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        The Academy is chasing us and if we are found, none of us will get out of this alive.

        After escaping the academy and the secrets they found out, Millie and her guys find themselves needing to make new alliances to survive in the human world. But trusting strangers has never been easy for Millie or her guys.

        With a face from Millie's past coming back, tension building between Millie and the guys, everything just became a little more complicated.

        How can Millie protect herself when her heart is torn between more than one of her closest friends?

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

        

      

    

    
      I’ve spent my life on the run.

      It hasn’t always been a conscious decision; in fact, a lot of the time, it’s been a decision made for me by others.      The result of outside circumstances falling on me and moving me around like a pawn in the giant chess game that is life. Hell, it’s been happening since before I was even aware of it. First, my parents, running away from their responsibilities, running away from a future with their child.      Handing me over to the people who would end up shaping my life in indescribable ways. Then      there was me, moving from living situation to the next      with no end in sight, no goal other than surviving another year on a path with no conceivable future. And once that situation became intolerable, I ran from the system itself, stumbling blindly into my fate like a kid running through a dark forest, and I’ll be damned if I wasn’t starting to get used to not running.

      It was just starting to feel like a climax, like all the constant fleeing was finally coming to an end.           Yes, I went from being an orphaned human to being a hybrid shifter, part of a secret supernatural community running parallel to the normal world. Yes, the life I knew was turned upside-down, replaced by one of magic, mayhem, and politics far above my ability to understand. And yes, there was a new danger in that, there were new unknowns… but I had a place. The Shifter Academy had felt like the last stop on a long and meandering journey with no destination. I was starting to build something for myself, a community - hell, more than a community, a family.

      I guess that’s the thing about life, though, isn’t it? Every time you start to get used to one thing, something else turns up that throws it all out of whack again. There’s no such thing as certainty, and I was a fool if I thought that a boarding school for shapeshifters would turn out to be anything but uncertain. So I guess I’m the fool in the end, right?

      At least, that’s what I tell myself when I come to an abrupt stop at the end of a dark alleyway somewhere in downtown Boston, in the United States, my clothes filthy and my eyes bloodshot. Blaming it on having too high expectations is a hell of a lot easier than confronting the fact that it feels like the whole world has turned on me and my friends, seemingly overnight. One such friend comes to a halt beside me, his brows furrowing over his black eyes as he glances around the alleyway, lips pursed. “What’s wrong, Boots?” he asks, his eyes darting to me. His arms are full of a grocery bag - not much in the way of provisions, but considering we’re both broke college students and fugitives, we’re going to have to make do.

      “Does this alleyway look familiar to you?” I ask with an uncertain look at my surroundings.

      The dark-skinned siren shifter frowns. “Shit,” he mutters. “Now that you mention it…”

      I let out a frustrated groan. “We’ve been going in circles! Why does this city have to be so damn confusing?”

      “For whatever it’s worth,” Landon replies, “these streets all look the same at night.”

      “That’s exactly the problem,” I protest, raking a hand through my chestnut hair as I put the other one on my waist. “How the hell are we supposed to get back to the bridge if we’re lost in the middle of the… What the hell is this neighborhood even called?”

      “Back Bay?” Landon supplies. “I think. We’re by the university. That’s all I know. Remind me again why we’re making a supply run at one in the morning?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person,” I reply.

      Landon snorts. “I mean, if they’re so hellbent on finding us that they’re willing to come after us in the middle of the night, then maybe we ought to just let them take us and get it over with.”

      “You don’t mean that,” I tell him.

      “No,” he replies, his shoulders dropping. “It felt good to say it, though. Let’s head out to the boulevard,” he suggests. “We can make a left this time.”

      I give him a short nod, and we start towards the other end of the alleyway. It was raining earlier, and the cobblestone streets are still glistening with water. The night is relatively quiet, punctuated by the occasional peal of drunken laughter or burst of music from a car stereo, but I’ve learned by now that quiet doesn’t automatically mean safe.

      It’s only been two days     --     or has it been three?     --     since we fought our way out of the Boston Shifter Academy and made a break for it, but it already feels like we’ve been running for a lifetime. This isn’t even our city; the U.K. Shifter Academy brought us here for a field trip, an academic experience that couldn’t have gone more wrong if it had been planned that way.

      Ostensibly, it was a conference to address the escalating tensions between shifters and humans, but if one thing has become clear to me since finding out I was a shifter, it’s that nothing between humans and our kind is simple. Now, a terrorist attack, a few lies, and a brief spell under house arrest later, here we are, glancing over our shoulders to make sure Academy representatives aren’t hot on our heels whenever we leave the rundown motel where we’ve been staying for the past two nights, courtesy of our new friends, Ruby and Xander.

      Tonight is my and Landon’s turn to venture out and get supplies, and as stir-crazy as I’ve been going cooped up inside with the others, the only thing worse is the uncertainty of venturing outside. As runaway shifters privy to information about the human-run Academy’s plans, we have targets on our backs, and we know it well.

      I’m so lost in thought that I’ve let my attention slip away from the present.                 Only the feeling of Landon’s hand darting out and closing around my wrist is enough to make me look at him. His olive skin has taken on an ethereal glow under the moonlight, his eyes glistening.           The warmth of his skin on mine isn’t lost on me, even as he holds me back to keep me from moving forward. “What’s wrong?” I ask him, eyes wide.

      “I thought I heard something,” Landon replies, glancing over his shoulder.

      I pause, concentrating. “I don’t hear anything.”

      He presses his lips together. “Maybe it was just a rat or something.” Slowly, we start forward again, Landon’s hand not leaving my wrist… and I would be lying if I said I wanted it to. But that’s an issue for another time, it seems; moments later, the siren shifter stops dead in his tracks and exclaims, “Nope, not a rat!” I turn to watch as he drops the bag of groceries to the ground, his skin rippling with practiced ease as aqua-green scales begin to cover his body, glimmering with an almost inhuman beauty in the light of the full moon. It all happens so fast that I’m barely even aware of it, the world feeling like it’s moving in slow motion as Landon whirls around and yells, “Leave!” His voice has taken on an inhuman, commanding tone, the tone of a siren giving an order, and I follow his gaze to see a figure at the mouth of the alleyway, blocking the exit.

      My heart jumps to my throat. “What if it’s a-” I begin.

      Landon shakes his head. “It’s not.”

      As if on cue, the figure at the end of the alleyway reaches into its coat and withdraws a gun, lining up a shot as casually as if we were on a battlefield and not the middle of a city street. “Boots!” Landon yells, pushing me out of the way seconds before a bullet ricochets off the brick wall behind me. Adrenaline takes hold of me then, and I scramble for that cool blob of energy at the pit of my stomach that I’ve come to recognise as the source of my shifter magic. In spite of the fact that, as a hybrid, a bastard experiment performed by the humans in an attempt to learn the secrets of shapeshifting, I have access to all five shifter forms     --     wolf, witch, siren, vampire, and dragon     --     I’m still stumbling to learn to use my powers. This obviously isn’t helped by the fact that I’m no longer taking formal lessons, and although I’ve come a long way since starting at the Academy, it’s still a struggle to focus when I’m under stress.

      The human     --     at least, I think it’s a human     --     at the end of the alleyway begins to advance on us, firing another shot that glances off the tough scales on Landon’s shoulder. He lets out a hiss and barks out another command using his siren song. “Get away from us!”

      The figure pauses for a moment, bristling, and I can see them struggling not to obey.      Landon and my friend Hazel are powerful shifters, and assured in their abilities, but that doesn’t make them all-powerful. It doesn’t make any of us all-powerful.

      Moving with difficulty, it continues its forward push, and I see that the figure is a woman. She isn’t dressed in Academy colours, nor is she distinguishable from any other human we’ve seen around the city, but the mere fact that she’s not running in fear at the sight of Landon tells me she’s one of two things. Either she’s a pro-human terrorist or an agent of the Academy who’s been sent to retrieve us, and neither option looks great for me and Landon. Gripping the pistol with both hands, she unleashes a flurry of bullets, barely managing to shake off Landon’s command. She’s had training to combat shifters, that much is clear.

      Before I can protest, Landon is moving in front of me, shielding my body with his own, grunting a little at the harmless but still painful impact of the projectiles. “A little help here, Boots?” he asks.

      “On it,” I say, and summon my siren form. Moments later, my skin is glistening with scales like Landon’s, a surge of new power rushing through me as I get access to the form’s abilities. “Let’s hope she’s bi,” I mutter, glancing at my fellow shifter. “Count of three.           One… two…”

      “Leave!” we scream in unison, the combined force of our siren scream enough to send a shockwave rippling down the alleyway. It catches her full-force, and this time, she isn’t able to resist for more than a few seconds. The look she gives us is one of pure hatred even as she turns around and walks robotically away from the alleyway, her movements stiff and controlled as if she were a puppet on invisible strings.

      We wait until she’s disappeared into the Boston night before either of us dares to breathe again, slipping back into our human forms. There’s a long pause      and I realise Landon is still shielding me.           His body radiating heat that envelops me like an embrace against the cold night air. “Landon...” I say, my heart fluttering in my chest at the sensation of his form against mine.

      “Oh. Oh!” He glances down and pulls away from me, getting to his feet. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s okay.” I smile up at him as he extends a hand and helps me to my feet. “I… appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he tells me, winking, and I reluctantly let go of his hand so he can pick up the dropped grocery bag. “Shit. I think we bruised the apples.”

      I sigh and stoop down to help him. “They should still be edible     ,” I say, stealing a glance in the direction the human went. “Do you think she was with the Academy?”

      Landon presses his lips together. “I don’t know,” he admits. “We’d better take side streets back to the motel, though. Just to be safe.”

      “You don’t have to tell me twice,” I agree. “The others are going to need to know about this.”

      The siren shifter gives me a grim nod, and together we make our way back down the alleyway and onto a narrow path that runs parallel to the main road. It’s going to take us a while to find our way back, but I feel safer with him by my side than I would on my own, especially if there are more humans on our tail.

      Besides, I think grimly, setting my jaw as we round a corner, running is what I do best.
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          Chapter 2

        

      

    

    
      Somehow, we manage to find our way out of the tangle of streets, following the winding roads and alleyways nearly all the way to the river      which glistens ominously under the moonlight. It’s quiet out, and that’s almost disconcerting, given how much has happened over the last few days. We were never supposed to get caught up in some sort of war between species.                 Though you might not be able to tell on the surface, the world feels like it’s coming down around us. People     --     innocent people     --     died in the attack on the peace talks, and it feels like we’re running headfirst into a conspiracy we can’t escape.

      Josie, one of the two witch shifters who tracked me down when my abilities first manifested, seems to think President Hawthorne was behind the attack.           A way to strong arm the school board into allowing him to continue his experiments. Whether he was behind it or not, though, he got what he wanted out of it. I cringe inwardly as we cut across an abandoned intersection at the thought of what the school must be doing to the other students right this second. We have to put a stop to this, I remind myself. This isn’t just about you anymore.

      Eventually, Landon and I arrive outside the rundown motel. We’re on a desolate street bordering the river, lined with boarded up buildings and closed down shops. It’s not the most savoury area, but it’s out of the way, and so far, the Academy hasn’t found us.      We walk in through the reception area, passing a man dozing at the front desk, and work our way to the back of the building, where we’ve taken two connecting rooms using what money we had on us. Hazel, Ruby, and Xander are in one, while me and the guys are in the other, the bed stripped of pillows and blankets, which we’ve scattered around the floor. It looks more like a den than a motel room at this point, but considering we have nowhere to go and next to no resources, our options are pretty limited.

      Landon holds the groceries while I fumble the      door open, and I’m surprised to see that the light is on. In spite of the early hour, it looks like everyone is up and gathered in the cramped suite, including Hazel and the twins; she’s perched on the edge of the kitchenette table, leaning absently against Xander without even looking like she realises what she’s doing. The two of them are talking as if they’re in their own little world, Ruby watching with an amused look on her face from the corner by the door. It makes me smile a little, in spite of our situation.       I’m happy if she’s been able to find a connection with someone. And as for me and the guys…

      Silas, the tall dragon shifter, is sitting on the edge of the bed, his broad shoulders hunched forward as he watches the near muted TV     . On the screen is continuing coverage of the attack at the convention center, as well as several banners speculating the cause of the bombing. If they only knew.

      His brown eyes catch mine as soon as he hears the door shut behind us, and a look of genuine relief spreads across his face. “You’re back,” he says, untensing a little. “I was starting to get worried. You guys were gone a long time.”

      “So was I,” Hunter, the vampire shifter, echoes from his seat at the kitchen table. He looks distressed and weary, his fiery hair tousled and his blue eyes bloodshot. He hasn’t been sleeping well the past couple nights, that much I know.      The truth is      I haven’t been sleeping well, either. Ever since we arrived at the hotel I’ve found myself waking up during the night, unspeakable nightmares flying through my head     --     what if something happened to them, to any of them? What if Hawthorne realises just how close my relationship with them has actually become? What if…? Each time I lie there in silence, trying to tell myself to breathe.      That it was just a dream, as I listen      to the comforting sounds of the guys around me.

      But Hunter has been restless, too, for reasons I don’t know. He’s been thrashing in his sleep, murmuring things to himself, getting up to go for long walks outside the motel. I’m aware that he hasn’t had the easiest go of it     --     not only is his father on the school board, but it took him until just a few days ago to even learn how to shapeshift. I make a mental note to ask him how he’s doing as his sapphire eyes meet mine for an instant, something complicated flashing across his face too quickly for me to identify it.

      I glance over at the wolf shifter, Shade,      who is sitting on the kitchen counter and examining his fingernails. His overgrown blond hair is wild from sleep, and he is more stunning each time I look at him. I feel my stomach turn over when he abruptly looks up, raising an eyebrow at me almost imperceptibly, the corner of his mouth twitching in a knowing smirk. Damn him. In spite of his attitude and constant teasing,      he’s been here for me more than I could have ever expected over the past few days     --     in more ways than one. A chill runs up my spine as I remember the feeling of his skin on mine on that rooftop, the night air whipping at our hair as we pressed desperately against each other, our lips locked. “I wasn’t,” he quips. “Boots and Thyme can handle themselves.”

      “‘Boots and Thyme’,” Landon repeats, grinning. “Sounds like the name of a detective and her sidekick.”

      “Who said you were the sidekick?” I tease back, giving him a gentle nudge with my elbow. “I’m not nearly competent enough to be the detective.”

      “Oh?” The siren shifter raises his eyebrows, crossing his arms over his chest. “That’s funny, because I could have sworn you were the most competent person I knew. The stunning good looks don’t hurt, either.” As joking as his tone is, I can’t help but flush a little at the praise. A surge of powerful emotion suddenly wells up in me, and for a moment I’m brought back to a few nights ago, when we were trapped in our room at the Boston school. That, I think, was when I realised just how deep my feelings go for all of these guys, and it’s a revelation I’m still reeling from days later. Part of me feels like I’ve forgotten how to conduct myself like a normal person in the aftermath.           Do they realise what kind of effect they have on me?

      “If you’re done flirting with Boots right in front of me,” Hunter speaks up, his voice sounding both strained and sharp, “we could stand to figure out our next move.”

      “Hey, take it easy, Ash,” Landon retorts, putting his hands up. “I’m just having a little fun. We could use some levity now, right?”

      I watch the vampire shifter press his lips together, his eyes flashing red for a split second     --     almost too quickly for me to catch it. Landon’s ribbing only serves to make him more tense, and a heavy silence follows that makes my stomach drop. It’s fine, I tell myself. It’s normal. We’ve been cooped up here for days     --     everyone is stressed. One look at Hunter’s steely expression, though, and I’m not sure I totally believe it.

      Ruby clears her throat. “Any trouble on the way to the store?” she asks, moving to help Landon and I unpack the groceries.

      I swallow. “We ran into someone on our way back.”

      “More like, they ran into us,” Landon adds.

      “Who was it?” Shade asks, a slight crack appearing in his unflappable exterior.

      “I don’t know,” I reply. “She wasn’t wearing an Academy uniform. She was human, though, and she knew about shifters.”

      “Shit,” mutters Hazel, running a hand through her honey-coloured hair. “They’re getting closer, aren’t they?”

      “It could just be a coincidence,” Xander offers, although he seems doubtful. “Maybe just a holdover from the convention?”

      “In this part of town?” Hazel asks him incredulously. “They must have seen us around, or…” Her eyes go wide. “Unless they have a witch tracking us.”

      “Do you think they do?” Ruby asks.

      “If I find out they planted a tracking charm on us while we were back at the school,” Shade begins, shaking his head.

      “Look,” Silas says, “it doesn’t matter. Humans are after us, and they’re getting closer. We need to move.”

      “Move?” asks Shade. “Move where? Last time I checked, we don’t exactly have infinite resources.”

      “I don’t know,” the dragon shifter admits, “but we can’t stay here. We need to find somewhere we can lay low until we’re ready to take on Hawthorne.”

      “Take on?” asks Hazel. “I don’t remember volunteering to take him on!”

      I sigh. “We might not have a choice. We can’t just hide from the Academy forever.”

      “Why not?” Shade asks. “That suits me just fine.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” Hunter mutters dryly.

      Shade rounds on him, looking like he’s going to say something, but then he shuts his mouth.

      “Look, like it or not, this fight has gotten bigger than any of us,” I say, feeling I have to motivate them somehow. “And until we can find a way of stopping these experiments, we’ll never be able to go back to the Academy.” There’s a long pause, and I take a shaky breath. “We might never be able to go back there.”

      “Which means we need to find somewhere else,” Xander finishes, sighing. “I get it.”

      “Where, then?” asks Hunter. “I’m open to suggestions.”

      “Out of Boston,” I reply, crossing my arms as the others look at me. “Preferably out of the United States altogether.” My cell phone feels suddenly heavy in my pocket, and I bite the inside of my lip to keep from saying something rash. Too dangerous, I tell myself. Too many unknowns.

      “We’re not far from the airport,” Silas says, glancing at the TV once more. Tomorrow we can walk there, get a flight back to the U.K., and find somewhere to figure out our next move.”

      The others glance at one another, no      one else speaking until Hazel finally gives a firm nod. “That’s good enough for me.”

      That issue seemingly settled, the group disperses, ready to turn in for the night now that everyone is safely back at the motel. I watch as Hazel, Xander, and Ruby file out of our suite and into their own, leaving me standing there with the guys’ eyes on me. I feel unexpectedly put on the spot, and blush a little, ducking my head and turning away from the others. “I, ah… I’m pretty tired,” I announce. “I think I’m going to lie down for a bit.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Landon agrees, yawning. One by one, the five of us bunker down in our makeshift nests on the motel floor, turning on the lights and curling up in silence. The only sounds are the air conditioning and the guys’ breathing. The feeling of their bodies next to mine fills me with more comfort than I can possibly articulate, but even as my eyes drift closed, I can’t help but feel like things are only going to get more complicated.
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      I don’t sleep well that night, and not just because I’m sprawled out on the hard motel floor. My dreams are restless and impossible to remember, a nonstop parade of incomprehensible, anxious fragments; I’m reminded of a time back when I was still in human school, the night before one of my most difficult final exams. It was pre-calculus, as I recall, and I’ve never been what you would call mathematically      inclined. That was back when I was living with one of my worst foster parents, a man whose temper and perfectionism extended past his own children and to me as well. Afraid of the outcome, I spent the night thrashing around in bed until my sheets were drenched with sweat, equations, graphs, and numbers floating through my mind one after another. I ended up sleeping so badly that I nearly drifted off during the exam, but I was lucky enough to be moved to a new foster home before having to face the wrath of my then-caregiver.

      This time, it’s different. Instead of maths running through my mind, it’s images of fire, destruction, and death. There’s Silas, half-dead and strapped to a laboratory table; the convention centre going up in flames; Hawthorne and his goons closing in on us from all sides…

      This last one is what jerks me awake, my breath coming in fitful gasps as I put a hand to my chest, closing my eyes and counting to ten. It’s only as I come to that I realise where I am     --     or rather, who I’m currently curled up next to. Hunter has me safe and secure in his lanky arms, pressed against his lean chest with his body curled protectively around mine.

      Slowly, I feel myself start to relax, my heart rate returning to normal as I lean into the warm embrace of the vampire shifter. His breath is slow and quiet, the movement of his chest soothing against my back, and for a moment I wonder if he even intended to hold me like this.      Did he sidle up to me before he fell asleep, or is he clinging to me subconsciously, trying to keep me safe even as we all slumber? A bright spot of warmth pools in the pit of my stomach at the notion, and I can feel my skin flushing even in the darkness of the room. Hunter has always been the more reserved type, although what I once mistook for a bad attitude has turned out to be years of insecurity about his own power. I’d like to think I’ve been able to defrost him a little, and it’s true that with my help he’s finally, finally learning how to harness his abilities, but he has a long way to go before he’s fully come into his own.

      Part of me feels guilty. Whether I chose to be or not, I was the catalyst for everything that’s happened to these guys. Their lives are never going to be the same because of me, because of what they were put through to make me what I am, and now we’re on the run together because I can’t seem to stop sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong. The idea of something happening to Hunter because of me makes my blood run cold, especially when he’s the least skilled shifter of all of us, and yet here he is, comforting me in my sleep.      It’s enough to make my heart melt, and I find myself shifting a little so that I’m facing him, subconsciously tightening my grip on him.

      The movement is enough to make him stir, and his bright blue eyes open a moment later. “Sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      He hums, still half-asleep, and whispers back, “That’s okay. I’m a light sleeper.” A moment passes, and then, seeming to realise that he’s holding me, his eyes go wide, and he lets me go. “I’m sorry,” he says hastily. “I didn’t mean…”

      I raise an eyebrow. Even in the darkness of the room, I could swear it looks like… “Are you… blushing?” I whisper teasingly.

      “What? No,” he retorts. “Vampires don’t blush. Obviously.” We lapse back into silence, and I can feel his body tense up next to mine. “You just      looked like you were having a bad dream,” Hunter explains at last. “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable. I was just trying to get you to calm down, but then you came closer, and I…”

      “Hey.” I crane my neck to look at him, but he’s deliberately not meeting my eyes. Blushing or not, it’s clear that he’s embarrassed. “It’s okay,” I whisper. “Thank you.”

      Hunter hesitates for a moment, and then rests his chin on the top of my head, his hand coming up to brush my arm. “I should be the one thanking you,” he tells me. “If it weren’t for you, I don’t know if I would’ve been able to hold Lyle off.”

      Thinking back to the battle at the Boston Academy, when the two vampire shifters went head to head, I’m struck with a fresh surge of affection for him. “It was a team effort,” I reply.

      Hunter squeezes my arm for a brief second. “The thought of that bastard hurting you, Millie…” His voice trails off, and he pulls back to look at me; my heart is already pounding in my chest, and I’m thinking back to the time he kissed me, the feeling of his lips on my own.

      But then one of the others sits up on the other side of the room. “Get a room, you two.” I recognise Shade’s voice, and bury my face in Hunter’s chest to stifle my laughter. I can feel him tense up with embarrassment. Things could be worse, though; considering I kissed the wolf shifter not long ago, he’s taking my closeness to the other guys rather well.

      As for the others, well…

      Now isn’t the time to think about that, I tell myself, allowing my eyes to drift closed. Snuggled against Hunter’s muscular frame, I let sleep consume me once more, and this time, there are no nightmares.
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      “All right, lovebirds, up, up, up.” I’m roused by Landon’s teasing voice, struggling to separate myself from Hunter as I open my bleary eyes. The siren shifter is standing over us with an amused smirk on his face, his hands on his hips. “Looks like you two were up to more than just sleeping,” he teases.

      “We weren’t,” protests Hunter. “I-I mean, it’s not like-”

      “Relax, I’m just fucking with you.” Landon laughs as he steps over us to draw back the curtains, flooding the room with sunlight and making me blink.

      Elsewhere, I can hear Shade groan in protest, but as I sit up and look around, I can see that Silas is already in the kitchenette, staring down at his phone. Slowly, the five of us begin to rise, Landon and Shade bickering as they stretch while Hunter pulls me to my feet. I share a small smile with him before turning to my hastily      packed bag.           We left the American Academy in a hurry, and I left most of my stuff behind, but Hazel and I went on a run earlier to pick up some basic necessities: clothes and toothpaste, mainly.

      “Has someone gotten up Hazel and the others?” I ask, pulling out a t-shirt, jeans, and a bra.

      “I will,” Silas volunteers, straightening up. “We need to get to the airport. The sooner we leave the country, the less heat will be on us.” He leaves out the unspoken      let’s hope,      but we all get the message.

      I watch as the dragon shifter disappears into the hallway before making my way to the bathroom, nearly bumping into Shade along the way. “Sorry,” I say. “Figured I’d go get changed.”

      “Bold of you to assume you can’t change in front of me,” the wolf shifter replies with a wicked grin, and I feel a surge of butterflies in my stomach as he leans forward, his lips brushing my ear. “I’ve been thinking about that night on the rooftop,” he murmurs, the feeling of his breath sending a shiver up my spine. “I’m always thinking about it, Boots.”

      Sure that my blush is giving me away, I give him a playful shove, not wanting him to know how much he’s getting to me. Laughing, he reaches out to ruffle my chestnut hair before turning away, stuffing his hands in his pockets. I’m left to watch him go, still trying to get my composure back, before taking shelter in the bathroom. Take it easy, I tell myself as I struggle out of my sleep shirt and shorts. You’ve got more important things to worry about than romance.

      I finish getting dressed and have my hand on the doorknob when the sound of Shade’s jovial voice leaks through. “So what were you doing, spooning Boots?”

      I hear Hunter let out a muffled growl of frustration. “For fuck’s sake, guys, we didn’t do anything.”

      “Hey,” Shade protests, “more power to you if you did. Is it true that vamps are cold when they’re… you know…?” There’s a pause, and then the wolf shifter bursts out laughing. “The look on your face!”

      “Not funny,” Hunter growls.

      “All right, guys, take it easy,” comes Silas’ voice.

      There’s the sound of the door opening, followed by Hazel: “I picked us up some breakfast. There’s a bakery on the corner.”

      Only the idea of food is enough to get the guys to stop bickering, and they descend upon the breakfast like they’re starving. My stomach lets out a rumble, too, and I realise just how hungry I am; shifting is taxing on the body, and my little stint with Landon yesterday must have drained me more than I thought. I push out of the bathroom and walk up to the kitchen counter, where Hazel has laid out an array of pastries. “Damn,” I observe, grabbing a croissant. “You really went all-out.”

      “I sure did,” she replies proudly. “If we’re going through hell, I’m not about to let us go through it with subpar breakfast foods.”

      “You goddess,” Xander says through a mouthful of danish, grinning boyishly at the other siren shifter. Ruby rolls her eyes, but it looks like she’s struggling not to smile. The others continue to talk amongst themselves as I wolf down my food, hardly believing how many croissants I’m able to put away; if we weren’t on the lam, I would be worrying about my waistline, but I’ve got bigger problems than putting on a couple of kilograms.

      I notice that Silas is back to leaning against the counter, staring down at his phone. I sidle up to him and put my hand on his arm, and he tenses up for a moment before seeming to realise it’s me. “Sorry,” he says.

      “Don’t apologise,” I tell him, crossing my arms and peering over his shoulder. “What are you looking at?”

      “A map of the city,” the dragon shifter replies. “We’re going to need to find a discreet route to the airport.” There’s a pause as he shifts from foot to foot, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve also been doing some research,” he adds. “About getting my powers back up to par.”

      “They seemed pretty up to par earlier,” I remark.

      He shakes his head. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew how much of a struggle it was. I’m starting to wonder if I’m ever going to get back to where I was.”

      “Hey,” I say, tugging at his arm to make him look at me. “Don’t say that. It just takes time.” Spontaneously, I lean forward, touching my forehead to his as I meet his dark eyes. To his credit, he doesn’t look away, and the smoldering look he gives me worms its way into my stomach. “We’re going to be okay,” I murmur.

      Silas closes his eyes for a moment, leaning into my touch. “Let’s hope you’re right, Boots.”
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      It’s becoming clear to me that Boston isn’t a city meant for walking. Between the winding cobblestone streets and the oppressive summer heat, I’m sweating by the time we step outside the motel, having packed up, checked out, and paid cash. Silas was right, though; the one saving grace is that we’re near the airport      which should minimise the amount of time we spend wandering the roads of the city. Still, I’m on edge.           Every person we pass is a potential threat, and I find myself holding my breath every time we round a corner, half expecting an Academy representative to spring out at me. The area on the waterfront is sketchy and rundown, not unlike the neighbourhood where I ended up after running away from my last foster home, although at least this time I have more people on my side.

      We’re clustered together on the narrow sidewalk, Hazel, Ruby, and Xander in the front of the group while the guys and I walk drag. Silas and Shade are talking, their hands in their pockets     --     it’s nice to see them getting along      in spite of their bickering. Hunter trails behind them, looking pensive, while Landon and I bring up the rear, squinting against the bright sunlight. Slowly we make our way west, looking about as conspicuous as can be, considering where we are, but mercifully, we don’t run into any Academy agents.

      After reaching the wharf, we cross a bridge leading to the downtown area, but my anxiety only increases; we’re heading back into the eye of the storm, and if we do run into any of Hawthorne’s people, it’s bound to be around here. Across the water, I can still make out the ruins of the convention centre.      The fire has been put out, but search and rescue efforts are ongoing, and there’s a crush of people watching the commotion.

      “You’d think the interest would have faded by now,” Landon remarks, as if reading my mind.

      “I don’t like how many eyes are on this,” I reply in a low voice. “I know most of them are probably just innocent bystanders, but still…”

      “There’s no real way of knowing,” the siren shifter finishes for me. “We just have to keep our heads down until we’re out of the country.”

      “And then what?” I ask, unable to help myself. “We can’t just go underground for the rest of our lives.”

      “No, we can’t,” Landon agrees as we turn right and head north toward the harbour. “I wish I knew what to do, Boots, but I’m not much of the planning type. You probably ought to talk to Silas about that.”

      “Talk to me about what?” the dragon shifter asks over his shoulder.

      “Damn,” Landon remarks. “Your hearing is something else, Aconite.”

      Silas smiles, but there’s not much humour in it. “Got it from my mother, but that’s not the point. Since when am I in charge?”

      “You just seem to be the most decisive out of all of us,” Landon replies. “And you have the most experience with… Well…” He stops mid-sentence, seemingly realising his mistake as Silas’ expression hardens.

      “I’m not a test case, okay?” the dragon shifter says. His tone is gentle, but there’s hurt behind it that makes my heart ache. “I know the Academy thinks so, but I’d appreciate it if you thought of me as more than just a lab rat.”

      “I’m sorry,” Landon says glumly. “I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. You just seem to know the most about the unrest, considering your parents.” Wisely, he doesn’t go into the specifics - namely, the convenient disappearance of Silas’ parents before they could take action against the humans. No sense in opening up that wound again.

      Silas shakes his head. “I’m good at making decisions, but I’m not a leader.” He turns and nods in my direction as we cross the street. “Boots should be the one in charge.”

      “What?” I exclaim, eyes wide. “Why the hell should I be in charge? I can barely get dressed in the morning, let alone keep you g-” I stop, blushing a little, and backtrack. “Let alone keep people from getting hurt.”

      “Look, we don’t want to dump this all on you Millie,” Silas replies quietly, “but you’re at the heart of this. Hell, you’re the only thing connecting the rest of us. If it weren’t for you, we never would have even met.”

      “But that’s…” I begin      and then trail off. It’s the truth, and there’s no arguing it.

      “Besides,” Shade puts in, surprising me with the pensiveness in his voice, “you’re the most powerful of all of us, Boots. You’re the hybrid.”

      I snort, shaking my head self-deprecatingly. “Yeah, well, I’ll get back to you on that once I’m able to hold a form for more than a minute at a time.”

      Shade’s grey eyes flash up at me, making me feel taken aback. “Don’t say that shit, Boots. Seriously. You’re worth more than you think.”

      That stokes a fire in my chest, and I can’t help but give him a grateful smile. “Thanks, Shade.”

      “Don’t mention it,” he says, adding with a cheeky grin, “Seriously. People will think I’m going soft.”

      “We don’t want that,” I reply, chuckling as the wolf shifter bumps me with his shoulder.

      We lapse back into silence once more, each of us lost in our own thoughts, and continue to make our way through the Boston morning until we arrive at the harbour. Hazel and Xander run to a nearby ATM to get cash and tickets while the rest of us wait anxiously, looking around for any signs of followers, but there are none. It’s all just tourists and businesspeople, and that only puts me more on edge.

      “I don’t like this,” I announce, hugging myself.

      “What do you mean?” asks Ruby, coming to stand with the rest of us.

      “Where are all the Academy people?” I ask, gesturing around at the plaza. “The convention centre was crawling with them. Hell, the whole city was crawling with them. After what happened yesterday, I’d be expecting more. It’s almost like…”

      “Like it’s too peaceful,” Hunter says, pressing his lips together. “I know what you mean.”

      “Do you think they’re planning something?” I ask, watching as Hazel and Xander turn around, clutching our ferry tickets.

      “Do you really even need to ask that question?” Silas asks glumly. “Let’s just hope that whatever it is, we can get the hell out of here before it happens.”

      “That does raise a good question, actually,” Hazel says as she comes to a stop and passes out our tickets. “We need to figure out a plan. A more specific plan, I mean.”

      We start to make our way over to the docks, and I realise that everyone in the group has their eyes on me, waiting for my call. Guess this leader thing is happening whether I want it to or not, I think grimly. “We can’t go back to the island, that much is obvious,” I say, keeping my voice low as I shuffle up to the attendant and hand him my ticket. “We’ll get eaten alive. The trouble is, they’re going to have people on us back in the U.K. It would be foolish to think that they won’t.”

      “So what do we do?” asks Shade.

      “We’ll need to find somewhere to lie low,” I reply, running a hand through my hair. “Except I don’t know…” I stop then, my eyes going wide as we mount the gangplank and come to sit on one of the benches on the ferry. It’s almost the top of the hour, and the dock workers are getting ready to shove off. Good. I’ve had enough of this city to last a lifetime. I snap my head around to look at Silas, who’s taken a seat on my other side. “You said you and your family lived in a shifter community, right?”

      “Technically, yeah,” the dragon shifter replies. “Although I wouldn’t feel safe going back there, considering what the humans did to my parents. I don’t even know if anyone is still there.”

      “But there are others like it, though, right?” I persist. “I mean, that’s what they said about the Boston Academy     --     there are shifter neighbourhoods all over the place around here. Maybe we can find one back home… the suburbs, maybe? Or somewhere in the countryside?”

      “We’re more likely to find one in one of the big cities,” replies Hunter, crossing his arms. “London, Birmingham, Edinburgh… Where, though, I don’t know. Maybe if I can talk to my dad…”

      “No way,” Xander says urgently. “The Academy’s going to be monitoring communications, especially with faculty members. They’ll be on us in no time.”

      “You’re right,” says Hunter, sounding crestfallen. “I just… worry about him. And my sister. That’s all.”

      Instinctively, I reach out and put a hand on his arm; I feel him relax a little under my touch. I don’t have to say anything, but he shoots me a grateful look. None of us are      having an easy go of it right now.

      “Well, it sounds like we have a starting point, then,” I say as the ferry begins to move out onto the water. “We’ll just have to hope we can afford same-day flights to the other side of the planet.”

      No one has anything to say about that, and as we bob and lurch over the murky blue water, I’m left to concentrate on not getting seasick. Boats have never sat well with me, and the stress I’m under isn’t helping things. My churning stomach has me going pale in the face, clenching my hands in my lap.      Silas, seemingly noticing my discomfort, slides an arm around my shoulders, pulling me comfortingly against his side.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I don’t miss the odd look that crosses Hunter’s face, but the vampire shifter doesn’t say anything.

      Somehow, I make it the rest of the way across the water without losing my breakfast, and hurry down the gangplank on legs that are still unsteady. I’m so preoccupied with getting on solid ground again that I don’t even pay attention to the airport ahead of us, and I nearly trip over my own feet when a hand flies out and grabs mine. “What-” I begin, glancing up to see Hazel staring at the terminal with wide eyes.

      “Bad,” she says in a low, tense voice. “Twelve o’clock, by the entrance.”

      My brow furrows as I follow her gaze, and for a moment I don’t understand what the fuss is about… but then I see it, and my heart sinks. “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” Shade agrees, coming to a stop beside us. “Shit is right.”

      “Is that…?” asks Landon.

      “One of Russo’s,” Ruby replies, looking around. “Two, actually. No, wait, three. The guy on the left is a dragon shifter. I’m not sure about the others, but I know they aren’t human.”

      “What are they doing here?” Xander asks.

      “Three guesses,” Shade fires back.

      “So that’s where the Academy people have gone,” says Hunter, and as I look around, I can see that he’s right: the airport is surrounded by familiar faces, none of them on our side. They might not all be shifters, but they’re sure as hell not here to help us, and they seem to be waiting for something.

      Us.

      “They must have figured we would try to escape,” mutters Hazel. “They’ve got the whole damn place blocked off.”

      “Well, there goes that plan,” gripes Landon. “And here I was thinking we could just catch a ride out of this fucking place.”

      “Can’t we sneak past them?” protests Hunter.

      “With this many?” Silas asks incredulously. “Doubtful. And they’ve probably got humans ID’ing people on the inside. Deep pockets, and all that.”

      “Fuck,” Shade says, throwing his hands up and raking them through his sandy hair. “Now what?”

      I can feel the others watching me again, waiting for direction, and the answer comes to me in an instant. I square my shoulders and take out my phone. “I think I have an idea.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

      

    

    
      My hands are shaking as I bring up the text message that’s been burning a hole in my pocket ever since it arrived. Come to London if you want to survive this or he will make you watch them all die, it reads, as cryptic and ominous as can be. It came from a private number, and although I’ve done a little digging to try to locate the source, I’m no closer now than I was before. I hate the fact that I’m even considering this, but we don’t have much of a choice. Normally, upon receiving a mysterious and vaguely threatening text message from a stranger, most people would delete it and pretend it never happened.

      But I think we’ve established by now that I’m not most people.

      The unknown messenger, whoever they are, first reached out to me during the human-shifter diplomatic conference that brought us to Boston in the first place. The only problem, of course, was that the two communities seem to be past the point of peaceful negotiations. Things are escalating beneath the surface, and the worst part is that most humans, in the dark about supernatural beings, don’t even realise how dangerous their world has become. That’s not the point, though. The point is that I first received a warning message before Hawthorne even attacked the convention centre, which means whoever is behind the texts has an in with the mucky-mucks. Whether they’re on our side, though, is another story.

      “Boots?” the sound of Hunter’s uncertain voice pulls me back to reality, and I realise with a start that I’ve been staring down at my cell phone in silence. “We lost you for a second, there.”

      “Sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “I was just thinking. Look, I’m not totally sure on the transportation thing, if I’m being honest, but if the Academy is this gun      ho about finding us, then we ought to consider finding outside help.”

      “I’m all for that,” Landon says dryly. “It’s not like we’re a bunch of half-trained university students or anything.”

      “Do you have someone in mind, Boots?” Silas asks, brow furrowing.

      “Maybe,” I reply, biting the inside of my lip. I can feel a blush creeping into my cheeks. “It’s… a possibility, anyway.”

      “You don’t sound super convinced,” remarks Hazel.

      “That’s because I’m not,” I explain. “The truth is, I got a text from someone during the conference, telling me to watch my back.”

      “Who was it from?” asks Shade, crossing his arms.

      “That’s the problem,” I say. “I’m not sure.”

      “You realise it could’ve been Lyle, right?” asks Ruby. “Or any of the other Academy bastards trying to throw you off.”

      “I know, and that’s what I thought, too,” I concede. “At least, at first. But then…” I sigh, looking down. It’s embarrassing that I’ve kept this from the others, but I wasn’t expecting to need to resort to this. We’re backed into a corner. “After we escaped from the campus, when we were first running back into the city, I got another text,” I explain, choosing my words carefully. “Same number, but I have no idea who it belongs to. Hell, I don’t even know the area code; it was unlisted. It said that we need to come to London if we want to survive this.”

      “And that’s it?” asks Shade, sounding incredulous.

      “I texted them back, asking who they were, but they never responded to me.”

      “Great,” mutters Landon. “That doesn’t exactly bode well.”

      “I know,” I admit, “and that’s why I didn’t say anything earlier. I was hoping we wouldn’t have to… But now I’m starting to think we might not have a choice.”

      “So you think we should do it, then?” asks Xander. He and Ruby exchange a look. “Just like that?”

      “I’m not sure it’s a good idea,” Hunter says, shifting uncomfortably. “We don’t even know who they are.”

      “That’s a fair point,” Silas agrees. “For all we know, it could be someone from the Academy, trying to lure us back there. What if it’s a trap to corner us?”

      “To be fair, that wouldn’t make a whole lot of sense,” Landon points out. “If they wanted us back at the Academy, why wouldn’t they just tell us to meet them there?”

      “Maybe they’re finally realising we’re smarter than they gave us credit for,” Shade suggests with a smirk.

      “I guess that’s a possibility,” I acknowledge, my face falling. “You know what? Never mind. Forget I said anything. We can figure out another way to-”

      “Well, wait a minute,” Hazel interrupts, holding up a hand. “I don’t think we should just ignore this.”

      “But we could be walking right into a trap,” protests Hunter. “We can’t let M-” He stops himself, clears his throat, and says, “We can’t let any of us get hurt.” His blue eyes flicker to me, and then down to the ground.

      “We have to think big picture, though,” argues Hazel. “Let’s just say this is a trap, and someone’s trying to capture us. They obviously already know where we are, or they wouldn’t have sent that warning during the convention, right? Which means if we don’t take them up on their offer, we could just be inviting them to come attack us while we’re sitting in Boston with our asses hanging out.”

      “So we leave Boston,” suggests Xander. “We can take a train down the coast, find a way to-”

      “Do you really think the humans are going to let us leave the city?” Hazel asks. “They’ve blocked off the airport. They know they have us trapped here, and they’re just going to keep tightening the net. I wouldn’t be surprised if the train station already has agents there      waiting for us.”

      I can see the wheels turning in Shade’s head, and he nods slowly, looking at Hazel. “You’re saying it would be better to have someone spring a trap on us if we’re in London.”

      “Exactly,” says the siren shifter. “Boston is crawling with Academy enforcers. Twice as many, with the UK humans still looking for us, and that’s not even counting the school board and the ambassadors. For all we know, everyone in the damn city is out to get us. At least if we had to duke it out with your mysterious contact in London, Millie, we wouldn’t be running the risk of the entire city coming after us.”

      “And that’s all assuming your contact isn’t on their side,” Silas points out, sounding thoughtful. “It could be that they do want to help us. Remember Josie?”

      I hum in agreement, thinking back to the faculty fellow who risked everything to help us escape from lockdown at the Boston campus. God, I hope she’s okay.

      “Maybe you’re right,” admits Hunter.

      Silas turns to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Listen, Boots, we meant what we said. You’re running this show, and we’ll follow you. To the end of the earth, if we have to.” His dark eyes bore into mine, smouldering, and his words fill me with renewed confidence     --     as well as renewed longing. “It’s your call, at the end of the day. We trust you.” He looks up at Xander, Hazel, and Ruby for confirmation, and they nod their agreement.

      “Give me a sec,” I say, already turning back to my phone and tapping out a message to the unknown number. I’m not expecting a reply, but it’s worth getting as much information as I can before I sign the group up for something dangerous.

      Where in London? I write before sending the message.

      We wait for a few moments;      the others looking anxiously around at the Academy agents by the airport, and I’m debating having us return to the hotel when my phone vibrates. Surprised, I pull it back out and glance down at the screen, hardly daring to hope…

      But there it is, in plain English. Hyde Park, the message reads. Speakers’ Corner. Come while it’s light out, and message when you’re on route. I will be waiting.

      I feel a burst of hope as I relay the message back to my friends. “That’s… better than I was expecting,” says Silas.

      “I’ll say,” Landon puts in. “I can’t think of anywhere more public than Hyde Park. And during the daytime…” He grins. “There will be people everywhere. It would be impossible for them to capture us without a bunch of bystanders seeing.”

      “Not to mention the space,” adds Shade. “I don’t mind destroying a few sculptures if it means kicking a few of those bastards’ asses.”

      “The risk is lower this way,” acknowledges Ruby. “I say we go for it.”

      “There’s still one problem, though,” says Hunter, who has been silent the whole time. We turn to look at him questioningly, and he raises his eyebrows, gesturing around. “We still have no way of getting there,” he says. “Last I checked, we can’t just walk across the ocean.”

      “Maybe you can’t,” teases Landon. “Hazel and I have the swimming thing locked down.”

      The vampire shifter rolls his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

      “What about Boots?” asks Shade, nodding in my direction. “You can shift into your witch form. You could teleport us over there.”

      “That’s…” I splutter, feeling put on the spot. “That’s not possible. I’ve never transported anyone before!”

      “But you have been taught the spell, haven’t you?” asks Silas.

      “Technically, yeah,” I admit, rubbing the back of my neck. “At least, I think so. If I can remember it. But, guys, come on… the faculty fellows have been doing this for years! You saw how exhausted they got after warping us to Boston. Do you really think I could get us all to London without fucking it up?”

      “You’re stronger than any of us,” Hazel points out.

      “What if I send us to the wrong place?” I protest. “Or worse, what if I lose focus and we end up getting dropped into the ocean?”

      “Silas and I can help,” offers Ruby. “We can carry you guys to dry land, if we have to. I really think this is our best bet, Millie.”

      I fidget, looking from one hopeful face to the next, not wanting to disappoint them but overwhelmed by my own insecurity. It’s true that I learned the theory of teleportation back in one of my witch shifting classes, but theory and practise are two very different things. The idea of any of the guys getting hurt because of me…

      So what are you going to do, then? a voice in my head speaks up. It’s not like you have a lot of options, here.

      I can feel myself resigning to it even before I open my mouth. “Okay,” I say quietly. “I can try.”

      “Good,” says Silas, looking relieved. “Then we just need to find some place where we won’t be seen, and we can-”

      “I hate to interrupt,” Landon says, his tone worrisome, “but I think it’s a little late for that.” He nods in the direction of the airport, and when I follow his gaze, my blood runs cold. Two of the Academy representatives by the front entrance are staring straight at us. One of them murmurs something to the other, and then they both begin moving rapidly in our direction.

      “Shit,” says Shade. “We have to get out of here!”

      Here goes nothing, I think, and close my eyes.
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      In case it wasn’t clear already, I don’t have a great deal of faith in my own abilities. It’s less a matter of self-esteem, although considering the circumstances of my childhood, that’s not exactly stunning either.           The issue is that I’ve had the equivalent of less than a year’s training in something not only incredibly difficult, but incredibly dangerous. It’s all made exponentially worse by the fact that I have five forms to keep track of, each with its own devastating supernatural abilities, and the last thing I want is to end up causing more problems than I solve with my own magic.

      Even as I clamp my eyes shut, brow furrowing in concentration as I dig for that by-now familiar cool spot in my stomach     --     my own personal reserve of magic     --     I find myself panicking a little. What if I can’t manage it? Or worse, what if I only half manage it, and some of us don’t make it all the way? Oh god, I think, my heart pounding a little faster, or what if I end up dismembering us? I heard stories during my first few witchcraft lessons, cautionary tales about young witch shifters who got a little too enthusiastic with the teleportation and ended up losing limbs and organs because they weren’t focused enough to do a fully-fledged job. The idea makes me feel a little queasy, but there’s no time to worry about it now; I can hear voices coming from up ahead, and I don’t need to open my eyes to know that they’re coming from the Academy watchdogs. Those bastards.

      “Millie, I don’t want to rush you,” Hazel says breathlessly, “but you might want to double-time it!”

      “I’m trying,” I grit out through my teeth, trying to steady my breath long enough to summon enough raw power for the spell. The witch powers haven’t exactly come easily to me, and this is something so high-level that I’m not even sure it’s in my wheelhouse; that’s the problem with being a witch shifter: it’s not enough just to get into the form. After that you need to learn how to cast spells, something that doesn’t hinder any of the other species. It’s like learning an entirely new level of magic. I try to remember my training     --     specifically, what Shade taught me about transforming     --     and focus on the present moment. Which is      not hard to do, considering the people currently coming after us.      I bring      my powers to the forefront and allow      them to seep through my being. A surge of triumph washes over me as I can feel the coolness of my magic permeate my body, a telltale sign that I’m on the verge of transforming, and I open my eyes just in time to see my skin turning ruby red, the magic accessible to this form bursting out of my chest in a tidal wave.

      “Atta girl,” Landon says, looking at me a little wonderingly as energy begins to radiate from my palms.

      “Don’t congratulate me yet,” I warn him, rubbing my hands together and trying desperately to remember the spell. It sounded easy in theory when it was first explained to me: the key is to focus on your destination while allowing your raw power to engulf you and the people you’re transporting. Although now I’m quickly discovering that that’s easier said than done. London, I think, panic beginning to consume me as the Academy representatives draw ever closer. Come on. We need to get to London. Frowning, I try to concentrate on the city, imagining the big landmarks and the skyline over the water, as pretty and picturesque as a postcard. Extending my hands, I allow my powers to flow out…

      But nothing happens. I crack open my eye, dismayed to see that we’re exactly where we were. Except there’s no time to troubleshoot; within moments the two lackeys are on top of us, and it’s clear in an instant that they’re no mere humans. The one on the left is already sprouting fur,      drawing quite a few stares from the innocent bystanders, although I’m sure the other agents will be around in no time to do damage control.           The one on the left exhales a jet of flame so hot that it burns blue in the warm Boston air. My eyes go wide, but Silas pushes me out of the way just in time, taking hold of my hand without even being aware of it.

      “We have eyes on the escaped students,” the wolf yells, his voice loud and insistent. “We’re going to need backup!”

      “Like hell,” mutters Landon, who is already transforming, and one look around at the group shows me he’s not alone; the others are all shapeshifting already, even Hunter, who seems to be having a slower go of it.

      Shade is on the other wolf in an instant, the two beasts colliding in a growling mess of fur, claws and teeth.           The dragon shifter is sprouting wings before our eyes, swiping out at Hunter with claws as sharp as daggers. The vampire shifter lunges out of the way, his superior speed saving him from being eviscerated, and Hazel opens her mouth to use her siren song, but Xander beats her to it, putting himself in front of her and lunging for the throat of the dragon shifter      who has now fully transformed. The skirmish is sudden and intense, and it takes me a moment to remember what I’m supposed to be doing; heart racing, I struggle to picture London again, willing my magic to get us there, but it still isn’t working, and I almost cry out in frustration.

      It can’t have been more than a minute since we were first spotted, but already I can see the other Academy cronies approaching us fast; within seconds, we’ll be surrounded. “Boots-” says Shade, struggling to fend off the other wolf.

      “I need time!” I protest. “We have to move, now!”

      To their credit, the others don’t need to be told twice, and we pull back from the enemies as quickly as we engaged with them, whirling around and making a beeline in the opposite direction. A blast of fire sails over the top of my head, singing a few of the hairs there and making me wince. Silas, who still hasn’t let go of my hand, whirls around and unleashes a fireball of his own, this one considerably smaller than the other dragon shifter's, and I hear him swear under his breath.

      More fire rains down on us, and I hardly dare to look to see whether the others are okay. Just have to find somewhere to work, I think, just need to buy a little time     --

      But as if on cue, other magic joins with the enemy fire, and I realise with a sinking feeling that they have us outnumbered. “Where do we go?” yells Ruby, ducking to avoid a blast of telekinetic energy from one of the others.

      “I don’t--” I begin, but then my eyes go wide as I remember that we took the ferry to get here; we’re essentially trapped on this side of the city, like sitting ducks. In the distance, I can make out a couple of overpasses leading back in the direction we came from, but they’re covered, and clearly not meant for pedestrians; letting out a cry of frustration, I turn around and hurl a bolt of my own witch magic back at the closest pursuer, the wolf. It pushes him backward, and he stumbles, and we don’t waste any of the precious few seconds it buys us, tearing up to the edge of the water like our lives depend on it.

      “Shit,” Hazel exclaims, staring down at the churning waves below us. In the distance, I can see the ferry, but it’s stopped on the other side of the water, no doubt waiting to bring another batch of passengers over; no help to be found there. “What do we do?!”

      “Jump?” suggests Landon. We all stare at him for a moment      and then back down at the murky water. It’s not the worst idea      and considering our options…

      I give him a firm nod, and without hesitation I leap into the water. Hazel yells out at me, but as soon as I hit the water and start paddling like my life depends on it, the others quickly realise I’m not drowning and follow me in. A few more blasts strike the surface of the water, sending up spouts of spray and steam, but our attackers’ accuracy is limited from up above, and we swim like we’ve never swum before, bolting to the left to put some distance between ourselves and the airport. I bob under the water, already digging for my magic, and when I come up I yell for Shade and Hunter to give me their hands. They oblige, linking up with the others so that we form a circle. “Any minute now, Boots!” says Shade.

      I’m tempted to snark something back at him, but instead focus on concentrating; we’re not out of the woods yet. The water is freezing and filthy around me, getting in my eyes and dragging me down with its weight, but I force myself to think.           What am I doing wrong?

      It hits me in an instant, and I could almost kick myself for missing something so obvious: I wasn’t being detailed enough. It’s a bit like shapeshifting     --     you need to be specific, or it won’t work. Once again I close my eyes and imagine London, but instead of a general view I focus on Speakers’ Corner itself: the colour of the leaves on the trees, the feeling of the dirt beneath my feet, the noise of the traffic on the nearby roads. And just like that, we begin to go intangible, the world around us fading to a blur only to be replaced with that same dirt and grass. I struggle to maintain my focus, throwing everything I have behind the spell…

      And it works. Wiping the water out of my eyes, I look around to see that we’re standing in the late afternoon sun of London, still dripping wet, but exactly where we need to be. “You did it, Boots!” exclaims Landon, and I give him a weak nod before a wave of exhaustion hits me, making me stumble backwards.

      Shade catches me, helping me onto a bench. “That was a hell of a workout,” he observes. “You all right, Boots?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I pant. “Just need some time to rest.”

      “I can’t believe you managed that,” Ruby says wonderingly. “And you took us straight here.”

      “As long as we’re away from those Academy bastards, I’m happy,” Silas says dryly, sitting on my other side.

      Shade puts an arm around my shaking shoulders, and I lean into the warmth of his body, exhaustion already threatening to overpower me. “Better text your contact now, Boots,” he tells me. “No time like the present, and all that.”
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      All I get in response from my mysterious ally is a terse reply of, Be there in half an hour, so we’re left to sit in the park and wait, hoping that whoever it is will be on our side after all. With the sun streaming down on me, I warm up rather quickly, although I still feel like I’ve run a marathon, no doubt the result of overexerting myself. I find myself sagging into Shade’s embrace, nearly nodding off a couple times as the wolf shifter absently runs his fingers through my hair, working the tangles out.

      When I hear a voice calling my name, I’m sure I’m hallucinating. Not possible, I think groggily. I’m cracking up from the heat. I haven’t heard that voice in years.           So long, now, in fact, that I had almost forgotten what it sounded like. And yet, my eyes go wide as a figure approaches us from further up the path, a person who might as well have stepped straight out of my past and into this new, crazy world. Disbelief filling me, I struggle to sit up. Peering at her with eyes that don’t buy what they’re seeing, I manage to utter one wonder struck word, the pendant in my boot rubbing insistently against the sole of my foot like the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle.

      “Mollie?”
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          Chapter 7

        

      

    

    
      I feel like I’m in a dream. One would think that by now I would have learned not to make any assumptions about the world around me.           Yet I find myself at a loss for words as I watch a phantom from my childhood cross over the swathe of grass to come to a stop right in front of me. She’s close enough to touch, and almost everything about her is like I remembered: the crow’s feet at the corners of her eyes, which are a bright cornflower blue; her stout stature; the way that she smiles. Her mousy brown hair is shorter than it was when I was living with her, and she’s lost some weight, but there’s no doubt in my mind that it’s her. This is the one woman I could have seen myself living with until adulthood, and yet, like so many other things, she was snatched away from me without any consent on my part.

      Beneath the layer of awestruck wonder are so many questions that I barely even know where to begin. Mollie is human     --     at least, that’s what I assumed     --     and nothing happened during the time she was fostering me to give me the impression that she knew about shifters. What is she doing in London? How did she get in contact with me in the first place? What is her connection to all this? There are too many loose ends to process, and I find myself standing and staring at her, mouth agape, as I try to make sense of what I’m seeing.

      “You probably have questions,” she says after what feels like an eternity. Her expression is gentle, understanding, and even as I stand there, I can feel something coming apart inside of me. She shuffles her feet, looking a little uncomfortable, and starts again. “I know this probably wasn’t what you were expecting, but-”

      I cut her off, shooting to my feet in a heartbeat, my exhaustion from the teleportation spell all but forgotten. I throw my arms around her before I can even think about it, squeezing her as tightly as I dare and burying my face in her shoulder. She chuckles ruefully, a sound I thought I would never hear again, and I realise that I’m crying, staining her jumper.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammer, pulling back, still at a loss. “Your sweater…”

      “Hey, hey,” Mollie says, putting an arm on my shoulder as she looks at me. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the guys watching the display, looking curious and confused all at once. “Don’t worry about the sweater, Millie. To hell with the sweater.”

      That gets a watery laugh from me, and I dab at my eyes self-consciously, in spite of the fact that I’m already dripping wet from the harbour. “I don’t even know where to start,” I say, shaking my head in disbelief. “Why are you here, Mollie? How do you even know about…”

      “Shapeshifters? Human splinter groups? The Academy?” At this last word, her expression darkens for a split second. “Would you believe me if I told you I’ve always known?”

      I open and close my mouth a couple times, still scrambling to make sense of the situation. “How…?”

      “Why don’t we take a walk?” Mollie suggests. “You look like you could stand to dry off a little. You all do, actually,” she amends, taking a skeptical look around at my ragtag group.

      “Hang on a second,” Silas pipes up, taking a wary step forward. “I’m sorry, Boots, but you’re going to have to catch me up, here.”

      “He’s not the only one who’s confused,” gripes Hunter.

      “‘Boots’?” asks Mollie, laughing. “That’s quite the nickname.”

      “Who is this woman, Millie?” asks Hazel, coming to stand on my other side.

      “She’s a friend,” I explain, putting a hand on Mollie’s arm. “She was my foster mother, once upon a time.”

      “I sure was,” Mollie agrees. “I’d still be, if I had my way. You were the best kid I ever took in, Millie, and I’m not just saying that because you’re a shifter.” She frowns. “Too bad we humans can’t seem to leave well enough alone.”

      “Humans?” My brow furrows. “Wait, are you saying you had something to do with the people who run the Academy?”

      “Not exactly,” Mollie replies, “but that’s a long story. How about we get you kids somewhere safe? You look like you could use a change of clothes, too.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Shade pipes up.           His grey eyes narrow as he sizes up my former caretaker. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, people. How do we know this lady is who she says she is?”

      “I…” My voice trails off as I turn back to Mollie. He has a point.

      “I mean, you have to admit, it’s awfully convenient that your mysterious contact just happens to be your old foster mum,” reasons the wolf shifter. I can feel him shift protectively next to me as he straightens up, his fingers brushing mine.

      “I can understand your skepticism,” Mollie says, her expression kind. “I wouldn’t be so quick to trust me either      if I were in your shoes. You folks have been through a lot these past few days, haven’t you?”

      I swallow, unease settling into my stomach once more. I’m aware that highly      trained witches have ways of changing their appearance, creating fetches and illusions of other people, but it’s not an easy skill to master. Still, if this was someone sent by the Academy… Squaring my shoulders, I cross my arms. “My… friends are right,” I say. “This is a hell of a coincidence, if you’re telling the truth.” Biting my lip, I think for a moment. What’s something only the real Mollie would know? “What made us friends in the first place?” I ask her, raising an eyebrow. “I mean, what specifically?”

      “Our names,” Mollie replies without missing a beat. “One letter difference. I remember when I pointed that out, that was the first time I saw you smile.” As if to drive her point home, she nods down at me. “Do you still have that pendant I gave you?”

      I can’t help but break out in a smile. “Of course,” I reply. “The cord broke, but I keep it in my shoe.”

      “Hence the name,” Mollie says, nodding her approval. “It’s all starting to make sense.” She glances around at the others. “You keep handsome company too, I see.” I can feel the colour rising in my cheeks at that, and she laughs. “I’m just teasing you. Come on, we should get out of this park. People are starting to give you weird looks. What the hell happened to you guys, anyway?”

      “It’s a long story,” I reply before turning to the others. “Guys, this is one of my foster parents. Mollie.”

      “Pleasure,” she says, extending her hand to each of my friends in turn as they introduce themselves. “Are you all shifters, too?”

      “Yes,” answers Landon. “We had a bit of a near-miss back in Boston. The Academy has the whole city on watch.”

      Mollie sighs as she beckons toward the path, and we follow in a cluster, like a group of baby ducklings trailing behind their mother. “I’m not surprised,” she admits as we walk, putting her hands in her pockets. “I heard about what happened at the convention centre. Bad business, and it’s not going to stop any     time soon.”

      “Speaking of which,” I say, “how on earth do you know about… well, any of this?”

      “It’s a long story,” Mollie echoes my earlier words. “The truth is, I’ve known about shifters since I was a little girl. My parents were on the committee managing human-shifter relations in the U.K. That was before I realised just how corrupt the organisation was.”

      “So you… what, keep tabs on us?” asks Hunter, sounding incredulous as we come to a stop beside the main road.

      Mollie chuckles. “Hardly. Although I’ve spent enough time sheltering shifters on the run that I have a decent network of contacts.”

      “Is that why you took me in?” I breathe, staring up at her.

      She turns to me, fondness in her eyes. “When I found out they were using innocent children to create hybrids, my heart went out to you. A little girl      experimented on as a baby, with no parents to speak of and no understanding of the world she lived in…” She shakes her head sadly. “I thought I could keep you safe. I just wasn’t expecting the humans to take you away from me.”

      “So they reassigned you, is that it?” asks Silas.

      “They knew I sympathised with the shifter community, yes,” replies Mollie. “When they caught wind of the fact that I was fostering you, Millie, they were fit to be tied. I think they wanted you kept in the dark as long as possible, so that you would be malleable, susceptible to their propaganda.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this when I was living with you?” I ask.

      “I wanted to,” admits Mollie. “God knows I wanted to. I planned on it, too, once your powers started to manifest. Looking back, I could have saved you a lot of grief if I had come clean earlier.” She sighs. “At any rate, when I found out they were dragging you kids to the U.S. for some bullshit peace talks, I had a bad feeling. I texted you from a burner phone. I had hoped you would at least be able to keep yourself safe…”

      “Well, none of us has died so far,” Landon observes dryly.

      We continue to weave our way east, towards the centre of the city. The sun is warming me up a little, although my muscles are still fatigued; I end up having to lean on Landon for support as we go, and I’m not oblivious to the curious glance Mollie gives me when she sees the physical affection.

      “So, tell me,” she says as we turn onto a quiet street, “just how do you kids know each other?”

      “We’re friends,” Xander supplies. “Well, at least      Ruby, Hazel, and I are. As for the others…”

      “We were the original test subjects,” Silas explains quietly. “For the hybrid experiment.”

      “Then you haven’t had an easy go of it,” Mollie observes. “For whatever it’s worth, you are all welcome to stay at my flat as long as you need to. I can’t promise I can keep you safe, but I’ve done a decent job with the other shifters who have passed through.” We arrive outside a pristine-looking apartment, following Mollie inside and up to the second level. She unlocks the front door and we file in one at a time, finding ourselves in a sprawling, well-lit, multi-room flat.

      “This place is huge,” breathes Hazel.

      “The perks of having friends in high places,” Mollie says, grinning. “Make yourselves at home. Although, I have to say, this is an interesting situation.”

      “How so?” asks Shade incredulously.

      “All six test subjects under one roof,” marvels Mollie, putting her hands on her hips.

      “Six?” I ask, my eyes going wide. “You mean, there’s another one?” I’ve always known that there must be, since I have access to the witch form, but so much time has passed that I was starting to think I would never meet her.

      “Damn right, there’s another one,” Mollie says, peering down one of the hallways. “Edith!” she yells. “We have more guests! Come out and say hello!”

      “Just a second,” comes a muffled female voice.

      Moments later, a door opens, and I find myself face to face with the last piece of the puzzle, the last ingredient in my strange past.
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          Chapter 8

        

      

    

    
      To describe her as “pretty” would be an understatement. She was radiant, almost ethereal, like I might picture a fairy, if fairies existed. Her stature is svelte and petite, her skin pale and pearlescent, contrasted by her jet-black pixie cut and vivid green eyes. The girl smiles, and although it only takes a second for her expression to shift from vague distrust to jovial friendliness, a second is all I need to feel a brief pang of unease.

      For a moment, neither of us speaks, and I can’t shake the feeling that she’s sizing me up as much as I’m sizing her up. This is the last test subject, the girl responsible for giving me my witch powers. I’m expecting to feel happy, reassured, even, now that the last question has been answered. By all accounts, it should be cathartic, especially considering the danger our little posse is in…

      But.

      Something about her gives me pause, and the frustrating thing is that I can’t even put my finger on it. She’s gorgeous, that’s obvious, and I can feel the others watching me expectantly, no doubt curious about how I’ll react to the new addition, but something still feels off.

      You’re being ridiculous, I tell myself, forcing myself to smile at her. There’s literally no reason to be suspicious. If anything, you should be happy to have finally met her. So why the hell do I have this strange feeling in the pit of my stomach?

      The girl breaks the silence, her voice tinkling      with the hint of an Irish lilt. “You must be Millie Brix,” she says, extending a delicate hand to me. “My name is Edith Conaway. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      I blink, my movements stiff and rusty as I accept her proffered hand, half-wondering if I’ll break it if I shake it too hard. “You know who I am?” I ask with dull surprise. It’s a stupid question, considering who she’s been living with, but it takes me aback just the same.

      Edith laughs, a bell-like sound that is half-beautiful and half-grating. “Of course,” she says. “It would be a bit strange if I didn’t at least know your name, considering…” She gestures vaguely around. “Well, everything.”

      “I… guess that’s a fair point,” I admit.

      “Mollie told me about what happened at the peace convention,” Edith goes on, sidling up to my former foster mother with a familiarity that makes me bristle in spite of myself. “It must have been dreadful. For the humans to attack like that…” She shakes her head. “Well, you’re safe here, at any rate.” I glance over at Hazel, who clears her throat. “Oh my god, I feel like a buffoon,” exclaims Edith. “Here I am, acting like you’re the only one here. Are the rest of you shifters as well?”

      “That’s right,” Silas replies stiffly, indicating the rest of the guys. “Believe it or not, we’re the other shifters who the humans experimented on.”

      “Is that so?” Edith asks, her eyes going wide as she sweeps her gaze from one face to the next. The corner of her mouth twitches, and her eyes linger on each of the guys a little longer than I’m comfortable with     .

      Landon shifts uncomfortably from foot to foot, coming to stand beside me and slides an arm around my waist. “Boots here is the common denominator,” he announces, clearly trying to inject some levity.

      “Boots?” asks Edith, tilting her head to one side.

      “It’s sort of our nickname for Millie,” Shade explains, nodding in my direction.

      “Their nickname, not ours,” Hazel adds dryly.

      “Well, it’s good to meet you all,” says Edith, beaming around at the assembled shifters. “It looks like we have more in common than I thought.”

      “You could say so,” Hunter replies, and the witch shifter turns to look at him once more, her expression unreadable.

      “Well,” says Mollie, clapping her hands together, either unaware of the tension or simply not caring. “There’s no need to stand on ceremony, folks. My place is your place. Make yourselves at home.” She points first towards the hallway on the left, and then the one on the right. “My bedroom is the last door on the left. There are two other empty rooms, although I’ve been told the couch is quite comfortable, too. Edith has taken one of the spare rooms, but…”

      “I would be happy to share with someone,” the witch shifter hastens to assure us, giving me another one of those coy half-smiles. “After all, we might as well be family.”

      “Ah, right,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck before turning to the others. “Guys? Thoughts?”

      Landon shrugs his shoulders. “You’re the one calling the shots here, Boots.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes, and make my way to the opposite hallway, pausing to peer into each of the unoccupied bedrooms. In spite of its size, the flat is sparsely furnished, with few accessories and even fewer decorations. As if reading my mind, Mollie says, “I know the trappings aren’t much, but I’m afraid we can’t get too comfortable here. There’s no telling when we might need to leave in a hurry.”

      “So you’ve spent all this time sheltering shifters?” Silas asks as he comes to look around with me.

      “More or less, yeah,” Mollie replies. “Most humans would call it insanity, but I would call it doing the right thing. Anyone who says things between us and the shifters are fine clearly hasn’t been paying attention.” Turning to address the others, she announces, “I’m going to go out and get some supplies     --     we’ve got a full house now. You guys make yourselves comfortable, but don’t let your guards down. As far as I know, the Academy presence in London is pretty high.”

      “What about wards?” asks Hunter, looking from Mollie to me. “I don’t want to pressure you, Boots, but it might be worth fortifying this place.”

      “I…” I furrow my brow, biting my lip. The basic protection enchantments I can remember from my time at the Academy might hold against humans, but shifters are another story, and I barely passed that practical. “I mean, I could try… I’m still pretty beat from the teleportation, but maybe if I eat something first…”

      “No need,” Edith announces. “Not to gloat, but I’m pretty skilled at warding.”

      “Plot twist,” jokes Landon, crossing his arms.

      “Have at it, Edith,” Mollie says, already pulling on her coat. “Don’t exhaust yourself. I’ll be back in a bit, everyone. Don’t get up to too much trouble while I’m gone.” She tips me a wink, the friendliness on her face bringing me momentarily back to a simpler time of my life, and I can’t help but rush back over to her, embracing her tightly.

      “Thank you, Mollie,” I tell her, meaning it. “Seriously. We would’ve been fucked if you hadn’t found us.”

      “Oh, hardly,” she laughs, “although I appreciate the compliment.” With that, she grabs her handbag and walks out the front door, leaving the rest of us to take in the new dynamic.

      “Well,” says Ruby, putting her hands on her hips, “I guess we should probably     --”

      “Wards first,” announces Edith, already moving towards the door.

      “Wait,” I protest. “What about when Mollie gets back?”

      “Relax,” the witch shifter tells me. “She understands our magic. If it makes you feel better, though, I’ll make it semi-permeable.”

      “I… didn’t know you could do that,” I mutter, feeling sheepish. Edith doesn’t respond.           Instead closes      her eyes, and when she transforms, it’s controlled and precise     --     nothing like the struggle I always have when I change forms. Green eyes now onyx black, skin ruby red, she extends her arms, and within seconds the room is pulsing with magical energy.

      I exchange a look with Shade, who looks incredulous, and Hunter, who looks dumbfounded, as a bright blue glyph manifests against the door, glowing more and more intensely until its power is nearly blinding. Almost as soon as it appears, it fades away, leaving behind an afterglow that I’ve come to identify as a sign of enchantment.

      “Damn,” Hazel says, crossing her arms. “That’s impressive. Can you do that, Millie?”

      “Not a chance,” I admit, swallowing hard. I can’t help but feel a twinge of envy at the ease with which she cast the spell     --     how long did that take her to learn? I’ve been practising for almost two semesters and I still have trouble just getting into my form. Sour grapes, I tell myself. She’s on your side.

      For some reason, that doesn’t make me feel much better.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      With the flat secure, the rest of us are left to spread out and explore the place. I’m reminded of our time at the American Academy, but don’t find myself missing it all that much; at least there are no asshole RAs getting in our way this time.

      “Ruby, Xander and I will take the room next to Edith’s, if that’s all right,” Hazel says, turning to the twins for confirmation.

      “Of course,” I assure her listlessly. “Go for it.”

      “I volunteer for the couch,” Landon announces, putting a sombre hand to his chest with a tone of mock-seriousness that gets a laugh out of me. “It’s a rough job, but someone has to do it.”

      Shade elbows him. “Good luck getting away with anything squatting in the living room.”

      “Unlike you, Ivis, we’re not all delinquents,” Landon fires back.

      “Okay, okay,” I say, laughing. “Shade? Silas? Hunter?”

      “The far room is fine with me,” Silas says. He turns to the wolf shifter, who shrugs.

      “Fine by me,” Shade agrees. “Boots? Wanna join?” He raises an inquisitive eyebrow, making my face heat up.

      “I mean…” I glance over at Hunter, the odd one out. “Hunter? What do you think?”

      “Hunter can stay in my room,” Edith offers, coming to stand next to the vampire shifter. “There’s plenty of space. We can set up a sleeping bag on the floor, maybe.”

      Hunter looks torn, glancing with uncertainty      from me to Edith. Something passes over his face when he sees me     --     a combination of melancholy and frustration     --     and then he nods. “Um… yeah, sure,” he says, giving the witch shifter a small smile. “That sounds good. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure,” Edith purrs, brushing past him as she saunters back to her living quarters. Hunter shrugs sheepishly before trailing after her.

      I’m left to watch him go, brows knitting together. What was that about? I wonder. At the risk of sounding vain, I was expecting him to put up more resistance, if not because he got last dibs, then because he’ll be rooming with a virtual stranger. I swallow hard, telling myself not to overthink things. I’m tired and I’m not thinking clearly.

      The others begin to disperse, Landon flops      down on the couch, and it takes me a moment to realise I still don’t know where I’ll be sleeping. As if on cue, Silas puts a hand on my arm. “Do you want to bunk with me and Shade?” he asks tentatively. “No guarantees he won’t set the room on fire, but…”

      I turn to him, relieved. “That would be awesome, Silas. Thank you.”

      The dragon shifter smiles, hesitating for a moment before pressing a brief kiss to my hairline. “I’m going to go change,” he announces. “I smell like seawater, and not in a good way.”

      Shade unceremoniously barges into our room, and I follow him, dragging my bag behind me. “Silas is right,” I say, dropping my stuff onto a chair by the window. “We’re disgusting. I think I might take a shower.”

      The wolf shifter smirks at me. “Want company?”

      I snort, rolling my eyes. “Nice try, Ivis.” Without another word, I grab a towel off one of the hooks on the wall and make my way to the bathroom. Everything will look better tomorrow, and this uneasy feeling will go away with some rest.

      I hope.
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      Silas was right. None of us are exactly camera-ready right now, perhaps me most of all. My hair is hanging in damp strings around my face, and I realise belatedly that I’ve been tracking ocean water around Mollie’s apartment, making me groan. I’m going to have to deal with that, but not now. Right now, what I need is a good cleaning.

      The exhaustion starts to creep in again almost as soon as I get to the bathroom. How the hell did Edith cast a high-level spell so easily? Stop worrying about it, I remind myself. You’ve been doing this for less than a year. Instead, I focus on disrobing, my muscles feeling weak from our sudden flight. I feel like I’ve run a marathon, and when I close my eyes to check on my magic, I can barely sense it, like the well of power has been completely tapped out. Shifter magic is like a muscle     --     the more you use it, the stronger it gets     --     but my god, I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck. Getting my arms up over my head is enough of a challenge to my aching limbs, and I feel glued to my damp clothes, which aren’t exactly giving me an easy time. Wincing, I manage to pull my shirt off, and make the mistake of glancing in the mirror.

      I look like a train wreck. My eyes are tired and bloodshot     --     no doubt courtesy of sleeping on a motel room floor for the past few nights     --     and my face looks gaunt and stressed. Worse, however, is the angry red mark that creeps up my left side, from my hip to just under my breasts. I don’t even remember getting injured, but the adrenaline of running from the Academy could have easily covered up the pain. In short, I look a mess, and I’m glad no one is here to witness my pathetic struggles. I’m supposed to be in charge here.

      The bathroom is big, pristine, and the water runs hot from the shower head almost immediately. I’m grateful for that, and by the time I actually step into the large shower, I feel like I could practically fall asleep standing up. It’s only as the water rains down on me, washing away the dirt and muck, that the full extent of my injuries becomes clear: the impact from hitting the surface of the water must have really messed me up. I can only hope that I broke the surface tension in time for the others to avoid the same fate.

      Closing my eyes, I let my forehead rest against the wall and breathe deeply for a few minutes, relishing the fact that we’ve made it this far. Still, I can feel the noose tightening, and no matter what Mollie says, we’re not going to be safe forever.

      As for Edith… Maybe I just need to get to know her better, I reason. The dynamic has shifted with her around, but for better or worse, she helped make me what I am today, and I owe it to her not to shut her out just because she wasn’t at the Academy with the rest of us. It might take some time, but it’s not like we have anything better to do while we’re hiding out here. Resolving not to let my uncertain intuition muck things up, I’m able to start cleaning myself, luxuriating in the feeling of finally being able to relax.

      By the time I step out of the shower, I’ve managed to steam up the entire bathroom, and end up having to wipe some of the fog away from the mirror so I can rake a comb through my tangled hair. It’s only after I do this that I realise with a muttered curse that none of my clothes are clean; they all went in with me, and I have no idea where Mollie keeps her spare stuff. Groaning, I look around, and chance upon a fluffy white bathrobe hanging from a hook on the door. Good enough. I cross the room and bundle myself in it, giving my hair a quick towel dry before I finally feel ready to be seen by other people again. Letting out a long breath, I straighten up and open the door, pausing for a moment to return to the cabinet above the sink and rummage a little. Bandages, ointment, rubbing alcohol… I grab a bottle of ibuprofen and take three tablets, hoping that will take the edge off the pain a little, along with a disposable ice pack, before padding out of the bathroom, my dirty clothes tucked under one arm.

      It’s cold in the hallway, and I can’t help the goosebumps that break out on my arms as I return to the room Silas, Shade, and I are sharing. The bed is enormous, but I’m not under any illusions that the guys will want to sleep together, so we’re going to have to dig up some sleeping bags. Shade seems to be elsewhere in the house, and I feel alone enough with the door shut to open my robe and crack the ice pack, relishing in the relief it gives when I press it to the mark on my side. My eyes slide closed, and for a moment I forget where I am…

      A moment too long, it seems. An instant later, there’s the sound of the bedroom door opening, and a familiar roguish lilt hits my ears. “You know, Boots, you could’ve…” But his voice trails off when he sees me, half naked and scrambling to cover myself back up.

      “Sorry,” I murmur, a blush filling my cheeks. “I didn’t know where you went.”

      The wolf shifter stares at me for a moment before slowly crossing the room. I’m surprised to see that his grey eyes aren’t locked to my body at all, but rather the welt on my side. And there’s something in his expression… concern, I realise with a start. The Academy criminal is actually concerned about me. “When did that happen?” he asks, tucking his hands into his pockets.

      Self consciously, I close the robe more tightly around myself. “Don’t worry about it,” I tell him. “Happened when I hit the water, I think.”

      He hisses through his teeth. “They say it can feel like concrete.”

      Wincing, I give a rueful chuckle. “Wish I’d known that before I jumped, but what can you do?”

      Shade extends his hand, and it takes a moment for me to realise he’s waiting for the ice pack. “May I?”

      “Uh… sure,” I reply, passing it to him. Unfazed by the cold, he gently applies it to my side over the top of the robe, his movements achingly gentle. He hasn’t been this intimately close to me since that night on the rooftop of the Boston Academy, and it’s clear that my feelings haven’t dulled for him in the slightest since then.

      “You’re shaking,” Shade remarks, giving me a half-smile, but the worry in his eyes is clear as day.

      “Just tired,” I reply, but I can’t bring myself to meet his eyes.

      Slowly, the wolf shifter reaches up to place his hand over the skin of my chest not covered by the bathrobe. “And your heart is beating fast,” he observes.

      I raise my eyes to meet his, and the intensity of his gaze is almost enough to make me forget where I am. “I…” I whisper, my voice breathless, but then the bedroom door opens and Silas enters the room, dressed in a new change of clothes. Shade and I jump apart like we’ve both received an electric shock, but to my surprise, it’s Silas who looks the most taken aback.

      “Sorry,” the dragon shifter says at once, clearing his throat and taking a step back. “I didn’t realise you two were…”

      “It’s okay,” I hasten to tell him. “Silas was just helping me with an injury. Nothing serious,” I add when I see the expression of alarm on the dragon shifter’s face. “We’re not     --     I mean, it’s not like…” Fuck. Why do I always end up tripping over myself the moment feelings come into the equation? The fact that I’m in love with both of them doesn’t ease my discomfort in the slightest.

      “Well, gee,” Shade jokes dryly, “you could’ve just told me my kiss was that bad, Boots.”

      I snap my head up to look at him with an offended expression, giving him a playful shrug. “That’s not it!” I insist. “You were fine. No, great. God, I’m terrible at this.” My blush intensifies as I glance over at Silas, who is watching the exchange with a mixture of curiosity and amusement on his face. This all suddenly feels too serious, and I feel the need to take the edge off. “Silas, back me up here.”

      Silas raises his eyebrows, looking from me to Shade. “I wouldn’t know-” he begins.

      I snort, collapsing onto the bed. “You two are unbelievable,” I joke. “You’re both great, okay? Better than great. Fantastic kissers.”

      I would’ve once expected some jibes from the guys, or at the very least a surly look, so I’m surprised when they exchange a look and then burst out laughing. “Relax, Boots,” Shade tells me, coming to sit next to me on the bed. “I’m not territorial. Hard to believe, I know.”

      “And I’ve told you before, I’m more interested in making sure you’re happy,” Silas adds, sitting down on my other side. “Although,” he adds dryly, “I’d be interested in a formal comparison.”

      “Mm,” Shade agrees, and it’s only then that I realise just how close they both are. “Thoughts, Boots?”

      “I…” I feel like I’ve lost my ability to speak.

      “Only one way to find out,” murmurs the wolf shifter, nodding once to Silas before nuzzling his mouth into my neck. I let out a gasp as his teeth gently worry the skin there, and out of the corner of my eye I can see the dragon shifter’s expression burning with barely      disguised lust.

      “I-I mean, if that’s the only way…” I murmur, making the others laugh.

      “Come here,” says Shade, pulling me to my feet. “Stand up.” His hands pause at the hem of my robe, waiting for permission, and I nod to him, allowing him to drop it to the floor.

      “Shit, Boots,” Shade mutters, running a hand through his hair. “You’re unbelievable.”

      Silas hums in agreement, moving to stand behind me and run his hands over my still-damp shoulders. A shiver goes through me as he buries his face at the base of my neck, one of his hands drifting downward, between my legs, and before I know it he’s working a finger gently against my clit, making me tremble and shake with every movement. I shouldn’t be in the mood for sex right now, considering my day, but there’s no fighting it: I’ve never thought about a threesome before in my life, but I want these guys. Both of them, in whatever capacity they’ll allow. I let my eyes close, savouring the tenderness of their movements and the affection that seems to pour off them in waves. I know being with them is going to be nothing like my first time with a high school boyfriend that I wish I could forget happened. Not that it lasted long…

      By all accounts, it should be awkward. They hated each other when we first met. And yet it feels right somehow, like we’re three pieces of a jigsaw puzzle all fitting perfectly together, the connection of our childhoods more powerful than any former rivalry.

      I gasp when I feel Shade’s mouth latch onto my breast, his fingers expertly teasing my other nipple as I quake from their combined touches. Silas peppers kisses over the skin of my neck as his fingers pick up their pace, and it’s like he knows what I need somehow     --     they both do, as if they’re reading each other’s thoughts. It’s impossible, and yet the bliss is all-consuming.

      “You’re wet, Boots,” murmurs the dragon shifter, boldly sliding a finger inside me as his strong arms keep me flush against his chest. Shade, still occupied, hums in agreement, pulling free of my breast to press his lips to mine, his hands tangling in my wet hair as his tongue brushes against my lips. I’m left a shaking mess between the two of them, fully at the mercy of the pleasure they’re giving me, and it’s like the pain of my injury fades away in an instant under their expert touch. I buck my hips against Silas’ hand as I can feel my orgasm building, lost in the feeling of Shade’s mouth on mine as he continues to ravish my breasts with attention like his life depends on it.

      Working in tandem like this, it’s no surprise that I unravel completely, coming with an intensity I didn’t know was possible, breathing hard and feeling like jelly under their touch. Shade pulls away, running a thumb affectionately over my cheekbone while Silas holds me tenderly in his embrace, his mouth still on the skin of my neck. “Guys,” I breathe, nearly at a loss for words, “that was…” I can’t find a good enough adjective, so I resort to throwing my hands up and dropping them, making the other shifters laugh.

      “Glad we could be of service,” Shade mutters teasingly.

      “Well, don’t keep us in suspense,” jokes Silas. “What’s the verdict?”

      “What can I say?” I pant. “You’re both incredible.”

      Silas opens his mouth to say something else, but at that moment the door flies open. I whirl around, scrambling to cover myself, and my heart sinks when I meet the eyes of one very skeptical-looking Edith.

      Fuck.
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      Almost as soon as her emerald green eyes meet mine, her head snaps away, like she’s embarrassed to have been caught watching. I fumble my robe back on, flushing more brightly than I ever have before and thanking all that’s holy that at least the guys kept their clothes on.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Edith stammers, putting a hand up and turning away. “I should have knocked. That was my bad.” In spite of her sheepish words, she doesn’t look that put off about it, which somehow only serves to heighten my own embarrassment. “I’ll just, ah…” She turns to go.

      “It’s okay,” I hasten to assure her, not wanting to draw any more attention to myself than I already have. “Was there something you needed?”

      “I was just…” She takes a hesitant glance back up, her posture relaxing when she sees that I’m decent. “I realised you guys didn’t have any clean clothes. I wanted to get yours so I could wash them      and maybe see if Mollie has some spares for you until then.”

      “Oh.” Silas blinks. “That’s… very thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

      “I sure as shit could use something else,” Shade complains. “I smell like a swamp.”

      I move to my bag, which is still damp, and pull out a sopping wet bundle of shirts, pants, and underthings. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the guys going to do the same. Silas looks like he’s been caught doing something he isn’t supposed to, while Shade doesn’t seem put off by the audience in the slightest; I’m starting to think the wolf shifter is just generally unflappable… Except when it comes to me getting injured, I realise after a moment, my stomach sending up a rush of warm sparks.

      “Here you go,” I say, passing my clothes to Edith.

      “Are you sure you don’t want help?” Silas asks cautiously, giving me an uncertain glance. “First you ward the place and now you’re doing our washing for us.”

      Edith’s eyes linger on the dragon shifter for just a moment longer than normal, like she’s drinking in the sight of him. “I... wouldn’t say no,” she admits at last.

      “I can help,” I interject. Edith looks at me with a surprised expression as I add, hoping to lighten the mood, “It’s the least I can do, considering you’ve had to see me naked.”

      Edith hesitates, looking unsure, but then laughs her tinkling laugh again. “Fair enough, Millie. The laundry room is just on the other side of the foyer. I’ll meet you there in five minutes?”

      “Sounds good,” I say, giving her a curt nod. Seemingly satisfied, the witch shifter backs out of the room, the bundle of clothes tucked under her arm.

      Groaning, I run a hand through my hair, turning back to the guys self-consciously. “Sorry about that,” I tell them, feeling the need to apologise even though it wasn’t my fault. “Does it count as cockblocking if it happens after      the fact?”

      Shade cackles at that, and even Silas can’t hide his snort, although I have to give him credit for trying. “Should’ve locked the door, I guess,” the dragon shifter mutters.

      “Why?” Shade protests. “I like having an audience.”

      “Of course you fucking do,” Silas retorts, rolling his eyes before turning to me. “Don’t apologise, Boots. She didn’t knock first.”

      “Did you see the way she looked at you, though?” Shade asks, raising an eyebrow at Silas. I can feel my hackles go up before I can even stop myself, ashamed at my reaction but unable to stop it. “Probably picturing you without clothes on.”

      “Give me a break,” grumbles Silas, but it’s all too good-natured, like neither of them are feeling the same unease that I am, and it’s frustrating because I know I’m being irrational.

      Still, I can’t stop myself from asking, “What do you guys think of her?”

      “Who, Edith?” asks Shade, raising his eyebrows. “She seems fine to me.”

      “I don’t really know her well enough to say,” Silas says. “Why?”

      “No reason,” I reply, a little too quickly. “She’s just… not what I was expecting. That’s all.”

      Damn my lousy poker face. Shade eyes me for a moment before breaking into that shit-eating grin of his. “Wait a minute, Boots. Are you… jealous?”

      “What?” I exclaim, shaking my head. “No! Of course not! I just… I mean, it’s not like…”

      “Holy shit, you are,” the wolf shifter teases. “As I live and breathe! Millie Brix is getting territorial! What is this world coming to?”

      “I am not,” I protest, my cheeks flaming. “We just don’t know her, that’s all!”

      “Sure, sure,” Shade says indulgently, smirking. “Whatever you say.”

      I stare at him for a moment      and then shake my head. “You’re being ridiculous. I’m about to go help her with the laundry.”

      “Uh huh. I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that she was just undressing Silas with her eyes.”

      I give him a playful shove, overhearing Silas’ good-natured laughter at my response, and the tension in my stomach eases up a little. “I owe her one,” I rationalise. “If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have been able to teleport us out of Boston.”

      “Fair enough,” Silas remarks. “Let us know if you need anything.”

      “Oh, you’ve already given me everything I need,” I reply coyly, giving the guys an exaggerated wink that has them chuckling again. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go be a good houseguest even with slightly wobbly legs.”

      The guys exchange a triumphant look as I turn and walk out of the room, keeping my head high in spite of my earlier embarrassment. It’s only after the door is closed behind me that I give myself permission to ruminate. What is it about her that’s bothering me so much? I try to tell myself that I do just feel indebted to her     --     she did help make me, after all     --     but that’s about as hollow of an excuse as they come.

      Am I really that insecure, that I don’t want Silas helping her with something as mundane as washing clothes? What am I afraid is going to happen, exactly? We’re all adults here, and the guys can do what they want. I don’t have a claim to them; hell, it’s pretty damn hypocritical of me to be getting possessive when I’m more or less juggling four different guys at once. It makes me feel shitty, and the guilt only darkens my mood further.

      At least the orgasm has me feeling better, the pain in my side having dulled to a distant ache. The fact that Shade and Silas were willing to have a threesome isn’t lost on me, either.           Who would have thought the two guys who butted heads the most at the beginning would end up      in sync when it comes to my place in the group? It’s enough to give me tentative hope about the future of my relationship with the rest of them. Maybe I won’t have to choose. At this point, I don’t know if I even could. Shit, I think as I walk across the common area. I’m in deep.

      Landon is sprawled on the couch, fast asleep and snoring softly, looking as gorgeous as ever in the beam of sunlight shining through the back window. I tiptoe around him, listening to Hazel and Xander’s muffled voices coming from the other room, and make my way to the laundry room, where Edith is already sorting our clothes. “Hey,” I say, hugging myself self-consciously as I come to stand next to her. “Sorry again about earlier.”

      “Don’t apologise,” Edith replies, giving me a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. “I should have knocked. Thanks for offering to help.” She nods to the pile of clothes on the bench. “I’m doing brights first.”

      “Got it,” I say, gamely beginning to paw through the damp clothes. “I’m a little surprised you’re not using magic to clean these,” I remark. “You did a bang-up job with the glyphs earlier.”

      “Oh, please.” Edith laughs, flapping a hand. “That was child’s play.”

      “Wouldn’t be for me,” I murmur glumly.

      “Well, it’s not like I can turn into a dragon or a wolf,” she reasons. “We all have our gifts.” Her green eyes flicker up to me, her expression unreadable. “Funny how these things work out.”

      “Yeah,” I echo quietly. “Funny.”

      For a moment we continue to work in silence. “You and the guys are close,” Edith observes finally.

      I swallow hard. “I, uh… Yeah. I guess we are.”

      “Is your… relationship like that with all of them?” she asks, sounding almost deliberately nonchalant. “Like with Silas and Shade, I mean.”

      I close my eyes for a moment, feeling put on the spot. “I mean… not exactly, no,” I admit. “That is, I think they all care about me, if that’s what you mean. We’ve… been through a lot together.”

      “I have to say, I feel a little left out,” the witch shifter says with a half-smile. “You guys have known each other longer than I have. It’s going to take me some time to catch up.”

      I balk at that      and then kick myself for the knee-jerk reaction. “Well, we’ve got nothing but time while we’re here,” I reply. “I’m sure we’ll all be too close for comfort by the time this is all over.”

      “Guess I’d better get started, then,” she says indulgently. “That Landon sure is gorgeous, even if he is a bit of a goofball. Hunter, though…” She makes a low, appreciative sound in her throat, her face lighting up. “I love the broody, sullen types. Call me a glutton for punishment. I’ve got a thing for gingers, too,” she adds with a wink. I’m stuck wrestling between panic and anger, so I settle on staying silent. Edith seems to pick up on this, inclining her head slightly. “Unless… That’s not a problem for you, is it?”

      “Of course not,” I reply hastily, not meeting her eyes. “They’re their own people.”

      “Sure, but you seem to be the one calling the shots here.”

      I just shrug, forcing myself to keep my voice level. “It’s really none of my business,” I tell her.

      So why am I so bothered, then?
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      Edith doesn't say much more to me, seemingly lost in her own thoughts as she continues doing our chores. Part of me wants to stick around, at least try to get to know her better, but the other balks at the thought of hearing her opinions on any more of my companions. Feeling surly and frustrated that I don't know why, I excuse myself as she starts the washing machine, wandering into the common area at a loss for what to do with myself.

      I'm halfway across the living room when Landon's smoky voice makes my head snap back around: "You know I'm a sucker for wet hair, Boots." I duck my head, swiping a strand of still-damp hair out of my face. I didn't realise he had woken up.

      I snicker, rolling my eyes. "You're incorrigible, Landon."

      "Hey, don't blame me," he protests, holding up his hands. "It's in my nature."

      I stare at him for a moment. "Because you're a… right. Well, I guess I'll just have to remember to never dry my hair, then."

      "Oh, perish the thought!" the siren shifter exclaims, his voice taking on that melodramatic tone that always makes my heart flutter even as I roll my eyes. "Your comfort is, and always has been, my top priority, Boots. And speaking of which…" He leans forward on the couch, the humour vanishing from his tone. "You seem a little… bothered, if I'm telling the truth. Are you all right?"

      "Me? I     --     of course," I reply, a little too quickly, avoiding his eyes. "I'm just… It's just the let down, you know? We barely made it out of Boston alive. It's weird being somewhere safe again." If this could really be called safe, I think grimly.

      "You sure that's all it is?" Landon asks, scooting to the side to make room for me on the couch and patting the space beside him.

      "I mean, yeah," I reply, not very convincingly, as I move to sit next to the siren shifter.

      Landon's black eyes bore into me. "Come on, Boots. We both know you have the world's lousiest poker face."

      "That's not…" I protest indignantly. "Hunter has a worse poker face than I do!"

      Landon laughs. "This is the part where you make jokes to avoid the subject, right? You've learned well."

      "God, you're such a smartass," I complain, elbowing him good-naturedly. To my surprise, Landon catches hold of my elbow and pulls me against his side, slinging an arm around my shoulders as if it's the most natural thing in the world. My breathing hitches for a moment, my train of thought slipping away under the electricity of his touch. He's so cavalier, I muse wonderingly. Some wicked part of my mind wonders whether he's this self-assured in other, more salacious contexts… only prompting me to blush traitorously.

      If Landon notices my nervousness, he doesn't remark on it, making me feel a little better. It's astounding how comfortable I feel around him, like we've known each other for years. "So what is it really, Boots?" the shifter asks me gently, his eyes studiously fixed forward. "You're pretty good at ramping down your feelings for the good of the group, but you have to lighten up on yourself. No one should have to shoulder all these emotions by themselves."

      I sigh, and then steal a glance over my shoulder, towards the laundry room. The racket of the washing machine muffles the sound around the flat, and Edith is still in there with the door closed. "I wish I could explain it," I admit. "That's the worst part. It's totally irrational. There's no rhyme or reason to it. Something feels wrong."

      "About this place?" asks Landon. "About Mollie?"

      I shake my head. "Not about Mollie, specifically. I know she is who she says she is, I feel it in my bones. I never, ever thought I would see her again." I can feel myself getting emotional all of a sudden, the combination of the relief of escaping the U.S. and my mounting unease making tears spring, unbidden, to my eyes. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Landon watching me, and his hold on me tightens comfortingly, almost imperceptibly. I take a moment to gather my thoughts before continuing, my voice barely louder than a whisper, "It's her. Edith." I'm not in full control of my emotions. I feel raw, exposed, and right now, the Academy is just the tip of the iceberg.

      "You're shaking," Landon observes quietly, concern on his face. "That teleportation spell really did a number on you, huh?"

      I nod weakly, surprised to see that he's right: I'm trembling. Landon makes a small sound of distress, pulling me gently into his lap before I can protest and folding his lean form around my own. He rests his chin on my head. "What about her?" he murmurs into my hair, and I immediately understand that he brought me so close so he could speak quietly.

      "I don't know," I reply quietly. "She's powerful, that much is obvious. More powerful than me."

      "You're being too hard on yourself, Boots," Landon tells me. "She's been at this longer than you have."

      "Has she, though?" I reply. "     We don't know anything about her, other than that she's a witch shifter, and she was the one who gave me those powers." I shake my head miserably, hating myself for how insecure I sound. "I don't like the way she looked at me when we first met her," I whisper. "I don't like the way she looked at the others."

      Landon takes a long time to respond. "It's awfully convenient," he says at last, his tone measured.

      "What do you mean?" I ask.

      He shrugs his lithe shoulders. "First Mollie shows up out of the blue and offers to take us in. And she just happens to have another shifter here, a shifter who claims to have been part of the experiment with us."

      "You think she's lying?" I ask, craning my neck to get a better look at him.

      "I don't know," Landon admits. "It just all feels like it's worked out too well. After everything going wrong for so long…" He sighs. "Or maybe I'm just being cynical."

      "What do you think of her?" I ask cautiously, not sure if I really want to know the answer. "Edith, I mean."

      Landon clears his throat. "She's… friendly," he says, choosing his words carefully. "She was certainly giving Hunter an eyeful earlier."

      My heart sinks. "Yeah?"

      "That doesn't mean much, though," Landon hastens to add, a half-grin spreading across his face. "She pales in comparison to your magnificence, Boots."

      I groan in exasperation, shifting a little in his lap, and a small sound issues from him as he adjusts his grip on me. "That's enough of that, you… you wannabe Casanova."

      He chuckles, but the noise sounds strained, and it's only then that I realise how closely nestled together we've become, my hips settled neatly against his, the only layers separating us the denim of his jeans and the thin fabric of my bathrobe… My eyes meet Landon's, and behind the teasing humour, I can see something more intense on his face, something primal, almost possessive…

      But then there's the sound of knocking on the front door, and I scramble to separate myself from Landon and the rather incriminating position in which I've found myself.

      "Who…?" Landon begins, but before he can even finish, Edith is breezing out of the laundry room, her skin already halfway between the porcelain of her natural complexion and the ruby red of a witch's. She's fully transformed by the time she reaches the door, just as there's another brisk rapping sound.

      "I got it," she announces, pausing to peer through the peephole for a moment before her hands begin to glow with power. There's a low humming sound as the wards she put up dissolve seamlessly on the other side of the door      which she      then unceremoniously pulls open. "I was starting to wonder if you'd gotten lost," she teases as Mollie shuffles into the flat, her arms weighed down with overflowing grocery bags.

      "Yes, yes, yes," my former foster mum says dismissively. "You'll thank me for going to three different shops. It gets boring being trapped in here, let me tell you."

      "Do you need help?" I offer, already halfway to my feet.

      "Don't bother," Edith assures me, her tone overly saccharine. Shifting back into human form, she takes a couple of bags from Mollie and together they make their way to the kitchen area, leaving me to stand there watching them awkwardly. The way they banter is easy, like mother and daughter, as they toss various groceries to each other and laugh about this or that. A twinge of envy blossoms in my stomach, and I want to kick myself; is this all just me being jealous of the bond they have?

      It's only after a few minutes of this that Mollie even seems to realise I'm standing there staring. "Millie," she exclaims. "Good lord, here I am blabbing away while you're standing there in a robe! Did you get that from the bathroom?" I nod. "Well, I'm glad you're making yourself comfortable, at least. There are some extra clothes in my bedroom, in the bottom dresser drawer. Sheltering this many runaway shifters, you start to accumulate a decent number of hand-me-downs. I'm sure there's something in there that will fit you until your clothes are dry. Edith…"

      Edith moves to approach me, but I hurriedly reply, "That's all right, I can find them on my own. You stay here and just… you stay." Stiffly, I turn on my heel and bolt for the hallway, only to hear Edith clear her throat behind me. "Other hallway, Millie."

      Flushing angrily, I mutter, "Right, sorry," and make a beeline in the opposite direction.

      I damn near throw the door closed behind me, pinching the bridge of my nose and letting out a long sigh. Is this what fleeing the humans has done to me? Turned me into a suspicious, nervous wreck? And that's not even going into what happened with Landon on the couch just now.           Was he… turned on? He was certainly starting to seem affected by me, and the worst is that I wasn't even aware of what I was doing. The feeling of being wrapped up in his embrace, allowing him to murmur against my hair in that gorgeous accent of his…

      Clothes, I remind myself. Right. Smoothing my hands over my thighs, I turn to Millie's simple dresser and pull open the bottom drawer. Some of the clothes look older than others, things that would have been in style five or ten years ago, and I find myself struck again by how involved Mollie has clearly been in the fight for shifter freedom. A lot of them are too big from me     --     my height is decidedly not one of my strong suits     --     but eventually I settle on denim shorts and an oversized tee, tugging them on and bunching up the bathrobe before meandering back out of the room.

      What I see in the kitchen is enough to make my thoughts grind to a halt. Millie's return must have drawn the others back out, as our ragtag group in its entirety is now gathered in the kitchen. That's not the problem.

      Silas and Shade are still needling each other from the kitchen table, while Landon seems to be teasing a blushing Hazel about something. Mollie is already laying lunch ingredients out on the counter while Ruby and Xander speak to each other in low voices, in that way only twins can.

      Edith is sitting on the kitchen counter, looking like the cat that ate the canary. Hunter is sitting next to her, closer than I would ever expect for people who have known each other all of one afternoon.

      That's the problem.
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      For a long moment I can only stand there, paralyzed, until Mollie's voice pulls me out of my stupor. "Millie? Are you all right?"

      "Yes," I reply. "Sorry. I was just thinking." Once again kicking myself. I've stood up against powerful Academy representatives, classroom bullies, and human extremist terrorists. So why the hell does it take a coquettish mind like Edith to get me all turned around like this? Enough is enough. I'm not some kind of emotionally      unstable little girl. I've dealt with worse than a little jealousy. I'm going to try to be reasonable about this. "What are you making?" I ask, creeping up to the stove to stare into the pot Mollie is stirring.

      "Pasta," Mollie replies bluntly, although she frowns. The pot looks more like it's full of a congealed mess of tentacles than spaghetti, and the smell coming from the pan on the other burner doesn't exactly seem edible. "I know, I know," she says, seeing my expression. "It's supposed to be puttanesca, although I'm starting to wonder if takeout would have been the better option."

      "I see your cooking skills haven't improved since I lived with you," I observe teasingly.

      Mollie groans. "That's a low blow, Millie," she says, reaching out a hand to ruffle my hair affectionately. For a moment I'm transported back to my primary school days, all the precious moments like this that made me feel normal in the face of overwhelming abnormality, an abnormality that pales in comparison to what I'm experiencing right now.

      Discomfort washes over me again when I notice that Edith has turned her gaze away from Hunter to watch me, a thin smile plastered on her face, but her green eyes are glowing with something I don't quite like. "Just like old times?" she asks, and although her tone is nonchalant, I can tell that it's masking discomfort. Maybe I'm not the only one with some insecurity about my relationship with Mollie.

      "I sort of lost count of the number of times we had cereal for dinner," I reply, relishing the sound of Shade's surprised laughter.

      "Wait, seriously?" he asks. "I was starting to think I was the only one who did that."

      "Oh, you absolutely aren't," I inform him with mock haughtiness. "Frosted flakes were ninety percent of my diet."

      "I like you more and more each day, Boots," the wolf shifter says, grinning and giving me a playful nudge on the shoulder. As if he and Silas weren't just sharing me not long ago.

      "As interesting as it is to talk about breakfast foods," says Ruby, moving forward to fill up her water glass at the crowded sink, "we should probably figure out a game plan sooner or later."

      "Agreed," says Mollie, "although let's hold off until lunch is ready. I find it's always easier to talk serious business on a full stomach."

      "Not to look a gift horse in the mouth or anything," Landon says, turning to glance at Mollie, "but I think the pasta sauce might have been on the stove too long."

      "Shite," Millie exclaims, rushing back to the saucepan and fanning at the acrid smoke with a dish towel. I take an inquisitive glance back at the pasta, attempting to stir it only to discover that it has completely solidified into a block of noodles.

      "I think that settles it," says Edith, jumping down from the counter and taking the saucepan from Mollie. "Who here likes Chinese food?"

      

      An hour later, we're all seated around Mollie's      admittedly sizable      dining room table, jammed in shoulder-to-shoulder as we pour over a veritable feast of fried rice, chow mein, and dumplings. My stomach is making its hunger known loud and clear, and I wince when it lets out a growl loud enough to be heard across the street.

      "Now tell us how you really feel," Landon jokes from across the table.

      I stick my tongue out at him. "I'll be sure to worry about propriety as I'm pigging out, Thyme." Without further ado, I begin shoveling food into my mouth.

      "You should really slow down," Edith informs me, her tone sounding almost too polite. "Too much food at a time will slow you down. As a shifter, though, I would think you'd know that already."

      I blink, seething a little. "I'll take that into consideration the next time I'm not coming off a dangerous chase and international teleportation spell."

      "That's what practise is for," argues Edith.

      "You know, Millie," says Mollie through a mouthful of food, "maybe Edith could teach you a few things. Help you hone your witch shifter skills. She's incredibly talented     --     one of the best I've ever seen."

      Edith smirks a little, obviously preening. "I would be happy to," she tells me. "My mother was a witch shifter, too. She taught me everything I know."

      "So why didn't you end up at the Academy?" Xander asks inquisitively.

      "My parents were... anti-establishment," Edith replies, a little evasively. "My mother had classical training, but she hated every second of it. The humans are pretty much all the same     --     subjugate, sow discord, keep us under their thumbs… No offense, either of you," she adds, looking from me to Mollie.

      "None taken," Mollie says.

      I fidget with my fork for a moment. "I'm not a human," I remind her.

      "Right," Edith says. "You're a hybrid." There's an unspoken challenge behind her words     --     a superiority complex, maybe?

      "Boots didn't choose to be a hybrid any more than you chose to be a shifter," Silas  comes to my defense. He's sitting to my right, with Hazel to my left, and I shoot him a grateful look. "Hell, she's been the most taken advantage of out of all of us. All the humans wanted was to make her into a weapon."

      "And they still do," I add quietly, turning my eyes down to my food.

      "Which is exactly why we need to figure out our next step," says Xander. "We're not exactly sitting ducks here, if this place really is off the humans' radar, but we can't stay here forever either."

      "True," admits Hunter. "Sooner or later we're going to have to take the fight to the humans themselves."

      "That's very noble of you," Edith purrs, scooting her chair closer to his.

      "I owe it to Boots," Hunter tells her. "She was the one who made me confident in my abilities." His blue eyes meet mine for a moment, but then he breaks eye contact, almost like he's afraid of how I'll react to the praise.

      "Is that so?" Edith asks, her emerald gaze turning on me. "Now if only you could find that confidence yourself, Millie."

      "Working on it," I retort curtly.

      "All this talk of going after Hawthorne is great in theory," says Hazel, "but I'm pretty sure it's going to take more than a human and a handful of shifters to take down the establishment."

      "Right," I agree. "We'll need allies."

      "You're talking about building an army," says Silas. "Only problem is, pretty much all the shifters I know are right in the eye of the storm."

      "You guys aren't thinking big enough," says Edith. "Why look for allies who haven't even mastered their abilities, yet? We should be looking at Academy graduates. Other outsiders, like me. Fully-fledged shifters who can go head-to-head with the professors at the school."

      "I'm open to suggestions," I say. "Silas, you mentioned shifter-only communities, right?"

      "Sure," says the dragon shifter, "but there's no guarantee they're even still there. They could've ended up disappearing the same way my…" His voice breaks a little, and I reach to him under the table and intertwine my fingers with his. He gives my hand a grateful squeeze.

      "Lucky for you, we won't need to look that hard," Edith replies. "I happen to have half a dozen contacts in this neighbourhood alone, and that's not even talking about the rest of London."

      "Really?" Landon raises his eyebrows. "And just how did you happen to make so many magical acquaintances?"

      "Easy," Edith answers without missing a beat. "I was born and raised here."

      "What happened to your parents?" asks Ruby.

      Edith doesn't reply immediately, looking away as an unidentifiable emotion passes over her face. "They're not around anymore," she says. "They left me at a group home when I was fifteen. Said they had taught me everything they could, and couldn't protect me any longer."

      "That's brutal," Hunter says softly, and she looks at him with a practised smile.

      Mollie clears her throat. "That seems like as good a place to start as we have," she says. "We can start knocking on doors, trying to drum up support. If your contacts have contacts of their own, Edith…"

      "Then we can build an army," the witch shifter finishes for her.

      I nod, grateful, at least, that she's willing to give us actionable suggestions. "So where do we go first?"

      Edith thinks for a moment. "I know of a couple not far from here who might be a good place to start. A siren shifter and a dragon shifter. Both powerful, and respected in the community. I can take us there tomorrow."

      "We shouldn't all go," warns Shade. "We've all got targets on our backs."

      "Hunter and I will go," Edith announces decisively, paying no mind to Hunter's surprised look.

      "Millie should probably go, too," suggests Mollie. "She's sort of in charge of this operation."

      The witch shifter blanches a little, but then forces a smile. "Right. Of course. Millie can come too."

      Landon raises his eyebrows at me, the look on his face telling me everything I need to know. I can only shrug in reply.

      The rest of the day wears away without much fanfare. I can feel my powers regenerating, and with any luck, I should be back up to par by the time we go to visit Edith's friends tomorrow.

      The others have already quietly made their way to bed, setting up makeshift cots and blanket piles all throughout the apartment. I'm on my way out of the bathroom when I practically bump full-force into Hunter. "Sorry!" I exclaim, pulling back. "I didn't realise anyone was still out here."

      "You know me," he jokes weakly. "I always come last."

      The casual way he says it is enough to break my heart. "What do you mean?" I ask him quietly, shrinking in his shadow.

      He shrugs. "I'm not exactly on the same level as the rest of you. That's no secret."

      "But you're getting better," I protest. "Besides, none of us are master shifters, anyway." Well, maybe except for Edith, I think, a little bitterly.

      Hunter just shakes his head. "I'm starting to think I…" he says, but then cuts himself off, breaking eye contact.

      "You what?" I prompt him gently.

      "I'm starting to think I'm not worthy to be fighting alongside you," he replies, his voice soft and husky. "You're all so strong. It's like… here I am, taken care of by the Academy all my life, and I can still barely get into my form. And you're this beautiful, strong, smart…" He shakes his head. "I don't deserve you."

      "Hunter," I whisper, my hand coming to rest on his cheek. He flinches at my touch, as if the contact burns him. "Don't say things like that."

      He takes my hand and removes it from his cheek. "Why not?" he asks, sounding borderline despairing. "It's true." And without another word, he sidesteps me and disappears into the bathroom, unceremoniously closing the door between us. I'm left to stare after him, dumbstruck.

      Listlessly, I make my way back to my room, crawling into bed next to Silas as Shade climbs in on my other side. The dragon shifter is already asleep, so I put an arm around him and press a kiss to his neck. Shade pulls me against his chest, tangling me up in his arms, and although I feel safe between the two shifters, sleep doesn't come.
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      The next morning dawns bright and brilliant, sunlight streaming through the street facing window, warming my face and pulling me gently out of the grip of sleep. For a moment I bury my face in Shade’s chest     --     somehow I got turned around in the night and ended up tangled up between the two shifters.      Not that I’m complaining, mind you     --     but then I remember today’s agenda and force myself to sit up with a groan.

      Silas slings an arm over his eyes while S     hade makes a belligerent sound, his grey eyes cracking open ever so slightly. “Big plans, Boots?” he mumbles at me.

      “Just going on a run with Edith and Hunter,” I reply, keeping my voice low so as not to disturb the sleeping dragon shifter. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I don’t worry about anything,” Shade informs me with a coy smile. There’s a pause, and then he amends. “Well, almost anything.” His eyes meet mine, and I can tell he’s concerned, although he does a damn good job of hiding it.

      “Come on, Shade-” I begin, startled when he pulls me down for a kiss tender enough to make my stomach turn to liquid.

      “Almost anything,” the wolf shifter repeats softly, resting his forehead against mine before letting me go and falling back onto the bed. “God, I feel like I could sleep all day. Make me some tea?”

      “Nice try,” I tell him teasingly, maneuvering around him and out of the bed.

      “Ruthless,” the wolf shifter complains, but he doesn’t sound all that broken up about it. I chuckle, shaking my head, and begin to dress; someone has laid out our freshly-dried clothes on the shelf in the hallway, a welcome alternative to what I was wearing before. Within minutes, I’m ready to go, my hair swept into a ponytail and my eyes blinking against the bright morning sunlight.

      The sound of voices from the kitchen alerts me to the fact that I’m not the first one up. I creep out of my room, pausing at the end of the hallway and peering in at the table      where Edith and Hunter are already seated. They’re talking in low tones, and once again she’s conveniently positioned herself a little too      close to him for my comfort.

      I bite my lip, almost afraid to make my presence known; that moment with Hunter last night is still fresh in my mind, and I’m worried that the instant he looks at me with those ocean blue eyes, uncomfortable questions will start spilling out of me. Swallowing hard, I try my best to look nonchalant as I mosey into the kitchen, making a beeline for the kettle to pour myself some tea before rummaging briefly in one of the cabinets.

      “There you are,” says Edith, looking up at me. “We were starting to wonder if we should go wake you up. Although after yesterday…” She stifles a smile, making my ears turn red, and the intense look of discomfort on Hunter’s face tells me the cat is out of the bag. She must have told him about what she walked in on after my shower.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her breezily. “We’re all family here, right?” I give her a thin smile to match the loaded statement, but she doesn’t respond, instead turning back to Hunter.

      “Anything else we need before we go?” he asks.

      Edith shakes her head. “We’re all we need, although I appreciate your conscientiousness.” She gets to her feet and holds her hand out to him     --     as if the guy can’t stand up on his own, I think bitterly,      slinging a backpack over her shoulder. “Charms,” she says by way of explanation. “My own work. You never know when they might come in handy.”

      “Fair enough,” I admit grudgingly as I wolf down a biscuit and chug my tea, wincing at the burn in my throat. “Well, there’s no use waiting around any longer. Shall we?”

      “Whatever you say, Millie.” Again with that disingenuous smile. It makes my skin crawl. Is this really the person who made me a witch?

      Hunter doesn’t say anything, following Edith to the door without so much as a glance at me. My stomach drops     --     is he mad at me? I wonder with a feeling of sudden dread. It’s ridiculous, I know; it’s not like we’ve fought about anything, and just last night he was praising my work teaching him! So what gives?

      The tension is palpable as we file out of the apartment, Edith disabling her hexes with an enviable ease before pulling the door open and leading us out and down the hallway. Hunter is making a point to avoid my gaze, his expression serious and almost haunted, and it takes everything I have not to ask him what the hell has gotten into him.

      At least the weather is on our side. Aside from a cool breeze, the day is gorgeous, and I feel revitalised as we step out onto the street and begin to make our way down the block. Edith clearly knows where she’s going, which is good, because this neighbourhood might as well be a maze to me. I feel exposed, like at any moment now an Academy agent will pop out of an alleyway and drag me into the shadows, but at least we have numbers on our side. For whatever else I may think of her, Edith is a strong witch. If anyone tries anything, at least we’ll be able to give them a hell of a fight.

      Unable to hold my tongue any longer, I fall into step beside Hunter. “So how’s the living situation working out?” I ask.

      He shrugs, his eyes fixed on the pavement. “No complaints,” he says, his voice flat.

      Edith shoots him a coquettish look over her shoulder. “None from me either,” she adds with a wink. “Here’s to not-so-strange bedfellows, huh?”

      “Bedfellows?” I ask, blanching a little.

      The witch shifter laughs. “Relax, Millie. It’s just an expression.”

      Is it, though?

      I swallow hard but don’t reply.

      We continue on in silence, eventually leaving the shops behind in favour of a block of flats that looks like it was constructed hundreds of years ago. “Well, here we are,” she announces, spreading her arms out. “Stop one, right?”

      “Right,” I echo curtly.

      We make our way around a corner and down a side street before coming to a stop in front of a narrow complex. “Shall I do the honours?” Edith asks, nodding at the doorbell. Before I even have a chance to reply, she’s ringing it, squaring her shoulders and smoothing her shirt like she’s here for a job interview and not a rebel recruitment. “Jennifer?” she says into the speaker. “It’s me, Edith Conaway!”

      There’s a long pause before the person on the other end wordlessly buzzes us in. Looking rather self-satisfied, Edith pulls open the door and leads us to a glass lift, which slowly rises until it slows to a stop at the top floor. We arrive outside an expensive-looking penthouse apartment; this must have been what she was talking about when she said these guys were influential in the shifter community. We’ll just have to hope they’ll use that influence to our benefit.

      Edith knocks on the door like she’s done this a million times before, and I’m a little shocked by her nonchalance     --     how many times has she visited these people? But before I can think about it too hard, the door opens to reveal a stunningly beautiful red-haired woman who appears to be in her mid-thirties. The siren shifter, I would assume. Her face lights up when she sees Edith. “There you are,” she exclaims, holding her arms out to embrace the witch shifter. “I was half expecting not to see you, Edith! You’ve been off the grid for some time.”

      “It comes with the territory,” Edith replies with a grin. “Dodging the humans is kind of a full-time job.”

      “I know it well,” the woman, Jennifer, says, nodding. She holds the door open for us and we filter into a spacious apartment. “And just who are your friends?” she asks, glancing from me to Hunter.

      “This is Hunter,” Edith says, gesturing to the vampire shifter. “He’s a shifter. And this,” she continues, “is Millie. She’s the hybrid I told you about.”

      Jennifer’s eyebrows shoot up. “Certainly not something you see every day. Well, come in. Make yourselves comfortable.” She indicates a sofa in the living room, where I stiffly take a seat, with Hunter following close behind. “Caleb?” she calls into one of the other rooms. “We have guests! Edith and her hybrid!” I bristle a little at the way she calls me Edith’s hybrid, like I’m some kind of prized pig at a county fair, but I stay silent, not wanting to jeopardise a potential partnership.

      A big blond man breezes into the room moments later, beaming at the three of us as he extends a hand to shake each of ours. He drops into an easy chair near one of the windows, Jennifer following suit. Their eyes sweep over us, lingering for an uncomfortably long time on me before meeting Edith’s green ones. If I didn’t know any better, I might wonder if they know more than they’re letting on, but considering the idea to contact them didn’t come up until yesterday, somehow I doubt it. They’re probably just amused by the novelty of having a crossbreed in their midst. “So,” asks Caleb, leaning back and crossing his legs, “what brings you here?”

      “There’s no easy way to say this,” I tell them, taking charge. “We’re on the run from the U.K. Shifter Academy. We’ve been on the run, ever since Boston.”

      “Mm.” Jennifer nods slowly. “Yes, that was… unfortunate.”

      “That’s a bit of an understatement,” remarks Hunter. “Dozens of people died. Students.”

      “Yes,” Jennifer hastens to say. “Of course.”

      There’s an awkward pause as they size us up. I wish I could put my finger on what is making me so uncomfortable. “At any rate,” I say, “none of us is going to be safe from the humans until we can take the fight to them. And we’re going to need help to do that.”

      “I see,” Caleb says thoughtfully. “And you thought to come ask us to help.”

      “I mean, yeah,” I reply sheepishly. “If that’s something you’re open to. Edith suggested coming to you first. She… mentioned that you have a lot of influence around here.”

      “Did she, now?” asks Caleb, cocking his head to one side. “Yes, I would expect that from you, Edith. You always were… precocious.”

      “Look,” I say, fidgeting a little, “we don’t want to make you do anything you’re uncomfortable with. I know this is a lot to ask of complete strangers. But don’t you think we’ll all be safer without the humans trying to control us?”

      “I suppose that’s a matter of perspective,” Jennifer muses. “The humans have given us stability. We’ve made sacrifices for that stability, yes, but the alternative is so… ugly. Untrained shifters running about, causing untold chaos… Don’t you think it’s worth counting our angels and moving on?”

      “That’s no way to live,” I reply firmly.

      “To each their own,” Caleb says, shrugging. “I’m sorry to disappoint you folks, but we’re perfectly content with our lot in life. I would rather see a world that isn’t overrun by magic users.”

      “I… see,” I say slowly, starting to get to my feet. “Well then, I guess we shouldn’t take up any more of your time. Edith, should we…?”

      Edith, who has been strangely silent for the whole exchange, follows my lead, but when we make for the door, Jennifer is suddenly out of her seat, extending an arm to bar us from leaving. “What’s the rush?” she croons, her eyes locking with mine. “Don’t you want to stay a while?”

      “Thank you,” I say, attempting to sidestep her, “but we really should-”

      “I’m sorry,” Jennifer laughs, giving me a toothy smile. “You misunderstand me. That wasn’t a request.”

      “What do you…” I begin, but I stop mid-sentence, my eyes going wide as my anxiety turns to full-blown fear.

      Something is very wrong here.

      That’s the only coherent thought I have before the violence starts.
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      Jennifer lunges for me, her eyes blazing with a fury I’ve never seen before, and it’s all I can do to stumble out of the way just as she swipes at me like a feral animal. “Edith!” I yell, glancing around for the witch shifter. She’s standing at the far end of the room, eyes wide and watching, but she’s not doing anything.

      Why isn’t she doing anything?!

      “Edith!” I shout her name again just as Jennifer leans back and expels a jet of flames from her mouth. I dart out of the way and gape at her for a moment, completely poleaxed. So she’s the dragon, I think. But that means…

      Oh. Oh shit.

      I whirl around, my hands flying to cover my ears as I search the room frantically for Caleb. The realisation has only just dawned on me, but I’m too late; he opens his mouth and lets out an ungodly screech;      the soundwaves sending vibrations through the air that are nearly enough to knock me off my feet. He’s transformed already, covered in shimmering green scales. On some level, I’m aware of Jennifer transforming as well, the room palpably heating up from the power of the fire she’s unleashing, but it all seems so far away all of a sudden.

      Caleb’s eyes are locked on me, his mouth twisted in what could maybe be a smirk, and blocking my ears might as well be useless. The sound pierces the space around me, digging into the core of my being and twisting up there like a burr, hopelessly tangled in me. I struggle against it for a moment, but it’s no use; he has me wrapped around his finger, and I can feel myself slipping away second by second. The fight drains out of me in an instant, and suddenly I find myself unable to pry my eyes away from him. In that instant, he’s the most handsome, alluring, captivating man I’ve ever seen, and although some part of me knows I’ve just fallen victim to his siren’s song, that part is trapped behind an impenetrable magical wall.

      “Come here, Millie,” he commands. “Drop your arms, please.” His voice sounding like honey to my bewitched ears, and I’m helpless to fight it, my hands falling limply to my sides and my legs moving as if of their own accord. I’ve never been on the receiving end of a siren’s magic before; it’s brutal, like being trapped in a glass cage even as your body is manipulated by someone else, and I thrash against its confines like my life depends on it.

      For all I’ve learned to harness my siren abilities, I never once thought to practise resisting them.

      “Boots!” Hunter yells, sounding like he’s halfway through his own transformation, but a roar from Jennifer silences him, and there’s a thud, followed by the sound of shattering glass. My stomach drops     --     did she knock him out the window?     --     but then I hear him groan as a melee breaks out between him and the dragon. He’s hurt, I think in a panic.

      My muscles are on fire, my brain on overdrive as I scramble to access my magic, to fire something back at him, but it’s like a barrier has gone up between myself and that by      now familiar pool of power. It’s as inaccessible to me as Edith is.

      Edith…

      It takes everything I have just to drag my eyes away from Caleb for a moment, glancing to the left to see what’s become of her. She’s still just standing there, watching it all unfold with Jennifer’s dragon form casting a dark shadow over her. For all her abilities, she’s seemingly useless right now, like a deer in the headlights. Could she have fallen victim to Caleb’s song, too? But that wouldn’t make sense, I realise as my eyes are forcibly brought back to the siren shifter. His commands were directed at me.           And if he had control of her, why would Jennifer even need to bother with her?

      That’s as far as my thoughts take me before Caleb is speaking again in that ungodly, inhuman voice. “Millie, I’m waiting.”

      I shuffle forward, hating how easily he bends me to his will.

      “There’s a good girl,” he croons, the sound making me shudder. “Now, I want you to go to the window.”

      I do an about-face like a marionette on strings, walking stiffly to the bank of glass windows overlooking the London street; it’s far below us, multiple stories down, and I realise with a sinking feeling that my theory about Hunter wasn’t so far off. There’s no way I’ll survive that fall in human form.

      “Open it,” Caleb commands. I’m trapped in my own body as my trembling arms reach out and pull the window open. “That’s right,” he says. “Now, I want you to jump.”

      I feel sick. Every movement feels like climbing a mountain. “Please…” I croak.

      “Don’t argue with me, Millie,” Caleb tells me. “The sooner you do as I say, the sooner this can be over.”

      I slowly approach the window, a zombie in a girl’s body. The street glares up at me from below as I bring first one foot to the edge, and then the other…

      And then the front door bursts open, nearly flying off its hinges from the force of the vibrations pulsing through the air. “Boots, don’t!” I recognise Landon’s voice in an instant, my heart leaping to my chest. He’s using his siren’s song on me, too, but instead of dread, the sound of his fills me with a rush of warm relief. The command stops me in my tracks.

      Edith is still frozen in place, Hunter is fighting Jennifer with everything he has, and it’s down to me, Landon, and Caleb. How he got here, I have no idea, but there’s no time to wonder about that now. “Jump, damn it!” commands Caleb, and I can feel the force of his words.

      “Don’t you dare, Boots! Do you hear me?” Landon sounds panicked. Within me, the two opposing commands battle each other, pulling me in different directions. I’m stuck, desperate to go to Landon, but Caleb’s song is so strong…

      At that moment, a blast of pale blue magic erupts from Edith’s fingers and collides with Caleb, hitting him squarely in the chest. She’s finally gotten a hold of herself, it seems. That’s enough to break Caleb’s concentration, and I take a few staggering steps backward, nearly falling into Landon’s arms. “Where did you come from?” I ask him wonderingly, staring up into his obsidian eyes.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Landon tells me soothingly, brushing a strand of hair out of my face. The relief in his voice is obvious. “I’ll always save you.”

      I glance up.      Edith has shapeshifted and is holding Caleb off with some kind of spell. Hunter, on the other hand…

      “Hunter!” I yell, struggling to my feet. He’s in his vampire form, which has surely saved his life     --     the enhanced durability is the only thing keeping him from being eviscerated as Jennifer shakes him furiously in her massive jaws, like a dog with a toy. Without thinking, I reach for my dragon magic, shifting more easily than I ever have in my life. The room seems to shrink as I grow, power rippling through me as I flap my wings and hurtle across the space toward the other dragon attacking one of the men I love. My body collides with hers full-tilt, and the impact causes her to drop Hunter as I rake at her with my claws. She retaliates with a burst of fire, but I manage to bowl her over, pinning her beneath me as I tear at her neck furiously with my teeth. Jennifer lets out a roar of outrage as we grapple on the floor, all other sounds receding in the wake of my blind fury.

      It’s only Landon’s voice that’s able to bring me back to the present. “Boots, come on!” he shouts from the other side of the room. “We have to go!”

      I glance up from the other dragon to see Caleb unconscious on the ground. Edith, Landon, and Hunter are already at the door. I give Jennifer one last swat with my claws for good measure, and then leap off her, transforming back into my human form in the process. Together, we make a break for the exit, afraid to even look back.
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      “So let me get this straight,” Shade says, pacing in front of the sofa. We’re back at Mollie’s place, a little banged up but no worse for wear. I’m curled up against Landon’s side, and his hand is idly running through my hair in a comforting gesture. If he hadn’t shown up, I would be a puddle on the pavement right now. “You went to visit these guys, they attacked you, and then Landon came in the nick of time?”

      “That’s right,” the siren shifter says lightly.

      “What made you even decide to follow us?” I ask him.

      Landon shrugs, his hand coming to rest on the small of my back. “I had a bad feeling, I guess you could say. I was supposed to be out grabbing a coffee, but I figured I would at least tag along to make sure things didn’t go badly. Looks like I was right.”

      “You were,” I tell him softly. “Thank you.”

      He gives me a crooked smile that makes my heart skip a beat. “‘Course, Boots.” His expression hardens as he turns to Edith. “Why weren’t you helping?” he asks. “When I came in, you were just… standing there.”

      The witch shifter grimaces, avoiding our eyes. “I’m sorry,” she says quietly. “I was just… stunned, I guess. Jennifer and Caleb were always my friends. They were supposed to be on the shifters’ side, not the humans.” She shakes her head disbelievingly. “The Academy must have gotten to them. It’s the only explanation.”

      Silas scrutinises her from his place by the mantelpiece. “You’re saying you had no idea they’d switched sides?” he asks, his eyes narrowing.

      “Of course I didn’t,” Edith snaps. “D     o you think I would’ve brought you guys there otherwise?”

      “I don’t know,” Silas admits, his broad shoulders hunching.

      “Something about this doesn’t feel right,” Shade says, still walking back and forth restlessly. “If the humans got to them, how many more shifters around London have also been converted?”

      “We can’t think like that,” Edith insists, glancing at Mollie for backup. The human woman nods.

      “She’s right,” Hazel agrees. “We can’t give up just because of one near-miss.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Hunter mutters. I turn to him. He’s studiously avoiding my gaze, the pain sharp in his blue eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I ask him gently.

      He throws his hands up. “What do you think?” he demands sharply. “Caleb had you on that ledge, Boots. You almost died, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it.”

      “Hey,” I tell him, “you were busy with Jennifer. No one knew he was the siren.”

      Hunter just shakes his head. “It should’ve been me.”

      “Don’t say that,” I tell him, my voice wavering a little. “Don’t you dare say that.”

      The vampire shifter remains silent for a moment, then gets up and walks out of the room.

      “I say we stay the course,” says Xander, giving Hazel’s hand a squeeze. “Tomorrow we can try another group. With more of us as backup.”

      “What about the humans?” asks Silas. “We’re not exactly inconspicuous.”

      “What choice do we have?” Ruby counters. “The whole city could be out to get us, for all we know.”

      The conviction behind her words weighs heavy on me, makes me balk. Part of me wants to scream, and the other part wants to bury my head in my hands, because I know she’s right.

      We’ve been backed into a corner without even realising it.
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          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The business with Edith’s so-called allies has left all of us on edge; that much is obvious. The others don’t even have to say anything     --     we can all feel it, that awful certainty that things are coming to a head, and we’re helpless to stop it. The question remains unspoken amongst us, but I know without even needing to ask that we’re all thinking the same thing.

      If we can no longer trust the other shifters in London, who can we trust?

      I disentangle myself from between Shade and Silas the next morning, responding to the insistent growling of my stomach. Ruby, Xander and Hazel are gone when I enter the kitchen, but I notice a hastily      scrawled note from the latter on the counter: Out to track down some more leads. Should be back later     --     if not, send help. Right. Not exactly easy when I don’t know where they’ve gone, but I’m too mentally drained at this point to let the anxiety take hold of me. I’ll just have to hope they’re okay.

      Mollie isn’t around either, but I’m actually less worried about her, in all honesty; she’s a tough cookie     --     I’ve known that since the day I first met her     --     but more importantly, she’s human. As long as she takes care not to draw undue attention, she doesn’t have to worry about walking around with a target on her back the way the rest of us do. As much of a gift as our shapeshifting abilities are, they’ve become just as much a curse.

      I pile my hair on top of my head in a messy bun before padding over to the refrigerator and grabbing an apple. I would have preferred junk food, but Mollie, for all her culinary ineptitude, is hell bent on keeping us healthy     --     chalk it up to her maternal instincts, or something. Either way, beggars can’t be choosers, so I dig in with a vengeance as I drop into a chair beside the kitchen table. I can see Landon over on the couch, his arm draped over his eyes     --     he appears to be dozing, but it’s hard to tell with the siren shifter. I still feel like I owe him for yesterday; he saved my life, the only person who possibly could have in those circumstances.

      The sound of voices catches my attention just as Shade and Silas emerge from my room, looking bleary-eyed and out of sorts. “I’m telling you, you’re wrong,” the wolf shifter insists. “It’s all about avoiding concentrating. That’s how you get distracted.”

      “You would say that,” Silas fires back. “When was the last time your strategy didn’t amount to ‘charge in, both guns blazing, and watch what happens’?”

      “I resent that,” Shade mutters.

      Silas gives him a daring grin. “You want to put that theory to the test, Ivis?”

      Shade raises his eyes. “Is that a challenge, Silas? You’d better be careful     --     I hear you’re still not back to a hundred percent.”

      The dragon shifter’s expression hardens. “I’m close enough.”

      The two guys come to a stop by the kitchen table. “We’ll get Boots to judge,” Shade says, winking at me.

      “Nah, ah, ah, I’m not about to get sucked into another one of your arguments,” I laugh. “You guys can duke it out yourselves.”

      “Fine,” says Silas. “We’ll take it to the roof, then.”

      “You know you have the advantage in tall places,” Shade protests.

      “Is that a problem? You just said I wasn’t back to full strength.”

      The wolf shifter grumbles, but concedes, and the two guys make their way to the door. “We’ll be outside, settling this,” Silas announces, elbowing Shade. “We’ll see which one of us is the better fighter. You sure you don’t want to moderate, Boots?” He raises his eyebrows at me.

      The idea of two gorgeous guys duking it out for my attention does sound appealing, but what happened yesterday has me spooked. I’m not even sure I can bring myself to go out and meet our next prospects, and that’s something we have to do. I don’t relish the idea of being forced out a window again. “You guys go ahead,” I tell them weakly. “I’m going to rest up in here. Rough day yesterday, you know.” They nod in unison, and Shade pushes the door open. “Be careful,” I call to them as they file out of the apartment.

      “Always am,” Silas calls back, and with that, they’re gone. I’m left to sit in silence, damn near twiddling my thumbs as I turn over the events of the past few days in my mind. I’ve tried to tell myself I’m paranoid to be worried about Edith, but there’s no fighting it. After yesterday, I’m on high alert; I remember how she stood there watching while the chaos ensued, and while I’m willing to admit that maybe she froze, something about the whole thing rubs me the wrong way. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch, and it’s driving me crazy.

      I’m just beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t catch up with Shade and Silas, at least for something to do, when the sound of muffled voices catches my attention. I raise an eyebrow     --     here I was thinking Landon and I were the last people left here. The voices are coming from the room Edith has been sharing with Hunter, and I can feel my stomach drop even as I slowly get to my feet.

      The vampire shifter hasn’t spoken to me at all since yesterday, but every time I’ve caught his eye, he just looks away with a melancholy expression on his face. He’s hurting, and I wish desperately that there was something I could say, but what? How can I assuage a guilt that he shouldn’t even be feeling in the first place?

      Carefully, I shuffle down the hallway, doing my best to stay light on my feet. I know I shouldn’t be eavesdropping, but I can’t help it     --     call it morbid curiosity or something. The door to Edith’s room is open, and I can hear her crooning voice wafting out like music on the heavy air. “You know there are other fish in the sea, don’t you?”

      “Not for me, there aren’t.” That sounds like Hunter.

      “Listen,” Edith persists, “I get it, okay? Don’t you think I understand where you’re coming from? I’m an outsider too, just like you.”

      “It’s different,” I hear Hunter protest. “You’re good at what you do. Hell, you’re incredible at it. There’s no denying that.”

      “I’m late to the party, though,” she points out. “You think I don’t see the way Millie looks at me, like she’s suspicious of me? I don’t know if it’s because she feels threatened, or if it’s just because I’m not part of your original group, but…”

      I can feel my hackles rising at the implication, and struggle to keep from saying something.

      “You’re not giving Boots enough credit,” Hunter insists, making a warm spot bloom in my chest. “She’s been through hell these past few weeks. It’s not easy living in this world as a hybrid     --     take it from me. My family has ties to the community.” There’s a pause, and his tone grows fond and soft. “Millie has done more for us than anyone,” he says.

      “Mille, Millie, Millie…” Edith sighs, sounding like a put-upon parent. “When will you realise that the world doesn’t revolve around her?” There’s a moment of silence, followed by a shifting sound. “I just want you to remember that you have other options,” she says, so quietly that I have to strain to hear her. Her voice is like silk, and the sound makes my blood run cold. “I see you for what you are, Hunter.”

      “I…” I can hear the confusion in his voice, the hesitation.

      Don’t do it, I tell myself, clenching my fists so hard that my nails bite into my palms. Don’t do it, don’t do it…

      “Come here,” Edith purrs to him.

      I clear my throat loudly and walk to the doorway, already preparing some excuse about why I’m here. My words catch in my throat when I see what’s happening. Edith and Hunter are perched on her bed, and she has her hand on his thigh. Her delicate fingers are running through his scarlet hair, and I arrive just in time to see her lips brush against his. I blanch, speechless.

      Hunter is the first to see me, and he quickly springs away from the witch shifter. “Boots!” he exclaims. “How long have you been…?” I can feel tears welling up in my eyes, despite my best efforts. “Long enough,” I reply quietly, and turn on my heel to escape before they can see me cry. I should have been expecting this, but it still hits me like a knife in the heart.

      I can hear Hunter following me. “Millie, wait! Let me explain-”

      But I don’t want to hear his explanations. I don’t want to listen to any more of Edith’s platitudes. My eyes have grown blurry with tears, and it’s all I can do to make it to my room and close the door behind me before I’m collapsing on the bed, my hands over my face. I can hear Edith and Hunter continuing to speak, but I can’t make out the words, and maybe that’s for the best. Their rapport is clear enough for my purposes.

      I don’t know how long I sit on the bed, but Hunter doesn’t come, and I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse. My throat feels thick, and as ridiculous as this all is, I can’t help it.           It’s like the house of cards has finally come falling down.

      After what seems like forever, I hear a knock at the door. I’m about to tell whoever it is to go away when Landon’s voice comes through gently. “Boots? You in there?”

      I sniffle and hurry to wipe away my tears. “Yeah,” I call.

      Slowly the siren shifter enters the room, closing the door behind him. Wordlessly he takes a seat next to me on the bed, putting a comforting arm around my shoulders. “I take it you weren’t asleep for that,” I mumble.

      “Resting my eyes,” he confirms, “but I think I got the gist.”

      I shake my head, turning to look at him. “Am I crazy?” I ask him quietly. “Is this whole thing… I mean…” I sigh, trying to collect myself. “I thought we had something,” I whisper. “Something real.”

      “You do,” Landon tells me quietly. “We do.”

      “We?” Timidly, I look up at him, feeling my cheeks growing hot. For the first time ever, he seems to be at a loss for words. “I never thanked you properly for saving me yesterday,” I whisper.

      “You don’t have to thank me,” Landon says, not meeting my eyes. “I’d follow you to the ends of the earth, Boots. We all would.”

      I can feel my heart beginning to beat faster. “Do you mean that?”

      Landon clears his throat. “I mean… Listen, Boots, I…” Finally, he meets my eyes with his own, and I can see the debate on his face. I only have to wonder for a split second before his mouth comes crashing into mine, and god, I don’t think I’ve ever felt this relieved in my life.

      I sigh, leaning into the kiss as I allow my arms to snake around the siren shifter’s neck. He groans, shifting a little, as his hands move up to let my hair down so that he can run his hands through it. His touch is ginger, delicate, a far cry from what I would have expected from the self-confident playboy. I let my tongue brush his bottom lip, and he gently pushes me back onto the bed, his hands trailing my body with a gentleness that’s enough to make me want to start crying again. Like he doesn’t want to hurt me.

      No, more than that;      like he wants to keep me from ever being hurt again.

      My hands go to his shirt, but he stops me, pulling away for a moment to look at me. “Are you sure?” he asks quietly. “I don’t want to-”

      I kiss him again. “Yes,” I whisper against his lips. “Landon, please.” It’s more than a want at this point, it’s a need, and not just because of what I witnessed with Hunter. This has been a long time coming.

      I can feel him smirk against me. “As you wish.”

      I snort, laughing even as I help him get his shirt off. He tosses it to the side, allowing me to admire the planes of his body - for a swimmer, I’ve never seen him shirtless before, and the sight of his golden skin is making me feel weak in the knees. I feel him tug gently at my hair, making me groan, and he grins as he moves his mouth to my neck. “Problem?”

      “Hardly,” I pant as he continues to go lower, hooking his fingers through my belt loops and tugging my shorts off me. I squirm out of my underwear as he continues to lavish my neck with attention, aware that there will probably be a mark there tomorrow, and nearly cry out in disappointment when he pulls away to trail his tongue gently over my exposed skin. “Landon…” I whisper.

      He hums against the skin of my inner thigh, his eyes bright as they watch my reactions to his movements carefully. Slowly he lowers his mouth to my clit, and as he begins to eat me out with a patience that makes my head spin, it’s all I can do to bunch my hands in the sheets and breathe through his ministrations. No one’s ever done this to me before     --     I had no idea what I was missing! I can feel a pressure building between my legs, and I can feel Landon’s eyes on me, observing how I react to every little thing he does. When he slips a finger into me, curling it slightly, it’s enough to make me come undone completely, and I come with a muffled cry, shuddering in ecstasy.

      Landon continues to smooth his tongue over me for another few moments, his hands rubbing ginger circles into my thighs. When he finally looks up and smiles at me as he crawls up my body, lining himself up at my entrance.

      “One second,” he murmurs, leaning back and reaching into his trouser pockets on the bed, grabbing a condom. Sliding it on, he settles back on top of me and kisses me as he thrusts deep. I arch my back at how good he feels as he groans, a masculine and deep groan against my lips. It doesn’t take long before he is thrusting faster and I feel another orgasm building up deep within me. The orgasm crashes through me as Landon takes my lips and kisses me deeply, thrusting into me one more time before he comes.

      We breathlessly lie together for a moment.

      The pain is still there, but in Landon’s arms, it might just be bearable.
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          Chapter 16

        

      

    

    
      At some point during the day, Landon and I move out of the room to give Silas and Shade their space back, but I’m not ready to let him go just yet; I’m clinging to him like a lifeline, and the idea of spending the night alone is inconceivable. We end up sprawling out along the large sofa, me with my head on the siren shifter’s chest, a blanket draped over us both. He doesn’t say much about what I saw, which I’m grateful for     --     for all his jibes, he clearly reads emotions well, and knows that I just need quiet comfort right now. Eventually, Mollie and the others come back, and although we get some curious glances, none of them give us any flak. They must just be used to me moving from guy to guy by now, and for some reason, that’s not as embarrassing as I once would have thought.

      I make a point of avoiding Hunter for the rest of the day, doing everything in my power to not be in the same room as him at any given time. Edith, too, although that’s not much of a change from how things were before. My mind keeps replaying what I saw: her lips on his, that coy smile on her face, her beautiful, tinkling voice… A horrible possibility dawns on me     --     did she know I was there? Did she kiss him because she knew it would upset me? Or does she truly have feelings for him?

      I can’t decide which option is worse.

      The tension is palpable when we gather in the common room to debrief. I sit perched on the far end of the couch, Landon’s hand in mine, while Hunter just stands on the other side of the room, smouldering. I can feel his eyes on me, burning holes in my head, as if by willpower alone he can make me look at him. At one point, Edith creeps up to stand beside him, but he shrinks away as if she’s poisonous. Part of me feels bad, part of me feels guilty, but mostly, I’m just confused.

      “The good news is, they didn’t attack us,” Xander says. He’s sitting at the foot of the couch with Hazel’s back against his chest. “The bad news is, they want nothing to do with any of this.”

      “Shit,” Silas mutters, sweeping a hand through his hair. “That figures.”

      Ruby sighs and gets to her feet. Most of us are already changed for another night in, and I can see the exhaustion on my companions’ faces. “They’re scared,” she says flatly. “They don’t want the humans bringing heat down on London, and I can’t say I blame them.”

      “We’re just going to have to keep trying then, aren’t we?” says Shade.

      “We’ll be trying for the rest of our lives, at this rate,” Landon grumbles. I give his hand a gentle squeeze      and see the faintest flicker of a smile on his face.

      “That’s another three off the list, anyway,” says Hazel, getting to her feet. She lets out a yawn, her short blonde curls bouncing. “I’m going to turn in, I think. All this rejection is bringing my mood down.”

      “You’re not the only one,” mutters Shade.

      “We should all just rest up,” suggests Mollie. “We can come back to it fresh tomorrow.”

      Xander sighs and follows Hazel’s lead. Silas and Shade, looking a little worse for wear after their duel earlier, exchange a look as the dragon shifter heads into the bathroom. Shade’s grey eyes flicker from me to Landon, and he winks     --     how can something so corny be so sexy?     --     before turning into his room, shedding his shirt as he goes. I can feel Landon’s grip on me tighten instinctively as the wolf shifter disappears, and just have time to wonder whether there’s some tension there before Mollie bids us goodnight and shuffles away with Edith in tow.

      Hunter is the last one left, and for a moment he just stands there with his hands in his pockets, staring at the floor. “Millie…” he says quietly, taking a step toward me. “Can we talk?”

      “I…” I can feel the emotions welling up in spite of myself      and force my expression to harden. “I don’t think there’s anything to say.”

      “Please.” His blue eyes are imploring me to give him a chance, but the wound is still fresh in my heart, and part of me wants to hurt him the way he hurt me. I shake my head silently.

      Hunter opens his mouth to say something else, but Landon speaks up first. “Leave it alone, Hunter. She doesn’t want to talk about it.” I see the vampire shifter’s jaw clench, but then he gives us a stiff nod and leaves the room. Landon turns to me. “You okay, Boots?”

      “As okay as I can be, I guess,” I say, forcing a smile. “Come on, let’s get ready for bed. You and I are up to bat again tomorrow.”
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      Tomorrow’s plans, as it turns out, are not meant to be, and that’s putting it lightly.

      The first thing I become aware of through the fog of sleep is the sound of a loud banging, like someone on one of the lower floors is moving furniture around. Except it’s two in the morning, and the banging is getting louder…

      I sit up on the couch, rubbing my eyes, and adrenaline rushes through me as I realise the sound is coming from just outside the flat door      which is shaking on its hinges. “Landon!” I shake him awake. “Someone’s here!”

      “Mm… what?” The siren shifter blinks at me, but I don’t have time to respond. Suddenly the door flies clean off, landing on the hallway floor with a deafening crash. Lights begin to turn on all over the apartment, but I’m barely thinking now, operating on instinct alone. I don’t see who’s at the door, and I don’t care, already letting my magic take over. An instant later I’m in my wolf form, pouncing on the first of several shadowy figures with a flying leap.

      It feels like the world around me is moving in slow motion as chaos begins to unfold. The others come running out of their rooms just in time for a veritable army of black-clad intruders      storming in. How did they get past Edith’s wards? How did they know there were wards there?

      But I don’t have time to think as I snarl down at the man below me and sink my teeth into his shoulder. He yells, and I realise a moment too late that he’s not a human     --     just before he shifts into a vampire and throws me off of him with his supernatural strength. I lose my grip on my form as I go flying into a bookshelf, the force of the impact dazing me for a moment as I look around. “Leave her alone!” Hazel yells in her siren voice, drawing the vampire’s attention away. Allowing my hands to turn red with witch magic, I unleash a blast of telekinetic energy just in time to shield Shade from a fireball coming from one of the other attacking shifters. The fire begins to lick at the walls and furniture, and within moments the room is filling up with smoke.

      “We need to go!” yells Landon, dodging an incoming swipe from an attacking wolf shifter. Concentrating, I lift him up with the force of my mind, struggling to hold him in the air long enough for Shade to tackle him to the ground. Even through the haze and chaos, I can just make out the insignia on the man’s jacket.

      The Academy. They found us.

      How?

      It’s not a question for right now. Where is everyone? The fire is making me disoriented, and I have to shout to make myself heard. “It’s the Academy!” I yell, stumbling on an overturned chair with my arms out, struggling to see.

      A strong arm hooks around my waist and helps me up; for a moment I struggle against it before I hear Silas’ calm voice in my ear. “Come on     --     this way.”

      We fight our way through the common area, which has suddenly turned into a war zone, but we’ve only made it as far as the entryway when a telekinetic blast, much stronger than anything I’ve done so far, sends all of us     --     humans, shifters, and furniture     --     flying every which way. I feel a sharp pain in the back of my skull, and when I brush my fingers over my scalp, they come away bloody. My ears are ringing, and the world seems to spin around me. A concussion? I stumble to my feet, fighting against the stinging of the smoke in my eyes and the wound in my head to feel my way to the front door. I fling it open to get some relief from the smoke, realising too late that one of our group is still unaccounted for.

      It’s only as the smoke      begins to clear that I see Mollie lying on the ground. There’s a gaping wound in her neck, and I don’t need to be a doctor to see how bad it is. “Mollie!” I cry out, rushing towards her, oblivious to the commotion around me. I’m back in human form before I know it, taking her by the shoulders and pulling her into a sitting position. A jet of fire shoots over my head     --     Ruby’s doing     --     just as one of the attackers, this one a witch, begins to launch magic in my direction.

      Except it’s not one of the attackers. It’s Edith, fully shapeshifted, her eyes blazing with a hatred I’ve never seen before. “What are you doing?!” I yell. “Mollie’s hurt! Help us!”

      She smiles, actually smiles. “Why don’t you help yourself, hybrid?” she sneers. “You’re the special one      here.”

      Hunter lets out a snarl and lunges for her before I can process what she’s saying, blocking her attack from hitting me with his own durability.

      I glance down at Mollie, whose eyes are growing glassy. “No, no, no…” I murmur, trying desperately to think of something     --     a healing spell, an artifact, something     --     but nothing is coming to me. “Mollie-”

      She grabs onto my arm with surprising strength for someone bleeding out on the floor, pulling me close enough that I can feel her weak breath against my cheek. Her voice is barely above a whisper, but I can still make out the one command that she gives me.

      “Run,” my former foster mother says just before she dies.
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          Chapter 17

        

      

    

    
      I want to scream. I want to tear my hair out. I want to cry. But instead, I just linger there as if the flat isn’t burning and we aren’t in the middle of a war zone. It feels like the wind has gone out of me, like I can’t catch my breath, and it’s not just due to the thick haze of smoke that’s filling the apartment. I stare down at Mollie. Her eyes are wide and staring now, and her hand has dropped from my arm, frozen in a clawing gesture that makes me want to explode when I look at it.

      The closest thing I ever had to a parent, and she’s lying dead on the floor in front of me. Because we brought them here.

      There’s a low moaning sound, and it takes me a moment to realise that I’m the one making it.      I slump      onto the floor in spite of the voice in my head that’s crying out for me to leave, leave now or I’m going to die. The fight has gone out of me. My eyes close for a moment, and when I feel a hand gripping my shoulder, I try desperately to shake it off. “No!” I yell, lashing out with my hands at what I can only assume is another one of the Academy representatives. “Let me go!”

      “Millie, Millie, it’s me!” I recognise Hunter’s voice.           Isn’t that just dandy     --     the man who broke my heart is now trying to pry me away from my dead foster mother. “Come on, we have to get out of here!”

      “Get off me!” I shout, leaning forward over Mollie’s body as if that will somehow change the outcome.

      “Millie, please.” He’s imploring now, that same voice he used when he tried to talk to me last night, and god, it hurts.           Everything hurts, from my pounding head to my heart, and I’ve never been so tempted to just curl up on the floor and let death come to me as I am in that moment. I’ve not only managed to drag a bunch of innocent people into my mess; I’ve also gotten one of them killed. “Come on!” He leans into me, using his vampiric strength to haul me to my feet. I struggle futilely against him, but I don’t have the energy to fight him off, my eyes still lingering on the corpse on the floor.

      “We can’t just leave her,” I protest, tears streaming down my face and leaving clean trails in the soot on my cheeks. “We can’t     --     we have to do something, we have to…”

      “Boots.” Hunter takes me by the shoulders and forces me to look at him. “She’s gone.” His normally      blue eyes have gone red with his transformation, making him look borderline inhuman, and I want to scream at the injustice of it all.

      Still, something in the way he’s looking at me pierces through the cloud of grief that’s surrounded me, and somehow I’m able to make my legs work. Nodding curtly to him and wiping my streaming eyes, I allow him to lead me to the door, guided by his superior vision. One by one, we rush out of the apartment, Hunter and I in the lead, and the guys following behind. Xander and Hazel are already outside, and it’s not until I hear an explosive roar from behind me that I realise Ruby has been singlehandedly holding the rest of them off. She unleashes a last burst of flame from her powerful jaws to cover us while we make our exit, but moments later I hear a different roar. They have a dragon of their own.

      Ruby goes flying out the front door, thrown like a ragdoll and suddenly back in her human form. “Ruby!” Xander yells, letting Hazel go to run to his sister and help her to her feet.

      “Too many of them,” she pants. “Where did they come from?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” he replies. “We have to     -”

      But the sound of a telekinetic burst     --     Edith’s doing, I’d bet a fiver     --     makes it impossible to hear the rest of what she says. Except instead of sending us flying away, it drags Ruby and Xander back into the apartment. Hazel yells something, but I can’t hear it over the commotion, and before I know what’s happening, she’s shifted back and is charging headlong back into the flat. “No!” Silas protests, lunging for her. “We have to stay together!”

      “Go!” Hazel yells over her shoulder, barely audible in the chaos. “I’ll cover you!” Silas hesitates, but then she repeats her command, louder, in her siren’s voice. “Go!”

      That gets him moving. The big dragon shifter takes me by the hand and pulls me toward the stairs. I try to argue, but Hazel knew what she was doing     --     the other guys are hopeless to ignore her command. We forgo the lift and race down the stairs.           By the time we emerge back out onto the street, I’m bracing myself, half-expecting another pack of shifters to be waiting for us in ambush. Instead, all I see is a crowd of humans rubbernecking, trying to get a good look at the disaster happening on the top floor. In the distance, I can hear the sounds of police sirens and fire engines, and lights are coming on all over the neighborhood. Worse yet, the spectators all have their phones out to record the scene      which makes using our powers a problem.

      “Lie low,” Shade suggests, pulling the hood of his sweatshirt up.

      “Hey!” shouts one of the people watching, a woman trying to herd two young kids. “What happened up there? Do you guys need help?”

      “No,” I call back to her breathlessly. “I don’t know. Please let us go…” In a single file line, the five of us snake past the rest of the bystanders, doing our best to keep a low profile despite the fact that we’re all a mess. I steal one last glance over my shoulder: the top floor of the building has caught fire by now, and there’s no sign      of the others. It’s too late to go back up for them, and all I can hope now is that between the three of them, they’ll be able to escape. The odds aren’t in their favour.

      Silas takes my hand and pulls me gently away. I realise I’m crying again as we round a corner onto a side street, this one less hectic and more out of the way. Before I even notice that I’m shaking, my knees give out on me and I slump to the curb.           Putting my head in my hands,       I let out a harsh sob.

      The guys turn around, exchanging worried glances. “Hey.” Hunter tentatively rests a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay.”

      “Don’t touch me,” I snap, but there’s no fire in it.

      Hunter, to his credit, doesn’t let up.           Instead, he pulls      me into an embrace that feels like it’s my last lifeline. One by one, the other guys approach me the same way, putting their arms around me and surrounding me protectively. I let the tears fall freely, clinging to them like a drowning person clings to a life raft. If they weren’t here, I would truly have nothing left.

      After what feels like an eternity, Landon is the first to pull away. “I hate to do this,” he says quietly, “but we’d better get out of this neighbourhood. If there are any more hunters around, they’re going to be sweeping this whole area.”

      “Where do we go?” I protest.

      “Anywhere,” the siren shifter replies. “Anywhere that’s far away from here.”

      Silas gives a stiff nod. “He’s right. Soon this place will be crawling with humans     --     bystanders, if not hunters. Better we move now.”

      I let out a long breath, but I know he’s right. Shakily I begin to walk again, the guys forming a protective circle around me the same way they did earlier. Everything has fallen apart in the space of a few minutes.           Some part of me wonders if I’m going into shock from it all. My normal life has never felt so far away.

      For all our precautions, though, none of us are      listening to our surroundings very closely, and by the time I’m aware of footsteps behind us, the paralysis spell has already taken hold. My muscles seize up, spasming uncontrollably, just as the guys are blasted back by a wave of magic. Straining against the magic, I look over my shoulder to see Edith approaching, flanked by two of the Academy hunters. She’s looking a little worse for wear, but her green eyes are just as piercing as ever, and they flash with hatred as she stares me down.

      “You treacherous bitch,” gasps Shade. He’s had the wind knocked out of him, but just as he starts to get to his feet, Edith flicks her hand and moves him back another few steps. The others are struggling against her magic too, and although I can sense that she’s flagging, she’s powerful enough to keep us all at bay.

      “Why?” I croak out. It’s the only word I’m able to say.

      “Things must      come so easily to you, don’t they?” Edith hisses, slowly walking towards me. “The school. The shapeshifting. Them.” She nods in the direction of the guys, and I suddenly see something on her face, something that’s been here this whole time without my noticing it: jealousy. “It must be nice, having a harem of guys following you around, being able to shift into any form, having the whole world watching what you do.” Her mouth twists with contempt. “You can’t blame me for wanting to shake things up a little.”

      As she speaks, I close my eyes, drawing on my reserves and reaching for my witch magic. If I can just shift my hands, that will be enough. Slowly, red begins to creep up my arms, and with a hoarse yell, I let out my own bolt of magic. It’s not much, but it’s enough to temporarily pierce the entrapment spell and get the guys moving again. “Get out of here!” I yell at them.

      “Millie     -” Shade shouts, but upon seeing the look in my eyes, he trails off.

      “Don’t let them get away,” Edith yells to one of the hunters, who takes off after the guys as they disappear around a corner.

      I feel a pang of regret, but I don’t want anyone else getting hurt because of me. Especially not them. At least this way, they’ll have a chance.

      That’s the last coherent thought I have before the rest of the hunters are on me.
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          Chapter 18

        

      

    

    
      I put up a hell of a fight, if I do say so myself. This is the first time I've transformed different parts of myself into different forms at once, and I'm not sure whether it's due to my rage or my exhaustion. One arm is that of a dragon, the other is that of a witch, while my mouth, now a siren's, lets out a scream loud enough to rival Landon's. It's not enough though, none of it's enough, and the fact that the attackers are all women renders my commands to let go basically useless.

      "That's enough out of you," Edith says, waving her hand lazily and inducing paralysis once more. I'm shaken back into human form like someone might shake a bothersome bug off their arm, and I'm helpless to fight it as the other shifters surround me, pinning my arms painfully behind my back. I let out a cry of pain as Edith strides up to me, her emerald eyes flashing. "I'm sorry it had to work out this way, Millie," she says, although I don't hear any real remorse in her voice. "It would have been fun to get to know you, but you know what they say     ...     nothing personal." She pauses, her brow furrowing, and then adds, "Actually, what am I talking about? Of course it's personal."

      I glare daggers at her, fighting uselessly against her magic, but she seems to be done taunting me. I guess that's something, at least. She turns her back to us. "Keep her still," she commands. "We have a long way to go to get to the safe house." Raising her hand, she releases a haze of pale magical light, and I immediately begin to feel drowsy. I've seen Josie do this once before, to subdue the guards outside our room when we were trapped at the Academy in Boston, but I've never been unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end.

      My eyelids suddenly feel immensely heavy, and despite the voice in my head that's screaming for me to move, move, fight it, do something, the clutches of the spell are unshakeable. Little by little, the life goes out of my limbs, made useless by the paralysis, and within moments the world has faded away around me.
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      I feel like I'm in a dream. Colours drift in and out, as well as vague bits and pieces of dialogue: "Get her set up."

      "She has to wake up first, Sir."

      "I don't care! We've wasted enough time already!"

      "The procedure won't work unless she's conscious! We found that out the hard way with those other boys…"

      "Fine. I want to know as soon as she wakes up. Are we clear?"

      One of the voices sounds oddly, ominously familiar, but the fog that I'm in is making it hard to listen, even harder to figure out if any of this is real. More images drift through my mind: Mollie's glazed-over eyes. Edith kissing Hunter. Hazel and the twins, trapped in the burning apartment. Most of all, though, I see visions of the guys      running for their lives from the pursuing hunters. My heart aches - I was so cruel to Hunter, and now I may never see him again. What if I never see any of them again? The most precious thing in the world to me, they've been torn from my grasp by one treacherous betrayal.

      And then I lose consciousness once more.

      I'm surprised to find that I'm not dead when I finally stir, my eyelids fluttering against the bright fluorescent lights. The pain in my skull has come back with a vengeance, and for a moment I'm struck by a wave of agony so intense that it makes me want to retch. I double over, clutching my stomach      and dry heave     . How long has it been since I've eaten something?

      My head spins, my ears ringing, and it's all I can do to sit there in a shaking heap as the dizziness starts to clear. Eventually, I'm able to force my eyes open, although the harsh lights make it hurt to do so, and look around.

      I'm in a room as nondescript as it can get. The walls and floor are made of concrete, and the lights make me think I'm in some sort of basement or storage facility. What did Edith call it? A safe house?

      Seems pretty far from safe to me.

      I'm surprised to discover that I'm not restrained. I'm slumped forward in a hard wooden chair. My clothes are the same soot-stained ones I had on when the apartment caught fire, and my hair is hanging around my face in dirty clumps. Slowly, agonizingly, I struggle to my feet, having to pause with my hands on the chair to keep myself from passing out from the pain in my head. Once I'm sure I'm grounded, I straighten up and take a slow, shuffling step towards the door in the back.

      Even before I reach it I realise it's a pointless exercise. It's padlocked shut on my side, and I'm willing to bet it's been enchanted. Why else would they leave me      in here alone with no restraints?

      Still, I can't resist the urge to summon a burst of flame from my dragon form, breathing it directly into the padlock for several moments. The metal doesn't even change colour. Of course. Why would it? It's not like I've ever been able to catch a break before.

      I let out a yell of frustration and drop my head against the door, banging it uselessly with my hand as if that will somehow change my situation. The gesture sends a fresh stab of pain through me. God, my head hurts     --     I go      down hard.

      The sound of bolts shifting on the other side makes me jump, and for a single crazed second I wonder if my frustration actually worked.           But then there's the sound of shuffling feet and I take a few steps back. I'm still weak from the spell and my injuries, but I'm already preparing to fight, my hands clenching into fists as I back up a few steps.

      Then the door swings open and Hawthorne, the man who started all this, strides into the room. The smug bastard is smirking, like this is all some big joke to him. And he doesn't look the least bit intimidated by my posture.

      I raise my hand to cast a spell, but he shakes his head. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, Ms. Brix,” he says, his tone as self-righteous and condescending as ever. “We’re underground right now, miles away from anyone who will be able to help you. And we’re not alone.”

      He steps aside to reveal the hulking form of another man, who immediately shifts into a siren. Before I have time to react, he’s already growling, “Don’t. Move.”

      For the second time this week, I’m under the thrall of a siren, and I drop my hands weakly to my sides. Still, I’m able to force myself to speak. “Where are we?”

      “Nowhere special,” Hawthorne replies. “The important thing is that we’re safe from prying eyes. Like your boyfriends, for example. We’ll find them, I have no doubt, but it’s nice to know that they won’t stumble across this facility themselves.”

      I try to lunge at him, but I’m held in place by the command. “Leave them alone.”

      “You really are feisty     , aren’t you?” Hawthorne says. “I guess it would take someone with your personality to do all the damage that you’ve done. Still, that’s all in the past. Chin up, right?” He gives me a toothy smile before nodding to his henchman. “Take her to the testing room.”

      The man turns to me. “You heard him. Follow us.”

      My feet begin to move on their own as the two men turn and lead me out into a long hallway, their footsteps echoing ominously against the high walls. I struggle, but it’s in vain, and this time, Landon isn’t here to override this siren’s command. The men unlock a door at the far end, and what I see on the other side makes my heart stop: it’s a medical examination room, exactly like the one under the Academy where Silas was being kept. A table stands in the middle, manned by a meek-looking woman in a lab coat. The siren grabs my arm and thrusts me onto it, not bothering to be gentle as he secures me in place.

      “Thank you, Hugh,” Hawthorne says. “That’s all we’ll need of you.”

      The siren leaves, taking his magic with him, but by now I’m stuck in place, and even without his magic, I’m not going anywhere. “What are you going to do to me?” I demand.

      “The same thing I’ve always been trying to do,” replies Hawthorne. “Level the playing field.”

      “You just want to give yourself shifter powers,” I spit.

      “I want to give everyone shifter powers!” Hawthorne snaps. “Don’t you understand? I’m working towards egalitarianism, Ms. Brix. A world where everyone has the same abilities. And if sacrifices have to be made for that, then…” He shrugs. “It’s a worthy cause.”

      I open my mouth to protest, but there’s a sharp pain in my arm; I look down to see that the assistant has put a needle in my vein. “Sir,” he says, “I still have reservations about using a hybrid for     -”

      “We’ve been over this,” says Hawthorne.

      “But-”

      “Do. As. I. Say.” His dark eyes flash, and I feel a lurch of terror as the machine connected to the IV whirs to life, strange blue liquid shooting through the tube and into my arm. My reaction is as immediate as it is violent; the pain in my head is negligible in comparison to this. It feels like acid is running through my veins, dissolving everything in its path. I barely even feel the assistant putting a separate IV in my other arm, which he connects to another machine, but I do see my blood beginning to move sluggishly out of it and into the collection beaker. It looks wrong, though, too thick: like it’s corrupted.

      Or already dead.

      The pain rips through me, blocking out all conscious thought. I thrash against my restraints, crying out against the agony, feeling the strength going out of me, but it’s futile. Time slows to a crawl, my eyes clench      shut. I think of the guys, their grinning faces, their gentle touches, and latch onto the image like it’s my last hope. That eases the pain, even as I feel tears streaming down my cheeks. I don’t know how much time has passed when I hear the assistant’s voice. He sounds far away. “Sir,” he says, “look at the blood concentration.”

      Hawthorne steps closer to examine one of the monitors, and then lets out a roar of frustration. “What the fuck is wrong with her?”

      “I told you,” the assistant protests. “There’s no way of isolating the blood serum. Her DNA is scrambled     --     that’s the whole reason she’s a hybrid in the first place.”

      “Then take more,” Hawthorne commands. “Take as much as you need!”

      “It’s not the device,” the other man says. “We could drain her dry and it will still be useless. We need isolated strains from each species, preferably a lot of them. That’s how she was made in the first place.”

      There’s the sound of a crash, and I open my eyes to see that Hawthorne has kicked a table in fury, sending medical supplies flying. “We haven’t gotten the okay from the board to start testing on the students yet,” he says. “Everyone’s on edge after that damned convention centre attack-”

      I choke out a strained laugh. “You organised that!”

      “Shut up.” Hawthorne doesn’t look at me. “Where are we supposed to get more test subjects? I thought the whole point of the girl was to save ourselves the resources.”

      “We’re just going to have to wait,” the assistant replies. “I know that’s not what you want to hear, but-”

      “We are running out of time!” yells Hawthorne. I’ve never seen him lose his composure like this before. “Shifters everywhere are shaking us off. They’re mobilising. We don’t have time to wait for the fucking school board.”

      “Then don’t,” I say quietly, a last      desperate hope coming to me. It’s a gamble and I know it, but it’s like a light at the end of a tunnel, and I cling to it with everything I have.

      Hawthorne turns to me. “Excuse me?”

      I give him a humourless smile. “I happen to know four good shifters. And if I’m going to die here     --     which      considering how I’m feeling right now      seems pretty likely     --     I’d rather have them by my side.”

      “You would send your boy toys to us?” Hawthorne laughs. “What makes you think I believe that? What makes you think they’ll even come?”

      "They will," I insist, looking at him long and hard out of the corner of my eye. My body is weak, on the verge of giving out, but the anger I feel in me is enough to make my eyes flash just the same. I could almost swear I see Hawthorne look taken aback for just a second, caught off-guard by my sudden spirit. "They'll come because you have me."
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          Chapter 19

          Silas

        

      

    

    
      I was the first of their group to be taken by the Academy to be experimented on, so in some ways it feels almost appropriate that my cell phone is the one that rings.      We head southwest, on a mission to get as far away from the city centre as possible. My heart leaps into my throat when I see that it’s Millie calling, and for one hopeful moment as I answer the phone, I wonder      if she managed to escape after all; if anyone could do it, Millie could. Either way, we are going to find her and get her back. Nothing else is important. I know where she is and once we are out of the city, I’m building the biggest army of supes and raiding the fucking academy.

      All hope is dashed when I put the phone to my ear. Gone is the musicality of her voice, gone is the touch of self-deprecating humour that sends my nerves into overdrive even as I laugh. She sounds like a shell of her former self, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to hear that she’s not well. “Hey, Silas.”

      Just those two words are enough to sow the seeds of panic into my chest. “Boots! Where are you? What happened?”

      At the sound of her name, Shade, Landon, and Hunter all stop dead in their tracks, whirling around to stare at me     . Landon’s eyes flash with questions     --     where is she? Who took her? Is she okay?     --     while Shade looks like a live wire, dangerous and liable to explode at any moment.

      For his part, Hunter is suddenly awash with emotion: regret, disappointment, worry, and fear flash across his features in the space of a few seconds. It’s like ripping the scab off a wound that’s only just started to heal, only to realise that it’s been infected since the beginning. He can’t help but blame himself for some of this,      at least in part for everything that’s gone wrong so far.

      I know Hunter wishes he could snatch the phone and tell her he’s sorry, tell her he was a fool to think himself worthy of her; he’s never been under any illusions of superiority. His abilities are pitiful in comparison with the rest of the group’s, and he’s unqualified to be receiving affection from someone so steadfast, so determined, so pure, in spite of everything the world has thrown at her.

      When I put the call on speaker, holding a finger to my lips,      her rasping voice comes through, and we all share the same emotion. Anger.

      “...doing well,” she says. “Hanging in there, but I don’t know for how long.”

      “Where are you?” I demand.

      There’s a sound, followed by a new voice. “Nice try, Mr. Aconite. You will be brought here when you’ve met with our arranged contact.”

      The sound of that bastard’s smug voice is enough to make me want to break the phone into pieces. It’s      all I can do is      remain silent, to not call the self-righteous prick every name in the damn book.           But the thought of Boots tied up somewhere, half-drained and fighting for her life, keeps me quiet.

      I never, ever thought I      would be in this position, bent out of shape over a girl, but here I am, silently panicking. She’s beautiful, yes, and she’s spirited, but I have had beautiful girls before. And had damn good sex before. This is something else, something deeper, something no piece of shit delinquent like me should be experiencing.

      But…

      Love. I’m in love with the damn Brix girl.

      

      I close my eyes and swallow hard. “I want to talk to Millie.”

      “Are you really sure you want to-”

      “I’m not agreeing to anything until you put her back on.”

      A pause, and then Millie’s voice comes through again. She sounds like all the strength has gone out of her. “Silas, please. I need you guys to come here.”

      “What if it’s a trap?” I ask, knowing they’re listening but not caring.

      Boots hesitates for just a second, but it’s enough to tell me      everything I      need      to know. “Please,” she says at last, her voice cracking. “You guys are all I have left.”

      “We need to go get her.”

      “Like hell,” snaps Shade. “That has ‘trap’ written all over it.”

      “I know,” I say. “We don’t have a choice.”

      “Academy agents are going to be crawling all over us the minute we show up,” Landon says.

      “I know,” I repeat. “But Millie’s there and I can’t leave her a second longer, and I’m going to do whatever it takes to save her.” She did the same thing for me once, I think. She barely even knew me, and she put her life on the line to save me. Now it’s my turn. Eyes flashing, I look from Shade to Landon to Hunter. “And if any of you guys feels the same way about her that I do, then you’ll do the same.”

      Hunter looks at his feet while Shade and Landon exchange a glance. None of them need      to use the L-word; it’s there, practically written on their faces, hanging around them in all its fullness and beauty, and they know it isn’t a discussion.

      It never was.
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          Chapter 20

        

      

    

    
      Time has lost all meaning for me. Have I spent hours strapped to this table? Days? Someone must be giving me fluids, or I’d be dead by now     --     that much I’m sure of. Pain has become the centre point for my entire existence, and although god knows I’ve had plenty of time to get used to it, it hasn’t gotten any easier. It feels like my body is giving out on me, all hope of accessing my powers now long gone; the essence of my magic is now dripping into a beaker on the other side of the room, and I’m helpless to stop it.

      The laboratory technician doesn’t say much during my ordeal, but Hawthorne paces restlessly at the front of the room, his hands clenching and unclenching as the gears turn in his head. He’s wondering if the guys will take the bait. To be honest, so am I. If this were a movie or TV show, I would have found some way of warning them, of encoding my words with a secret message about what waits for the guys here, but I’m barely holding together anymore, and even speaking has become an immense challenge. A horrible possibility keeps dawning on me: what if they didn’t realise the danger? What if they show up here, expecting an exchange, only to get blindsided and captured? That would be it for me, I think; there’s no way I could live with myself if I led them into danger. All I can do now is wait      and hope.

      Eventually, though, Hawthorne’s voice filters back to my ears. “...at the main entrance.”

      “Will you go meet them?” asks the assistant.

      “No,” he replies. “Hugh is on his way, along with a few of my other enforcers. I’m not taking any chances until they’re inside and prepped for the procedure.”

      My heart sinks. They came after all, and by the sounds of it, not with guns blazing. I drop my head back to the exam table and squeeze my eyes shut, already bracing myself for the worst. Who would have thought the greatest torture imaginable wasn’t being drained of your life force, but having to watch the men you love walk into a trap?

      “Yes, Sir.” The technician steps away from me. “Should I go prepare the other rooms?”

      Hawthorne nods to him, waiting for him to scurry away before turning back to me. “Looks like the gang's all here, Ms. Brix,” he says with a smile. “You got what you wanted. Let’s just hope it’s worth it to the rest of them.”

      “We’ll see,” I spit out through gritted teeth. My voice sounds foreign to my own ears, like the voice of a dead person.

      Hawthorne chuckles but says nothing. A few minutes later, the sound of approaching footsteps can be heard outside. Hawthorne perks up and shoots me a look before leaving the room to meet the group. If I weren’t so weak, I could try to work on my restraints, but I’m past the point of being able to struggle by now. “Well, boys,” I hear him say, sounding like the cat that ate the canary. “It’s nice to be seeing you all again. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

      “Cut the crap.” The voice is achingly familiar     --     Shade’s, if I’m not mistaken. “Where is she?”

      “Now, let’s just take it easy for a minute,” Hawthorne begins placatingly. “I don’t want anyone doing anything they’ll regret-”

      “Let us see Millie, or we’re going to make this a lot harder for you.” That sounds like Hunter, and his tone is brokering no argument.

      “Believe him,” Landon mutters. “We will.”

      “You had to know we would want to make sure she’s still alive,” reasons Silas.

      There’s a long pause on the other side of the door. I hold my breath. Finally, the bolts slide away and Hawthorne shoves the door open again. I find myself face to face with a cluster of familiar faces, and my breath hitches in my chest.

      I can feel Hunter staring at me from the other side of the room, his expression drawn and menacing. Slowly, he turns back to Hawthorne. I feel like we’re on the edge of something, and the window of opportunity is shrinking fast. If something is going to happen, it needs to happen now. Otherwise…

      “On second thought,” Hunter says, his tone more dangerous than I ever could have imagined coming from him, “maybe we’ll make it hard for you, anyway.”
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          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      It’s astonishing how fast everything goes to hell after that, although maybe that’s just my altered perception from whatever energy-draining procedure they’ve been using on me. Either way, the world seems to move almost in slow-motion for the next few minutes, and I’m helpless to do anything but watch.

      Hunter is the first to move, shifting into his vampire form with a speed and precision I’ve never seen from him before. His rage is written all over his face      and if it weren’t for one of the henchmen     --     an equally fast vampire shifter     --     he would be tearing Hawthorne’s throat out right now. As it happens, though, he ends up locked in close-quarters combat with the woman behind him, the two vampires grappling each other with a ferocity I’ve never seen before. She appears to be a bit stronger, and I watch in horror as she pushes him into the wall, wrestling to maintain her grip on his arms as Hunter leans back into her with all the strength available to him.

      “Get off!” That’s Landon, already using his siren’s voice     , and the command is enough to give the woman pause. She looks like she’s resisting it on her end, but the momentary diversion is enough for Hunter to regain the upper hand, whirling around and slamming her face into the wall with an animalistic growl.

      Looking now, I can see that there are      a handful of other henchmen escorting my would-be rescuers.           Almost as soon as the fighting is going down among the others, everyone seems to be shifting at once.

      Silas, whose powers have been giving him trouble ever since he was in my position, seems to shake off his difficulties with no trouble now.      I wonder if it could      really be because he sees that I’m in danger.           Shifting and giving a flap of his enormous wings, he      unleashes a massive gust of wind in the enclosed space. The vampire shifters are able to maintain their footing, but Hawthorne, the only human in the room, is blown back by the force of it; he stumbles into the far wall, nearly tripping over his own feet.

      “What are you doing?” he yells, all of his composure out the window at this point. “Stop them!”

      One of the other guards looks like a wolf shifter, and he’s halfway into his form when Landon charges him, body checking him from the side and breaking his concentration. I’ve never seen the siren shifter go so readily into the melee before, but a flash of his now-green eyes tells me he’s beyond caring about his own safety at this point. The thought brings tears to my eyes, the reality of it sinking in: they came for me. They actually came for me.

      Shade tag-teams with Landon, lunging for the struggling wolf shifter and completing his transformation before he even hits the ground. He pins the man to the floor, sinking his powerful jaws into his shoulder and eliciting a cry of pain from the trapped guard. It’s only as my attention turns to Silas in the doorway that I realise the worst has yet to come.

      They have a dragon shifter of their own. Of course they do     . The giant reptilian beast, his scales a shimmering green colour, is doing his level best to force his way into the room. Silas is keeping him at bay, his wings spread defensively as the two of them exchange blows with their mighty claws. Because dragons are immune to the effects of dragon fire and highly resistant to other kinds, Silas seems to be using his own body as a shield to deflect the majority of his opponent’s flames. My heart leaps into my throat when I see that he’s flagging a little.           The second that dragon shifter makes it into this enclosed space, he’s going to light us all up, Hawthorne included.

      Hawthorne...

      Wait a minute. Slowly I force myself to turn my neck, every single muscle in my body protesting      the movement, which feels as difficult as running a marathon. My former school president is nowhere to be seen, but there’s an emergency exit door now standing open in the back of the room. The coward can’t even be bothered to stand and fight his own battles! Well, no matter, I guess.           We’ve got our hands full enough as it is. If he comes back with reinforcements, though…

      I begin to thrash weakly against the straps holding me to the table, for all the good it does. We might be evenly      matched right now, but there’s no telling how many other Academy loyalists he has working in this facility.

      The enemy vampire shifter sees my renewed efforts to free myself and immediately ignores Hunter in favour of lunging at me. Adrenaline rushes through me, and I close my eyes, bracing for the death blow, but a snarl from Silas makes me glance up. He’s craned his neck around and unleashed a targeted fireball, not enough to catch me, but enough to hit the vampire squarely between the shoulders.

      She gives out an inhuman shriek, self-preservation instincts kicking in as she drops to the ground, giving Shade a perfect opportunity to pounce. This gives the other wolf shifter a window, however, and soon enough there’s a second giant wolf charging us. Hunter zooms across the room, picks him up by the neck, and hurls him into the back of the room, where there’s the sound of laboratory equipment scattering across the floor.

      “Hunter,” pants Silas. Hunter and I look up at the same time to see the enemy dragon bearing down on Silas in the doorway; he’s the bigger of the two, and it was only a matter of time before he would turn things around.

      “Go!” Shade snaps, still in wolf form. “I’ll cover you!”

      Hunter nods and rushes to help Silas hold off the dragon, and in the meantime Shade, now unoccupied, charges across the room to assist Landon with the remaining guard, another siren. His commands are useless against the guys, and within moments they’ve overpowered and dispatched him.

      With the vampire shifter still fighting the flames and the wolf shifter lying dazed in a heap of medical supplies, all four can now turn their attention to the dragon in the hallway. “Get out of the way,” Hunter commands Silas, squaring his shoulders.

      “What?” Silas demands. “What are you…?”

      The vampire shifter turns his red eyes on the dragon     , and I see them burning with a vengeance. “Trust me, Silas.”

      There’s a brief pause, and then Silas releases his grip on the other dragon. They both come tumbling backward into the room, knocked off balance by the sudden shift.      Hunter wastes no time seizing his chance. Without a second thought, he leaps onto the dragon’s long neck, grabbing it at the base of its head with his powerful arms, and breaks its neck with one swift movement. The dragon shifter crumples to the floor, already changing back into human form as Hunter leaps off. And just like that, it’s over.           The guys shift back, breathing hard from the exertion. Somewhere in the facility, I can hear an alarm going off.

      Hunter is the first to my side, already fumbling with my restraints. “Boots,” he says, his voice breaking with worry, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t…” I rasp. “Don’t apologise. Nobody’s fault.”

      “I shouldn’t have tried to push you away,” he murmurs, pressing his forehead to mine as his voice breaks a little. “I should have listened to you. I should have…”

      My left hand, now free, comes to rest on his cheek. “It’s okay,” I whisper, running my thumb over his soft skin. “I’m here.”

      “How are you feeling?” demands Shade, now standing at my other side. “Can you stand?”

      “I don’t… The machine…” I pant.

      Landon whirls around to stare at the equipment they have me hooked up to. “Where the hell is the off switch on this thing?”

      “There is no off switch,” Silas tells him flatly, breathing a long jet of fire into the device. There’s the smell of burning plastic and noxious steam, and we watch as the machine slowly melts down into a pile of scrap, letting out a few final listless beeps.

      Landon gently removes the IV line from one of my arms while Shade works on the other, and within moments the guys are helping me sit up.

      “Here, hold on to me,” Silas says, putting an arm out. I allow him to support me as I stumble down from the bed, but my legs are too weak to support me, and they crumple out from under me.

      Hunter catches me. “Don’t try to move. I’ll carry you.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, eyes wide.

      “Of course,” he replies. “Vampire, remember?” Without another word, he shifts back into his vampire form and scoops me up into his arms, carrying me bridal-style towards the door.

      “We have to leave now,” Landon says. “This place is going to be crawling with guards any second.”

      “Come on,” says Shade, taking the lead as we hurry out the exit door. “This looks like a way out.”

      We find ourselves in another fluorescent-lit hallway, hurtling down with hardly a glance behind us. I can feel the guys stealing concerned looks at me, fear and relief in their eyes. “I can’t believe it worked,” I rasp, burying my face in Hunter’s chest.

      “Shh,” says Shade, turning to put a hand on my thigh. “Don’t try to talk. It’s okay. We’re here. We’re safe.”

      That’s enough for me, and by the time we emerge into the bright sunlight, the pain of the past hours is already beginning to feel like a distant dream. Being surrounded by guys you love will do that to you.

      The relief is short-     lived, however; the shrill alarm is still blaring out of the facility, and we turn around momentarily to see guards pouring out of the doors and into the remote field where we now find ourselves. “Run,” says Landon.

      “We can’t outrun them,” protests Shade.

      “Millie,” Silas says gently, “can you teleport us? It doesn’t need to be far. Anywhere that’s not here.”

      “She’s barely hanging on,” protests Hunter.

      “I can try,” I say, struggling to pull myself up in the vampire’s arms. It feels like I weigh a thousand tons, but I’m not about to give up now, not when we’re all still here and alive. Closing my eyes, I reach for my witch powers. They were elusive before, but I’ve been able to jump us across the planet once already. If I just dig deep, tap into my energy reserves…

      But almost as soon as I begin searching for that cool, familiar magic, my blood runs cold.

      I try again, more desperately this time, throwing off all thoughts of Hawthorne and the procedure and concentrating completely on accessing my form. But it’s not an issue of concentration, I realise with a surge of dread. It’s not a problem with my ability to access my powers, because my powers aren't there. They’re gone, as surely as my physical strength is gone, and it doesn’t take more than a second for the terrible, terrible truth of my situation to dawn on me.

      I can no longer shapeshift.

      

      
        
        To be continued in book four of Supernatural Shifter Academy. Pre-order now.
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