my most recent foster parents, Mark and Tonya Stone, for going on a year now, and things haven’t been peachy. It’s not like I’m not used to bad foster family situations--in fact, that’s basically all I’ve ever known, with a few exceptions. It’s like the start of every fantasy story I’ve ever read: a baby girl, abandoned at the hospital when she was born by parents she never knew, drifting from one abominable living situation to another and wondering why she was put on this planet. Except if this was really a fantasy story, a fairy godmother would have appeared at my bedroom window a long time ago to whisk me away on some whimsical adventure.

      Instead, the only things that have ever appeared at my bedroom window are the eggs thrown by neighborhood pranksters and the occasional crow.

      It hasn’t been all bad, though; I think as the ground levels out beneath my feet. The raindrops are coming more frequently now, and I see the horizon light up briefly with the flash of lightning. Mollie, the foster mother I lived with from when I was nine to when I was eleven, was easily my favorite of the bunch. Mollie, I remember her saying when she first introduced herself. It’s only one letter away from your name, Millie. It’s like it was meant to be.

      And for a while, I almost believed it. With Mollie, I actually felt like I had a home, not just a place to stay. She showed me how to cook, let me watch her TV programs with her, and actually seemed interested in me as a person, not just a source of government-provided income. She even gave me a necklace—a little sterling silver pendant in the shape of a crescent moon—that I had worn until the clasp broke. Now I keep it tucked into the worn combat boots that I wear every day, no matter the weather. If I can’t wear it, then at least I can keep it—like a good luck charm, or something.

      But, as I’ve been forced to learn again and again as I’m passed from one set of strangers to another, nothing good is meant to last. The economy took a hit, Mollie had to close down her bakery, and it was determined that she was no longer fit to support me. So off I was packed, to a new family, a new set of introductions, and a new set of disappointments. Rinse and repeat.

      With every good thing in my life, shadows seep into the edges and make it impossible to stay good for long.

      As I turn off the main road and into Mark and Tonya’s neighborhood, I remind myself to stop ruminating. What has that ever gotten me, other than resentment? Feeling the reassuring pressure of Mollie’s necklace against my ankle, I speed up a little, motivated to at least minimize my time outside in the rapidly increasing downpour. Once I get home, I’ll have to finish my trigonometry homework, as well as work on the English paper that’s due this coming Monday.

      It’s as I’m contemplating my schoolwork that I’m hit with an increasingly familiar new wave of anxiety. I turned eighteen last month, which means that not only am I in my last year of high school, but my days in the foster care system are numbered. One would think I would be happy to be finishing the endless cycle of lousy living situations, and I am, but I’m not blind to what this next transition will mean: I’ll be on my own, for better or worse. And given my luck so far, my money’s on worse. I’m going to have to decide what to do about university, about getting a job, finding a place to live… the training wheels are coming off, and I’m in no way prepared for it.

      I guess that’s something every foster kid has to face, I reason, feeling the raindrops now pelting down on me. I lift my backpack and hold it above my head like a shield, aware that my papers are going to get wet but hardly caring at this point. But not every foster kid has had as hard of a go of it as I have. I know I’m just feeling sorry for myself, but it’s almost impossible not to.

      The truth is that I’ve never really felt at home anywhere, with the exception of those two wonderful years with Mollie. No matter where I go or who I live with, I’ve never really felt a sense of belonging. I’ve made friends here and there, but by the time I’m ever really starting to find a niche in one place, it’s time to pick up and move somewhere else. It’s like my life has never really begun, leaving me with a lingering sense of emptiness and dissatisfaction everywhere I go.

      By now, my chestnut hair is beginning to dampen, and I pick up my pace, practically jogging now in a desperate attempt to stay dry. That’s enough chewing the cud, I tell myself. Just take things one day at a time. That’s all you can manage. By the time I reach Mark and Tonya’s old, single-story house, I’m thoroughly soaked and shivering. Like a lost kitten… or something. It takes me a minute to fumble my house key out of my dripping backpack, but eventually I get the front door open, pausing on the threshold like one wrong move will set off an explosion.

      And for all I know, it will.

      “Tonya, honey, is that you?” I can hear Mark’s voice coming from the kitchen. Good. If I’m lucky, I can get down to my basement room and change my clothes before he’s any the wiser.

      “It’s me, Mark,” I call back, hoping my tone comes across as jovial and unbothered.

      “Hmph,” he says, and then goes quiet. Judging from the sound of his voice, he’s been hitting the bottle for at least an hour already. Ever since losing his job at the factory on the other side of town, he’s been taking full advantage of the unemployment checks and letting Tonya put food on the table by herself.

      Tonya, a mousy woman who probably won’t ever have the gumption to divorce her deadbeat husband, pulls odd hours at the diner down the street to support his drinking habit. Funny how they should take me away from someone like Mollie and then stay silent when I end up in a legitimately dysfunctional living situation. But what do I know, right?

      I manage to slip out of the entryway and down the basement stairs, doing my best not to drip water on the grimy linoleum floor. The basement is half-finished, with a pull-out couch serving as a bed and my meager possessions all crammed into the closet by the back wall. It’s more or less a glorified storage area, but at least nobody comes down here to bother me. Down here, I can re-read my worn copies of Narnia, the Harry Potter series, and yes, even Twilight, in peace, daydreaming about being swept away into a life full of purpose and magic, where tragedy and boredom were always just the precursors to a grand new adventure.

      The grimy mirror on the back of the door makes me pause, looking at my blonde wet hair falling around my shoulders, dripping rainwater onto my drenched clothes. My very dark blue eyes stare back at me, daunting me with how much they look like the very water that smothers my clothes. Not for the first time, I wonder what my parents looked like. Do I look like my mother or father? Or neither of them.

      But the mirror doesn’t have answers for me. Of course it doesn’t. No one does.

      I’m just pulling on a dry sweater when Mark’s gravelly voice shatters the silence into a million pieces. “Millie, what the hell?!”

      My eyes go wide. “Yeah, Mark? What’s wrong?”

      “Get up here,” he yells, and even from down here I can hear the alcohol in his voice. Swallowing hard and bracing myself for the worst, I pad back up the basement stairs to find Mark standing in the entryway. His hulking figure makes me feel even smaller than I normally do, and with his shoulders hunched, his beer gut sagging over the top of his trousers, he looks more like a troll than ever before. “What the fuck is this?” he demands, pointing down at the floor by the welcome mat.

      “What…?” I begin, taking a step closer, and then I see it. A set of streaky, damp boot prints leading to the basement door. Shit. Why the hell didn’t I take my shoes off?! “Oh,” I say, blanching as I turn to look at him again. “I, uh… I’m sorry. It’s pouring outside.”

      “Yeah?” Mark rounds on me, his bloodshot eyes flashing. “Is that right? And why the hell didn’t you think about that before you went and got mud all over the floor?”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat, inching back as he takes a step toward me. “I’ll clean it up. I didn’t even think about it—”

      “Of course you didn’t, because you don’t think, period,” Mark says, swaying slightly on his feet, and I can smell the stench of booze coming off him. Not beer this time, either. Something heavier. Whiskey, maybe. And there’s something in his voice that floods me with unease. Have I ever seen him this drunk before? “Sometimes I wonder why the hell we’re even keeping you,” Mark continues, running a hand through his thinning hair. “I mean, you’re useless, do you know that? We spend all this time and money providing for you, and what do we get?” He advances on me, making my heart jump to my ears. The unease is turning into full-blown fear. “Nothing,” he finishes. “That’s what.”

      “Mark,” I say, my voice coming out embarrassingly small, “please… I’m sorry. Really. I’ll—”

      “Did I say you could talk?” he roars, and then he does something I’ve never seen him do before, no matter how drunk he’s been. He takes a swing at me. It’s sloppy and uncoordinated, and I’m able to duck out of the way. His fist connects with the wall, and he roars in pain. “You little…” he begins, winding up to throw another punch.

      Where’s Tonya? She won’t be back until dinner time, at the earliest. It occurs to me that he could do whatever he wanted to me right now, and no one would be the wiser.

      He’s going to hurt me, I think, heart thundering as I continue to back up. He’s actually going to hurt me.

      In that instant, with that realization, I feel something strange welling up in the pit of my stomach, something cool and insistent—a feeling I’ve never experienced before. For a moment it’s enough to draw my attention away from Mark, away from school, away from everything. The novelty of it makes me wonder if this is how newborn babies feel.

      I can feel something in me waking up, something I couldn’t put my finger on even if I tried. And one thing becomes clear to me, a truth I think I’ve known for a long time but was unable—or unwilling—to face until now.

      I need to get out of here.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      I don’t have time to think before Mark is winding up to hit me again; I turn on my heel and make a break for the basement door like my life depends on it. I almost slip on the rainwater staining the floor, and I feel the air behind me move as another one of my foster father’s uncoordinated swings narrowly misses me. My heartbeat is so loud it’s all I can think of, all I can worry about. Scrambling to keep my balance, I throw the door open and bolt through, barely remembering to lock it behind me before Mark arrives, his slurred yelling muffled as he pounds on the door.

      Racing down the stairs, I begin to frantically gather up my things. There isn’t much to collect—a half a dozen articles of clothing, a couple of books, my cell phone—and before I know what I’m doing, I’m dumping out the contents of my school backpack, papers and pencils showering onto the carpet. I cram the backpack full of my stuff and look around. My mind is already made up; I’m not staying here a minute longer. It doesn’t matter where I go, as long as it’s away from here. Because if Mark can cross that line once, then he sure as hell can do it again, and I might not be so quick next time.

      Being hurt at this place isn’t worth the roof over my head.

      Shouldering my backpack, I turn to the other set of stairs, the ones leading out to the garage, and head for the door. I feel a pang of regret that I won’t get to say goodbye to Tonya--she was always nice to me—but there’s no looking back now. After taking one last look around the basement to make sure I’m not forgetting anything, I shove the door open and leave the house through the garage. I am half-expecting Mark to be waiting for me, but he seems to have given up and stumbled back to his booze. Thank god for small favors, I think.

      It’s not until I’m outside again that I realize it’s still pouring. At least I didn’t forget my umbrella this time; the last thing I need right now is all of my clothes getting soaked from the rain. Not sure where I’m heading, I pick a direction and make my way down the street, feeling cold again as the downpour continues.

      I start to calm down as I walk, my heart rate slowly returning to normal, and it occurs to me that I don’t have a plan, or anywhere to go. The child services offices won’t be open until tomorrow morning, and they might not even care that I ran away. I’m eighteen now; it’s not like I’m their responsibility anymore. I take stock of my few school friends, who are really more like acquaintances, and it’s immediately clear that my options are limited as far as places to stay.

      At the very least, you can find somewhere to wait until this storm passes, I tell myself, and keep moving. The clouds still seem thick overhead, and that doesn’t seem like it’s going to be anytime soon. Still, all I need right now is a place to rest and figure out what to do next.

      As I walk, I think back to that feeling I had when Mark took a swing at me. There was the fear, yes, and the realization that I needed to leave, but there was also something else--something I couldn’t put my finger on. Have I ever felt something like that before? It was almost like there was something inside me, trying to get out. Maybe it was just the adrenaline, I reason. But I’ve felt adrenaline before, and this wasn’t it. I can’t fight the feeling that it has something to do with the growing sense of unease and foreignness I’ve been feeling increasingly lately. It hasn’t just been the new foster family, or the fact that I’m an adult now. There’s something more to it, but I can’t figure out what.

      I lose myself in thought for a while, the events of the past hour feeling more and more absurd as I walk. The rain continues, and before I know it, I’ve left Mark and Tonya’s neighborhood and am entering an industrial area of the city. It only takes one look around to tell me this isn’t the place for a girl, especially a girl alone. I can feel the passerby giving me strange looks as I continue down the street, wondering all the while if I should turn around.

      Yeah, I ask myself bitterly, and go where? It’s not like I can return to the house, and at this point I have no idea where I am. I could end up wandering in circles for the rest of the night. I can see that the sun is dipping low on the horizon. Soon it will be nighttime, and the last thing I want to be doing when the sun sets is walking around this part of the city. Eyeing the buildings as I go, feeling increasingly self-conscious under the scrutiny of the strangers around me. Eventually a dilapidated warehouse around the corner from a run-down apartment complex catches my eye. On the door is a sign reading, “CAUTION - CONDEMNED”, but the padlock keeping it shut has been broken. I’m probably not the first squatter to turn up here. All I can do is hope it’s empty as I try the door. It groans open stiffly and a flurry of rust flakes showers down on me.

      It seems like some kind of abandoned storage facility, with debris and evidence of more vagabonds scattered around the floor. There’s no electricity, so I use my phone flashlight to look around as I make my way to the back corner. It occurs to me that if the place is condemned, the roof might fall on me at any minute… but I’m past thinking about that now. Hell, maybe that would even be a blessing, I think dryly. When I reach the corner, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the dirty, boarded-up window on the far wall. Blonde hair--wet, dirty, and tangled. Dark eyes--so dark they could almost be black. I look like I’ve aged ten years in the past few hours. If this is what one evening on the streets does to me, how am I supposed to survive after tonight?

      Whatever, I tell myself. We’ll worry about that later. For now, just try to get some sleep.

      There’s a flat piece of cardboard on the floor in the back of the room, and I decide it will do as a makeshift bed. Using my backpack as a pillow, I curl up on the hard concrete and listen to the rain fall outside. As I do, I find myself thinking about my parents once again, but I’m not sure why they keep coming to my mind tonight. Why did they leave me in the hospital all those years ago? What made them leave me to a life of bouncing from foster home to foster home, listening to drunk old men yell and having to run away to get away from it all? And what’s going to happen to me now?

      At some point the sound of the rain lulls me into an uneasy sleep, and for a few blissful hours, I forget all about where I am or how I got here. Eventually, though, the sound of voices breaks the fitful sleep, and I begin to drift awake. For a moment I’m disoriented, missing the pullout couch, but then everything comes flooding back to me and I jerk awake.

      There are two men standing over me.

      Scrambling to get back into a sitting position, I stare up at them in shock. They’re dressed in baggy clothes, their shoes ragged, and in a heartbeat I realize why this place was empty.

      “What do we have here?” the first one asks, staring down at me with bloodshot eyes.

      My mind is racing—I should have locked the door, or barred it, or... something. Shit. Another mistake in a long string of mistakes. “I-I’m sorry,” I stammer, still trying to get a handle on the situation. “I didn’t realize this place was occupied.”

      “Damn right, it’s occupied,” replies the second man, peering down at me. “What the hell is a little girl like you doing here?”

      “I…” I fumble for a response. “I just needed somewhere to get out of the rain.” Still disoriented and foggy from sleep, I sit up straighter. “I’m sorry. I’ll get out of your hair.” I get to my feet, backpack clutched to my chest, and begin to retreat.

      “What have you got there, huh?” asks the second man, his interest piqued now that he’s seen my backpack. “Did you bring us a present?”

      “Huh?” I ask, shaking a little.

      The first man points to my backpack. “Think of it as an apology gift. For wasting our time.”

      “I…” I glance down at the backpack, containing my only possessions, and shake my head. “I’m sorry. This is all I have. If I could just go, I would…”

      “Fine,” the second man says. “Just your wallet, then.”

      I take another step back, my heart beginning to beat more quickly. The door is on the other side of the room. Do I make a break for it?

      The first man must have seen me steal a glance at the door, since his eyes narrow and he advances on me another step. “Thinking of running, little girl?” he asks. “Don’t bother. You’re outnumbered.” He licks his lips, his eyes sweeping me, and I can see the wheels in his head turning. Whatever he’s thinking, it’s not good--of that I can be sure. The second man is taking another step forward when the first man stops him with a hand on his arm and says, “You know what? Wait a minute. Maybe we can figure something out.”

      I can feel my stomach drop at his words. “I… I’m sorry?”

      “Pretty thing like you...” the first man says, his voice trailing off as he appraises me with his eyes.

      Now the second man is catching on, a knowing smirk creeping onto his face. “I like the way you think,” he comments to his friend, before turning back to me and saying, “Maybe we could trade. We let you keep your stuff, and in exchange, you—”

      The fear is too much at this point, and the scream is leaving my mouth before I can stop myself. “Help!” I yell, but not a moment later I realize how pointless it is. We’re inside, and even if we weren’t, the sounds of the storm are still raging outside.

      The second man seems to be thinking the same thing, darting forward and seizing me by the arm. “Not happening,” he hisses, and I can smell the stench of his breath. “No one can hear you.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the other guy approaching, and for the second time today I realize I only have seconds to react. I have my backpack in a death grip, and something tells me that even if I handed it over, that wouldn’t stop them. Not now that the idea’s in their head.

      It’s as the panic is surging through me that a familiar feeling—that same feeling that began to well up when I realized Mark wanted to hurt me—begins to surge through me again. Like a rush of strange, cool energy that is also nice to feel takes control of me. The fear bleeds away, like a wave in an ocean brushing everything in its path to the side.

      And that’s when I begin to transform.
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      The closest thing I can compare it to is being plunged into a pool of cold water. The cool feeling that welled up inside me expands suddenly, faster than I can keep up, shooting out from the pit of my stomach and into my arms, legs, and head. It’s overwhelming in its intensity, as if every nerve in my body is suddenly bursting with energy, the cells struggling to contain it. I feel like there’s an electric current coursing through me, uncontainable and unrelenting as it pulses from my core out to my fingers. For a moment, I wonder if I’m dying. Is this what a heart attack feels like?

      My body seizes up all at once, my back going rigid at the new sensation, and I see the two men look at each other--first in confusion, and then in fear. I don’t understand why they look so panicked until my eyes travel down my own body and see my skin beginning to… change color? Yes, it’s definitely taking on a reddish tint. Is this some sort of physical reaction to the adrenaline? A panic attack? It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, but I’m willing to chalk it up to some kind of medical problem. That is until I see little concentric arches rippling up my hands, first becoming hard and then flaking off my skin, like scales. They’re a shimmering metallic green, almost iridescent in the dim light streaming in from outside, and it’s at that moment that I realize this isn’t something medical--at least, nothing medical that I’ve ever heard of.

      “What the fuck…?” asks the first man, taking a step away from me and grabbing his friend’s arm. “What is she…?” The second man just shakes his head in disbelief, looking at me like I’m a cornered animal that might attack at any minute.

      The changes don’t stop there. I let out a surprised cry as I feel something happening to my teeth; first they feel like they’re falling out, but then I realize that’s not what is happening. They’re growing, getting longer and pointer at the same time, digging uncomfortably into my lower lip.

      This has to be a nightmare, I think, plunging my hands into hair that no longer feels quite right, it’s softer and longer. I’m asleep back on the pull-out couch in Mark and Tonya’s basement. I fell asleep in front of the TV or something, and this is what I’m dreaming about. Right? Right?! But it sure as hell doesn’t feel like a dream. The sensations are all too real, too logical, and that unfamiliar feeling in my torso is stronger than ever.

      “What the fuck are you doing, kid?” demands the first man, digging in his pocket and pulling out a switchblade. “This isn’t funny!”

      He’s scared, I realize with a start. They both are. I don’t blame them. I’m scared, too.

      “Get… away… from me…” I say, groaning with the discomfort that has now swallowed me completely. These men, and the possibility of them hurting me, is suddenly the furthest thing from my mind. I’m entirely focused on what’s happening to me--what’s wrong with me--and trying to contain the explosive, frigid energy that feels like it’s threatening to burst out through every pore and cell. The men stare at me, looking uncertain. “Please,” I tell them again, my voice rising. “I don’t know what’s happening!”

      “Look,” the second man says in a low tone to his companion, “she’s not going anywhere. Let’s just take the backpack and go.”

      The first man gives him a doubtful look, but nods after a moment, and the two of them begin to move back towards me. “No!” I yell, unable to think of anything else to say; my mind feels like it’s falling apart almost as quickly as my body. My nails, which I normally keep short and neat, are getting longer at this point, too, extending past the ends of my fingers and turning hard, durable, and pointy. Like claws.

      It’s all I can do to move backwards as the two men approach, some part of me wondering if I can somehow escape out the window, and another part telling me that’s impossible. Soon they have me backed up against the wall, the rigid concrete hitting my back as I look around frantically. I’m desperate for something to do, something to use... anything so that I can get these guys away from me and focus on more important things. Like the fact that something very wrong is happening to my body, and I have no idea how to stop it.

      They’re almost on top of me now, the first man reaching his arms out as he rushes forward, grabbing for my backpack. If I lose it, I’m screwed. Desperate, fear taking hold of me completely, I let out an incoherent scream, louder than I think I ever have.

      And that’s when a jet of fire bursts from my mouth, reaching as far as one of those makeshift flamethrowers you make with a lighter and a can of hairspray. The guys stop, the fear back on their faces. I’m left to just stare as the fire burns out, dissolving into a waft of smoke, wondering how the hell it was possible. How the hell any of this was possible. The fact that my mouth feels fine when it should be scorched, burned beyond recognition, occurs to me moments later For a split second I wonder if it’s not a dream at all, but a hallucination. That would explain why it didn’t hurt me, but it wouldn’t explain why the men are staring at me like… well, like I just breathed fire.

      “I don’t like this,” says the first man, eyeing me warily. “Whatever this is, I don’t like it. We should just go. We can bring the others back and deal with her then.”

      “No,” snaps the second man. “Nobody muscles in on our territory, especially a little girl. Grab her, keep her from doing that again. I’ll get the bag--”

      But at the sound of their words I’m doing the only thing I can think of: screaming again, as loud as I can, praying more fire will come out of me and not caring about how that is physically impossible. And it does. Another blast of flame shoots out of my mouth, coming dangerously close to reaching the two men.

      “Fuck this,” the first man says, shaking his head. “You’re on your own.” And then he’s turning around and sprinting for the door, not looking back even as his companion yells threats and obscenities.

      The second man stares me down for another moment, calculating his odds against someone who’s mutated into some kind of fire-breathing freak, and eventually drops his shoulders, taking a step back. He opens his mouth like he’s going to say something else to me, but then closes it. He backs up a few paces before turning and bolting the same way the other guy went.

      I’m left standing there, shaking and staring down at myself. Do I dare?

      Before I have time to think about it, I’m turning around to face the window, looking at my reflection once again in the grimy reflection. I’m nearly unrecognizable. I look like a monster. My arms and legs are covered in scales, my hair has turned almost white and coarse, my skin still has that red tinge to it. There are claws on my fingers and fangs protruding from my mouth. It’s not something I think I could describe to anyone, and even as the sheer impossibility of everything that just happened continues to flood my mind, the aftershocks are taking over, and I realize I’m shaking.

      Breathing hard, trying not to hyperventilate and pass out, I drop back down to the floor, trembling with chills and cold sweat. Two near-misses in one day, and I’m not out of the woods yet. What do I do now? Go to the hospital? Will they even be able to help me?

      Of course they will, the rational part of me desperately pipes up. It’s obviously some kind of medical condition. There’s no other explanation.

      Okay, sure. I could buy that for the scales, nails, and red skin, but what about the fire? When in history has a person breathed fire outside of the circus? And how am I supposed to explain that to any doctor who comes to examine me? I can already see the headlines, the documentaries, the men in black from the government and the scientists taking me away to some lab or quarantine somewhere, doing tests until the end of time and never letting me see the light of day again. What else would they do? No way. I’m on my own.

      I realize I’m crying from a combination of exhaustion, the trauma of the attack, and my fear about my physical condition. Taking a shaky breath, I close my eyes, putting my head on my knees and praying this is all some sick joke. The hidden cameras will be revealed any minute now, and I’ll go back home to apologize to Mark, whether he deserves it or not. That has to be better than this nightmare I’ve ended up in.

      It’s not until my panicked tears are drying that I notice something. The icy cold feeling from before, that freezing energy that overtook my body when I changed, is starting to subside. My hands are starting to feel normal again, and when I look down, I’m shocked to see that my nails are retracting back into my fingers, my skin beginning to go back to its normal color. And there’s more; the scaly patches crawling up my arms are disappearing back into my skin, absorbed under the surface. I touch my canines, which are already returning to the length they were before. I run a hand through my hair and pull a strand into the light, seeing my blonde locks back. Glancing behind me at the dirty window one more time, I see that, as far as appearances, I’m back to normal again.

      Okay. So it wasn’t permanent… whatever it was. That doesn’t make me feel a whole lot better, though; I felt the same thing back at the house, after Mark tried to hit me. It didn’t escalate this far that time, but it’s proof enough for my scared, sleep-deprived mind that if something else happens to trigger it, it will happen again. And I don’t know how to prevent it.

      I’m just beginning to rifle around in my backpack for my cell phone, wondering if there’s anyone I can turn to for advice, when there’s a loud booming noise on the other side of the warehouse. It sounds a bit like a firecracker going off--a short, loud crack that pierces the air and nearly makes me jump out of my skin. This is followed by the sound of footsteps scuffing on the concrete, and I can make out two figures in the shadows. For a moment I panic again, thinking that it must be the two men. They came back, I think, eyes widening. They came back; they brought their friends, and I’m back to normal. I’m dead.

      But then the footsteps approach and I’m able to make out two figures, svelte and feminine. Women. Did the others send them?

      “Hello?” I call, my voice unsteady. “Who’s there?”

      Eventually the moonlight illuminates them more easily, and I see immediately that they don’t look normal, the same way I didn’t look normal a few minutes ago. Their skin is a deep ruby red, similar to the way mine was, and their eyes and hair are pitch black.

      I gasp, scrambling back, and the women look at each other for a moment. Then they’re changing, too, as easily as taking off an article of clothing, their skin going pale and their skin and eyes going back to looking normal. They look human now…not whatever they actually are.

      “Sorry to have frightened you,” the first one says, continuing to move forward until she’s standing in front of me. The other one hangs back, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “What…” I’m at a loss for words for a moment, and then the questions start to tumble out all at once. “What is this? How did you do that? Who are you?”

      “Millie Brix,” the first woman says, “we’ve been looking for you.”
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      I stare at her in shock, the fact that I just watched her body transform the same way mine did is temporarily forgotten. “I… How do you know my name?” I ask.

      “We’ve been keeping an eye on you for a while,” the woman responds, extending a hand to me. “My name is Samantha Goldstein.” Tentatively, I reach out and shake her hand, feeling numb. Samantha gestures to the other woman, who still hasn’t said anything. “This is my colleague, Josie Everhart.”

      The other woman gives me a thin smile. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Brix,” she says quietly.

      “You too,” I say, fully aware of how absurd this situation is. I’m standing in an abandoned warehouse, having just turned into some kind of fire-breathing monster, and now I’m greeting two other mutant women like it’s the most normal thing in the world. I turn back to Samantha. “What do you mean, you’ve been keeping an eye on me? Are you from the foster agency? Is this about what happened with Mark?”

      Samantha beckons to Josie, who wordlessly walks over to join us. “Why don’t we sit down for a while? We have quite a bit to go over with you and believe me when I say I think you’re going to want to be sitting down when we tell you this.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask. “You just show up and… and transform like that, and now you want to sit down with me and chat? What’s going on? What do you want with me?”

      “Ms. Brix,” says Josie, gesturing at the now-forgotten cardboard sheet on the floor, “please.”

      I look from one woman to the other, eyeing them suspiciously. Samantha is a statuesque blonde, while Josie has dark skin and the face of a supermodel. I don’t see malice in their eyes, even though I have no idea who they are or where they came from. For a moment I hesitate, debating making a break for it, but I push the idea away. I still have no idea where I’ll go, and something tells me that these women might be my only hope for figuring out what’s wrong with me.

      Slowly, I sit back down, still clutching my backpack to my chest like it’s a lifeline. The other women follow suit, taking a seat on the cardboard and crossing their legs. For a minute I have the absurd feeling that I’m back in kindergarten again, sitting in a circle with the teachers as I wait for them to start the day’s story.

      Samantha eyes me for a moment before starting to speak, looking like she’s choosing her words carefully. “Something happened to you just now, didn’t it?” she asks. “Something you can’t explain.”

      “I…” I clear my throat, the idea of not telling her what happened flashing briefly through my mind, but I dismiss it. “Yes,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Something happened to my body. I can’t even describe it. It was like…”

      “Like you were transforming?” asks Josie gently.

      I nod. “These two guys came in here while I was sleeping. They were trying to steal from me, or… or worse.” I shake my head. “I was scared. They came towards me, and then it was like I started changing. My skin turned red. It looked sort of like yours was when you first showed up. There were these scaly things popping up on my arms, my teeth turned into fangs, my hair got thicker… and then I breathed fire.” I take a shaky breath, hardly believing the words even as they come out of my mouth. “I guess I scared them away, because they ran. I don’t know if they’re coming back. That’s when you guys arrived.”

      Josie’s eyebrows raise slightly, but Samantha just nods slowly, knowingly, like she’s seen this all happen a dozen times before. “For what it’s worth, Millie--can I call you that, by the way?” I hesitate for a moment and then nod. Samantha continues, “For what it’s worth, Millie, you’re not alone in this. I’ve seen more people your age in this exact situation than you can count.” She takes a breath, as if steeling herself before making a big announcement, and then says, “The truth is, you’re a shifter.”

      I stare at her blankly. “Huh?”

      “We use the word shifter as a shorthand for ‘shapeshifter’,” Josie adds.

      My expression must be giving away how confused I am, because Samantha says, “I get that this must be coming as a surprise to you. Up until tonight, you probably thought shapeshifters only existed in stories, right?”

      “Yeah,” I say dryly. “That’s because they do only exist in stories.”

      “Do they, though?” Samantha asks, holding her hand up in the beam of moonlight that’s coming in through the window. As if on cue, her skin begins to turn red again, the color deepening until her whole hand is the same shade of bright scarlet. She snaps her fingers, and suddenly her hand starts to glow, radiating white light as if it were a luminescent bulb. “Can you really say that this is anything other than magic?” she asks me, meeting my eyes with her own.

      I scoot back, my head spinning with fear and confusion. “How are you doing that?”

      “Josie and I are witch shifters,” Samantha says. “Yes, you heard that right--witches. We have the ability to turn into another form. The red skin, the black eyes, the magic… that’s all witch stuff, and we access it by… well, by shapeshifting.”

      “So you’re saying I’m a witch?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief. “Like Harry Potter?”

      Josie chuckles. “Hardly.” Samantha shoots her a warning look, and she quiets, returning her dark eyes to me.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” Samantha says, closing her hand as it returns to normal. “There are more types of shifters than just witches. Dragons, vampires, wolves, sirens…”

      “And up until now, you probably didn’t know any of those things even existed,” adds Josie, tucking her legs under her. “You’re probably thinking we’re crazy, right?”

      I let out a long breath, biting my lip for a moment. “I don’t even know what to think anymore.”

      “Well, that’s progress,” Samantha says. “Confusion is normal at this point. The truth is, you shapeshifted back there when those guys attacked you. The fear response is what activated your powers. That happens a lot when shifters come into their own--usually right around your age. As witches, we have charms in place to locate and track the source of any new shifter magic--in this case, you.”

      I run a hand through my hair, feeling more tired than ever. “This is crazy. I don’t… I mean, what? You guys show up here out of nowhere and tell me I have magic powers, and you’re acting like this is all normal.”

      “That’s because it is normal,” says Josie. “For us, at least.”

      I stare at them, looking from one to the other. Their expressions are frustratingly calm and casual. I feel like my life has been turned completely upside-down, like I can’t get a grip on anything that’s happening to me anymore. The rational part of my brain is fighting against all this, telling me they must be lying, this must be a joke, magic isn’t real, humans can’t transform… But the other part, the part that knows deep down that this isn’t a dream, is whispering that I might as well listen to them, that this is as good of an explanation as any for what happened to me earlier. You were wondering why you breathed fire, that part of me murmurs. You know it’s physically impossible, but it happened anyway. Who says this isn’t the reason?

      I find myself thinking back to that growing feeling of being out of place, that sense of non-belonging that I’ve felt growing inside me all my life, that cool, foreign energy that I felt coursing through my body. It’s all too much, and I just want to go to sleep for about a year. But that’s not happening, and I know it. “Let’s say I believe you,” I say slowly, pursing my lips. “Let’s say I believe that shapeshifters are real, that I’m one of them. Why did you come find me? What do you want with me?”

      “That’s the big question,” Samantha says, nodding approvingly. “If you thought this was like Harry Potter before, Millie, you have no idea what is coming.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “What do you mean?”

      “There’s a reason most humans don’t know that shifters exist,” she replies deliberately. “You can probably imagine what would happen if all of society knew about magic and magical beings. Scientists would never leave us alone. There could be fighting, discrimination, full-on wars, for all we know. That’s why we let them believe we’re just the stuff of fairy tales. But there are a few humans who know about us. Heads of government, trusted members of our society. People we can be fairly sure will have the best interests of shifters in mind.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly. “I guess I’m with you.”

      “Good,” says Samantha. “Things between humans and shifters haven’t always been peaceful, though. There was a period of time when even the humans who knew about us seemed ready to take action against us.”

      “Why?” I ask, finding myself intrigued even though what they’re telling me is absurd.

      “They were afraid, I think,” Samantha answered. “When we started becoming more common, it shook up relations between shifters and humans. Many of us didn’t even know we were shifters, and our abilities were unstable and unpredictable. It looked like things were going to get ugly, especially with the possibility of shifters forming an army and making a move against them. But it wasn’t like they could get rid of us, so eventually, our two societies came to an agreement.”

      Josie met my eyes. “The humans founded a series of schools on every major continent, academies where newly-discovered shifters can learn to use their powers under supervision. There, they are taught how to coexist with humans, how to keep their powers under control, and how to keep the secrets of our society safe. Samantha and I are representatives of the English-speaking branch of Shifter Academy.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I say, my sarcasm just barely masking my confusion. “You guys are… what, recruiters? And somehow your witchy powers told you that I had transformed, so you came here to pick me up and bring me to this Shifter Academy. Do I have this right?”

      “That’s the long and short of it, yes,” says Samantha.

      “Shit,” I mutter, staring down at the floor. “You guys realize how insane this sounds, right? I mean, it does. It sounds insane.”

      “I know,” Samantha says, and I can see sympathy in her expression. “We realize this is a lot to put on you. The truth is. A lot of shifters are like you: orphans or transients, who either didn’t know their parents or were abandoned by them after they found out what they were. Not everyone can handle the truth of what we are.”

      My eyes widen. “Are you saying that’s why my parents left me in the hospital when I was a baby? Did they know what I was?”

      Josie and Samantha exchange a look, and something that I can’t identify crosses their faces. “That’s not clear to us,” Samantha says, not looking at me.

      “But how did you know my name, then?” I ask. “You must have more information about me.”

      “We only know your name because we sensed it,” Josie replies. “We’re highly trained in the use of our witch powers. They allow us to get bits of information about the source of an unexpected burst of magical energy. We’ve been following you ever since you left your house. That was when your shifting magic first appeared on our radar.”

      I think back to the incident with Mark, nodding. I had to admit it made sense. There’s a long moment of silence as I struggle to process everything they’ve just told me, but soon it becomes clear that it’s going to take longer than a few minutes to come to grips with it. “So what now?” I ask at last, looking back up at the two women.

      “Now,” Samantha says, “you’re going to come with us. The Academy is waiting for you.”
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Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      I wish I could properly put into words the combination of thoughts and emotions that are swirling around in my head when Samantha tells me this. The look on her face is irritatingly calm, like she’s a parent patiently waiting for her kid to grasp a simple math concept. But my mind is a mess. I find myself thinking back to the fact that yesterday morning I was waking up at home in bed, the only worries on my mind was the fact that I had an upcoming history exam and that we were out of instant coffee. Now here I am, sitting across from two strange women with magic powers who are telling me that I, too, have magic powers.

      Secret societies. Magical boarding schools. Supernatural beings. And I still haven’t even fully processed the fact that I breathed fire a few minutes ago. It’s all too much. I drop my head and cover my face with my hand, my shoulders slumping. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so tired. “You have to be kidding,” I mumble into my hands, not looking at Samantha or Josie. Suddenly the idea of meeting their eyes is too much for me.

      “We’re not,” Samantha says, “but I can see that you’re feeling a little overwhelmed.”

      “A little overwhelmed?” I ask, lifting my head. “A little overwhelmed? You’re telling me that you’re going to whisk me away to some kind of boarding school for shapeshifters, and you think I’m just a little overwhelmed?”

      “Okay,” Samantha concedes, “fine. Very overwhelmed. But trust me when I say that with time, this will all stop being so scary. Once you’re at Shifter Academy, things will start to feel more normal. I promise.”

      “You’re assuming I’m even going to go with you,” I say slowly, my eyes narrowing. “I never agreed to this.”

      Josie raises her eyebrows. “Are you saying you’re not going to come with us?”

      I shrug my shoulders, even though I can already feel myself making up my mind. My world has been turned upside-down already. I’m not about to shake it up any more. “Are you going to force me?”

      The woman exchanged another one of those cryptic looks, and it’s enough to make me want to scream. It feels like this is all a joke, and I’m the punchline. “If you’re asking whether we’ll take you there against your will,” Samantha replies slowly, “the answer is no. We’re not authorized to do that. Even if we were, we wouldn’t be able to teach someone who’s hellbent on not participating.”

      “Good,” I say, a little smugly, finally feeling like I’m getting a scrap of power back. I get to my feet, dusting the dirt and grime off my hands. God, I need a shower. “Then I guess we don’t have anything else to talk about.”

      “Just a minute, Millie,” Samantha says. The women both stand up, their expressions unreadable. “I would advise you to think long and hard about this,” Samantha continues, staring at me with her big blue eyes. “It’s true that we can’t force you to come with us. But that doesn’t mean your life can just go back to normal now.”

      My eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

      “For starters,” Josie chimes in, “your powers have been activated now. There’s no undoing that once it happens. Sooner or later, you’ll end up with your back against the wall again - and I’m guessing sooner, considering you seem to be living on the streets - and you’ll shift again. It’s a dangerous ability, and if you don’t learn how to control it, then you may end up hurting someone. Or yourself.”

      “I’ll take my chances,” I snap, not liking the condescension in her tone.

      “Second of all,” Samantha adds, crossing her arms over her chest, “you’re on the grid now, Millie, whether you like it or not. We detected your identity and your magic, and if we could do it, then others will be able to as well. Other shifters, for example, and eventually, humans, too. If our liaisons with the human community find out that there’s a rogue shifter out in the world, they’ll watch you. And if - when - your powers start to cause problems, because you’ve never been trained in using them, they will come after you.”

      I swallow, feeling my confidence falter a little. “And then?” I ask, not sure if I really want to know the answer.

      “And then they’ll deal with you as they see fit,” Josie finishes. “Humans may be our allies, but make no mistake: they’re not our friends. This school is a way of protecting you from their perception that shifters are a danger to the world. If you don’t accept our help, you’re taking on the risk of living your life as a rogue shifter. And trust me when I say that rogue shifters don’t last long.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “But that’s not fair,” I protest. “I didn’t ask for any of this! Now you’re saying that if I don’t give up everything I have here, they’ll never leave me alone?”

      “No,” agrees Samantha. “It’s not fair. But it’s the reality of the world we live in.”

      “Besides,” Josie says, her tone gentle but firm, “what’s left for you here, anyway?” I feel like her eyes are boring a hole into me, seeing more about my life than she has any right to know.

      And why shouldn’t she? some part of me asks. Look at you. You’re dirty, you’re alone, you’re lost, and you have nowhere to go. It doesn’t take a genius to see that.

      True enough. But I’m not about to give up my freedom so easily. I’ve spent my life being passed from one person to another, never getting a say in it and never being in charge of my own fate. I’d rather be alone than be a prisoner. “I don’t have much,” I agree, “but I’m not giving up any more of what I have to make other people happy.” I square my shoulders, looking from one woman to the other. “Thank you for the offer,” I say, “but I’ll take my chances.”

      Josie bows her head, and Samantha gives me a curt nod. “Okay,” she says at last. “If that’s what you want. You’re making a mistake, though, and I think you know that.” I open my mouth to argue, but she holds up a hand. “Relax,” she says. “It’s all right. I’ll tell you what, though…” She turns to look at Josie, who nods, seemingly already knowing what she’s going to say. “We aren’t leaving the city until the morning,” Samantha tells me. “It’s a little past midnight now. We’re going to depart from the docks on the south side of the city--the pier down by the old marina. If you change your mind--and I strongly suggest you do--come meet us there at nine AM. We’ll be going whether you show up or not. Think hard about this, Millie.”

      “Okay,” I say, nodding. “But I’m not going to change my mind.”

      “If you say so,” Samantha says. “In that case, we’ll say goodbye now.” She motions to Josie, who nods to me before turning and heading in the direction of the door. “Be seeing you,” Samantha says, and follows her.

      I’m left to watch them go, feeling more alone than I ever have before.

      

      It takes me a long time to go back to sleep. After setting an alarm on my phone, and noticing that the battery is getting low--I’ll have to find a place to charge it before too long, I spend a long time back on the sheet of cardboard, staring at the ceiling. For a while I’m afraid to go to sleep, wondering if the thugs from earlier are going to return--this time with friends--but after more than an hour I let myself relax a little. If they were really going to come back, they probably would have done so already. Most likely they don’t want to take the risk, and I don’t blame them. I’m not under any illusions that these powers--whatever they are--aren’t dangerous.

      The longer I lie there, trying to find sleep, the more I start to have second thoughts. Was I too hasty to send the women away? It was obvious they wanted to help me, and as shocking as this all is, wouldn’t it be better to have someone in my corner, someone who understands what’s happening to me? What if I transform again and hurt myself… or someone else? Then there’s what they said about humans coming after me if that happens. With no family to speak of, it would be easy enough for them to make me disappear, to whisk me off to some black site where I’ll never be heard from again, all in the name of keeping the human world safe from shifters.

      I can feel a fresh wave of anxiety bubbling up inside me, and if it weren’t for the fact that I’m physically exhausted, I probably wouldn’t be able to fall asleep. Eventually, though, I drift off, uncomfortable as I am on the hard concrete floor, and when I do, I dream.

      I’m in a police interrogation room. The detective has his hands on the desk, his eyes furious as he stares down at me. I don’t feel quite right, and there’s a creeping, haunting sensation that I’ve done something terrible. “Why did you do it?” he asks me, slamming his hand down on the desk. “Why? People are dead because of you, Millie. Innocent people. All because you were too selfish to think of anyone but yourself.”

      “I’m sorry,” I begin, desperate to explain myself, even though I don’t even know what I did to end up here. “I didn’t mean to. You have to believe me.”

      “Oh, I know you didn’t mean to,” the detective says, “but that doesn’t change the fact that you did it. You thought you could mess around with things you can’t control and look at what’s happened. You’re a murderer.”

      “A murderer?” My eyes widen. “No, that’s not true. There has to be some mistake.” I lift my hand to try to placate him, and that’s when I notice two things.

      The first is that my hand doesn’t look human. It’s red and scaly, with razor sharp claws where the nails should be.

      The second is that it’s covered in blood.

      I sit bolt upright on the cardboard, gasping for breath. There’s sweat staining my clothes, and my heart is pounding out of my chest. I look around as I try to collect myself after the nightmare and notice that light is streaming in through the window. I’m still in the warehouse, it’s morning, and the storm from last night finally seems to have let up.

      There’s a lump in my throat, and I’m filled with the sense of guilt, terror, and unease that always comes after a bad dream like that. Relax, I tell myself. It was just a dream, probably because you were still thinking about all this shifter stuff. You’re fine. You didn’t hurt anybody.

      No, the other part of my mind argues, but you could. You know that, don’t you?

      “Damn it,” I mutter, raking a hand through my dirty hair. I can already feel the stubborn resistance I had to the women from the academy melting away, the dream having planted a paralyzing seed of fear and anxiety in my chest. Who am I kidding, anyway? It’s not like I have any other options. Even if the dream doesn’t end up coming true, even if these abilities don’t cause a disaster, I’m still alone, jobless, and friendless. How long will I last on the streets, anyway? Maybe before I turned into some kind of supernatural being, I could have made it work. It would have been hard, sure, and I might not have been cut out for it, but I could have at least given it a shot. But things are different now, and there’s no denying that. The scope of my world has been changed, whether I like it or not.

      I let out a long sigh, feeling the resignation wash over me.

      I don’t have a choice--I never had a choice.

      Stretching, I grab my phone to check the time, and my eyes widen. It’s a quarter to nine. If I’m not at the dock in fifteen minutes, Samantha and Josie will be gone forever.
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      The fact that I’m not at all familiar with this part of town isn’t doing me favors, and by the time I’ve scrambled to my feet, gathered up my stuff, and bolted out of the warehouse and back into the bright sunshine, I’m almost positive I’m not going to make it. Frantic, I pull out my phone, feeling half-insane as I bring up the maps app. If I miss this chance, I’m screwed, and it’s rapidly going up on nine.

      Yeah, I think dryly, and whose fault is that, exactly? Okay, fine. Mine. Point taken. But can you blame me?

      I’m in luck; the marina Samantha mentioned is close--less than ten minutes away, if I run. Not wasting another minute, I jog down the street. The passersby are still giving me dirty looks, but for some reason--whether it’s the fact that I’m in such a hurry or the fact that I now know I have the ability to breathe fire--they don’t scare me as much as they did last night. All I care about at this point is heading those two witches off before they take away my only chance to make sense of this new situation.

      Rounding onto a busier street, I pick up my pace, nearly crashing into a couple that’s walking in my direction. I call an apology over my shoulder as I go, feeling the necklace that Mollie gave me digging into my heel against the sole of my boot. There’s no time to adjust it; I bolt forward, passing confused-looking pedestrians as I make a beeline for the docks. Soon I can see the outline of the pier in the distance, dark against the sun that’s glistening off the water. And there… yes, I can see them. Two, by now familiar, female figures. It’s a minute to nine; all I can do is pray that they’ll see me coming and wait.

      I sprint the rest of the way to the pier, kicking myself all the while for telling them to go away. As I get closer, I see that their backs are to me, and they’re facing out towards the waves, shielding their eyes from the glaring sun with their hands. “Hey!” I yell as soon as I’m in shouting distance. They don’t seem to hear me, and I can see Samantha extending her hands, as if she were praying… or casting a spell. Her skin has gone red again. “Hey!” I shout again, tearing across the wooden planks as I reach the end of the dock.

      Finally, I seem to have gotten their attention. Josie is the first one to turn to look at me, raising her eyebrows slightly when she sees me jogging towards her. She nudges Samantha on the arm who then lowers her hands and turns in my direction. I think I see the hint of a half-smile on her face when she realizes I’ve changed my mind, and I’m willing to let her have the satisfaction, considering how narrowly I almost missed them. “I’m sorry,” I say, breathless as I slow to a walk and close the distance between us. “I’m sorry. I almost didn’t make it.”

      Samantha quirks an eyebrow at me. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      “If you think I’m saying I’ve had a change of heart and want to come with you after all, then yes,” I reply without missing a beat. My face feels a little flushed, both from the exercise and from the embarrassment.

      Samantha’s smile grows. “I’m glad to hear it. I had a feeling you might end up coming here after all.” She holds her hand out to me, and I can see the honesty in her eyes. Not hesitating this time, I reach out and take it, giving it a short, firm shake. “You made the right choice, Millie. Seriously.”

      I nod, still breathing hard, and the sense of relief that washes over me is enough to make me agree with her. “Well,” I say, trailing behind them as they return to the end of the pier, “what happens now? Horse-drawn carriage? Flying carpet?”

      Josie chuckles. “Don’t you think that would be a little cliche?” She turns to Samantha, who nods and extends her arms again. I watch as her skin turns red, the color rippling up her arms to her elbows, her palms beginning to glow with an eerie light in a matching shade of crimson. I glance behind us. If someone happened to pass by, they would be in for one hell of a sight. But there’s nothing to worry about; the marina is deserted, and even on the farther docks there’s hardly a soul to be seen.

      Overhead, a seagull shrieks down at us. For a moment, there’s just the silence of the pier, the lapping of the waves, and my own heart beating in my ears. Then I notice a tingling sensation in my body. It starts in my fingers and then begins to vibrate upwards, growing stronger each time. Seconds later, my eyes widen as I stare down at my body. If I hadn’t seen everything I’ve seen in the past day, I would think I was hallucinating. I can see through my legs. Underneath my feet, which have gone translucent, I can make out the shape of the boards we’re standing on.

      I snap my head back up, panicking a little, and grab Josie by the arm. “It’s okay,” she says, nodding down at her own legs. They’re turning see-through as well, as are Samantha’s.  “Just relax. It will be over in a minute.”

      Fighting my instinctive reaction to freak out, knowing already that at this point I’m better off just sitting back and enjoying the ride, I drop my shoulders and let the sensation wash over me. Soon, the planks under my feet are changing color, going from brown to vibrant green, and I can see the shapes of grass blades becoming clear. It’s like a Polaroid photograph that’s slowly developing in front of my eyes, except instead of the changes happening on a piece of celluloid, they’re happening to the ground beneath me. The next thing I know, the cool breeze off the ocean is dying down, the sky turning overcast, the sounds of the waves fading into the background.

      I look around again, and my breath catches in my throat.

      We’re no longer at the Marina. In fact, it’s becoming increasingly clear to me that we’re no longer in the city, period. We now stand on top of a sloping hill, with green fields stretching out as far as the eye can see. In the distance is a forest, following more rolling hills onto the horizon. It’s nowhere I can recognize, and for all I know, we could be miles away from where we just were. In fact…

      “Where are we?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “A few minutes off campus,” Josie replies. She points behind me, and I follow her motion, eyebrows raising as I take in what’s on my other side. The hill continues downward, lush green grass carpeting the ground, and at the bottom is an enormous, old building. It reminds me a little of an old-fashioned boarding school, like something out of a movie, supported by tall marble pillars, with balconies on every story and ivy creeping up the outer wall. In front of it is a paved road that wraps around in a loop before snaking away towards the forest in the background.

      “Is that…?” I ask, not able to pull my gaze away. Samantha nods.

      It’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen, and I can’t help but suck in a breath. This can’t be real, can it? None of this is possible. Again I wonder if I’m dreaming, and again I have to remind myself that I’m not. “Where are we?” I ask, my voice sounding soft and far away. “How did we get here?”

      “A teleportation spell,” Samantha replies. “It’s a taxing form of magic, especially when we’re going this far, but it’s more efficient than other human forms of transportation. Sometimes I forget what it’s like to experience it for the first time.” She puts her hands on her hips, and I can now see that she looks a little drained. “We’re on an island,” she continues. “Not far from Scotland, actually. It’s not huge, but it’s all property of the academy.”

      “Now you see why coming with us was so important,” Josie adds. “This is a place away from prying eyes, where you can train in peace and safety.” She turns to Samantha, raising an eyebrow. “Although I don’t see why you couldn’t have just brought us to the front door, while you were at it.”

      Samantha shoots her a look. “You try jumping three people this far. I’m beat. Besides…” She nods to me, smirking a little. “I always like to see the looks on their faces when they see it from up here.”

      I clear my throat, unable to disagree with her. I feel like I’ve stepped out of the real world and into the pages of one of my fantasy books. “So what now?” I ask. “Do I have to sign up for classes? Where am I going to live?”

      “All in due time,” Samantha says, holding up a hand. “We’ll start by taking you to the registrar’s office, and from there we can figure out what classes you’ll need to take first.”

      “Speaking of which,” I say, “that reminds me. You said that there are - what, five different types of shifters?” Josie nods, and I continue. “But you never told me which kind I am.” I see something cross her face, but it’s gone too quickly for me to identify it. Now that the danger is over for the time being, I can’t help but feel a little curious which type of shifter I am. That’s a weird thing to think about, I think.

      “I mean,” I continue, “I turned red like you guys, but I also had claws, and fur, and scales, and fangs…” I shake my head, thinking back to my monstrous appearance when I looked at my reflection earlier. “So what am I?”

      Josie clears her throat. “Why don’t we start walking, and we’ll tell you what we know on the way? Would that be all right?”

      I nod, and the three of us begin to make our way down the slope and towards the front of the building.

      “The truth is,” she says, not looking at me as we pick our way over the grassy ground, “we’re not sure what kind of shifter you are.”

      My brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

      “Your magic signature was unlike anything we’ve ever seen before,” Samantha chimes in. “At first, we weren’t even sure if we had detected a shifter. I was wondering if my charm was faulty and needed to be replaced.” She turns to look at me. “So far, you’ve described characteristics of several types of shifters. The fur is typical of wolf shifters, but the claws and scales sound like a siren--or maybe a dragon.”

      “I did breathe fire earlier,” I admit. “When those guys attacked me.” Samantha raises her eyebrows but doesn’t reply, looking thoughtful.

      “And then there are the fangs, which makes me think vampire,” Josie says, “but you said your skin turned red, like ours.”

      “So you’re saying I’m… what, just a mish-mash of all these different kinds?” I ask. “How is that even possible?”

      “It’s not,” replies Samantha. “At least, not as far as I’m aware. That’s why we need to talk to somebody else and get more information. Someone who knows more about these things might be able to get to the bottom of it.”

      “I guess I have two reasons to thank you guys for bringing me here, then,” I say quietly. “I’m sorry I was so rude to you earlier. I was just scared, I think.”

      “That’s normal,” Josie replies. “What matters is that you’re here now, and you’re safe. Now your training can start.” We stop where the circular drive passes in front of the building. The giant front doors stare me down, and I’m struck by the sense that after I walk through them, my life as I knew it, as much of a life as I had, anyway, will be over. Josie smiles at me as if she can read my thoughts - and for all I know, she can.

      “Millie Brix,” says Samantha, starting toward the doors, “welcome to Shifter Academy.”
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      The women push the doors open and we find ourselves in a large entrance hall. The ceiling seems almost impossibly high, with marble floors underfoot and an enormous staircase in the back leading to the upper levels. Hallways and classrooms stretch in every direction, and as tranquil as it looked from the outside, inside, the school is bustling with life. Students and teachers mill about, some looking like they’re on their way to classes and some looking like they’ve just gotten finished. They jostle each other as they move through the entrance hall, passing papers back and forth and moving in gossiping clumps.

      The students all wear pristine white uniforms--skirts or leggings for the girls and slacks for the guys. I suppose if this is some kind of ancient magical school; it makes sense that there’s a dress code. The thing that startles me, though, is how normal they all seem: no claws or fangs to speak of, just a plethora of normal skin tones, with no scales, fur, or magical powers to be seen. If I didn’t know better, I might mistake this for just another European boarding school.

      “Cat got your tongue, Millie?” Josie asks, a gleam in her eye as they lead me across the foyer. We turn a corner into a hallway full of old-fashioned classrooms and offices, the kind you would find in a 1900s boarding school. Part of me wonders how the hell I’ll ever find my way around this place.

      “The students,” I reply quietly. “They all seem so…”

      “Human?” offers Samantha. “Don’t be fooled. They’re all shifters, like you.”

      “Like me?” I ask.

      “I see where you’re going with this,” Samantha replies. “The answer is no; none of them have shown characteristics of more than one clan… until now.”

      “I see,” I say, heart sinking a little. “But why haven’t any of them… you know, transformed?”

      “Excellent question,” replies Samantha. “Transforming is strictly forbidden outside of class, at least until you’ve shown to be competent at controlling your powers. Of course, many students break the rules and do it anyway, but if you want to stay on the good side of the faculty here, you won’t test your luck.”

      “Got it,” I say, nodding. “No unsupervised transformation.” Again I’m struck by the absurdity of this whole situation, but at this point I’m too far in to start questioning my sanity again. At least if this is just some crazy hallucination, so far, it’s not a bad one.

      I gape at my surroundings as we go, lagging behind the other women as I try to take in the strange new world around me. Even without levitating bookcases and magic wands, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. After eighteen years of bouncing from one public school to the next, passed from one disinterested foster family to another, I’m overwhelmed by the newness of it all. Briefly, and not for the first time, I wonder about Mollie--what ever happened to her? Is she safe? Will she ever find out what became of me?

      I’m jostled away from this train of thought when the witches come to an abrupt stop in front of an office door marked “Registrar”. Not bothering to knock, Samantha pulls it open and waves us through to an enormous wooden desk. Behind it is an ancient woman with a pair of enormous glasses balanced on the end of her nose.

      She looks up when we enter. “Ms. Goldstein, Ms. Everhart,” she says, pushing aside the stack of files in front of her. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” Her eyes settle on me. “A new student?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Fairbanks,” Josie says, taking a seat on the other side of the desk. I follow suit, finding myself between the two witches. “We were alerted to her early last night, and we tracked her down in an abandoned warehouse.”

      “I see,” says Mrs. Fairbanks, scrutinizing me. “A runaway?” I stare at her, feeling like she’s looking right through me. “It’s all right, my dear,” she adds. “You’re not the first. Do you have a family that needs to be notified?”

      “I…” I begin, and the truth of my situation falls on me again. “No. No family. My foster dad was trying to hurt me, so I… I ran away from home. That’s when they found me.” I don’t know what’s compelling me to tell her all this, but I can’t help it. It’s like she’s opening me up just by looking at me.

      “Ah,” Mrs. Fairbanks says, nodding. “Well, it’s a good thing we found you, then. Now, tell me, Miss…”

      “Brix,” I reply. “Millie Brix.”

      “Ms. Brix,” she continues, “what kind of shifter are you, exactly?”

      I stare at her, wondering what on earth I’m supposed to say. A hybrid? Some kind of freakish combination? Again, my mind flashes back to the hideous monster I saw in the reflection of the warehouse window, and I suddenly feel like I want to cry. I can feel that old, familiar worry welling up inside me as I look at this kindly woman with her wrinkled face, that fear that I’ll never properly belong anywhere. It looks a little different now, but at the end of the day, it’s the same old anxiety.

      “I don’t know,” I breathe. “What’s wrong with me?” I’m not sure who the question is directed toward, but it’s out before I can stop it.

      Mrs. Fairbanks’ brow furrows, and the others exchange a look.

      I turn to Samantha. “You said you couldn’t figure out what kind of shifter I am. Does that mean there’s some kind of problem?” A horrible possibility comes to me then, and I touch her arm. “Can you even teach me here?”

      Josie puts a gentle hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right, Millie. It’s all right.” She looks up to address Mrs. Fairbanks. “Her shifter signature was all over the place, and her aura back at the warehouse was… Well, like a rainbow. She showed signs of all five clans.”

      “Really?” Mrs. Fairbanks’ brow furrows, and she leans forward, examining me with her large, inquisitive eyes. “That’s unusual.” She reaches out for me and then hesitates. “May I?” Hesitatingly, I nod, and her eyes suddenly go black, the same way the other witches’ did back at the warehouse.

      I guess we know what kind of shifter she is, I think dryly.

      Taking my chin in her hand, the old woman stares at me, turning my face this way and that. “Mm,” she says, nodding. “Mm-hmm. Very unusual.” She lets me go, and her eyes go back to the watery blue that they were moments before. “You’re certainly right, Ms. Everhart. I have to admit, I've never seen anything like this before, and I've been working at the Academy for fifty years." Seeing the dismayed look on my face, she rushes to add, "But that's no reason to worry! We'll find a place for you here, Ms. Brix." She turns to the others. "I think it might be a good idea to bring President Hawthorne here and get his opinion."

      Samantha nods. "I think you're right."

      "Who's President Hawthorne?" I ask, feeling stupid.

      "He's the headmaster of this Shifter Academy," Samantha replies. "Since you've shown signs of multiple shifting abilities, he'll be the best one to decide how to design your schedule."

      "And I don't have to wait for the next term to start?"

      Samantha shakes her head. "Most of our new students are like you. Their powers manifest at random times after they turn eighteen, and they master them at different rates. We've made it easy to integrate new students into our program by dividing classes up based on skill level. You won’t have to worry about getting lost--all of your classmates will be relatively new shifters, like yourself."

      "I'll put a call in to President Hawthorne," Mrs. Fairbanks volunteers, already reaching for the old-fashioned rotary telephone on the desk. Before I can say anything else, she's dialing a number and speaking rapidly into the phone, talking for less than a minute before hanging up. "He'll be down shortly," she informs us. "Feel free to wait here."

      I stare down at my lap as we wait, unsure what to do or say. At least it sounds like they're not going to turn me away for being a freak, but that doesn't do much to put my mind at ease. All I can do now is wait… and hope this President Hawthorne feels the same way as the others.

      A few minutes later, the door to the office opens, and I look up. A guy who looks to be around my age pokes his head into the room. "Mrs. Fairbanks?" he says. His voice is melodic, with a slight Cheshire lilt in the accent. His hair is an ashy shade of blonde, his eyes a bright gray. "Professor Abernathy sent me to ask you about wolfsbane. Tomorrow's a full moon."

      A full moon? I think. Does this mean he’s a wolf shifter?

      I'm once again a little surprised by how nonchalant the students here are about their abilities--will I ever get to that point? Not if you only ever turn into an abomination like you did earlier, sneers a cynical part of me, but I do my best to ignore it.

      "Ah, Mr. Ivis," says Mrs. Fairbanks. "We received a new shipment this morning. Would you be a dear and make sure it got to the nurse's office?"

      "Of course," the guy says, giving her a nod. He glances at Samantha and Josie before his eyes come to rest on me, giving me a curious once-over. I'm not sure whether it's the fact that he's obviously handsome or the fact that I must look a mess, but I duck my head a little. His eyes linger on me for a moment longer before he clears his throat and leaves the office.

      "Good kid," remarks Josie. "That was Shade Ivis, Millie. He's a wolf shifter. Before long you'll learn the names of most of the students here."

      I open my mouth to respond, but then the door opens again, and a tall man enters the office. He's stately, handsome, and well-groomed, with salt-and-pepper hair and a trim goatee. His dark suit is a stark contrast to the white school uniforms. "Good morning, ladies," he says, approaching Mrs. Fairbanks' side of the desk. "May I?" he asks, indicating a free chair. Mrs. Fairbanks nods, and he sits down, leaning back and folding his hands. "I was told we have a bit of an unusual case here," he says, his dark eyes settling on me.

      I listen as Josie and Samantha reiterate the story, from their charm alerting them to a new shifter to bringing me back here. Mrs. Fairbanks chimes in to confirm what they saw in my aura. For a long while after, nobody speaks, and I feel incredibly small under the headmaster's unreadable gaze.

      Finally he speaks up. "Well, you're right that this is an unusual case," he says. "In fact, I've only heard of something like this happening once before. It was centuries ago, when a group of rogue witches tried to create a hybrid shifter using the abilities of the other clans. It was deemed an abomination and destroyed." My heart sinks.

      Samantha's brow furrows. "You're not actually thinking about--"

      "Of course not," Hawthorne replies. "That was a long time ago. We're more civilized now, more evolved. Obviously, we'll want to see how your abilities manifest, Millie, and some research will need to be done into your background and parentage, but you're entitled to an education here, the same as everyone else." He smiles at me.

      Did they ever tell him my name? I wonder. They must have, right? I honestly can't remember. Before I can consider this further, he’s standing up, straightening his suit. “You said she showed signatures of all five clans. We’ll have to start her in introductory courses for each of them. As for her last period…” He considers for a moment. “Coexisting with Humankind. That will give you plenty to do this semester, I think.” Once again, he gives me that toothy grin. “It’s a pleasure to have you here, Ms. Brix. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other.”

      With that, President Hawthorne excuses himself.

      “See?” says Mrs. Fairbanks, turning back to me. “Nothing to worry about. Our headmaster is very progressive.”

      “I can see that,” I say, nodding. “What kind of shifter is he, anyway?”

      Mrs. Fairbanks blinks. “Why, he’s not a shifter at all, Millie. President Hawthorne is a human.”
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      The dormitory was an equally ornate building on the other side of the drive from the academy itself. “You’ll be on the fifth floor,” Josie says as she leads me down the cobblestone path. Samantha stayed with Mrs. Fairbanks to do my intake paperwork, and with President Hawthorne having gone back to his offices, that only left bringing my stuff to my new living quarters, which I can only hope won’t be too difficult to find. “Everyone has a single room, so privacy won’t be an issue. Lights out is at ten PM, after the last bell rings.” She glances at me, frowning. “Are you okay? You look… I don’t know, worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, shaking myself. “I’m still just trying to process everything. Yesterday I was going to regular high school and walking home in the rain, and now… It’s just all so surreal.” A beat passes, and I add sheepishly, “Come to think of it, I’m also pretty tired.”

      Josie laughs. “You’ve had a long twenty-four hours. Well, don’t worry--you won’t be expected in classes tomorrow, so you can spend the rest of the day decompressing.”

      “Maybe this is a stupid question,” I say as the road levels out beneath our feet, “but do I need to bring anything tomorrow?”

      “There should be notebooks and pencils in your dorm room,” Josie replies, “but other than that… Oh, wait! That reminds me: what’s your clothing size?”

      I purse my lips. “Medium, I suppose.”

      She nods. “Okay. I’ll run down to the laundry and have them drop you off a uniform later today. Do you prefer skirts or pants?”

      Glancing down at my dirty, torn jeans, I can’t help but chuckle. “Pants. Definitely pants.”

      By now we’ve reached the front of the dormitory. The circular drive is lined with trees and hedges, reminding me of some kind of Victorian manor, and all around me are students going to and from classes. Josie turns to me and fumbles in her pocket before pulling out an old-fashioned skeleton key. “Here’s your room key. Quaint, I know. Yours is number 12-B. Fifth floor, remember.”

      “You’re not coming with me?”

      She shakes her head. “I have to get back to my office and check my charms. There may be others like you out there who need to be picked up. But the dormitory is pretty straightforward--you won’t have any trouble. Here’s a copy of your schedule, as well,” she adds, producing a printed sheet of paper. “The breakfast bell rings at seven every morning. If you’re worried that won’t wake you up, set an alarm on your phone. Just follow the other students to the dining hall, and if you get lost, you can ask the faculty for help getting to your classes.”

      “Got it,” I say, nodding. “Thank you, Josie.”

      “You’re welcome, Millie,” she replies, giving me a long look. “And listen,” she adds, “if you ever need anything, or even if you just want to talk, my door is always open. I know how it feels to be new to all this--I was in your shoes too, once.”

      I can’t help but wonder if she knows anything about being in my shoes, considering what the headmaster said. An abomination, he had called it. If he’s to be believed, then I’m only the second shifter like me in history. Still, I appreciate her kindness, and when she extends her hand, I shake it. “I’ll take you up on that, I’m sure,” I tell her, smiling. She takes a step away, giving me a professional nod, and then begins to make her way back towards the academy building.

      On my own now, I turn and walk the rest of the way down the drive until I find myself facing the dormitory doors. I probably look pathetic, standing there in dirty clothes, all my possessions on my back, clutching my schedule like a lost puppy. The fact that I don’t have a uniform yet only makes me feel like more of an outsider as I glance over my shoulder at the campus around me.

      As if to confirm my fears, the sound of a female voice over my shoulder makes me turn back around. “You don’t look like you’ve been here more than five minutes.” I look to see a svelte girl with freckles and a mess of blonde curls that bounce around her face when she moves. She has her book bag over her shoulder and her arms are full of school supplies, having just emerged out of the building through the double doors. Her expression is curious but not unkind. “Yikes,” she says, in an accent that might be American, or maybe Canadian, stopping beside me and giving me a once-over with her jade green eyes. “You’ve certainly had a bit of a rough go of it, haven’t you?”

      Shrinking a little under her gaze, I reply, “You could say that.”

      “So what was it?” she asks, either oblivious to my embarrassment or too brazen to care. “Did you set your house on fire? Attack one of your classmates? One of the girls on my floor nearly drained her sister dry when she first shifted. You know--vampire.” She makes a face and shakes her head. “I’m more into chocolate than blood, personally, but to each their own, I guess.”

      “Uh…” I begin, caught off-guard by her willingness to talk to me.

      The blonde girl laughs, a tinkling, girlish sound that probably makes every guy she meets fall head over heels for her. “Sorry, sorry,” she says, shaking her head. “This is probably all pretty new to you, right? Let me guess: you didn’t even know shifters existed until, like… now.”

      She’s really on my wavelength, I think, and reply, “Damn. You’re reading me like a book.”

      The girl waves a dismissive hand at me. “Hardly. I’ve just been there before, that’s all. Just two months ago, actually. When the recruiters tracked me down, I thought I’d completely lost my mind. Thought it was all bullshit.”

      “Really?” I raise my eyebrows. “Are you… I mean, do you have parents?” It comes out sounding more insensitive than I intended, and I wince, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

      “Oh, I have parents,” the girl replies, “but they’re human, both of them.”

      My curiosity is getting the better of me, and I ask, “How is that possible?”

      She shrugs. “I think being a shifter is more like a genetic mutation than something hereditary. That’s what they say, anyway… whoever “they” are. It sounds like they still don’t know what causes some people to be born with shifter magic. But I guess that’s why we’re here, right? Sorry,” she adds, going a little red, “I’m rambling. My name’s Hazel, by the way.”

      She sticks out her hand, and I shake it. “Millie,” I reply. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too, Millie. Listen, I’ve got to get to class--I’m already on thin ice with Professor Freemantle. But I’ll catch you later, yeah? Got dinner plans? Of course you don’t. We can eat together, if you want.”

      “Okay,” I say, my smile growing. I’m already starting to like this girl. “Sounds good. I’ll see you later.” She nods, grinning, and starts away. “Good luck with that professor,” I call after her, and she raises a hand in acknowledgement.

      Feeling a little better after my interaction with this bubbly classmate, I push open the heavy wooden door to the dormitory. I find myself in what looks like a parlor, with couches and ottomans all around. On the opposite side is a fireplace, but given the weather, there’s no fire burning in the hearth. To the left and right are two narrow spiral staircases, disappearing into the upper levels. Aside from hallways leading to washrooms and what looks like a study area in the distance, there’s nowhere else to go. There are a few students around, and some of them shoot me curious glances from their seats around the common area.

      There’s a sinking feeling in my stomach when I look around and realize that I don’t know where I’m supposed to go from here. Why the hell didn’t I ask Hazel for directions? The others in the room don’t seem nearly as friendly at first glance, and by now Josie is long gone. Sighing, I take a few steps forward, realizing that there’s nothing for it but to try. The left and right wings of the dormitory aren’t marked, so I pick the left one at random and head for the stairs, not wanting to waste any more time. I need a shower and a nap.

      If I was expecting the stairs to move or somehow teleport me to the fifth floor, I was sorely mistaken. By the time I’m two flights up, I’m already breathing hard, and I’m just glad nobody is around to see me struggling. Have I always been this out of shape? Gritting my teeth, I power up a few more levels, finally arriving at the fifth floor landing and turning into a long hallway. Nondescript wooden doors line either side, along with windows that let in a great deal of the daytime light. I start to hurry down the hallway, keeping my eyes peeled for my room, and I’m so distracted that I don’t see the guy heading my way until it’s too late.

      I collide with him, coming to a sudden stop in the middle of the hallway and staring up at the newcomer with wide eyes. He’s tall and sturdily built, and bumping into him seems to have done more damage to me than to him. His eyes are a golden brown, standing in sharp contrast to his jet-black hair. His features are rugged, and I notice a scar running from his upper lip to just above his chin on the left side. Embarrassed, and a little intimidated, I take a couple steps back. “I’m so sorry,” I say, holding my hands up. “I was completely distracted. I didn’t even see you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” the guy says, giving me a half-smile. “I’m pretty hard to knock down.”

      I chuckle, rubbing the back of my neck. “I can see that, yeah.”

      He takes in my clothes and says, “You’re new here, aren’t you?”

      Sighing, I reply, “I guess it’s pretty obvious, right? You’re the second person in, like, five minutes who’s asked me that.”

      “Well,” he says, his smile growing a little, “considering the rest of us have to dress like we’re in some kind of new-age cult, it’s pretty easy to tell.” He gestures down at his pristine white uniform, and I snort. “Anyway,” he says, “I’m guessing you’re looking for your dorm room, right?” I nod, and he replies, “That’s what I thought. Some bad news for you, though: this is the boys’ wing.”

      Groaning, I run a hand through my hair. “That means I’m going to have to walk up all those stairs again, doesn’t it?”

      The guy laughs at that. “You’ll get used to it. Anyway, though, it’s nice to see a new face around here. I’ll see you around.”

      He turns to leave, looking surprisingly happier than he did when I first ran into him. He’s almost out of sight before I think to call after him. “Hey! What’s your name?”

      The guy turns back around, an amused but thoughtful look on his face. “Silas,” he calls back. “Silas Aconite.” And before I have the chance to say anything else, he’s turning the corner and disappearing out of view.

      I’m left to go back down the stairs and slog up to the girls’ wing, where I easily find room 12-B and unlock the door with the skeleton key. It’s not elaborately furnished--no more than a double bed, desk, and dresser--but the window is big, with a view of the sunny campus and the rolling hills and forests stretching into the distance beyond. I pause for a minute to take it in, still unable to quite believe I’m here, but too caught up in it at this point to do anything but marvel.

      Soon, though, I’m hit with another wave of exhaustion, and it’s all I can do to strip off my threadbare jumper and collapse into bed, the weight of everything that’s happened falling on me all at once. Before I even get around to pulling the covers over myself, I’m already asleep.
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      I’ve never been a heavy sleeper in my life, so I’m astonished when I start awake, roused by what sounds like the chiming of an old church bell. It’s loud--loud enough to carry into the dormitory, even though it’s clearly coming from outside. Frowning, I clamber out of bed, peering out the window and trying to find the source of the noise. Sure enough, around my corner of the building, practically out of sight in the courtyard between the dormitory and the main academic facility, is an enormous brick clock tower, the bell ringing rhythmically. Part of me wonders if its volume is due more to the acoustics of the dorm or the fact that this is a school run by magical beings. Maybe both. Either way, the sun is low in the sky on the horizon, and one glance at my phone tells me it’s seven PM. I slept for eight hours, something almost unheard of for me under normal circumstances. Then again, these aren’t normal circumstances.

      Someone has laid a fresh set of clothes outside my door, several clean sets of white leggings and white shirts. Realizing I won’t be able to track down the washroom and take a shower in time for dinner, I change into these, fighting to get my hair in some kind of order before leaving my room and following the crowd of other girls down the hallway and to the lower level. A few of them cast me sideways glances as we make our way across the quad, but being in new clothes puts me at ease a little, and I find myself examining the others, wondering what kinds of shifters they are. The truth is, I have no idea how to identify them when they’re in human form, if there even is a way, and my knowledge of supernatural lore is limited at best.

      I’m eyeing a group of older-looking students as we file into the main building when I hear a familiar voice behind me. “Staring’s not polite, you know.” Turning around, I see Hazel sidling up to me, smiling. “Fancy running into you here. Millie, right?”

      I nod.

      “I was looking for you back there,” she continues. “Didn’t think you’d have changed already. It’s damned difficult to recognize people in these uniforms.” She shakes her head. “Anyway, how are you liking it so far? Are people being nice to you?”

      “So far, yeah,” I reply, thinking of Silas. A cluster of students moves to the opposite side of the front room, where a couple of paned glass doors lead into the dining hall. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much food before.At a buffet table on the far wall are heaps of meat, tossed salad, grains, and gravy. Tall bottles full of soda and water stand at one end, with stacks of plates and utensils on the other. I follow Hazel’s lead to the line, almost paralyzed with indecision. Eventually I pile things onto a plate, wondering when I last had a meal that wasn’t microwaved. Keep going at this rate, and you won’t be able to fit into this uniform, I think dryly.

      Hazel leads me to one of the long, bench-style dining tables, where a mix of boys and girls are seated. We take a seat side-by-side, and I’m glad to know someone here as I look from one unfamiliar face to the next. “Can I ask you something?” I say, turning to Hazel.

      “Sure,” she replies. “Go ahead.”

      “What kind of shifter are you?” It’s a question that dawned on me after she left me earlier. “If that’s not, like, a breach of etiquette, or something.”

      She laughs her tinkling laugh again. “Hardly. I’m a siren.”

      “Like the sirens from Greek mythology?” I ask, raising my eyebrows.

      “A little,” she replies, “although maybe not like you’re picturing. Here,” she adds, leaning in close to me, and I see the tips of her curly hair go briefly from blonde to sea green. “We have scales, too,” Hazel continues, lifting her hand to show me an array of shimmery green scales, much like the ones I saw growing from my own skin back at the warehouse. Quickly she returned to normal, stealing a glance around to make sure no one had caught her shapeshifting, and then turned back to me. “The fun part is the singing, though,” she said in a conspiratorial voice.

      “Do sirens really sing?” I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

      “Sure we do,” she replies. “Although don’t be expecting Adele or anything. It’s more like screeching, really, but it does wonders for getting people to leave us alone. Men, especially. Advanced sirens can lure people to them and seduce them with song. Even to the point of mind control but it takes years of practice, apparently.”

      I nod, pursing my lips as I begin to dig into my food. “Speaking of which,” I say, “are all sirens female?”

      “That’s where the myth gets it wrong,” Hazel replies, taking a bite out of a heel of bread. “There are plenty of male sirens. Like Landon, here, for instance.” She nods to a boy sitting across the table from us. “He’s a siren. In my class, actually. Landon, this is Millie. She’s new.”

      The boy looks up from his food. He’s quite possibly the prettiest guy I’ve ever seen, with softer features and skin of a dark caramel brown. There’s a dusting of freckles across his nose, and his hair is dark, curly, and unkempt. He smiles broadly at me when I meet his black eyes. “Pleasure,” he says, reaching across the table.

      I shake his hand, a little amused at the gesture but appreciating the friendliness in his expression. “Landon Thyme. It’s always nice to see a new face around here, especially one as lovely as yours.”

      I feel a blush creeping into my cheeks, and Hazel kicks at him under the table. “Come on, Landon.”

      “What?” he asks innocently, grinning at her.

      “She’s been here for all of a day and you’re already hitting on her!” Hazel retorts, but her tone is light-hearted.

      “I was stating a fact,” Landon shoots back, his eyes meeting mine for a moment. “That’s different than hitting on someone.”

      Hazel rolls her eyes, turning to me. “Don’t listen to him. He’s full of shit.”

      I chuckle. “He seems okay to me,”

      “Checkmate, Hazel,” Landon says, laughing. “Everyone knows I’m the best thing to ever have happened to this school.”

      “You know, just because you’re a siren, you don’t have to be so predictable,” Hazel retorts. “Landon’s the biggest player in the school,” she tells me. “Or at least, he seems to think so.”

      “I know so,” Landon replies. “But for your sake, Millie,” he adds, making a put-upon face, “I’ll tone it down a little. Don’t want to spook you or anything.”

      I shook my head, grinning. I like this guy. “Hazel was just telling me a little about sirens,” I tell Landon. “I’m not really familiar… I mean, like she said, it’s my first day.”

      “No classes yet, then?” Landon asks.

      “Not yet,” I answer. “I start tomorrow.”

      “Nice,” he observes, nodding.

      “So what classes do you have on your schedule?” asks Hazel, leaning an elbow on the table. I can feel a surge of nervousness at the question. I guess I should have known it would come sooner or later, but I was still futilely hoping that I would be able to fly under the radar for a little longer before explaining my situation. I lick my lips, my shoulders slumping. “Was that the wrong question to ask?” Hazel says. “Do you have Professor McDonald for History of Shifting or something?”

      I shake my head. “I’m actually not taking that class. That’s the thing.” I take a breath, feeling self-conscious. Will these tentative new acquaintances think I’m some sort of unnatural adnomination? But by now they’re both staring at me pointedly, and I can sense the curious gazes of some of the others at the table who have been listening in. “They don’t know what kind of shifter I am,” I reply, chewing my lip as I look from Hazel to Landon.

      Hazel frowns. “What do you mean, they don’t know? Usually that’s the first thing the recruiters tell you when they track you down.”

      “I know,” I say with a sigh. “This is the part where you guys will think I’m a freak and you’ll never want to talk to me again.” My tone is joking, but there’s real worry beneath it.

      “Listen, Millie,” Landon says, “we’re all freaks. That’s kind of why we’re here. I don’t think anything you could tell us would surprise us at this point.”

      Hazel nods, eyes wide, and I can tell they mean it. Steeling myself, I reply, “The thing is, back when I first transformed, I sort of… shifted into all five clans at once.” Seeing the others’ confusion, I elaborate. “I mean, I had fur and claws, right? But also fangs, and red skin, scales like yours… and I breathed fire.”

      I’m half-expecting them to move away, or burst out laughing. A lifetime of difficulty making friends has me prepared for the worst, so I’m surprised when Hazel just purses her lips. “Interesting,” she says. “The fur and claws would mean wolf shifter--werewolf, to the uninitiated.” She gives me a conspiratorial grin. “The red skin means witch, obviously, and the fangs…”

      “Vampire,” Landon adds, nodding. I pull a face, and he laughs, adding, “Don’t worry. They only need to drink blood when they’re in vampire form.”

      “Thank god for small favors, I guess,” I mutter, and he snorts.

      “The scales are a siren thing,” Hazel continues, glancing at Landon, “so welcome to the club. And as for the fire breathing… Well, I’m sure you can figure that out.”

      “That’s wild,” Landon remarked. “I can’t imagine having to learn to control any more powers than I already have.”

      “But it’s cool, too,” Hazel rushes to add. “It means you’ll have access to every shifter form. That’s, like, unheard of. What were your parents? Were they humans or shifters?”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea, actually. They left me at the hospital when I was a baby and never came back. They ended up placing me in the foster system, and that’s where I’ve been… until now. My whole life I’ve just been going from home to home. I’ve never really settled down.” Almost instinctively, I reach down and finger the necklace Mollie gave me, which is still tucked into my boot.

      London seems to have perked up when I said that. “I’ll be damned,” he mutters, his food completely forgotten.

      “Why do you say that?” I ask.

      “Because the same thing happened to me,” Landon replies, and I see that his amused expression has dissolved.

      My jaw might as well have hit the floor. “Are you serious?” This is the first time I’ve ever met another orphan. I never shared my foster homes with other kids, and in retrospect, I’m sure that contributed to my sense of isolation along the way. The idea of someone else having gone through the same thing--especially another shifter--is almost too impossible to believe. For the first time since arriving here--the first time since before that, actually--I’m starting to feel at ease with the people around me.

      Landon nods. “Dead serious. Same story, down to the foster families. An anonymous kid in a hospital in Glasgow. The only difference is that I can’t shapeshift into anything other than a siren.”

      “Wow,” I say in disbelief. “You know, you’re the first person I’ve ever met who’s been in the same situation.”

      “Likewise,” Landon says, smiling a little, and our eyes meet for a moment. He clears his throat and leans back in his seat. “So does that mean you’ll be in every shifting class?”

      I nod. “Every shifting class, as well as one about mingling with humans… or something.”

      “Well, one thing’s for sure,” Hazel says, draining her glass of soda and pushing her plate away.

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      Hazel turns to me. “You’re in for a busy day tomorrow.”
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      "I'm going back to my room. I'm super tired," Millie says, brushing a strand of her light blonde hair over her shoulder as she softly smiles at me. Her dark blue eyes remind me of an ocean when a storm is above it. Dangerous. Seductive and so damn beautiful. But I know better than to stare for too long...or at least part of my mind tells me to look away. I could stare at this girl forever and never stop finding beautiful things about her. I struggle to take my eyes off her as she stands up and walks off, her tight pants showcasing the amazing ass she has. Sure, I've seen lots of stunning girls but there is something different about Millie Brix.

      Something that I’m certain I’m going to get addicted too and not care one bit.

      "Nope. Don't even think about going there," Hazel interrupts my gaze and I turn back to her. I like Hazel in a weird sister kinda way. I saved her ass from drowning in Siren Studies a month ago and since then she has my back and I have hers. In fact, she is the only girl my age I don't get sexy vibes from at all. Not that she isn't pretty.

      "I have no idea what you are talking about," I say, raising an eyebrow.

      She snorts. "You've slept with every girl in our siren class and I want Millie not to hate me for being your friend. So nope. Millie is off-limits. I need a girl to talk to."

      "I can't make any promises," I say, crossing my arms. "I like her."

      Hazel rolls her eyes. "You like anyone with a pulse."

      "What about you? You never date anyone and being a siren, that's strange," I point out and her cheeks suddenly burn red. "Shit, I was just deflecting. I didn't mean to upset you."

      "No, it's okay," she answers. "I do like someone, but I'm certain they don't know I exist."

      "Who?" I ask. "I could introduce you to pretty much anyone."

      "No, this one you couldn't," she answers, picking up her bag and standing up. "Thanks though. See you around, Land."

      "See ya," I say, wondering who exactly it is she likes. It has to be someone in our siren clan at the academy, but I don't know who. There are one hundred-odd sirens in the academy, far less than the other shifters who dominate the academy spaces.

      Gathering my stuff, I walk out of the dining room and nearly crash into Mr Hawkthorne in the middle of the corridor.

      "Landon, just who I was looking for," he says as I step back. "Walk with me." Knowing I don't have a choice, I fall into step with him and he is silent until we get outside and there is no one around.

      "Many of the siren leaders are stepping down and they have asked me to look into the students at the academy for recommendations," he remarks, holding his hand behind his back. "All of your teachers say you are extremely talented and they all think you would make a good leader."

      "Thank you," I reply, but the truth of it is, I don't want to be a leader of a world I know little to nothing about.

      "Have you met the new student? Miss Brix?" he asks me, eventually.

      "Yes," I answer.

      He hums, nodding his head once. "Many are interested in her powers, much like I am. Would it be too much to ask you to stay close to her? To pull out her siren shifter powers?"

      A sinking feeling drops into my gut. He wants me close to Millie for whatever reasons he has, but he is also trying to bribe me with being a leader of the sirens, a big step up from whatever I will leave the academy to do.

      I don't have any family, unlike every siren at this academy, and I don't have a clan home to actually leave for.

      Which makes me the most disposable siren at this place.

      "I don't have to remind you that our places at the academy are extremely limited...do I?" he threatens with a smile.

      "Of course not," I tightly answer.

      "Now, just for safety, I need you to swear on this stone never to speak of our conversation," he picks out a witch stone from his pocket. Witch stones are a foolproof way of making sure someone keeps their promise. If you try to break the promise, the Witch Stone will take your life. I grit my teeth and take the stone into my hand.

      "I promise never to speak of this conversation," I say, feeling the stone warm in my hand.

      "Perfect," he grins, taking the stone from me and putting it in his pocket. "I do hate gossip. Secrets have a way of becoming messed up truths if they are spoken too much."

      "And how many secrets do you have, Mr Hawkthorne?" I ask and he simply smiles.

      "Too many," he answers and turns around, walking in the other direction. I watch him walk away, the magic in the air thicker than the salt in the sea air I loved when I was a kid.

      I might be a siren, but I just got lured into a trap and I have a sinking feeling Millie will pay the price.
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Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      Even though I slept like a zombie most of the day, I’m still tired when I get back to my room after dinner. I have enough energy to drag myself to the washroom--there’s one in the girls’ wing and one in the boys’ wing, with multiple showers and stalls--and take a much needed shower before returning to my room and crawling into bed. I feel a little more at ease after dinner--a lot more, actually. The idea of actually having acquaintances here, let alone friends, wasn’t something I was expecting, and the dinner conversation with Hazel and Landon was a pleasant surprise. All I can do now is hope that the rest of my classmates will be equally accommodating.

      The breakfast bell rings at seven on the dot the next morning, and for the first time in my life I actually feel a surge of excitement about going to class. I shake my head as I climb out of bed and pull on my crisp new uniform. Who would’ve thought?

      The rest of the dormitory migrates back to the dining hall, where a full English breakfast spread is laid out, and it takes me a while to locate Hazel in the throng of people. I make a mental note to ask her which room she’s in--maybe next time I can meet her beforehand. We could make a routine out of it, I think, with a sense of almost absurd glee.

      Eventually I find her, and the two of us chat about things that seem frighteningly banal compared to the world we’ve found ourselves plunged into. She seems more interested in which upperclassman pissed off which professor than the fact that we’re about to go to a shapeshifting class, at a secret boarding school on a private island. It’s not going to seem this strange forever, I remind myself as we bring our dishes to the bus tubs. You feel this way every time you change schools.

      Sure, but most schools aren’t full of dragons and werewolves.

      “So what do you have first?” Hazel asks as we step out into the entrance hall. The sunshine of the quad is streaming in through the windows, nearly blinding in its intensity.

      I rummage in my bag and withdraw my schedule. “Looks like… ‘Introduction to Vampire Shifting’,” I read.

      “Nice,” Hazel says, nodding approvingly. “Between you and me, the vampires are the most annoying guys at this school.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “What makes you say that?”

      She rolls her eyes. “They all have the dark, brooding thing going on. The girls always go for that in the movies, but in real life it’s a hell of a lot more bothersome. You wouldn’t believe what it does to your social life to never smile. Usually by the time they graduate, they’ll have figured out that being a dick isn’t a good way to make friends.”

      I chuckle. “I guess I’ll have to try to avoid falling into the stereotype.”

      “Please do,” Hazel agrees, laughing. “Although between you and me, there’s no harm in eating the eye candy.”

      “Eye candy?”

      She tips me a wink. “Wait and see.”

      I’m almost more nervous about finding the classroom than about going to the class itself… almost. Thankfully, I spot Samantha hanging around in the back, monitoring the outgoing students, and approach her with the kind of frantic desperation that’s only found in a kid on her first day of school. She laughs when she sees me. “Let me guess,” she says, “you’re not sure where the classroom is.”

      I nod. “How old is this building, anyway? It’s so complicated.”

      “It dates back to the 1500s, believe it or not,” she replies. “It was originally used by a coterie of witches living in the Scottish Isles. Which classroom are you looking for?”

      “1301,” I reply. “Huxley’s the professor.”

      Samantha nods, although she briefly pulls a face that could be a wince. “I see.” My stomach drops. Coming from a faculty member, that’s not a great sign. “It will be on the ground floor,” she says, pointing in the direction I came from. “Down the hall--the odd numbers are on the left.”

      “Thank you,” I say, and scurry off. I nearly have to go all the way to the end of the hall before I find the classroom, but I manage. Barely. The classroom is well lit, with a tantalizing view of the campus outside. Old wooden desks sit in neat rows, with a teacher’s podium at the front of the classroom. Behind it stands a stern-faced older gentleman dressed in the dark faculty uniform. His hair is white and a little messy, and even from a distance I can see that his face is lined with wrinkles. Weird, I think. I thought vampires were supposed to be immortal.

      Most of the other students have already settled in by the time I arrive, and they look up with vague interest when the door opens. Professor Huxley glances over at me, his eyes narrowing for a moment before going wide with recognition. “Ah, Ms. Ash! It’s nice of you to join us!” He bustles up to me, not giving me a chance to get a word in edgewise. “The registrar had told me we had a new face in our class, but I must have forgotten. Too many things to think about at once!” Putting an arm around my shoulders, he turned to face the assembled students, who had all gone quiet. “Everybody, this is Amelia Ash. I’m told she’s an exceptional student, so follow her example.”

      I clear my throat, already turning red. “I’m sorry,” I say, turning to the professor, “I think you have me confused with someone else.”

      Professor Huxley frowns, his big, watery eyes looking both curious and half-mad. “Don’t be ridiculous. I was told we would have an Amelia Ash in this class, so if that’s not you, then who are you?”

      I can feel the eyes of my classmates on me, and whatever excitement I was feeling before evaporates under their gaze. “My name is Millie Brix,” I reply, handing him my schedule. “I’m in your class this period.”

      He sniffs, holding the paper at a distance and squinting at it. “Well, I’ll be,” he says, shaking his head. “My apologies, Ms. Brix. It’s so dreadfully difficult to keep all the new faces around here straight. Well, go ahead and take a seat. There’s an open desk in the back, next to Hunter.” He points toward the back of the classroom, at an empty desk in the corner.

      Good, I think. At least I’ll be in the back. I hurry toward it, eager to have the others stop staring at me, and find myself sitting down next to a silent boy who’s hunched over the desk closest to the window. His hair is a shock of bronze red, the color of a new penny, and his eyes are bluer than I would have thought humanly--or inhumanly--possible. His attractiveness is more alien than some of the other guys I’ve seen around the academy, a more clear reminder that he’s not a human… and as I glance around the room, I see that the others have a similar otherworldly beauty. Now I understand what Hazel was saying about eye candy. Hunter’s features are sharp and chiseled, and his skin is so pale that he might be mistaken for a corpse. Go figure, right?

      As if sensing my eyes on him, he hunches lower over his desk, his eyes sliding over to look at me. Raising my eyebrows, I look away, remembering what Hazel said about new vampires’ attitudes and doubting that I’ll be cozying up to anyone in this class anytime soon.

      Professor Huxley has returned to the podium, rustling a stack of papers, he’s clearly scatterbrained, but so far he seems more or less harmless. I’ll take it, even if it means being mistaken for someone else. Hell, maybe that would even be a blessing. “Now,” he says, “while we’re waiting for Amelia, let’s start the lesson off with a simple exercise. Today we’ll be discussing blood drinking, but no vampire worth his salt drinks blood without first knowing how to use his fangs.” He spreads his arms out, a gleeful look on his face. “With that in mind, I’d like you all to partner with the person closest to you and take turns manifesting your fangs. Just your fangs, mind you--you’re all beginners, and I don’t want anyone else sent to the nurse this week. I’ll be making rounds to monitor your progress. Don’t worry, Millie,” he adds, looking at me, “if you’re stuck, just follow along and you’ll get the hang of it. Practice is the best way to learn!”

      He makes a shooing motion with his hands, signal enough to get started. Immediately, the classroom erupts with activity as the students turn to their partners and begin the exercise. I find myself looking to my right to see if my other neighbor seems friendlier than this Hunter guy. No such luck; she’s already partnered up with someone else, barely sparing me a second glance.

      Shoulders slumping, I turn back around to Hunter, who still looks like someone just told him his mother died. “Hi,” I say tentatively. “I’m Millie. Should we…?”

      Hunter takes a long breath before turning to me. “Yeah,” he says. “Sure. Fine. You first.”

      “I, uh…” I clear my throat. “I’m totally new to this. I mean, I… I don’t know how to…”

      “Fine,” says Hunter, crossing his arms, his expression still stoic. “I’ll keep my expectations low.”

      I can feel the blush returning to my cheeks as I glance around at the other students. Some of them are already baring their fangs, while others seem to have gotten too gung ho and are struggling to transform the right parts of their bodies. I know this is supposed to be a beginners’ class, but I don’t even know where to begin. The only time I’ve transformed, I had adrenaline on my side, and I hadn’t been thinking about it. I don’t know if I could transform now if my life depended on it. “That’s the thing,” I say, biting my lip. “I’ve never done this before.”

      Hunter snorts. “You had to have. You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Now I can feel myself getting frustrated. “Come on,” I say, “the professor said you’d be able to help me. Don’t tell me you knew how to transform after a single time!”

      “No,” he replies. “And I still don’t, so I’m about as useful as you are right now.”

      I blink. That wasn’t what I had been expecting. “You can’t make fangs?”

      “Or anything,” Hunter answers dryly. “Hence, I suppose, why I’m in the back of the classroom.”

      “Oh.” I frown. “How long have you been here? At Shifter Academy, I mean.”

      “Going on a month now,” Hunter replies, his expression still stony. “And from the looks of it, I’ll probably be stuck here in this intro class for the rest of my life.”

      “Well, I guess that makes two of us,” I remark, and there’s a flicker of something that might be a smile on his face, but it’s gone before I can identify it. “I guess I’ll ask the professor,” I say, and raise my hand, but the professor is busy giving pointers to a pair of students in the front who are having the same problem.

      “...You have to feel the magic inside you first,” he’s saying. “It’s a little different for everyone, but it’s always a sort of energy in the pit of your stomach. Once you feel it, you have to visualize the transformation you want to make.”

      Squaring my shoulders, Hunter forgotten for the moment, I close my eyes and fish for that cool pool of unfamiliar energy I felt on the day I first transformed. But it’s nowhere to be found, and even as I set my jaw and furrow my brow, I can’t for the life of me make myself feel it. It’s hard to even remember what “it” felt like.

      I’m just starting to grow frustrated when the classroom door opens. I open my eyes and look up, Hunter following my gaze, to see a hauntingly beautiful red-haired girl standing in the doorway. Her eyes are the same ocean-blue color as Hunter’s, and she has the curves of a classic pin-up girl, the kind of body that probably earns her stares everywhere she goes. Her eyes settle first on me, and then on Hunter next to me, and her face immediately twists into a look of disdain. “So,” she says, crossing her arms, “the freak is in our class.”
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      I have to give her credit for her audacity, even if I’m shrinking in my chair, staring across the room at the newcomer like she might attack me or something. Professor Huxley looked up from the pair of students he was helping and gave a sniff. “Amelia Ash, I presume?”

      The girl gives Professor Huxley an appraising look, one eyebrow raised. “That’s right,” she replies, her Irish lilt unmistakable. “Sorry I’m late.”

      The professor eyes her for a moment before replying slowly, “All right, then. I suppose you can just take a seat where you like. We’re doing a basic shifting exercise--fangs only. I assume you know how to--”

      Amelia shoots him a look of barely disguised condescension. “I think I can handle it, yes.” With that, she strides across the room to where Hunter and I are seated. By now, most of the other students have returned to their activities, unbothered by the new student or simply past caring.

      Professor Huxley returns to desperately trying to coax his charges back into human form, and aside from an occasional sideways glance from the others, we’re left alone. Amelia stops in front of my desk, looking down at me. She’s tall--tall enough to cast a shadow over me--and she looks at me like I’m something unpleasant she’s just found on the sidewalk. “You’re in my seat,” she tells me, crossing her arms.

      Huh? I shift uncomfortably. “I didn’t realize we had assigned seats. The professor just told me--”

      “I’m going to be honest with you,” she says, “I don’t really care what the professor told you.”

      Shit, I think, a sinking feeling in my stomach, she’s going there. It should probably be obvious by now that I don’t handle confrontations too well, and this was no different--I found myself slowly sinking in my chair, as if by hiding I could somehow avoid a conversation that has already become uncomfortable. “I… I’m sorry,” I stammer, looking around the room. It looks like there’s one other open desk on the other side of the classroom, which I point to. The truth is, the idea of drawing any more attention to myself right now is enough to make me want to cry. “I think that one’s free.”

      Amelia doesn’t even glance that way, instead turning to Hunter, who’s been watching the exchange with a look of vague discomfort on his face. “Hunter,” she says, “tell her to move.”

      Hunter turns to me, an apologetic look flashing across his face, and opens his mouth to speak, but I beat him to it. “It’s okay, it’s fine,” I rush to say, already struggling to gather up my stuff, which has somehow spread out. “I’ll… uh… leave you alone, I guess.” I turn to Hunter. “It was nice to meet you,” I say hurriedly, and turn to go.

      Amelia’s voice stops me in my tracks. “Are you really doing this in front of me?” I turn back to her, and her mouth twists like she’s just tasted something sour. She shakes her head, laughing a little. “You know, I’m not sure if you’re incredibly brave or incredibly stupid,” she tells me, eyes narrowing.

      “I…” I look to Hunter as I stand up, hoping he’ll step in and intervene, but he’s just watching the exchange, his brow furrowed. So much for that. “I’m sorry,” I begin, wanting to be anywhere else in the world right now. “I didn’t realize--I, I mean, I didn’t mean to offend you or something--”

      “Offend me?” She snorts. “How adorably naive. I’m not worried about you offending me, Millie Brix,” she says, leaning forward and punctuating the last two words for emphasis. How does she know my name? Come to think of it, why did she call me a freak when she saw me.

      Come on, I think to myself. The cat’s out of the bag, that’s how. Briefly, I wonder if Hazel or Landon might have let something slip, but I push the idea away. They wouldn’t have.

      “My brother, though,” Amelia says, nodding at Hunter, “that’s a different story. I would recommend not dragging him any further into your shit.” I open my mouth to reply, but she doesn’t stop. “I heard about you,” she says, eyes flashing. “You’re the hybrid everyone’s been talking about. They’re being generous, I think. ‘Mistake’ might be more appropriate. Stay away from my brother if you know what’s good for you.” That’s all she has to say. The conversation apparently over, Amelia turns, tossing her scarlet hair over one shoulder and dropping into my desk, crossing her legs like it’s the most normal thing in the world.

      “Still no progress, huh?” I overhear her asking Hunter, but I don’t wait to listen to his response. I’m already shuffling over to the free desk on the other side of the room. A few other students are staring at me, having watched the exchange, but Professor Huxley is still blissfully distracted, now at the podium desperately trying to sort out a pile of documents. Maybe it’s for the best that he didn’t witness that. The last thing I need is a teacher rescuing me from bullying on my first day here. That’s a guaranteed way to ruin one’s reputation at a new school, if experience has taught me anything.

      So much for making new friends, I think, awkwardly inviting myself into another group and returning to my efforts to make my fangs appear.

      No such luck on that front, either.

      The rest of my vampire shifting class goes by in a blur, but at least there are no further incidents after the Amelia Ash debacle. Occasionally I look over at her and Hunter, seeing her making animated gestures in her attempts to show him how to make his fangs appear, something she seems to be able to do effortlessly. Eventually we stop the practical drill and do a guided meditation, something I never would have imagined them teaching in school, before a brief overview of the way shifting magic moves through the body. The information is interesting, but I’m too rattled from the confrontation to do much more than take notes and bite my nails.

      After that is siren shifting, and I’m blessed to have Hazel and Landon in my class. Once again, I don’t manage to change during any of the transformations, but at least I don’t get chewed out by a stranger this time, so I suppose I’ll take it. At the end of the class, the lunch bell rings and the academy students disperse, heading for the quad or the cafeteria. The others invite me to eat outside with them, and I eagerly accept, grabbing some food from the dining hall before following the two sirens out onto the grass. Around us, students sit in groups, talking and eating, and Landon leads us to the shade of an enormous oak tree, its branches casting a shadow almost all the way to the road.

      There’s a guy already sitting under the tree, sprawled out with an open book in his lap, and Landon waves to him as we approach. “Hey, Silas!” he calls.

      The boy looks up, and I realize with a start that he’s the same tall guy I met yesterday, when I ended up in the boys’ wing of the dormitory. Small world, I think, unable to keep the smile off my face. “Hey, Landon,” Silas says, closing his book and sitting up. “I figured I might see you out here today.”

      “You know me,” Landon replies. “I’m a sucker for nice weather. Anyway,” he says, stretching a little, “I heard something about a pop quiz in Morris’ class today.”

      “Damn, really?” Silas wrinkles his nose. “Well, I guess I know what I’m doing for the rest of the period.” His eyes turn to me, and he gives me a crooked smile. “You look strangely familiar,” he says, pulling a face and stroking his chin. “But I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “I’m the girl you saved from untold amounts of embarrassment yesterday,” I remind him, laughing.

      Hazel raises her eyebrows, looking between the two of us. “Oh? This I have to hear.”

      Silas scoots back to make room for us, and we sit down in a loose circle. “It’s not that dramatic,” he explains.

      “Oh, no, it really is,” I say, letting my eyes go wide with mock-seriousness. “I was trying to find my room yesterday and I ended up on the boys’ side of the dorm.”

      Landon laughs. “Classic. Happened to me on my first day, too.”

      “Well,” Silas says, his amber eyes settling on me, that knowing half-smile still on his face. “I’m glad you found your room. Eventually, anyway.”

      Hazel sighs contentedly. “See? This is what I like: when the introductions have already been made.”

      “Actually,” Silas replies, his eyes still on me, “I don’t think I ever got your name.” His tone is calm, not revealing much, and I wonder if anyone’s ever been able to avoid answering a question from him. The combination of curiosity and faint amusement in his voice is enough to make me want to start talking and never stop.

      I feel a faint burst of color come to my cheeks under his thoughtful gaze, and I bite my lip. “Millie,” I reply. “Millie Brix.”

      What looks like a faint flicker of recognition passes over Silas’ face, and I see his eyes narrow for a moment, but his expression remains pleasant. “It’s good to meet you properly, Millie Brix,” Silas says, holding a hand out to me, and I take it and give it a gentle shake. For a moment, our eyes meet, and there’s something in his expression that I can’t identify. A brief surge of electricity runs up my arm, but the contact is broken before it can distract me too much. “I have to admit, though,” he continues, “your reputation kind of precedes you.”

      My eyes widen. “Really?”

      Silas laughs. “Don’t look so freaked out. I just mean I heard there was a hybrid starting here. I just didn’t realize we’d met already.”

      Hybrid. There’s that word again. I guess it’s as good a term as any for what I am, and he isn’t using it with the same disdain that Amelia did, so I nod, replying, “Not everyone here seems okay with that. The hybrid thing, I mean.”

      “I don’t think anyone here actually thought hybrids were real,” muses Hazel. “You’re rare, Millie. Like a unicorn.” Her eyes go wide, and I have to chuckle at the seriousness of her expression.

      “I mean, we’ve all heard the stories,” elaborates Silas, “but I don’t think anyone thought they were true, you know?”

      “I would be curious to know how it happened,” Hazel remarks, looking at me. “Was it a ritual or something, like back in the olden days? Or did you just hit the gene jackpot?”

      “I’d be curious, too,” says Landon, but Silas remains silent, not meeting my eyes. Once again, that unreadable look passes over his face.

      For a moment, no one speaks, all of us just looking at one another. I clear my throat. “Well, you guys have certainly been a lot more… accommodating than some of the other people I’ve met so far.”

      Hazel’s eyes go wide. “What do you mean?”

      I sigh, tugging a piece of grass out of the ground. “There was this girl in my vampire shifting class,” I reply. “She seemed to have a problem with me. She showed up late and she just… started going after me.”

      “Well, who was she?” asks Landon. “Although now that I think about it, that’s about par for the course for vampires.”

      “I think her name was Amelia,” I reply, frowning. “Amelia Ash.”

      “Amelia Ash?” Hazel asks with clear suspicion in her eyes. “But she’s an upperclassman--one of the best shifters in the school, from what I’ve heard. What would she be doing in an introductory class?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. They said she transferred. I think maybe she wanted to be in the same class as her brother.”

      “They usually don’t let anyone change classes,” remarks Silas.

      Hazel gives him a look. “Come on. This is Amelia Ash we’re talking about.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “Who is she?”

      Hazel turns to me. “Her father is one of the board members. Human, but powerful. If anyone could get their schedule changed like that, it’s her. Still, I don’t know why she would…”

      Landon cuts her off, his expression going sour as he sits up and looks over my shoulder. “Well,” he says, “speak of the devil.”
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Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      I turn around, fully expecting to see Amelia coming after me and wondering once again what I’ve done to piss her off so much. Instead, I’m mildly surprised not to see her, but her brother, Hunter, making his way toward us across the quad. “Yikes,” mutters Hazel, fidgeting slightly. “I wonder what he wants.”

      There’s only one way to find out, and I try my best to look non threatening as Hunter approaches us. He has an awkward, uncomfortable expression on his face, and he looks even paler in the sunlight than he did back in the classroom. Almost sickly. “Hey,” he says, coming to a stop in front of us and looking down at me. “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      “Uh…” I glance behind me at the others, who sit there, looking bewildered. “Sure,” I say, shifting to make room in the circle. “Do you want to sit down?”

      He shakes his head, swallows, and chews his lip for a moment before saying, “Listen--about earlier, in Huxley’s class…”

      I raise my eyebrows, wondering where this is going.

      “I just wanted to apologize,” he says. “My sister, she’s…” He rubs the back of his neck like he’s looking for the right word. He sounds almost… sheepish. Embarrassed. A far cry from the dark, stoic guy I sat next to just this morning.

      “A handful?” I supply, feeling a strange sort of sympathy for him, but I can’t put my finger on why. Maybe it’s because he, like me, can’t seem to get the hang of shapeshifting.

      Hunter chuckles without much humor. “You could say that, yeah,” he replies.

      “Why is she in your class?” Silas asks, shifting a little in the grass. “She’s supposed to be past the beginner level.”

      “It’s a long story,” Hunter replies. “I don’t really want to get into it right now. I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry for her,” he continues, looking back at me. “You didn’t deserve to get called out like that in front of everyone. You didn’t do anything.”

      I blink, feeling myself relax just a little. “It’s okay,” I reply, giving him a small smile. “Thank you. I appreciate it.” Glancing over at the others, who seem as bewildered as I am, I ask, “Do you want to come sit with us?”

      “I…” Hunter takes a nervous glance over his shoulder. “Okay, sure. For a little while, anyway. Is there room in the shade?”

      “For you, vampire boy, always,” Landon replies, scooting over.

      Hunter is just making a move to sit down when a yell pierces the tranquility of the quad. “Hunter, what the fuck are you doing?!”

      We all look up to see Amelia making a beeline towards us, seemingly out of nowhere. How did she even know we were here? “This ought to be good,” Landon mutters, getting up. The rest of us follow suit, and I dust the grass off my behind just as Amelia approaches, looking fit to be tied.

      “Amelia,” Hunter begins, “I just came over here to--”

      “I can’t believe you,” she says, her eyes flashing. “I literally just had this conversation with you. What did I say about hanging around the hybrid?”

      Her pseudo-maternal tone seems to light a fire in him, since Hunter crosses his arms, his expression going cold again. “Amelia, I’m nineteen years old,” he snaps. “And the last time I checked, you were my sister, not my mom.”

      Amelia isn’t fazed. “And the last time I checked,” she shoots back, “Dad told me to look after you, and that means keeping you away from her.” She nods in my direction.

      “Listen,” I plead, not wanting this to escalate, “I don’t know what I did to you, but I’m sorry. I really don’t want you to think that I’m--”

      “Was I talking to you, hybrid?” she demands, rounding on me. I feel my heartbeat pick up a little. “My brother has been here for six months, and he can’t even transform yet. What he needs is support, not some freak who will put him in danger.”

      I bristle at the word freak. “That’s not fair,” I reply. “I didn’t ask for any of this!”

      “But you got it,” Amelia fires back. “You’re an abomination, and you’re a danger to everyone here.”

      Silas takes a step forward. “What the hell is your problem?” he demands. He dwarfs Amelia at his full height. “Do you just get off on being a bitch to the new girl? Is that it?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Hunter putting his head in his hands. To my left, Hazel is watching the exchange with wide eyes. Landon, meanwhile, looks like he’s debating whether to get involved. “What’s it to you, dragon?” Amelia asks Silas. “She your girlfriend? The latest and greatest?”

      Silas bristles. “No,” he replies, “but I guess common decency is a foreign concept to you.”

      Amelia quivers for a moment and then turns back to me. “Stay away from my brother, hybrid. If I need to have him taken out of that class, I will.”

      “Oh, sure,” says Landon, rolling his eyes. “Get Daddy to fight your battles for you, right? Is that what the problem is--you’ve finally found something his money can’t buy, princess?”

      “Who the hell are you?” Amelia demands, shooting him an incredulous look. Not waiting for a reply, she shakes her head, looking from each one of us to the next angrily. “You know what? This doesn’t concern any of you guys.”

      “I think it does,” Silas says, and just having his presence next to me is enough to make me feel more safe. “You don’t get to just chew out the new girl because you’re afraid of her powers.” Amelia goes rigid, staring at him, and Silas continues. “That’s what this is about, right? You’re afraid of her.” He glances over at me.

      “Guys,” pleads Hazel, “let’s not go there.”

      “Too late for that, Hazel,” snaps Amelia, and she takes a step closer to me.

      “Come on, Amelia,” Hunter pleads, but she doesn’t listen, already glaring down at me, the sun gleaming on her impeccable auburn waves.

      By now, my heart is racing, and my stomach feels ice cold. This isn’t how I was hoping my first day would go. “Okay, okay,” I say, holding my hands up. “If it’s this much of a problem for you, then I’ll--”

      “It’s not my problem!” Amelia yells. “You’re the problem, freak!”

      There’s that word again. I can feel myself getting frustrated--angry, even--in spite of my intimidation. “Stop calling me that,” I tell her.

      “Why?” Amelia demands. “It’s what you are.”

      “Do you think I want any of this?” I demand, my voice rising. The fear is giving way to rage. Everything was finally starting to feel like it was going right last night. And now, on my first day, this girl won’t leave me alone. Is this what I’m going to have to deal with for the rest of my time here? How many more Amelias am I going to encounter? This was exactly what I was afraid of, I think, stiffening. “My parents abandoned me,” I say. “I don’t even know where I came from, or how I got this way! I just want to learn how to control this thing, not start shit with people!”

      Amelia shakes her head. “You’d better get used to that,” she says, “because that’s all you’re going to find at this school. Did they tell you that if you can’t learn to control your powers, they will kill you? You don’t walk away from the academy, little girl. Foster kids like you are freaks, and in my opinion, should just be killed.”

      “Guys...” Hazel says again. She looks totally panicked now. We’re far enough away from the main square that none of the others seem to realize what’s going on.

      It’s as I’m staring defiantly up at Amelia that I feel a familiar feeling rising in the pit of my stomach. I had almost forgotten what it felt like, but my heart almost stops when that cool sensation floods my body once more. Shit. No, no, no. Not now. I take a step back from Amelia. “Listen,” I say, “can you please just--”

      “I don’t take orders from freaks,” Amelia sneers, and the poison in her voice is enough to do the trick. Before I’m even consciously aware of it, I can feel the transformation starting again, and in spite of my efforts to control it, it hits me like a freight train. Fur begins to sprout on my arms, my nails turning to claws and my teeth turning to fangs. I’m losing control of myself, only vaguely aware of the others staring at me as I shift. Amelia’s eyes go wide, but she stands her ground. “Damn,” she mutters. “You’re even uglier than I was expecting.”

      “Stop it!” I yell, and a burst of fire explodes from my mouth, the same way it did back at the warehouse.

      Amelia darts back, looking startled, and before I can even react, she’s changing too. Her eyes go red, her hair turning the color of blood as fangs sprout from her mouth. “You bitch!” she yells, and then she lunges for me. She’s startlingly fast, like a bolt of lightning. Is this a vampire ability?

      I don’t have time to wonder, since she’s already knocked me to the ground. Everything feels like it’s happening in slow motion. I catch a glimpse of Hazel taking off towards the campus, while Landon and Silas exchange a look before beginning to transform, as well. Their clothes shift into their skin, Landon going sea green and scaly, his hair turning the color of aquamarine. Silas, meanwhile, seems to be doubling--no, tripling--in size, blue-gray scales rippling up his body as a pair of batlike wings sprout from his back. For a moment I’m stunned by the fact that I’m looking at a dragon, but then Amelia slams my shoulders into the ground again, her red eyes raging.

      I try to shove her off me, but it’s no use; she seems to have the strength of ten people in this form. I’m half-wondering if she’s going to kill me, but then Silas in dragon form slams into her from the side, knocking her off me like a bowling ball. Amelia gets up quick and runs at me but Hunter stops her, trying to pull his sister away, yelling at her to stop, but she’s past listening to him. I look up to see Landon joining the fray, stopping her from getting close, only for Hunter to curse and push him away from his sister. I catch a glimpse of Amelia hitting Silas hard enough to make him take off, flapping his wings to get out of range. How strong is this girl, if she’s able to fight off a dragon that’s four times her size?

      In fact, I notice with a sinking feeling that she seems to be getting the upper hand, throwing Landon off of herself like he’s nothing and taking a flying leap towards Silas, teeth bared. I become aware of shouts in the distance, and all I can hope now is that this won’t get any uglier…

      Except it does. Because of course it does. I don’t know if it’s the adrenaline or the concern for the guys’ wellbeing, but I feel something else well up inside me, some new aspect of this magic that bursts out through my fingertips. A shockwave manifests in the air, sending Amelia flying out of the air, mid-jump. It’s enough to knock her to the ground.

      For a moment I stare down at my hands, wondering how the hell I did that, but then the sound of a woman shouting draws my attention away. “What on earth is going on here?!” It’s a male faculty member who I don’t know, following behind a frantic-looking Hazel. “What is the meaning of this?” he demands, stopping at the base of the tree.

      Silas shifts back into human form and opens his mouth to reply, but Amelia beats him to it. “She attacked me!” she cries, pointing at me. “She shifted into… into… that.”

      I look down at myself and realize belatedly that I still look like someone put a bunch of fairytalecreatures in a blender. “I’m sorry,” I begin, eyes wide as I look at the professor. “I don’t know what… I didn’t mean to.”

      Landon shifts back, making it look easy, and takes a step towards the newcomer. “Professor Drysdale,” he begins, “listen, she’s new. And Amelia was--”

      “I don’t care what Amelia was doing, Mr. Thyme,” replies the professor. “Shifting outside of class is strictly forbidden. And make no mistake, I saw you two doing it, too,” he adds, looking from Landon to Silas. “I would expect better of you--all of you.” He glances at me, his expression softening, but only a little. “Picking fights with other students isn’t a great way to start your first term,” he tells me.

      “Wait a minute,” Silas says, “Amelia transformed, too.”

      Professor Drysdale glances at her briefly. By now, she’s turned back into a human, her red hair mussed and her uniform covered in dirt. “Self-defense is another matter,” the professor says. “She can’t be blamed for protecting herself.”

      Landon snorts. “Sure you’d say that if her dad wasn’t a leader? If she wasn’t a princess of the shifter world?”

      “Watch your attitude, Mr. Thyme,” snaps Professor Drysdale. “And as a matter of fact, this has nothing to do with nepotism.” He glances at Hunter. “You were involved, too, Mr. Ash.”

      Hunter’s eyes go wide. “Wait a minute, I didn’t even--”

      “Brawling,” replies the professor. “Prince or not, we do not accept this behavior at the academy.”

      “That’s not fair,” Amelia says, getting to her feet. “My brother was trying to protect me from these guys! He shouldn’t be punished for…”

      Professor Drysdale shoots her a withering look--enough to, miraculously, make her shut up. He crosses his arms, looking between me, Landon, Hunter, and Silas. I have no idea what’s coming, but I can already tell it won’t be good. “For brawling on campus and unsupervised transformation,” he says, “I want to see all four of you after class tonight. In detention.”
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      Detention.

      Unbelievable.

      Just for the record, I've never been sent to detention in my life. In spite of the fact that my social life has been nearly nonexistent at every school I've attended, and the fact that I'm lousy at almost every subject, the one thing I've always had going for me is a spotless record. Until now, I guess.

      The rest of the day feels like it slogs on ad infinitum. I do my best to pay attention during my next batch of classes, but between what happened during lunch hour and my inability to transform for the teachers' exercises, none of them goes decidedly well. To make things worse, I feel like the other students are looking at me more, leaning in to make whispered comments to one another and staring at me with cautious expressions. I can't tell if it's because they heard about the fight, or because by now they probably all know just how strange I look when I transform, but I know I'm not just being paranoid. First, I had to watch Amelia strut away without getting punished, and now it seems like the student body has been turned against me.

      I don't know anybody in my witch shifting class, although I do learn that the shockwave I unleashed during lunch break is a witch power, a spell that can only be cast in full or partial witch form. I guess that's progress… if only I could actually make it happen consciously. After that is my dragon class, with Silas on the other side of the room, although aside from a shared glance when we arrive, we don't interact. Nobody in my wolf shifting class looks familiar either, and by the time the last period arrives, all I really want to do is go back to my room and sleep the day away.

      Unfortunately, that's not meant to be. As I drag myself out of the lecture hall where I've spent the past hour listening to an old woman explain shifter etiquette to a group of bored-looking students, I can see the others heading out for free time. Dinner isn't for another three hours, all of which I'll be spending in the detention hall.

      At least the others will be there, too, I think as I make my way to the ground floor and down a winding hallway that leads to the older offices. The detention hall is a stuffy room that doesn't get the same light as the other classrooms, a faculty member slouches at a desk in the front, dozing. Silas has taken a desk near the window, while Landon sits near the front, making a paper airplane. Hunter has, as per usual, claimed the desk in the far corner of the room, and next to him sits a blond guy who looks oddly familiar.

      We seem to be the only five people here. I give a resigned sigh and move to one of the desks in the middle of the room, prepared to ride out my punishment in silence. That's when a voice from behind me pipes up, "You're Millie Brix, aren't you?"

      I turn around to see the familiar-looking guy staring at me, a grin on his face. His voice  is what makes it finally click. "Yeah," I reply. "You're the guy who came to Mrs. Fairbanks' office yesterday, aren't you?"

      "One and the same," the guy replies, putting his feet up on the desk.

      "What are you doing in detention?" I ask.

      "Sitting," he replies. "Talking. Thinking."

      "We just had to get stuck in here with you, didn't we, Shade?” mutters Silas, shooting the guy a look.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” the new guy, Shade, retorts. “I thought I was stuck in here with you. What’d you do this time? Beat up an old lady? Set fire to the boys’ bathroom?”

      Landon rolls his eyes. “Guys, come on. Can’t we just go back to sulking in silence?”

      “No way,” Shade replies, leaning forward in his desk. “Silas and I are just joshing each other, aren’t we, Silas?”

      Silas rolls his eyes.

      “Besides,” Shade continues, “I want to hear more about the new girl.” He grins at me, his gray eyes sparkling. “I heard you kicked Amelia Ash’s ass at lunch today.”

      “Hey,” snaps Hunter. It’s the first thing he’s said since I got here. “That’s my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah,” Shade says, “and you still ended up in here, didn’t you?” Hunter doesn’t reply, hunkering lower in his chair, and Shade turns back to me. “So is it true? Can you really shift into multiple forms?”

      “That’s what they tell me,” I reply, “but right now I can’t even do that right. Whenever I do shift, I just end up looking like some… hideous blob of body parts.”

      “Ha! Nice!”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “Easy for you to say. You’re a… what are you again?”

      “Wolf shifter,” Shade replies proudly. “Listen,” he continues, a thoughtful expression appearing on his face, “if you need help learning how to shift, maybe I can help you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Yeah?”

      He shrugs. “Sure. It’s always come pretty naturally to me.”

      Hunter makes a scoffing noise but doesn’t say anything.

      “Well, I…” I blink. I hadn’t considered the possibility of someone tutoring me before. Considering how well my classes have gone so far… “Yeah,” I say, smiling a little. “That sounds good.”

      Shade smiles, his silver eyes meeting mine for a split second. My heart flutters a little in my chest. “How’s tomorrow morning before breakfast?”

      I purse my lips. “Aren’t we, like, not allowed out before breakfast?”

      Shade shrugs. “What’s the worst that they’re gonna do to you if they catch you? Send you back here?”

      “You have a point,” I reply.

      “Then it’s settled,” Shade says, sitting back in his chair. “Tomorrow morning at six, on the quad. I’ll show you a thing or two about turning into a wolf.”

      “Come on,” Hunter says finally. “Can you not ask the new girl out right in front of me?”

      Before I have time to process the implications of his anger, Shade is already replying gamely. “Hey, I never said it was a date. You can come too, if you want. I’ve heard you’re not doing so well, yourself.”

      Hunter snorts. “Not happening.”

      “You don’t know what you’re missing,” Shade tells him. “So, Millie,” he says, “how did you end up winning the shifter lottery, anyway?”

      “No idea,” I reply. “I never knew my parents.”

      “Damn, really? Join the club.”

      My eyes widen at the same time as Landon’s. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah,” Shade replies. “I was adopted.”

      “Holy shit,” mutters Landon. “I spend my whole life angsting about my past and then I meet two others like me in less than a day? It’s a small world, I guess.”

      Silas, who’s been silent for some time now, speaks up. “It’s even smaller than that,” he says slowly, turning around in his chair to look at the rest of us. “I’m an orphan, too.” There’s a pause, and he adds, “That sounds pretty pathetic when I say it out loud.”

      “I’ll be damned,” says Landon, looking between the three of us with newfound respect.

      “Well, looks like we’re a regular Breakfast Club in here, aren’t we?” says Shade. “Next thing you know we’ll be dancing on the desks and confessing our darkest secrets to each other.”

      Silas snorts, but there’s humor behind it. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

      “To be honest,” Landon says, “until I met you, Millie, I thought hybrids didn’t exist.”

      “Oh, they existed, all right,” replies Shade. “They say they were experiments done by witches, but then the humans took them out.”

      Silas clears his throat but says nothing.

      I open my mouth for a moment and then close it, debating, before asking, “So what happened, Silas? To your parents, I mean.” There’s a pause, and I realize how insensitive the question must have sounded. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to,” I add hastily, already feeling my cheeks going red. What the hell came over me?

      “It’s all right,” Silas replies. He takes a breath, meeting my eyes, and replies, “They were killed.”

      The room goes completely silent, except for the snores coming from the teacher’s desk. The others are staring at Silas, eyes wide. Even Hunter seems to be both intrigued and scared.

      “How?” Shade asks, the only one bold enough to break the silence. “I mean, who by?”

      “Jeez, Shade,” snaps Landon.

      Shade puts his hands up. “Sorry, sorry.”

      Silas shifts in his seat, not seeming particularly bothered. “Humans,” he replies, swallowing before he continues. I’m surprised at how composed he is, considering what he’s discussing, but maybe that’s just how it is when enough time has passed after a tragedy. “My mom and dad were both pretty pro-shifter,” Silas says. “They were always suspicious of them--raised me in a shifter-only community, away from civilization. They were always telling me not to trust them, calling them violent and xenophobic. I kind of brushed it off. I mean, I was a kid back then, and I didn’t even know if I was going to end up with shifter powers, you know?”

      The others nod.

      “Anyway,” Silas continues, “my parents paranoia eventually started to get the better of them, I think. They started coming up with all these crazy conspiracy theories about how the humans who know about shifters don’t actually want to coexist with us. The humans apparently wanted to enslave us, or use us, experiment on us… It was a different story every day. It got to the point where they tried to stop interacting with humans at all. It went about as well as you’d expect.” He takes a breath, fidgeting. “At one point, I remember coming home every day to see a new group of shifters in our living room, discussing conspiracy theories and talking about how they were going to ‘escape enslavement’, or something like that.” He shakes his head.

      “I can’t imagine that ended well,” says Landon.

      “No,” Silas replies. “It didn’t. By the time I was ten, they had basically turned our lives upside-down. Then, one day, they pulled me out of school, packed up our stuff, and got in the car. They wouldn’t tell me why, or where we were going. It didn’t matter anyway--we hadn’t made it that far when we were stopped by a couple of humans. Apparently, the word had gotten out that my folks had been stirring the pot, and the governments needed to do damage control. So they took me out of the car, hauled my parents away, and that was the last time I ever saw them.”

      There’s a long moment of silence as we process all this. Finally Landon turns to look at him. “You okay, Silas?”

      He nods. “Yeah, I’m fine. It was a long time ago, and my parents were… unwell. That much was obvious.” He shakes himself, sitting up in his chair. “But enough about that. Let’s talk about something more fun, yeah?”

      “Well,” Shade remarks, “I don’t think any of us are going to top that.”

      Silas snorts and the others laugh, the tension in the room breaking up. I stay quiet, Silas’ story still bouncing around in my head like a pinball. The idea of having parents and then losing them… I didn’t think anything could be worse than not knowing one’s parents at all, but I’m realizing now that I’m wrong. Absently, I reach down into my boot, touching the necklace given to me by the only real family I’ve ever had. I do know what that’s like, I think, the memories of Mollie flooding back to me. I wouldn’t wish it on anyone.

      “What are you doing, Millie?” asks Shade.

      The others turn to look at me with my hand in my boot, making me blush a little. “Sorry,” I respond. “I just…” I never talk about Mollie with anyone. She’s always been sort of an unspoken guardian angel, one I look to with a kind of superstition, as if one wrong step will corrupt her memory, too, leaving me alone for real. But now I find myself relaxing as I speak, the words coming out as easily as if I’ve known these guys my whole life. “That story of yours got me thinking, Silas,” I reply. “I never knew my parents, but one of my foster mothers gave me a necklace. I keep it in my shoe, since the clasp is broken.” There’s so much I want to say, want to explain, but somehow, none of it seems right--or necessary. “I was just thinking about family,” I say simply, shrugging.

      I have no idea what’s compelling me to open up like this in front of a bunch of people I’ve known for less than a day, but I’m past questioning it at this point. My first day at Shifter Academy has been a shit show; maybe a little solidarity is exactly what the doctor ordered.

      “You’re a funny girl, Boots,” remarks Landon, and I blink at him. He looks around at the others for support. “Come on, Boots? Because she keeps it in her boots? Guys?”

      The others laugh. “I can get on board with that,” says Silas.

      “It’s got a nice ring to it,” remarks Shade. “Boots Brix. Hunter, thoughts?”

      “Whatever,” Hunter murmurs, but there’s a ghost of a grin on his face.

      “Boots,” I say, testing out the nickname. For the first time since lunch, I find myself smiling. “I like the sound of that.”
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hunter

      

      

      

      "Dad is going to be so mad," Amelia all but huffs as I walk into my room and come to a halt. How the fuck did she get in my room?

      "And for the second time today, you are not my mother therefore you can't tell me what to do. What the hell are you doing in my room?" I demand, dropping my bag onto the floor and kicking off my shoes. Amelia sits on my chair in front of the window. This room is pretty big and I even have a kitchen area. Nothing but the best for a Prince of the Vampires.

      Except I don't want it. I don’t want anything that comes from my father or that I didn't earn on my own.

      And no one in my family seems to understand that. To them, blood and what family you are from is all that matters.

      Hard work is for the poor, as my father likes to remind me.

      "You need to stay away from the hybrid," she tells me, and I ignore her like I always have since we were kids. Amelia was always the bossy one, the sister who thought she needed to look after me just because my powers don't work. I appreciate that she cares, but sometimes it feels like she wants to control me rather than try to understand me. Amelia catches my arm as I walk past, making me stop. I effortlessly pull my arm from hers and she raises an eyebrow. "You little liar, your powers work fine enough when you need them."

      "Strength is one thing. Everything else just feels blocked," I all but growl at her. "Now get out. I'm tired."

      "Dad called me today--,"

      "Good to know he calls one of his children. How is mum?" I question and she narrows her eyes, a touchy subject for us both. Dad is domineering and always in control…and mum is shy and weak. She is the complete opposite to him, and he controls her every waking move. If he could control her dreams, he would.

      "Don't be like that. Dad loves you," she says, lying so effortlessly and avoiding the subject of mum all together. Typical Amelia. And Dad wonders why his kids are cold and emotionless assholes. "Anyway, he said the hybrid is dangerous to the whole shifter world and the shifters of every clan are watching her. You can't be noticed at her side, so drop the tramp and find someone else to bang. She isn't even that pretty!"

      I lean against the wall, crossing my arms as I swallow the anger that bubbles in my throat. I'm usually the master at controlling my emotions, but something about Amelia calling Millie a tramp has me wanting to scream at her. And about her not being pretty? Amelia must be fucking blind. Any shifter in this academy can see that Millie Brix is fucking gorgeous. She could bring any man to his knees. Me included.

      I can see why Boots would be a big interest to the shifter community if I really think about it and why my sister would want me far away from her. They really don't have anyone like her, and she is clearly linked to every clan. Effectively she could lead all of us when she is older and if she is as powerful as I suspect she actually is.

      Either way, I have no intention of staying away from her. I feel something, some kind of connection to her that I don't know how to explain exactly. Either way, I want to find out more about her life, and whether she feels anything for me.

      I don't give a shit if my controlling sister and father want me away from her.

      "I'm going to say this once. I love you, Amelia. You're my sister and I care about your opinion usually, but not this time. I'm friends with Millie and you need to get over it," I tell her. The moment the words leave my mouth she growls, and stands up from the chair. If looks could kill, I'd be a dead vampire right about now.

      "Hunter!" she screeches.

      Sighing, I walk to the door and hold it open. She stares at me like she has never seen her brother before. I smile as she stomps to the door, coming to a halt right in front of me. "If you won't save yourself, then I will have to."

      I grab her arm before she can escape. "Hurt Millie and we will have a problem."

      She smiles sweetly as I let her go and she leaves my room. As I shut the door, I rest my head against the cold wood and pray to the shifter goddess that Amelia lets this go.

      I will protect Millie, even against my sister.
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      Maybe it was the story that changed the dynamic between the five of us, or maybe it was just the fact that we were all stuck in detention together. Whatever the reasoning, by the time the dinner bell rang and we were allowed to leave, I felt a strange sense of camaraderie with the other guys. It wasn’t like we suddenly became friends or something, but even after the professor who was still half-asleep at his desk, waved us out the door and we went our separate ways, I found myself hoping I would see them all again. Even Hunter, as quiet and broody as he is.

      I ate dinner with Hazel, and she spent the whole time asking me questions about detention, about the brawl, and about the others. I didn’t mention Isaac’s past, as it didn’t seem like my story to tell, but that didn’t stop her from being intrigued, her eyes wide as she gave me the update on what I missed on campus. Having someone to socialize with continued to improve my mood, and by the time I went up to my room to turn in for the night, I was feeling almost as good as I had been before the whole Amelia business went down. I spend the night sleeping like a baby, exhausted from the first day and ready to put the unpleasantness behind me. I’m so comfortable in bed that when the first light of the morning makes me stir, I almost nestle back into my covers. Then my eyes fly open and I sit up in bed. I said I would meet Shade today before class.

      By the looks of it, we’re well before the breakfast bell, but I can’t tell by how much, so I scramble out of bed and get dressed rather than waste any more time. I feel a surge of nervousness as soon as I poke my head out of the door; the dormitory is quiet, with only the occasional scuffling of feet on the floorboards to break the silence. There’s no rule against getting up before the bell, as far as I’m aware, but I can’t help but feel like a delinquent as I pad down the hallway, off to more illicit shapeshifting under the tutelage of the wolf shifter I met yesterday. At one point, I nearly jump out of my skin when I pass one of the housekeepers, who is in the middle of distributing fresh uniforms to each of the dorm rooms. But she barely spares me a second glance, and I tell myself to calm down. Nobody seems to care what I’m up to, and besides, Shade seemed pretty well-acquainted with rule breaking yesterday. In all likelihood, he has unsupervised shifting down to a science.

      Shade is waiting for me in the quad, shielding his eyes from the rising sun as I make my way across the lawn to him. “I almost thought you weren’t going to show,” he says when I approach.

      “Sorry,” I reply, feeling sheepish. “I almost overslept. Almost.”

      “Well, you’re here now,” he says, grinning, and I find myself admiring his gray eyes once again. Boys have never really been a big part of my life--always moving from place to place makes it hard to date, let alone form a relationship with someone. But I can still appreciate his sharp features, and the effortlessness with which he carries himself.

      A blush begins to creep into my cheeks and I say, “Well, shall we?”

      “Here?” Shade snorts. “No way. We’re out in the open. Here, follow me. Once we’re under the trees, no one will be able to spot us.” Without another word, he turns and begins to walk out of the quad, heading in the direction of the trees in the distance. I have to hurry to catch up to him, and he doesn’t bother to check to make sure I’m still with him; we continue in silence until we arrive at the edge of the forest. The trees tower over me, making me feel even smaller, and the dense foliage makes it difficult to see very far in. That doesn’t deter Shade, however, and he strides in between the trees, hands stuffed in his pockets, with me following uneasily behind him.

      “Is it… safe in here?” I ask, my voice low.

      Shade laughs. “As safe as any forest can be, I guess. If you’re asking whether there are monsters living here or something…” He shakes his head, turning to me. “Not likely. Although the faculty will probably tell you differently--it’s an easy way to make sure everyone stays within the bounds of the campus.”

      “I see,” I say, looking around. I can hear the sound of a woodpecker tapping away at a tree in the distance, and all around us, birds shout and crickets chirp. It’s quiet, almost tranquil, and I allow myself to relax a little as I turn to Shade, spreading out my arms. “All right,” I say. “Here we are. Do your worst.”

      There’s a gleam in Shade’s eye as he replies, “I like your style, Boots. All right.” He takes a step back, giving me an appraising look before continuing. “So tell me a little about what your magic feels like.”

      “I…” I think back to that feeling in my stomach, those cool fingers branching out and radiating through my body. “I guess you could say it feels cold,” I reply. “A bit like that feeling you get after drinking ice water--that sort of coolness in the pit of your stomach.” I shake my head, realizing how ridiculous that must sound. “God, I sound like a lunatic.”

      “Not at all,” Shade replies without a hint of sarcasm in his voice. “Everyone’s magic feels different. Mine feels a bit prickly--like, itchy, you know? Sometimes it can be hard to pinpoint it at first.”

      “I’ll say,” I mutter.

      “But you’re already a step ahead of the game if you can recognize it,” Shade continues. “It took me nearly a month just to get that part down.”

      “Really?” I raise my eyebrows. “You seem so confident.”

      “Damn right, I’m confident,” Shade replies. “But I was a late bloomer. Anyway, I want you to close your eyes.”

      “But I already did that,” I protest. “In every class I’ve had, they say that’s the first--”

      Shade holds up a hand. “Who’s the one doing the teaching, here?”

      I give an exasperated sigh. “Okay, fine.” My eyes drift closed. “Now what? They kept talking about trying to concentrate so I can find my magic, but I have no idea how.”

      Shade snorts. “And that there is why the teachers at this school are idiots. It’s not about concentrating, Boots--it’s the opposite. It’s about letting go.”

      “Letting go?”

      “Yeah. Hippies might call it meditation, but I like to think of it more as letting your senses experience the world around you. In my experience, the key isn’t to focus on the magic itself--that’s like trying to hold on to water. You can’t force these things.”

      “So then how am I supposed to control it?” I ask.

      “You have to let it come to you,” replies Shade. “And the best way to do that, at least at the start, is to stop trying so hard.” There’s the sound of crunching leaves, and I open my eyes to see that Shade has moved closer to me, standing to my right. There’s silence between us, but I’m intensely aware of his proximity to me. If he moves any closer, his chest would be brushing my shoulder. “Here,” he says, putting his hands on my shoulders. “Don’t be so tense. Let your body relax. And keep your eyes closed, damn it.”

      “Okay, okay.” I do as I’m told, and I feel his hands gently smooth my shoulders down. I didn’t even realize how much tension I was carrying until just now.

      Slowly, Shade moves one hand to my lower back. “That’s it,” he says. “Now take a deep breath. Forget about the magic, forget about where we are, forget about everything. Just listen to the forest and let the world around you come in.” He goes quiet again, and I take a slow breath in, trying to force myself not to think about the magic itself.

      Instead, I focus on the sounds of the woods around me: the rustling of animals in the high tree branches, the gentle whisper of wind, the distant chirping of birds. I can still feel Shade’s hand on my spine, and its presence is both comforting and thrilling.

      “There you go,” Shade murmurs, his voice close to my ear. It sends a shiver up my back. “Now, when you’re ready, start feeling for the magic. Don’t try to grab onto it. Just become aware of it.” His other hand moves to my stomach. “Look for it here,” he says quietly.

      I don’t know if I’ve ever been so flustered in all my life, but even still, as I continue to breathe, absorbing the feeling of Shade’s hands and the sounds of the forest, I gradually become aware of something below his hand, in my abdomen. It’s that familiar, cold feeling, like a pool in the pit of my stomach. For a moment I feel a surge of triumph. It’s working! I force myself not to pounce on it, instead just continuing to feel it. It’s almost comforting, like meeting an old friend who you haven’t seen for a long time. “Do you feel it?” Shade asks quietly.

      “Yes,” I breathe, my voice barely above a whisper.

      He hums in approval. “The key is to not jump on it. Just let it do its thing, okay? When you’re ready, visualize your form. Think of every detail.”

      “Okay,” I reply, taking another deep breath as I let an image come to mind. A wolf: not a werewolf, but a timber wolf, with gray-brown fur and bright, watchful eyes. I remember what I can about the partial transformation I managed earlier--the texture of the fur, the way the muscles felt, and throw myself into perfecting the image, all the while aware of the cold sensation of my magic running through me. And just like that, I can feel the energy start to branch out, flooding through my body like a cooling wave.

      The hairs on my arms stand on end, bristling into fur, and my muscles lengthen. Then I’m leaning forward, dropping onto all fours as my senses grow even more powerful. I can feel my teeth changing, the shape of my skull shifting under my skin into something canine and primal. And then I’m on the forest floor, feeling like both a human and an animal, the current of shapeshifting magic buzzing through my body.

      “Yes!” cries Shade. “You did it, Boots!”

      For a moment I’m afraid to open my eyes, afraid I’ll lose this progress, but I slowly allow them to come open, looking down to see that my body is no longer human. It’s lupine, and enormous--larger than a wolf has any right to be. The smells of the woods are enhanced, and my vision feels more acute. I feel strong… powerful. And I’m all wolf, no other clan features to be found. I turn back to Shade, watching as he grins electrifyingly at me…

      And then the breakfast bell rings, its loud chime echoing all the way across the campus to where we are. It startles me, and in a split second I lose the thread, bursting back into my human form in an instant. Now I’m just a girl again, on all fours on the ground. For a moment I stare at Shade, wide-eyed, and then he starts to laugh. “Not bad for a first-timer, Boots.” I can’t help but laugh, too; I probably look ridiculous.

      Getting to my feet, I brush the leaves off my pants and follow him triumphantly back to the quad. “Thank you, Shade,” I say when we arrive on the main path. “I mean it. I was starting to think I would never…” I shake my head.

      “My pleasure,” Shade replies, giving an exaggerated bow. “I’ll be here all day.”

      I meet his gray eyes with my own, and I swear something passes between us. I’m on the verge of asking him what made him offer to help me in the first place when the sound of a familiar voice draws our attention away. It’s Hazel, jogging down the road towards the two of us and looking distraught. “Millie!” she exclaims when she approaches us. “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Her eyes narrow a little when she sees Shade. “He’s not bothering you, is he?”

      “No,” I assure her. “The opposite. He was helping me.”

      “Huh.” She raises her eyebrows, looking skeptical, but then shrugs and turns to me. “Listen, we all need to get back to the academic building. Right now.”

      I frown. “Didn’t the breakfast bell just ring?”

      Hazel shakes her head, eyes wide. “The president called an emergency assembly. One of the Academy students has gone missing.”
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      Shade and I stare at each other. “Missing?” I ask, turning to Hazel. “Who?”

      “One of the upperclassmen,” she replies, beckoning to the two of us. We follow her in stunned silence, walking fast. “A guy named Brody Patton. At least, that’s what people are saying.”

      “How do they know he’s missing?” asks Shade, falling into step next to me.

      Hazel looks at him. “I’m sorry, who are you, again?”

      “Shade Ivis,” he replies.

      Her expression darkens. “Right. Shade. I’ve heard about you.” She looks like she’s going to make another comment, but then she shakes her head. “Apparently he wasn’t at dinner last night. Everyone thought he was sick. But then he wasn’t in bed this morning, either. Apparently they searched the dorms and the academic building. But there’s been no sign of him.”

      “Could he have just wandered off?” I ask, thinking back to my training session with Shade. Considering how big the forest is...

      “I don’t know,” Hazel replies. “All I know is that they can’t find him anywhere. Hawthorne wants everyone to meet him in the East Lecture Hall. It’s the only space big enough for the whole school.”

      I nod, mind reeling, but don’t say anything else. By the time we get back inside the main building, it’s immediately clear that something isn't right. Students hurry through the foyer in clusters, murmuring urgently to one another, and faculty members weave through the crowd, doing headcounts while shooting each other concerned looks. We follow the crowd down the east hallway, and I spot Josie herding confused-looking students in the right direction. “Save me a seat,” I tell Hazel, before jogging over to her. “Josie,” I say, “what’s going on? I heard someone’s gone missing.”

      “Hi, Millie,” she replies, looking distracted. “Listen, I’m not allowed to say much right now. The president will explain everything at the assembly. Where were you, by the way? I didn’t see you in the dorm, so I thought maybe…” Her voice trails off.

      “I, uh… I took a walk,” I reply. “I just needed some air.”

      “I’m glad you’re alright,” she says. “But you need to stay inside until the president gives us more information. It’s possible this will turn into a…” She stops herself.

      “A what?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” Josie replies. “Go find a seat. I’ll see you after the meeting.”

      Unable to get anything more out of her, I weave through the crowd in search of Hazel. She’s already seated in the auditorium by the time I arrive, looking uncomfortable next to Shade. To his left are Landon, Silas, and Hunter, all looking equally concerned. I squeeze in alongside them, thankful that they’re all here. It’s strange how… necessary they feel all of a sudden, even though I’ve only known them for a short time.

      “Boots,” Silas says. “There you are. I was getting worried.”

      “I told you she was fine,” Landon says. “She was training with Shade, remember?”

      Silas blinks. “Oh. Uh, right.” He clears his throat, a tinge of color entering his face. There’s also a hint of something else as he glances at Shade.Jealousy? No. I push the idea away. That’s ridiculous.

      “Do any of you know what’s going on?” I ask the others.

      “No more than you do,” Landon replies.

      “What about this Brody guy?” Hazel asks. “Do any of you know him?”

      The guys shake their heads. “I think he’s a friend of my sister’s,” says Hunter.

      Landon snorts. “Charming.”

      Hunter shoots him a look. “He’s a siren, Landon. Like you. Be careful, or you might be next.”

      Landon raises his eyebrows. “Was that a snarky comeback, Hunter?” He laughs. “Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”

      Hunter glowers but says nothing more. Moments later, I see President Hawthorne walk onto the lecture hall stage, flanked by a few people who I can only assume are either faculty or board members. I can make out Mrs. Fairbanks and her enormous spectacles, as well as Samantha, who is standing off to the side, arms crossed. One of the board members has Hunter’s fiery red locks--no doubt his and Amelia’s father.

      Hawthorne approaches the podium, tapping the microphone a couple times and clearing his throat. It takes a moment for the assembled students to quiet down, but soon a hush falls over the auditorium. “Good morning, everyone,” President Hawthorne says. “Firstly, I wanted to thank you all for coming here, and apologize for the interruption to your morning routine.” He clears his throat. “No doubt you’re wondering why I’ve brought you all here today. By now, some of you may have heard rumors of an… incident that has taken place on campus. I wanted to address those rumors now, to prevent the spread of misinformation.

      “Last night,” Hawthorne continues, “a student by the name of Brody Patton did not come to dinner. The faculty was informed by some of the other students on his floor that he wasn’t feeling well. This morning, however, he was gone from his room before the first bell rang. We’ve had staff searching both the academic facilities and the student housing areas top to bottom to find him, and we will continue to do so, but so far, there has been no sign of him.”

      A panicked murmur rises up from the assembled students. I stare at the others. Landon’s lips are pressed into a thin line, while Hazel is nervously whispering to the girl on her other side. Hunter’s expression has gone from broody to concerned, while Shade just stares down at the president, his eyebrow raised. Silas’ face is stony, his eyes practically burning a hole in the floor. His shoulders are hunched a little, and he looks ready to get out of his seat at any minute.

      “Given the circumstances of Mr. Patton’s disappearance,” Hawthorne continues, “it’s possible that he is no longer on campus. As most of you are aware, this island encompasses thousands of acres of undeveloped land, most of which is forest, with the exception of the faculty housing. With that in mind, it may take quite some time to locate Mr. Patton if the search extends past Academy boundaries. But I want everyone here to rest assured that we are doing all we can to find him, and we will continue our search until we learn his whereabouts. This kind of incident has never happened here before. We take situations like this very seriously here at Shifter Academy, and I want to take this opportunity to remind you that our students’ safety is our number one priority.”

      Hawthorne clears his throat, and for a moment the auditorium is silent save for the shifting of students in their seats. The president’s eyes sweep the room for a moment, as if gauging the reactions of all the students present. For a moment I could swear that his gaze settles on me, but as soon as I narrow my eyes, he’s moved on.

      “Now,” he says, “I know that this is probably very confusing, and perhaps a bit frightening to all of you. I want you to know that you will be informed of any relevant new developments as they come up. That said, this is an unusual situation, and it’s not clear yet whether Mr. Patton is simply lost, or met with foul play.”

      My heart drops at the idea. Shade said that the woods were safe, but what if he was wrong? What would he know about it, really? Hawthorne himself just said that the island is thousands of acres. What if there’s something in the forest? Or someone? My mind is already swimming with possibilities, the paranoia that only comes from a lack of information already sinking its claws into me. I tell myself to calm down, glancing at the others for reassurance, but none of them seem particularly calm, either.

      “I have spoken with the rest of the school board,” President Hawthorne says. “We have determined that, until we know what became of Mr. Patton, we are going to make a few temporary adjustments to the rules at the Academy. This is first and foremost for the safety of the students here, so that we can err on the side of caution and prevent something else like this from happening. Therefore, effective immediately, we will be instating a mandatory curfew of nine PM. Additionally, no students are to be allowed off campus for any reason without express permission and a faculty escort. This means that you will be required to stay within the Academy buildings and on the lawn. The forest is off-limits until we have more information.

      Additionally, no students are to leave the dormitory before the breakfast bell sounds. We will have faculty members patrolling the grounds to enforce these new policies and help maintain security while we search for Mr. Patton. We are taking this situation very seriously, and we expect you all to do the same. Now,” he says, putting his hands behind his back, “I’m going to give the mic over to our head of security and co-chair of the board, Ms. Evelyn Rose. She will answer any questions you may have, and then you all will be able to resume your day. Thank you for your time and attention. Ms. Rose…”

      He steps away from the microphone to allow a gorgeous, dark-haired woman to take his place. “Hello, everyone,” she says. “Some of you may know me. My name is Evelyn Rose, and I’m in charge of campus security here at Shifter Academy. I wanted to take this time to address any concerns you might have before we continue…”

      What feels like every student in the lecture hall raises their hand at once, but I’m already tuning the discussion out, my gaze instead lingering on Hawthorne. He has moved off to the side again, but his eyes are sweeping the room once more, and I can’t shake the sneaking feeling that he’s looking at me.

      “Well,” says Landon as we slowly file out of the auditorium ten minutes later, “that was… a lot.”

      The hallway is choked with students, all looking bewildered as they make their way back in the direction of the cafeteria. All in all, the meeting took about half an hour which at least gives us enough time to get some food before we head off to class, but I can’t fight the growing sense of unease that I’m feeling in the aftermath of Hawthorne’s announcements.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Shade mutters. “It’s always overkill with them, isn’t it?”

      “What do you mean?” Hunter asks.

      “Calm down, daddy’s boy,” Shade says. “I’m talking about the school in general. This is total overkill, and I’m willing to bet most of the other people here agree with me.”

      “You think this is overkill?” Hunter asks. “Someone’s gone missing!”

      “Yeah, and he’ll probably be back by the end of the day,” Shade replies dismissively. “If you ask me, the guy just got lost. They’ll find him cowering under a tree somewhere, and then we’ll all be wondering why the hell any of this was necessary.”

      “You’re not at all worried something might have happened to him?” Hazel asks incredulously.

      “No,” Shade replies. “Like what? Eaten by a monster? There’s no one on this island except for the people at this academy.”

      “Exactly,” Hazel points out. “That’s what makes me nervous. If it was foul play, how do we know someone at the school wasn’t responsible?”

      “Great,” says Landon. “Now I can add ‘trapped on campus with a serial killer’ to my growing list of phobias.”

      “You really think a student would have done something to that guy?” I ask, frowning.

      “Maybe not a student,” Landon replies. “Maybe a faculty member.”

      I shiver, muttering, “Glad I asked.”

      Landon laughs, slinging an arm around my shoulders. His body feels warm and sturdy against mine. “Don’t worry, Boots. I’ll protect you.”

      Hunter snorts and rolls his eyes, while Shade raises an eyebrow. We come to a stop outside the cafeteria, each of us still processing everything that was said.

      “Silas?” I say, turning to the dragon shifter. He’s been strangely quiet this whole time, his head low and his shoulders hunched. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Silas replies. “It’s just… something the president said is bothering me a little, that’s all.”

      “Which part?” I ask.

      He looks up at me with thinly veiled worry, and something in his expression makes a fresh surge of fear rush through me. “The part about nothing like this ever happening here before,” he replies in a low voice. “That was a lie.”
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      "Hey, bestie. I love your hair today," Hazel comments, sitting next to me in the cafeteria and flipping my braid on my shoulder. The sun is just coming up outside, marking a new day. "Can you show me how to do that kind of braid."

      "It's called a waterfall braid and sure," I reply. "Did you get the message that we have siren studies all day for a special class?"

      "Yup," she replies, before taking a bite of her toast. "That's why I'm here early. I wonder what it's about."

      "Same," I say, just as Silas and Landon sit down opposite us.

      "Morning, Boots. Hazel," Silas grumbles, never the morning person until he has had a few cups of coffee.

      Landon grins and winks at me as Silas drinks his first cup of coffee and then picks up his second.  "You look lovely today girls."

      Hazel just rolls her eyes as I focus on Silas. "How come you are up early? I know why we three are."

      "Early morning flight training," he tells me. His third cup of coffee is empty now and normal Silas is here. "It's an advanced year class, but the professor wants me to learn with the higher-ups."

      "Congrats man," Landon pats his shoulder. "So, girls, we should get a move on. We have ten minutes to get to class."

      We all gather up our things and get a move on to the classroom because none of us wants to be late to Mrs Leggers class. I'm intrigued by what goes on in the siren class other than reading books, which is all we have done in the lessons up to this point. I know pretty much all the history of the Siren's now. How they were created by turning seals into humans, but the magic got stuck in their souls and bred a whole new race. Sirens are faster than any creature in the water, and they can breathe underwater.

      And sing. Their songs are meant to be the most enchanting sound in the entire world if they use their magic in their songs.

      Landon chats to Hazel about some party coming up, but I pretty much tune them out as I try not to be nervous about whatever today holds. As much as I want to learn what clan I really belong to, at the moment it feels like I am just hovering between all the clans and never really finding a home.

      At some point, we get to the classroom and I walk in first to see the room is full of students on the one side. This room is newer than most of the academy and almost shaped like a giant dome. The one side has pure glass walls, with views over the fields and trees in the distance. Right in front of the glass is Mrs Leggers and Mr Hawthorne, both of them talking quietly and not looking away from each other. Hushed whispers fill my ears as I find three empty seats and Hazel and Landon sit to either side of me.

      Landon's knee presses against mine and I turn to him."You okay?" he quietly asks. "You look lost."

      "Out of place, I guess," I softly admit.

      He takes my hand, surprising me a little. "We all feel that way in our little group, but you aren't out of place with me. Not one little bit."

      I link my fingers with his as the room quiets down, and Mr Hawthorne claps a few times.

      "Welcome young members of the Siren Clan. We are delighted you could join us here for the day," he starts off. "We have a very special visitor here today who will spend the day teaching you many new things about the world of Sirens."

      Mr Hawkthorne claps his hands, and so do all the students as a red-haired woman walks to his side. Her long red hair falls in waves down her back, like a river of red curls, and she wears a skintight costume of some sort. It's thin, almost leather-like in texture and covers her from her neck downwards, showing off way too much.

      "Hello everyone. My name is Crystal, and I am a leader of the sirens in the Great Council. I am proud to be here today to show you what you can become if you truly try," she tells us, and I look to Landon. His jaw ticks and his hand tightens on mine. "Have any of you heard a siren's song?"

      Resounding no's come from the crowd, and Landon finally looks down at me.

      "She is testing you. There is no way this is random," he tells me. "You need to pass whatever test they are going to do."

      "How?" I whisper back, but Landon doesn't seem to have an answer.

      "This isn't good," Hazel tells me, looking worried. "You're not all siren. The siren's song hurts other races, it can even kill them."

      Figures.

      I go to stand up, but Landon pulls me down, holding me to his side. "I got you."

      Before I have a chance to ask what he means, Crystal lets out a tune like nothing I have ever heard. I turn to her as her skin changes from normal to beautiful blue scales and her red hair changes to pure silver. Every word that leaves her mouth is seductive until suddenly it isn't anymore.

      My mouth opens in a silent scream as every part of my body feels like it's being stabbed. Suddenly Landon cups my face and brings my lips to his. The kiss is soothing, washing away the sound of Crystal's voice, and slowly I realize Landon is humming his own song against my lips. His siren song.

      And it doesn't hurt me.

      If anything, it pulls me to him like a gentle wave brushing against my skin. I sink my hands into his hair, forgetting the world except for Landon's kiss.

      I forget everything except for how perfect Landon feels.

      "Guys, stop!" Hazel whispers, grabbing my arm and shaking me a little.

      Landon breaks away from me, but I'm still in a haze as I stare at him.

      He looks in exactly the same haze as me, like both of us just realized something big. And we kind of did. I don't see how we can be just friends after this.

      "I hope you all enjoyed my song. For the rest of the day, you may ask me any questions you like," Crystal says, and I turn to see Mr Hawthorne’s eyes on me, a frown etched onto his face. He shakes his head and walks out as Crystal starts answering the many questions thrown at her.

      Landon was right, that was a test.

      And I clearly just failed.
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      "How was dragon shifter class?" Shade asks as I leave the table and he walks with me to our joint wolf shifter class in the forest. Out of all the classes, wolf shifter class is where I feel a little bit at home. We spend most of the classes in the forest, searching for our connection to nature and everything around us.

      "I could hold my fire breathing for a minute. I see it as process. The teacher does not," I answer as we head outside and across the green to the meeting point.

      Shade hums. "Even though you are connected to all the clans, I sense your wolf more than others. Maybe that is just simply because of my wolf."

      "Will you shift for me today?" I ask as we head into the trees.

      Shade smiles down at me and shakes his head."I'm not allowed to shift around others," he tells me, running his hand through his hair. "My wolf...has issues with dominance."

      "Explain that one to me," I ask, feeling a little confused.

      He sighs, looking around like something will save him from telling me this. "My wolf is an alpha, and he expects everyone to bow to him. Until we leave the academy, we can't make a pack and while I'm here, I'm protected from the alpha leaders challenging me."

      "Would they challenge you?" I ask.

      He nods, meeting my eyes. "My wolf would not rest until he is in charge and their wolf would not like having a threat out in the world. It would be a deathmatch with one alpha winning in the end."

      Something in my chest hurts at the idea of Shade fighting anyone to the death for alpha rights. I don't get to reply as we come into the clearing with ten other wolf shifters waiting around Mr Hexin, the temporary wolf shifter teacher we have. Apparently there is a permanent teacher, but she is on maternity leave for the year.

      I like Mr Hexin anyway, he has a warm feeling about him and he bothers to learn all his students’ names.

      "Today we do not have much time in the forest. A storm is coming in and we all need to be inside. So off we go, find your place in the forest!" he shouts to us all. A student I don't know, a guy with brownish hair and blue eyes smiles at me as he passes us.

      Shade places his hand on the middle of my back, leading me in the opposite direction of the guy, and I look up to see his usual playful smile gone, and instead he looks rather serious.

      "Everything alright?" I ask Shade as we get deeper in the forest and Shade doesn't stop, his large footsteps eating up the ground. He comes to a halt and quicker than I can think, he pushes me behind his back.

      "It's rude to follow someone in the woods, Tedore," Shade dryly comments. I peek around his shoulder to see the brown-haired guy from earlier and he isn't alone. At his side are three other guys, and I don't recognise them from our class. "And with three higher years to protect you? Are you afraid to challenge me alone?"

      "Shade, get out of the way. It's the hybrid we want," Tedore admits, and my hands shake as fear takes over. "Our families want the hybrid gone."

      Shade laughs and looks over his shoulder at me as he says one sentence that all but melts my heart. "Boots is mine."

      The word mine is growled out, and he shifts almost effortlessly into a giant black wolf. The wolf is huge, stretching above my head, and I try not to be scared of him as I stumble out of the way. Shade's wolf growls low and hard, and lightning snakes across the sky, like the weather is backing up his protective call.

      Tedore shifts into a much smaller brown wolf and the three guys behind him shift too, but Shade is already running at them. They clash in the middle of the forest, clawing and ripping at each other as they smack into trees, breaking them.

      I jump out of the way of a fallen tree as Shade battles all four of the shifters on his own. One of them, who I'm pretty sure is Tedore, breaks away from the battle and stalks towards me. Blood drips from his mouth onto the fallen leaves and branches between us.

      A cold feeling drifts over me and instead of fighting it, I let my wolf take over and shift me almost effortlessly into my wolf, landing on my four paws. Taking Shade's idea, I charge at the wolf and aim for his throat. He catches me with his mouth and throws me across the woods. I slam into a tree, shifting back without meaning to and freezing as the wolf slowly walks towards me. I can't see anything but the blood in his mouth, feel the pain in my shoulder from his bite as he opens his large mouth full of sharp teeth.

      Suddenly Tedore's wolf is thrown away from me and Shade's wolf holds him down on the ground, his mouth around his neck. A scary growl comes from Shade's wolf and Tedore goes still under him.

      I think he is submitting.

      After a long pause, Shade's wolf lets him go, and he runs into the forest and out of sight. Shade shifts back and rushes to me, kneeling in front of me. He cups my cheek and lowers his hand to my shoulder.

      "Close your eyes, boots," he softly suggests.

      I nod and close my eyes, trusting him completely. He is my alpha wolf and I think he will always save me. A warm feeling fills my shoulder for a moment, and then it's gone. I open my eyes and look down at my shoulder. My shirt is torn and soaked with blood, but the bite mark is gone.

      "How did you do that?" I ask Shade as he helps me stand. Shade might have blood on his clothes and a few bruises, but he doesn't look as hurt as he should be after fighting off four wolves. "In fact, how are you okay?"

      "Alpha wolves can heal their pack. My wolf and I see you as ours," he softly tells me. "And my wolf will bow to no one. Especially not another wolf."

      We smile at each other just as the skies open and heavy rainfalls down on us. I laugh, grabbing Shade's hand and we run through the forest towards the academy.

      My alpha wolf saved me, and one day, I'm going to save him from the biggest danger I can see: Himself.
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      "It's weird to be in nice, normal clothes," I admit to Hazel, who moves to stand at my side in front of the big mirror. I'm wearing high-waisted dark denim skinny jeans and a shimmery silver top tucked into them, a gift from Hazel. She said she bought them and they didn't fit her right and thought they would look amazing on me. I think she bought them for me, judging by the tags I found on them, but I don't want to point that out. I know she’s being a good friend and knows I don't have any nice clothes with me. "You look amazing, Hazel."

      And she really does. Dressed in a tight red dress, her blonde curls pulled back into a braid I did for her, and silver high heels, she is stunning.

      "I hope he likes it," she admits.

      "Who?" I question and she shrugs, avoiding my eyes.

      "No one you'd know," she tells me. "It's complicated."

      "I get complicated," I reply, thinking of all the guys. I'd be lying if I said I didn't feel something for each one of them. Shade is protective, Silas is secretive but makes me laugh, Hunter is mysterious but always there for me and Landon feels like he effortlessly takes my heart without trying too much.

      The door is knocked twice, snapping me out of my thoughts. I rush to the door, pulling it open, and Hunter walks in first, followed by Shade. They both look strange to me in normal clothes, but oh so sexy. Hunter looks almost not real like I'm staring at a man in a magazine with deep red hair and pale skin. His flawless looks are only made stronger by his casual grey t-shirt and jeans. Shade has a leather jacket on over a black t-shirt and it is tucked into dark trousers. He looks like a bad boy dream and I have to clear my throat as I look away. Silas is at late training tonight but he plans to get to the party later and Landon can't come because he has detention for not attending class earlier this week as he didn't feel like going.

      "Do you have the powder?" Hazel asks Shade. He nods, pulling out four tiny bags of yellow powder.

      "What is that stuff?" I ask them, stepping closer.

      "Travel powder made by witches and sirens. You pour it into a bottle of water and drink a tiny bit, thinking about where you want to go. It's nice and easy," Hazel explains to me.

      "But I don't know where we are going," I point out.

      "I will travel with her," Shade announces and Hazel rolls her eyes.

      "No fucking way," Hunter grumbles.

      "Why?" I ask, confused.

      "Traveling together means you need to kiss after drinking the water. I'm all for it," Shade suggests with a cheeky grin. Hunter glares at him, and he turns to glare right back. If we aren't careful, this is going to turn into a fight in no time.

      "Wanna do something about it, vampire prince?"  Shade taunts.

      "Oh for heaven's sake!" Hazel grumbles. I turn to her as she drinks glowing white water from a bottle and drops it on the floor. She walks to me and pulls me to her, kissing me once. The world spins and I gasp as I fall on my ass onto grass, staring at the garden we are in. Behind me is a giant pool full of teenagers and dozens of seats.

      "You kissed me," I point out as Hazel pulls me to my feet.

      "Shut them up, didn't it?" she shrugs. "Stops them from fighting in my room. It didn't mean anything."

      "Okay," I say just as Shade appears, followed by Hunter. Both of them glare at Hazel like the enemy, and I chuckle as I walk around them. The party is being held in an abandoned house and I can't stop staring in awe at the building. It's falling apart, sure, but some kind of magic is holding parts of the roof and walls together, making see through rooms almost.

      "Oh, no, you aren't welcome here," Amelia states, stopping right in front of me. Dressed in a near to nothing black dress, she looks amazing but I'm not going to tell her that. She crosses her arms, a sneer on her lips. "Leave."

      "Honestly? Make me," I suggest, standing up to her.

      "Woah," Hazel mutters and the guys all but laugh even as Hunter moves to my side.

      Amelia's eyes widen as Hunter wraps his arm around my shoulders.

      "Better yet, make me leave, sis," Hunter suggests. "I've warned you once when it comes to Millie. Don't make me say it twice."

      "Why her?" Amelia all but shouts. "She is a hybrid and this will get you in trouble with dad."

      "Really that has nothing to do with you," I say. "Hunter can choose his own friends."

      "Yeah, you seem to like to collect friends you kiss, huh, Boots?" Amelia sneers and my cheeks redden. "No wonder all the guys like you. You seem easy if the rumours are true."

      "That's it," Hunter growls and grabs his sister’s arm with impressive strength. We all watch as he drags her away and they both argue the entire time.

      "I've never seen Hunter stand up to anyone," Shade comments, crossing his thick arms. "And what Amelia said is bullshit. She is just jealous."

      "Totally," Hazel agrees. "Now let's go and dance, drink and be normal-ish teenagers for the night."

      "Good plan," Shade agrees, taking my hand and making me walk fast with him into the house. The inside is crazy, all multiple levels of magic floors and a floating dance floor in the middle of the room. Heavy music makes it impossible to hear anything Shade says, but I get the gist when we get to the edge of the floating floor. He jumps on and pulls me up with him before wrapping his arms around me. We dance for ages, to many different songs, and soon the start of the night is completely forgotten as I enjoy this time with Shade. Eventually, we climb off the dance floor and make our way to a room at the back. Shade stops me in front of the door and points at the bar.

      "I'm gonna get us a drink. Stay here," he all but shouts and I nod once. The crowd soon eats him up and I lose track of Shade at the bar. Turning around, I open the door behind me and step into a quieter room. There isn't much in here, Just a few sofas positioned around the space. I nearly jump when I see Hunter sitting on one. He is drinking something red and thick from a tumbler and I know exactly what that is.

      "Hey," I whisper, and he looks over at me, lowering his glass. Hunter runs his tongue over his lip and smiles.

      "Hey," he replies. I walk over and sit next to him, slipping off my shoes and curling my legs underneath me. "Are you thirsty? I don't even know if you drink blood yet."

      "Yet or ever," I remind him. "Vampire clan classes don't go well for me."

      "Me neither," he shrugs. "Something is holding me back, but recently it comes out. Only when I'm protecting you though."

      My heart beats hard in my chest. "Thank you for sticking up for me against your sister."

      He meets my eyes. "If you haven't realized it by now, I'm fighting for your heart, Boots. I know I have competition and I've never been a fighter, but hell, I am going to be one now."

      "Hunter," I whisper and he reaches up, tucking a little strand of my blonde hair behind my ear.

      "Don't give me an answer, I'm not expecting one. I just want you to know," he explains to me. "I'm not here for friendship and I don't care who you kiss. I want us to be Endgame."

      "Like the movie?" I ask and he laughs.

      "You like those kinds of movies?" he asks, and I nod.

      "Guardians of the Galaxy is my favourite Marvel movie," I admit. "What's yours?"

      "Hmm, that's a hard decision, but I always loved Spiderman," he tells me. "Now what's your favourite food?"

      "Peanut butter cups," I say, remembering how nice they were. "One of my foster parents, the only one I liked, Mollie, made me a peanut butter cupcake once for one of my birthdays. We didn't have much money, but it didn't matter to me. That was the best present."

      "Noted for your next birthday," he replies with a grin.

      "What's yours?"

      "Pizza with lots of different meats," he answers.

      "I still can't get over how vampires can eat food and the movies lied to us," I sigh, making him laugh.

      "We also don't shine," he tells me, but I figured that detail out.

      Shade comes tumbling into the room, a few drinks in his hands and followed by Silas. They both camp out on the sofa. Even though Landon isn't here, this is the perfect way to party.
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      The days turn into weeks, and gradually I begin to settle into a routine. Get up with the breakfast bell, have breakfast with Hazel and the guys, go to class, eat lunch on the quad, go back to class, dinner, free time, bed.

      There’s no news of Brody Patton; on the contrary, the staff seems reluctant to talk about him, as if saying his name will jinx it somehow. I can’t say I blame them--in spite of Shade’s reassurances, it makes me nervous to think about what might have happened to him. Even if he didn’t meet with foul play, the idea of wandering off somewhere and falling off a cliff--or into a ravine, or getting attacked by a bear--doesn’t sound much better. An air of unease seems to have settled over the school. The new restrictions placed by the board just serve as a reminder that something isn’t right, and I’m surprised by how stir-crazy I feel being restricted to the immediate school grounds. I catch myself stealing nervous glances out the window toward the stretching expanse of the forest, wondering what’s out there, and I’m not the only one--the other students seem equally nervous.

      Silas, in particular, seems more bothered by all this than the others. I think I understand why, too. Even if the disappearance was an accident, his parents instilled a fear of humans into him from a young age, and being trapped on an island run by them probably isn’t doing much to assuage his fears. But I also have to remind myself that their paranoia was what got them killed, not some conspiracy by the humans themselves, and besides, even if the Academy board is run by humans, the school is staffed by shifters. They wouldn’t let anything happen to us if they could prevent it, I’m certain of that much.

      The only thing that still bothers me is his comment about Hawthorne having lied about a lack of prior disappearances. Silas seems reluctant to elaborate, and when I ask Hazel, who seems to be in the know about everything important at the school, she has no idea. All I can do now is tell myself that’s just him being overly worried and throw myself into my classes.

      I think Shade’s lesson was a bit of a game-changer for me as far as shifting. Not being able to access my reserves of power was what was holding me back, and now that I’ve learned to tap into them, the transformations are coming much more easily. I’m no longer just shifting when I’m scared, and when I do shift, it’s not into a hodge-podge of magical creatures anymore… unless that’s what I want.

      Granted, I’m still nowhere near mastering it yet: even when I do manage to successfully get into a new form, the smallest distraction is enough to make me change back, and the specific abilities of each being are as elusive to me as ever. The witch spells are especially difficult, especially since I can only manage to change for a few minutes at a time, at most. That’s hardly enough time to learn how to cast spells, and I’m having similar difficulties with using the siren abilities. The one form that I still can’t get, no matter how hard I try, is the dragon. The best I’m ever able to do is breathe fire, which almost caused an accident during one of my classes. The form itself still escapes me, but I try to tell myself to be patient, that it will come to me eventually.

      Having the others around has been a big help, too, and not just because they can give me pointers on shifting correctly; I feel a sense of camaraderie with these guys, and I think they probably feel the same. We’re a group that never would have existed if we hadn’t been in detention together, and for that I’m grateful, especially since Hazel’s social life doesn’t revolve around me, and there are times when she’s too busy to hang out. The guys, though… They always seem to be there. I’ve never had a group of friends like this before, and I find myself basking in it. This is what it’s like to be a normal student.

      I’m just getting out of my last class before lunch, ready to stuff my face in the cafeteria, when I almost bump right into Silas. He’s standing outside my classroom door, worry etched onto his face, his hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched. “Hey,” he says as soon as he sees me.

      “Hey, Silas,” I say, grinning. “Did you get out early or something?”

      He shakes his head. “I was actually…” He glances at the floor, fidgeting for a moment, before saying, “I was actually wondering if I could talk to you. Alone.”

      I blink. “Okay,” I say, chuckling at the mysteriousness of it all. “All right. Where?”

      “There’s a corridor in the West Wing,” he replies. “No one ever goes there. Follow me--this won’t take long, I promise.”

      Curious, I allow him to lead me down the hall and away from the other students, who all seem too distracted by the idea of lunch to care what we’re up to. I can’t help but admire him as we walk. His grizzled, masculine features, his perpetually tousled hair, the way he carries himself… but then I catch myself, start to blush, and tell myself to snap out of it. Eventually we come to a stop in an empty hallway. There’s a couple darkened faculty offices at the far end, but otherwise, it might as well be abandoned. I turn to Silas. “So what’s up?”

      “I’ve been thinking,” he replies. “About… Well, everything. The lockdown, most of all. Remember how I said Hawthorne was lying when he said no one had disappeared from the Academy before?”

      “Yeah,” I reply. “You didn’t seem too keen on talking about it then, though.”

      He nods. “That’s because I…” Suddenly he looks hesitant. “Listen, Boots… I don’t want you to think I’m crazy or something, okay? I know after I told you that stuff about my parents, you probably think--”

      “Hey,” I say, looking earnestly up into his dark eyes. “It’s okay. I would never think that, Silas. You must know that by now.”

      Silas swallows, the hint of a smile appearing on his face. “Thanks, Boots. I mean it. You’re…” For a moment I wonder what he’s about to say, but then he finishes with, “a good friend. Anyway,” he continues, lowering his voice and leaning closer to me, “I did some digging into the Academy’s history. This was back before I met you. It wasn’t because I was really that interested in it--it was for a project for Human Shifter Relations. You’re not in that one, are you?” I shake my head, and he continues. “Apparently, around twenty years ago, there were five students who went missing, all around the same period of time.”

      “Really?” I frown. “Well, that’s…” What do I want to say? Absurd? Conspiratorial? But something in the dragon shifter’s eyes gives me pause, enough to make me instead ask, “Why hasn’t anyone talked about it, then? Do more people know about this?”

      “Why do you think?” he asks. “Because they don’t want anyone knowing about it. Hell, I didn’t even know about it until I went to the library that weekend. I had to parse through about three books on the school’s history before I dug it up. Just a footnote in the section about the dangers of keeping this many shifters all in one place.”

      “So what happened to them--the students who disappeared?” I ask. “Did they say?”

      Silas shakes his head. “No. It wasn’t even written whether they found them or not.”

      I swallow, afraid to ask the question even as I can feel it coming up. “So why are you telling me this, Silas?”

      “Call me a lunatic,” Silas replies slowly, “but I’m wondering if maybe those disappearances are somehow… I don’t know, connected to the disappearance of this Brody guy.”

      I blink, staring up at him. “You really think so? Couldn’t it just be a coincidence?”

      “Sure, I guess so,” Silas replies, “but I don’t know, Boots. I just have a weird feeling. About this whole thing. I mean, why the curfew? Why all these new rules? Have you seen the way the teachers are looking at us lately? It’s like they’re watching us.”

      “Silas,” I begin, “I’m sure they’re just trying to keep an eye on us--”

      “Maybe,” he says, “or maybe they’re not as clueless about what happened to Brody as they claim to be. Think about it, Boots--if he really just wandered off and got lost, why all these new security measures? There’s something they’re not telling us, I can feel it.”

      My mind is in pieces. Part of me wants to tell him to relax, that they’re protecting us, but another can’t help but wonder why the school would have kept quiet about earlier disappearances like this. If anything, one would think they would want to bring something like that up, if only just to reassure the students that this isn’t nearly that severe. Briefly I think back to Silas’ story, his claims that his parents were growing suspicious of the humans. Is it possible that they weren’t just paranoid rabble-rousers? “So what are you thinking?” I ask.

      Silas glances over his shoulder for a moment, lowering his voice. “I want more information,” he replies. “This thing has me too wound up to focus on anything else. My grades have dropped, I’m having trouble sleeping… I can’t stop wondering about my parents, about what it was they claimed to be protecting me from. And maybe it is nothing. But if it is, then I want to at least be able to put my mind at ease.”

      “Okay,” I say, nodding. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to sneak into the registrar’s office,” Silas replies. “That’s where they keep the files on all the students who have been students here, as well as all of their confidential information.”

      My eyes widen. “Silas, are you serious? What if you get caught?”

      “I won’t,” Silas replies. “At least, I don’t think so. I volunteered to help Mrs. Fairbanks out after class tonight. If I get the opportunity to get a look at the student records, I’m going to take it.”

      I swallow hard, staring at him. “Okay,” I breathe finally. “But be careful, okay?”

      “I will,” Silas replies. “And Boots...” His voice trails off, and my heart flutters in my chest as I become aware of how close he is to me. His shining eyes meet mine, and he takes a step closer, the distance between us narrowing…

      Until we’re interrupted by a familiar voice. “What do we have here?”

      I whirl around, heart hammering, to see President Hawthorne standing at the end of the hall. How long has he been there? Has he heard us talking?

      He smiles, striding down the hall to where we are. “Ms. Brix,” he says, nodding to me before turning to Silas. “Mr. Aconite. What are you two doing in the West Wing? Shouldn’t you be at lunch with the others?”

      Silas and I stare at each other for a minute, and then I blurt out the only thing I can think of: “I’m sorry, President Hawthorne. I, ah… I asked Silas to give me a few pointers on dragon shifting. It’s the form I’ve been having the most trouble with.” For an extra pinch of sympathy, I add, “It’s embarrassing seeing all the other kids able to do it when all I can do is breathe fire.”

      “I see,” says Hawthorne, crossing his arms. “You do realize that unsupervised shifting is against the rules?”

      “Yes,” Silas says, stepping forward. For a moment, his eyes flash as he stares at Hawthorne. “We weren’t actually shifting, though. I just wanted to give her some theoretical tips, you know?”

      I nod eagerly, realizing how hollow the excuse sounds but unable to think of anything else that will get us out of this jam. God only knows what the Academy staff would do if they overheard a student conspiring to break into the registrar’s office…

      Mr. Hawthorne looks between the two of us for a moment, his eyes eventually settling on me. “Ms. Brix,” he says slowly, “I’d like to have a word with you in my office.”

      “But--”

      “Now, if you please.” Hawthorne glances at Silas for another moment, expression darkening, but all he says is, “Mr. Aconite, I suggest you go to the cafeteria. Lunch will be over soon and we can’t have anyone going hungry.” He beckons to me and I reluctantly begin to follow.

      Over my shoulder, I catch a glimpse of Silas staring after us. Our eyes meet for a moment before he turns and retreats away down the hall.
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Chapter 22

        

      

    

    
      The sound of our footsteps echoing down the hall is deafening. I cast a nervous glance toward Hawthorne, whose expression is stoic. He doesn’t say anything as he leads me back towards the main faculty wing, where a large wooden door with frosted glass paneling leads into an enormous office. If he was going for intimidation when he decorated the place, he succeeded. Against the far wall is a tall oak desk that could easily be a hundred years old. The window shows a view of the area beyond the immediate campus where the dark, quiet forest lurks on the horizon.

      “Please have a seat,” Hawthorne says, indicating the chair facing the desk. He takes a seat on the other side and folds his hands on the table, a placid smile on his face.

      Slowly I do as I’m told, my heart in my throat and my body suddenly feeling stiff. How much did he hear of my conversation with Silas? I’ve already had detention once, and I haven’t even been here a full term; could this kind of thing be grounds for expulsion? Then what will I do?

      As a whirlwind of dreadful possibilities swirls through my mind, I manage to clear my throat and ask in a small voice, “So, what did you want to talk to me about, President Hawthorne?”

      He laughs. “Relax. You look like you’re going to faint. You’re not in trouble.” I feel the knot in my stomach relax, if only a little. “To be honest, Millie--can I call you that?” Swallowing, I nod, and he continues. “To be honest, Millie, I’ve wanted to sit down with you for a while, just to get a sense of how you’re settling in.”

      “Oh.” I blink, the tension leaving my shoulders. He really didn’t overhear us… did he? I want to believe he didn’t, but there’s a gleam in his eyes that gives me pause.

      “Yes,” Hawthorne says. “I think it’s fair to say that you’re a special case, wouldn’t you?”

      Clearing my throat again, I nod. “I guess so, yeah.”

      “I mentioned when we first met that hybrid shifters are exceedingly rare--so much so that nowadays, people tend to believe they don’t exist… or fear them.” His dark eyes meet mine, and I shrink under his gaze. “I heard about the fight you had with Ms. Ash.”

      Damn. Busted. Shifting a little in my seat, I reply, “I, ah… I’m really sorry about that, President Hawthorne. I hadn’t figured out how to control my powers yet. I still don’t--not really. I didn’t want to hurt her, I just… I panicked, and…” I’m babbling, feeling more on edge by the second in spite of Hawthorne’s reassurances. “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      “It’s all right, Millie,” Hawthorne says gently. “You’re not the first shifter who’s lost control of their powers. That’s why this school exists, isn’t it?”

      Is it? “I guess so.”

      “So how are you doing, really?” he asks, leaning forward and giving me a scrutinizing stare. I feel like his eyes are going to bore a hole in my head. “I mean truly--how are you liking it here? Do your classes feel like they’re going well? Has the transition become easier?”

      “Yes,” I reply. “I mean, I still wouldn’t say it’s easy, but… I do feel comfortable here. More comfortable than I’ve felt at other schools, actually.”

      Hawthorne nods approvingly. “Glad to hear it.” He leans back and crosses his arms. “And you’re making friends?”

      I nod. “A few, actually. They’ve… they’ve made it easier. I mean, they’ve helped me learn to transform, they’ve stood up for me…” They make me feel less alone, I want to say, but I don’t think Hawthorne would understand. “They’re a good group,” I finish instead.

      “And Mr. Aconite?” Hawthorne asks, his eyes narrowing slightly, almost imperceptibly. “He seems to have taken quite a liking to you.”

      My eyes widen, and I feel a blush creeping into my cheeks. “Really?”

      Hawthorne chuckles. “Come on, Millie. I was your age once, too. A long time ago. I’ve spent enough time around boys to know how they think. I actually wanted to talk to you about that,” he adds, his expression going stony again.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Mr. Aconite is…” He steeples his fingers, pursing his lips. “You could say that Mr. Aconite is… troubled. I’m not sure how much he told you about his childhood, but--”

      “A bit,” I reply. “He said his parents were paranoid. About humans, I mean.”

      “Paranoid is putting it lightly,” Hawthorne replies. “They were conspiracy theorists who thought humans were out to… I don’t know, enslave shifters, or something. Hogwash, obviously.” He gestures around the room, grinning. “I mean, does this look like enslavement to you?”

      I give an uneasy laugh. “No, I guess not.” For the first time in a while, I’m reminded of the fact that President Hawthorne is, in fact, human.

      “Shifters and the humans who know about their existence have cooperated for hundreds of years,” Hawthorne continues. “We support each other, coexisting as we help strengthen each other. Learn from each other. Is that enslavement?” He shakes his head, looking thoughtful. “Shifters are more powerful than humans can ever hope to be,” he muses. “It’s an honor to be able to help your kind assimilate, to study your abilities in a mutually beneficial relationship. Don’t you agree?”

      “Yeah, sure,” I reply.

      “It’s views like the ones Mr. Aconite’s parents held that jeopardize the relationship humans and shifters have cultivated for so long,” says President Hawthorne. “Paranoia breeds irrationality, which breeds violence. Mr. Aconite’s parents were violent.”

      My eyes widen. “Really? He didn’t mention…”

      “No, I doubt he did,” says Hawthorne. “He probably isn’t even aware. His parents were revolutionaries, radicals who wanted to overturn the system, at the expense of both humans and shifters. They and their co-conspirators were in the midst of planning an attack when we managed to intercept them.”

      I swallow, unable to respond.

      “You see why that kind of ideology is dangerous,” Hawthorne continues. “And I fear that…” His eyes flicker away from me.

      “What is it?” I ask, leaning forward.

      “I fear that Mr. Aconite’s parents may have poisoned him with their beliefs,” Hawthorne says, sounding almost reluctant to tell me, like it pains him to deliver the message. “He was, thankfully, taken out of that situation as a child, but he spent a great deal of his life learning to be suspicious of humans and our motives.”

      “Are you saying Silas is going to turn out like his parents?”

      Hawthorne shrugs. “It’s impossible to predict what will happen to the boy. But I want to warn you now, Millie: spending time with shifters like him is a dangerous game. He could be indoctrinating you, and you wouldn’t even know it. I want you to be careful.”

      I take a breath to steady myself. “Is that why you called me in here?” I asked quietly. “To warn me about Silas?”

      Slowly, Hawthorne nods, that thoughtful look still on his face. “I would hate to see you get caught up in whatever delusions his parents might have instilled in him. It wouldn’t end well. And you… well, you’re special.” He shrugs. “Those are just my two cents, of course. You’re free to do what you want, but I would warn you to think carefully about who you associate with around here. Do you understand?”

      I nod, my heart hammering in my chest. “I think so.”

      “Good,” Hawthorne says, and nods towards the exit. “Then you’re free to go.”

      It’s after curfew, and the students are all in bed. There are a few lights on in the individual dorm rooms, but the hallways are empty and dark. I lie on top of my sheets, staring at the ceiling.

      Did Hawthorne threaten me today?

      That’s debatable, I suppose, but the message behind his words was crystal clear: stay away from Silas. But why? He’s just another student at the Academy, right?

      That business about his parents planning a coup bothers me, though. If Silas’ parents were dangerous, Hawthorne would know, right? Unless he was lying. There are too many questions, and my nervousness about the disappearance isn’t helping matters. I’m too new to this world, I think, and I don’t have enough information to think about any of this objectively. I haven’t heard from Silas since our last conversation, and that makes me nervous, too; did he break into the registrar’s office? What did he find? Was he discovered?

      Maybe he is just paranoid, I think. Maybe Hawthorne was right, and Brody going missing is just the excuse he needed to lash out against the Academy.

      As if on cue, there’s an insistent rapping at the door, enough to make me jump. The knocking pauses for a moment and then resumes with renewed urgency. Sitting bolt upright in bed, I go to the door and hiss, “Who is it?”

      “It’s me,” Silas’ voice comes from the other side, making my heart beat a little faster. “Boots, I need to talk to you right now.”

      I pull open the door, once again surprised by how much he towers over me. He nearly has to duck to enter the room, and I can tell just from his posture that he’s on edge--frightened, even. But Hawthorne’s warning is still fresh in my mind, and I cross my arms warily. “What’s this about?” I ask.

      “I did it,” he replies, his tone intense. “Mrs. Fairbanks had to step out. I don’t know where she went, but it doesn’t matter. I got a look at the student files.”

      My eyes widen. “And? What did you find?”

      “Millie, it’s…” He shakes his head, looking like he doesn’t know how to proceed. “It’s bad,” he says after a moment.

      I clear my throat. “Silas, look,” I begin, “I know you wanted to find out the truth, but are you sure this is--”

      “It involves you.”

      My mouth drops open. Those three little words hang heavy in the air, and for a moment I don’t know what to do with the information. Me? What the hell does Brody’s disappearance have to do with me? “What are you talking about?”

      Silas opens his mouth to reply and then closes it again, tunneling a hand through his hair.

      “I… Boots, there’s no easy way to say this,” he says, slowly taking a seat on my bed.

      I sit down next to him, eyes wide.

      “They had a lot of documents back there,” Silas says, turning to me. “And there was a whole file on you.”

      “A whole…” I shake my head. “But everyone has a file, don’t they?”

      “Sure,” Silas replies, “but yours was enormous. I’m talking hundreds of pages.”

      “But why?” I ask. “Why would they have that much information on me? I just got here!”

      Silas takes a long breath. “Because they made you,” he replies. I stare at him, not understanding. “I don’t mean the Academy itself made you,” he continues, “but the humans. The ones who founded the Academy.”

      “What do you mean, they made me?” I ask. “How do you know? What did my file say?” The questions are coming almost faster than I can keep up with them, but the need for the truth has overtaken any caution Hawthorne might have put in me today.

      Silas swallows. “Nineteen years ago, the group in charge of policing human-shifter interactions began a project.”

      “What kind of project?” I ask, my voice shaking.

      “They were trying to create a hybrid shifter,” Silas replies. “It had been done before, a few times, but it had always been magic-based, and the lore was lost. It had always been frowned upon, seen as unnatural, but that…” He shakes his head. “That didn’t stop them. They spent years trying to recreate the ritual using modern science, taking newborn shifters and experimenting on them, trying to combine their abilities.”

      “But why?” I ask. “Why would they want to do that?”

      Silas shrugs. “I don’t know. Power? Control? It could be anything. But what I do know is this,” he continues, putting his hands on my shoulders, “They finally succeeded. Eighteen years ago, with four shifters, one from each clan, and a human child. That child’s name was--”

      “Millie Brix,” I breathe.

      He nods. “You were their first success,” he says. “The only one who didn’t die from the experiments.”

      “What about the others?” I ask. “The shifters from the other clans--what happened to them?”

      A grim smile appears on Silas’ face. “I’ll give you a hint: you were in detention with all four of them.”

      The news is enough to rock me to the core. How was it possible? It’s almost too perfect, the kind of thing that happens in movies. Then again, when I think about my connection to these guys--how sudden and seemingly out of nowhere it felt wonderful and strange and almost predetermined. I feel a chill go through me. “Are you saying…?”

      “Yes. Me, Landon, Hunter, and Shade. We were all taken from our homes, used to give you your powers, and then…” He shakes his head. “I think my parents knew,” he says, more to himself than to me. “I think they figured out what the humans had used me for, and they wanted to take me away. That’s why…” His voice breaks. “That’s why they tried to run away with me.”

      “Silas,” I say quietly, looking into his eyes, “are you sure?”

      He nods. “It was all there, in your file. Paperwork, notes, lab tests, medical records… Millie, they did this to you, to us. The Academy.”

      “I…” I feel like I’m at a loss for words, both numb and overcome with emotion at the same time. All my life I’ve wondered about my past, all my time at the Academy I’ve wondered about my powers, and now… It feels like my world--whatever tenuous version of it I’ve created for myself since arriving at the Academy--has been turned upside-down. They used the guys to create a hybrid shifter. Me. I’m the result of experiments performed by humans. Is that why Hawthorne said I was special? And what about my parents? Did they give me up willingly? Did they know what was going to happen to me? Or what if…

      A horrible idea occurs to me. What if my parents, like Silas’, found out about what the humans were doing, and were snuffed out? Could that be what happened to them? And what about the others’? It’s all too much, and I suddenly feel like I want to cry. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Me neither,” Silas says quietly, looking away from me. “And the worst part is--” But he stops himself, and I see a hint of color in his cheeks.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “If this was all planned,” he says, voice barely above a whisper, “then how do I know any of it is real?”

      “What do you mean?” I find myself reaching out to touch his arm, and a spark passes between us. Silas meets my gaze, his eyes smoldering, and I’m very conscious of how close we are on the bed.

      “You,” Silas replies. “Us. Any of this. What if it was all just a plan? Is it all just a game to them? What if the Academy wanted us to meet, to become friends? Did they want me to have feelings for you, too?” There’s a long pause as the meaning of his words hits me. I think back to what Hawthorne said, my heart fluttering in my chest. Silas’ eyes go wide as he realizes what he just said. “I’m sorry,” he says. “That was… forget I… I didn’t mean to--”

      “Do you have feelings for me, Silas?” I ask quietly, my hand still resting on his arm. The thought of breaking the contact seems impossible.

      The silence in the room grows almost unbearable, and I’m unable to tear my gaze away from Silas’. A truth I’ve been dancing around for a while--possibly since the beginning--is looming over me, and I feel like I’m on the brink of something.

      “Yes,” Silas replies, his voice heady. “Ever since that first day in the dorms. But I couldn’t--I mean, I didn’t want to… presume. Or ruin what we had. I just feel like you’re mine and I would do anything, anything to keep your heart.” Tentatively, almost shyly, he reaches out to touch my face. His hand is warm and steady, and I find myself leaning into his touch. It feels like there’s a fire burning in my stomach as I look up at him, this dark, thoughtful dragon shifter who risked everything to find out the truth about my past.

      “Silas,” I say quietly.

      His lip twitches in a small smile, and then he kisses me. My head feels like it’s going to explode, his soft lips gentle against mine, the fire in my stomach now a raging inferno. In what little kissing experience I’ve had, I’ve never experienced anything like the passion I’m feeling right now, as his other arm wraps around me, pulling my body close to his.

      Finally he pulls away, his eyes searching mine. “Boots?” he murmurs.

      “Don’t stop,” I reply, and within moments my lips are on his again.
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Chapter 23

        

      

    

    
      I wouldn’t have thought I would end up sleeping well , but for the first time since the assembly, I find myself sleeping soundly. Having Silas next to me is comforting, and even though we’re cramped in the little dorm room bed, the feeling of his arms around me is enough to make it all worth it. We stopped kissing sometime later in the night and fell asleep, which I’m glad of. There’s no use denying now that I do feel something for Silas, and the more I think about it, the more I realize that it’s a connection that’s lasted ever since I first met him. What this means for the future, I can’t say, but I feel safe in his arms. My mind is still in pieces over what he told me, but in the shelter of my dorm room, I’m able to put thoughts of experiments and conspiracies out of my mind.

      The first thing I become aware of when I awake the following morning is the fact that Silas is no longer in bed with me. Groggy, I sit up in bed and see that light is streaming in through the window, and the sun is already high in the sky; it’s a Saturday, which means no classes, although activities have been fairly limited ever since the new security measures went into effect. Brow furrowing, I peer out the window to the clock--it’s almost eleven AM.

      Slowly I get out of bed and get dressed out of my pajamas, wondering if maybe Silas has already woken up and gone to the bathroom. I take my time dressing, then return to sit on my bed for another few minutes while I wait for him to come back. It’s quiet in the dormitory, and I can hear the sounds of the other students beginning to move about. Still, nobody comes to my room, and after another spell of waiting, I pull out my phone and send Silas a quick text: Hey, where’d you go?

      The message arrives but remains unread. Maybe he left his phone in my room…? But upon checking, I see that none of his stuff is here; he must have dressed and left. Sighing, I leave the room, glancing around at the other girls in the hallway as I make my way down to the common area. He might have gone down there to meet me, although why he wouldn’t wait for me, I have no idea. Maybe guys are just strange about these things.

      The common room is bustling, but there’s no sign of the tall dragon shifter anywhere, and I begin to feel the first stirrings of unease. Silas still hasn’t opened my message. Not wanting to wait any longer, I approach the first boy who comes down from the dorms and ask, “Excuse me--did you happen to see Silas Aconite up there?”

      “Silas?” The boy frowns. “Now that you mention it, no. He didn’t come to bed last night. Hey,” he adds jokingly, “maybe whatever got that Brody kid got him, too.”

      I give him a thin smile but don’t laugh. Stop it, I tell myself. You’re just being paranoid.

      Am I, though?

      My worry only grows as I leave the dormitory building and begin to wander around the campus, asking the people I pass if they’ve seen Silas. Those who even know who he is tell me that they haven’t seen him since last night, and his dorm room is shut and locked. I make a sweep of the campus, eventually ending up in the academic building, and begin to prowl the halls, uneasy as I look for Silas. I send him a couple more texts as I go, both of which go unread. The academic building might as well be deserted on a day like this, and it soon becomes clear that I’m not going to find him here.

      Feeling a lump forming in my throat, I wander back outside, scanning the quad once more for any sign of Silas. There’s none to be found. Horrible scenarios are already drifting through my mind, and all of them revolve around what he told me last night. Is it paranoid to wonder if someone saw him in Mrs. Fairbanks’ office? And what about his speculation that his parents were killed because of their suspicions? The campus suddenly doesn’t feel as safe as it once did, the tall doors and yawning corridors seeming to glare down at me everywhere I turn.

      My feet are taking me in the direction of the faculty offices before I’m really even aware of it. I’m gripping my phone until my knuckles turn white, my eyes flitting in every direction as I go. I want--no, need--to talk to someone. It’s as I’m passing the registrar’s office that I notice Mrs. Fairbanks isn’t at her desk. Could she have stepped out for something? I pause at the door, peering in, my eyes drawn toward the large file cabinet in the back of the room. Could there be more information there that Silas didn’t see? Would it be worth looking to see if there’s something on my parents?

      But a familiar voice snaps me out of it. “Millie? What are you doing in here?”

      I turn around to see Samantha watching me from just outside the door. How long has she been there? “I, ah…” I swallow. “Listen, Samantha, I--” I lean in closer to her, and my eyes must betray my panic, since she looks a little taken aback at my expression. “I think Silas Aconite might be missing,” I tell her, the words sounding ridiculous even as I say them.

      She frowns. “Why would you think that?”

      “He wasn’t in the dorms today,” I say, talking quickly. “I’ve already looked everywhere on campus for him, and there’s been no sign of him anywhere. Everyone’s saying he didn’t come to bed last night.”

      Samantha’s eyes dart up and to the left for just a moment before her expression softens and she chuckles. “It’s all right, Millie. Silas is fine.”

      “Really?” I stare at her. “Where is he?”

      “He was admitted to the infirmary earlier this morning,” Samantha replies. “Stomach problems, I think.”

      I blink. Part of me wants to believe her, but the other part is hung up on her brief hesitation before she answered me. “Is he okay?”

      “Yes, he’ll be fine,” Samantha says, giving me a thin smile. She doesn’t say anything else.

      “Can I see him?”

      “No,” she says, a little harshly. “Sorry, Millie,” she adds. “It’s against school rules.”

      “Since when? I thought students were allowed to visit the infirmary.”

      “They are, most of the time,” she replies. “But it’s our policy to keep students with unknown conditions isolated from the rest of the school. I’m sure you can understand, given how… on edge everyone has been, lately.”

      “Unknown condition?” My eyes narrow. “I thought you said he was having stomach problems.”

      “I… yes,” she says. “Yes, stomach problems. But we don’t know what caused them,”

      There’s a pause.

      “I want to speak to President Hawthorne.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” says Samantha.

      “Why not?” I demand, face flushing. “Is he suddenly not taking visitors?”

      “There’s no need to get angry,” Samantha says, her patience unnerving. “President Hawthorne is a very busy man, and this isn’t a matter of concern to him.”

      “What do you mean, it’s not a matter of concern?” I ask desperately. “What aren’t you telling me? Where’s Silas?” I can feel my heart hammering in my chest as we size each other up for a moment. Part of me wants to push further, but another part already knows it would be a waste of time. She knows something, I think. There’s something she’s not telling me. Samantha just keeps watching me with that unnerving look on her face, to the point where my shoulders slump and I let out a defeated sigh. “I guess I’ll just wait for him to get better, then.”

      “You should do that,” says Samantha, still with that wan smile on her face. “And Millie,” she adds as I turn to go, “you should really relax. It looks like the stress is starting to get to you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you mean, he’s missing?” asks Hunter, his arms still crossed in front of his chest. The four of us are standing in the shade of the dormitory building, a ways away from the other students.

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” counters Landon. “Not the part where we were all experimented on as kids?”

      “Come on,” says Shade. “Silas has always been paranoid. It runs in the family. Millie, I’m sure whatever he found wasn’t--”

      “No, listen to me,” I protest. “He said he found proof--documents. Records. And now he’s vanished off the face of the earth, and the faculty won’t help me. Doesn’t that strike you as a little suspicious?”

      “Maybe a little,” Shade admits.

      “Are seriously none of you worried about the fact that, if he wasn’t lying, this means the five of us were part of some kind of… conspiracy?” Landon asks, sweeping his arms out. “Does that not bother any of you?”

      “Obviously, it does,” snaps Hunter. “But if Silas is missing, then we have more urgent things to deal with.”

      Landon blinks. “Damn. I think that’s more words than you’ve ever said, Hunter.”

      “Not now, Landon,” I say. “Guys, come on. We need to focus here. Samantha was lying to me about where he was. Why the hell would they stop letting students into the infirmary all of a sudden?”

      Shade purses his lips. “I guess you have a point.”

      “Look,” I say, my tone pleading now, “I know none of us have known each other for very long. But if what Silas was telling me is true, then think about what it means for the rest of us. If we were all used by the humans when we were babies, and now we’re all here at the Academy, what does that mean for us? What if these disappearances have something to do with it?” I cross my arms. “And even if they don’t, that doesn’t change the fact that, as of this morning, another student is missing. One of us could be next. I don’t know about you guys, but I want answers. Answers that the school isn’t giving me.”

      Landon sighs, scuffing his foot against the ground. “So what are we supposed to do, then? Form an angry mob and storm Hawthorne’s office?”

      “Like that would help,” mutters Shade.

      “Okay, thanks. Got any ideas of your own?” Landon fires back.

      “I might have one,” Hunter pipes up, and the rest of us turn to look at him. He sighs, raking a hand through his red hair, and then says, “I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but… I might be able to get us into the faculty offices tonight, if you guys really want to dig deeper into this.”

      “How?” Shade asks incredulously.

      “My dad’s a board member,” Hunter reminds him, and thanks to a few lessons, I know board members are the leaders of our community and come from old families in the shifter world. Mostly people refer to them as royalty, as they might as well be. That’s why people call Amelia the prince and princess of the academy. “I might be able to get a hold of his keys. Might.” He shakes his head and sighs. “Amelia will kill me if she finds out.”

      “Better her than the school,” I point out. “This is the kind of secret that could make the academy fall.”

      Hunter just stares at me. “You don’t know Amelia.”

      “So are we really doing this, then?” asks Landon. “Are we going to look for information in the offices?”

      “It’s our only option right now,” I reply, turning to look at each of them in turn. “Listen, you guys… I know this is crazy. And I know it’s probably not what you want to be doing right now. But Silas needs help--I can feel it. And there’s something the Academy isn’t telling us. That said, though…” I swallow. “If this isn’t a risk you want to take, then I’ll understand.”

      There’s a long pause, and none of them speak. Then, finally, Shade meets my eyes, the ghost of a smirk appearing on his face. “I don’t know about the rest of you,” he says slowly, “but I like risks.” He turns to me, straightening up and crossing his arms. “So when do we go?”
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Chapter 24

        

      

    

    
      Waiting for the day to end is one of the hardest things I’ve ever done. Even though I’m with the others for most of the afternoon, I find myself constantly looking around, seeing an enemy in every staff member I see, wondering who the next kid will be to inexplicably vanish. Most of all, though, I’m worried about Silas, and about what breaking into the faculty offices will mean. I don’t want to endanger any of these guys, or get them in trouble… whatever that would entail. I’m not sure I want to think about it.

      At one point, Hazel comes to join us, but I resist the urge to tell her what’s going on. I think she picks up on the fact that something is strange, because she keeps glancing at me with a worried look in her eyes. Still, the last thing I want is anyone else getting involved in this. And besides, Hazel wasn’t named in the documents that Silas found. This doesn’t affect her, at least not yet, and she shouldn’t have to be dragged into it just because she was kind to me on my first day at the Academy.

      By the time dinner rolls around and it gets dark outside, I feel like I’m about to go crazy with anticipation. I’m aware that what we’re planning could land us all in deep shit, and as much as I don’t want to risk my place in this newfound home, I want answers more. And besides… what if this isn’t as much of a home as I once thought it was?

      We decide to wait until it’s dark out, when most of the faculty has already gone to bed. In spite of my concern that there would be monitors in the dormitory, it’s empty when I finally creep out of my room and into the hallway, doing my best not to make the old floorboards creak as I move. At one point I hear footsteps on the stairs, and I find myself paralyzed with fear until a bleary-eyed, confused-looking student passes me. My nerves are all frayed, and by the time I make it down to the common area and out to the front, the smallest sound is enough to make me jump.

      The others are waiting for me when I step outside. They all look uncomfortable and vaguely nervous, but looking into their eyes shows me nothing but grim determination.

      “I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” Hunter mutters as we begin to make our way across the quad to the academic building. “If my dad finds out-”

      “He won’t,” Shade says, waving him off.

      “How do you know?” Hunter hisses. “What if someone walks in on us?”

      “Then just tell them you wanted a secret place to make out with Boots,” Shade says teasingly.

      It’s hard to tell in the dark, but I could swear I see Hunter go a bit red at the thought. “Whatever.”

      “Guys, can we focus, please?” asks Landon as we come to a stop outside the administration side of the building. “We’re not--”

      Shade claps a hand over his mouth.

      Landon struggles for a moment before he notices what has the wolf shifter’s attention: a light has come on in one of the upper rooms. “Shit,” I hiss, and the four of us press ourselves up against the side of the building. We’re in the shadows, but the light shines like a beacon in the darkness, and it’s all I can do not to panic and make a break for it. My mind is racing: what if they see us? Shade’s jokes aside, how on earth are we supposed to explain this away? What will they do to us?

      Relax, I tell myself, closing my eyes. You knew there was a risk when you decided to do this.

      Unthinking, I find myself reaching out and grabbing Landon’s hand as we wait in tense silence in the shade of the building. He looks surprised, his eyes meeting mine for a moment, and then he grins, giving my hand a squeeze. His touch is both comforting and electrifying, and for the next several seconds I just try to focus on the feeling of his hand in mine.

      What feels like an eternity later, the light upstairs finally goes off, and I let my breath out in a whoosh.

      “We have to be careful,” whispers Hunter. “I think they heard us.”

      “Go slow,” I whisper back, nodding at the door. “You have the key, right?”

      “Of course,” Hunter replies, and fumbles in his pocket for a moment before extracting a skeleton key like the ones that unlock the dorm rooms. He stares at it for a few seconds, biting his lip, and then shakes his head, sighing. “Here goes,” he says, and slides it into the lock. There’s a click, and I watch as the vampire pushes open the heavy wooden door. He does it slowly, deliberately, to avoid squeaking, and I hardly dare to breathe as I creep through, the others following behind me.

      As soon as the door shuts behind us, we’re in complete darkness. “Does anyone have a--” I begin, but Shade beats me to it, turning on his phone and using the light to illuminate the hallway. It’s strange seeing this place in the dark; it feels eerie somehow, not homey the way it did when I first arrived at the school. Things were simpler then, I realize: no conspiracies, no vanishings, no worrying myself sick over the fate of someone I cared about…

      But, I realize as I glance behind me at the others, that was because back then, I didn’t have anyone I cared about. I had never been this close to anyone before, and I never in a million years would have expected to bond this profoundly, this naturally, with a group of people the way I have with my friends at the Academy. Maybe it really is predestination or something. Could we have always been meant to cross paths again?

      We follow the hallway to the registrar’s office, which is locked up tight. Hunter pulls out another key and lets us in, looking nearly crippled with fear. I can’t blame him.

      “So what are we looking for?” Shade asks, pushing the door closed behind us.

      “My file,” I reply. “Yours, too. All of ours. Is it alphabetized?”

      “Looks like it,” Landon says, squinting at the filing cabinets in the darkness.

      Shade seems to be having no trouble reading the labels. “Do you have super vision or something?” I ask incredulously.

      “No,” he says, turning to me, and I start when I see that his eyes have gone a bright amber color. “Wolf vision.”

      “Lucky,” mutters Landon, craning his neck as he continues to search.

      “You should give it a try, Millie,” Shade says. “Maybe you could--”

      But at that moment the light comes on in the room, nearly blinding me for a second. “What on earth are you kids doing in here?” asks Mrs. Fairbanks, who is standing in the doorway in a nightshirt.

      “Fuck,” moans Hunter, putting his head in his hand.

      “I-” I begin.

      “Are you looking through the student files?” Mrs. Fairbanks takes a few steps closer to us, and I notice that her eyes have gone the telltale black of a witch. While once that was comforting, however, now it’s terrifying. “What are you doing outside at this hour? Breaking into the registrar’s office, and… Hunter Ash, is that you?” She rounds on Hunter, who is shrinking in the corner of the room.

      “Mrs. Fairbanks, please--” begins Hunter.

      “Break in!” she yells, at a surprisingly high volume considering her diminutive size. “Break in in the registrar’s office! I need security, now-”

      But before I can react, I see a flash of sea green out of the corner of my eye. Landon has transformed into a Siren, his lean muscles on full display as he shimmers with iridescent scales. He opens his mouth, but instead of a reply, what comes out is a shrill, high-pitched tone that’s enough to make me clap my hands over my ears.

      “Landon, what the hell--” I begin, but then my eyes go wide as I see that Mrs. Fairbanks’ posture has changed. Her shoulders slump, her eyes return to their normal color, and the twisted expression of upset confusion on her face smooths out. Within seconds, she’s quieted, and she stares at Landon with a docile look as the frequency dies down to a low thrum. “Leave,” Landon tells her, his voice like silk in his siren form. “Go back to bed.”

      Mrs. Fairbanks blinks. It looks like part of her is trying to fight it, but back in human form, there’s nothing she can do. “I… yes,” she says quietly. “Yes, bed would be a good idea. Excuse me.” And with that, she turns around and waddles out of the registrar’s office, switching the light off as she goes.

      Landon is already shifting back by the time I turn around. The others are staring at him, stunned.

      “What was that?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “Siren song,” Landon replies. “She’s female, and she wasn’t prepared, but that’s the only reason it worked. I’m not powerful enough to make it last, either. Between that and her yelling, I don’t think we’ll have long here, guys.”

      “Then we’d better hurry,” says Shade, turning back to the filing cabinets. The rest of us don’t need telling twice, and I hurry to resume my search, still reeling from Landon’s magic. I guess it’s a good thing it wasn’t directed at me.

      The seconds tick by, the only sound is our frantic scrabbling as we look for our files. As hurriedly as we’re searching, it’s damned near impossible to find what we need; it seems like the student records are dated all the way back to the mid-twentieth century, at the latest. I can practically hear Mrs. Fairbanks coming back, this time with help, and adrenaline rushes through me as I desperately sort through folder after folder. I’m on the verge of yelling in frustration when Hunter’s voice draws our attention. “Guys, look at this.” We cross the room to where he is, and I’m surprised to see that he’s not looking at the files themselves, but rather the cabinet. He points to it, running a hand through his hair. “Do you see that?”

      “As much as I’d love to sit here and admire the furniture with you, Hunter,” Landon says, “we’ve got more important things to--”

      “No,” insists Hunter, his voice sharp. “Look.”

      I have to squint in the darkness, but a second later I see what he’s pointing at: in the place where the cabinet meets the wall, there’s what looks like a seam of hinges. The kind that would be put in if there were a…

      “A door?” asks Shade, frowning.

      “I don’t know,” Hunter replies. “That’s what it looks like though, right?”

      We stare at it for a moment longer, and Shade runs his fingers along the seam. “I’ll be damned,” he murmurs, and then nods to Hunter. “Here, help me. Let’s try to open it.”

      “Guys,” I begin, “what if it’s not--”

      But they aren’t listening to me, already putting their weight onto the filing cabinet, Hunter pulling and Shade pushing. For a second nothing happens, but then there’s a low groaning noise as the filing cabinet swings outward on its hinges, revealing a gaping doorway. It’s impossible to make out where it leads; all that’s visible from here is a long, steep set of stairs descending into the floor. “A secret passage,” mutters Landon. “We really are in a movie, aren’t we?”

      The sound of muffled voices and echoing footsteps makes us all jump, and a light comes on in the entryway. “What do you mean, they were in the office?” comes a male voice.

      “They were rooting through the filing cabinets, Sir,” I hear Mrs. Fairbanks saying, the sound of her voice growing closer by the second.

      There’s the sound of the office doorknob jiggling, and the male voice asks, “Isn’t the office usually locked?”

      “Usually,” replies Mrs. Fairbanks.

      “All right, let me take a look.”

      None of us say anything, instead making panicked eye contact before our gazes settle on the passageway. We’re all thinking the same thing, and the four of us bolt through the doorway and onto the stairs.

      Shade remains for a moment longer to pull the door shut moments before the newcomers enter the room. We’re left in darkness, breathing hard as we listen to the staff members moving through the office.

      “I’m telling you, they were in here,” Mrs. Fairbanks says.

      “I believe you, I believe you,” the man insists. “They can’t have gotten too far. Go get the other on call security guard. I’m going to keep looking.”

      There’s the sound of retreating footsteps, and we’re left in silence, with only a sliver of light from below the door to illuminate the stairs. “What do we do now?” Hunter asks, sounding vaguely sick.

      “There’s only one thing we can do,” Shade replies, turning to glance down the steep flight of stairs leading into the bowels of the building.

      He doesn’t have to finish the sentence; we all know what he’s thinking.
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Chapter 25

        

      

    

    
      With the limited light from the office, it’s nearly impossible to see in the stairwell, and even when Shade turns his phone flashlight on, I have to grip the railing just so I don’t slip and fall. The stairs are steep and narrow, descending farther underground than I would have thought possible. Faintly, we can hear the sounds of people moving around in the building above us; it looks like we got down here just in time. “You know what’s weird?” murmurs Landon in the echoing silence of the stairwell.

      “What?” I ask.

      “It sounded like Mrs. Fairbanks didn’t know about this passageway,” he replies.

      “Neither did the other guy, by the sounds of it,” adds Shade.

      “This place looks ancient,” Hunter remarks, craning his head to get a look at the dimly lit concrete that surrounds us on all sides. “Do you think many people know about it?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “For all we know, this could be a dead end.”

      “I’d rather find out while we’re here,” Landon remarks. “The fact that this was in the registrar’s office makes it seem important.”

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out,” I say as I continue to lead the group down the stairs. It feels like the walls are pressing in on us on all sides, and the air is stagnant, like no one’s been down here in a very long time. A horrible image of the tunnel collapsing on us comes to mind, and I have to grit my teeth against the urge to freak out; that won’t do us any good. We’ve already been found out by the faculty; we have nothing to lose now and everything to gain. Maybe this leads to some sort of top-secret information storage facility, or an Illuminati bunker, or something? Whatever it is, the Academy clearly has dirty laundry that they don’t want the students accessing, and if there were ever a place to put it, it would be in a secret hideout under the building, I reason.

      After what feels like ages of carefully climbing downward, I notice that it seems to be gradually getting lighter in the passageway. As if reading my mind, Hunter says, “I can see a bit better now.”

      “Same here,” says Shade. “We must be getting towards…”

      But he trails off as I come to a sudden stop at the bottom of the stairs. The passageway has flattened out, and we’re now facing a large steel door. There’s light filtering through underneath it, and an experimental push causes it to glide open, not making the slightest sound as it does. Fluorescent light nearly blinds us, and we make our way into an industrial looking hallway. The floor and walls are concrete and sterile, and as we walk down the hall, I can see doors leading to banks of computer monitors and laboratory equipment. It’s a far cry from the old-fashioned decor of the rest of the Academy, and the others gape as we peer around. The sound of clanking machinery echoes down the hall, and I find myself shivering in the cold air. “What is this place?” wonders Hunter.

      “You don’t know?” asks Shade.

      The vampire shifter shakes his head. “My dad never mentioned anything like this. Is it for storage, maybe?”

      We all jump at the sound of a yell. It’s a male voice, cracking with pain, and it’s nearly deafening in the confined space. “What was that?” asks Landon.

      “Silas,” I breathe, and begin to run in the direction of a lone doorway at the end of the hall. I can’t say what drives me in that direction, but my feet carry me, anyway; it’s just a sense that I have, impossible to ignore.

      “Boots, wait!” yells Landon, but I don’t listen to him. I would know that voice anywhere, and the agony in it is enough to send chills down my spine. The others catch up to me just as I’m pulling the door open, and we all stop dead in our tracks as soon as we see what’s going on in the room.

      It’s a large space that reminds me a little of a doctor’s examination room, except instead of the usual jars full of cotton swabs and tongue depressors, the counter is covered in medical equipment that I don’t recognize. A bank of beeping computer monitors stands against the opposite wall alongside a sinister-looking device that could have come straight out of a science fiction film. In the middle of the room are two examination tables. Strapped into one is a blond boy I don’t recognize, although I would wager a guess that this is Brody Patton. His eyes are wide and staring, his face frozen in terror, and one glance is enough to tell me that he’s dead.

      On the other exam table is Silas. He’s writhing in pain, desperately trying to free himself from his restraints. Needles attached to the unknown medical device protrude from his arms, and he looks worn and battered, as if the energy has almost gone out of him completely.

      Examining the readouts on the machine is Samantha Goldstein, and she turns around, her eyes flashing black as soon as she sees us. “What the fuck are you doing down here?” she demands.

      “What are you doing to Silas?” I ask in response. I’m trembling with fear and adrenaline, my eyes wide as I stare at her.

      She ignores the question, taking a step forward and making us balk. “Didn’t Hawthorne tell you to stay away from Mr. Aconite?” she asks, her voice low and menacing.

      “You’ve been keeping him prisoner down here!” exclaims Landon. “Why?”

      Samantha glances back at Silas, who has gone still, his eyes clamped shut. “He poked his nose where it didn’t belong,” she replies. “We’ve needed a shifter for some time now. Especially now that this one is no longer with us.” She nods coldly at Brody’s body. “A shame, too,” she mutters. “He was strong. I thought he would last longer than he did.”

      “What are you doing to them, you insane bitch?” Shade demands, lunging forward, but I grab hold of his wrist.

      “That’s none of your concern,” Samantha replies. “Now, if you would be so kind as to stand where I can see you all, I would appreciate it. This doesn’t need to get uglier than it already is.”

      “Like hell,” I snap.

      “I’m telling my dad about this,” Hunter says, his eyes wide. “Whatever this is, it can’t have been sanctioned by the board.”

      “How terribly naive of you to think so,” Samantha says, her black eyes turning on Hunter. “It’s unfortunate that you’ll have to die, too, Mr. Ash. But your father will understand.”

      “What are you saying?” asks Hunter, his eyes going wide. “Does my father--”

      “Don’t listen to her,” snaps Shade. “She’s trying to manipulate you.”

      “Manipulate?” asks Samantha. “No. I don’t need to manipulate you. You’re nothing but a bunch of first-year students who can barely transform. And you, Ms. Brix,” she adds, turning her dark gaze on me, “I expected better from you. Really, I did. It’s a shame that you had to keep pulling on this thread. But,” she says, her tone businesslike, “that’s the reality of the situation. Close the door behind you, Mr. Ash. You aren’t going anywhere.”

      Hunter turns to the door, but hesitates, and once again I find my body acting before my mind has a chance to catch up. The cool presence of my magic is rearing up inside me, and I barely have time to visualize my wolf form before I’m transforming, lunging at Samantha from across the room. But even as I land where she was just standing, she’s disappeared, manifesting on the other side of the room. “Come on, Ms. Brix, you know I can teleport,” she says. “Now let’s put the toys away. There’s no need for this to get violent.”

      “Too late for that,” says Landon as he shifts into his siren form.

      Shade follows suit, letting out a snarl as the three of us surround Samantha.

      Hunter stays back, his eyes closed in concentration, his hands clenched into fists.

      “Really?” Samantha says, laughing. “I’ve been at this school for twenty years, guys. But,” she continues, letting out a disappointed sigh as her skin begins to turn red, “if you really want to get nasty, then so be it.” And with that, she lets out a burst of energy that’s enough to send me sailing off my feet. I strike the back wall with a groan, pain shooting through my body.

      “Millie!” yells Landon, and moves towards me, but then he’s being lifted up in the air by some sort of telekinetic spell and launched across the room in the other direction.

      Shade, still in his wolf form, charges for Samantha, and actually manages to get close enough to her to swipe at her with his claws, but once again, she blinks out of existence and reappears right next to me, staring down at me with her bright eyes. Her hands begin to glow with energy, and I clamp my eyes shut, bracing myself, but that’s when Landon lets out another siren song, the shrill frequency enough to drag her attention away for a split second. She sets her jaw, looking like she’s struggling against the siren magic, and begins to advance on him, momentarily distracted.

      Not wanting to waste the opportunity, I visualize my vampire form and feel the fangs burst out of my mouth, my stature going humanoid again and my strength and agility shooting up. I dart across the room, slamming into her from behind and knocking her off her feet.

      “How’s that for nasty?” I yell, shoving her shoulders onto the ground the same way Amelia did to me all those weeks ago.

      A pulse of energy explodes out of Samantha’s body, and it scorches me enough to make me yell in pain. It’s searing hot, like being set on fire, and it’s all I can do to stay standing as the pain courses through my body.

      Landon yells again, at a louder volume this time, and I can see that he’s putting everything he has into the song.

      Samantha growls in frustration and turns back to him, but not before Shade charges across the room and clamps his strong wolf jaws onto her arm, tearing clothes and flesh into ribbons with an aggression I’ve never seen in anyone before.

      I glance over my shoulder at Hunter, who is still cowering in the corner, trying desperately to transform but still having no luck.

      Samantha begins to chant under her breath, her black eyes starting to glow with magical energy, and Landon’s eyes go wide for a split second before his scream is suddenly silenced, as if his voice has been plucked from his body. He puts his hands to his throat, eyes wide, and my heart sinks when I realize she must have hexed him somehow.

      “Shit,” mutters Shade.

      Without the distraction of Landon’s powers, Samantha is free to send a bolt of energy flying into Shade, who yells in pain and collapses on the floor, struggling to get back to his feet even as the magic sinks into him. He’s losing concentration, and a moment later, he’s shifting unwillingly back into human form, gritting his teeth in a desperate attempt to stay a wolf. But it’s no use. Within moments he’s a guy again, pinned to the ground by magic.

      Landon is still struggling to get his voice back, his hands clawing at his throat as he is silenced by an invisible magic, and Hunter remains behind me, as feeble as ever.

      Fuck, I think. It’s just the two of us, now.

      As if reading my mind, Samantha sneers, “So much for your little harem, Brix.” Then she’s teleporting across the room to me, lifting me into the air with her telekinesis. I feel the magical force squeezing around my throat, cutting off my air supply and making me see stars. Within seconds, I’ll be unconscious or dead, and with the others incapacitated, it will be easy for her to finish us off… Or worse, subject us to the same treatment that she’s using on Silas and Brody.

      Darkness threatens to close in on my vision as I gasp for breath, twisting around in midair as my body goes from vampire to human again. I’m going to die, I realize with a start. She’s going to kill me. Just like Mark was going to kill me, just like those guys at the warehouse were going to kill me.

      That revelation seems to wake something up in me, even as the last of my consciousness begins to ebb away, my muscles going weak from the lack of oxygen. With one final burst of desperation, I visualize a dragon: all powerful muscles and hard scales, enormous in its size and power. I think back to the times I breathed fire, to the lesson Shade gave me on transforming, and throw myself into the image. Come on, I pray as my vision goes dark. Come on, come on, come on…

      And then, like magic, the hold on my throat is loosening, the invisible hand opening ever so slightly, and I draw in a shaking breath.

      My eyes open again and I look down in astonishment to see that I am no longer a human, but a dragon, my golden scales iridescent in the fluorescent lights of the laboratory. Magic is no longer what’s holding me in the air; rather, it’s my wings, flapping with enough power to create gusts of wind.

      Samantha looks taken aback as she stares up at me, moving backwards a step, hesitating a little…

      But that second of hesitation is all I need. Embracing the second wind, I fill my lungs with air and scream out, a jet of fire lighting up the room and hitting Samantha squarely in the chest. She shrieks as the flames engulf her, frantically swatting at her clothes as she tries to put the fire out. The distraction is enough to make her form waver, and in the instant she becomes human again, Landon finds his voice once more. “Get down!” he yells at her, his voice tinged with the siren frequency. “Surrender!” There’s a moment of futile resistance, but then Samantha is dropping to the ground, her clothes and hair still on fire as she is forced to obey Landon’s command.

      I flap my wings again, sending another gust of air at her, and it’s enough to extinguish the flames, leaving Samantha a trembling, scorched wreck on the floor.

      I drop back to the ground, shifting back into human form, too focused on taking stock of the others to process the fact that I finally managed to transform into a dragon. Shade is groaning as he picks himself up off the ground, while Landon is advancing on Samantha, his song down to a low thrumming as he works to sustain the command. Hunter, who has been watching the fight with wide eyes, shuffles slowly forward. “Is it over?” he asks, but I don’t respond. I’m bolting across the room to the table where Silas is tied down. The dragon shifter’s eyes are closed, and although he’s breathing, he doesn’t seem to be conscious.

      “Silas!” I yell, touching his face. “Wake up!” He doesn’t even stir, his complexion still ashy and sickly. Quickly I feel for a pulse; it’s there, but faint, like his heart is struggling just to keep beating. “Come on,” I say, shaking his shoulders. “Come on, wake up. I’m here--we’re here. Silas, please!”

      Still nothing. I turn back to the others. Shade’s eyes are wide as he approaches. “What’s wrong with him?” he asks.

      “I don’t know,” I reply, and I realize that my eyes are brimming with tears. “What do we do?!”

      “What are they injecting him with?” Shade asks, pointing to the needles in his arms. I follow his line of sight to the IV tubes, which are hooked up to the monitoring device; not daring to think about it any further, I reach down and yank the needles from Silas’ arms one at a time. A little blood trickles out of the puncture wounds, but otherwise, there’s no response.

      A minute passes, and then two, as we all stare at the dragon shifter with bated breath.

      At first I can’t tell if I’m imagining it, but it almost looks like his breaths are coming more easily now, and when I put my fingers to his neck once more, I feel his heart beating with a little more strength. Moments later, I feel a warm hand cover mine, and I look up to see Silas’s dark eyes opening. He groans, shifting a little as he stares up at me. “Silas,” I breathe, leaning in closer to him.

      He gives me that tentative, crooked smile, the same one he gave me the other night, and says two words: “Hey, Boots.”
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Chapter 26

        

      

    

    
      “Would you stop leaning on me?” Landon says, sounding exasperated. “God, Shade. I know I’m attractive, but I have a personal bubble.”

      “Don’t stress yourself,” Shade fires back, shifting away. “You’re not my type, anyway, Thyme.”

      “Guys, come on,” Silas pleads. “You’re gonna crush me.”

      We’re in the infirmary, all gathered around Silas’ bed. He’s being given fluids and anti-inflammatories, and his cot clearly isn’t meant for the number of people it’s currently supporting. Shade and Landon are sitting on either side, their bickering reaching nearly comical levels, while Hunter lingers next to the bedside table with Hazel by his side. I’m at the head of the bed, arms crossed over my chest as I watch the others’ antics, occasionally sharing an incredulous glance with Hazel.

      It’s been a day and a half since we broke into the faculty building, and I still feel a little bit surreal about the whole thing. As soon as we stumbled out of the basement, supporting a weak Silas as we went, we found ourselves surrounded by faculty and security. Judging by their horrified reactions, most of them had been unaware of what was going on in the basement--or at the very least, were good at pretending so. The questions are enough to make me paranoid when I think about it too hard.

      “I’m glad to see you’re all right,” Hazel said, patting Silas’s shoulder for a moment before taking a step away from the bed. “When are they letting you come back to class?”

      “They’re saying they just want to make sure I’m stable, and that I should be clear to go by the end of the week,” Silas replies.

      “You’re not worried they’re going to try to kidnap you again?” Hazel’s tone is joking, but there’s genuine worry in her eyes.

      “Hawthorne’s claiming it was an isolated incident,” replies Landon, rolling his eyes. “Guess he’s got a handy scapegoat in Ms. Goldstein.”

      “Yeah, what’s happening to her?” asks Hazel.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “I saw them hauling her away after our meeting with Hawthorne. She’s being put on administrative leave until the board decides what to do with her.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t find that very reassuring,” mutters Shade.

      “Yeah,” I agree, turning to him.

      “But it seems like the danger is over, for now at least,” Hunter says. “Although whether more students are going to go missing…”

      “I don’t know,” Landon says, shaking his head. “Something tells me this is far from over.”

      “It is far from over,” replies Silas. “Whatever they were doing to me and Brody, Samantha mentioned that more people were in on it.”

      “Poor Brody,” murmured Hazel, shaking her head. “I’m glad they got there when they did, Silas.”

      “Believe me,” Silas replies, glancing at me, “so am I.”

      “I don’t trust Hawthorne,” I say. I haven’t forgotten the conversation we had in his office, when he warned me to stay away from Silas. It’s easy enough for him to feign concern for us, I think, while behind the scenes he’s working with whoever gave the order to kidnap the students in the first place. It’s not clear to me whether he’s behind it, but one thing is for sure: anyone who believes Samantha was acting alone is naive.

      “Me neither,” Hazel says, biting her lip. “But I guess there’s not much we can do, is there? Aside from staying vigilant, I mean.”

      “And looking out for each other,” I agree, nodding.

      There’s a moment of silence as we look around at each other, me and all these friends I’ve made since arriving at Shifter Academy. Finally, Hazel straightens and says, “Well, I guess I’d better get back to class. I’ve got Houston next period.”

      “Damn,” Landon says, laughing. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks,” says Hazel, grinning. “I’ll see you guys later.” And with that, she turns and walks out of the infirmary.

      The five of us are left looking at each other. “You’re right about looking out for each other,” mutters Shade. I glance at him, surprised. “We owe each other that much,” he says. “And I agree--whatever this is, it’s far from over.”

      “And there’s still this whole issue of our past,” Landon points out. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I want answers. About all of it.”

      “Then let’s find them,” Silas says, and we all turn to look at him. He shifts a little in his bed, sitting up with a grunt. “Together, I mean. Look, I…” He clears his throat. “I know we haven’t always gotten along perfectly, but at the end of the day, this affects all of us. I want to make sure we’re all on the same page, here.”

      “You’re right.” Before I really even know what I’m doing, I’m reaching out and grabbing first Silas’s hand, and then Landon’s. They look at me, confused, but it’s almost as if something passes between us then.

      Wordlessly, Landon takes Hunter’s hand, Hunter takes Shade’s, and Shade takes Silas’s. We’re left standing there in a circle, looking from one to the next as the invisible bond we share--whether it’s predestined or not--weighs us down. I’ve grown close to these people, and I find myself vowing that I’m not going to let anything happen to them. Whatever it takes. The room seems to crackle with energy, and I meet each of the guys’ eyes in turn, nodding. “We’re in this together.”

      “So what now?” Hunter asks quietly.

      “We survive,” I reply. “As far as what comes after…” I take a long breath and square my shoulders. “We have work to do.”

      

      Continuing reading Millie’s story in Azure Dragons by clicking here.
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