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        Wolf, Siren, Dragon, Witch and Vampire shifters in one academy? Make that two academies and then there is a big problem.

      

        

      
        Our magical boarding school is in danger and its students are being hunted. With the humans blaming the supernaturals and the supernaturals blaming the humans, no one knows who is doing this. But everyone knows they are no longer safe.

      

        

      
        With a trip to Boston suddenly coming up, my five “friends” becoming more than I ever imagined they would be to me. Supernatural Shifter Academy is no longer a safe place.

      

        

      
        For my heart…and my life.

      

        

      
        Someone wants us dead and the secrets we have found out buried with us.

      

        

      
        But I won’t let that happen.

      

        

      
        18+ Reverse Harem Romance which means the main character will have more than one love interest. This is book two of a five-book series and will be rapidly released.
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Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      My life is insane. In a good way.

      A little less than a year ago, my school guidance counselor sat me down for one of our requisite meetings. I think it was meant to help get us thinking about life after graduation and figure out a game plan for our future—one of those misguided things that the administration thinks is more helpful than it really is. I remember her asking me where I saw myself after finishing school, no doubt fishing for some answer about university, picking a career, and soldiering out into everyday society without a care in the world. In the end I made up something about “seeing where things went”, because the answer “I’m probably going to end up burning out in a dead-end job, since I have no friends, no family, and no connections” somehow didn’t seem like it was going to placate her.

      How could I have known that by this time the following year, I would be standing in the middle of a forest with a shapeshifter, desperately trying to master the art of transforming into a wolf in time for next week’s practical?

      It’s funny how these things work out.

      “Boots. Earth to Boots.” A familiar voice breaks through the reverie, and I shake myself as I cast the memories aside. Shade Ivis, the handsome, lanky, ash-blond wolf shapeshifter and U.K. Shifter Academy’s resident criminal is standing a few feet away from me, his hands cupped around his mouth in an exaggerated gesture. “Are you still with me?”

      “Sorry, sorry.” I clear my throat. “I just zoned out for a second, there.”

      “Really?” he teases. “I never would have guessed.” Taking a step forward, he crosses his arms over his chest. “You’re not going to impress anyone by zoning out, though, Boots.”

      Boots. Even though it’s only been a few months, the name already has a homey ring to it, like an old coat or a used car. It suits me, but more than that, it makes me feel like I’m a part of a bigger group, which isn’t something I would have ever expected. I think maybe that’s what’s struck me the most about all this, in the end: the ease with which I’ve connected with the people here, in the aftermath of a lifetime on my own.

      They say people change after leaving school, but usually they don’t mean it literally. In my case, though, instead of a new set of goals or a new lease on life, a few months ago I found myself with a new body—five new bodies, to be exact. What started out as a day on the run, a desperate attempt to get away from my alcoholic foster father and his escalating temper, ended in a night of being attacked by squatters in a building I had thought was abandoned. That was when everything had, as the saying goes, gone pear-shaped. Looking back on it now, I can still hardly believe it—it was the kind of thing I thought only happened in stories: the cornered orphan discovers that she has magical powers and uses them to save the day before being whisked off to a new home and new life. On the surface, it was almost too perfect.

      They say that shifter magic usually first presents itself during young adulthood. The jury’s still out on where the magic comes from, exactly, with theories ranging from a genetic mutation to occult meddling hundreds of years ago. Either way, what do you get when you cross a runaway foster kid with unknown superpowers?

      Me, of course. The only difference being that instead of having access to just one shifter form, like pretty much every other shifter in the world, I have access to all five: witch, dragon, wolf, siren, and vampire. It’s like something out of a comic book, except usually comic book characters don’t have as much trouble using their powers as I do. I’ve made a decent amount of progress since first coming to the Academy, but I’ve got a long way to go before I’m on par with the upperclassmen—and even longer before I’m capable of handling myself in a world that I now know is nowhere near as straightforward as I once thought it was.

      “You’re not giving up, are you?” Shade asks, smirking. “And here I was thinking you never gave up, Boots.”

      “You’re damn right, I never give up,” I fire back, rolling my shoulders and widening my stance. Closing my eyes, I follow the advice he gave me all those months ago and casting away the outside world. It’s not an easy thing to do, especially for someone like me, who would rather overthink everything than let instincts do what they’re supposed to. Everyone says that’s the key to mastering your shifter form: to learn to let go. The only problem is that it’s easier said than done, and I’ve only really ever gotten the hang of it in life or death situations. But that’s a story for another time, I think.

      I suck in a long breath, focusing on the feeling of the cool autumn air on my skin and the sounds of the leaves rustling in the trees overhead. It’s a Sunday, and there are no classes today, which means the students of the Academy have free reign to roam about the campus, study, and practice their forms. It’s a simple life, but I’m not complaining, especially now that I’ve seen what it’s like to have the Academy on lockdown. It’s been a bit more than a month since that student, Brody Patton, disappeared, and the faculty has only just eased up on the curfews and restrictions. How many of them know the real reason behind Brody’s disappearance, I can’t say.

      I feel my breathing start to slow down, that cool, familiar feeling that I’ve come to know as my magic making itself known in the pit of my stomach. I resist the urge to reach for it, to try to grab onto it; Shade was the one who told me how counterproductive that is. The key is to let go and let it come to you. So I do… or at least, I try to.

      The truth is that I’m finding it incredibly hard to focus with Shade in such close proximity to me. He’s close enough that I can feel his breath stirring the chestnut flyaways on my forehead, and can smell him—earthy and musky, with a layer of danger that sets my heart pounding whenever I catch it. Not for the first time, I catch myself wondering if he’s picked up on my feelings yet. What do I even call it, anyway? A crush? A friendship? An attachment? Somehow, none of those feel quite right, and that’s the problem.

      That’s the problem with all the guys.

      “Take your time, take your time,” Shade says dryly. “It’s not like it’s almost dinnertime or something.”

      I open my eyes and give him a playful shove, sending him stumbling back. “You’re making it hard to concentrate.”

      Shade gives me a devilish grin that sends a swarm of butterflies moving through my stomach. “That’s the point.”

      My eyes go wide, and I open my mouth to ask what he means by that, but think better of it at the last second. That’s opening a door I’m not sure I want to open.

      Aside from Hazel, the siren shifter who I met on my first day at the Academy, most of my friends here have been guys. It’s not like that’s a problem, or anything—I don’t discriminate—but when I arrived here, I wasn’t used to being close to people. After a life of bouncing from place to place, never able to settle down and form real connections, I had almost forgotten what it was like to care about someone—let alone multiple someones. The fact that each of the guys is compassionate, handsome, and intelligent? That’s the issue, and it’s complicated even further by the fact that they, in a sense, made me.

      I straighten up and redouble my efforts, forcing all thoughts of the guys, my past, and the Academy from my mind as I bring the image of a timber wolf to mind. Focusing on every detail, I back away from the pool of magic, allowing it to branch out and envelop my body. Within moments, I can feel the telltale prickling of fur emerging from my skin, my posture changing and my muscles shifting. It’s a bit like meditating, in a sense; the second you think about it too much, you lose the thread, and then you’re a human again. So instead I open my eyes as I become a wolf, focusing on something else instead—namely, the tall student who stands watching me with a crooked smile. Not for the first time, I find myself lost in his gray eyes, my wolf’s vision allowing me to see flecks of color and tiny details that I can’t as a human.

      He’s so handsome, I think, and nearly kick myself. But I can’t help it, especially now; I can feel the heat rolling off him in waves, sending fresh shivers up my spine as we stare each other down like predator and prey… except which one of us is the predator, and which one of us is the prey?

      The tension mounts until Shade finally speaks up, that cocky grin still on his face. “Take a picture, Boots,” he tells me. “It’ll last longer.”

      “Ass,” I mutter, still struggling to form the words around my wolf’s snout and thankful he can’t see my embarrassment at being called out like that. And then, without thinking about it, I lunge for him, sending him tumbling to the ground as I pounce on him playfully. The forest floor is carpeted with leaves and fallen pine needles, cushioning the fall, and Shade lets out a laugh as I land on top of him, my weight pressing him against the ground.

      Weird, I think. Usually I can’t hold the form this long.

      And that does it. In an instant, the control slips away from me, and I pop back into my human form in a split second—which, as you might imagine, leaves us in a rather compromising position. For a moment we just lie there, staring at one another with me on top of him in a tangle of limbs. The seconds tick by, seeming to stretch on into infinity, and it dawns on me how close I am to him; my face is inches above his, close enough to make out the scar on his temple and the blasé look in his eyes. “You don’t look so bad from this angle, Boots,” he remarks, and I groan, rolling my eyes.

      The moment broken, a familiar nervousness seizes me, and I scramble off him, dusting leaves and dirt off my pants as I hold out a hand to help him up. He takes it and gets to his feet, his skin cool against mine, and I realise my heart is pounding wildly. In spite of his arrogance, I think Shade realises it too; he tips me a wink before turning around. Through the trees, we can make out the shape of the Academy in the distance, a campus of stalwart brick buildings that have been on this remote Scottish island for years.

      Even now, though, I can’t help but wonder—is it a refuge, or a prison?

      The sound of the clock tower bell ringing shakes us out of our thoughts. “Come on,” I say, nodding in the direction of the quad. “You said you didn’t want to miss dinner.”

      Shade smirks. “There are more important things than dinner,” he observes. “I could maybe be talked out of it, if it means spending more time rolling around on the ground with you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Oh? Is that why you offered to help me get ready, then?”

      “I’ll leave that for you to figure out, Boots.”

      Shaking my head in a combination of exasperation and self-consciousness, watching as the wolf shifter turns on his heel and heads off in the direction of the campus without so much as a glance back over his shoulder.

      A moment later, I straighten up, square my shoulders, and follow him.
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Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Even though I’m finally starting to learn my way around the main academic building, I find myself occasionally getting confused by the winding halls and endless doorways. The only way I’m normally able to navigate the place is by following the crowd and hoping it leads me where I need to go… unless, of course, we’re talking about the dining hall. When food is concerned, I have a sixth sense—although the fact that everyone else is heading in the same direction doesn’t hurt either. It’s a sea of starched uniforms and buzzing weekend energy, and all the students seem supercharged with the respite of a day off. I fall into step beside Shade as we allow the crowd to sweep us away and catch myself eyeing him out of the corner of my eye as we navigate the hallway that branches off the foyer. His hair is getting long, and a lock of it falls into his eyes as we walk; I’m struck with the urge to reach out and brush it out of his face, but manage to stop myself—that’s not a road I’m ready to go down right now. Or ever. Still, I can appreciate him from a distance, even if he does need a haircut.

      I’m pulled out of my thoughts by a familiar lilt off to my left: “There you two are.”

      I turn around to see Hazel muscling through the crowd to sidle up next to the two of us, smiling broadly when she sees us. “What are you up to?”

      “Just trying to help Boots here practice her wolf form a little more,” Shade replies, elbowing me playfully. “She has a practical this week, and believe me, she’s screwed.”

      “She is right here, you know,” I retort, pushing between the two of them and linking my arm through Hazel’s. “And she is going to ace that damned test if it kills her.”

      “Well, I guess positive thinking is the first step,” Hazel says, smoothing things over as she shoots Shade a look over my shoulder. The two of them haven’t exactly gotten on swimmingly in the weeks that I’ve known them, and I suppose I can understand why: Shade’s personality is a bit abrasive—certainly more so than our other companions—and his reputation around the Academy precedes him. It sounds like he’s a bit of a problem child, which makes some sense—all of us are castaways, in some way or another, either separated from our families, with no families to speak of, or with families we don’t get along with. We needed each other, I think—more than any of us ever really expected to. That said, I don’t know much about Shade’s story other than the fact that he was adopted. From the sounds of it, he didn’t exactly get on swimmingly with his new family, either. He doesn’t seem too keen to talk about it, so I don’t push the issue.

      The three of us make our way into the large dining hall, where the students are fanning out to find seats at the long tables and pounce on the buffet which is stocked with an assortment of delicious foods. I pause in the doorway, looking around until I catch a glimpse of a familiar face near the back of the room: Landon Thyme, the siren shifter, is sitting at one of the far tables, and he seems to have cleared a space for us. Next to him sits Hunter Ash, the surly vampire shifter who might as well be a self-parody, if it weren’t for the difficulty he also has changing into his form. We’re two of a kind in that sense, which is for the best, considering that we couldn’t be farther apart in every other way. His father is one of the Academy board members, and it’s obvious from square one that it’s a family of stuffy, uptight over-achievers and high expectations.

      None of this is helped by the fact that his sister, Amelia, is an overly protective upperclassman hellbent on getting her little brother’s shapeshifting abilities up to the same level as her own. She also seems to take issue with me on the grounds that I’m a hybrid, although part of me can’t help but wonder if her reasons go deeper than that. My origins, while clearer to me now, are still shrouded in mystery, but Hunter’s family has connections with the Academy and, most likely, to the experiment that brought me here in the first place. It was a bastardization, if the most vocal opponents are to be believed, a repetition of the kind of horrific rituals used by witches hundreds of years ago in order to combine shifter powers. A child, taken from the hospital as a baby, was used as a test subject, a blank slate for men in white coats to give her the powers of one of each of the other shifter species. I’ll give you one guess as to who that child was.

      The twist, of course, was that the other children used to grant me my abilities turned out to be the same guys in my friend group now. The fact that we all ended up in detention together only lends credence to the idea that we’re all in this together, pawns in some game that we don’t understand just yet. All we know is that all subsequent attempts to recreate that experiment failed, but that hasn’t stopped the powers that be—the alliance in charge of making sure humans and shifters could coexist, without ever revealing our existence to the world—from continuing their attempts. It all came to a head soon after I arrived at the Academy, with Brody’s disappearance; one of the two recruiters who brought me to the Academy in the first place was overseeing the experiment that killed the poor guy, and if we hadn’t stumbled on the plot, others would no doubt have followed suit. She was hauled off by the bureaucrats and never seen again. But I don’t believe the conspiracy ends there.

      Not for a second.

      We make our way across the dining hall and to the table Landon’s saved for us; I slide into the spot next to him while Shade and Hazel take seats on opposite sides of the table. “I heard the two of you were getting up to some ‘extracurriculars’ out in the woods earlier,” Landon remarks, his eyes gleaming.

      I groan, rolling my eyes. “It was nothing like that.” Shade catches my eye then, smirking, and something passes between us, but I push it away. “I’ve got an exam this week. Aaronson wants to see how long I can hold my wolf form.”

      “That shouldn’t be too hard, should it?” Landon replies. “You held it for a while when we fought Samantha.”

      “Yeah,” I reply, “but that was an emergency situation. I don’t know if I can replicate it. I certainly haven’t been able to with my other forms.”

      Hunter frowns. “At least you can shift,” he remarks. “I’m stuck listening to Amelia give me shit every other day.”

      “Why the hell do you put up with that, anyway?” Shade asks, turning to the vampire shifter. “You’re a big boy—can’t you just tell her to lay off.”

      “Charming,” mutters Hunter, before sighing and running a hand through his red hair. “If your dad was on the school board, you’d be talking differently, Ivis.”

      “If my dad was on the school board, maybe I’d have an easier time passing my Integration class,” Shade fires back. “I swear, now they’re just holding me back for the hell of it.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” comes a familiar voice, and I turn around in my seat to see Silas Aconite, the tall dragon shifter, making his way over to us with a tray of food in his hands. He sits down next to me and leans forward, glancing at the others. “What did I miss?”

      “Just Hunter bitching about his sister,” Shade replies. “You know—the usual.”

      “You’re in top form today, you know that?” Hunter fires back at him. “You’re just trying to piss me off, aren’t you?”

      “It took you long enough to catch on.” Shade turns to Silas, raising an eyebrow. “You look like you’ve been run over by a train.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Silas replies, rolling his eyes. “Rehab hasn’t exactly been easy, for your information.”

      Shade clears his throat, looking down at the table. “Right,” he mutters. “Ah, sorry. Forgot.” It’s the first time I’ve ever heard the wolf shifter apologise, but we’re all treading a little lightly around Silas in the aftermath of our showdown with Samantha.

      The tension propelling the current state of affairs hits closest to home for Silas. His parents seemed to be on the verge of acting against the humans overseeing the shifter community when they were taken away from him, never to be seen again. It’s possible they knew something about the experiment, and were on the verge of saying too much, but it’s never been clear. Silas was the one who discovered the truth about my origins, and my ties to the other guys, and that revelation nearly got him killed. If we hadn’t come to rescue him from an underground testing facility beneath the registrar’s office, he would have been, and that thought is enough to make my blood run cold.

      I’m not sure if I can even put my finger on the nature of our relationship, exactly. It’s certainly not platonic, but even after kissing each other, we’ve been dancing around labels as if trying to define it will jinx it somehow. Maybe he’s picked up on my attraction towards the others, or maybe he’s shying away from anything that might put us in danger the way that his discovery of the truth did. Either way, my heart skips a beat when he settles into the seat next to me, and his presence is enough to make me flush a little. “Boots,” he says, nodding to me, “are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, a little too quickly. “Just wondering how you were holding up.”

      “Could be worse,” he says, shrugging his broad shoulders. “At least my powers seem to be more or less back to normal. Using them still takes it out of me, but they are coming back.”

      I clear my throat, feeling a little awkward under the scrutiny of the others. “I’m… glad to hear it.”

      He gives me his signature crooked smile, the one that always sends me reeling, and the feeling of his leg brushing up against mine is nearly enough to make my head spin. I was never a very romantic person before coming to the Academy—chalk it up to years of moving from place to place; I guess—but the kiss I shared with Silas seems to have awoken something in me, something as alluring as it is dangerous.

      Fuck. Who would have thought university would end up being this complicated?

      “Look,” says Landon, nodding, and the rest of us follow his gaze to the raised platform at the front of the room. The setting sun casts a bright glare through the side facing windows, illuminating the poised figure of President Hawthorne as he makes his way onto the platform and clears his throat. Something about his presence is always enough to instill a sense of awe and dread, in spite of the fact that he’s only human, and today is no different: a hush falls over the assembled students as they realise he’s waiting for them to quiet down.

      “Great,” mutters Shade, “this ought to be good.”

      “It’s good to see so many smiling faces here tonight,” Hawthorne says, clapping his hands together with a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “Before you get started on your meal, I wanted to address something with you while I have you all here today. This will save you from having to go to an assembly before class tomorrow morning, so bear with me.”

      I exchange a look with Silas, who seems just as concerned as I am. The last time Hawthorne made an announcement to the school like this, it was to tell us that we were going on lockdown until further notice. There’s nothing quite so ominous as watching the guy speak, and a chill runs up my spine as his gaze sweeps the dining hall. “I’ll keep this as brief as I can,” he continues, putting his hands behind his back. “We are witnessing something of great concern for both the student body and the shapeshifting community as a whole, something I fear could have dire consequences for everyone at this school - faculty and students alike.”

      My heart sinks, my stomach drops, and my mouth goes dry, but not because of the words he’s saying.

      It’s because, in that moment, Hawthorne’s eyes have settled directly on me. And no matter what I do, I can’t seem to pull my gaze away.
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Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      I nearly jump at the feeling of a hand on mine, and my eyes are wide when I look to see Silas watching me with a concerned expression. “Boots,” he whispers, “are you okay?”

      Wordlessly, I nod, swallowing hard as I return my gaze to Hawthorne. Whatever ominous spell he had me under seems to have broken, but the silence in the room is nearly oppressive, and an uneasy murmuring passes through the crowd of assembled students.

      Hawthorne shakes himself and clears his throat. “We take great care to not cause unnecessary panic when a situation like this arises,” he continues, “but it’s also important to acknowledge the gravity of what is happening outside this island.” He takes a breath, moving back a step. “Some of you may have heard of a certain level of… unrest between the shifters of the world and the humans who know about their existence. Obviously, the human-shifter coalition exists in order to help keep this a secret from the general population, but there are subsets of humanity who know the truth about shifters.” There’s something I don’t like under his words, and it feels as though they carry a double meaning.

      “These groups have been causing a bit of a stir amongst shifter communities around the world of late,” Hawthorne continues. “I can’t speak to any talk of a so-called ‘uprising’, other than to assure everyone here that they have nothing to be afraid of. That said, though…” He straightens his dark jacket. “This isn’t something to be taken lightly. Skirmishes in shifter communities are increasing, and more and more humans are beginning to buy into conspiracy theories about the existence of magical beings. We’ve seen it here, too, at this very school - the incident involving a missing student and one of our faculty members has been treated with the utmost severity.”

      I catch a glimpse of Shade rolling his eyes, and Hunter elbows him. I can’t blame him - if the Academy administration thinks for one minute that I’ll buy this being an isolated incident, they’re sorely mistaken. They had a whole underground testing facility, one that seemed incredibly active and state-of-the art, in spite of Hawthorne’s claims that it was long defunct before Samantha began to use it for her own purposes.

      Hazel shoots the two shifters both a withering look, and they return their attention to the President, who continues his speech. “For this reason, the human-shifter coalition has organised a conference to address this shifting dynamic, the precautions our communities must take, and steps that will ensure the continued coexistence of our species. Ambassadors from both groups will be there, as well as the presidents of all the world’s Shifter Academy branches. As for what this has to do with you all,” he goes on, “the conference is scheduled to be held next week, in the city of Boston in the United States—the location of the North American Shifter Academy. I have consulted with the board members, and we have decided that this is an excellent opportunity to introduce the student community to the inter-species politics that are a reality for shifters living in the modern world. For this reason, we’ve decided to bring the students at the academy to Boston to witness this historic event and continue their studies in an urban setting.”

      It’s like a jolt of electricity bursts through the crowd. Everyone starts talking at once, their eyes lit up and their voices excited as the news of the field trip sinks in. I turn to look at the others; Landon has a broad grin on his face, and Hazel looks like she’s ready to burst with excitement. “Class trip,” says Hunter, giving a slow nod of approval.

      “Did you know about this?” Landon asks him.

      The vampire shifter shakes his head. “Why would I? My dad never tells me anything.”

      Hawthorne holds up a hand to quiet the group, although a few snippets of conversation carry on. “We have already arranged travel to Boston this Wednesday,” he says when he has the room’s attention once more. “This will allow you a week of seeing the conference firsthand, as well as a weekend of supervised excursions in the city. That said, you will be expected to continue with your studies, which is why we have arranged boarding for you all at the American Shifter Academy.”

      There’s another burst of activity from the group at the prospect of an exchange program with the American school. I’ve never been outside the U.K. before, and in spite of my unease around Hawthorne, even I’m delighted by the idea. It’s times like this that I’m reminded that, in spite of the experiments and decades-old conspiracies, this is still a school setting, and an opportunity to have experiences I never would have gotten otherwise. The others seem to feel the same way; even Shade, who never seems impressed by anything, has a fresh gleam in his eyes.

      “You will be provided with more information over the coming days,” Hawthorne finishes, “but I would advise you to begin preparations for the journey. If you have outstanding assignments or anything to clear with your professors, make sure you finish them before we go, as you will be studying under the American instructors while you’re in Boston. Now…” He glances over his shoulder at the line of other faculty fellows, who nod their approval. “I believe I’ve covered everything. Without further ado, I’ll let you all have your meal now. Enjoy your evening, ladies and gentlemen.” He gives a slight bow before retreating to the admin table, where the other instructors and board members are starting in on their food.

      “This is so exciting,” Hazel exclaims as we tuck in ourselves. “Vacation! I mean, I’m from California, so it’s maybe bigger for you guys, but still… I’ve never been to Boston.”

      “Do they do this often?” I ask, looking around at the others. “Field trips, I mean.”

      “No,” Landon replies, shaking his head. “I mean, last year they brought us to London to see one of the oldest siren communities, but that was just for a day trip. Nothing this big.”

      “I’ll be curious what the American students are like,” Hunter admits, picking at his food thoughtfully.

      “If they’re anything like you and your sister, I’m guessing uptight, boring, and bummed out,” Shade tells him. Hunter kicks him under the table.

      “Boys, boys!” I say, laughing. “Am I going to have to separate you two?”

      “Not a terrible idea,” Hunter mutters. “Absence does make the heart grow fonder.”

      “Damn, your sarcasm is improving, Ash,” Landon observes. “Looks like we’re rubbing off on you.”

      The vampire shifter gives a dry laugh. “Yeah. Maybe. Don’t tell Amelia.”

      Silas has remained quiet, and I turn to him. “You okay?”

      He nods. “Just thinking.”

      “‘Just thinking,’ eh?” teases Landon, although his tone is good-natured. “What else is new?”

      There’s a long pause, and the big dragon shifter sighs. “Actually, I, ah… I think I might head up to bed, you guys. It’s been a long day.”

      “Already?” asks Hazel. “You’ve hardly eaten anything.”

      Silas glances down at his plate. “I’m not really hungry anymore. This whole trip thing is putting me off a little.” Getting to his feet, he nods at the rest of us. “Might as well get a head start on packing though, yeah? I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

      “Later,” Shade replies, and we watch him disappear into the crowd.

      “Wonder what’s gotten into him,” Landon says, frowning.

      “Hawthorne,” I reply, leaning an elbow on the table. “And I don’t blame him.”

      Hunter’s brow furrows. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…” I shrug. “Don’t you think it’s a little odd that they’d decide to bring us all out to America so soon after what happened with Samantha?”

      “I don’t see how that tracks,” Hazel replies.

      “I’m not sure I do, either,” I admit, looking down at my hands. “It’s just a little weird, that’s all. It feels like all this stuff with humans and shifters has started happening all at once, you know? I mean, had you guys heard about any of what Hawthorne was talking about back there - riots, skirmishes, conspiracy theorists?”

      “My dad’s mentioned it a few times,” Hunter admits. “We were talking to him last weekend, actually. He said one of the shifter settlements in Russia was attacked by a pro-human fringe group. It sounds like the government is doing an okay job of keeping a lid on the rumours, but…”

      “It can’t be an easy job,” Hazel remarks. “Think about it - you’re basically having to keep the existence of a whole species a secret from the general population. And with the internet and everything…” She shrugs. “I’m honestly just surprised this hasn’t happened earlier.”

      “It’s a strange time to be a shifter,” Shade comments.

      “Yeah,” Landon agrees. “Damn right, it is.”
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        * * *

      

      The excitement doesn’t seem to die down, even after dinner concludes and the students start making their way up to their rooms. I say goodnight to the others, and I’m on my way to the girls’ wing of the dormitory when I catch sight of Silas in the downstairs common area. He’s looking out one of the broad bay windows, his arms crossed as he sits slumped in one of the armchairs. “Hey,” I say, coming to stand next to him.

      He seems a little surprised to see me. “Hey, yourself,” he says. “You guys finish dinner already?”

      I nod. “The others are headed to bed. I was thinking of going too, but…” I chew the inside of my lip. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “I appreciate it.” He stands up, and I’m stunned again by just how much he towers over me. “I think this trip thing just caught me off-guard, that’s all.”

      “Yeah,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “You and me both.”

      “Do you feel a little like…” He purses his lips. “Like this is a bit sudden?”

      “Yes,” I exclaim, relieved that someone else had the same reaction. “Yes, I was just saying that to the others!”

      He nods in the direction of the stairs leading up to the boys’ dorm, and I follow him to the door. There aren’t many students left in the common area, but Silas keeps his voice low when he turns to me and says, “I’m worried, Boots. What if this is just some kind of ploy to get us away from the Academy? What if…” He trails off, but I see where the question is going.

      “You’re worried they’re going to use this as a way to continue the experiments.”

      Silas nods. “Maybe that’s just my paranoia talking. I don’t know. But if it’s not…” He looks down at his hands, which are still shaking a little - the tremors have gotten a lot better since we first broke him out, but he’s still not back to a hundred percent.

      Instinctively, I reach out and take his big hands in my own, looking up into his dark eyes. “We’re not going to let them,” I tell him, even though I know there’s no way I can really promise something like that. “They’re not going to pull that shit again, Silas. I swear. I’m in your corner on this - we all are.”

      “That makes me feel better than you would believe,” he tells me, a small smile creeping onto his face.

      “That’s what I’m here for,” I joke, my voice chipper. “Now if I could just find the bright side to this wolf shifting exam…”

      Silas laughs. “You’ll do fine, Boots.”

      “I’m glad at least one person thinks so,” I say.

      He takes a step closer to me, his eyes meeting mine, and my stomach floods with warmth. “That’s what I’m here for,” he says quietly, echoing my earlier words, and then he leans forward and kisses me. It’s gentle and brief, but sweet enough to leave me swaying on my feet when he pulls away and flashes me his crooked grin. “Goodnight, Boots,” he says, before turning and heading up the stairs towards the boys’ dorms.

      I’m left to watch him, my insides like jelly. But a small part of me feels conflicted. How can a kiss feel guilty and perfect at the same time? A scoffing sound is the only thing that’s able to pull my attention away, and I turn to see Amelia Ash watching me from the opposite corner of the room, her arms crossed over her chest and an unimpressed look on her face. Our eyes meet for a moment and she raises an eyebrow, but before I can say anything, she’s turning on her heel and disappearing into the downstairs bathroom.

      I sigh—she’s got eyes like a hawk, and I’ll no doubt have to deal with more of her snark sooner or later. There’s no winning, it seems. Running a hand through my hair, I make my way in the direction of the girls’ rooms. It’s getting late, and by the sounds of it, we have a big week ahead of us.

      A very big week.
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Chapter 4

        

      

    

    
      “What’s the weather like in Boston, anyway?” asks Landon, scratching his arm as he looks around my room from his seat on my bed. He’s kicking his feet, leaning back as he watches me pack; my meagre possessions are all strewn about, littering the floor around my still-empty duffel bag. Who would have thought packing would be this difficult when we wear uniforms, for god’s sake? But I’m having trouble figuring out what’s important. I left home in such a hurry last time that I wasn’t really even thinking about what I brought, but this is a different situation. We’re talking about an international conference here, and I’ve never felt so woefully unprepared.

      It’s been a couple days since Hawthorne’s announcement, and the student body has been abuzz with excitement about the trip. Even the professors seem to be in a better mood than usual, and if I didn’t know any better, I’d say they’ve started to ease up on the workload just a little. My wolf shifting practical was yesterday—it went okay, but the knowledge of the upcoming conference has been looming in the back of my mind, bringing with it equal parts excitement and nervousness. In spite of my reassurances, I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that Silas was right—that this all feels a little too sudden, in the aftermath of the disappearances. I guess time will tell if I end up having to repeat the class or not. Shade’s not going to let me hear the end of it, either way.

      “I’ve heard it’s nice this time of year,” I reply, although what they mean when they say “nice,” I have no idea. “I just don’t know if I should even bother with normal clothes. We’re still going to be wearing our uniforms, right?”

      Landon shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe they’ll give us new ones.” He grins, lifting his head and meeting my eyes. “That’s why I came in here to watch you. I figure I’ll just copy whatever you pack.”

      “Gee, thanks,” I say, giving him an exaggerated eye roll. “I’ll make sure to stick with the girliest stuff I can find, then.”

      “Hey, who says I can’t pull off girly?” Landon retorts. “I bet I could rock one of those skirts.”

      “It’s an interesting image, that’s for sure.” I sigh, shaking my head, and then throw my hands up. “You know what? Screw it. I’m just going to pack one of everything and hope for the best.”

      Landon laughs. “You’re starting to sound like me.”

      “Thanks for the company,” I tell him as I begin to fold my clothes and stuff them into my bag. “It’s kind of a weird time right now.”

      “My pleasure,” Landon replies, giving me a mock bow. “It wouldn’t be right to leave the lovely Millie Brix to do the packing all on her own.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “‘Lovely,’ is it?”

      “Sure,” he responds gamely, without missing a beat. “Lovely, ravishing, gorgeous, noble… Give me a thesaurus, and I can come up with even more.”

      I snort. “I can guarantee that’s not necessary.”

      “Maybe,” Landon replies thoughtfully. “But you can humour me, can’t you?”

      I meet his eyes again from where I’m kneeling on the floor, and my heart skips a beat. I’m struck with the same pang of guilt and confusion that I felt in the forest with Hunter the other day. An image of Silas pops into my mind, but Landon’s presence in this moment is damn near overwhelming, and I find my reply sticking in my throat. As if reading my mind, Landon clears his throat and begins to examine his fingernails, saying, “I don’t want to step on any toes, though. You and Silas seem… close. If I’m making you uncomfortable, just tell me.”

      “You’re not,” I assure him, getting to my feet and rubbing the back of my neck. The scattered clothes suddenly don’t seem as important as they did a few minutes ago. I feel the words threatening to spill out even before I can stop them. “I mean… close? Yeah, I’d say we are. But I don’t know how, exactly, you know?” I frown. “He hides it well, but I think he’s still struggling to get over what happened with Samantha.”

      “Yeah.” Landon sighs. “I can’t even imagine what that must have been like. He’s strong to even have survived as long as he did. I’m glad you’ve been there for him.”

      I blink, surprised. “Really?”

      “Well… yeah.” He shrugs. “Is there some reason I shouldn’t be?”

      I bite my lip. “I don’t know. I guess I just thought…” Shit. My words are getting away from me. I didn’t think we would end up here. “You were saying all that stuff just now… I kind of figured you were…”

      Landon raises his eyebrows. “Jealous?” A grin spreads across his face, and he hops down from my bed. “Come on, Boots. Give me some credit. I’m pretty good at picking up on these things. I’m a siren, you know? We have a nose for romance.”

      “I…” I clear my throat. “I guess that’s true.” Meeting his eyes, I bite my lip. “So that doesn’t bother you, then? Me and Silas?”

      He shrugs. “Should it? I mean, it would be a little weird if you guys weren’t close, considering everything that’s happened. And as for the flirting…” The corner of his mouth twitches, setting off another rush of adrenaline in the pit of my stomach. “Like I said, I don’t want to make things weird for you. If it bothers you, tell me.”

      “It doesn’t,” I reply honestly. “I… like it.”

      “Good,” he says, taking a step closer to me, and the tension mounts even further. It dawns on me that we’re alone together in my room, with nothing to stop something from happening, if we wanted it to… But that familiar confusion is threatening to rear its ugly head. God, why is it so hard for me to talk about my feelings all of a sudden? “You know, I meant what I said,” he adds in a husky voice, reaching out and brushing a strand of hair out of my face. “None of those adjectives really does you justice.”

      “Sweet talker,” I say, unable to pull my gaze away from his eyes, like chips of onyx gleaming against his dark skin.

      He leans forward, and my heart threatens to beat out of my chest. Thoughts of Silas seem to flit away in the face of this gorgeous siren, and it’s all I can do not to swoon at the waves of sensuality that I feel coming off of Landon. He moves closer still, his hand lingering on my cheek, and I feel my eyelids flutter - this feels so dangerous, so complicated… Am I really about to go there with another one of my friends? His face is inches from mine, and I can make out the dusting of freckles on his nose. Landon pulls me close, closer still…

      And then he flicks my nose. “Gotcha.”

      I shove him playfully. “God, you’re starting to sound just like Shade.”

      “Hey, hey, easy,” he laughs, rubbing his chest. “I can’t help it that I’m sexy. I’m a siren.”

      I groan. “You use that line much, Landon?”

      “All the time.” He grins. “Is it working?”

      “You know,” I tell him, crossing my arms, “I think it just might be.”

      Damn. I’m in so much trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Lunch break is over, and Landon and I have gone our separate ways for the next classes of the day. I’m still reeling from what happened—what almost happened—but I can’t help but chuckle when I think about it; this is what I like about these guys. Even in the most awkward of situations, they’re able to make me feel comfortable, and that’s a feeling that’s more foreign to me than I can describe.

      I guess now’s not the time to try to sort out my feelings for them all, anyway. We’ve got bigger things to worry about, and from the sounds of it, this conference isn’t going to be the kind of thing I can just push to the background, anyway. Better to keep my eyes peeled for more shenanigans from the school administration—not that I’m sure I’ll even be able to do anything to stop them if they pull something, but that’s beside the point.

      I’m so lost in my own thoughts that I don’t even realise Amelia Ash is waiting for me at the end of the hall until I bump into her, taking a few stumbling steps back as I’m brought reeling back to the present. My heart sinks as soon as I see her; I’ve done a decent job of avoiding her ever since Silas’ kidnapping, but I should have figured I would run into her sooner or later. I suppose I at least owe her for indirectly leading me to the group of guys; if we hadn’t gotten into a fight with her in the schoolyard that day a couple months ago, we wouldn’t have bonded during our time in detention. But that’s all beside the point, and it doesn’t make my current situation any less uncomfortable.

      Running into her is like running into a brick wall, and she doesn’t seem fazed in the least by the collision, standing with her arms crossed over her chest and a put off expression on her face. “Where are you headed now, hybrid?” she asks. Her voice is cool and steady, but there’s a note of barely disguised contempt in it that sets my teeth on edge.

      “Class,” I reply, struggling to keep my unease from creeping through in my tone. “Last I checked, I don’t have an off period right now.”

      “Sure, sure,” she says. “What form is it this time? Actually, never mind - I just remembered I don’t care.”

      “Great,” I mutter, moving to the left in an attempt to sidestep her. “In that case, I think I’m going to go. Excuse me.”

      She moves along with me, blocking my path, her blue eyes flashing. “We need to talk, Brix.”

      I sigh. “I’m kind of busy, Amelia. I need to get to class.”

      “Class can wait.” She stares me down, her pale skin lending her an inhuman quality in the low afternoon light that streams in through the hallway windows.

      Clenching my hands into fists at my sides, I say, “Fine. What is it?”

      “You’ve been avoiding me,” she says, “and with the field trip coming up, it’s high time we talked about my brother.” Ah. Of course. What else would it freaking be? It wasn’t enough for her to retake the elementary vampire shifting class with Hunter and I; now she needs to harass me in the hallways. “You’ve been spending an awful lot of time with him lately,” she observes, putting a hand on her waist and tilting her head to one side.

      “I guess that’s true,” I admit. “Hunter’s a big boy, Amelia. If he wants to hang out with me, that’s his call.”

      She sniffs. “Maybe. But what’s not his call is getting dragged into conflicts with the school faculty.”

      My stomach drops. I guess I should have figured she would hear about what happened sooner or later. I have been banking on later, though. I clear my throat. “I needed his help,” I tell her. “There were students going missing. He was the only one who could get us into the-”

      “By breaking and entering,” she snaps. “Do you have any idea what could have happened to him? Did you even care?”

      “Look,” I say, putting my hands up, “I didn’t want to put him in danger. And I don’t plan on doing it again.”

      “You’d better not,” Amelia warns me, her voice taking on a new edge. “Especially now that we’re all going to Boston. You heard Hawthorne—things are dangerous out there right now. I don’t want my brother getting caught up in any more of your bullshit.”

      “Language, Ms. Ash,” comes a new voice from behind us, sending a fresh pang of dread through my chest. I turn around to see Hawthorne approaching us from the other end of the hallway, his footsteps eerily quiet. “I heard my name mentioned,” he adds, coming to a stop next to us and crossing his arms. “Is everything all right?”

      Amelia clears her throat and looks away, while I remain frozen to the spot.

      Out of the frying pan and into the fire.
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Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      Something about President Hawthorne has put me off since long before he started making veiled threats and sweeping the faculty's experiments under the rug. It has nothing to do with the fact that he's human, and everything to do with the fact that there's nothing behind his eyes. His face is like a mask of kind expressions and soothing words, but his character doesn't match up. Mollie, the one foster mom I actually loved, always told me that you shouldn't look at a person's mouth when they speak if you want to know what they're really thinking- you should look at their eyes. And Hawthorne's eyes display nothing but cold calculation and secret plans. Whether he's picked up on my suspicions is another story, though.

      "Shouldn't you ladies be in class right now?" he asks pleasantly. "Just because we're having a school trip doesn't mean you can stop taking your lessons seriously."

      "Er, yes," I reply, standing stiffly. "We were just-"

      "I was just explaining to Millie here that she can't go stirring up trouble when we're in Boston," Amelia cuts in. "Especially when my brother is involved. You know Hunter has been having some trouble mastering his form—he's not cut out for rule breaking and wild conspiracy theories." Her face has taken on an angelic cast, and I have to admire her ability to change tones on a dime, even if she is a manipulative snake.

      "Well, I'd say you're quite right, Ms. Ash," Hawthorne agrees, nodding. "In times like these, we need to focus on supporting each other in our studies, not in stirring up trouble. Wouldn't you agree, Ms. Brix?"

      I look down at my shoes. "I guess."

      "Good," he says, clapping his hands together. "I'm glad we're all on the same page. Now, Ms. Ash, feel free to head to class. Ms. Brix - a word, if you don't mind."

      My stomach drops as I watch Amelia saunter away, looking like the cat that ate the canary. And here I was thinking that school bullies didn't exist in university. Slowly I turn my gaze back to Hawthorne, pasting an accommodating smile on my face. "Yes, President?"

      He puts his hands behind his back, looking thoughtfully out the window. "Ms. Ash is a good student," he says. "A little preoccupied, maybe, but bright. Her head is in the right place. I think you could learn a thing or two from her."

      "I..." I clear my throat. "I'm not sure I follow, Sir."

      "I realise you haven't had the easiest go of it in the months you've been here," Hawthorne replies. "Part of that's on me, I think—it's always difficult to integrate students whose parents weren't shifters, and I understand that it's difficult to find a community here—especially when, like Hunter, you've been having such a hard time mastering your abilities." I grit my teeth at the subtle dig, keeping my expression neutral. "I can understand wanting to know more about your past," he continues, still not meeting my eyes. "It makes sense that you would fall in with someone as paranoid as Mr. Aconite."

      "Paranoid?" I shake my head. "I'm sorry, Sir, but I don't think Silas is paranoid. He..." I catch myself, stopping abruptly mid-sentence.

      "Yes?" Hawthorne raises an eyebrow. "You can speak freely, Ms. Brix."

      There's a long pause. "I know he shouldn't have broken into the registrar's office," I reply, my voice barely above a whisper. "But imprisoning him and torturing him?" I shake my head. "It's not right."

      "As we've discussed, what happened with Ms. Goldstein was an isolated incident," Hawthorne replies coolly. "You know she is—was—a witch shifter. They have a history of meddling in magical genetics—they were, after all, the ones to pioneer hybrids. I have no doubt that her intentions were good, and that she wanted to make sure Mr. Aconite was punished for what he did, but she was misguided. These kinds of experiments are forbidden, and there was no excuse for performing them on one of our own students. That's why we've... dealt with Ms. Goldstein."

      So that's the story he's sticking with. Part of me does want to believe him, to let him lead me to think this really was just a faculty member gone rogue, but another, saner part is railing against it. Samantha was a patsy, and now that the rest of the students know what happened, she makes a convenient scapegoat. It blew up in their faces, and now they're doing damage control.

      It really is the same no matter where you go.

      "And Silas?" I ask, afraid to know the answer. "What happens to him?"

      "I think Mr. Aconite has learned his lesson about prying into school records - don't you?" Hawthorne gives me a thin smile. "To be perfectly honest, it's you who I'm most concerned about. Don't let what happened with Ms. Goldstein fill your head with strange ideas."

      "You don't have to worry about me, Sir." I meet his gaze, staring up at him as defiantly as I dare. "I'm going to be fine - on this trip, and afterward."

      "I hope so," says Hawthorne, nodding slowly. "Because getting in over your head with these kinds of things never ends well, and this academy has a limited amount of places. And none for students who cause trouble. Have a good rest of your day, Ms. Brix." And with that, he turns on his heel and disappears down the hallway.

      I watch him go and realise after a moment that my hands are balled into fists at my sides.

      I may not be a very good shapeshifter, but I recognize a threat when I hear one.
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        * * *

      

      "You don't look so good, Millie," Hazel informs me, swatting at a fly that seems very interested in her blonde curls. "A little queasy, actually."

      "It's the travel," I lie, not making eye contact. "I've only teleported the one time—when Samantha and Josie first brought me here."

      "For whatever it's worth, it gets easier every time," she says. "I almost puked the first time."

      "Call me crazy, but I don't think reminding her of that is going to make it any better," mutters Hunter from where he's standing off to the left.

      "I'm just trying to help," retorts Hazel.

      "It's fine," I tell them. "I'm fine." Teleportation has never been an issue for me—at least, it wasn't, the only time I've ever experienced it. The truth is that I'm still uneasy after my run-in with Hawthorne. It didn't help that he made me late for my next class, either, but that's beside the point; I don't like the idea of his eyes on me, or any of my friends. And something tells me that we've only just hit the tip of the iceberg when it comes to what the administration will do to keep things under wraps. But I'm not about to dump that all on my friends right now - especially when they all seem thrilled to be leaving for Boston.

      The students are all assembled in the quad, a thick throng of people all jostling each other and talking in excited voices. The rest of the week seemed to crawl by at a snail's pace, to the point where I was almost going stir-crazy. After finalizing the logistics and finishing our packing, the day has finally arrived, and in spite of my nerves, I couldn't be happier to be getting a change of scenery.

      I was actually wondering how we were going to travel to America; there are hundreds of students at the Academy, and it seemed like a tall order to transport us all, but the faculty seems to have it all figured out. I suppose this beats an eight-hour flight followed by another hour going through customs, at any rate. I've heard they're pretty uptight about that sort of thing.

      Either way, here we all are: huddled in a cluster around one of the low stone benches in the courtyard while we wait for things to get underway. Faculty fellows are milling about, doing head counts, while the professors and President stand off to the side, talking in low voices as they watch the proceedings.

      "I'd rather we do it the old-fashioned way," Shade remarks from where he's sprawled out on the bench.

      Silas turns to him, looking surprised. "Seriously?"

      The wolf-shifter nods. "Don't tell me you don't miss plane travel. Tiny drinks, standing in line for hours, getting felt up by security agents…"

      "I can't tell if you're being serious or not," Landon says.

      Shade just grins at him.

      I turn to Hunter, who's standing a little ways away from the rest of us. He's the quietest of the group, with a glumness about him that seems almost cliche, considering he's a vampire shifter. He's always struck me as a bit fastidious and neurotic, but then again, if I had Amelia as a sister, I would probably be, too. At the end of the day, he's a good guy, and he came through for us when it mattered. That matters more to me than how talkative he is. "I kind of figured you would be traveling with the rest of the Board members," I say, putting my hands in my pockets as I peer at him. "I saw Amelia over there with your dad."

      "Right." He sighs, glancing in their direction; the fiery redheads of his family are engaged in some sort of deep conversation, although I could swear I see Amelia shoot us a contemptuous look. "Believe me, they wanted me to."

      I raise my eyebrows. "You said no?" He nods. "Why, though?" I ask. "It would probably be easier for you all. First class treatment, and all that."

      Hunter looks at me, and something flickers across his face. "I…" He sighs, rubbing his arm. "Maybe I'd rather travel with you," he says finally, looking like he's struggling to stay composed. Seeming to realise his mistake, his eyes go wide, and he struggles to course-correct. "I mean, you guys," he adds hastily. "All of you. You know."

      I come close to asking what he means, but the poor guy already looks painfully flustered, so I let it go. "Well, we're glad to have you along," I tell him, clapping him jovially on the shoulder. He stiffens at my touch, like an electric shock has just gone through him, but says nothing else.

      At that moment, Josie, one of the faculty fellows, approaches us, rubbing her hands together. Josie was one of the two recruiters who found me after my powers first manifested, along with Samantha. Both witch-shifters, they were the ones who brought me to the Academy in the first place. She's gorgeous, with dark skin, a cascade of glossy curls, and a kind smile, but I feel myself bristle as she approaches, even still. After Samantha showed her true colours, I'm not about to let my guard down again. As far as I'm concerned, everyone working for the Academy is suspect.

      "All right, guys," she says in a commanding voice, loudly enough that the talking dies down. "We're going to be transporting you in groups of around ten. The faculty and administrators will be going separately as soon as we get there, you are all to wait on the school grounds until everyone has arrived." She nods to a couple of other women dressed in faculty uniforms, and they begin to shapeshift in unison, their skin going red and their eyes turning black. This makes sense, as powers can only be used in full or partial shifter form.

      Josie steps forward, beckoning to us and a cluster of other students. "You all will be with me," she says, extending a hand to me and smiling. "Good to see you again, Millie."

      "Likewise," I reply, returning her smile as I take her hand. Hunter comes to stand on my other side, joining his hand with mine, and the six of us form a chain along with the others in the group.

      "Well," Josie says, checking one last time to make sure we're all accounted for, "enough of these formalities. Let's get this show on the road, shall we?"

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com






Chapter 6

        

      

    

    
      The sensation is familiar, and I’m reminded of the time not so long ago when I was first introduced to teleportation magic. That day on the docks feels like a lifetime ago, and in a sense, it was, but I don’t miss the panic I felt when the witches’ magic began to work on me. This time it’s less frightening, although I chalk that up partly to the fact that Landon’s warm hand is in mine, steadying me on my feet as pulses of tingling energy begin to course through my body. It’s still a little off-putting to open my eyes and see that my limbs are starting to turn translucent, as if in a slow dissolve in a movie. The energy continues to grow in intensity, and I remind myself to relax so that Josie’s job can be made easier. I can’t help but steal a glance at the ground beneath my feet to see the grass of the courtyard begin to waver and shift before my eyes. It slowly fades, going from a verdant green to a shade of dull grey as the magic continues to course through me. One look at the others tells me that they’re in the same boat, their bodies taking on that same noncorporeal look as we hurtle through time and space, jumping across the planet in a matter of seconds. It’s truly astounding.

      Suddenly, almost as soon as it begins, the sensation subsides, and a warm breeze whips my hair as I look around. The Academy lawn is a world away; gone are the stone benches and old-fashioned buildings of the boarding school, replaced by one of the most modern campuses I’ve ever seen in my life. We’re standing on the curb at the bottom of a gently sloping hill that leads up to a sleek, squat building. Paneled glass windows stretch practically from floor to ceiling, and thin yellow columns support an asymmetrical geometric roof that tilts upward at an angle. Trees line the sidewalk, and as I look around, I see that this isn’t some isolated island like the one where our school is located; in the distance, buildings break up the horizon on all sides. This area seems vaguely suburban, but farther out, I can make out the shapes of skyscrapers, clock towers, and colonial-style municipal buildings. I can only assume that’s downtown Boston, and we’re somewhere on the outskirts. It’s astonishing to me that they would put a shapeshifting academy right in the middle of human society like this, and I wonder if the unrest Hawthorne mentioned has affected the students here in any way.

      Josie lets go of my hand and rubs her palm down her face. She looks tired from the exertion, but she handled the teleportation spectacularly, all the same. Her body is still red and glowing with her magic, and she turns around after composing herself for a moment to make sure everyone is here. All around us, I can see other groups beginning to manifest, the witches keeping a careful eye on their charges as more and more students appear in the lot. “I’m heading back for another round,” Josie tells me. “Stay put here until we’ve brought everyone over.”

      I nod, and watch as she vanishes in an instant. Off to go collect more students. It’s only then that I realise I’m still holding Landon’s hand, and I our eyes meet briefly; he grins, giving my hand a squeeze before letting go, and I cross my arms as I turn to face the rest of my group. “This is amazing,” Hazel says, her eyes wide as she stares around at the campus. “I wasn’t expecting something so modern. I mean, don’t get me wrong, our Academy is nice and all, but…”

      “Don’t kid yourself,” Shade tells her. “It’s stuffy as hell. This is much more my speed.”

      “Would you mind at least waiting until we’ve settled in before you start setting things on fire, or whatever it is you do?” Silas asks, rubbing his forehead.

      Shade shoots him a look. “No promises, big boy.”

      My attention has already returned to the buildings in the distance. “It’s awfully bold of them to put it right in the middle of a city,” I remark. “Aren’t they worried humans will stumble across it or something?”

      “Why would they be?” Hunter asks, turning to me. “This is a shifter suburb. It’s obvious—everywhere around here. I’m guessing it’s a gated neighbourhood, too.”

      “How on earth do you know that?” Landon asks him.

      Hunter just shrugs. “Spend enough time with the mucky mucks of the shifter community and you start to get a nose for these things.” There’s a brief pause, and then he adds, a little gruffly, “Now if I could just get a nose for actual shapeshifting, I’ll be golden.”

      At that moment, the group of board members and professors appears on the grass of the hillside, with Hawthorne at the front. He says something to one of the others, and they turn around to assess the assembled students. More and more are manifesting every minute, and before long what seems like the entire student body is crowded on the sidewalk, talking excitedly and waiting for instructions.

      “Hawthorne,” comes a new voice from the top of the hill. It’s honey-sweet and crystal-clear, belonging to an attractive, dark-haired woman dressed in a blue uniform, not unlike our own, that matches her ocean-blue eyes. “I’m glad to see you all made it here okay.” Her accent is distinctly American, with an unmistakable East Coast twang. She sweeps us with her gaze, clasping her hands in front of her. “I knew there would be a lot of you, but I wasn’t expecting quite this many.”

      “We’ve brought along all our students,” Hawthorne replies. “If that’s going to be a problem, though…”

      “No, not at all,” she replies, shaking her head. “We actually just remodeled, and we’ve got plenty of open dorms. The students have been buzzing for days about getting to meet some of their counterparts from across the pond.”

      “As have we,” Hawthorne agrees, before turning to the assembled students. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he says, “I would like to introduce you all to Rosemary Russo. She’s the President of the American branch of the Shifter Academy. I expect you all to treat her with the same respect you would show to me, or any of my colleagues. Is that clear?”

      There’s a murmur of assent from the crowd of students, but Russo waves him off. “Don’t get too hung up on formalities,” she tells him. “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I’m sure we’re all itching to see where this little conference of ours takes us.”

      “On that, we can agree,” Hawthorne says.

      “Well,” continues Russo, “I don’t want to keep anyone waiting. If your students are all here, then we can give them a quick tour of the campus and let them get set up in their rooms. No sense in sticking around in the parking lot, yeah?”

      Hawthorne gives her a brisk nod.

      “You heard the lady,” Josie says, ushering us up the path onto the hill. “Let’s go see what this place has to offer.”

      We head up the slope and into the front lot, looking like a herd of white-clad horses on the fresh green grass. Hawthorne and Russo are at the front of the group, and the rest of us follow them like ducklings, making our way into the front entrance hall. A long, windowed hallway extends in the back, leading to a set of twin staircases. There’s a reception desk, along with a bunch of smaller, branching hallways lined with classrooms on either side. The ceilings are high, letting in an absurd amount of light. A few students dressed in gold uniforms are milling about the room, and they look at us like we’re a new, exotic species of animal as we flood the entrance hall. A couple of them jostle each other and point, while a few more murmur excitedly to one another.

      “This is the main hall,” announces Russo, making a sweeping gesture with her arm. We have the reception desk here, and off to the left is the registrar’s office. Those stairs in the back lead to the upper floors - there are three, altogether, divided into wings based on shifter form. On the east side is our auditorium, as well as a couple lecture halls for the theory classes, and the nurse’s office can be found that way.” She points over her shoulder towards the far corner of the room.

      We come to a stop in front of the reception desk, where a tall, handsome older guy dressed in the gold student uniform is looking at something over the receptionist’s shoulder. His hair is dark brown and on the long side, and he has the inhumanly pale complexion that I’ve come to see as characteristic of vampire shifters. He straightens up when Russo approaches, giving her a brisk nod. “President Russo,” he says, turning his gaze to the rest of us. “I assume these are the U.K. students?”

      “That’s right, Mr. Morgan,” Russo says. “I’m wondering if you wouldn’t mind showing them to the dorms? If everything is taken care of, that is…”

      “Of course,” he replies. “I was just going over the living arrangements with Mrs. Palmer, here.”

      “Excellent.” The President turns back to us, rubbing her hands together. “All right, everyone,” she says, “I’ll have the faculty accompany me to the guest house where they’ll be staying. As for the rest of you…” She puts a hand on the tall guy’s shoulder. “This is Lyle Morgan. He’s in his third year here, a vampire shifter, and one of our Resident Assistants. He’ll be explaining your housing assignments for the time that you’re here. If you have any questions about where to find things on campus, he’s who you should turn to. But I’ll let him handle that, himself.”

      “Gladly, President,” the guy, Lyle, replies, his eyes sweeping over the crowd. For a moment, they settle on me, and the corner of his mouth quirks up, but I don’t have time to think about it; the look is gone in an instant as he clears his throat and beckons to the assembled students. “All right,” he says, accepting a paper from the receptionist before taking a step backward to look at us. “The dorm building is just on the other side,” he says. “If you’ll follow me this way…” He leads the throng of students down the main hall and out a separate door on the other side, where a lawn full of modern sculptures and flowering plants gives way to a set of equally gorgeous buildings.

      “This is nice,” Silas observes, falling into step alongside me.

      “Damn right,” agrees Landon. “I think I could get used to this.”

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” I warn them, laughing a little. “We’re not here for long.”

      “Exactly,” Landon replies. “Which is why I plan to make the most of it.” He winks at me, and I stifle an eye roll, even though I can feel my heart do a little flip-flop.

      The dorm building reminds me a lot of the one back at our campus, except with modern architecture and furniture that reminds me a little bit of a hotel lobby. The biggest difference is that the rooms start on the ground floor and there doesn’t seem to be a division between male and female dorms. Lyle turns to us, examining the piece of paper. “Well, let’s not drag this out,” he says. “This is a new building, and there are only a handful of American students currently rooming here. We have suite-style dorms here, which means a shared common area with four connecting rooms each. We were originally planning to give assignments ourselves, but this was a bit of a rush job. So…” He shrugs his shoulders. “They’ve decided to leave it up to you guys to pick your rooms. Any issues you have, I would be happy to assist. So… I guess that’s all she wrote. Go crazy, or whatever.”

      He puts his hands behind his back, and the rest of us look around in confusion, waiting for some kind of further instructions. When none come, and it becomes clear that we really are being left to our own devices, the students begin to disperse in a practical frenzy. I glance back at the others with a questioning look on my face. “Well, you heard the man,” Shade says, crossing his arms and smirking. “Let’s figure out where we’re gonna be shacking up for this little adventure.”
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Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      I can’t help but feel a rush of excitement as I follow Hazel and the guys out of the common area and up to the dorm level. While the dorms back home have a bit of an austere feel to them, like a convent or a monastery, the upper floor here looks practically like a hotel room, with modern glass fixtures and numbered doors stretching along either wall. On the front of each suite door is a white board marked with the names of the residents inside, although as Lyle said, it seems like this building is mostly empty. Other students are already peering into rooms with an almost childlike glee, and I can’t blame them—we’ve more or less been given free reign here, and Landon was right: we ought to make the most of it.

      “What about this one?” asks Silas, pausing in front of one of the doors on the right.

      “Sorry, taken!” comes a voice from inside, followed by a chorus of muffled agreements.

      “This is why you’ve got to be on the ball, Aconite,” Shade tells him, continuing down the hall. “First come, first serve.”

      “All right, all right,” Silas says, rolling his eyes. We share a brief look, and I quirk an eyebrow at him, making the big dragon shifter break out in a grin.

      “You know, I wasn’t expecting them to have coed suites,” Hazel remarks thoughtfully, crossing her arms as I push open another door and peer cautiously inside. “These Americans are… progressive.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder.

      She winks at me. “I think you know what I mean, Brix.”

      “Ladies, ladies,” Landon says, pushing between us, “there’s no need for such risque talk. You’re looking at a group of bona fide gentlemen. Isn’t that right, Hunter?”

      The vampire shifter rolls his eyes. “Try telling that to Shade.”

      Shade just grins at the rest of us as he comes to stand beside me in the common area. It’s surprisingly roomy, with floor to ceiling windows on one side, along with a balcony that overlooks the vast lawn, with a view of downtown in the distance. There’s a small kitchenette, along with a table and chairs and a sofa. “Is this what the high life feels like?” he asks with a mocking wonder in his voice, his gray eyes wide.

      “I have to admit, it’s impressive,” observes Silas, hugging his elbows as he stops on my other side. “Why can’t we have rooms like this back home?”

      “That would go against their whole vibe,” Landon responds. “Self-flagellation is kind of their thing.” Landon replies.

      “Easy there,” Shade warns him. “Keep up that flagellation talk and things might just get interesting.”

      Landon stares at him for a moment and then bursts out laughing, clapping him on the shoulder. The ease with which we’ve all learned to banter with one another is astounding, especially considering the tension between us when we first got to know one another. But these guys and I are tethered to one another through more than just a shared detention, and that fact has never been lost on any of them. For all our distances, we share a common thread, one that’s stronger than anyone - the Academy included - gives us credit for.

      “Well,” I say, putting my hands on my hips, “I guess we’d better claim this place before someone else does.”

      Hazel hangs back by the door. “Looks like you guys have found your place, then.”

      I turn back to my friend and immediately feel a pang of guilt at having forgotten about her. Guiltily, I look around the room. There are only five bedrooms connecting to the suite. “Listen,” I say, clearing my throat, “maybe it would be better if we leave the guys in here. You and I can find another suite with a couple of free rooms.” Glancing back over my shoulder, I add dryly, “Maybe it’s for the best we let the boys here have some space.”

      Hazel laughs good-naturedly, holding up a hand. “Oh, please, Millie. Who am I to step on any toes?”

      I give her a questioning look, crossing my arms. “You guys should be able to stick together,” she elaborates. I open my mouth to protest, but she shakes her head. “It’s not just because the chemistry between you guys is off the charts,” she says, grinning, “although it is.”

      I duck my head, my face flushing bright red, and steal a glance back at the guys. Silas’ expression is unreadable, while Landon and Shade exchange a look. Hunter just stares at the floor, although if I didn’t know better, I would think the slightest smidge of a blush is lighting up his deathly pallor. Hazel continues, her expression turning serious again. “Look, there are other things to consider, too. The Academy fucked with all of you guys when you were babies - those are the facts. And if—if—something happens while we’re all here for this conference…” She shakes her head. “I’m just saying, they’ve tried to pull this shit once already, with the kidnappings and experiments.” Her eyes move to Silas, who shuffles his feet. “You guys need to be able to protect each other, especially in a new place like this. It makes sense.”

      “Are you sure, Hazel?” I ask, even though what she’s saying makes sense. If Silas is right, and Hawthorne has something up his sleeve for this trip… then she’s right. We need to be in each other’s corners. I made a promise to survive this while protecting the people I care about, and the best way to do that right now is to keep my friends close. As for Hazel… “This goes for you, too,” I tell her. “They know you’re our friend, too, Hazel. I don’t want you getting dragged into this, either.”

      “I’ll be fine,” she begins. “I-”

      The sound of a clearing throat draws all of our attention back to the door. Standing in the doorway are two of the American students. They’re both slim, with black hair and dark eyes, and it’s obvious that they’re brother and sister—maybe even twins. “I hope we aren’t interrupting something,” says the guy.

      I shake my head quickly. “No, nothing. We were just trying to figure out this room situation.” Eyes widening, I hasten to add, “If you guys were already in this room, we can leave, though!”

      “No, no, it’s not that,” the girl assures us, holding up a hand. “We just couldn’t help but overhear. This is the problem with the suites here—five rooms is such an odd number.” Putting a hand to her chest, she says, “My name is Ruby Murakami. This is my brother, Xander.”

      “Nice to meet you,” the guy, Xander, says. “We’re in the suite across the hall. It’s just the two of us there right now, so if you want, you can come room with us.” He gives Hazel a winning smile that lights up his face. “I know it’s not right next door or anything, but if you guys all want to be close…”

      In spite of the obvious problem that they must have overheard us swapping conspiracy theories about the Academy, I feel a wave of relief as I turn to Hazel. “I… Wow,” she says, blinking, a small smile of her own echoing Xander’s. “That would be fantastic, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Ruby replies. “We’d be lying if we said we weren’t excited about having U.K. students here. You guys will be the first international shifters we’ve ever met.”

      “Likewise, actually,” says Silas, and he begins to nod to each of us. “My name’s Silas Aconite. This here is Hunter Ash—his parents are on the Academy board. Then we have Shade Ivis, Landon Thyme…” His eyes come to rest on me. “And this is Millie Brix.”

      “And my name is Hazel,” Hazel finishes. “Hazel Harris. AKA the person who owes you guys both a big favour.”

      “Oh, please,” Ruby laughs, flapping a hand at her. “It’s our pleasure. Although…” She and her brother exchange a look, although the look in their eyes is one of good humour. “What’s all this about kidnappings and experiments?”
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      If you asked me a while ago how I would feel about the prospect of sharing a suite with four other, incredibly attractive guys—who also happen to be both my classmates and the source of my powers - I would have balked. Surprisingly, though, our first night in the dorms wasn’t nearly as awkward as I was expecting it to be. I think it helps that even though our rooms are connected, there’s still a level of privacy in each having our own bedroom. Even more surprisingly, instead of nerves or jitters at being within feet of these guys—all of whom have me feeling more confused than I’ve ever been in my life—there’s something comforting about it, a sense of oneness that I can’t put my finger on. As cliche as it sounds, being in the same living quarters as the guys feels right, somehow, like it’s meant to be, and when I’m not struggling to put labels on my feelings for each of them, I find myself put at ease by their presence. The last time—the only time—I’ve been in such close proximity to a guy was the night that I spent with Silas, which I haven’t forgotten… but having them all near is a nice feeling, at the end of the day.

      Unlike at our campus, the dining hall at the American Academy is a separate building from the academic one. Although the breakfast spread this morning was no less impressive, although a touch more heavy. The only downside to this all is the fact that the very next day, our classes have already started back up, and that means we’ll have to wait until the first day of the conference to really experience the city. Still, you can’t win them all, I guess, and it’s still an adventure. Funny that I should be so used to the Academy already that just a change of scenery qualifies as an adventure.

      Hazel and I have already parted ways with the other guys now that breakfast is over, and we’re standing in one of the upstairs hallways now, trying to make sense of a campus map that was provided to us at dinner last night. “God, this place is confusing,” she mutters.

      “I think you’re holding it the wrong way,” I tell her, pointing. “That’s the Siren wing, right? So you should go up a level.”

      “Really?” She frowns. “I thought that was down a level.”

      “Is it…?” I furrow my brow. “Shit, I think you’re right. So then where the hell do I go? I have vampire shifting next!” I rake a hand through my hair. “I should’ve stuck with Hunter.”

      “Come on, you know his sister’s going to make life difficult for you,” Hazel tells me. “Better to just give her a wide berth, I think.”

      I sigh. “Maybe you’re right. So how are the Murakami twins?”

      “Fantastic,” she tells me, her eyes bright. “Seriously. It’s nice to know I’m close to the rest of you guys, and as for them…” A sly grin appears on her face. “That Xander isn’t too hard on the eyes, is he?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “I guess not. Are you interested?”

      She just winks at me. “That would be giving it away,” she teases, and then nudges me playfully. “Well, I guess I’d better go upstairs, then. Don’t want to be late to my first class here. Do you think you can make it to yours okay?”

      I shrug dismissively. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Godspeed,” she replies, giving me a mock salute before tipping me a wave and disappearing down the hall.

      I’m left to try to make sense of the map on my own, and I end up surprising even myself by making it to vampire shifting class a minute before the bell rings. It’s a sea of white and golden uniforms, and I can see Amelia and Hunter on the far left side of the classroom, talking in low voices. In the back corner, I see Lyle, whose eyes drift unnervingly over to me as I enter the room. The teacher, an older woman with graying hair, holds out a hand to me as I come to a stop. “Nice to meet you,” she says. “I’m Professor Cochran. It’s free seating here, so feel free to take any of the open desks, Ms…”

      “Brix,” I reply, shaking her hand. “Millie Brix.”

      She raises her eyebrows. “Wow,” she says. “I think we lucked out today, everyone.”

      I balk when the other students’ attention settles on me, feeling put on the spot. “Sorry,” I say, brow furrowing. “‘Lucked out’?”

      Professor Cochran nods eagerly. “I’ve been teaching here for nearly forty years, and I’ve never once had the privilege of having a hybrid as a student!”

      Just like that, all the air seems to go out of the room. There’s an awkward rustling amongst the other students, followed by hushed whispers as their eyes practically burn a hole in my forehead.

      I grimace.

      So much for flying under the radar.
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Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      I clear my throat, continuing to balk under the gazes of seemingly everyone in the classroom—specifically Lyle, who is giving me a look I can’t put my finger on. “Well,” Professor Cochran says, when the silence finally becomes unbearable, “I think this is a bit new for everyone here. Hybrids are exceedingly rare, so I think we should all take this as an opportunity to expand our knowledge. Sorry to put you on the spot like that,” she adds, leaning in closer to me.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her, relaxing a little. “I guess I’ll go find a seat, then.”

      She nods. “We’ll get started in another couple minutes.”

      Clutching my bookbag to my chest, I work my way to the back of the room and dropping into a desk. Hunter glances at me over his shoulder, and our eyes meet for a moment; he gives me a questioning look, and I shrug my shoulders. Could be better, could be worse. At least no one is giving me shit for my origins, the way Amelia does—although I don’t miss the stink eye she shoots me when Hunter finally turns his attention away.

      I’m only just starting to get situated when Lyle comes over, taking a seat in the desk right next to me. He continues to give me that penetrating stare, made all the more unnerving by his corpse-like appearance. Finally, I can’t stand it anymore, and I turn to look at him. “Sorry, was I in your seat?” It’s a stupid question, but anything to get him to stop giving me that look.

      He gives me a thin smile. “So you’re the hybrid,” he says, and my shoulders slump. If this is any indication, the rest of my time here is going to be equally coloured by my unique abilities. I can only hope it’s in a positive way, although I know better than to get too optimistic. I return his smile, nodding. “You were in my tour group yesterday,” he observes, leaning back in his chair. “I remember you. There was something about you, although I couldn’t figure out what… I sort of just had it chalked up to you being - well, gorgeous.”

      I blink, startled. This just took an interesting turn. “I… thank you,” I say, feeling my face heat up a little. “I appreciate it.”

      “No need to thank me,” he says. “It’s true. I mean, I have to admit, the whole hybrid thing’s a bit odd, but not a deal breaker. Call it a case study in interspecies interaction, right?” His smile turns a bit predatory, and I stiffen in my seat. I don’t like the way he’s looking at me, like I’m some kind of novelty - a snack he’s eagerly getting ready to devour.

      “Well,” I reply, a little dryly, “I’m so glad I have your approval.”

      “Hey, hey, I mean no disrespect,” he protests, putting his hands up. “I’m just curious, is all. I’ve heard rumours about hybrids, but I never thought I’d actually meet one.”

      I open my mouth to ask what sort of rumours he’s referring to, but think better of it at the last minute. I’m already on edge from my introduction to the class, and I don’t like where this conversation is going. There’s something off-putting about this guy, and I feel exposed under his gaze. I clear my throat and return my gaze to the front of the room without responding.

      “Silent treatment, eh?” Lyle sighs, shaking his head. “You girls are all the same. Offended by a bit of friendly conversation. You’d think shifters would be better at it than humans, but I guess you’d be wrong.” I set my jaw, not responding. I can’t tell if he’s intentionally trying to provoke me or just being an ass, but I can feel myself getting agitated, the magic in my stomach waking up even as I try to keep a level head. Lyle doesn’t seem to take the hint. “What, you’re just going to ignore me? Not very nice, considering I’m your RA.”

      Hunter turns back around in his seat, his blue eyes darting from me to Lyle as the older student speaks. He’s gripping the back of his chair so hard that his knuckles are turning white, an uncharacteristically fierce look appearing on his face. He looks like he’s about to speak up when Professor Cochran begins to talk, silencing the class and bringing our attention back to the front of the room. Saved by the bell, so to speak.

      As per usual, the class consists of theory and practice, similar to how the lessons are structured back at the home campus. Cochran takes her time lecturing us about a couple of significant events in the history of vampire shifters, and then we break into groups to practice shifting. I end up with a couple of other girls who seem to be having an easier time with it than I am, although my struggles are as much due to anxiety as to problems concentrating; I can feel Lyle’s eyes on me throughout the class, even though he’s on the other side of the room, and every time I look up he just gives me that wolfish, unsettling smile, like he’s reveling in my discomfort. It’s only by watching Hunter that I’m able to calm myself down, although he seems as distracted by Lyle’s words as I am. He’s partnered with his sister, whose demeanor softens around him as she patiently tries to coax any sort of transformation out of him, but no dice. In spite of his best efforts, he remains thoroughly human, if pale, and the frustration on his face is evident by the time the exercise ends.

      Vampire form is one of the easier ones for me - that and siren seem to have come to me most easily since I started at the Academy. Granted, I’ve managed to get into all of my forms at least once, although some of them are more a struggle than others - dragon, especially, which I haven’t been able to replicate since the one time I transformed while fighting Samantha. It doesn’t help that Lyle has me shaken up for the remainder of the class, and it’s almost a relief when the bell finally rings and we begin to file out. I hang back until most of the students have dispersed, and then make my way outside and onto the quad, hoping to get some fresh air. Not the best start here, all things considered, but at least there was no overt crisis - even if Lyle is shaping up to be a thorn in my side.

      Famous last words.

      Almost immediately after I step onto the grassy lawn, I find myself face-to-face with the older shifter once again. He’s leaning against one of the statues, his arms crossed over his chest, seemingly waiting for another chance to talk to me. “So, I was thinking,” he says, coming to stand in front of me, “maybe you and I should have a drink together. I know you’re not technically old enough here, but I am, so…” He shrugs, smirking. “It might loosen you up a little bit.”

      I glare at him. “And why do you think I need to loosen up?”

      “You just seem so tense,” Lyle replies coolly, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, listen, Millie, now’s your chance to open up a bit. You’re here, you’re unsupervised… and you’ve got an upperclassman who’s very interested in getting to know you.” That predatory grin appears on his face again. “Trust me when I say that doesn’t happen very often.”

      “Lucky me,” I mutter, looking up at him defiantly. The height difference is staggering, and I can’t help but feel a little intimidated. “Thanks, Lyle, but I’ll pass.”

      “That’s a shame,” Lyle says, taking hold of my upper arm, “because people don’t usually say no to me.”

      “I just did,” I snap, trying to wrench free. “You’ll have to forgive me for not wanting to be a project for someone with a hybrid fetish.”

      That seems to set him off, and his eyes flash as his grip tightens. “What the hell did you just say to me?” he demands, and a wave of panic shoots through me. We’re far enough away from the main building that I doubt there’s any faculty around, and it’s not lunch yet, so the courtyard is more or less deserted. Fuck. This isn’t where I wanted this to go.

      Entitled asshole, I think, still struggling against his hand, which is like a vice around my arm. I can feel my shifter magic starting to flare up again, and I struggle to stay calm in the face of what might happen; I’ve gotten into one brawl already since starting my training. I’m not looking to get into another, so instead I just say, “You heard me.”

      “You’re new around here, so I’ll let you off easy,” Lyle says, his voice dangerously low, “but you’re going to learn very quickly that you don’t just get to insult me to my face.”

      “Let me go.” I take a step back, but he moves with me, and my heart rate speeds up.

      “You first years are all the same,” he sneers. “Someone ought to teach you some respect.”

      “Get the fuck off her.” We both whip our heads around to see Hunter stalking up to us, his hair like fire in the midmorning sun.

      Lyle raises his eyebrows. “I remember you. You’re that kid who can’t even grow fangs yet. Are you sure you want to get involved in this?”

      “That’s funny, coming from an RA in the beginners’ class,” Hunter fires back. “They must’ve held you back longer than me.”

      The anger in Lyle’s eyes is sudden and intense, and within moments he’s transforming, his vampiric strength increasing his hold on my arm as his eyes turn red and his fangs extend from his mouth. “You tell me,” he says, rounding on Hunter. “On second thought, maybe you ought to stick around, too,” he adds after a moment. “It sounds like you and your girlfriend could both use a lesson on the way things work at our school.”

      He wrenches me toward him painfully, and I cry out. Hunter’s eyes flash, and he lunges for the older guy, slamming into him at full force. I’ve never seen him get this aggressive before, and it stuns me more than the pain in my arm, but Lyle just lets out a barking laugh and shoves him away. His vampire strength is enough to send Hunter flying, landing in a heap a few feet away.

      “Hunter!” I yell, my eyes wide with panic. The redhead struggles to sit up, blood on his face, and a rush of anger and fear take me over. The world narrows around me, I feel my magic surge, and I summon the first form that comes to mind: in an instant, green scales are rippling up my arms, my physique becoming svelte and reptilian as I transform into a siren. That seems to throw Lyle for a loop, and his grip loosens for a brief moment, long enough for me to shove him away.

      I’ve never done it before, but I’ve seen Landon and Hazel do it enough times to give it the old college try, as they say, letting out a loud, shrill shriek that’s enough to make Hunter clap his hands over his ears. Almost as soon as he hears it, Lyle’s demeanor changes, his eyes going wide and fixing on me at the first sound of my siren song.

      Damn, I think, with a touch of surprise, that was cool. Then I turn back to the older student, my eyes flashing with anger. “Get out of here,” I tell him, “and leave us the hell alone.”

      I’m not under any illusions that my abilities are on par with Landon’s and Hazel’s, but the scream I managed seems to be enough to get him to follow the basic command, and wordlessly, the vampire shifter turns on his heel, brushing past me and moving with unnatural, lurching steps back towards the main building. I watch him long enough to make sure he goes inside before shifting back to human and hurrying to where Hunter is.

      “Are you okay?” I ask him, holding out a hand and helping him to his feet.

      He wipes the blood off his upper lip, looking away. “What do you think?” he asks.

      “I’m sorry he hurt you,” I say, touching his shoulder. “If you need the nurse, we can-”

      “What? No.” He shakes his head. “I mean, that’s not the problem.” He turns in the direction Lyle went. “I can’t believe he talked to you that way,” he says, his voice shaking a little, and I’m taken aback. I don’t think I’ve seen him quite like this before. He looks angry, frustrated, confused… but most of all, embarrassed.

      “Thank you for intervening,” I tell him. “I don’t know what would’ve happened if you hadn’t shown up.”

      Hunter just snorts, shaking his head. “Right. Intervening. For all the good that did.” He kicks a loose stone, sending it rolling away in the grass, not meeting my eyes as he jams his hands in his pockets. “I’m useless. I can’t transform, not even to help the girl I-” But then he stops short, his mouth closing so hard I can hear his teeth click. Ducking his head, he takes a step away from me. “Fucking great.”

      I feel a burst of colour in my cheeks, and think back to our conversation before we left for Boston as I watch this brooding, self-loathing vampire-shifter, this guy who’s spent his life in his sister’s shadow. I’ve spent so long thinking about my own difficulties that I’ve practically forgotten I’m not the only one who’s struggling. And my dad isn’t on the school board. A wave of emotion hits me then, and before I can stop them, the words come tumbling out. “Maybe I can teach you. How to transform, I mean.”

      Hunter meets my eyes then, a glimmer of hope on his face, along with a healthy dose of skepticism. “You… want to teach me?”

      I shrug. “I mean, no promises, but… Shade really helped me figure out what was holding me back before. I’m not a master, by any means, but maybe you just need the right perspective, you know? Someone who’s not a teacher or your sister.”

      He looks at me for a long time, seemingly torn. Several emotions flit over his face, and I can see the conflict in his eyes - as well as a hint of what might even be desire. Then he finally clears his throat. “I mean… I can’t say I’m expecting much, but… I wouldn’t mind.” He gives me a rare smile. “What do I have to lose at this point?”

      I grin back at him, nudging him playfully with my elbow, and a familiar spark passes between us. “That’s more like it,” I say. “How’s eight tonight, then? Professor Brix, Vampire Shifting 101. Don’t be late.”
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Chapter 9

        

      

    

    
      The American campus isn’t nearly as big or spread out as ours, which doesn’t exactly make it ideal for practicing magic, but I’ve always been told to make do with what I have, and tonight is no exception. I’m not about to let something as simple as not having enough space prevent me from helping Hunter, if I can.

      The rest of the day’s classes were quiet and uneventful compared to what happened with Lyle, which is saying something, considering we’re at a new school on the other side of the world. The American teachers have a different sensibility about them than ours, along with a tendency to be less formal, but there’s no mistaking the power each of them holds. Silas mentioned to me that the East Coast has a higher density of shifters than other areas of the country, which explains why there are so many students here - and why the conference would be called in a place like Boston, right under the noses of hundreds of thousands of people. I guess that’s what they mean when they talk about hiding in plain sight.

      The curfew isn’t until around nine-thirty or ten, which gives us plenty of time to wander - or, in my case, try to coach Hunter into his form. I can’t say I have high hopes, which is as much a reflection on my self-confidence as it is on his abilities; I’m not exactly the prime example of a capable shifter, but if there’s anything I can do to make it easier for him, then I’m willing to give it a shot. Especially after watching him put himself at risk for me like he did earlier.

      I dig in my pocket for my cell phone as I make my way down the sidewalk and up onto the grassy hill that borders on the parking lot. I end up coming to a halt right where we stopped after transporting yesterday, squinting against the darkness to see if Hunter’s here yet. I’m halfway to sending him a text when there’s the crunching of grass behind me, and I turn around to see the ginger vampire shifter climbing the hill, his hands in his pockets. He’s wearing his classic look of slightly on-edge concern, and it’s endearing; this is clearly a guy who isn’t used to breaking the rules, and he seems as unsure of himself as I am of myself. “Hey,” he says, hunching his lanky shoulders and looking around.

      “Hey,” I say, scratching the back of my neck as an awkward silence mounts. Okay, so maybe I didn’t exactly think this all the way through.

      “Well,” he says at last, “I’m here, professor.” He spreads out his arms. “Work your magic.”

      “Okay, let’s not get too ahead of ourselves,” I reply with a nervous laugh. “Let’s face it - I’m not the best shifter in the school.”

      He returns my chuckle with a dry one of his own. “I didn’t want to say anything, but…”

      “But we’re going to give this a try,” I finish for him, putting my hands determinedly on my waist.

      “I swear, Boots, if this works, I’ll be shocked.”

      “I know, I know.” I bite the inside of my lip, debating as to how we should proceed. The first time we worked together, Shade had me start by relaxing and getting in tune with my breath. “Okay, so… close your eyes.”

      Hunter raises an incredulous eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “No offense, Boots, but I’m not totally sure how I’m supposed to get in fights if I have to close my eyes every time I transform.”

      “Not every time,” I protest, crossing my arms. “Just at first! You need to focus on tuning the world out before you transform.”

      He snorts. “Right. Like that’s going to happen.”

      “Okay, enough with the surly broodiness,” I tell him, moving to stand in front of him. “Just trust me on this, okay? Close. Your. Eyes.”

      Hunter sighs, rolling his eyes, and I raise a hand to his face to smooth his eyelids shut, leaving it there for a moment while I wait for his fidgeting to stop. He reminds me a little of myself, the first time I tried learning how to transform, and I’m struck by an odd feeling. It hasn’t even been that long since my powers first manifested, and now here I am, trying to pass what little I know on to someone else. Talk about the blind leading the blind… literally. But I push the self-doubt away and drop my hand. Hunter’s eyes are closed but still fluttering with anticipation and thought. “Boots-” he begins.

      “Not a word,” I tell him, rubbing my chin as I think back to that first training lesson with Shade. “Okay, so…” I purse my lips. “Tell me about your magic. What does it feel like?”

      Hunter frowns. “I don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      The vampire shifter shrugs. “I mean… It doesn’t really feel like anything. What’s it supposed to feel like?”

      I run a hand through my hair. “Shade told me it’s different for everyone. But you know it’s your magic because you feel it right in the pit of your stomach, just below your tummy button.”

      Hunter scoffs. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It’s not ridiculous, it’s true!”

      He groans. “Okay, okay, let me think for a minute.” His brow furrows and his hand drifts to his stomach, almost unthinkingly, and there’s a long pause as he struggles to articulate what he’s feeling. “It’s a bit uncomfortable,” he says at last, “like there’s something in there that’s trying to get out. My sister always told me it was probably a stress thing, like an ulcer.”

      I stifle a laugh and reply, “Well, maybe that’s your problem. You’ve spent all this time thinking your magic is a medical condition.”

      “If your sister was like my sister, Brix, you would understand.”

      “Ha. Fair point. Okay…” I take a hesitant step toward him, and then another. Hunter has always been the most aloof and standoffish guy in our group, and as I watch him, I think I’m starting to figure out why: the feelings of inadequacy that he must feel, seeing the rest of us shapeshift with relative ease while he can’t even master the most basic of transformations, can’t be easy. Add to that his overbearing family and the fact that everyone in the school knows who he is, and you’ve got yourself one unhealthy combination. I’m almost hesitant to touch him, as if he’s some cornered, frightened animal, and I’m the person who’s trying to gain his trust.

      Tentatively, I reach out, the distance between us feeling miles long, and let my hands settle on Hunter’s shoulders. He straightens up, stiffening almost immediately at the feeling, as if my touch has sent a bolt of lightning through his body. “Easy,” I murmur. “Drop your shoulders. Let go of the tension you’re holding.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?” he asks. “How am I supposed to concentrate at all, come to think of it? Amelia always says you should-”

      “Amelia’s not here right now,” I tell him in an overly haughty tone of voice. “Now for the next…” I glance at my phone clock. “Hour, I want you to forget everything Amelia’s ever told you about shapeshifting.”

      “I don’t think that’s-”

      “Hunter. I’m the one in charge, here.”

      “Great. Now she’s gotten power-hungry.” He throws his hands up in defeat, making me laugh.

      “Focus,” I tell him, still with my hands on his shoulders. “I’m not moving until I feel you relax.”

      Slowly, he lets out a long breath through his mouth, softening his posture and straightening his neck. I feel his shoulders drop ever so slightly, although there’s still a tension in his stance, and I can’t help but wonder whether it has more to do with the stress of the lesson… or our close proximity. “That’s it,” I say, letting go of him and taking a step back. “Now, I want you to just let your mind relax,” I tell him. “Stop paying attention to your powers for a while. Stop thinking altogether, if you can. Let your mind wander.”

      “Boots,” Hunter protests, “this makes no sense.”

      “I know it sounds counterintuitive,” I tell him, “but you have to trust me. This is what really opened the door for me with Shade. Your powers will sneak up on you when you’re ready, but first, you have to let them in.”

      “I… okay,” Hunter says at last. “I do trust you, Millie.”

      “Good,” I reply lightly, “because I trust you, too. Now listen to Professor Brix.”

      Hunter chuckles. “All right, all right.”

      I leave him to focus in silence, and the sounds of the night fill my ears. It’s cooler after the sun goes down, and a crisp breeze gusts over us as we stand here on the hill. We’re the only students out here, and in the distance, I can see the lights of the academic building slowly going out, one by one. Farther out than that, the Boston skyline twinkles against the dark sky, and it strikes me that shifters are arriving from all over the world right now, all in search of a solution that will keep both us and humans happy. It’s a tall order, not least of all because our existence is a secret, and I can’t help but wonder if this conference will bring any real solutions… or leave us even worse off than we were before.

      But now’s not the time to focus on that. Hunter needs my help, and he’s been standing there quietly this whole time. I shake myself and turn back to him. “How do you feel?”

      There’s a long pause. “Relaxed,” he replies finally.

      I nod. “Good. Now, what I want you to do is visualize your form. Picture everything about it that you can—think of Amelia when she’s transformed. Focus on all the details and try not to leave anything out. The rest will come naturally.” I hope.

      Hunter continues to breathe deeply, his eyes closed and his red hair ruffled by the wind. I can’t help but appreciate his beauty while we’re out here like this; under the moonlight, he looks more like a vampire than he ever has, his skin pearlescent and pale, his body radiating power…

      Wait.

      My eyes widen as I see it: fangs, razor sharp and deadly, emerging from under his upper lip. I have to clamp my hands over my mouth to keep from exclaiming with delight, and when Hunter opens his eyes, I see that they’ve gone blood red. “Is this…?” he begins.

      I nod. “Don’t look now, Hunter, but I think you might have just passed my class.”

      “Holy shit,” he murmurs, staring down wonderingly at his hands before looking back up at me. I’ve never seen him so excited before; his face is lit up like a kid’s on Christmas. “Holy shit! Boots, it worked!” And just like that, he pops back to normal, his fangs receding and his eyes going back to blue in an instant. “Damn,” he says, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “You did it,” I tell him.

      He’s practically glowing with pride, his eyes wide with excitement and an exuberance I’ve never seen on him before. “I thought I was a lost cause,” he says quietly, staring at me.

      “Nobody’s a lost cause,” I reply, and before I even realise what’s happening, he’s leaning forward, taking me by the back of the neck and pressing a quick kiss to my lips. Heat builds up in my body, a blush rising rapidly in my cheeks, and when he pulls away, he leaves me swaying on my feet.

      “I… Sorry,” he mutters, looking at the ground. “Impulse.”

      “Turnabout’s fair play,” I tell him, and kiss him back. This time it’s longer, less cautious, and I can’t help but let my arms creep around him as the vampire shifter pulls me close, his lips exploring mine with both sweetness and trepidation. It feels strange, but in a good way… It feels right.

      Finally, we pull away from each other, each looking sheepish, and I clear my throat. “Well, I think that’s probably good for one night, wouldn’t you say?”

      “That’s more progress than I’ve made since I started school,” Hunter says earnestly, and grins at me. It lights up his face, and I’m struck by just how rare and beautiful it is when he smiles. My heart beats faster, and for a moment I forget how to use my legs.

      It’s not until he begins to head back towards the school that I’m able to pull myself from my trance, feeling both exhilarated and hopelessly confused.
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Chapter 10

        

      

    

    
      The fact that we only had three days of classes at the American campus before our first weekend in Boston is both a blessing and a curse. It’s a blessing because, let’s face it, I’m not someone who’s used to plunging into anything headfirst. Ironic, I know, considering that I spent most of my life moving from new school to new school, but there it is. It’s a curse because that means we won’t get any downtime during our first weekend here—something I could desperately use right now. It’s not even a question of being rundown from the travel, which I am, but a question of where my head is at; in the aftermath of what’s happened with me, Lyle, and the rest of the guys, I could use some time to parse through everything before being plunged headfirst into the shifter-human conference. But that’s not going to happen, apparently, and on Saturday morning I find myself being roused bright and early by the bell, an automated sound that stands in sharp contrast to the chiming of the clock tower back home.

      Groaning, I fling the sheets off myself and sit up in bed. My room is on the left-hand side of the suite next to Silas’ and Shade’s, with Landon and Hunter taking the others. As I poke my head out my door, my hair slightly mussed from sleep, I see that Shade and Landon are already dressed and seated at the kitchen table. “She rises,” Landon exclaims, grinning when he sees me. “We were wondering if you’d died in your sleep.”

      “I might as well have,” I protest, running a hand through my tangled locks and stretching my arms up over my head. “What time is it? Seven?”

      “Seven-thirty,” Landon replies. “We’re supposed to head straight out to the quad as soon as we’re dressed.”

      “What, no breakfast?” Shade asks, crossing his arms. “This is just getting into torture territory, if you ask me.”

      “Thankfully, no one did ask you, Ivis,” comes Silas’ voice from over my shoulder. I turn to see him emerging from his room, eyes still clouded with sleep. There’s good humour in his tone, though, and he gives me a very subtle wink as he heads into the kitchen alcove. “God, I need some tea.”

      “You’re out of luck,” Landon tells him. “We’re in the States, remember? They don’t believe in tea.”

      Silas groans, rubbing his hands over his face. “Seriously? Coffee makes me sick to my stomach.”

      “Aren’t you precious,” Shade mutters dryly, leaning back in his chair. Silas just shoots him a dirty look over his shoulder as he fumbles with the coffee machine, leaving me to retreat back into my room and get dressed. The sound of the guys’ bickering continues on the other side of the door until it’s joined by additional voices that I recognize as belonging to Hazel and the Murakami twins. By the time I emerge, it’s damn close to a party in the common area, with the others all hovering around the table.

      “I hope you don’t mind if we tag along with you,” Hazel says when I enter the room. “It’s going to be crowded today, and if they let us roam around, we might lose track of one another.” She’s sitting between the twins, who are in the middle of an animated conversation with Landon. The others quiet at her question, all turning their gazes on me at once as if waiting for me to give my permission.

      I blink, realising in an instant that they’ve come to see me as some sort of de facto leader—or at the very least, someone they can trust to make decisions. I’m not sure I like that, not least of all because that implies that this is an us versus them situation, but I guess I can’t blame them. For better or worse, I’m in the middle of all of this, and the sooner I can accept that fact, the better.

      Clearing my throat, I reply, “Of course. The more the merrier.” I turn to the Japanese-American siblings. “You guys are… Ruby, right?” I ask. “And Xander?”

      “In the flesh,” Xander replies, grinning. “And you’re the hybrid.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “I guess Hazel must have filled you in.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hazel says, holding up her hands, “I didn’t mean to-”

      “No, no, it’s all right,” I assure her quickly. “Any friends of yours are friends of mine.”

      “And we’re no friends of the Academy administration,” Ruby adds, meeting my eyes with her own. “We won’t go around blabbing about your history. At least… I won’t. I can’t speak for my brother, but-”

      Xander elbows her. “Ruby!”

      They both start to laugh, and the rest of us join in after a moment’s pause. It’s nice to know that all the U.S. students aren’t as mean-spirited as Lyle. Maybe things will turn around, yet.

      “So what are we waiting for, then?” Hazel asks, getting to her feet. “We’ve got a peace talk to attend - don’t want them leaving without us.”
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        * * *

      

      “Remind me again why we’re using human transportation,” Landon says, taking hold of one of the railings in the Blue Line train car, a wave of white and gold clad students that couldn’t stick out from the Saturday-morning traffic more if we tried. It’s impressive to me that we were even all able to get underground and into the metro station without incident, although with a dozen magically equipped faculty fellows herding us around like sheep, maybe I shouldn’t be so surprised. We didn’t get nearly as many weird looks from the humans as I was expecting us to; considering the campus’ proximity to the city, they’re probably used to seeing Academy students out and about. If only any of them knew what we really were.

      “If you were a witch, would you want to bother tapping out your powers just to jump us from the suburbs to downtown?” Hazel asks him. “It’s exhausting.”

      Landon sighs. “Fair point. It’s just weird, is all. I’m not used to public transport.”

      “None of us are,” Hunter replies from his seat.

      “Think of it as a learning experience,” I say. “That’s what this is all about, right? Learning to coexist with humans?”

      “Fair point.” Although he looks visibly uncomfortable amongst the crowd, the vampire-shifter’s blue eyes meet mine for an instant, and something approaching a smile appears on his face. We haven’t really talked since last night, and the kiss we shared; I don’t think either of us is really sure what to say. It’s not that I’m worried about him blabbing about it—Hunter’s always been reserved, bordering on shy, and I doubt he’ll bring it up unless I do. The problem is how he fits into everything else, and what a certain dragon shifter might say if he found out that we kissed. I realise I’m making a lot of assumptions about Silas here, but I’ve never been in a situation like this before, and overthinking things is sort of my specialty.

      Deciding it would be better to focus on something else, I let my eyes drift to Hazel, who’s standing next to the twins. Her eyes slide over to Xander for a moment before meeting mine, and she winks at me before sticking out her tongue. I can help but laugh, disguising it as a cough at the last second.

      “This is how we usually get downtown,” Ruby explains. “If we were witches, I suppose we could transport, but there’s always risk to that, you know? The campus is isolated enough, but it’s pretty much open season once you get into the city proper.

      “Come to think of it,” I say, turning to her, “what kind of shifters are you guys? I just realised I have no idea.”

      “I’m a wolf shifter,” Xander replies. “Ruby here’s a dragon.”

      “Seriously?” Shade raises his eyebrows. “I didn’t know siblings could be different kinds.”

      “It’s rare, but it does happen,” Ruby replies. “We used to get a lot of shit for it when we were younger - even our parents took a while to warm up to it. It’s a little taboo in the shifter community - sort of like hybridism. We’re in the same boat, Millie.”

      “Boots,” I say, feeling a sudden sense of camaraderie with the siblings. “Call me Boots.”

      Xander’s brow furrows. “Boots?”

      I nod, instinctively reaching for my foot and fingering the broken pendant I keep in my worn shoe. It was a gift from Mollie, something of a good luck charm. Although I feel a twinge of sadness whenever I think about her—whatever happened to her, anyway?

      “All right,” he says, laughing. “Boots it is, then.”
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        * * *

      

      It takes us less than half an hour to reach our stop, emerging from the metro station in a wave of excited chatter. I do my best to stick close to the others as we walk, but it’s difficult when there’s so much to take in, and I find myself pausing at practically every street corner to gawk at something or another. The streets are tight and winding, lined with buildings dating back hundreds of years. We pass parks, clock towers, fountains, and flowerbeds, all crammed in next to hole-in-the-wall Italian restaurants and Colonial museums.

      I’m so caught up in the sightseeing that I don’t even notice Amelia flanking me until we come to a stop at an intersection and she sidles up next to me. “Brix.”

      I glance at her before looking frantically for the others; they’ve already crossed the street, and the light has gone red, leaving the rest of us behind. Not looking forward to whatever it is she wants to discuss, I slowly turn to her. “Was there something you wanted to talk about, Amelia?”

      “I… Yes.” Her voice is uncharacteristically soft, and she crosses her arms over her chest, looking at the ground. “Look,” she says, finally making eye contact, “this isn’t easy for me to say, so I’m only going to say it once. I wanted to thank you.”

      I blink. “Thank… me?”

      Amelia nods. “Hunter transformed for me out on the quad this morning. He wasn’t able to hold it for more than a few seconds, but it’s more than he’s ever done before.” She clears her throat. “He said you were the one who showed him how to do it.”

      “Er… right.” I rub the back of my neck sheepishly. “I just felt like maybe he needed a different approach. I gave him a few pointers last night, and he trusts me, which I think helped.” Rushing on, I add, “It wasn’t anything dangerous, though. He seemed pretty down about it, so I thought, if I could help…”

      “I know.” There’s a look on her face that it takes me a moment to identify, before suddenly it hits me—gratitude. And a hint of remorse. She shuffles her feet. “You know, I’ve been trying to show him how to shapeshift ever since we were kids. He could never get it right. I was always the quick learner, and I think maybe some part of him resented me for it… I don’t know.” She shrugs. “I was starting to wonder if he’d ever get there.”

      “Maybe you just needed to have a little more faith in him,” I suggest gently.

      “Maybe.” She looks at me thoughtfully. “And maybe he’s not the only one.” Biting her lip, Amelia looks as if she wants to say something else, but then the light turns green, and we begin to cross the street. “I’ll see you around, Millie,” she says at last, before moving away and disappearing into the crowd.

      “What was that about?” Landon asks as I rejoin the group. “Amelia giving you more problems?”

      “Actually… no,” I reply. “I think maybe she was trying to apologise. In her own way.”

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Landon says, shaking his head. “An apology from Amelia Fucking Ash. What else does this trip have in store?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” I say, nodding towards the end of the street where the Boston Convention and Exhibit Center towers in front of us, “but I think we’re about to find out.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com






Chapter 11

        

      

    

    
      I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it, not even the time Mollie took me to a concert in London for my thirteenth birthday. It seems like practically the whole city of Boston is crammed into this one multi-block area, and what’s even more spectacular is the fact that, if the administration is to be believed, everyone here is connected somehow to the shifter community.

      The Boston Convention and Exhibit Center is a modern building a lot like the Academy, with a massive overhanging roof supported by hundreds of crisscrossing beams. All around us, people are moving about, jostling and murmuring to one another while they press forward in a rush to get into the building. You’d think it was Comic Con and not an international peace conference, but then again, I would be lying if I said it wasn’t exciting to be here. It’s astonishing to me that they’ve managed to put this all together in such a short amount of time - the only explanation is that the diplomats in charge of the conference have ties to some very important people, and why wouldn’t they? They would have to, in order to keep an entire species’ existence under wraps for this many centuries.

      I can make out the figure of Josie at the front of the group, but once the rest of the students are all assembled, she quickly moves aside to make room for Russo and Hawthorne, the latter of whom straightens up and projects his voice so that everyone can hear him when he speaks. “The official talks will be happening on an ongoing basis, every day until the end of the convention. I would like to remind you all to be on your best behaviour - you’re not only here as representatives of the Academy, but as representatives of the shifter community as a whole. This could very well end up being a critical moment in the history of shifter-human relations, and I would strongly encourage you all to remember that.”

      He takes a step back to allow Russo to move forward and speak, her hands behind her back as she clears her throat. “In addition to the main diplomatic talks, there will also be several other sessions led by important figures in both our communities, all with the goal of strategizing and encouraging integration. I would also personally recommend listening to some of the lectures on keeping a low profile while living in densely populated human communities, such as Boston. Again, though, it will be up to you all how you decide to spend your day. The Academy faculty fellows will be around the convention center until the day is over, and you will be free to spend your time here as you see fit. Remember, though,” she adds, a knowing gleam in her eye, “this is an academic trip. Don’t take this as permission to run wild around the city. Our resident witches will be keeping an eye out for your magical signatures, so it’s in your best interest not to stray too far from the convention center. Other than that, though…” She spreads her arms out. “Enjoy yourselves, and I hope this experience is an educational one for all of you.”

      Silas and I exchange a look. He shrugs his broad shoulders, and I nod. Seemingly finished with their speeches, the two school presidents turn around and retreat into the building, leaving the rest of us to trickle in on our own. The guys and I linger behind for a moment, waiting for the crowd to clear up, and Landon turns to us as the students disperse. “So,” he asks, “where to first?”

      “Anywhere that’s not here,” Shade replies haughtily. “As if listening to a bunch of brown-nosing politicians is anyone’s idea of a good time.”

      “You heard Russo,” Hazel shoots back at him. “They’re going to be tracking us. We have to at least put in some effort.”

      “Just think of it this way,” I say, “it’s better than class, right?”

      “It would be,” Shade agrees, “if it weren’t a Saturday.”

      I purse my lips. “Good point.”

      “Well, I don’t know about the rest of you,” Silas says, “but I actually want to see these so-called peace talks. This affects all of us, whether we like it or not, and if a bunch of bureaucrats are going to be deciding our futures, I’d like to hear what they have to say.”

      “Same here,” Hunter puts in. “Most of the board members are going to be there, and I ought to go there to support my dad - at least, for a little while.”

      “Screw that,” Landon replies. “I want to learn about blending into human society.”

      “I wouldn’t mind just poking around for a bit,” Hazel adds. “You know, to see what looks interesting.”

      “Maybe we should split up, then,” I suggest. “We can all meet up around lunchtime and go get something to eat together. Until then, we can go do our own thing.”

      “That works for me,” Shade replies. The others murmur their agreement.

      “I guess we’ll see you guys later, then?” asks Xander, turning to us.

      “Sounds like a plan,” I reply.

      The group disperses into the building, Hazel, Xander, and Ruby heading in one direction and Landon and Shade heading in another. I’m left standing between Hunter and Silas. “Well,” the dragon shifter says, turning to me, “do you want to come with us, Boots?”

      “Yes,” I reply. It’s not even a question; Silas is right. This could end up being a landmark event, and like it or not, we’re smack in the middle of it. This could also be a chance to learn more about the experiments the humans conducted on us, and one look at Silas tells me he’s thinking the same thing. Now is the time to be strategic, especially if it means getting some insight into the humans’ plans for us.

      Wordlessly, the three of us file into the building, taking in the soaring ceiling and massive banks of glass windows on all sides. Everywhere I look, I see booths with conflicting messages and themes - some are clearly geared towards shifters, while some seem to be more human-focused. Opportunists using this as a chance to sell their services to the magical community have staked out at a lot of the tables, and the walls are littered with signs declaring messages of coexistence and unity. It all feels a bit disingenuous.

      I follow the two guys down the length of the hall, weaving my way between other attendees as I do my best to keep up with them. At one point, I almost run smack into a security guard who’s no doubt here to make sure unsuspecting humans don’t wander in, thinking it’s some kind of public access event. I’m struck by the fact that there’s no easy way to tell which of the attendees are humans and which are shifters; if you didn’t know any better, you’d think there was no way to distinguish them at all. I spent most of my life thinking that, and yet here I am. Talk about getting thrown into the deep end.

      There are signs directing us up a steep set of stairs and towards the main auditorium where the peace talks are being held. There’s already a crowd forming outside, although the number of students waiting to get in is surprisingly small; the others are likely more interested in the glamorous aspects of the conference than the messy political stuff, which only makes me feel even more out of place. Silas comes to a halt on one side of me, with Hunter on the other, and as we stand there, pressed body to body while we wait to be let inside, I feel more aware of their presences than ever before. On one side, Silas: big, thoughtful, and determined to find out the truth, even if it means walking into danger himself. On the other, Hunter: lanky and brooding, with an inferiority complex that he’s been nursing all his life that belies a more fun-loving side underneath. Both incredibly handsome, both so different… and yet both more similar than one would realise. And I’m what links them together, in more ways than one. It’s… a heavy notion, and it makes me feel something I can’t quite put my finger on. Once again, my mind drifts back to the kiss I shared with Hunter, only for me to be struck with overwhelming guilt at having done it behind Silas’ back; part of me wants to blurt it out right then and there, just to be rid of the tension, but I’m paralysed with indecision.

      Finally, they let us inside the auditorium where a banner reading, “Human-Shifter Peace Summit” hangs over the stage. A roundtable sits in the middle, with well-dressed men and women on all sides, and I can see the Academy executives already sitting in prime spots in the front few rows. It’s silent inside, and the talk seems to have already started; a moderator is in the midst of asking whether the shifters’ policy of secrecy is sustainable in today’s culture.

      The three of us are relegated to one of the back rows, and I slide in between Hunter and Silas, my eyes wide as I watch the politicians below us. “That’s hardly the point, and you know it,” says one of the speakers, a dark-skinned woman in an impeccably tailored suit. “The discussion isn’t about secrecy—it never was—and I think questions about shifter culture is a diversion from the real issue, here.”

      “With all due respect, Ma’am,” replies one of the older men flanking her, “the issues are linked. We have to face the fact that keeping the existence of shifters a secret from humans is becoming less realistic by the day. It’s only giving these fringe groups more ammunition against us.”

      “And why should that be our responsibility?” pipes up another speaker. “We should be addressing how this information keeps getting out, instead of throwing the baby out with the bathwater.”

      I lean in to Hunter as the moderator struggles to keep a hold on the increasingly tense debate. “Do you know who any of these people are?” I whisper.

      Hunter’s brow furrows. “I recognise a few of them from my father’s meetings. The ones on the left look like some of the shifter representatives. I’m guessing the others are the human ambassadors.”

      “They’re the ones with the leverage here,” Silas states flatly. It’s not a question. I can see his hands gripping his armrests tightly, and part of me wants to reach out and smooth the tension out of them, but I can’t bring myself to, not with Hunter on my other side.

      “You’re arguing in favour of secrecy,” the moderator says to the first woman. “Do you have any thoughts on protected communities, then?”

      “If by ‘protected’, you mean ‘segregated,’ then yes, I have quite a few,” the woman replies shortly. “This isn’t an either-or situation. Humans and shifters have lived together for hundreds of years - there’s no reason to change that. It would just be caving to the humans who want us out of the way.”

      “Who said anything about us wanting shifters out of the way?” replies a man on the other side of the table. “Everyone has to realise that we’re talking about a small fraction of humans who know about shifters, and an even smaller fraction of those who want to subjugate them.”

      The debate rages on, replies firing back and forth so quickly that I can hardly keep up. Hunter watches them intently, leaning forward in his seat, his eyes occasionally moving down to where his father is, while Silas frowns, lost in thought as he listens. I’m left wondering how on earth anything is going to be resolved in the short time that this conference is set to go on… until my cell phone vibrates in my pocket.

      Frowning, I dig it out and glance at the screen. It’s a text message from an unknown number.

      Watch your back. It isn’t safe for you here.
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Chapter 12

        

      

    

    
      My body is tense as we emerge from the assembly room an hour later, my shoulders hunched and my fingers nervously carding through my hair as I stare down at my phone. I know I should have been paying more attention during the peace talks, but as soon as I got that text, it was more or less over for my focus. Could it have been a wrong number? Sure, but I doubt it; even after replying with multiple messages asking who the sender was, I received no response, and my mind has been a mess trying to figure out who it might be. It sure as hell doesn’t feel like a coincidence, especially now that the whole Academy has up and left the island to surround ourselves with humans for the next week in an unfamiliar city. The idea that the warning might actually be a threat has crossed my mind, although from whom? Hawthorne? That would be bold, even from him, especially considering that the number could be traced, in theory. Another student? That hardly seems more likely; if it were someone I knew, why wouldn’t they tell me to my face? I’m left spinning out with more questions than answers, and I think Silas and Hunter can tell that something is wrong. They keep shooting me glances out of the corners of their eyes as we head back down the stairs and make our way towards the entrance.

      “Are you all right?” Silas asks, putting a hand on my shoulder as soon as we get outside and into the blessed fresh air. “You look a little shaken up.”

      “It’s just… everything they were talking about,” I reply, lying through my teeth. “It’s unnerving, listening to them discussing our futures like we’re just pawns in some game.”

      “Is that not what we are to them?” The dragon shifter asks, crossing his arms. “To the humans, at least?”

      “Maybe you should have more faith in them,” Hunter speaks up, putting his hands in his pockets. “It’s only the first day of the conference. They’ve got more time to figure out a solution.”

      “For all the good that will do,” Silas says, shaking his head. “I’ll be curious just how much of a say they give the shifters, at the end of the day.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask him, brow furrowing.

      “Do you really think the humans care about resolving this peacefully?” he asks. “I’ve seen how they operate. They made my parents disappear because they were talking about changing the status quo. I don’t expect this to be any different—the only question is how many people they’ll end up throwing under the bus just to make this all go away.”

      Hunter looks like he’s about to reply, but we’re interrupted by the sounds of familiar voices approaching us from the left. I look up to see Hazel and the twins walking over to us. She’s laughing at something Xander said, and judging by the way they’re looking at one another, I’d say that their first foray into exploring the conference was a success - more of a success than mine, at any rate.

      “Hey,” Ruby says as they come to a stop next to us.

      “Hey,” I echo. “Where did you guys end up going?”

      “This breakout session about integrating with human society,” Xander replies, “although it was all bullshit. Just a bunch of pro-human propaganda.”

      Silas shakes his head. “I’m not surprised.”

      “How are the talks going?” Ruby asks.

      “About as well as you’d expect,” Hunter admits. “They’re deadlocked. Nobody can agree on anything.”

      “Figures,” Hazel says, frowning. “I’m just surprised they’ve even been able to keep a lid on things as long as they have. I’m starting to see now why there’s so much tension between the two groups.”

      “Which is exactly why this whole thing is pointless,” comes a new voice, and I turn around to see Shade coming to a stop on our other side, Landon following him. “I’m telling you, we’d be better off just fucking around for the next few days.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Hunter mutters, looking at the ground.

      For his part, Landon just turns to the blond boy. “What did you have in mind, Shade? I’ve already had about enough of this place.”

      A sly smile appears on the wolf shifter’s face, and he leans back with mock thoughtfulness. “The seaport is just over there,” he says, nodding over his shoulder in the direction of the highway. “I say we go make some memories of this trip that don’t involve listening to politicians drone on.”

      “But the witches-” begins Hazel.

      Shade waves her off. “It’s less than half a mile from here. It’s practically in the backyard of the convention center. You think they’re going to notice us if we’re that close?”

      I purse my lips. “You may have a point, there.”

      “I knew there was a reason I liked you, Boots,” Shade says, giving me a grin that can only be described as… well, wolfish. I feel my ears heat up a little.

      Silas clears his throat. “I could stand some time away from the politics, myself.”

      “So it’s settled, then,” Shade says, crossing his arms and looking from each of us to the next. “We’re gonna go have some real fun. What about you two?” he adds, turning to the Murakami siblings. “You in?”

      Ruby and Xander exchange a look. “I could be convinced,” he says, winking at Hazel, who bursts out laughing.

      “Better than waiting for someone else to tell us how kowtowing to the humans is our only hope of surviving,” Ruby adds.

      “Right on.” Shade nods. “So what are we waiting for?”
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      Shade is right; the seaport is within walking distance, just on the other side of an underpass flanking the convention center. We probably look weird: a group of young adults in brightly coloured uniforms, a tour group that got separated from their bus, maybe. But it doesn’t matter; Shade’s instincts were right on the money. Being outside in the sun is what I needed right now, not being trapped at the conference ruminating over the text I received. A fresh breeze buffets us from over the ocean, bringing with it the smell of sea salt and old wood and putting a fresh spring in my step. It’s less than ten minutes before we arrive at the port, and although it’s not exactly picturesque, with a concrete walkway instead of a boardwalk, it’s a pleasant enough change of scenery. Behind us is a stretch of storefronts and well-tended greenery, and we find ourselves leaning against a rusted railing, staring out across the ocean toward the eastern part of the city on the other side of the channel.

      We slowly branch away from one another, unbothered by the distance and each lost in his or her own thoughts. I remain where I am; the wind tossing my hair around as my eyes drift closed, slowly relaxing for the first time since the peace talk.

      Landon’s voice breaks me out of my trance. “Looks like those two are getting on like a house on fire.” He nods in the direction of Xander and Hazel, who are standing in the shade of a nearby building; she’s jostling him playfully with one shoulder while he feigns outrage.

      “I’m happy for her,” I reply. “Xander seems like a good guy.”

      “He does,” Landon agrees, “although with only a week here, I wonder how attached she can afford to get.”

      “Well,” I say, turning around and leaning back against the railing, “that’s what phones are for.”

      Landon laughs. “Touche, Boots.” There’s a pause, and then he grins at me and asks, “So, do you think that would work on you?”

      “What?”

      He sidles up next to me, his arm brushing mine. “Oh, you know, gentle touches, long, meaningful looks, telling bad jokes and then pretending they’re the funniest thing in the world… It’s sort of flirting 101.”

      “Well, unfortunately I’m not familiar,” I reply, meeting his dark eyes. “But I’ve never thought flirting should be reduced to just those things, either.”

      “Thank god for that,” Landon replies, the corner of his mouth turning upward as his eyes sear into mine.

      I’m on the verge of asking him what he means when a new voice pulls my attention away. “Look who it is.”

      I turn around, and my heart immediately sinks; Lyle is standing behind us, on the other side of a bench. His arms are crossed, and there’s a haughty look in his eye that I don’t like. “What?” I ask, my tone short.

      “Just out for a stroll,” he replies, “same as you. Is that not allowed?”

      “Depends on your reasons,” I shoot back.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, I wasn’t following you,” he says, waving a hand dismissively. “I know better than to pick another fight with the infamous hybrid, right? Knowing when to fold ‘em was always my strong suit.”

      “Good,” I reply curtly. “Then you’ll leave me alone.”

      Landon looks from me to Lyle, raising his eyebrows. “Is there a problem, here?”

      “No,” I tell him, not breaking eye contact with the older student.

      “And who might you be?” Lyle asks, turning his attention to the siren shifter. “Another one of her boyfriends? You know, Millie, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were some kind of slut.”

      “Seriously?” Landon crosses his arms. “Do people seriously still say things like that?”

      “Evidently,” I reply flatly, mimicking his posture.

      Lyle ignores the dig, taking a few slow steps closer to us. I can feel myself tensing up, but Landon’s presence steadies me, and I force myself to calm down; I don’t want this turning into another fight. “You know, I’ve been asking around about you,” Lyle says, staring down at me with derision in his eyes. “Call it… professional curiosity. Especially after you sent me packing the way you did after class the other day. They always hype hybrids up, you know? But you’re never expecting them to actually be able to do it.”

      “Well,” I reply, “I’m happy to disappoint.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time,” Lyle says, a cruel smile appearing on his face. “I did some digging on you, Brix,” he continues. “By the sounds of it, you stirred up all sorts of trouble back at your home school. What was it I heard, again…? Something about top-secret experiments?”

      “Not so top-secret now, I guess,” Landon remarks dryly.

      “How the hell did you find all this out about me, Lyle?” I demand, staring defiantly up at him.

      The older boy sniffs. “It’s not that hard to find information, if you know where to look. Working for the school administration doesn’t hurt, either.” He turns back to me. “You know, it’s almost enough to make me feel bad for you. Almost. A poor little human girl, abandoned by her parents, left to the whims of a bunch of sadistic human scientists… it almost makes up for the fact that you’re just like all the other girls at this school.”

      My eyes narrow. “Abandoned? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Boots,” Landon says, taking hold of my arm and tugging at it gently, “leave it. Just ignore him.”

      I shake his hand off, taking a step closer to Lyle. “What the fuck are you saying?”

      Lyle raises his eyebrows. “You mean… you didn’t know? Your boys here didn’t tell you? Granted, they were just babies then, too, so I guess they wouldn’t know either, but still…”

      “Know what?” I can feel my nails digging into my palms, my heart leaping to my throat. I’m taking the bait, and I know it, but I can’t help it. There’s something in Lyle’s eyes that gives me pause - a look that says he knows that he has the upper hand.

      “Boots,” Landon warns me again, “he’s not worth it.”

      “I think that’s for her to decide,” Lyle says, not breaking eye contact with me. “What do you think, Brix?”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask him. “What did you find out about my parents?”

      “If you thought the humans took you away from them, you were wrong,” Lyle replies, his tone sharp and cutting. “Your parents were the ones who gave you up. They abandoned you.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          



      

    

    

OceanofPDF.com






Chapter 13

        

      

    

    
      “You’re…” I swallow the lump in my throat, trying desperately to fight off the dreadful sensation I can feel rising in my chest. “You’re lying.”

      “Am I?” Lyle crosses his arms. “I took a little field trip to the registrar’s office. I’m an RA, so they won’t let me look at everything, but… I saw enough.” There’s a pause, and he furrows his brow thoughtfully. “It’s funny, though. The one thing I couldn’t find any information on was the witch shifter - you know, the baby. You’ve got one of every form, so there had to have been one. It would’ve had to have been a girl, since witches are always girls, but it sounds like she’s long gone… Although maybe that suits you just fine, Millie. This way you don’t have to share the rest of your little boy toys with anyone else.”

      “Shut up.” My hands are clenched into fists, and I realise that I’m shaking, although not from anger, but from dread. “You don’t know anything about me, Lyle.”

      “Are you sure about that?” he asks, advancing on me. “I know enough about you, Millie Brix. Enough to tell you with complete certainty that you never had any chance of having a normal life. I guess that’s what happens when your parents don’t want you, though, right?” He shakes his head in a mockery of sadness. “Poor, sweet, little Millie, with no one to love her… except for the people who had their powers dumped on you.”

      “Knock it the fuck off, Lyle,” Landon tells him, his voice venomous as he comes to stand by my side. “That’s enough.” I see his eyes flash green, and I can tell he’s on the verge of shifting. One panicked look around us tells me that would be a recipe for disaster; there are humans everywhere, and we’re no longer in the safety of the convention center. I grab his hand, giving him a warning squeeze as I shoot my eyes over to his. That seems to calm him a little, his eyes going back to normal, although he still looks like he’s ready to kill Lyle with his bare hands.

      “Easy there, tiger,” Lyle says, holding his hands up and taking a step back. “I’ve had my fill of siren songs for one lifetime, thank you very much.” His eyes dart over to me. “I just figured I’d come share the love. That’s what you guys are all about, right? Sharing the love.”

      “Leave. Us. Alone,” I tell him, and although I’m trying for dangerous and intimidating, my voice quivers in spite of myself. It’s enough to make me want to cry, and I bite down hard on the inside of my lip.

      “I’m going, I’m going.” The vampire shifter backs up another few steps and turns to go, but not before giving me a venomous smile over his shoulder. “See you around, Millie. I’ll be curious to see what ends up happening to you.” And with that, he saunters away, holding up a hand in a jovial wave, as if we were old friends parting ways. The fucking nerve.

      Still trembling with anger and fear, I drop my shoulders and fall onto the bench with a hard thud. I can feel Landon’s eyes on me as I run my hands through my hair, my face flushed and my heart pounding. I can hardly bring myself to look at him as he comes to sit beside me, putting a gentle hand on my arm. “Boots,” he says quietly, “are you okay?”

      I take a shaky breath and turn to him, swallowing hard. “No, Landon,” I reply flatly. “I don’t think I am.”
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      “He went through your records?” Hazel’s eyes flash as we walk back in the direction of the convention center. “How is that even allowed? He could get expelled for something like that, couldn’t he?” An air of tension has fallen over the group in the aftermath of what happened, and I can see the guys looking at each other. The question on all their faces is clear: they’re wondering whether saying something will make it better or worse. I don’t blame them; hell, I don’t even know the answer to that question.

      Hunter sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Privacy rules don’t apply to shifters, Hazel. You know that. He works for the school - he can pretty much dig up whatever dirt he wants.”

      “How is that fair?” She shakes her head, her blonde curls bouncing around her face.

      “It’s not,” Ruby replies, and sighs. “Lyle’s always been an asshole. One of those guys who’s on a major power trip because he’s in the Academy’s pocket.” She blows a stray strand of dark hair out of her face, her expression frigid. “He tried to get me to go out with him my first month here - got all pissy when I told him to fuck off. If Xander weren’t here, he probably would’ve pulled something similar.” She turns to me. “I’m sorry you have to deal with this, Millie. You’re not seeing the best our school has to offer.”

      “It’s fine.” I sigh, rubbing the back of my neck. “I guess I should just ignore it, right? Don’t give him the satisfaction.”

      “You shouldn’t have to,” Silas puts in. “We came here to see the conference, not listen to a bunch of bullshit about your parents.”

      “What if it wasn’t bullshit?” I ask, turning to him. “He said it himself. He has access to my records.”

      “Look, Boots…” The dragon shifter runs a hand through his hair, looking like he’s struggling to find the right words. “Don’t listen to him, okay? I’m sure there was a good reason your parents did it. And if not…”

      “If not,” Hunter finishes, his eyes meeting mine, “it doesn’t matter.”

      “That’s right,” Landon agrees. “We’re your family, Boots. And nothing’s going to change that.”

      I turn to look at them: Landon, his arms crossed, Silas and Hunter, watching me with concern on their faces, Shade, who’s been quiet this whole time, and Hazel. The twins are new to our group but slowly creeping into my heart. The family I chose.

      “Maybe you’re right,” I say, smiling a little, but there’s still a rotten feeling in the pit of my stomach, and I can’t fight the sense that it might be here to stay.
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      “Remind me again why we’re going up here,” I say, breathing hard as I round what feels like the hundredth corner in the narrow stairwell. We might as well have been climbing for hours, given how badly out of shape I feel, and I have to pause and lean forward, putting my hands on my knees.

      Shade turns around to look at me, ahead of me on the stairs. It’s embarrassing how much easier of a time he’s having. “Better view,” he replies, not sounding out of breath in the slightest. “Besides, practicing is always more fun when there’s the danger of falling to your death, don’t you think?” He frowns as I continue to suck in air. “Unless… You’re not going to like, pass out or something, are you?”

      I wave him off. “No. I mean, probably not.”

      “Good,” he says, “because we’re almost there.”

      I follow him the rest of the way up, and we finally arrive at the top of the stairs, where a metal doorway waits for us. Shade pushes it open unceremoniously and steps out onto the roof, and I follow a moment later, still struggling to catch my breath.

      The view from on top of the academic building might as well have taken my breath away all over again, and my exhaustion is momentarily forgotten as I gape at our surroundings, my mouth dropping open. It’s well past curfew, and going on the roof is against the rules, but neither of those things has ever stopped Shade in the past, and I’m beginning to see why.

      It feels like we can see everything from up here. Below us, the grassy hills and modern buildings of the American campus stretch out like a tiny city. I can see the sculpture garden and the student housing on one end, as well as the lot where our group arrived on the other side. Farther out, the suburban houses of the local shifter community surround the campus, with the outline of downtown Boston visible beyond that. The city is lit up for the night, a sea of twinkling lights and shadowy buildings - inside which, right at this moment, politicians could be deciding the fate of our entire species. The stars are more visible from this far out, and a full moon looms overhead, just above the horizon.

      The perfect moon for wolf shifting, I think.

      I’m snapped out of my thoughts by the feeling of something crashing into me from behind, barrelling me onto the concrete of the roof and making me let out a little yelp. I struggle to get my feet under me, confused and in a panic, until I turn around and see that it’s only Shade, already in the form of a giant timber wolf, his silver eyes now gold and glowing in the dark. “Too slow,” he says, and I could swear, even though he’s no longer a human, there’s still a teasing look on his face.

      “What the hell was that for?” I demand, getting to my feet and dusting off my trousers.

      “You’re going to have to do better than that, Boots,” the wolf says. “And here I was thinking you were making progress.”

      I set my jaw, giving him a determined smile, and close my eyes, reaching for the magic that I’m only just beginning to get a feel for and letting it take hold of me. It takes a moment to get started, but before long I’m shifting into my wolf form, landing on all fours and staring Shade down with my newly acquired night vision. “That’s more like it,” he remarks, and moves gracefully to the left. Slowly we circle each other, two predators under the moonlight, but there’s a playfulness to it that keeps me at ease.

      Shade lunges for me, and I narrowly jump out of the way, struggling to balance on my paws. Thinking fast, I feign to the right, sending him pouncing in that direction before springing the other way at the last second, leaping into him and pinning him underneath me. “Not bad,” he observes, but in the instant that my guard is down, he gets control and rolls me over so that I’m under him, our snouts so close they could touch. There’s something animalistic about it… and alluring.

      Overwhelmed by the intensity of it, I find my voice and force some humour. “Okay, okay! Truce!”

      “Do you surrender?”

      “Okay, let’s not go that far.”

      He laughs and gets off me, shifting back into human form easily. I follow suit, and we’re left as people again, sitting side by side on the roof. I turn to look out at the city in the distance, and Shade follows my gaze; for a few moments, neither of us speaks. Finally, I break the silence. “You know, I’m surprised you haven’t said anything about what happened today. With Lyle.”

      Shade frowns. “What’s there to say?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Nothing, I guess. It just kind of felt like the others were walking on eggshells with me today, you know?” I turn to look at him. “Is that why you brought me up here? To take my mind off what he said about my parents?”

      The wolf shifter clears his throat. “I guess I thought it might cheer you up, yeah.”

      “Thank you.”

      His grey eyes meet mine. “Good, old-fashioned violence always makes things better. For me, at least.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him: the school criminal, ignored by everyone but seeing everything. “Should I be worried?”

      He snorts. “Nah. I wouldn’t hurt you, Boots.”

      “Glad to hear it,” I reply.

      There’s another long moment of silence, and as I stare out at the cityscape, I can feel his eyes on me. That same nervous energy fills me up, sparks flitting up through my stomach and my heart beginning to beat faster. I feel like a deer in the headlights, and it feels good. A shiver goes up my back, and he seems to notice; there’s a subtle shift in his posture, like he’s on the verge of moving closer, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t want him to.

      “You know,” Shade says slowly, breaking the silence, “I can think of a couple other ways to make things better.” There’s a sly half-smile on his face, and it’s nearly enough to make me sway.

      My better judgement is warning me not to be stupid, not to make this any more complicated, but a baser part of me is winning out as I stare up into the blond boy’s face. “Is that so?” I ask, almost not believing the words coming out of my mouth. He nods, and I scoot closer to him, tilting my head to the side. “And what would those be, exactly?”

      “I would have to show you,” he replies, his smirk growing.

      More adrenaline floods through me. The rest of the world is momentarily forgotten. “Then show me,” I tell him, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Now his smirk has grown into a full-on grin, and when he reaches up to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear, his hand feels like it’s setting my skin on fire. His lips are like fire, too, and his kiss is as fierce as he is, scorching me in the best way possible as his hand comes up to tangle in my hair and my arms wrap around him.

      Keeping me warm in the moonlight.
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Chapter 14

        

      

    

    
      If we thought we were going to get a breather from the constant politics and rumours today, we were sorely mistaken; Sunday is another day at the convention center, and although I now know what to expect, I’m still dreading it… and not only for the obvious reasons.

      The others were all in bed already by the time Shade and I came down from the roof last night, and for that, I’m thankful; the last thing I would have wanted was to have to explain why I was out so long past curfew, or why my clothes and hair were rumpled when I got back. Shade gave me another long kiss before disappearing into his room, leaving me swaying on my feet as I went to bed, still basking in the afterglow of the love we had made. I slept like a baby, a dreamless sleep for which I’m especially grateful for now; now that the adrenaline and endorphins have worn off, I’m left to face the truth of what happened last night, and the overwhelming sense of guilt and confusion that accompanies it.

      Once again, I hooked up with one of the guys I met at the Academy. Once again, I was overcome with emotion and desire in the moment, and now I’m having to deal with the aftermath. I was reeling from what Lyle told me about my parents, that much is clear, and the conference has been taking a toll on me, yes. But that’s a cheap excuse, and I know it; the conference has been taking a toll on everyone, especially in the aftermath of what the school did to Silas. Pretending it was a moment of weakness diminishes what it really was - what all these moments between me and the guys have been: some part of both of us, feeding on the thing that connects us, that string of fate that’s had us tethered together in some way since we were babies. Would they understand if I told them it all felt almost preconceived, like the feelings I’m developing for them are just a natural result of our relationship, the next logical step in a long line of fateful events?

      It’s all too much, and at the end of the day, none of that even matters; a conversation needs to happen between Silas and me, and I’m not sure if I’m ready for it. I know we’ve never officially put labels on our relationship, but that doesn’t make me any more nervous as we file out to the metro station for another day at the conference; I don’t want to jeopardize my relationship with any of these guys, especially not now, and no matter what they all have in common, they’re still people with their own emotions… and their own hearts capable of being broken.

      I look up from my seat on the train so see Shade sitting across from me; his gray eyes meet mine for a second, and his mouth twitches in a knowing smile. We haven’t said much since last night, and I can appreciate that. He’s always been a bit of a wild card, and I’m not under any illusions that what happened last night was some kind of a commitment, but I would be lying if I said I wasn’t glad it happened.

      Realising I’m staring at him, I feel myself blush, and the wolf shifter just winks at me as if it’s the most normal thing in the world. Charmer.

      “You all right, Millie?” Hazel asks from the seat next to me. I watch as her eyes dart from me to Shade, and she raises an eyebrow; I just give my head a nearly imperceptible shake to warn her off.

      “Later,” I murmur, my voice muffled by the sound of the other students talking. “After we get to our stop.”

      “Got it,” she says, giving me a knowing nod as we lapse back into silence.

      “Where the hell is Hunter?” asks Landon, breaking the tension a little as he picks his way up to the front of the car where we’re sitting. “I thought we were supposed to stick together, here.”

      “He said something about his dad,” Hazel replies, glancing up at her fellow siren shifter. “It sounds like the school board is having their own meeting today, and he wanted to see if he could get in on it. Not a bad idea, if you ask me.”

      Landon raises his eyebrows. “You think?”

      “I mean, yeah.” Hazel crosses her arms. “Don’t you? The faculty will probably have a better nose for what’s going on here than we do. If they’re planning some kind of major policy shift, better to hear it from the horse’s mouth. And Hunter is the son of the horse.”

      Landon laughs. “I never thought about it that way. You know, he’s pretty sharp, now that I think about it. If he can learn to take advantage of his dad, that could help all of us.”

      “Strategising, exactly.” She nods. “Don’t count the guy out just yet, Landon.”

      “I never did,” Landon replies, before turning back to me. “So has Amelia given you any more trouble, Boots?”

      I shake my head. “None, believe it or not. I mean, I haven’t talked to her since yesterday, but…” I shrug. “No dirty looks, no snarky comments, nothing. I’m honestly a little surprised.”

      “We’ll see how long that lasts,” Shade mutters.

      “I’ll take as long as I can get,” I reply, and the wolf shifter grins at me. A shiver runs down my back as I remember the feeling of his hands on my body last night, the intensity with which he kissed me. The spark between us continues to grow until I break it off, turning away and shooting a guilty glance at Silas, who’s leaning against a railing by the doors, looking thoughtful. This clearly isn’t lost on Hazel, who follows close behind me as we get off the train, falling into step next to me as we climb the stairs and step out into the bright Boston sunshine.

      “Okay,” she says, putting her hands in her pockets, “spill.”

      I laugh. “You’re making it sound like I killed a man, or something!”

      “More like kissed one,” Hazel retorts, giving me a sly grin. “Which one was it? Wait, don’t tell me - Shade. You guys have been making eyes at each other all morning.”

      “Jeez, not so loud,” I protest, laughing. “The whole school’s going to hear us!”

      “Oh my god, I was right!” She squeals, clapping her hands. “Millie Brix kissed the school bad boy! So how was he? Tell me everything!”

      I feel my cheeks heating up again as we continue to walk. “It was… good,” I reply. “Really good, actually.”

      “Okay,” she says, “so then… What's the problem? You’re walking around looking like your grandma just died.”

      I sigh. There’s no getting away from it; Hazel is perceptive as hell, and I knew the conversation was going to go this way before I even started it. “It’s Silas,” I reply reluctantly.

      “Ah.” The siren shifter nods knowingly. “The classic love triangle.”

      “It’s not a love triangle,” I protest. “At least, I don’t think it is.” I let out a frustrated groan. “That’s the problem, Hazel. I don’t know what it is - I don’t know what any of it is. I mean, I like these guys, there’s no denying that. But as far as how they feel about me, or how they’ll feel finding out that I feel that way about them all…” I shake my head, rubbing the back of my neck. “God, I don’t think I’ve ever been this confused in my life.”

      “See, this is what happens when communication falls apart,” she says, frowning. “All these assumptions and no straight facts. I think your problem is that you’re expecting this to turn into a full-blown drama, Millie.”

      “Won’t it?” I turn to her as we stop at an intersection, a sea of blue and gold, black and white.

      “I don’t know,” she replies honestly. “You’re the one in the middle of it, not me. But if you ask me…” She gives me a gentle nudge with her elbow. “The surest way to find out is to just talk to them.”

      I sigh. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      “Well, it’s true,” she protests, throwing up her hands. “You should just tell Silas. Let him decide for himself, and then you won’t have to worry anymore.”

      “Tell me what?”

      My heart drops at the sound of an all-too-familiar voice behind me, and I whirl around to see the dragon shifter approaching the two of us, the sun gleaming on his brown hair. “Uh…”

      “I think I’ll leave you guys to talk about this one,” Hazel says, shooting me a glance before falling in with the rest of the group. “I’m going to go find Xander and Ruby—I’ll meet you guys at the entrance!”

      Traitor. Slowly I turn to Silas, who’s watching me with a curious look on his face; I should have known this would happen sooner or later. At the end of the day, Hazel is right: things are getting too complicated for me to keep ignoring them. I need to clear the air once and for all, and the time to do it is now. “I… was hoping I could talk to you,” I tell him, walking slowly alongside him as we trail behind the rest of the group.

      “Well,” he says, holding out his arms, “here I am.” He turns to look at me, a concerned expression on his face. “Are you okay, Boots?”

      “I’m fine,” I hasten to assure him. “It’s not me, exactly… I mean, it has to do with me, but it’s not…” I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. Why is this so damn difficult? “The thing is,” I say slowly, starting over, “something happened that I think you deserve to know about… but you might not like hearing about it.”

      Silas gives me a small smile. “Well, how am I supposed to know if you don’t tell me?”

      “I…” I’m struggling to spit it out, and at the moment I feel like I’d rather be anywhere on earth but here.

      “Millie.” He stops, turning to face me. “You know you can tell me anything. I thought that was clear.”

      “But this…” I swallow hard. The trust in his dark eyes is both heartwarming and heartbreaking. Biting the inside of my lip, I look down at the ground, struggling to make my mouth form words. “I kissed Shade,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “Last night. I… I’m sorry. I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t know if… I mean, you and I…”

      I’m babbling, and it takes Silas putting a gentle hand on my cheek to make me finally look up at him. “It’s okay,” he says simply.

      I stare at him blankly, almost sure I misheard. “Huh?”

      He laughs at the look of sheer confusion on my face. “Millie, come on,” he says, his hand moving to my shoulder as he stoops to look me in the eyes. “You think I didn’t know that?”

      I blink. “I…”

      Silas just grins at me, and relief washes over me when I see that it’s in good humour. “Come on, this isn’t grade school,” he says. “We’re all adults here. If you want to spend time with the others, you have every right to.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders slump with relief. “I, um… Wow. I wasn’t expecting that, Silas.”

      “I mean, it makes sense.” He holds his hand out to me and I take it gratefully as we begin to walk again. “There’s something special connecting all of us,” he continues. “I mean, we share an origin, for god’s sake. And what happened between you and me, well…” He shrugs. “Frankly, I would be a little surprised if it didn’t end up happening with them, too.”

      “That’s… very progressive.”

      Silas bursts out laughing. “Are you surprised?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply, blushing. “I’ve never been in this situation before.”

      “Me neither.” He glances down at me. “But for whatever it’s worth, what matters to me most is that you’re happy, Boots. Whether that’s with me, with Shade… with any of us. That said, though,” he adds, pulling me against him, “I’d be disappointed if I couldn’t still do this.” And he plants a soft kiss on top of my head.

      I laugh, letting him draw me into a full-on embrace. “Thank you, Silas,” I murmur into his shoulder. “I mean it.”

      “So do I,” the dragon shifter replies, and I can feel him smiling against my ear. “But we’d better go catch up with the rest of them now. People are starting to give us weird looks.”
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Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      I don’t think I’ve ever felt relief as palpable as the relief I’m feeling now, with the exception of when we found Silas alive after he’d been taken by the Academy. I feel like there’s a renewed spring in my step in the aftermath of our talk, and even though the sun is beating down on us and I can already feel sweat forming under my uniform, I have a feeling things are going to work out. It’s amazing what a little romance can do for a person’s mental state.

      Silas lets go of my hand when we arrive at the convention center, smiling at me as we break off from the main group and head over to the place near the entrance that we’ve been using as a meeting point. It takes several minutes for the others to arrive, coming in groups of two and three. It’s only after everyone is here, talking excitedly and looking around at the guests for the day that I realise Hunter still isn’t here, and I immediately feel a pang of worry in my stomach. My mind is already going to worst-case scenarios, visions of the vampire shifter strapped to a table in a laboratory somewhere while the humans suck the life out of him, just like they tried to do to Silas. I’m on the verge of full-on panic when Hunter’s familiar voice sounds over my shoulder, and I turn around to see him jogging up to us, a look of concern on his face. “Sorry, sorry,” he says, running a hand through his red hair as he comes to a stop between Hazel and Landon.

      “Where did you go?” I ask. “We were starting to get worried.”

      “You should be,” Hunter replies grimly. Seeing the looks of confusion on our faces, he sighs. “Look, it’s about my dad,” he elaborates, crossing his arms. “He told me the school board is having a meeting with a bunch of the other Academy representatives from around the world. I’m usually able to get more out of him on stuff like this, but he wouldn’t tell me anything—just that they’ll be discussing ‘measures’ to be taken in the aftermath of the riots.”

      “‘Measures’?” asks Shade. “What kind of ‘measures’?”

      “Like I said, I don’t know,” Hunter replies. “I even asked Amelia. She said he wouldn’t tell her a word about it, and he tells her everything. I…” He swallows. “I have a bad feeling about all this, you guys.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Landon adds grimly. “We’re talking about Academy-wide decisions, here. The last time they did that, we were on lockdown for weeks.”

      “And they weren’t talking about the future of the whole shifter community back then,” Silas adds, crossing his arms. “I don’t like the sound of this.”

      “Do you know where this meeting is being held?” Xander asks.

      “It should be in the auditorium,” Hunter replies. “This afternoon, if I remember right.”

      The twins exchange a look, and Ruby’s mouth drops open. “You’re not seriously thinking…?”

      “I seriously am,” Xander replies. “If they’re making decisions about our future, I want to know what they decide.”

      “Well, how are we even supposed to get in?” Ruby demands, throwing her arms up. “We’re talking about sneaking into a board meeting, here. That’s not exactly an easy task.”

      “Wait, we’re talking about sneaking into a board meeting?” asks Landon.

      “He’s the one who’s talking about it,” Ruby responds, nodding at her brother. “I think it’s impossible.”

      “It might not be,” Hunter speaks up then, and the rest of us go quiet as we turn to look at him. He sighs, looking suddenly put on the spot. “Look, I can’t promise anything,” he says, holding up his hands. “Ruby’s right; anything administration-related won’t be open to the public. They’ll probably have bouncers, and a group of students trying to muscle in through the front door will stick out like a sore thumb.”

      “So then what are you suggesting?” Silas asks.

      “We won’t be able to get in,” Hunter replies, looking at him, “but I might be able to.”

      “Because you’re the son of a board member?” asks Landon.

      Hunter gives him a grim nod. “Again, no promises. They might tell me to fuck off the second they see me. But maybe if I can tell them I’m there for my dad… If I could come up with some kind of excuse…”

      “You could at least stay long enough to find out what they’re planning,” I finish for him.

      The vampire shifter nods. “Exactly.”

      There’s a long moment of silence as we consider his offer. “Damn, Ash,” Landon says at last, raising an eyebrow at him. “Daddy’s little boy is finally starting to grow up.”

      “Shut up, Landon.” Hunter shoots him a glare, but looks like he’s struggling not to smile.

      “So are we doing this, then?” Hazel asks finally. “Hunter’s going to try to listen in?”

      “I’m in if Hunter is,” I reply, turning back to him. “Are you sure about this?”

      “Not at all,” Hunter replies, “but if this lets us get a step ahead of the Academy, then I’m willing to give it a shot. It still hurts knowing that my dad might be in on this… but then again, he might not be. How will I ever know if I don’t try to find out, though?” The corner of his mouth twitches. “Besides, I shouldn’t be thinking too hard about this. I might chicken out.”

      “This could be our shot at finding out the humans’ plans,” Silas says thoughtfully, nodding. “I’m for it. We’ll need some way of listening in, though.” He turns to me. “Boots, do you have some kind of witch spell? Something you could do in-form that would let us hear what they’re saying?”

      “I can barely even get into my witch form, let alone cast complicated spells,” I reply. “Besides, they’re probably going to have wards up against magic. I have another idea, though - something a bit more… old-fashioned.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure this is going to work?” Silas asks incredulously as we sit together in the shadows. We’re back at the seaport, our backs against one of the nearby buildings as we watch the water lap at the docks and the passersby move back and forth near the railing. With any luck, we’ll be inconspicuous here - just a handful of convention-goers who wanted to take a break from the endless meetings. My cell phone is in my lap, and my knee is bouncing up and down in anticipation as we wait with bated breath for Hunter’s call.

      “Have a little faith,” Landon says, elbowing him playfully. “Boots has got this.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Silas replies, shooting me a grin. “I’m more worried about Hunter, if I’m being honest. What if they catch him?”

      “We’ll be on mute,” I reply. “He’s going to put us on speaker so we can hear what the board is saying. If everything goes the way it’s supposed to, they won’t be able to hear anything we say.”

      “Emphasis on everything going the way it’s supposed to,” Shade remarks dryly. “Let’s just hope Hunter’s dad hasn’t already sold him out.”

      “He wouldn’t,” I reply, although deep down I’m not so sure. I can’t shake the feeling like we’re about to find out something that will turn the whole world upside-down, but I’m afraid that saying it will just make it real, so I keep my mouth shut. We’re all nervous enough as it is without any more ominous predictions.

      As if on cue, my phone begins to vibrate, and I quickly hit the answer button before muting our end. Hunter’s voice comes through, speaking in a hushed whisper: “Okay, I’m by the back entrance to the auditorium. There’s a bouncer there—I’m going to try to talk to my way in. If something happens to me, then… call the cops, or whatever.”

      Shade snorts. There’s the sound of rustling fabric, and I realise Hunter’s put his phone in his pocket. We look at one another as we wait for something to happen, nearly jumping at the sound of a gruff American voice. “I’m sorry, but this meeting isn’t open to the public.”

      “Oh, I know,” comes Hunter’s reply. “I’m actually the son of one of the board members—David Ash. I brought him something.”

      There’s a sigh. “Look, kid, I don’t care if you’re the president. I was told not to let anyone in here who’s not on the board.”

      “Do you want to see proof?” There’s a rustling sound. “Look, here’s my ID. My dad is David Bartholomew Ash, and he’s on the school board for the U.K. Academy. I have a blood bag for him.”

      “A blood bag?”

      “Hello - he’s a vampire shifter.” Hunter’s tone is making him sound eerily like his sister. “He needs to feed or he’s going to pass out.”

      “I… didn’t know vampire shifters worked that way.”

      “Well, of course you wouldn’t. Where did you get your education? The American Academy?” he snorts. “Honestly, I’ve heard your school system was bad, but I didn’t realise it was that-”

      “All right, all right, enough,” the bouncer says, sounding exasperated. “You’re giving me a migraine. Get your dad his blood, or whatever, and then I want you out of there. Do you understand?”

      “Absolutely,” Hunter replies, sounding overly chipper. There’s the sound of a door opening and closing.

      “I’ll be damned,” Shade says, shaking his head in disbelief. “He actually got through.”

      “He really ought to pull out that Amelia voice more often,” quips Landon. “He could get us whatever he wants.”

      I hold up my hand to silence them; the sound of more voices is coming through. It’s muffled, like they’re on the other side of a partition, but if I concentrate, I can just barely make them out. “...I really think we should be focused on the matter at hand, Hawthorne,” comes an American voice. Russo’s, if I’m correct.

      “This is the matter at hand,” comes another voice, this one I recognise as Hawthorne’s. “You’ve heard how the peace talks are going. The politicians are deadlocked. How many more skirmishes are there going to be before you realise that the humans are outmatched, here?”

      “Outmatched?” This one I don’t recognise. “You’re making this sound like it’s a war, Hawthorne.”

      “It is a war,” Hawthorne insists. “You all know this; I’m just the one brave enough to say it out loud. We’re woefully unequipped to deal with the shifters anymore. Not with them mobilising, threatening to rise up. The dam is going to break, ladies and gentlemen; the only question is when. The only way we’ll have any hope of surviving when it does is by leveling out the playing field.”

      “You’re talking about restarting the hybrid experiments,” someone else pipes up. My eyes go wide as I look up at the others; they look as stunned as I feel.

      “That’s a dangerous proposition, Hawthorne,” Russo replies. “The U.K. Academy already tried that; we’ve seen how it ended.”

      “There were… outside factors,” Hawthorne concedes. “It’s unfortunate that we weren’t able to continue our research. Don’t you people understand? Granting humans shifter abilities will make the whole conflict irrelevant. We won’t have to worry about regulations and integration if we do this. Hell, we might not even need Academies anymore.”

      “But it’s a dangerous procedure,” pipes up another board member. “Even if it does work, we’re talking about hundreds of shifter lives lost. You can’t just replicate magic like that without a sacrifice.”

      “And what would you rather sacrifice,” Hawthorne fires back, “a few thousand shifter lives, or a few million human lives? Because these are the stakes we’re talking about, here.”

      “That’s hyperbole!”

      “I do think President Hawthorne has a point,” Russo says with a sigh. “It’s clear that the landscape is changing for us, and this conference isn’t getting us anywhere. It might be time to take things into our own hands.”

      “What you’re suggesting is unethical,” protests another board member.

      “Not to mention unsanctioned,” adds another.

      “Enough,” snaps a new voice, this one deep and authoritative. “Hawthorne, you’ve said your piece. We will… need to think about this, before we take any further action. Maybe it would be best to take a recess for a few days and consider this proposal. We can reconvene and take another vote when we’re all fresh.”

      There’s an uneasy murmur from the assembled board members, followed by a rustling sound that signals some of them are getting to their feet. Hunter begins to move away, making it harder to catch what they’re saying, but it hardly matters; we’ve gotten the gist of it.

      And the gist is not good.
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Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      The next twenty-four hours pass by in a haze. Whatever sense of excitement permeated our group before has vanished entirely in the aftermath of the board members’ meeting, replaced by a shroud of unease that has us all on edge. Everything said at the conference suddenly feels like white noise, a bunch of nonsense compared to what we know is happening behind the scenes, and the worst part is that I should have known it would come to this sooner or later. This was exactly what Silas was talking about when he mentioned being worried before we even left the U.K.. This is what comes of leaving the fate of an entire population up to a handful of bureaucrats. It doesn’t matter that there are shifter representatives involved in this too, because the humans are the ones who run the Academy. It all feels too cunningly perfect, engineered so that no matter what we do, as students, there’s no way to fight their decisions. I can’t help but wonder how many of the shifter politicians have any real power, and how many of them are just puppets, put in place to keep the shifter community from rebelling. It’s a system that’s worked fine until now, but for some reason—maybe the modern world, maybe the fact that shifters have finally seen through the bullshit—it’s not working anymore. I should be grateful for that, but I’m not; everything feels like it’s about to fall apart again, and we’re hopeless to stop it.

      I try to tell myself at dinner that night that maybe things won’t take a turn the way they did last time. The board didn’t seem too keen on Hawthorne’s proposal; at least, most of them didn’t. Maybe he’s an outlier, and the humans really are just trying to promote peace and coexistence between our species. But maybe not. Is that really a chance we can afford to take, anyway? What happens if they decide Hawthorne is right, that the lives of the many are worth more than the lives of the few? What happens if, with the board backing him, Hawthorne is finally able to come out of the shadows, to restart the experiments with the permission of the entire administration? Images of my friends tortured and drained of their magic flit through my mind, making it hard to choke the food down, and it’s all I can do not to fall into a complete panic attack at the prospect of that kind of subjugation.

      I’m sitting on my bed in my room that night, staring down at my hands, which are balled into fists in my lap, when I hear a quiet knock at the door. “Come in,” I call listlessly. Moments later, the door opens, and I see Landon standing there, looking apprehensive.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting you,” he says after a long pause.

      I shake my head. “No, not at all. I was just… thinking, I guess.”

      “You and me both.” He shuts the door quietly behind him and comes over to me; I pat the spot beside me on the bed and he takes a hesitant seat, folding his hands in his lap. “You know, I do really like this set-up,” he remarks, looking around the room. “All of us being in the same suite, I mean. It’s nice. Forget about all the talk of conspiracies and experiments, and I could get used to this.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, adding dryly, “although it’s a little hard to see the bright side when the Academy is talking about turning us into test subjects.”

      “Well, we’ve been test subjects once,” the siren shifter remarks, “and we survived that. I’d say we have a pretty good track record.”

      “Thank god for that,” I agree, turning to him and forcing a smile. “I just hope that’s not a theory we have to test out.” There’s a long moment of silence, both of us struggling to think of something to say. I bite my lip, but the words come tumbling out before I can stop them. “I got a text message,” I blurt out. “From an unknown number. It was during the peace talks the other day.”

      “Really?” Landon frowns. “Can I see it?”

      I nod, fishing my phone out of my pocket and handing it to him. His eyes narrow as he reads over the anonymous message, his forehead lined with worry. “What does this mean?” he asks finally.

      I shake my head hopelessly. “I don’t know. But it feels like a warning. Do you think whoever sent it to me knew Hawthorne was planning on converting the rest of the school board?”

      “I mean… maybe.” He sighs, handing me my phone back. “Any idea who it was?”

      “No,” I reply. “None. For a while I thought maybe it was Hawthorne himself, but now I’m not so sure. It could be anyone here. Whoever it is, though, they seem to know something that we don’t.”

      “Let’s just hope they’re on our side, then,” Landon remarks grimly. There’s a long pause, and he looks at me, his dark eyes meeting mine. “Listen, Boots,” he says, “today was rough. For all of us. I don’t want to think about what will happen if the Academy listens to Hawthorne, but I wanted to see how you were doing. I can’t even imagine what this must all be like for you.”

      “Not great, Landon,” I reply, a humourless smile appearing on my face. “Not great.” I reach out and take hold of his hand, the warmth of his skin filling me with a sense of hope I didn’t even know I needed. “Thank you, though,” I tell him quietly. “It’s nice to know I’m not alone in this.”

      “You’re not alone, Boots,” Landon replies, leaning forward to kiss me quickly on the cheek before pulling back. “You never were.”
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        * * *

      

      “I’m surprised they’re even still doing this whole song and dance,” Shade remarks as we come to a stop outside the convention center the next morning. It’s a routine that’s getting old for all of us now, and I think it’s starting to wear on the other students; allegedly, this is the last day we’ll be spending at the conference before it’s back to classes as usual at the American Academy. I wish I could say that’s a relief, but at this point, I’m not sure anything is going to be enough to quell the growing dread I’m feeling.

      “What do you mean?” asks Hunter.

      The wolf shifter shrugs. “I was half-expecting them to drag us out of our beds kicking and screaming in the middle of the night. They’re obviously thinking about it.”

      “A little optimism would be nice, Ivis,” Hazel fires back from where she’s walking next to Xander. They’ve been joined at the hip all morning, and she has a glow about her that suggests something more than just idle chit chat happened in their dorm room last night. I’m happy for her; a little comfort goes a long way in times like these.  “They didn’t agree to anything.”

      “No, but they sure as hell might,” Shade replies, crossing his arms. “And what are we going to do if they do, huh?”

      “As much as I hate to admit it, Shade is right,” Silas agrees. “We’re going to need to think about some kind of exit strategy.”

      “Exit strategy?” I ask, shaking my head. “What does that mean?”

      The dragon shifter turns to me. “Who do you think they’re going to start with if they do decide to start this project up again, Boots? The answer is you. You’re one of the few successful hybrid experiments, and they’re going to want to study you. The rest of us, too, probably. We need to consider the possibility that the Academy might not be safe for us anymore.”

      “Was it ever?” I ask, feeling hopeless.

      None of the others respond, looking away from me, but that’s all the answer I need. Silas is right, even if I don’t want to admit it; it’s not a possibility I want to consider, but this is the reality of the situation. “So what are you saying?” Hunter asks finally, breaking the silence. “Are we going to have to run away or something?”

      “I don’t know,” Silas admits, shrugging his shoulders. “Maybe. All I know is that we’re going to want to get ahead of the school board, no matter what the Academy ends up deciding to do. We’re going to need a plan if things go south.”

      “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I can just up and leave,” Hunter protests. “I have family here.”

      “You’re our family, too, Hunter,” I protest. “How do you know your father won’t end up siding with Hawthorne?”

      “He won’t,” the vampire shifter snaps. “He… he can’t. I won’t believe that.”

      “But what if-” begins Hazel.

      “What are you all doing standing about?” comes the sound of a new voice, making all of us jump. I turn around to see Josie approaching us, her hands in her pockets and her dark hair pulled up in a ponytail. “Last I checked, the conference was happening inside.” In spite of her scolding, there’s a twinkle in her eyes, and she grins when she comes to a stop in front of us.

      “Sorry,” Landon mutters, looking at the ground. “We were just… uh…”

      “Trying to figure out where to go next,” Ruby hurries to supply. “To be honest, it feels like we’ve sort of exhausted our options.”

      “You’re telling me,” remarks Josie. “Try spending three days going to nothing but faculty meetings. It’s enough to drive a person insane.”

      I exchange a look with Silas before turning back to her. “Josie,” I say tentatively, “can you tell us anything about what the faculty thinks? About this whole conference?”

      The recruiter gives me a long look. “Are you asking on the record, or off the record?”

      “Off,” I reply without hesitation. “It seems like not much progress is being made.”

      “I…” She hesitates, a flicker of doubt passing through her eyes. “To be honest, I really can’t say. It sounds like something’s been put to the board, but they’re deadlocked right now. A lot like the politicians, now that I think about it.”

      I don’t need to ask what it is that’s been suggested to the board. “What do you think is going to happen?”

      Josie just gives us a sad smile. “That’s getting into dangerous territory, Ms. Brix.” There’s a long pause, and it seems as if she’s getting ready to say something else, but then decides against it. “You all had better get inside,” she says at last. “They’re going to want us to do a headcount before too long.”

      “Understood,” Hunter says, giving her a stiff nod before turning to the rest of us. “Shall we?”

      We give him a reluctant nod and begin to follow Josie in through the front doors. She frowns when we reach them, an odd look passing over her face. “That’s odd,” she remarks, her brow furrowing.

      “What is?” I ask, coming to a stop beside her.

      “There’s usually a security guard right here,” Josie replies, peering in through the entrance doors. “And where is everybody? The whole floor looks empty.”

      I can feel the buzz of adrenaline beginning to pulse through my veins, some primal part of my brain sending up warning signals. Something is wrong; Josie senses it, and so do I. I glance back at the others, who have tensed up, and are watching the building with guarded looks. For a long moment, no one says anything, and I realise how thick the silence is in the entrance hall of the convention center. A second ticks by, and then another, and an instant later, Josie’s eyes are going black, her skin turning red as she whirls around on her feet, her expression frantic.

      “Josie…?” I prompt, eyes wide.

      “Run,” she says, and moments later, an explosion rocks the building with a shock wave strong enough to knock us all off our feet as the convention center is consumed by fire.
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Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      It feels like everything is moving in slow motion. I can see the ground racing up to meet me, slamming to the floor hard enough to knock the wind right out of my lungs, leaving me gasping for breath. The air goes out of the building at once with a whooshing sound, a shock wave shattering the glass of the windows and sending sharp fragments flying. I suddenly feel a presence over me, and crane my neck to see Hunter covering me with his body, shielding me from the flying glass. His fangs are out, although whether he’s even aware of it, I can’t say. He seems to have transformed the rest of the way, too, as the high speed glass shards bounce off of him like he’s made of steel. I guess the adrenaline must have let him access his powers, and I can’t help but feel a smidge of pride in spite of our situation.

      The shock wave dissipates, leaving us in the midst of what might as well be Armageddon: fires lick up and down the walls all around us, and panicked students, teachers, and assembly guests run around like chickens with their heads cut off. Some of them are using their powers, others are cowering in corners, and some are making a break for the exits, pouring out of the conference rooms and auditoriums in a stampede. Hunter gets off me then, and I feel a pang of regret at not having his protective presence guarding me anymore; he seems embarrassed as he gets to his feet. “Er… sorry,” he says, holding a hand out to me to help me up.

      “You shifted,” I tell him, aware that I should have other priorities but unable to keep from pointing it out.

      “I did?” His eyes go wide and he stares disbelievingly down at himself. “I’ll be damned. I wasn’t even thinking about it. I just…” He looks away, sheepish. “I wanted to keep you from getting hit.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, my hand lingering in his for just a moment before we pull apart, looking around at the others. They’re all struggling to get to their feet; Xander is helping Hazel up, a concerned expression on his face, while Ruby has already shifted into her dragon form: a deep scarlet red with vibrant green eyes. Shade and Landon have already gotten up, and are both halfway transformed already, while Silas, in spite of the look of concentration on his face, is still struggling to shift, still not having fully recovered from the Academy’s experiments.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Shade yells to Josie, who’s already moving forward, rushing to herd the panicked students out the door.

      “I have no idea,” she replies, not looking back. “We-”

      But she’s cut off by the sound of screams coming from the other end of the hallway. I whip my head around to see what looks like a fight breaking out amidst the fire: students are still desperately trying to escape, but a group of armed humans has emerged from one of the back rooms. They’re dressed in combat gear, armed to the teeth, locked in battle with the amateur shifters as magic, fire, and smaller shock waves fly through the air, alongside bullets. I don’t recognise any of the humans as either politicians or security guards, and there’s something in their eyes that has a cold jolt of fear running through me: hatred. Pure, unadulterated hatred. And whoever these people are, they’ve turned it on us.

      “Get out of here!” Josie calls over her shoulder. She’s already deep in concentration, her hands up as she pushes a wave of psychic energy forward from her body; it slams into a couple of oncoming attackers, sending them flying back, but that doesn’t seem to deter them for long. They scramble to their feet and charge forward again, armed with knives and baseball bats. “Go! Get back to the Academy where it’s safe!”

      “Like hell!” I yell back, digging for my shifter magic. It’s mostly students here, and their skill levels vary, but most of them are like us: amateurs. And these humans know it.

      Frantically, I look around. I don’t see any other faculty fellows or professors; they must be on the upper floors. Reaching deep, I close my eyes for a moment, summoning the first form that comes to mind: my witch form. My body begins to buzz with magic, my skin taking on a red hue as my powers come to me and I move to stand between Silas and Hazel, who are now in their forms as well. “We need to help her hold them off!” I yell at them.

      “You don’t need to tell me twice,” Silas replies, flapping his reptilian wings and launching off the ground before unleashing a spray of fire down onto a couple of the humans. It seems to deter them for a moment, but I realise with a sinking feeling that the clothes they’re wearing seem to be fireproof; in an instant, the flames vanish, leaving them no worse for wear than they were before.

      They planned this, I think, my eyes going wide.

      “Move!” yells Shade, charging at one of the attackers in his wolf form. The man swings his baseball bat, but the wolf shifter knocks it out of the way, pinning him to the ground as he begins to rip at him with his teeth. I see Xander following suit out of the corner of my eye, tackling another human with his fangs bared. Ruby flies over to where Landon is standing, slamming a couple of the attackers with her wings; she must have seen that fire isn’t going to work on these guys.

      Landon and Hunter rush forward, the siren shifter fixated on a couple of female humans as he lets out his grating scream while Hunter barrels into one of the others, knocking him off his feet. All around us, students and conference attendees are rushing for the doors, creating a bottleneck in their desperation to get away from the chaos.

      “You need to go!” Josie screams at us, still weaving spells to hold off the next wave of attackers. I fall in beside her, raising my arms and letting loose a chaotic golden bolt of energy; I haven’t really gotten the hang of casting spells in witch form yet, and all I really know how to do is aim wildly and unleash, but whatever I do sends a couple of the humans flying. I grin with triumph only to feel something slam into me from my right, knocking me to the ground and breaking my concentration. Terrified, I snap back into human form as I grapple with a human woman in a kevlar vest. She has a knife and a look of wild agitation on her face; I struggle to keep it from connecting with my throat even as I desperately try to concentrate on returning to one of my shifter forms, but it’s impossible to multitask, and she’s a lot stronger than I am.

      “Millie!” yells Landon, turning to me, but Josie is faster, whirling around and extending a hand. The woman is lifted off of me telekinetically before the witch launches her into the far windows, sending her crashing through the glass. I scramble to my feet, shooting her a grateful look. She turned around to save me, and that was exactly the opening the humans needed.

      I watch in horror as one of the attackers pulls the pin out of a grenade and hurls it at the ceiling; as soon as it connects with the tiles, the whole roof gives out, sending chunks of concrete and mortar raining down on us from above. Landon yanks me away at the last second as I stand there gaping, letting out a strangled cry as more guests - along with a giant piece of the ceiling - come crashing down on Josie, burying her in the rubble. “No!” I yell, my eyes wide, and I struggle out of Landon’s grip to rush forward, trying to get at the faculty fellow.

      “Boots, we have to go!” yells Shade, grabbing me by the wrist. He’s back in human form, looking uncharacteristically scared as he pulls me back.

      “We can’t just leave her!” I yell.

      “We have to! This whole place is collapsing!”

      Looking up, I see that he’s right; the second explosion seems to have destabilised the upper floors, and the building lets out a low groaning noise as the pillars supporting the floor begin to give out. The convention center is falling down on top of us, and if we don’t get out, we’re going to end up buried. I glance at the others; they’re making for the doors, beckoning to me, and with a sinking feeling I realise that it’s now or never. I give one last, regretful glance to the pile of rubble where Josie is before following Shade, tears streaming down my face from the smoke and the trauma as we race for the exit. With one last sprint, we force ourselves out the door, running faster than we ever have out into the courtyard and towards the street. All around the convention center, bystanders are staring with their hands to their mouths, and in the distance I can hear police sirens and fire engines.

      We’ve barely even made it to the curb when a great, thundering rumble emits from the building. I turn around just in time to see it give a last shudder before the whole convention center collapses in a heap of rubble. All any of us can do is stare in horror.
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        * * *

      

      I feel numb as I sit at the kitchen table back in our suite, my head in my hands. I’m filthy, still in my torn and rumpled uniform. Some of the others have showered and changed, but I can’t bring myself to do anything other than stare into the distance, the tears on my face stinging my eyes along with the coating of dirt and grime. Hazel and the twins have gone back to their room to clean up, leaving me and the guys in our suite, trying to process what happened.

      None of us says anything; we’re all standing around the common area, listening to the broadcast on the TV.

      “...Tragedy struck this morning when an occult convention being held in downtown Boston was attacked in what authorities are calling a terrorist bombing. The current death toll is around 79, including several faculty members of a nearby boarding school, as well as six international businessmen. The conference, which was advertised as a “by invitation only gathering of supernatural enthusiasts from around the world”, was the first of its kind, and has been surrounded in secrecy ever since its announcement. Authorities have not released a motive, and no known group has yet taken responsibility for the attack. The story is unfolding.”

      Landon shakes his head and mutes the TV. “This is unreal.”

      None of the others speak immediately, until finally Silas asks, “Does anyone know if Josie made it out?”

      Shade snorts dryly. “You think she would’ve? The whole ceiling came down on her.”

      “Hey,” Hunter snaps, glaring at the wolf shifter, “don’t talk like that.”

      “What? I’m just being realistic!”

      “You’re not helping.”

      “Guys, stop,” I tell them weakly, lifting my head with great effort. They all turn to look at me, and I can feel fresh tears welling up in my eyes. “She got buried saving me,” I murmur, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “Boots,” Silas says, moving over to me, “that wasn’t your fault.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t?” I turn to stare at him incredulously. “I lost my form. If I’d been able to hold it, she’d still be alive right now.”

      “You don’t know that.” But there’s doubt in his eyes.

      I can feel myself getting choked up, and I squeeze my eyes shut, shaking my head. “This feels like a bad dream.”

      “Well, what the fuck was that?” Landon asks. “They were humans, that was for sure. Some kind of extremist group?”

      “It has to be,” replies Hunter. “This is what we get for publicising the conference. I guess we should have known it was going to happen.”

      “But why?” I ask, running a hand through my hair. “I mean, I thought the point of all this was to find a peaceful solution.”

      “I guess the humans didn’t get that message,” Shade remarks.

      We all look up at the sound of a knock on the door, and Silas gets up to answer it. Standing behind it are two men dressed in the uniform of the American Academy; their eyes are dark and their expressions serious. “Is everything all right?” Silas asks.

      The two men look at each other. “As a matter of fact, it’s not,” the first one says, before nodding to the other. “Count them. Make sure they’re all here.”

      “Wait a minute-” begins Landon, but the men are already forcing their way inside, taking note of all of us, watching them incredulously.

      The second man nods after a moment. “Yes,” he says. “They’re all here.”

      “Excellent,” says the first. “We’re on first watch.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Shade demands, crossing his arms. “What are you guys doing in our room?”

      The second man turns to him. “The five of you are being restricted to your dorm until further notice. Effective immediately, on orders of President Hawthorne.”
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Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      For a moment, all any of us can do is stare at them. Shade is the first one to speak up. “What the fuck do you mean, on orders of President Hawthorne?!”

      “Yeah,” Silas adds, taking a step closer to them, “what the hell is going on? What about the rest of the Academy students? And why does it matter if we’re in our rooms or not?”

      The two men look at each other, and I can see the wheels turning in their heads; I know that look—it’s a look that says they’re debating whether to tell us the truth or not. These aren’t the decision-makers, they’re the cronies, and that doesn’t bode well for us. These orders came from the top, and I suspect, if the American Academy is involved, that Hawthorne wasn’t the only one giving them out.

      The first man sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Listen,” he says, “it’s really not our place to discuss this.”

      “Like hell it’s not,” Landon pipes up. “If we’re being put on lockdown again, it had better be for a good reason. Is the school in danger? Is that it? Do they think another attack like the one that happened at the convention center is going to happen here?”

      “There… is a possibility,” admits the second man. “This sort of thing has never happened before, not with so many shifters in one place.”

      “So it was an extremist group, then,” Landon confirms, crossing his arms. “That’s just great.”

      The second man nods grimly. “The humans are lashing out. Somebody in the know organized this. We can’t say more—we don’t really even know more, to be honest, other than the fact that-”

      But the first man elbows him, shutting him up. “Confidential,” he hisses, and Hunter and I look at each other.

      “Well, what about the other students here?” I ask, stepping forward. “The kids across the hall - Hazel, Ruby, and Xander. Can we see them? Wouldn’t it be enough to just restrict us to the school grounds?”

      “That’s not possible,” the first man replies.

      “Why not?”

      He heaves a sigh, exchanging another glance with his partner. “There is a schoolwide lockdown in place, that’s correct,” he replies. “The witches already have plans in place to expedite travel back to the U.K. campus. That doesn’t apply to you five, however.”

      I could swear I feel my heart stop in my chest. Now isn’t the time for us to be getting “special treatment” from the Academy, especially in the aftermath of what we overheard being discussed by the school board. “Why?” I ask in a weak voice. “Are we in trouble or something?” I’m not even sure why I bother to ask the question; some part of me deep down already knows the answer, and one look at the other guys is enough to tell me they do, too.

      “It’s not that,” the second man, clearly the more sympathetic of the two replies. “You’ve been… selected. All five of you. In the aftermath of the attack, the school board called an emergency vote—they’ve decided that drastic measures are necessary in light of what happened at the convention center.”

      “The experiments,” Silas murmurs, his voice barely above a whisper. “They’re going to restart the experiments again. That’s why you’re isolating us. That’s why you’re sending the others home, but not us. We’re not on lockdown - we’re prisoners.” It’s not a question, and the looks on the men’s faces are enough to confirm as much.

      “I’m sorry,” says the second man. “Really. We don’t like doing this, but the decision has already been made. The five of you are to remain here until arrangements can be made to take you to a special testing facility.”

      “What? No!” Hunter cried, pushing forward. “This isn’t legal! My dad is a board member. If he knew about this, he wouldn’t-”

      “I’m afraid your father was out-voted,” replies the first man coolly. “This is an urgent situation, and it sure as hell isn’t normal. We’re under orders to make sure the five of you are transported securely without causing a disturbance to the rest of the students. We’re going to be stationed outside your room, and we would strongly advise you not to make a scene. This will be much easier for all of us if we can-”

      “Bullshit,” exclaims Shade. “You can’t just trap us here! We’ll fight our way out if we have to. There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you use us as guinea pigs.”

      The first man gives a heavy sigh, as if he was expecting this, and moments later, he’s pulling something out of his pocket—it looks like a normal stone from a distance, but when he places it on the floor, it begins to glow, a rune-like shape carved into its surface lighting it up with a red glow. “I’m really sorry that we have to do this,” he says, “but believe me, this is for your own good - and the good of the shifter community.”

      “What the hell is that?” I demand, pointing at the stone on the floor.

      Hunter groans. “I’ve seen one of these before. It’s a charm - probably enchanted by a witch, if I had to guess.”

      “You would be correct,” says the first man. “It’s a ward, and it’s been charmed to keep the five of you from accessing your shifter abilities.”

      “Are you serious?!” Landon demands. “This is insanity!”

      “A violent reaction isn’t something the Academy wants to risk,” the second man explains. “We’re sorry, but this is the only way to keep the situation from getting out of hand. Please don’t touch the rune; it will only hurt you if you try to destroy it. As soon as you’ve all been safely brought to the testing facility, we’ll have it deactivated by one of the resident witches.”

      “Fuck you!” yells Shade, lunging forward, and I can see he’s trying to access his form, but it’s no use; the stone gives out a pulse of red light, and in spite of his best efforts, nothing happens. The wolf shifter stares down at his hands in disbelief, his grey eyes wide, before leveling an angry, betrayed gaze at the newcomers.

      “Someone will be by shortly to bring you your dinner,” the first man says, his tone businesslike and his expression verging on smug. “I would advise you all to save your energy; you’ll probably need it for what’s coming.” He nods at the second man, who shoots us a regretful look over his shoulder, and then the two men make their way down the hall and to the door. I hear the sound of it opening and closing, followed by the muffled noise of their conversation resuming once they’re outside. They’re settling down in the hallway, guards for a dorm room that has now become a jail cell.

      “This is fucked up,” Landon mutters, kicking a chair and rubbing a hand across his forehead. “This is so fucked up.”

      “You’re telling me,” Silas replies dryly. “I’m only just now getting my dragon form back, and they’re about to ship us off to have our powers drained. Again.”

      “They’re sure as hell not,” snaps Shade. “I’m getting out of here. I’m not about to let them turn me into a test subject.”

      “Good luck with that,” Hunter replies, snorting. “How are you going to leave, exactly? We’ve got to be more than fifty feet up. You couldn’t make that drop if you tried.”

      “It has to be better than getting tortured to death in a lab somewhere,” the wolf shifter fires back.

      I slump into a chair, feeling like the world is collapsing around me. Is this how it’s going to end, with us waiting to get carted away to some underground bunker, never to see the light of day again? The thought of it is enough to bring tears to my eyes, and I wipe them feverishly with my sleeve, ashamed of myself. It’s all too much, and some half-mad part of me wonders if maybe Shade has a point, if I shouldn’t just throw myself off the balcony and hope for the best? At least then Hawthorne wouldn’t have the satisfaction of knowing he got the best of me, got the best of us. At least then they wouldn’t be able to use me to hurt anymore shifters. But even as I think about it, I know I can’t do it; I don’t have it in me, and in spite of his bravado, I’m pretty sure Shade doesn’t have it in him, either.

      “I can’t believe the board voted in favour of this,” Hunter mutters, running a hand through his hair. “Why the hell would they do that? I know the politicians are human, but the school board is mostly shifters. Why would they just sign away our rights like that?”

      “They probably felt like they didn’t have a choice,” Silas replies, sighing. “If humans were willing to destroy a convention center full of innocent people, then they sure as hell won’t have any qualms with coming after the Academy, if it comes to that. They probably figure this is the only compromise that won’t lead to even more death.”

      “That’s such bullshit,” Shade mutters. He has his arms crossed over his chest and is pacing back and forth by the windows. “The whole point of this damn conference in the first place was figuring out a way to put a stop to this without more people getting hurt.”

      “Yeah,” Landon agrees, “but that was before a bunch of military types attacked us point-blank. They’re scared—we all are.”

      “So what now, then?” Hunter asks, sitting back in his chair. “We can’t just wait for them to come take us, can we?”

      “What choice do we have?” Landon demands. I watch as he rolls his shoulders, closes his eyes, and tries desperately to get into his siren form, but nothing happens, even as he strains. The stone on the floor flares a bright red, and when Silas moves to pick it up, he lunges away from it, cradling his hand and letting out a hiss.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “It burns,” he replies, examining his hand. “It’s like it knows who we are.”

      “Damn it,” I mutter, putting my head in my hands. I can feel the tears coming, and I’m hopeless to stop them. As much as I don’t want to look weak in front of the others, I can’t help it. Here I was, finally having found a place—a family—and now the same people who made me what I am are trying to take it all away from me. Slowly, I raise my head and look around at the faces assembled in the dorm room: Silas, Landon, Shade, and Hunter, these guys I’ve come to know so quickly, so honestly, in spite of everything that makes us different. We’re the same, in the end, we’re on the same side, and I…

      I love them; I realise with a start. The revelation is so sudden and so strong that it’s nearly enough to knock me out of my seat, my eyes going wide and a warmth flooding my chest. Holy shit, I actually love them. Not like, but love.

      It feels so simple, and yet so powerful. Maybe it’s a truth I’ve known for a long time, but been afraid to admit to myself. But now, in the face of torture and death, in the face of losing these guys to Hawthorne’s treachery, it’s become as unavoidable as it is magnificent. It doesn’t matter that I feel this way about all of them. It doesn’t matter that our connection comes from an unethical experiment. It doesn’t matter what the future holds.

      I love them, and no matter what Hawthorne might have to say about it, no matter what ugly ways he has of trying to bend us to his will, I’m not going to lose them. Not now.
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Chapter 19

        

      

    

    
      I sit in silence, the wheels in my head turning, as the others continue to debate our current situation. I feel strangely calm all of a sudden, like the newfound revelation has brought with it a sense of security I didn’t even know I was missing until just now. I have to remind myself that we’re not out of the woods yet; nothing has actually changed and now isn’t the time to get complacent. It’s one thing to promise yourself you’re going to do something, and it’s another entirely to actually do it.

      “So what do we do, then?” Hunter asks, crossing his arms. “I’m not about to just sit here and wait for them to come take me away.” None of the guys seem to have noticed my sudden change in demeanor, which is fine by me; there will be time to talk about our relationship - to talk about everything - but that time isn’t now.

      “All right,” Silas says, running a hand through his brown hair, “we need to think. We can’t use our powers to get out, so what can we do?”

      “Maybe we should just bite the bullet,” Shade suggests. “We can just pick the damn thing out and chuck it out the window. Hope for the best.”

      “Forgive me for not wanting to touch that thing,” Landon replies. “For all we know, holding onto it for that long will kill us.”

      “Okay, fine,” Shade says. “Let’s go out on the balcony and pretend we’re going to jump. I say, they want to run tests on us, we might as well make them work for it.”

      “And what the hell is that going to accomplish?” Hunter asked, exasperated. “Other than making them more pissed off at us.”

      “Listen, I’m open to suggestions here,” Shade snapped. “I don’t hear you guys getting any bright ideas.”

      “What about Hazel and the twins?” I ask, lifting my head. The others turn to look at me as if they’ve forgotten that I’m here. “I mean, they’re in the next room over. Maybe they can get us out of here.”

      “I don’t like their odds, even if it would be three against one,” Silas admits. “I don’t like any of our odds against those guards, actually. We’re students, and they’re not. They have the upper hand. Besides, for all we know, the Academy has already moved them out. They’re trying to isolate us, and so far, it’s working.”

      “All right,” I say, sighing and putting a hand up. “You have a point. We can’t depend on them breaking us out, so we’re going to have to break ourselves out.” I purse my lips, brow furrowing as I look around the room. There has to be a way out of this, there has to be… And then, in an instant, an idea comes to me. “Wait,” I exclaim, standing up. “We don’t have to use our powers!”

      “What are you talking about?” Hunter asks incredulously. “How are we supposed to beat them if we can’t shapeshift?”

      “We do it the old-fashioned way,” I reply, giving him a crooked smile. “We fake an emergency, get them to come in here, and then we jump them. If we can hit them with something, knock them out…”

      “That’s… not a bad idea, actually,” Landon admits, crossing his arms. “We just need long enough to get out of range of that charm. Then we can find Hazel and the others and high-tail it the hell out of here.”

      “Exactly,” I agree, nodding. “It’s not the best plan, but we can’t afford to be picky right now.”

      “All right, then,” Silas says, beginning to pace. “Landon and I can wait on either side of the door. Boots, if you can come up with a way to lure them in here…”

      “Are you sure Millie should do that?” Hunter asks, glancing at me. “I mean, we can’t afford to let you get hurt.”

      “It’s fine,” I tell him, squaring my shoulders. “I’m willing to bet they’re under orders not to let any of us get hurt. They can’t have their prized lab rats getting damaged. So are we doing this, then?” I ask, getting to my feet and putting my hands on my waist.

      “It’s not like we have much of a choice,” Shade replies.

      The others murmur their agreement, and moments later, the guys are assembled on either side of the door. They’ve grabbed what makeshift weapons they can find - Silas is holding a chair while Shade and Landon have kitchen knives, and Hunter has armed himself with the coffee pot - and are watching me tensely as I steel myself. I give the others one last glance as I move to stand in the front hallway; they nod to me, signaling that they’re ready.

      Time to put those improv skills to use, I think dryly, before I let out what I hope is a convincing moan of pain. There’s a long silence, and nothing from the other side of the door, so I do it again, louder this time, stumbling to the ground for added effect. “Hey…” I call weakly. “I don’t feel so good!” Low voices can be heard outside, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. “There’s something wrong with me,” I insist, practically yelling now. “It’s this fucking charm you guys put on the floor! I’m not even touching it!”

      There’s another pause as we wait with bated breaths for them to respond. “What the fuck is she talking about?” one of the guards mutters to the other.

      “I have no idea,” comes the reply. “She’s probably faking it.”

      “I’m serious!” I protest, letting out a choked groan. There’s no such thing as melodrama in a situation like this. “What the hell are you doing to me?! Did Hawthorne put you up to this - torture the hybrid to make sure I’m weak? Is that it?”

      “Listen, kid,” begins the first guard, “I don’t know what you’re going on about, but-”

      “For fuck’s sake!” Shade yells, sounding surprisingly genuine. “She’s dying in here! Do you really want your prized pet showing up at the lab coughing up blood?”

      “Blood?” The second guard sounds concerned. “You never said there would be-”

      “There shouldn’t be,” the first guard snaps. “Probably something wrong with her powers. Fucking hybrids, I swear. They never tell me anything around here…”

      There’s the sound of movement and then fumbling with the doorknob. I can see the others tensing up, and a bead of sweat runs down the back of my neck. We’ll only get one chance at this. One wrong move and it will all be over. I can hear the lock being undone, can see the knob twisting - we’re seconds away now, split seconds…

      But before the door can even open, the sound of a blast echoes down the hallway, sending my heart rate flying. I scramble to my feet, glancing at the others, who haven’t even moved yet. My first reaction is panic—are the humans attacking again? Have they really gotten that bold as to try something at one of the Shifter Academies? How are we supposed to fight them with no powers? I open my mouth to cry out as the sound of grunts and scuffling can be heard from the other side of the door, followed by another blasting sound and a yell of pain. Fuck. We’re in trouble now. I’m on the verge of telling the others to run for it and hope for the best, but then everything goes quiet out in the hallway. It was like an earthquake—intense and loud, but over in seconds. I’m left to exchange a confused glance with Silas, who can only shrug his shoulders in wonderment. Slowly, I straighten up and creep down the hallway, coming to a stop by the door. I can hear heavy breathing, and there’s a shadow under the door; someone is out there. The only question is, who?

      A tense moment follows, and then another, the sound of my heartbeat loud to my own ears. And then, as if in a dream, a familiar voice comes from the other side, a voice I was already convinced I wasn’t going to hear again. “Hello? Millie? It’s me, Josie!”

      “Josie?” I hiss, hardly daring to believe it. “What the hell? What are you doing here?”

      “I came to get you out of here,” she replies, her voice barely above a whisper. “Can I come in?”

      “Uh…” I glance over my shoulder at the guys, who are watching me with shocked expressions on their faces.

      “Be careful,” Landon warns. “It could be a trap.”

      “I say let her in,” Shade counters. “If she tries anything, we’ll kick her ass.”

      “I can assure you, that won’t be necessary,” Josie responds. “I’m here to help you. All of you.”

      “I… Okay,” I reply at last. “Give me a second. I’m going to open the door.” Moving slowly, as if one wrong move will set off another explosion, I take a step back and pull the door open, bracing myself for some kind of trick - a hostage situation, maybe, or an imposter posing as the deceased school recruiter. It’s more astonishing than I can express when I find myself standing face-to-face with Josie herself. She’s looking decidedly worse for wear; there’s a nasty gash on the side of her face, and she’s battered and bruised, a far cry from the elegant woman who first found me in that abandoned warehouse. But she’s here, and very much alive; before I even realise what I’m doing, I’m rushing forward and flinging my arms around her, pulling her close. “You’re okay!” I cry.

      “I am,” she says, grunting a little. “Although I broke a couple ribs back there, so…”

      “Oh. Right. Sorry.” I let her go. “It’s just… you’re a sight for sore eyes. That’s all.”

      “Well, don’t speak too soon,” she replies as I close the door and she makes her way into the common area. “Gentlemen,” she says, nodding to the assembled guys, who look like they’ve seen a ghost. “It’s good to see you all in one piece.”

      “We should be saying that to you,” Silas replies. “We saw you get buried back at the convention center! How the hell did you make it out of that?”

      “You of all people should know how sturdy these shifter forms can be, Mr. Aconite,” Josie responds. “You’ve survived a lot worse than a bit of falling rubble. If you must know, though, protection spells are sort of a specialty of mine. More so than teleportation, even.”

      “What are you doing here?” Shade asks, crossing his arms, ever suspicious. “It seems awfully convenient that you just happen to show up and take out those guards right when we’re trying to get out of here.”

      “I understand your concerns,” Josie replies, “but for what it’s worth. It wasn’t a coincidence. I spent the last half hour waiting for those guys to get up and leave. You gave me the perfect opening.”

      “Why, though?” Landon asks. “I mean, I’m not complaining, but still… I thought the Academy was on orders to resume the experiments.”

      “That’s exactly the problem,” Jodie responds. “I’m afraid that the school board has lost control of themselves. Things are going downhill, fast.” Her expression hardens, and she turns to face the rest of us. “I’m not Samantha,” she says, sounding like she’s trying to convince herself as much as the rest of us. “I don’t care what Hawthorne says—I’m not about to just stand by and let him take advantage of the students here. If that means risking the wrath of the board, then so be it. But we can discuss all that later,” she adds, putting her hands on her hips and focusing on me. “We have more important things to worry about right now. Ms. Brix, how would you like to find your friends and leave this place?”

      “That would be really nice, Josie,” I tell her, relief washing over me.

      “Good,” she says, turning to the charm that still sits on the dorm room floor. “Let’s start with this, then. I’ve always hated these things.”
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Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      It’s eerily quiet in the hallway when we finally creep out of the dorm, one by one, on edge with wide eyes. The first thing I notice is the two guards, seated on either side of the door, and when I see that their eyes are open and staring, I jump. “It’s okay,” Josie murmurs, putting a hand on my shoulder. “I paralysed them. It should wear off in an hour or so, which is plenty of time for us to high-tail it out of here.”

      “When can I learn to do that?” I ask dryly, stepping around the two men with the others following closely behind. I come to a stop outside the opposite door, which is closed and locked, turning back to the others. “Hazel and the twins are in here,” I say. “We just need to figure out a way to get their attention, and then-”

      But Josie is already shaking her head. “Don’t bother. They’ve already been taken downstairs. Hawthorne wants your friends and acquaintances out of here first - we’re going to need to go intercept them before they can teleport back to the island.”

      “Why is he doing this?” Hunter asks as we make our way down the hall. “It all feels so… so…”

      “Calculated?” Josie supplies, her expression grim. “That’s what I thought, too. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but I’m afraid that maybe Hawthorne…” She bites her lip and trails off. “Never mind.”

      “What?” asks Silas as we reach the top of the stairs. No one is out and about, which is just as well; a ragtag group of shifters led by a battered-looking witch would attract attention that we can’t afford right now. “What do you think Hawthorne is doing?”

      Josie sighs, turning to look at him, and for the first time I notice how much of a toll the last day has taken on her - she looks utterly exhausted, and this is far from being over. “I think Hawthorne may have orchestrated the attack on the convention center,” she says at last.

      My hand flies to my mouth, and the others come to a sudden stop. “You… You think he would go that far?” I ask, not wanting to hear the answer, even though deep down I know it already.

      “Again, I have no proof,” Josie tells us. “I can only go on what was being said in the board meeting. The others weren’t amenable enough to get him what he wanted. So…” She shrugs her shoulders. “Was it just a coincidence? Maybe. But I’ll tell you one thing: that attack was planned and organized. This wasn’t just some random pro-human riot. They would have needed inside information, equipment… And this was exactly the push the board needed to resume the experiments. They’re backed into a corner, and they’re panicking.”

      “I can’t believe this,” Hunter mutters, running a hand through his hair.

      “I can,” Shade shoots back. “It was only a matter of time before he went completely insane.”

      “Come on,” Josie says, turning back around as we begin to descend the stairs. “We don’t have much time.”

      I take the opportunity to reconnect with my shifter magic, which was almost unbearably dampened by the charm. In hindsight, it was almost too lucky that Josie was the one to come get us; because it had been enchanted by witch magic, only a witch could have undone the spell, and I’m sure as hell not a good enough shifter to even begin to reverse that kind of magic. I’m only just now beginning to come to terms with the fact that if we leave, it could be the end of my time spent studying—possibly for good. Am I capable of mastering my forms without the help of my teachers?

      I’m going to have to be, I tell myself grimly as we reach the downstairs landing. There’s no other option.

      The common area is blessedly empty, although perhaps that’s not a good thing; the dormitory seems eerily devoid of students in spite of the relatively early hour. The faculty is most likely already trying to move the U.K. students back to the island where they will be inaccessible to the rest of us. They’re not in for a fun time, either, and I feel a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach when I realise that they’re being pulled into this too, whether they like it or not. If we make it out of here, the Academy will start testing on the general student population again, like they did with Silas and that kid Brody. If we leave, we’re signing them up to be next in line, but what choice do we have? Letting them take us will just expedite the process, and no matter what Hawthorne claims, giving a bunch of trigger-happy humans shifter abilities will make things worse, not better. There has to be a way out of this that doesn’t involve upsetting the balance of the whole world… doesn’t there?

      We’ve just made it out to the sculpture garden when Josie stops dead in her tracks; looking up, I can feel my heart pounding in my chest when I see Lyle standing a short distance away, his arms crossed over his chest. “What do we have here?” he asks, taking a few steps forward. “I thought students were restricted to their dorms.”

      “I could say the same to you,” I fire back. “What are you doing out here?”

      “If you have to know,” Lyle replies, “I’m under orders to make sure nobody wanders outside without express permission from President Russo.”

      “I guess we’re in luck then,” Josie says, “because I’m one of the faculty fellows for the U.K. Academy. I’m bringing these five to the -”

      “You really expect me to buy that?” Lyle demands, scoffing. “I was warned about you. The board sent me here to make sure you didn’t try anything while they’re taking care of your friends.”

      Hunter’s eyes widen. “You mean Hazel? Are they taking her away right now?”

      Josie moves forward, glaring down at Lyle. “Listen, kid,” she says, “I don’t know what kind of instructions you’ve been given, but I’m under strict orders to get these students out to the main building in time for the first group to be transported, and you’re in my way.”

      “Bullshit,” Lyle replies without missing a beat. “Russo would’ve let me know. You know what I think?” he continues, giving Josie a menacing look. “I think you’re having a crisis of conscience, and you’re trying to fuck with the board’s plans. I’ve got news for you: it’s not going to happen.”

      Landon snorts, shaking his head. “You really are a piece of work, Lyle. Do you know that?”

      Lyle just smirks. “So I’ve been told. You’re not going anywhere.”

      “He’s stalling us,” Silas says, sounding panicked. “They’re probably taking Hazel and the twins away right now!”

      “How observant,” Lyle mutters.

      “I say we just go through him,” Shade snaps. “We don’t have time for this shit.”

      “You can certainly try,” Lyle replied, and in an instant, he’s shifted into his vampire form, his eyes glowing red, his face twisted with hate. “And don’t bother trying your little lullaby again, Brix,” he adds, turning his glare on me. “You’re not going to get the jump on me this time.”

      “That’s it,” Shade mutters, rushing forward and transforming. He springs towards Lyle, but the vampire is stronger, and he knocks the wolf out of the air like he’s nothing.

      “Shade!” I yell, running to his side.

      “I’m fine,” he growls. “Worry about Lyle!”

      I look up to see Josie already transformed, her brow furrowed in concentration as she works a spell, but she’s flagging, and we can all see it; between her injuries and the magic she used to break us out, she’s running on empty. Silas is standing beside her, struggling to get into his dragon form, but he’s not back to a hundred percent either, and it’s just the opening that Lyle needs. Striding forward, he picks Josie up by the neck and lifts her into the air, squeezing hard enough to make her gasp and sputter. Her focus broken, she snaps back into human form, clawing desperately at his hands.

      I close my eyes and summon my magic, struggling to concentrate, but before I’m even able to transform, there’s a sudden movement to my left, as quick as a gust of wind. Opening my eyes, I see Hunter charging forward, transformed into his vampire form, his eyes blazing and his fangs bared. It’s something to behold, especially considering how much trouble he had before, and Lyle seems taken aback. A split second later, he’s dropping Josie to the ground as Hunter knocks him down, the two vampires clashing in a battle of supernatural strength and speed.

      Landon helps Josie to her feet as I help Shade, who lunges forward again, ready to continue the fight, but Hunter yells out to stop him. “Go!” he cries. “We don’t have time!”

      “What about you?” I ask, frozen with fear.

      Hunter glances over his shoulder, and for a brief moment, his eyes, now red, meet mine. “I’ve got this, Boots,” he says, and something in his tone makes me believe him. “Go rescue Hazel!”

      The rest of us don’t need telling twice. “Come on,” Josie says, gritting her teeth and beginning to run. The rest of us follow suit, although I can’t help but pause to take one last look at Hunter, who is grappling with Lyle as if his life depends on it. Sending up a silent prayer that he’ll be okay, I follow the others out of the sculpture garden, skirting around the side of the administrative building. “They’re doing the transports from the parking lot,” Josie says, peering around the corner.

      I follow her gaze and see that she’s right; already, a cluster of about half a dozen students have assembled on the hill, alongside a couple of faculty members, who are busy doing headcounts and preparing their spells. Hazel is among them, along with Ruby and Xander, which surprises me; as American students, they shouldn’t be sent back to the island, should they?

      Of course they shouldn’t, some cynical part of me thinks. Hawthorne knows we’re friends. It was never about the education - they want us separated, and that means getting the people we love as far away from us as possible. For all we know, they’ll bring them back to the island, lock them up, and throw away the key until it’s time to strap them to a lab table.

      “Do you recognise any of those faculty members?” Silas asks, coming to a stop alongside us.

      “One of them is American,” Josie replies. “The other is Myrtle Thorne; I’ve done a few jobs with her in the past. A fight will just draw attention, so we’re going to have to talk our way out of this. Follow my lead, okay?”

      We nod in agreement and trail behind her as she straightens up and heads down the path towards where the others are assembled. As we get closer, Hazel notices us and her eyes go wide; I give my head the slightest shake, and she seems to understand, not saying anything. “There you are,” Josie says, really playing it up as the other faculty members turn to her. “I was worried we wouldn’t get here in time.”

      “Josie?” The blonde woman on the left looks surprised. “What are you doing here? I thought you were-”

      “Dead?” Josie shakes her head, giving a dry chuckle. “You’re not the first one.” Turning back to us, she continues, “There’s been a change of plans. Hawthorne wants these students transported to a different facility, ASAP.”

      “Really?” The second woman frowns. “We haven’t heard anything about a transfer.”

      “It’s last minute,” Josie replies. “Something about substandard testing equipment - the facilities at the Academy haven’t been used in years.”

      The two women look at each other. “That’s… odd,” the blonde woman says.

      “Of course it is,” comes a new voice. I whirl around to see the man himself, President Hawthorne, coming over the rise of the hill, his hands in his pockets and a dangerous gleam in his eyes. He’s flanked by two other faculty members I don’t recognise, but they look ready for a fight. “That’s because it’s not true.” He raises his eyebrows at Josie. “Long time no see, Ms. Everhart. You’re looking a little worse for wear.”

      “Hawthorne,” Josie says, her eyes widening. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I came to make sure the transport of these fine students goes smoothly, of course,” Hawthorne replies, “and by the looks of it, it’s not.” He nods to the men flanking him. “If you would be so kind as to restrain Ms. Everhart, here, it would be greatly appreciated. It looks like the students aren’t the only problem that needs to be addressed, here.”

      The men move forward; I tense up, and all of a sudden there’s a great gust of wind; Silas has transformed, shooting up into the sky like a firecracker before letting loose a jet of fire that lights up the night air.

      That one burst of magic is like a starter’s pistol at a race, and in an instant, we’ve descended into chaos.
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Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      Hawthorne’s men are on us before I can even react, charging forward and changing in one swift movement. Suddenly they’re both in dragon form, too, their great wings generating a large enough gust of wind to send us all stumbling back. Hawthorne hangs back, letting his henchmen do the dirty work, and I realise with horror that the two faculty fellows are shifting too, and they’re not on our side: the blonde one shifts into a witch, while the other shifts into a wolf, and now all four of them are charging us. Silas lets out another burst of flame, which buys us a little more time as it forces the others back, and I see Landon and Shade shifting out of the corner of my eye. I summon my own power, calling to mind my witch form, and in a few seconds my skin is turning red as my body pulses with magical energy.

      If only I knew more spells, I think, raising my hands, but now isn’t the time to be picky. Trying to emulate the ease with which Josie uses her powers, I unleash a burst of telekinetic energy at the wolf shifter, who is already nearly on top of me. Shade takes advantage of the opening and jumps into action, tackling the other wolf as they tumble away in a blur of claws and fur. Landon, meanwhile, his scales shimmering in the moonlight, lets out a siren scream so powerful that it sends a shock wave up into the air, which collides with the dragons’ most recent gust of wind, preventing it from knocking us over. I watch as Silas shoots across the sky, locking in close combat with one of the two dragons while I launch another blast of magic at the other. His scales are too hard for it to do much, but it does get his attention, which is more than enough for me. Maybe if I could lead him away from the others…

      Quickly I begin to back up, nodding to Josie, who’s doing her best to summon what remains of her magic. The dragon is hot on my tail, and I see that all around me, the other students are transforming, realising that these people aren’t on our side, and they’re out for blood. Hawthorne is watching gleefully from a distance, as if we’re nothing more than a bunch of prized fighting dogs. The air crackles with heat as fire builds up in the mouth of the dragon pursuing me, and I get my hands up just in time to deflect it with a minor force field, nearly getting my hair singed in the process.

      “Millie!” yells Hazel, who has already transformed and is standing shoulder to shoulder with Xander. “Get him to come this way!”

      I don’t bother to ask her why, and do as I’m told, sprinting over to them as fast as my legs will carry me. The dragon follows us, but realises what’s happening an instant too late, as Hazel echoes Landon’s siren song, this time in the form of a command: “Get Hawthorne!”

      The dragon resists for a moment, thrashing in midair as it struggles against her magic, but Hazel is a powerful siren, and her brow is furrowed in concentration; a moment later, the dragon is changing course, turning around and making a beeline for the president. Hawthorne sees what’s happening and dives out of the way just as the dragon sprays at him with fire, setting the grass ablaze under his feet. The other witch notices and summons a force field around him, shielding him just in time from another burst of fire. I curse under my breath, but I guess it was never going to be that easy.

      It’s pandemonium on the grounds, fire lighting up the night sky, as students and faculty clash in an impromptu battle. It’s clear who the experienced ones are here, though, and in spite of our superior numbers, the adults have the upper hand when it comes to their power levels, and they’re gaining on us. Hazel’s command has already worn off, and the dragons are now flying in formation as they swoop down to claw at us with their sharp talons. Ruby collides with one of them in midair, knocking him off course, while Silas grapples with the other, more fire flying every which way as they let out grating screeches and roars.

      Realising my witch form is too vulnerable, I scramble to shift into my vampire form, the sturdiest of the five shifter species, and feel a surge of renewed strength as I lunge for the witch shifter protecting Hawthorne. She fends me off with a pulse of magic of her own, but I manage to hold my ground, my heels digging in as I throw my new strength into my effort.

      “Need a hand with that?” comes a familiar voice, and I turn to see Hunter moving to stand beside me. He’s still in vampire form, and although I can see him fighting to keep his concentration, he seems to be holding steady so far.

      “What about Lyle?” I ask as he leans in against the magical barrier with me.

      “He started wearing me down,” Hunter admits, his face set with determination. “I threw him off and made a break for it. He’ll be here soon, though, and he’ll have reinforcements.”

      “Then we need to get out of here,” Shade growls from a few feet away. “They’ve got us on the ropes already.”

      “Go,” Josie yells, her voice barely audible above the noise of the battle. “Get out of here before more show up!”

      “What about you?” Silas demands, still suspended in the air.

      “A couple more shifters won’t stop me,” she growls, sounding determined. “Besides,” she adds with a grim smile, “I’ve had worse.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, eyes wide. “What will they do to you?”

      “Don’t worry about me!” Josie unleashes another burst of magic, which forces the attacking wolf shifter to retreat a few steps. “Get as far away from here as possible. Tell the shifter leaders what’s happening here. Make them put a stop to it.” She grunts with the effort as one of the dragons descends on her again, narrowly dodging its fire breath. “Go!” she yells. “Now!”

      We don’t need telling twice. Shifting back into our human forms, Hunter and I make a beeline away from the battle, Hazel and Landon hot on our heels. Silas swoops down and picks up Shade with one claw and Hazel with the other, while Ruby grabs Xander and Landon. A blast of magic soars over my head, narrowly missing me, although it’s not clear whether it came from someone on our side or theirs. It doesn’t matter, though. Josie was right - the Academy has been compromised, and there’s no going back now.

      My heart races in my chest, my breathing coming in short gasps, as our ragtag group makes a mad dash away from the fight. In the distance, I can see lights in the school buildings coming on, and a group of more Academy faculty is charging out of the administration building, clearly having been tipped off by Lyle. I feel bad leaving the other students behind, but I have to believe that Josie will protect them, and we’re no use to any of them dead. Everything is falling apart around us, and if Hawthorne has his way, none of us will make it out in time to spread the truth about the Academy. I’m not under any illusions that he’s going to leave us alone after this; people will be after us—powerful people—and the time for talk is over. The time for action is now.

      The sounds of fighting still in our ears, the eight of us make our escape, cresting the hill and disappearing into the night.
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Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      The underground is surprisingly crowded, even late at night, although maybe that’s a good thing; at least this gives us a way of blending in, even if we are still dressed in our Academy uniforms. Quite a few people shoot us weird glances as we pile onto the train, and I can understand why - we look a mess, all covered in blood, dirt, and sweat… but we’re alive. And we’re still together.

      It’s not until I’ve taken a seat, Hunter on one side of me and Shade on the other, that I feel my phone vibrating in my pocket. My arm feels heavy and lethargic as I pull it out, almost afraid to see who’s contacted me this time.

      On the screen is a single text message from an unknown sender.

      Come to London if you want to survive this, or he will make you watch them all die.

      

      Continuing reading Millie’s story in Demonic Vampires by clicking here.
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        She lives in England with her cheeky children, her gorgeous (and slightly mad) golden retrievers and her teenage sweetheart turned husband. 

        She loves cups of tea. 

        Chocolate and Harry Potter marathons are her jam and she owns way too many notebooks and random pens.
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