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        The academy has taken my powers...and what use is a powerless shifter in a supernatural academy? 

      

        

      
        The academy hunters chasing us, we have to search for Edith and find out how to get my powers back before it’s too late. When I first got my powers, I never thought for a second I’d miss them as much as I do.

        Or how weak I actually am without them.

        When humans with supernatural powers start appearing and attacking us, finding Edith is going to be harder than it looks.

        But I’m not alone.

      

        

      
        Falling in love, fighting evil and hiding from the academy was a lot easier with powers.

      

        

      
        18+ Reverse Harem Romance which means the main character will have more than one love interest.
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      The worst part of having something taken away from you is the fact that now you know what you’re missing. It’s one thing to say you’ve never experienced something, because at least you haven’t known the joys of having it in your life. It’s another to be given something, something life-changing, and have it snatched away from you. It’s like having a piece of yourself gouged out with a knife, and nothing will ever fill the void that’s left behind.

      Does it make me selfish that my first thoughts are of myself, and not of the people who surround me? Maybe. But the pain is as poignant as it is all-encompassing, and there’s no avoiding the immediate sense of wrongness that I feel as I desperately grope for my powers, only to come up empty.

      “Boots?” Landon’s voice sounds like it’s coming from far away, although that could be as much due to the fact that I’m barely staying conscious as it is to the fact that my world seems to be crumbling around me. “I don’t want to rush you, but…” I follow his gaze back to the Academy facility where, up until a few minutes ago, I was being tortured and drained     --     and to the herd of oncoming agents charging toward us from the other side of the field.

      I shake my head, my heart hammering in my chest. “Something’s wrong. I can’t—my powers, they’re not…”

      “Shit.” That’s Shade, and I can see he’s already getting into a fighting stance on my other side. “What the fuck did they do to you?”

      “I don’t know,” I wail. I’ve never felt this helpless in my entire life. “You guys have to go. Get out of here while you still can. I’m just going to slow you down.”

      “Like hell,” Hunter snaps. “We’re not letting you out of our sight again, Boots.”

      “Looks like we’re going to have to fight,” Silas says, squaring his shoulders. “Millie, get behind me.”

      I swallow and nod, allowing the guys to form a protective wall in front of me. I’m still digging in vain for the shifter magic that has by now become so familiar, but it’s no use. That comforting coolness in the pit of my stomach is nowhere to be found. Not even a whisper remains. It’s like it was never there in the first place.

      I can feel a lump forming in my throat as I watch the oncoming herd of guards—some humans, but some no doubt shifters—continue their relentless approach. Is it possible that Hawthorne managed to completely drain my powers? I don’t want to think about the possibility, but…

      A gust of wind makes my attention snap back to the present, just in time to see Silas, now in dragon form, flap his mighty wings. A burst of fire escapes his jaws, but he doesn’t aim for the oncoming agents, instead lighting up a trail on the ground in front of us. The dry grass immediately goes up in flames, creating a wall of fire that instantly begins to spread into a fully  fledged blaze. Just in time, too; the Academy soldiers come skidding to a stop on the other side, watching us with barely masked hatred on their faces.

      “Come on!” Hunter shouts, already back in vampire form. “Boots—”

      I don’t need to be told twice, and I allow him to sweep me back up into his supernaturally strong arms. Carrying me bridal style, he backs up from the onslaught, his fangs bared and his eyes blazing red. Shade and Landon have transformed as well, I see, but hang back on our side of the wildfire for a moment before turning and sprinting away. Silas, Hunter, and I follow suit, my consciousness already beginning to waver in the face of the overwhelming heat from the fire.

      I give up on finding my powers and focus on staying awake; the least I can do is not become dead weight. A glance over Hunter’s shoulder shows me that several of the agents have stopped, but my heart sinks when I see two of them transforming—into dragons. Because of fucking course they would happen to be fireproof. One yellow and one orange, their scales glistening in the light of the flames, race forward on their massive legs, unaffected as they charge through the fire barrier.

      One of them locks its jaws around Silas’ mouth, restraining him from breathing fire, while the other shoots across the field towards Hunter, no doubt trying to avoid a repeat of the kill inside the facility. Hunter takes a step back, ready to fight, but a blur of grey fur slams into the dragon from the side. Shade. Although as a wolf he’s no match for the dragon’s raw power, he has agility on his side, and the giant reptile isn’t able to keep up with his unpredictable leaps and lunges.

      A distraction, I realise, just in time for Silas to break free of the other dragon’s grip and pin the second one to the ground. The first dragon makes a move to follow him, but Landon’s voice, now tinged with the sound of his siren’s song, draws its attention away. “Leave him!” he yells, and although the dragon shifter is a male, he isn’t going for mind control. He’s going for pure power. The sound is earsplitting, and the sonic waves from the scream are visible in the air as they send a shockwave across the field which connects squarely with the dragon’s chest. Caught off guard, he’s sent flying backward, tumbling to the ground in his human form. And humans aren’t immune to fire. He lets out a yell of pain as the flames threaten to consume him, leaving Shade, Silas, and Landon to focus on the second dragon.

      My ears are still ringing, although whether that’s from my earlier trauma or the fact that I might have just ruptured an eardrum, I have no idea. What I do know, however, is that the rest of the facility guards aren’t just standing by, and my eyes go wide when I see them brandishing weapons.

      “Guys!” I yell, my voice sounding pathetically meek in comparison to the others’ shouts. “Guys, we have to go! They have guns!”

      As if on cue, a spray of gunfire cuts through the wall of flames. Silas, aware of his relative durability, lunges to the left to take the brunt of the attack, but he doesn’t move quite quickly enough. I’m aware of screaming as one of the stray bullets connects with Shade’s flank, and it takes a moment for me to realise that it’s coming from me. To my surprise, the wolf shifter manages to keep a hold on his form, although his eyes have gone wide with shock. He stops dead in his tracks, going down to his front knees as blood begins to pour out of the wound in his side, and adrenaline floods me. He can’t die. I can’t let him die, not after he saved me.

      “Hunter,” I yell. “Put me down! Help Shade!”

      “Are you sure?” Hunter asks, his eyes wide.

      I nod, surprising myself with my own coherence. “I’ll be okay. Get him out of the line of fire.”

      Hunter hesitates for a moment, his gaze stormy, and then sets me gently onto the ground. In a flash, he’s sprinting back towards the scrimmage, almost too fast for my eyes to track.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Shade yells, still in his wolf form, as the vampire shifter comes to a stop beside him.

      Silas and Landon are still working on driving back the dragon shifter, and although he appears to be flagging, I’m aware of the rain of gunfire spraying across the field.

      “Can you stand?” Hunter demands, the authority and self-assuredness in his voice enough to catch me off guard. He’s come a long way from the insecure guy I met in shifting class all those months ago.

      Shade lets out a growl and forces himself back to his feet before shifting back into human form. There’s a gnarly gash on his side, I can see, and my stomach drops when I notice that his clothes are already seeped through with red. “Get in front of me,” Hunter commands. Shade glares at him but does as he instructs, allowing the vampire shifter to cover him from behind as they make their slow way back over to me. Bullets glance off Hunter’s skin like raindrops as they pull back, coming to a stop beside me.

      “We have to go,” I pant. There’s a queasy feeling blossoming in my stomach, a mixture of fatigue and panic, and I focus all my attention on the guys. Keep them alive, at all costs. “There’s too many of them. And if they send reinforcements…”

      “You’re right,” says Hunter, sliding a hand around my waist to support me. “Can you both stand? I can’t carry you both.”

      “Didn’t think you’d ever be the one saving me,” Shade pants as he slings an arm around the vampire shifter’s shoulders. “I owe you one, Ash.”

      “Save it,” Hunter tells him, and the three of us begin to work our way towards the stand of trees on the other side of the clearing. There will be cover there, which is more than we can say for where we are now. It’s slow going, and the pained noises I’m hearing from Shade make my blood run cold, but he’s tough, and makes no complaint as we stumble into the shade of the forest. I’m reminded eerily of the forest surrounding the Academy building. If only I had known then that it was designed more as a prison than as a boarding school.

      Back in the field, I watch as Landon unleashes another shockwave. It’s powerful enough to deflect the most recent barrage of bullets, but I can tell that he’s flagging; siren songs are meant for mental manipulation and not physical attacks, and if Hazel is to be believed, that kind of power takes a lot out of a person. Silas seems to realise the tide is turning, and before Landon can even protest, he’s shooting up into the air and picking him up with his strong talons. Flapping his wings again, he glides out of the range of the attackers, bypassing the brush fire entirely as he swoops in to land beside the rest of us. In the blink of an eye, he and Landon are shifting back into human form, and then we’re picking our way through the densely packed trees, disappearing into the darkness of the woods.

      “Where are we going?” I pant.

      “Anywhere that’s not here,” Landon replies, shoving a branch out of the way so I can pass. The sounds of shouting and crackling flames can still be heard behind us. If we’re lucky, they’ll fall back to regroup. If not, though…

      The roar of the remaining dragon jangles my nerves, and I force myself to pick up my pace as we hike deeper into the woods. At least the canopy will make us hard to spot. I’m running on pure adrenaline at this point, all hope of using my magic dashed for the time being, and putting one foot in front of the other feels more and more difficult with every step. I grit my teeth, tightening my grip on Hunter, and the feeling of fingers interlacing with my own makes me look up; Shade meets my eyes, giving my hand a squeeze—although whether that’s for my peace of mind or his own, I don’t know. His fingers are dreadfully cold and clammy, and the fact that he’s not mouthing off for once doesn’t bode well either.

      “Shade…” I pant, gripping his wrist, “Are you all right?”

      “Bastards got me,” the wolf shifter replies. “Don’t know how deep. Doesn’t matter. We have to keep moving.”

      “Just focus on walking,” Silas reminds us. “We’ll find shelter and regroup.”

      “Right,” Shade pants, sweat standing out on his temples.

      And then he collapses.
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      “Shade? Shade!” My voice sounds like it’s coming from the far end of a long tunnel. Am I panicking, or just about to pass out? Or maybe both? I feel myself drop to my knees, the world already narrowing to a pinpoint before my eyes. My limited grasp on my own consciousness feels dangerously close to slipping away, and a voice in my mind whispers that I’ve about maxed myself out, even as I grab the wolf shifter by the shoulders and give him a gentle shake.

      “Shade, say something!” I cry, desperation seeping into my voice. My breath is coming hard and fast, the combined trauma of the experiments and seeing one of the men I love injured enough to make stars appear in front of my eyes. The idea of dying in the Academy’s clutches before having a chance to say goodbye to them was one thing. The idea of any of them being harmed in the process of saving me is another, and my exhausted mind rebels at the notion. A sudden coldness on my face makes me aware that tears are running down my cheeks, although I’m not even sure when I started crying.

      “Boots…” Landon’s voice sounds far away. “Millie, wait a second. Hold on to me…” He puts a steadying hand on my shoulder, and I lean into his touch, aware that it might be the only thing keeping me from passing out. My eyes are still locked on Shade’s unconscious body, and although his chest is rising and falling, the movements are irregular and rapid. Fumbling forward, I press my fingers to his neck to feel for a pulse, but I’m shaking too badly to get an accurate read.

      “Here,” Landon gently takes my hand and moves it away before taking over, his frown deepening as he holds his fingers to Shade’s throat.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, my voice trembling. “Landon, what’s wrong with him?”

      “His heart rate is off the charts,” the siren shifter replies.

      “What about the soldiers?” Silas, ever the pragmatic one, asks. The others have all stooped down to cluster around the fallen wolf shifter, but I can see the fear in their eyes behind the rallying. We may be adults, but just barely. And now, more than ever, we’re in over our heads.

      Hunter furrows his brow and transforms for a moment. We all go silent as he cocks his head to one side, listening for any sign of the pursuing agents. What we all know, but don’t dare say aloud, is that Shade, being a wolf shifter, has the best senses of our entire group. Unfortunately, he’s out of commission… and I don’t want to follow that line of thinking any further. “I can hear them,” Hunter says at last, “but barely. It sounds like they’re heading east.”

      “Good,” Landon says. “Then we head west.”

      “No way,” I reply, already shaking my head. “Not with Shade like this. We need to help him.”

      “We can’t move him,” Hunter says flatly. “He’s losing too much blood. If we try to carry him out, we might kill him.” I can see the flashing of his red eyes, and I’m reminded of vampires’ innate bloodthirst when they’ve shifted. To his credit, though, Hunter doesn’t complain a bit, instead setting his jaw and looking from one of us to the other while we debate our next move.

      “I’m not abandoning him,” I state, my tone brokering no argument.

      “We’re not asking you too, Boots,” Landon reassures me. “We’re in this together.”

      I shoot him a grateful look, and he gives my hand a squeeze.

      “Millie,” Silas says hesitantly, and the fact that he’s using my real name is enough to tell me it’s serious. “Do you think you might be able to…?”

      He doesn’t need to finish his sentence for my stomach to drop. Slumping forward, I bury my head in my hands. “I can’t,” I say, my voice barely above a whisper. “They did something to me. Took my powers away. I can’t shapeshift for shit.” If I still had access to my witch form, I might be able to cast a healing spell. Nothing life-saving—I’m not powerful enough for that yet—but it might at least stabilise him. Instead, I’m left to watch as one of the guys I love bleeds out on the forest floor, as useless as any other human, and the thought makes me want to scream. The tears are coming harder now, and it’s all I can do to bury my face in my hands and stifle my sobs. The adrenaline is wearing off by now, and the ugly, brutal reality of my situation is at last sinking in.

      Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

      I jump at the feeling of a hand on my back, and turn to see Silas gazing into my eyes. He reaches up to brush the tears off my cheek with his thumb. “Hey,” he murmurs, “this isn’t your fault. None of this is your fault. We’re going to figure this out.” Seeing that I’m in no state to be making decisions, he straightens back up and puts his hands on his hips. “We’re going to need to treat him enough to get him to a real medic. Millie, can you put pressure on his side for me?”

      I nod and do as I’m told. Shade lets out a low moan as I press the palms of my hands onto the wound, and the sound of it makes my throat tighten. “Do you have an idea?”

      Silas purses his lips as we all stare at him and then gives a curt nod. “Maybe,” he replies, and then turns to Hunter. “But I’m going to need your help.”

      “Mine?” Hunter’s eyebrows shoot up. “What do you…?”

      “Vampire blood has anaesthetic properties, right?” Silas asks, cutting him off.

      Hunter stares at him for a moment, and then nods. “Yeah,” he replies. “It’s a bit like an opioid. It’s why the witches nearly hunted us to extinction back in the day. I think it’s still sold on the black market in some places.”

      “You’re saying it can’t heal Shade? Only numb him?” I ask, my heart already sinking. If their plan is just to make him comfortable while he bleeds out…

      “No,” Silas replies, shaking his head. “But I can heal him.”

      “I didn’t realise you’d had medical training, Aconyte,” Landon mutters dryly.

      Silas shoots him a look. “Not now, Landon. I’m talking about fire. Dragon fire, specifically.”

      I watch Hunter’s eyes widen with comprehension. I’m barely following as it is. “You’re going to cauterise it,” the vampire shifter states.

      Silas nods. “It won’t replenish the blood he’s lost, but if we can keep him from losing any more, we might be able to save him. What do you think, Boots?” he asks me. I’m reminded once again that I’m still the final word in these matters, and for some reason, that only saddens me more. But there are more important things to worry about right now than my own damaged pride.

      “Do it,” I reply without hesitation.

      Hunter is already shifting back into his vampire form. He’s really getting the hang of it. “Does someone have a knife?” he asks, rolling up his sleeve.

      I pat my hands down Shade’s body before extracting a switchblade from the inner pocket of his jacket. Once a delinquent, always a delinquent. Wordlessly, I pass the knife to Hunter, and watch as he grits his teeth before slicing a long gash down the length of his arm. Blood begins to ooze out, and I see right away that the consistency is different from other shifters’: more sluggish, and darker. Wincing a little at the pain, the vampire shifter presses his arm to Shade’s mouth while I gently urge the wolf shifter’s head up. Blood begins to trickle into his mouth, and the result is instantaneous: immediately, I see his muscles begin to relax, his breathing slowing to a less concerning speed.

      “Just enough to put him under,” he murmurs. “Have to be careful. It’s potent.”

      We watch in tense silence as Hunter continues to administer his blood to Shade, until at last the fallen shifter looks more like he’s sleeping peacefully than unconscious from blood loss. He pulls back, allowing Silas to take his place, and for a moment our eyes meet. I’m still too distraught to express myself coherently, but he seems to see the gratitude in my expression, and nods, smiling just a little.

      Silas pulls Hunter’s shirt up, exposing the wound which is even worse than I was expecting. The bullet grazed him, but the gash is deep, and I’m pretty sure I can see his rib bone peeking out of the cut. The sight makes my stomach turn, but I grit my teeth and force myself to watch.

      “Stand back,” Silas instructs us, and once we’re a safe distance away, he exhales a thin jet of fire directly onto the wound. Shade immediately tenses up once more, but doesn’t seem to be in agony the way I would have expected. There’s the smell of burning flesh, the sound of crackling flames… And then he pulls back, the fire going out all at once. What’s left on Shade’s side is an ugly scorch mark, just big enough to cover the wound, and precise enough not to have damaged the rest of his skin. He’s still pale and sweating, but he’s no longer bleeding.

      Realising I was holding my breath, I slump backward, but the world starts spinning around me once more. I put my head between my knees, struggling to keep a hold on myself, when I’m interrupted by the feeling of someone brushing my hair out of my face. I turn to see Hunter looking at me, his still-bleeding arm extended in an offering.

      “Hunter, please,” I pant. “I’m fine…”

      “Millie.” His expression doesn’t falter. “Come on. You need it.” And then, in a voice so quiet the others can’t hear, he adds, “I owe it to you.”

      I search his eyes with my own for a long moment, my mind wandering back to the image of him kissing Edith, and then nod, taking his pale arm in my hands and lowering my mouth to the cut. The blood tastes nothing like human blood  —it’s almost cloyingly sweet, and stickier than it has any right to be. But the moment it passes my lips I can feel a sense of relaxation flooding through me. It’s like taking the world’s strongest Xanax, and before long I’m leaning desperately into him, drinking like my life depends on it. It takes everything I have to pull away, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand and feeling better than I have since being taken by the Academy.

      “Thank you,” I whisper to Hunter, and press my forehead into his chest for a brief moment.

      His hands come up to touch my hair, and I get the sense that he wants to keep the contact going, but instead, he forces himself to pull away. “We should get going,” he says.

      “Agreed,” says Landon, extending a hand and helping me to my feet. Hunter assists Silas in supporting the unconscious Shade, and together we start forward again.

      Although my physical symptoms have been aided by Hunter’s blood, the cause continues to gnaw at me. “I need to get my powers back,” I say after a few minutes of silent walking. “I’m useless to us without them.”

      “Well,” Silas says, eyes fixed forward, “I can think of a good place to start.” At that moment, we emerge from the stand of trees and into a clearing. Before us, the ocean stretches out like a field of blue, and for a moment I’m not sure what he’s talking about.

      But then my eyes adjust to the sunlight, and it all becomes clear. On the horizon, shrouded in mist, is an island. Extending from the top of a hill into the sky is a building that is also ominously familiar, enough that the sight of it alone      makes my heart race again.

      The Academy.
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      I’m not sure whether to feel angry or relieved. My feelings for the place itself are as murky as the politics governing it; there’s no arguing that the Academy saved me, in more ways than one. It gave me a home when I had none, and if I hadn’t been found that day after running away, I would probably be dead in a ditch somewhere right now. Then again, it’s also responsible for my current predicament, so I find myself torn in multiple directions as I stare across the water at its ornate brick walls and jutting clock tower. Almost unwittingly, I begin to move forward, taking first one step and then another…

      And then Landon’s hand lands on my arm. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” he says, looking visibly tense. “Can we just talk about this for a second?”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” Silas replies, already moving forward. “We need to get help for Shade. I’d say our options are pretty clear.”

      “You’re talking about walking right back into the wasp’s nest,” the siren shifter protests. “Look, I want to help Shade as much as any of us, but…”

      “I think Silas is right,” Hunter remarks grimly. “These islands are out in the middle of nowhere—we knew that from the first day we arrived here. And without Boots’ teleportation powers…”

      “There’s nowhere else to go,” Silas finishes for him.

      As if on cue, the two of them turn to look at me, eyebrows raised expectantly.

      Realising they’re waiting for my take, I clear my throat, still struggling to shake some of the fog out of my mind. “Won’t they attack us on sight the minute they see us?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. The thought of turning away when Shade is in such dire straits makes my heart hurt, but the only thing worse than him being injured would be the others being injured as well.

      “There is my dad,” Hunter says, although his tone is doubtful.

      “Your dad usually isn’t around the campus,” Landon points out.

      “Amelia, then?” I ask. “If we could somehow get in touch with her…”

      “What will that accomplish?” Silas asks, letting out a frustrated growl that might make my heart flutter if we weren’t in a life-or-death situation. “She won’t be able to do anything you haven’t done already, Hunter. We need the nurse. Either that, or someone with healing magic.”

      “A witch, then,” I say, setting my jaw.

      I can tell we’re all thinking the same thing. “Josie?” Landon asks quietly.

      “If she’s even still here,” I reply, hating the possibility. “If she hasn’t…” I can’t even bring myself to finish the sentence. Josie was my first real shifter friend, and one of the few Academy members who I feel like I can actually trust. She’s saved us from multiple scrapes, and seems disgusted by what President Hawthorne is doing… but I know that puts a target on her back, the same way it puts one on mine. The last time we saw her, she was tangling with Academy loyalists back at the campus in Boston, and the fact that we haven’t heard from her since doesn’t bode well.

      Landon scuffs his foot against the ground. “I guess it’s worth a shot,” he says at last. “I don’t like the thought of you ending up in danger again, Millie. Especially now that…” But he pales, clears his throat, and trails off.

      A fresh wave of embarrassment and disappointment hits me at the implication that I can no longer protect myself, but as much as it sucks, for the moment, at least, it’s true. “I’ll be careful,” I reply diplomatically. “I trust you guys.”

      “I say we go for the infirmary,” Hunter suggests. “We can find supplies there, and if we’re lucky, potions. I’ve heard the witches sometimes keep enchantments in there somewhere. We can look for Josie, too, but we’ll have to be careful.”

      “Was that leadership I heard from you just now, Hunter?” Landon teases, elbowing him. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Hunter waves him off. “Don’t get used to it.” But in spite of everything, there’s a touch of self-deprecating humour in his voice that gives me a momentary boost.

      “So how do we get over there?” I ask. “I can’t port us, and with Shade out of commission, it’s not like we can swim.”

      “I can swim,” Landon points out, and then glances at Silas. “Do you think you can manage carrying three people?”

      Silas runs a hand through his hair. “I think so,” he says, after a long pause. “We’re going to draw attention, though. I’ll have to fly low.”

      “Fine by me,” Hunter says.

      I nod my agreement, and we watch as Silas once again shifts into his dragon form. Craning his long neck, he nods in my direction. “Climb on my back, Boots,” he says. “It will be safest for you up there.”

      I don’t need to be told twice, moving close and clambering onto Silas’ warm haunches. His scales glimmer in the daylight, and I’m struck once more by the strength of his body, especially when he’s shifted. As I nestle close to his reptilian neck, he lets out a low intonation, a rumbling of contentment deep in his chest that makes goosebumps appear on my arms. I don’t have time to think about it further, however, as he unfurls his wings. He picks Hunter up in one of his talons, Shade’s limp body in the other, and soon we’re lifting off the ground.

      Landon, unfazed, becomes a siren and dives into the water as easily as a dolphin, his scales merging beautifully with the water. I watch as his lean body begins to swim in a butterfly motion, faster than any human could accomplish, and Silas catches a gust of wind to glide along above him.

      We make good time, and soon we’re approaching the island. The salty sea breeze helps to wake me up further, and as I cling to Silas’s strong body, I take a moment to appreciate the beauty of the scenery around us. If only it didn’t disguise such an ugly truth. As we close in on the rocky slopes, the mist surrounding the island begins to envelop us, making me hopeful that we won’t be spotted from the ground.

      And just like that, we’re touching down on the shores of the unnamed island that houses the U.K. Academy. I slide off Silas’ back so that he can change back just as Landon splashes ashore, droplets glistening against his dark skin      which is already human again. Catching me staring, he winks at me. I roll my eyes at him, which only makes him laugh as he pulls me in for a brief kiss. Curious, I watch Hunter out of the corner of my eye as my mouth touches the siren’s, but the vampire shifter doesn’t even bat an eye at the affection. Some part of me wonders if maybe we’ve passed a threshold in our relationship, but I don’t have time to dwell on it.

      Silas clears his throat. “Shall we?”

      Together we make our way up the sloping beach and into the woods bordering the Academy building, which feels both foreign and familiar to me now. To think that the last time I was here we were only just getting an idea of the humans’ treachery…

      My breathing is growing faster as we approach the clearing where the campus is housed, but Silas and Hunter, who are supporting Shade as we move, suddenly come to a stop. “What’s wrong?” I ask, already going into panic mode.

      “We can’t just drag an unconscious shifter into the quad,” Landon replies. “Someone’s going to have to stay behind and take care of Shade.”

      “I’ll do it,” I say without missing a beat. My heart aches for the wolf shifter, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to leave him behind.

      “Millie…” Silas bites his lip. “I understand you wanting to keep him safe, but you’re not a hundred percent. Not by a long shot. One of us should probably be the one to guard him, in case we get caught.”

      My heart sinks, but even as I open my mouth to protest, I realise he’s right. Nobility is all well and good, but it means nothing if it will just end up getting us killed. Swallowing hard, I give him a stiff nod. “Okay. Do you want to do it? You could probably use a rest.”

      “Yeah, go ahead and sit this one out,” Landon suggests. “The three of us can handle this.”

      Silas gives him a wry smile. “Somehow that, coming from you, Landon, doesn’t make me feel super reassured.”

      Landon gives him a shove, but behind his usual playfulness, I can see that he’s nervous. I don’t blame him; I am too. The administration knows we’ve gone on the run, and for all we know, they could have scouts patrolling for any signs of our return. Then again, if they think we’re still trapped in Hawthorne’s facility…

      Hunter places his hand at the small of my back, his fingers pressing in ever so gently, and the sensation is steadying. Wordlessly, we walk into the clearing, leaving Shade and Silas in the shadows of the forest outskirts. It feels more and more surreal the closer we get to the quad: what used to be a home for me, a sign of hope, has now become a lion’s den, and the worst part is that we don’t even know where the lion is.

      “Seems awfully normal. You know—considering all the kidnappings and bioterrorism,” Landon remarks sarcastically. And he’s right. By all appearances, the campus is running as it always has. Uniformed students rush this way and that on their way to their classes—it seems we’ve arrived during a passing period—and nobody seems bothered in the slightest by the disappearances or the convention centre attack.

      “People would always rather pretend everything is fine,” Hunter murmurs with a frown. “Easier that way.”

      “Do you think any of them even suspect…?” I ask. “I mean, surely if they’ve kept running their tests…”

      “One would think,” Landon says, his brow furrowing.

      Upon reaching the stone walkway leading to the academics building, we come to a stop. “What’s the plan?” Hunter asks, turning to me.

      I think for a moment. “I say two of us go to check the infirmary, and one goes looking for Josie. Two birds with one stone.”

      “I like it,” Landon says. “The less time we spend in this place, the happier I’ll be.”

      “I’ll look for Josie,” Hunter volunteers, surprising me once more with how quickly he’s come into his own. “You guys take the infirmary. We can meet back here in half an hour.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I say.

      As Hunter turns to go, I grab him by the wrist and give him a little squeeze. “Be careful,” I tell him.

      The vampire shifter gives me a melancholy smile. “You too, Millie.” And then he turns and vanishes into the crowd of students, his hands in his pockets.

      “You ready for this?” Landon asks, holding his hand out.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” I reply, even though it’s a lie. I’ve never felt more vulnerable in my life.

      For all his teasing, Landon is perceptive, and I can tell he can sense my fear. Instead of taking my hand, he puts an arm around my shoulders as we walk, his relaxed posture setting me at ease. “It’ll be fine,” he murmurs in my ear, and the vibrations of his voice make me shiver.

      It turns out he spoke too soon. Just as we’re skirting past one of the stone benches and making a beeline for the side entrance, a voice makes us snap to attention. “And just who might you be?”
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      My breath hitches, and for a brief moment I wonder whether we could get away if we made a break for it right now. But then my mind goes back to Shade, lying unconscious on the forest floor, and all thoughts of fleeing go out the window. Slowly we turn around to find ourselves face to face with not a faculty member, as I was expecting, but a student. He looks to be a few grades ahead of us, and he crosses his arms as he waits for an answer.

      Landon stares at him for a second before turning his question back around on him: "I don't know. Just who might you be?"

      "Isaiah Wilson," the other student replies. "I'm part of Hawthorne's campus security cohort. I don’t think I’ve seen you two around the school before."

      I stare at him blankly with no idea what he's talking about. Fake it till you make it, I decide, and do my best to give him a winning smile. "Oh, right. The security cohort —of course. I just wanted to thank you personally for keeping all of us safe. It sounds like these insurgents are becoming a real problem." It's a shot in the dark, and it's all I can do not to cross my fingers.

      Isaiah's face softens for a moment. "Not exactly my idea of the perfect work study, but I'm not complaining." His tone then goes serious again. "You two aren't in uniform."

      Shit, shit, shit. Landon and I exchange a panicked look; I hadn't even thought about the fact that we're in streetwear. "That's completely my bad," Landon says, covering for me. "I was trying to help Boots with her siren form down by the shore-"

      "I never learned to swim," I put in.

      "-and I didn't want us to get our uniforms wet. Have you ever tried to get salt water out of that fabric?" He scoffs. "Fucking forget it."

      "I… wouldn't know about that—I'm a wolf shifter," replies Isaiah, sounding doubtful. "You do realise that's a dress code violation, don't you? Nonconformity."

      It's a struggle to disguise my disgust. The Academy seems to be getting more authoritarian by the minute— the subjugation is ironic, considering the humans are doing their damndest to give themselves shifter powers.

      But I force myself to rein in my reaction and turn on the charm. "Shit," I say, doing my best impression of vapid obliviousness. My weakened state is making it hard to concentrate, but I'm still riding the high from Hunter's blood, and the words seem to roll effortlessly off my tongue. "I keep forgetting about all these new rules. They're changing things faster than I can keep up, I swear."

      I glance at Landon for backup, and he nods and holds up his hands. "Idiot freshmen! But hey, now we know, right?"

      Isaiah frowns. "I'm supposed to report you guys for this."

      My eyes go wide. The last thing we need is for someone to take our names down— or worse, send us to the office. "Is that really necessary?" I ask, taking a step towards Isaiah. "If we promise not to do it again?"

      "Look, it's not up to me," Isaiah replies.

      But there's a hint of doubt in his voice, and I seize on it. An idea comes to me, and I slink closer to Isaiah, sweeping my hair out of my face with one hand while putting on what I hope is a sultry smile. "What Hawthorne doesn't know won't hurt him, will it?" I ask in a husky voice. "Can't you make an exception? We—I—would be incredibly grateful."

      Isaiah's eyes sweep over my figure, and I can see more cracks appearing in his armour. Is the vampire blood enhancing my sex appeal, or am I just better at this than I thought? "I mean, I… I don't know if…"

      I put my hand on his arm, looking into his eyes. "I'd owe you a favour," I tell him quietly.

      And that finally does it. "All right," Isaiah says with a nod. "Go ahead. Just… make sure you stick to the dress code from now on."

      "Absolutely." I turn to Landon, and the two of us hurry on our way.

      "Can I get your number or something?" I hear Isaiah call from behind us.

      "Don't worry, I'll find you," I call back, and before he can respond, we're disappearing into the crowd.

      I can feel Landon eyeing me slyly as we head for the admin building. "What?" I ask, blushing a little.

      "Not bad, Boots," Landon remarks. "If I we     re the jealous type, I'd be pretty pissed off right now."

      "Let's not get ahead of ourselves," I reply, pulling him close so I can kiss him on the cheek. "I know where my priorities are."

      Landon only laughs. "Thank god for that."
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      Although we aren't stopped again on our way into the admin building, I'm now painfully aware of the fact that Landon and I stick out like sore thumbs. We do get our fair share of raised eyebrows as we pick through the crowd in the direction of the infirmary; we probably look either brave or stupid, considering how severely the humans have clamped down on the rules, and I'm actually a little surprised that none of the teachers do more than give us a strange look or two. Then again, they're shifters too, and Josie can't be the only one dissatisfied with the way things are going.

      The infirmary is blessedly empty when we creep inside.           Not even the school nurse is around, and I wonder if our luck is finally turning. Behind the rows of beds partitioned by curtains is a supply cabinet, which Landon and I make a beeline for. "What do we need?" I ask.

      "We need to prepare for the worst," Landon replies. "If we can't find Josie, we'll need an elixir, or a healing potion. Bandages, too, and antibiotics."

      "Got it," I say, and tug on the door. It doesn't budge. "Fuck, it's locked. I should've figured it wouldn't be this easy."

      I bunch my sleeve around my fist and swing back, ready to break the glass by hand, but Landon reaches out and seizes my wrist. "Hold it," he says. "It might be enchanted."

      "What do we do?" I ask.

      The siren shifter frowns for a moment. "I might have an idea," he says finally. "If I can just manipulate the tumblers without tripping whatever spell is on here…" I move back to give him room as he lets out a targeted gust of soundwaves. It's a narrow stream, and I can see the vibrations in the air as he directs it towards the keyhole. The concentration is written on his face, and I can tell he's having a difficult time maintaining precision with the makeshift lockpick. Almost instinctively, I find myself getting ready to shift so I can help, only to discover that I'm completely empty of magic. To his credit, if Landon sees my obvious distress, he doesn't make an issue of it.

      A few tense moments pass before the lock gives a satisfying click and the door pops open. We open the doors wider and together we stuff  our pockets with supplies. Most of them I don't even recognise; enchanted balms and poultices, talismans, boxes of herbs, and even a few human remedies,      so I don't discriminate as I cram them all into Landon's backpack.

      We're just shutting the cabinet and preparing to make a break for it when the sound of footsteps makes us both jump. I whirl around, expecting to see the school medic ready to sound the alarm, but what I see instead makes me breathe a sigh of relief.

      Standing in the doorway is Hunter, and next to him is someone I wasn't sure I would ever see again: Josie, the witch shifter. Before I even realise what I'm doing, I'm running across the room and throwing my arms around her. "You're alive!"

      "Easy, easy," she says, wincing, and I pull back to see how gaunt she's become.

      "What happened?" I ask. "What did they do to you?"

      "Let's just say the administration wasn't too happy that I helped you guys escape in Boston," she replies with a pained smile. "The Board won't approve of disposing me without a full inquest, so Hawthorne settled on confining me to my room. They've been trying to get me to tell them where you guys went, and their methods have gotten… extreme."

      "Josie, I'm so sorry," I tell her. "This is my fault."

      "Don't worry about it," she replies. "I'm just glad you're safe. Your friend Hunter here pulled rank down in the registrar's office. This is the first time I've been out of my room in two weeks." In spite of her obvious trauma, she still has a determined look on her face. "So," she says as we head out of the infirmary, "what can I do for you guys?"
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      Back in the woods where we left the others, I watch as Josie works her healing magic on Shade as I explain what Hawthorne's scientist did to me. The fact that we can save the supplies we stole is an added bonus. "He's going to sleep for some time yet," she says, standing up, "but he's stable. Give him some more rest and he'll be okay." Relief washes over me, but it's short-lived. "As far as your powers," she continues, "that's going to be a little more complicated."

      "How much more complicated?" Silas asks.

      "The good news is that if they had drained you completely, you would be dead," Josie explains. "Remember what happened to that other student, Brody?" I nod, thinking back to the poor boy we found in the basement all those weeks ago. A little later and the same thing would have happened to Silas. "The issue is that, whereas Silas still had some control over his powers after being kidnapped, you can't access them at all," the witch shifter goes on. "That means they got farther in the process with you. The core of your magical energy is still there, but until it's reactivated, you won't be able to transform again."

      "Okay," says Hunter, crossing his arms, "so how do we reactivate it?"

      I can tell from Jodie's look that the answer isn't going to be simple. "You were created using the blood of five other shifters," she says. "If we can distill the essence of their powers from their blood and transfer it to you, I believe we'll be able to give you your magic back.”

      “I’m sensing a ‘but’ coming,” Landon remarks.

      Josie nods glumly. “Normally this type of rejuvenation would demand the DNA of the shifter’s parents, since these abilities are passed on genetically. In your case, Millie, being a hybrid, your parents didn’t carry the shifter gene.”

      “Right,” I say. That makes sense. It sucks, but it makes sense. “So this shouldn’t be too hard then, right? Between you and the guys, we can perform the procedure now.”

      “I wish it worked like that,” Josie says with a sigh. “You have to think of this process like a transplant, or a blood transfusion. If you’re a human, you’re a blank slate, so under the right circumstances, you can receive shifter powers.           It’s rare, but it is possible. That’s what Hawthorne is trying to do. The issue is that once you have shifter magic in you, the source of the magic needs to be the same. Otherwise, your body will reject it, and the process could kill you.”

      “How do you know so much about this, anyway?” asks Silas, sounding curious.

      Jodie gives him a dry smile. “Witch, remember? Meddling with shifter genetics is something we’ve been doing for centuries.” Turning back to me, her smile fades. “All this is to say, Millie, that you’re going to need the precise donors whose magic you were infused with as a baby. The point is to replicate that original experiment on a smaller scale in order to re-up your powers. Which means…”

      The implication finally sinks in, and I can feel concern taking me over. Silas, Shade, Hunter, and Landon are all here with me, and would no doubt willingly assist me. But there’s one missing ingredient, one remaining shifter, the ultimate snag.

      And her name is Edith Carlyle.
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      For most people, the idea of dealing with an enemy in order to achieve a greater goal is a worthy sacrifice—hell, maybe even a noble one.

      I guess I’m just not that noble.

      I can feel the others’ eyes on me as I wordlessly walk over to the nearest tree and drop my head against the rough bark of its trunk, my eyes drifting closed as I grapple with the worst case scenario. Edith rubbed me the wrong way from square one, and I’ll be the first one to admit my initial misgivings had as much to do with my jealousy as they did with her potential to betray us. Either way, though, I was right about her in the end, even if for the wrong reasons: she single handedly caused the death of my former foster mother, Mollie, and put us back on the Academy’s radar after our return to the U.K. I can’t confirm it, either, but I suspect she also led us into a trap back when we still considered her an ally, pitting me, Hunter, and Landon against a couple of her human-loyalist friends. She also happens to be an insanely skilled witch shifter, with power levels high enough to rival some of the professors at the Academy.

      Oh, and she’s where I got my witch form from. I almost forgot.

      All this is to say, there couldn’t be a worse missing piece of the puzzle, and whether the others express it or not, I know they’re thinking the same thing. I become aware of a frustrated groaning noise and realise with a start that the intonation is coming from me as I press my forehead into the tree like somehow I can make it swallow me up. It just couldn’t be easy, could it?

      “Is she okay?” I hear Hunter murmur to one of the others.

      “What do you think?” Silas grumbles back.

      “Boots?” Landon asks cautiously, and I feel him rest a hand gingerly on my shoulder. “I know I said I wasn’t the jealous type, but you’re getting awfully cozy with that spruce.”

      That surprises a laugh out of me, and I open my eyes and turn back to them. “Sorry,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck. “I probably sound whiny as hell.”

      “Considering what you’ve been through in the past twenty-four hours,” Silas replies, “I think you’ve earned the right to whine a bit.”

      “Thanks.” I give him a weak smile. “I was just hoping this wouldn’t involve tangling with Edith again.”

      “I take it she’s the other witch shifter?” Josie asks.

      I nod, sighing. “Smart. Crafty. Hella powerful, too. And gorgeous...”

      “She’s no you,” Hunter blurts. I meet his ocean blue eyes, and a flush creeps across his pale face, but he doesn’t look away. “I mean it,” he adds quietly. “We all do.”

      That’s enough to make me want to cry. Even as borderline-useless as I am right now, they still care about me. It almost doesn’t seem fair. “So what do you propose we do?” I ask Josie once I’ve gotten my emotions under control.

      “Get away from the Academy, for a start,” she replies. “I’m weak, but I should be able to jump us to the mainland, at the very least. I have an apartment in the countryside, away from prying eyes. By the time you’ve collected the DNA, I should be recovered enough to perform the procedure. We can plan on meeting up there.

      “What about Edith?” Silas asks, crossing his arms. “She’s going to be a problem.”

      “You’re telling me,” I mutter. “She’s clearly on the wrong side. There won’t be a way of getting her to go willingly, that’s for sure. And she’ll probably have Academy agents with her.”

      “There’s also the matter of where she is,” Hunter points out. “We don’t even know where she got off to after she turned you in, Boots.”

      He has a point, as much as I hate to admit it. Considering how far we’ve seen the humans’ influence extend over the past few weeks, she could very well be on the other side of the world, and we would have no idea. I can already feel despair creeping back in, and it must be written on my face, since the others exchange a look of concern.

      “Hey,” Silas says, putting a hand on my shoulder, “we’re going to fix this, Boots.”

      “Are we?” I ask quietly. “I mean, are we, really?”

      “Boots-” Landon begins.

      I cut him off. “Look around,” I say, making a frustrated gesture at where we are. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. We’ve only got a few allies, and next to no resources. We don’t even have a place to stay. And the Academy’s only going to get stronger.”

      “That’s exactly why we need you back up to par,” Hunter argues. “You’re the biggest weapon we have against them, and they know that. Why else do you think they’ve wanted you out of commission for so long?”

      “But what if it’s not worth it?” I ask, running a hand through my hair. It hurts to even verbalise the fear. “I mean, we don’t even have a guarantee that we’ll be able to get my powers back. What if we just end up wasting our time on a wild goose chase when we should be strategising against Hawthorne? What if he actually succeeds in his experiments while we’re fucking around with my powers?”

      “It’s not ‘fucking around’ if it means solving your problem,” says Landon. “If anything, this is a detour we should be taking. We can use it to gain allies, maybe even find out where some of our friends are.”

      I purse my lips. Truth be told, I haven’t given much thought to my other friends since being taken by Hawthorne. The last I saw of Hazel, Xander, and Ruby, they were vanishing in a burning apartment building while being dogpiled by Academy loyalists. For all we know, they could be dead by now, or worse…

      Hardly daring to ask the question, I turn to Josie. “I know you’ve been sort of out of commission,” I acknowledge, “but have you happened to hear anything about Hazel Van Buren or the Murakami twins? I know they’re not technically students here, but…”

      Josie sighs and shakes her head. “I wish I could tell you they were safe,” she says. “I’ve been keeping my ear to the ground   — not much else to do when you’re trapped in your room 24/7 —but the only mention I’ve heard of them is from the higher-ups who’ve passed by on my floor, and a few of the students who have dared to pass on some information.”

      “What have they said?” asks Hunter.

      “From the sounds of it, they aren’t here,” Josie replies. “Rumour has it some of the Board members are getting antsy that there are still missing students after the attack in Boston. It’s bad publicity for them, and Hawthorne and Russo are getting pissed that there are still loose ends running around.”

      “That’s a good thing, right?” asks Landon. “Means they haven’t been recaptured.”

      “That’s a fair point,” Silas acknowledges, “but for how long? They’re no better off than we are, and they don’t have the advantage of running with a hybrid.”

      “Then you need to find them,” Josie says. “The more people you have on your side, the better. It’s also possible that they’ll have leads to Edith —or vice versa.”

      “Sounds like we know what we have to do, then,” Silas says matter-of-factly. “We have to go back to London. It’s as good a place to start as any, and we know that was where they were last. If they’re thinking strategically, they won’t have gone somewhere else, especially with all the other shifters in the city.”

      The sound of distant shouts makes me jump, and when I turn around to glance through the trees, I can see uniformed security officers combing the quad like ants. The other students are nowhere to be seen.

      “...to be around here somewhere,” I overhear one of the men saying. “She was half-starved. She can’t have gotten too far.”

      “Sounds like they’ve finally noticed I’m gone,” Josie says. “That’s our cue to leave. I need everyone to join hands, please.”

      I chew my lip for a moment, wondering if a transport spell in her current state will even work, or just drop us somewhere over the Irish Sea, but I know better than to bring it up. She healed Shade after all, even in her weakened state. Wordlessly, I move to take her hand, linking my other with Shade’s limp fingers. The other guys form a circle, relaxing in preparation for the spell. In the distance, I can hear the sounds of the search party growing closer, and a surge of fear rushes through me. I watch as Josie closes her eyes, her brow furrowing in concentration.

      For one terrifying moment, and then another, nothing happens. The witch shifter continues to strain, letting out a grunt as she digs deep; I know the feeling all too well by now, and I wish I could do something to help her. There’s the sound of rustling branches, shouting voices, and I can see the others preparing to shift in self-defense. Two security officers appear in the clearing and charge for us, weapons brandished…

      And then the ground begins to shift in that telltale sign of teleportation, our bodies becoming translucent. One of the attackers fires his gun, but the bullet passes directly through my torso, which has become intangible. The world around us morphs, and suddenly we find ourselves standing behind an old stone wall in the middle of one of the most picturesque villages I’ve ever seen. A cathedral juts up in the distance, and a country road winds down between thatched-cottages and pristine green grass, disappearing up a hill and towards the waterfront. A woman pushing a tram along the other side of the street freezes when she sees us appear, her eyes going wide, and then lets out a shriek and rushes to escape with her baby.

      “Guess she doesn’t know about shifters,” Landon remarks.

      “Where are we?” Hunter asks. “This doesn’t look like London.”

      “It’s not,” Josie says, breathing hard and putting her hands on her knees. “We’re in Gloucestershire. I was aiming for London, but I’m fatigued, and those agents were closing in on us. This was the best I could do.”

      “Well, at least it’s off the radar,” says Silas, shielding his eyes from the sun and peering up the road. “I think there’s a train station in the city proper. We can rest here tonight and leave first thing in the morning. No one’s going to come looking for us here.”

      I turn to Josie. “Thank you,” I tell her, and mean it. “You’re welcome to come with us.”

      “Thank you,” Josie says ruefully, “but if we’re going to give you your powers back, I need to start preparing. I think I’ll hitch a ride from here. The sooner I can get my strength up, the better.”

      “Are you sure?” asks Landon.

      The witch shifter nods. “You could very well be the key to defeating Hawthorne, Millie,” she tells me without a hint of facetiousness in her voice. “I want to do everything in my power to make that happen. Focus on finding your friends and getting Edith’s blood. I’ll take care of the rest.” She turns to head up the road, but then stops and glances over her shoulder. “And Mille?” she says.

      “Yeah?”

      “Good luck. And stay alive.”
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      By the time we walk the rest of the way into town, half-supporting and half-carrying Shade as we go, the sun is already low in the sky. We take out rooms for the night in the first inn we come across, courtesy of Hunter and his father's not-inconsiderable means. After a rather awkward conversation with the receptionist, we're at last able to relax. For the time being, anyway.

      Once we're settled in—two to a room, split over three connecting suites—I allow myself to flop backwards onto the plush bed, my eyes closing as I try to process the events of the last twenty-four hours. It isn't easy, and just when I think I'm all cried out, I feel more tears welling up.  Am I being stupid, I wonder, for mourning the loss of my shifting when there are people whose lives are on the line? Hazel and the twins could be dead in a ditch somewhere, but here I am, lying in bed and feeling sorry for myself. It's ridiculous.

      I sit up, stretch, and go to the window. Wallowing won't do me any good. Exhaling, I lean against the frame, staring out over the pastoral fields and winding roads and trying to let my mind wander. I'm not sure how long I stand there, but before I know it, the sun has dropped past the horizon and it's getting dark in the room. We'll have to leave early tomorrow if we want to get back to London by the end of the day, and given how exhausted I am, bed sounds like an excellent idea.

      I'm just changing into my night clothes when the door opens and Hunter appears. He looks tired, no doubt from his own blood loss, and his red hair is sticking out in all directions. As I turn to him, he runs his hands through it.

      "Are you all right?" I ask uncertainly.

      Hunter nods, sighing. "Just tired," he replies. "I'm guessing you can relate."

      I nod, sitting down on the bed and scooting over to make room for him. He drops down beside me, running a hand down his face. "Look," he says after a long pause, "I wanted to see how you were doing. I understand if you don't want to see me right now, believe me, but…" He meets my eyes with his own. "I care about you, Boots."

      "I care about you, too," I tell him.

      "So how are you, really?" Hunter asks.

      "Alive," I respond, "but that's about all I can say, to be honest. I feel so… useless." My shoulders slump. "It's like they took part of me away."

      Hunter puts his hand on my knee. The touch sends sparks of electricity up my leg, but I don't push him away. "We're going to fix this," Hunter says. "We're going to find a solution, Millie."

      "What if we can't?" The words come out barely a whisper. "What if I never get my powers back? The things they did to me back there, Hunter… You can't even imagine what it was like."

      "No. I can't." I can see him tense up out of the corner of my eye. The hand that isn't on my knee is bunched into a fist, and his whole body looks like he's shaking. Not with fear, though, I realise after a moment. With anger. "If I ever get my hands on that bastard," he says slowly, "I'll kill him. I don't care what it takes. He deserves to die. For what he did to Silas, for that Brody kid…" Hunter's breath hitches a little. "For what he did to you."

      "Hunter…" Tentatively I reach out to touch his cheek.

      He tenses up under the brush of my hand. "The thought of you getting hurt, Millie, or worse…" He shakes his head. "It kills me. Every time I think about what happened to you back there, about the part I played in it-"

      "Hey, wait." I pull him towards me so I can meet his gaze. "Hunter, that wasn't your fault. None of that was your fault."

      "How can you say that?" he demands, his voice full of pain. "If I hadn't let Edith get in my head— I mean, if I had just picked up on what she was planning…"

      "None of us could have known," I insist. "We thought she was on our side. We couldn't have predicted she would turn on us."

      "That's awfully understanding of you," Hunter replies dryly. "Considering… Well, you know." He swallows hard, taking my hand in his. "We never talked about what happened, really," he says quietly. "With Edith, I mean."

      "You said it yourself," I say. "She got in your head. I think she got in mine, too."

      "I shouldn't have let her," Hunter replies.

      "Then why did you?" It's a question I've had for a long time, but I've only just worked up the courage to ask it.

      Hunter waits for a long time before replying. "You have to understand, I've spent my whole life thinking I was a lost cause. Amelia was always the smart one, the powerful one     —between her and Dad, I was starting to think there was no hope for me. And then I met you, and…" He takes an unsteady breath. "And everything changed. To have these three other guys, and don't get me wrong, they're all brilliant, but they're all top-notch, and here I am…"

      "You don't think you match up to them?"

      Hunter shakes his head. "And being around you, Millie… You're this beautiful, smart, talented…" He throws his hands up hopelessly. "I didn't think I was worthy of you. Sometimes I still don't." Slowly he brushes a strand of hair out of my face. "All I can say is I'm sorry, Millie. For everything."

      "No harm done," I tell him, and smile. "I shouldn't have reacted the way I did. I was jealous."

      "Of Edith?" His eyes widen.

      "I mean, yeah," I reply sheepishly. "I didn't think I could compete with her."

      "Then I guess we're in the same boat," Hunter observes. And then he kisses me. It's light and tentative, almost scared, and before I even have time to reciprocate, he's pulling away. "I'm sorry," he says hastily. "I shouldn't have—"

      But I interrupt him by pulling him back for another kiss. The relief of having put our feelings out in the open is overwhelming, and I find myself consumed by the desire for his touch, his comfort, especially in light of everything that's happened. Hunter's hands are light as they come up to rest around my waist, tightening as he pulls my body closer to his.

      I can sense his barely contained excitement in spite of his efforts to be delicate. His lips move to the base of my neck (a vampire thing? I wonder), and I can feel his teeth working the skin there hard enough to leave a mark. I can feel his hands creeping under the hem of my shirt, but they stop before they can get where I really want them to go. "Don't stop," I murmur against his lips, sidling closer to him as I allow my fingers to tangle in his fiery hair.

      Effectively given permission, Hunter hauls my shirt up and over my head, palming my breasts over my bra and soliciting a moan from me. My hands are on his belt buckle before I even have time to think. Before long we're discarding each other's clothes like our lives depend on it.

      I move to roll over and pull him on top of me, but his hands on my hips keep me firmly in place.

      "Here," he says, maneuvering me with his strong arms so I'm straddling him, "I want to see all of you."

      I've never been on top before, and I move slowly as I guide him inside me so as not to hurt him. Hunter lets out a low groan, his lips meeting mine once more, and I begin to rock slowly into his lap as that familiar friction begins to heat up my whole body.

      I don't know how long it lasts, that's how lost we are in each other, and I don't care. All that matters is the feeling of him inside me, soothing the anxiety and fear and pain, and by the time we come in unison it's all I can do to run my hands through his hair as he peppers my face and neck with soft kisses.

      After a last moment of savouring the feeling, I pull away and crawl into bed, making room for Hunter beside me. There's the rustling of sheets, and moments later I feel a strong arm wrap around me as the vampire shifter pulls me flush against his chest.

      "Thank you, Hunter," I murmur. "I needed that."

      He presses a kiss to the back of my neck. "I should be the one thanking you. Are you feeling okay?"

      "No worse, at least," I snark, before my tone dips back into one of disappointment. "This situation with my powers has me all messed up in the head. How am I supposed to help in this fight, how am I supposed to protect you guys when I can't even shapeshift anymore?"

      "I wish I had an answer for you," Hunter replies.

      "How did you do it?" I ask him, rolling over to look into his eyes. "Back before you learned how to shapeshift. How did you deal with those feelings?"

      "Not well," Hunter confesses with a chuckle. "A lot of isolation, sulking—I mean, you saw me before. I resented the fact that I couldn't transform. But you taught me that maybe transforming isn't what's important      at the end of the day."

      "Yeah?" I smirk. "I changed your view, huh?"

      "Don't get cocky," Hunter teases, but I can see the affection in his eyes. There's a pause, and he continues, "I do believe we're going to fix your magic, Millie. But until then, maybe…" He shrugs his broad shoulders. "Maybe there's some other way you can help in this fight."

      "Like what?" I ask desperately.

      "You're good at strategising, for one thing," Hunter reasons. "You're fast on your feet, too, and good at improvising. Landon told me about how you dealt with that other student earlier."

      "Oh. Right." I blush. "But I don't think I'll be able to flirt my way out of a fight with an Academy agent, Hunter."

      He hums, thinking for a moment. "There are humans who hunt shifters, right?" he says after a pause. "They don't have powers, but they've trained so much that they don't need them to go toe-to-toe with us. Think about those guys who attacked the convention centre."

      "Mm." I'm starting to see where he's going with this. "You think I should try learning to fight?"

      He shrugs. "It's worth a shot, right? I doubt most of the humans are expecting shifters with combat training. It could give you an edge —especially after you get your powers back."

      "'After,'" I echo, chuckling a little. "You're such an idealist, Hunter Ash."

      Hunter kisses me gently, running his thumbs over my cheekbones. His movements are so sweet that it makes me feel like I've turned to jelly. When he pulls away, I see him drinking me in with his blue eyes. "I learned it from you," he says quietly, his voice barely above a whisper.

      This brings unexpected tears to my eyes, and I can't help but wrap my arms around him and bury my face in his chest. If he feels the dampness on his skin, he doesn't say anything, just rolls onto his back so I can rest my head against him, his fingers stroking idly through my hair.

      I still have no answers, and the future is still as nebulous as it was before. But falling asleep tucked against Hunter's chest, I find an escape.
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      The train station is really only a train station in the most basic of terms, considering the size of the village, but I'm astonished when I see the sleek train that pulls up to the tracks as we bundle up onto the platform.

      "Damn," Landon observes, crossing his arms. "You've got champagne tastes, Ash."

      Hunter rolls his eyes. "Let's just say I've had about enough of sleeping on the floor in one-star motels for the time being."

      "Lucky your dad is loaded," Silas agrees. "This isn't going to tip the Academy board off to where we are, is it?"

      Hunter shakes his head. "Just because they pay well, that doesn't mean they have control of his finances." Seeing the doubtful look in the dragon shifter's eyes, he adds, a little defensively, "He isn't going to rat us out, Silas. He's been one of the dissenters on the board since day one."

      "I hope you're right," says Silas, and with that, he leads our ragtag group across the station platform and up the train steps. The rest of us follow suit, Hunter and I supporting a still-woozy Shade while Landon watches me protectively from behind. The inside of the train car is plush, sleek and modern, and from the looks of it, the journey back to the city won't take long.

      "Nice hickey," Landon murmurs in my ear as we move to get settled in our compartment. It makes me jump, and my hand flies to my neck and the mark that Hunter must have left last night. A burst of colour creeps into my face, and I open my mouth to respond, but the siren shifter just chuckles. "Hey, no judgement here. Not the jealous type, remember?"

      Shooting him a relieved glance, I help Silas get Shade settled onto the seat while he moves to sit across from us. The others sit on the opposite side of the aisle, Landon already making some smart-ass comment about traveling in style while Hunter tries —and fails — to maintain his characteristic moody expression. After several minutes of silence, the engine roars as the conductor passes us by punching      our tickets, and with that, we're off. The green fields and picturesque streams become a blur outside the window as the train picks up speed, and before long we're roaring through the countryside.

      I'm sitting in the window seat with Shade leaning against me. He had a few lucid moments after a good night of sleep, but between the double-dose of vampire blood and witch magic, he's still more or less down for the count. I'm reminded of the day back when I was seventeen when I got my wisdom teeth pulled, but at least what few things the wolf shifter has said have made sense so far, abating my anxiety somewhat.

      "Any progress on your powers?" Silas asks me. "I remember back when they drained me, waiting for them to come back was a gradual process. Do you think sleeping has helped at all?"

      "Hmm…" I close my eyes for a moment, feeling for that familiar coolness in my stomach, but I might as well be a normal human again; all I feel is anxious and a little hungry. Shoulders slumping, I shake my head.

      Silas hums in disappointment. "Well, it was worth a shot, at least. We're going to get them back      and make that bitch Edith pay for what she did to you."

      "Mollie, too," I say quietly. "It's her fault that she's dead." In all the chaos of the past days, I'm ashamed that I've almost forgotten the death of the one guardian I actually cared about. Guilt surges through me, as well as a rage I didn't even know I was capable of. Reaching into my boot, I withdraw the broken pendant she gave me when I was a kid, my fist clenching so hard that I can feel the metal digging into my skin. Another innocent life lost because of Hawthorne's treachery.

      "What are you thinking?" Silas asks, peering curiously at me.

      "That I'm going to get payback," I reply, and the sudden conviction in my voice surprises me. "Powers or no powers, I'm going to stop this."

      "Hunter mentioned combat training," Silas says, shifting back in his seat. "I don't think it's a bad idea. Pretty badass, actually." And then he winks. Silas, the stoic dragon shifter, actually winks at me.

      I can't help but smile a little. "The only question is where I'm supposed to learn how to fight."

      "Well, that's an easy one," Silas replies, and nods in Shade's direction. "Shade can help you. He spent enough time in street brawls before coming into his powers that he could probably take anyone in a bar fight. Landon too, actually."

      The information about Shade doesn't surprise me, but I raise my eyebrows. "Landon?"

      "You guys gossiping about me over there?" the siren shifter teases from across the aisle. Laughing, he answers, "Don't let Aconyte pump me up too much, Boots. My parents were pretty keen hunters      back in the day. I can handle a gun when I need to."

      "Sounds like a plan," I say, grinning. The thought of me decked out in weapons and armour is borderline absurd, but the only thing more absurd would be going into this fight expecting diplomacy to work. "We'll just have to wait for Shade to come to, and then…"

      "Shade has already come to, angel face," comes a mumble from my shoulder. I turn to see the wolf shifter looking up at me crookedly. His eyes, while still bleary, are as bright and silver as I remember, and my heart surges in my chest at the sight of him.

      "Shade." Before I can stop myself, I'm pulling him into a tight embrace, kissing his cheek while desperately trying not to burst into tears again. "Holy shit, Shade, I was so worried about you."

      "Easy, Boots, Easy," he says, his hand coming up to rest on my back. "You're gonna crush me."

      Remembering his injury, I immediately pull back. "Fuck, I'm sorry."

      "Don't worry about it," Shade replies. "I'm still kicking. A little worse for wear, though. Those bastards got me good."

      "I thought you were going to die," I whisper, looking down.

      Shade slides his knuckle under my chin and lifts my face up. He searches my eyes for a long moment and then kisses me gently, winding a hand through my hair as if hardly daring to believe I'm really here. "I thought the same," he admits when he pulls away. "Tell me you killed that fucker."

      "Hawthorne?" Silas shakes his head. "If only. Glancing at me, he adds, "It sounds like we've got some catching up to do."

      The train continues its journey through the British countryside, the areas around us slowly becoming more urban the closer we get to London. The trip takes the better part of the morning, but after changing trains in Birmingham, time seems to speed up. There's no denying that I'm nervous —I suppose we all are, now that I think about it—but part of me still wonders what we're going to find waiting for us back in the city. Blockades? Armed patrols? How much control does the school board have over the rest of the humans, anyway? And if Hawthorne is smart—which he, unfortunately, is—then he'll be anticipating our return. The key will be outwitting him long enough for us to outnumber him.

      If that's even possible.

      After checking in to a five-star hotel in the centre of the city, courtesy of Hunter's expense account, we sit down in our suite living room to strategise.

      "You don't think this is all a little conspicuous?” Silas asks, pulling back the curtains to glance out the window.

      "You should have brought this up before I paid," grumbles Hunter.

      "I for one think it's great," says Landon as he flops back on the couch.

      "You would," I tease, elbowing him.

      He catches my wrist and presses a kiss to my knuckles. "You wound me."

      "It's not a bad idea, actually," Shade comments from where he's leaning by the bookshelf. "Hawthorne's probably combing all the abandoned buildings and cheap motels in the city for us. This should throw him off, at least for a bit."

      "We can't keep doing this forever," Silas objects. "Going from hotel to hotel, lying low, waiting… We need to find someone who can point us to where Edith is."

      "What about Mollie's place?" Landon suggests. "She lived there for god knows how long. Maybe there are some leads there."

      "I hate to rain on that parade, but the last I heard, that whole apartment building was a smoking pile of ash," snarks Shade. "Anything she might have left there is probably burnt to a crisp by now, not to mention the fact that the Academy agents are probably still in the area. Besides," he goes on, "any magical signature she left behind is inaccessible to us without a witch. Sorry, Boots. No offense."

      "None taken," I reply.

      "So we're screwed, then," says Hunter, throwing up his hands. "We don't have anyone we can trust to tell us where she's gone."

      There's a long pause, and then an idea comes to me. "What about someone we can't trust?" I ask suddenly.

      The others all look at me like I've suddenly grown a second head. "You feeling all right, Boots?" asks Landon.

      I roll my eyes. "Guys, I'm serious. I'm talking about her contacts—you know, that couple we asked for help who then turned on us."

      Hunter's brow furrows. "You think?"

      "Think about it," I insist. "Edith sent us to them in order to get me killed. She was probably planning on handing my body over to Hawthorne as soon as that siren made me jump out the window. Clearly, they're on the same side."

      "So… what?" asks Silas. "You think we should just pay them a visit and ask nicely?"

      I shake my head grimly. "Not so nicely."

      Shade laughs. "Badass," he remarks, straightening up. "I'm in."

      "Hold it," Landon protests. "Your injury-"

      "Relax, Thyme, I'm fine," says Shade, waving him off. "Whatever Josie did has me back to almost a hundred percent. Besides…" His face hardens. "Nobody fucks with Boots and lives to talk about it. I think we're all in agreement there, right?"

      The others murmur their assent almost immediately. But as much as their obvious care for me warms my heart, it also fills me with discomfort. I hate the way the dynamics have shifted like this. I haven't always had magical powers at my command, but the one thing I'd like to think I've never been is a damsel in distress. It no longer feels like we're all on equal footing; instead, I'm struck with a sense of inadequacy so strong it's almost crippling. "Okay," I say, getting to my feet. "But I'm coming with you guys. I want to be there to see this through."

      The others look at each other with uncertainty, but to their credit and my extreme relief, nobody voices any objections. "Fair enough," says Silas. "We'll catch them early in the morning tomorrow, when they won't be expecting it."

      With that settled, we depart for our rooms, each of us in our own mind. After getting ready for bed, I steal a paranoid look out my room window. Nobody outside that I can see, but…

      The feeling of strong arms wrapping around me from behind draws my attention away. "Mind if I sleep in here with you?" Shade murmurs into my ear, making me shiver. "As I understand it, I owe you for saving my life, and there are quite a few ways I'd like to show my gratitude"

      Grinning, I turn in his arms and wrap my hands around his neck. "I wouldn't have it any other way."
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      "And you're sure this is the right area?" Silas sounds doubtful as he and Shade creep along behind Landon, Hunter, and me.

      "Have I ever been wrong before?" asks Landon, grinning.

      "Yes," Hunter replies. "Multiple times."

      Landon laughs. "Boots, back me up, here."

      I come to a stop at the next intersection and put my hands on my hips, squinting as I glance around. Yes, this definitely looks familiar, although I'd be damned if I had to remember the building number. I guess we'll just have to hope that between the three of us, we'll be able to find the right apartment. "Yeah, I think we're on the right track," I agree. "This is the neighbourhood, for sure. Second block on the left, if I'm not mistaken."

      "Right. I remember." Hunter falls into step next to me as we resume our journey.

      "This whole thing has me on edge," Silas confesses. He keeps glancing around to check for suspicious characters amongst what few pedestrians are out and about, and I don't blame him. It's a little before five in the morning, and the night is still dark, which only makes things worse. Every creeping shadow hides a potential enemy, every movement I glimpse out of the corner of my eye is enough to make my heart race. Could the Academy have put feelers out around here? Half of me is expecting someone to reach out and grab me from every dark corner and dead-end street. Having the guys around only makes me feel marginally better.

      "Nervous, Aconyte?" Shade teases. Back to his smart-ass self in record time, but he's got a surprising spring in his step, considering what he's been through.

      Silas snorts. "Hardly. I'm just saying, now would be the perfect time for an ambush."

      You wouldn't even think they had been all over me less than a week ago, the more salacious part of my mind whispers, but I shut it down immediately. Now's not the time for fantasizing.

      "I guess it's a good thing we're the ones doing the ambushing, then," Shade replies gamely. "These fuckers won't know what hit them."

      "Keep your guard up," I warn as we turn down the side street, our shadows growing long under the light of the street lamps. "The guy, Caleb, is a siren shifter. That won't be a problem for most of you, but Jennifer is a dragon shifter. Powerful, too, from what I could tell."

      "Sounds like fun," Shade mutters as we approach a block of posh apartment buildings at the end of the road. Hunter, Landon, and I come to a stop, craning our necks to stare up at them.

      "I can't remember which one it is," I say, feeling my nerves start to go into overdrive. First my powers, and now my memory? Why did I even bother coming here?

      "It's that one," says Hunter, nodding to the one on the right. "With the flower boxes outside the window. I remember."

      Silas claps him wordlessly on the shoulder as we follow him one by one to the front door. "Allow me," says Landon, muscling to the front of the group, rolling his shoulders, and expelling another stream of soundwaves into the lock. Shade raises his eyebrows at me, but I hold up a hand to signal for him to be patient. A few tense moments later, I hear the sound of the tumblers clicking, followed by the hard chunk of the lock sliding back. Landon gives an exaggerated bow as he tugs the door open, the rest of us following him inside.

      It's too early for a doorman to be here, so we march straight to the elevator without any trouble. As the lift slowly begins to rise, the other guys shift around me in a protective formation. "Think I should go last?" I ask doubtfully.

      Silas winces. "I'm sorry, Boots, but…"

      I hold up a hand to stop him. "It's okay. It's… probably a good idea." As much as I hate to admit it. Still, it's gutting to have gone from one of the most powerful members of our group to a glorified follower seemingly overnight. Once again I reach half-heartedly for my powers, and once again I sense nothing. Oh well. Worth a shot.

      "How are we going to do this?" Hunter asks as we step into the hallway. "We don't want to attract attention."

      "Something tells me we're going to attract attention either way," I observe. "People don't tend to take well to break-ins, even when they're not shifters."

      "Nobody came to investigate last time, when they were attacking us," Landon points out. "Maybe these walls are soundproof."

      "Or maybe everyone in this flat is in Hawthorne's pocket," Silas says. "We're going to have to be quick. Hunter, do you remember which unit it was?"

      The vampire shifter furrows his brow, looking around for a moment. "This way," he says at last, pointing toward the hall on the left. "It was at the end of the hallway, if I'm not mistaken."

      "You'd better not be," Shade snarks.

      I allow the others to pass in front of me before addressing the locks on the door. The door looks strong and it’s going to be hard to knock down. "Thoughts?" I ask. "Should Landon do his magical lock picking thing again?"

      Silas shakes his head. "Both guns blazing, right?" And before any of us can respond, he's shifted into his dragon form, now large enough to take up much of the hallway. With one lunge of his muscular body, he throws his shoulder into the front door. It buckles on its hinges, and I see a light go on in the main room, but one more slam and it's crashing open, allowing us to pour into the apartment.

      Caleb is standing in the kitchen entryway, looking bleary-eyed, but his expression immediately twists the moment he sees us. "Jennifer!" he yells, shifting into a siren instantaneously.

      Shade leaps into the air, and when he lands, he's in his wolf form, charging Caleb at top speed. The other siren doesn't even have time to react before Shade’s pinning him to the ground, his teeth ripping into his shoulder. "Don't kill him!" I yell. "We need him alive!"

      Shade glances up at me, doubt in his yellow eyes, but that's all the opening Caleb needs. Letting out a terrific siren scream, he pushes the wolf shifter off him and sends him sprawling across the floor. "Jennifer!" he bellows again.

      "Honey?" A light goes on in the other room, and then his wife's face appears in the doorway. Her eyes land on me and her face twists into a snarl. "You,” she hisses, and then she too is shifting.

      I realise too late that I'm right in the line of fire, but Hunter shoves me out of the way, already in his vampire form, to take the brunt of the fire she breathes in my direction. "Silas—” he says, already flagging.

      Silas doesn't need telling twice, and with a roar he charges Jennifer, the two dragons locking together in a close-quarters fight. I'm left to watch helplessly, feeling more useless than I ever have.

      Hunter moves to help Silas with Jennifer while Landon and Shade continue their attack on Caleb. The next time the siren produces a soundwave, Landon is ready to meet him, sending an equally powerful blast of force his way to neutralize the energy. With Caleb distracted, Shade has the perfect opportunity to pounce, and this time, he doesn't use his teeth. Instead, he lands on the siren's chest with such force that his head strikes the floor, making him lose consciousness. Almost immediately he shifts back into human form, allowing the others to assist with Jennifer. Between the four of them, they're able to wrestle her to the ground, and a quick command from Landon is enough to make her transform back.

      I catch movement out of the corner of my eye and see Caleb struggling to sit up. "Oh no, you don't," I mutter, and sprint over to him without thinking. Dropping onto my hands and knees, I force him back onto the ground. "Just try it," I hiss, my mind already returning to what he tried to do to me the last time I was here. "You're outnumbered."

      "What the fuck are you doing here?" he demands, his eyes flashing.

      "We'll get to that in a minute," I reply, surprising myself with how collected I sound. "Just know that if you try anything, you're outnumbered."

      Caleb steels a glance toward Jennifer, now subdued on the floor with the rest of the guys. He lets out a snarl of frustration, and then relaxes. "Crafty bitch," he pants. "Didn't think you had it in you."

      "Nice catch, Boots," Shade says, striding over to me. He puts a foot on Caleb's chest, keeping him pinned to the ground, and stares down at him with a half smile. "Now," he says, still breathing heavily, "are you two going to play nice, or are things going to have to get really messy?"

      In the end, things didn't have to get really messy. Whether because we have the upper hand or some other conniving, strategic move, they cooperate, and it's easy enough to wrangle them into the living room and onto the couch. I keep stealing looks at the door, wondering when the cavalry will arrive after having heard the commotion. But it's silent as the grave in the apartment building. Almost uncanny.

      "Should've figured you'd come back to bite us in the ass," Jennifer spits from her place on the couch. "Fucking hybrids. Always more trouble than they're worth."

      "About that," I say, crossing my arms, "we need to know about your friend Edith."

      "Friend?" Jennifer laughs. “That’s so cute.”

      “She’s working with the Academy, right?” Silas persists. “She told you guys to jump Millie.”

      “We don’t ask questions,” spits Caleb. “We do as we’re told, and the humans stay off our backs.”

      “Well,” I say, “now you’re going to do as you’re told again. Tell us where Edith is. You must know, if you have connections to her and Hawthorne.”

      "Why the hell would we—"

      But I don't let her finish, instead nodding to Landon, who hasn't yet transformed back. "Where is she?" he demands, the strength of his powers giving me goosebumps. "What was she planning? Who is she working with?"

      I can see the woman struggling to resist, but Landon is working just as hard, and she realises she’s outmatched before even a minute has passed. “There are communes,” she grits out, her teeth clenched together. “Shifter communes, all around the U.K.”

      Silas’ hackles go up at that. “You mean communities? Neighbourhoods?” he demands.

      “A bunch of anti-establishment hippies,” Jennifer says disdainfully, her whole body wound tight from the tension of trying to resist Landon’s command. “They’ve been against your Academy since day one. Not too happy, either, after what happened in Boston. Sounds like the administration wants them dealt with.”

      “So they’re sending Edith?” Landon squats so he’s facing her.

      “Their attack dog, you mean? Yeah.” Jennifer sneers. “All I know is they’ve put her in charge of making sweeps for any shifter groups who don’t support the humans. She’s going to have her hands full, by the sounds of it.”

      “Which one?” I demand, taking a step closer. “Where is she going next?”

      “Like I would know,” Jennifer snaps. I glance at Landon, who just shakes his head, and my heart sinks. She’s telling the truth.

      “Where’s the nearest one, then?” I ask. “If she started in London, she’ll probably be working her way outwards.”

      Jennifer glances at Caleb, who looks like he would kill me if he got the chance. “Where did they say it was?” she asks. He hesitates. “Tell them!” Jennifer snaps. “Get them out of our hair.”

      “Oxford,” Caleb replies at last. “In Jericho, right around the Osney Bridge. There’s a whole district full of shifters there. Can’t miss ‘em.”

      “You’re not lying, are you?” Shade asks, crossing his arms.

      “Why don’t you go there and find out?” Caleb fires back.

      A tense moment passes. “I guess we will,” I say at last, smirking a little. “But if you were, we’ll be back. And I can’t promise we’ll be as nice the next time around.” Nodding to the others, I back up. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      “We’re just going to let them live?” Shade asks incredulously. “After what they did to you?”

      “Tried to do to me,” I correct him. “Besides, they’re the only connection we have to Edith right now.”

      “She’s right,” says Hunter. “We can’t risk losing them, not if they can point us to more of these communities.”

      Shade presses his lips into a thin line, and then nods, but not before stooping down to look Caleb and Jennifer in the eye. “Touch Millie again, and it won’t matter what information you have,” he tells them, his voice low and dangerous. “I’ll kill you myself.” With that, he stands up, nods to me, and the five of us retreat back towards the front door. I’m half-expecting the couple to stand and start fighting again, but they only watch us contemptuously from their place on the couch until we’re out the front door and on our way back to the lift.

      “It’s as good a place to start as any,” Landon says as the elevator begins its descent.

      I nod in agreement. “Let’s just hope these ones are friendlier.”
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      “I’ve never been to Oxford before,” I say, tugging my jacket a little more firmly around my shoulders. We’re making our way east along Botley Road, and in spite of the fact that the sun has finally come up, it’s not getting any warmer. A chill humidity has settled in around the city, and I’m realising that I came woefully underdressed. “Not exactly how I pictured my first time here.”

      A cold breeze sweeps through the trees along the side of the highway, and I shiver despite      myself. Silas, who is walking alongside me, puts an arm around my shoulders and pulls me flush against him. “You cold?”

      “No.” I can’t help but press my face against his side. My nose has gone red and numb from the chill.

      The dragon shifter chuckles, rubbing his hand against my shoulder to generate some friction. “You should’ve said something sooner, Boots. I run hot.”

      “Didn’t want to worry you,” I mumble, wishing I could disappear into his arms and fall asleep there.

      “You’re skin and bones, Boots. Of course we’re going to worry,” Landon says in his usual good-natured tone, but I can hear the concern in his voice as he sidles up to me on my other side, taking my free hand and rubbing it between his.

      “Let’s just hope we can find somewhere away from this fog,” Hunter says. He’s walking at the front of the group, hands in his pockets, and although vampire shifters tend to have lower body temperatures, he still seems put off by the weather.

      “Speaking of which,” says Shade, his eyes narrowing, “what are we planning to do if these guys tell us to fuck off? We’re not exactly going to draw the right kind of attention, no matter where we go.”

      “Let’s just hope they’ll take us in,” says Silas. Despite      holding me close, there’s a far away, melancholy look in his eyes.

      “Hey,” I murmur, squeezing him a little more tightly. “You okay?”

      “I don’t know,” the dragon shifter replies. “It’s just… Going to another one of these communities…” His voice trails off as he runs a hand down his face. “It’s just been a long time, that’s all.”

      “Shit,” I mutter, once again kicking myself for my shortsightedness. “I didn’t even think about that.” Long before his arrival at the Academy, Silas and his parents lived in a neighbourhood similar to the one we’re visiting now, populated predominantly by shapeshifters. From the sounds of it, he had a good childhood, up until the local shifters decided they didn’t want to be jerked around by the humans anymore. This, I suppose, was back before the Academy had become so overt in their subjugation of shifters, but the goal of their actions was the same as it has always been: to find a way of keeping us on the fringes of society and at their disposal.

      In the end, that’s what happened—his parents, among others, were spirited away by Academy agents, never to be seen again, sowing the seeds of mistrust that would eventually lead Silas to finding out the truth about Hawthorne. In a sense, their actions were what led us to this point; if they hadn’t suspected the humans from the start, would Silas even still be alive right now?

      Would I?

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. The words feel stupidly inadequate, but they’re all I have to offer.

      Silas doesn’t say anything, but when I crane my neck to look at him, I can see that he’s watching me with something in his black eyes—sadness, yes, but also love. “They would have loved you, Boots,” he says quietly, and presses a kiss to the crown of my head.

      Nothing more needs to be said.
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      “So what does a shifter community even look like?” Shade asks, crossing his arms over his chest. “How will we even know it when we see it?”

      “Caleb said we would recognise it,” Hunter says, although he sounds doubtful.

      “And we’re supposed to trust him?” The wolf shifter snorts, shaking his head. “I still think we should’ve killed those bastards while we had the chance. Now they know where we’re going. Who’s going to stop them from siccing Hawthorne’s guys on us the second we let our guard down?”

      “Hawthorne’s too smart for that,” Silas replies. “He knows we’ll have the advantage if we’re with others of our kind. That’s why he’s leaving it up to Edith to take these groups down.”

      “Guess we’ll just have to hope they’ve been practising,” Landon says.

      We’ve been walking for about twenty minutes and are now on the outskirts of Oxford; the river Thames stretches out alongside us as we make our way north, towards the Osney B     ridge, and the water looks frigid and tempestuous. Rather appropriate, if you ask me. All along either side of the road are stately manor homes along with newer apartment buildings, creating a strange clash of old and modern that I can’t quite wrap my head around.

      Staying close to the pedestrian walkway, we follow the road up and over the blue and white bridge, a few cars puttering past us as we go. It’s still too early for there to be a lot of traffic, but there’s enough to put me on edge, and judging by the guys’ expressions, I’m not the only one. I don’t really let myself relax until after we’re across, no longer exposed above the river, as the road slopes downward again along the opposite bank.

      “Silas?” I ask gently, aware that this is a delicate subject for the dragon shifter. “Any idea what we should be looking for?”

      Silas pauses, brow furrowing as he peers around at the banks of buildings. “We lived in the suburbs,” he says at last. “Obviously we couldn’t be too overt about it, considering most humans don’t even know shifters exist. Then there was the Academy to worry about; we couldn’t exactly flaunt our magic.”

      Landon frowns. “So you’re saying… what, there’s some kind of secret sign?”

      “For us, it was an enchantment,” Silas replies as we make our way down the street, the wind ruffling our hair. “Something one of the resident witches set up. To humans, it was invisible, but shifters could see the real name of the community on the gate.”

      “Keep your eyes peeled,” I say. “It could be anywhere around here.” What I don’t say, but I’m sure the others have figured out, is that if we can track this place down, then it should be no problem for Edith. The possibility that she’s already taken the whole district out crosses my mind, but I don’t allow myself to consider it for more than a moment. I’ve had enough disappointments in the last few days to last a lifetime.

      We lapse into silence as we pick our way through the area, peering down alleyways and side streets, on the lookout for anything that might jump out at us. For a while, we find nothing, and I’m just starting to lose hope when I hear a triumphant cry from behind us.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I see Hunter standing back, looking up at the side of an enormous luxury apartment building. “I think I’ve got something,” he says, beckoning the rest of us over.

      We gather around him and follow his gaze to the brownstone wall around the corner from the entrance. At first, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary other than a splash of faded graffiti that looks like it was scrubbed off a long time ago. It’s only as I stare up at it that it morphs and shifts before my eyes, the colourful block letters transforming from an indecipherable mess into a series of five pictographs: a moon, a stylised pentagram, a minimalistic flame, a wave, and a droplet of blood.

      “Subtle,” Shade says approvingly. “Not bad.”

      “No sense waiting around,” Landon says. “Come on, I’m freezing my ass off.”

      The rest of us don’t need to be told twice and follow the siren shifter back around to the front entrance. An old-fashioned revolving door leads us into a posh lobby, complete with immaculate seating, tapestries on the walls, and a doorman who eyes us suspiciously as he watches us pass.

      If we were lucky at Caleb and Jennifer’s place, that luck has just run out; almost as soon as we’re inside, an older gentleman sitting at the security desk gets to his feet. “Excuse me,” he says, “may I ask what your business is here?”

      I take the lead, just grateful to be out of the cold for a few minutes. “To be honest, we’re not really sure,” I reply as we approach the desk. “We’re—” I pause, look around, and then lower my voice. If this is the wrong place… “We saw the mural outside,” I say pointedly. “The… the special one.”

      The security guard gives me a thin smile. “I’m sorry, madam, but I don’t know what you mean.”

      So much for subtlety. I decide to switch tactics. “Does the name Hawthorne mean anything to you?”

      It’s a gamble, and judging by the man’s reaction, a mistake. “I think you had better leave,” he says in a low voice, his eyes sweeping over our little group. And is it just me, or did they flash red for a moment there?

      “It’s not that,” Hunter hastens to put in. “I mean, we’re not with him. We’re here with a warning. Hawthorne has his sights on us, and by the sounds of it, he has his sights on you guys, too.”

      “Get out.” The security guard’s tone has lost all civility. “We don’t want or need whatever kind of attention you’re trying to bring to us.”

      That’s all the confirmation I need. “Please,” I insist, leaning forward. “We have nowhere else to go. Hawthorne has people all over London, and by the sounds of it, his people are targeting groups just like yours. If we could just speak to someone your leader, maybe? Who’s in charge around here?”

      The older man’s skin blanches at that, and when he opens his mouth to speak again, I catch a glimpse of fangs. Wasn’t mistaken about the eyes, then. “Get. Out,” he hisses, “before I have someone remove you.”

      I can feel myself growing more desperate. “Please,” I implore him again. “We have nowhere else to go.”

      “That’s hardly our concern,” the security guard says. I’m aware of the sound of the elevator doors chiming, but don’t look away.

      “Come on,” Shade says in a surly voice. “Leave them to Edith, if that’s what they want.”

      “Edith?” The sound of a familiar voice finally pulls my attention away. The elevator doors stand open and holding them is someone I was beginning to think I would never see again.

      Unwittingly, my eyes fill with tears. “Hazel?”
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      The security guard stares at me like I’ve just sprouted a third arm. His eyes flick over to Hazel, the crimson already draining out of them. “You know these people, Hazel?”

      “Know them?” Hazel exclaimed, making a beeline for the group. “Know them?” I’m glad I’m not the only one currently at a loss for words, and before I even have a chance to steel myself, Hazel is sweeping me into a bear hug strong enough to rival one of Silas’s. “Holy shit,” she exclaims breathlessly as she moves to embrace each of the others. “I swear, I was worried I’d never see any of you again!”

      “Back at you,” I reply. “How the hell did you survive that fire? And what about Xander and Ruby?”

      “Fine, they’re fine,” Hazel assures me. “We wouldn’t have survived if we’d tried to fight. We ended up jumping onto the roof of the apartment next door, if you can believe it. By then the crowd was big enough that the bastards probably realised it wasn’t worth chasing after us.”

      “But how did you know about this place?” asks Shade incredulously. “We didn’t even know about it, and we’re from around here.”

      “Dumb luck,” Hazel explains. “We ran into a wolf shifter on our way out of the city centre. Considering we had nowhere else to go, he really saved our asses. Leroy,” she says, turning to the security guard, “these are my friends. Millie, Landon, Silas, Shade, and Hunter.  They’re all shifters, too.”

      “More strays?” the vampire shifter grumbles, looking none too happy. “Theo isn’t going to like this.”

      Hazel goes a little pale at that. “You don’t know that.”

      “Don’t I?” The guard, Leroy, crosses his arms. “We’re almost at capacity here, and you know it. A few more charity cases and they won’t even be able to afford their mortgage.”

      “Well, that’s not your problem, now is it?” Hazel asks, sounding a bit haughty. “Tell you what: I’ll introduce them myself. Hell, I’ll even bring Xander and Ruby as backup.”

      Leroy holds his hands up. “I’m just saying, it’s your ass on the line, Van Buren.”

      “Noted.” Hazel sniffs      and then turns back to us. “Well, what are you waiting for? The landlord’s going to want to meet you all.”

      “This Theo guy is the landlord?” asks Landon. “He’s a shifter, too, I take it.”

      “Everyone living in this complex is a shifter,” Hazel explains, beckoning us back in the direction of the elevator. “It’s not like they advertise that, obviously, but I guess it’s pretty easy to weed out applicants when ninety percent of the population can’t shapeshift. Lucky for us, we don’t have that problem.”

      Her optimism only makes my stomach sink, and I give her a guilty sideways glance as we step into the lift. “Actually, Hazel…”

      The blonde frowns. “What?”

      I feel a cool touch against my hand      and look down to see that Hunter has moved to stand protectively at my side. “Boots had her powers stolen,” he says. I appreciate him taking over for me; I’m not sure how many more times I can bring myself to rehash that trauma. “After we got separated, Edith and a bunch of lackeys showed up and brought her to some kind of… research bunker. They did what they tried to do to Silas.”

      Hazel’s eyes go wide. “You mean they, like…?”

      “It’s temporary,” I hasten to tell her. “At least, I think so.”

      “Something tells me that’s going to make your job a little more complicated, Hazel,” Shade remarks dryly.

      To her credit, Hazel doesn’t look flustered. “It’ll be a hard sell, but nothing I can’t handle. I can be charming when I want to.”

      In spite of her confidence, I can sense the others’ unease as the lift continues up, all the way to the penthouse floor. Rather than opening onto a hallway, the elevator doors slide open to reveal one enormous apartment unit, bigger than some of the houses I’ve seen in my lifetime. Two burly men flank the doors on either side, and as soon as we move forward, their arms fly out to bar our way. “What are you doing up here?” one of them asks.

      “New blood,” Hazel replies. “I’ve got five new shifters here—on the run from the Academy, same as me.” The guards look at one another, not seeming convinced. “He’s going to want to meet this one,” Hazel adds, nodding in my direction. “She’s a hybrid.”

      That seems to be a magic word, as the guards pull away without further argument. “He’s in his study,” the second one says. “Try anything, and—”

      “And I’m dead meat. Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Hazel finishes for him, waving him off as she leads us into the penthouse. Considering how little time has passed, she seems to have made herself awfully comfortable around here.

      On the other side of the dizzyingly large apartment is a door leading to an office. A panel of glass windows substitutes for the wall on the other side, providing a view of the sprawling city below us. Sitting at an enormous desk, his back turned to us, is an impeccably dressed man with silvery-white hair. He doesn’t turn around until Hazel clears her throat, knocking gently on the doorframe. “Excuse me, Theo? Sorry to interrupt.”

      “No need to apologise, Hazel,” the man, Theo, replies, and only then does he turn to face us. I’m astonished by what I see. Despite colourless hair, he’s quite young—in his thirties, if I had to guess—and his eyes are the same gleaming shade of pale silver as his locks. They feel almost unnerving as they sweep from one of us to the next, pausing for a moment longer to linger on me. “I see you’ve brought guests.” His voice is deep and rumbling, his presence commanding.

      “With your permission,” Hazel replies. “These are fellow runaways. Like myself and the Murakami twins.”

      “As I suspected,” Theo says, nodding. “I trust you remember what I told you when the three of you arrived? That we’ve almost run out of space for new community members?”

      “I understand that, Sir,” Hazel replies. “I haven’t forgotten. But—with all due respect—these are my friends.”

      Theo gives a thin smile that might be handsome if it looked genuine. “Hazel,” he says, “I appreciate your tenacity, I really do. But as much as I would like to provide shelter for all refugee shifters, this community can’t survive on good will alone.”

      “You’re saying we need to pay to live here?” Shade sneers. “Fuck this. I thought we were all on the same side, here.” He turns to go, but my hand flies out to seize his wrist, and he reluctantly stops.

      “‘Pay’ is a subjective term,” Theo says, unfazed. “I prefer the term ‘contribute.’      Survival against the humans requires unity, strength, and resources. If you don’t have something to offer us…”

      “But we do.” Silas takes a step forward.

      I blanch when I realise where he’s going with this. “Silas—”

      “Boots,” he says, looking at me, “this is our only option.” In spite of my hesitation, I know he’s right, and bite my lip. I can’t remember a time I’ve felt more put on the spot.

      “I’d like to introduce you to Millie Brix,” Silas says, his hand coming to rest at the small of my back. “She’s a hybrid.”

      Something passes over Theo’s face—a glimmer of recognition? — and his eyebrows raise almost imperceptibly. “Is that so?” His white eyes meet mine once again, nearly dazzling in their presence. “Is your friend telling the truth, Millie Brix?” he asks me. “Are you indeed a hybrid?”

      “I… yes,” I reply, swallowing hard. “I was.”

      “‘Was?’     ”

      I look to Hazel for backup, but she’s fallen silent. Whoever this guy is, he’s clearly the head honcho around here. “When I was a kid, the Shifter Academy experimented on me, and the guys you see here,” I explain slowly. “I was given the powers of all five species. Just a couple days ago, though, they kidnapped me. Experimented on me. I haven’t been able to use my powers since then, but we’re working on getting them back.”

      “Look,” Hazel cuts in, “I know that a depowered shifter isn’t exactly what you’re looking for right now, but in terms of raw potential, Millie’s off the charts. She could be a real asset to this fight once she gets her powers back.”

      I’m not keen on being used as a bargaining chip, but what other choice do we have?

      “Hazel’s right,” adds Landon. “We’ve all seen Boots in action. We can vouch for her. If you’re so hellbent on keeping the humans off your backs, surely a hybrid would be a valuable asset.”

      “Indeed,” Theo says, steepling his fingers. His eyes haven’t left me once since the hybrid talk began, and I can’t shake the feeling that he’s looking through me, and not at me. There’s a long moment of silence as he mulls things over, and it goes on for so long that I have to break eye contact, if only to be out from under his impenetrable gaze for a few seconds.

      And still he says nothing.

      Silas’ shoulders slump. “I guess we’ll just go, then,” he says, sounding defeated. “It’s clear you’re not—”

      But Theo holds up a hand, and Silas quiets. You could hear a pin drop. “I believe something can be arranged,” Theo says at last. “Not from a utilitarian standpoint, though.”

      I blink. “I… don’t understand.”

      Turning to Hazel, Theo smiles. “I underestimated you, Ms. Van Buren. It seems my charity hasn’t run dry after all.” Then he turns back to me. “I find myself overtaken by a sense of camaraderie, Ms. Brix.”

      “Sir…?” I stare at him, hardly daring to hope.

      Theo leans forward in his chair. “You see, Ms. Brix,” he says deliberately, “our struggles aren’t so different, yours and mine. It just so happens that I, too, am a hybrid.” For a moment, I lose the ability to speak. I can only gape at him, this peculiar white-haired man who might be the only thing standing between us and me getting my powers back. Seeing my reaction, he chuckles. “Surprised?”

      “I didn’t…” I stammer. “I thought hybrids were rare.”

      “Oh, they are,” Theo replies. “Exceedingly so. And I confess, you are the first one I’ve ever met in person. I had heard rumours of scientific experiments with the goal of replicating what was done to me by the witches when I was a boy, but I didn’t believe them.” Slowly he gets out of his seat, striding over to me and placing his cool hand under my chin. Gently, he raises my head to look up at him, the gesture exceedingly intimate coming from someone I’ve only just met.

      Silas tenses visibly, and I can feel Shade start to lunge forward protectively. If Landon didn’t reel him in, there would be no knowing what might have happened. It’s only after a second passes that I realise he’s using magic on me, probing at my powers the same way Mrs. Fairbanks did on that first day at the Academy. The fact that he doesn’t even need to visibly transform in order to perform the spell is a testament to his power.

      “Yes,” he says at last, letting go of my chin and nodding his approval. “Yes, Ms. Brix. I believe you’ll do quite nicely.”
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      “I don’t like the way he was looking at you,” announces Shade, cramming his hands into his pockets as he turns away from the windows to face me. We’re standing in the living room of one of the lower apartments, one of the few open units left in the building, according to Theo. Rather than a suite, this time we’ve each been given our own studio, which I have to admit is surprising, considering the scarcity of space around here. Something about it tickles the back of my mind, but every time I follow that train of thought, I balk; it’s clear that Theo thinks I’m worth the investment, and that kind of pressure doesn’t sit well with me. I’m torn between disliking being thought of as a pawn and feeling even more desperate to get my powers back, if only to prove to him that he didn’t make a mistake by letting us stay here. It’s a complicated batch of emotions, and it’s only made more so by the fact that this is the only other hybrid I’ve ever met.

      He was right when he talked about camaraderie; much like my own parents, Theo’s folks willingly gave him over to the coven who turned him. Humans, drug addicts, sold their only child to the cabal so he might have a chance at a better life, not knowing what his adoptive parents had planned for him. I can relate, even if the origins of our powers are different.

      According to Theo, there have always been witches on the fringes of shifter society whose goals involve adjusting and perfecting shifter powers. He was as much a guinea pig to them as I was to the Academy—the only difference is that he’s had years of training to hone his powers. It’s obvious to anyone that he’s the one in charge around here, and with good reason.

      What that means for me, however, remains to be seen.

      “He was just curious,” I reply dismissively. “He said himself I was the first hybrid he’d ever met. I don’t blame him for staring.”

      Shade snorts and shakes his head, turning away.

      “What?” I ask incredulously, crossing my arms.

      “Boots, it’s almost adorable how naive you can be sometimes,” the wolf shifter replies. “That’s not the kind of look you give when you’re curious. He looked like he was starving. His eyes were all over you.”

      That’s enough to give me pause, and I can feel my cheeks heating up at the implication. “What?” I ask, taking a step towards him. “You think he was interested in me?”

      “Don’t act so surprised,” Shade replies with a wan smile. “I don’t blame him. Not saying I approve, but…”

      I can feel my expression twisting into a grin. “Wait a minute, Ivis,” I say teasingly, creeping up behind him and wrapping my arms around him. “Are you… jealous?”

      Shade snorts. “Jealous? Please.”

      “You sound kind of jealous,” I persist, pressing my lips to the base of his neck. He stiffens under my touch, his arms covering mine to pull my back more tightly against his chest.

      “If I were jealous, I wouldn’t have been down to mess around with you and Aconyte,” Shade protests, although he isn’t meeting my gaze.

      “Yeah, about that,” I say, pulling away and putting my hands on my hips. “You two have really come a long way since the Academy.”

      “Haven’t we all?” Shade retorts, but I can see a glimmer of humour in his silver eyes. “I trust Aconyte. Just like I trust Ash and Thyme. This Theo guy, though…” He looks away, his expression grim. “You came so close to dying once already, Boots. I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

      “Well,” I say, rolling up my sleeves, “I guess that’s what you’re here for, right? So are you going to teach me how to kick ass, or are you just going to keep brooding?”

      “Brooding is what I do best, Brix,” Shade snarks playfully, “but… point taken. All right, come here.” He beckons me over to him, intertwining his fingers with mine as he pulls me towards the door.

      “Wait,” I protest, “we’re not going to practise in here?”

      “You think the shifters would pay for a place like this and not have some kind of training room?” Shade replies. “If they’re that keen on keeping the Academy away, they’d be stupid not to.”

      “Fair point,” I concede, and allow him to lead me out into the hallway. The rest of the guys have gone their separate ways for the time being.      Hunter, still fatigued from the blood loss, went to rest for a while, while Landon and Silas mentioned something about taking a look around our new digs. It’s nice to have some respite for once, although I know better than to let my guard down this time. Not after what happened with Edith.

      Shade and I both look out of place in the luxury building. This is the type of place where rent would cost an arm and a leg, with tenants consisting of socialites and wealthy investors.           At least Shade has a reason to be here. Right now, for all intents and purposes, I’m just like any other human.

      Don’t go there, I warn myself. Don’t go down that road.

      There’s a laundry room in the basement and, just as Shade suspected, a large fitness centre. The floor is lined with foam mats, and I’m surprised to see practise dummies amidst the weights and workout equipment.

      Ruby Murakami steps off one of the treadmills the moment she sees us and hurries to embrace first me and then Shade. “Hazel said you guys made it,” she says, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Barely,” I joke. “Where is she, by the way?”

      Ruby rolls her eyes. “On a date with Xander, I think. No idea what she sees in him, but if he’s happy, I’m happy. You guys here to practise your powers?”

      “Not exactly,” Shade replies.

      “Just some good old-     fashioned martial arts,” I add. “You want to join?”

      “I’d actually better get back upstairs,” Ruby says, dabbing at the back of her neck with a towel. “I’m sweaty enough as it is. I’ll see you guys later though, yeah?”

      “Definitely,” I agree. It’s only as she approaches the door that I think to call after her. “Hey Ruby?”

      The dragon shifter turns around. “Yeah?”

      I glance at Shade before asking, “Have you heard anything? About Theo, I mean? He’s been awfully accommodating, considering the circumstances.”

      A strange look passes over Ruby’s face, and she winks at Shade. “I’d say you boys had better watch your backs,” she advises him. “Hazel said he looked damn near infatuated with you, Millie. Have fun with your training!” And with that, she breezes out of the room.

      Shade is watching me expectantly, eyebrows raised.

      “Okay, fine,” I say, feeling a little self-conscious. “But I’m willing to bet it’s just because we have something in common.”

      “Whatever you say, Boots,” Shade says, pulling me close.

      I kiss the tip of his nose, making him chuckle. “Enough talk. Let’s get practising.”

      Shade obligingly leads me into the middle of the room, in front of the mirrors so that I can see my form. “I’m no athlete,” he says, “but street fighting is sort of a specialty of mine. It’s actually one of the better combat styles, since there are no rules. The goal is to do as much damage as you can, however you can. Go for whatever weaknesses you can find.”

      “What about shifters?” I ask doubtfully.

      “Same concept,” Shade responds. “Even when we’ve transformed, we all have soft spots. Dragons are big and powerful, but they’re slow moving. Witches have magic, but they aren’t durable for shit. Same thing with sirens. Wolves and vampires? Agile as hell, but they can’t hurt you unless they get close to you. The trick is to strategise—use their own forms against them, if you can. As for humans…” He shrugs. “They’re a piece of cake in comparison.”

      He moves to stand behind me, gently taking hold of one of my arms and extending it in front of me. “Punching,” he begins. “You’re going to want to hit with your first two knuckles. Keep your wrist straight      and snap your arm out. The power comes from the speed.” I follow his instructions and throw a punch. “Keep your thumb outside of your fist,” Shade warns, “or you’ll risk breaking it. Here…” He takes my hand and readjusts my fingers, his touch surprisingly gentle. The feeling of him so close to me is making my breath come in embarrassingly short bursts, and I would be lying if I said concentrating was easy.

      “Same basic concept with kicking,” Shade continues, his hands moving down my waist to come to rest on my thighs. His skin is warm, almost searing as he touches me, sending jolts of electricity throughout my body. “You’re striking with the hard parts—the ball of your foot or your heel. For maximum power, you need to extend it completely. Try rotating your hip just a little when you kick…”

      I lose track of time as Shade teaches me, minutes turning into hours in the training room. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting to enjoy it—I’ve never been a super violence-oriented person, even after being imbued with dangerous powers—but the longer we practise, the more I find myself getting into it. I didn’t realise there was so much strategy to it, from what spots to target on a person to how to best use their own weight against them in a takedown. I’m not under any illusions that I’ll become a champion fighter overnight, but I surprise even myself with my own dedication. Shade, too, seems to approve of the job I’m doing, and I manage to get the upper hand once. Although it’s up in the air whether he was just going easy on me     .

      “Keep your hands up,” the wolf shifter warns, bouncing on his feet as he stares me down from the opposite side of the mat. “Protect your face.”

      “Right,” I mutter, raising my fists.

      “Remember what I told you,” he says, lunging forward. “Look for an opening.”

      I try to remember the blocks he taught me, but they go out of my mind. Instead, I sidestep his incoming punch, grabbing hold of his wrist and pulling him off balance in a clumsy parody of a throw.

      The wolf shifter seems surprised, stumbling, and I take full advantage, wedging my hip against his to help him fall onto the mat.

      “Not bad, Boots,” he says, grinning up at me from the floor. “Not bad at all.”

      “Yeah?” I lower myself onto him, pressing my chest against his with a coquettish smile. “You think I’m ready to take on Hawthorne?”

      Shade grunts, his hands going to my hips, and I realise where my pelvis is. Flushing, I try to roll off of him, but he pulls me back down for a kiss. “You’re not going anywhere,” he murmurs against my mouth.

      I break away to press my forehead against his. “We’re in public, Shade.”

      “Good,” Shade replies, grinning. “I like having an audience.”

      I snort, rolling my eyes and standing up before offering him a hand. He accepts and gets to his feet. “What time is it, anyway?”

      Frowning, Shade checks his phone. “Almost six.”

      “Shit,” I mutter, stretching my arms out behind me. I’m only just noticing how stiff my muscles have become. “We’ve been here a while.”

      “I think now’s a good stopping point,” my wolf shifter says. “We keep this up much longer and I’m going to get my ass handed to me.”

      The image is so absurd that I can’t help but laugh. “I won’t tell if you won’t,” I reply. “Come on, let’s go find some food. I’m starving, and by the sounds of it, it’s Landon’s turn in the driver’s seat tomorrow.”
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      For the first time in what feels like ages, I actually sleep well. And not because I’m half-dead or drugged out of my mind on vampire blood, but because I actually feel safe for once. What is this world coming to?

      It’s a wonder what being amongst friends will do to your morale. It hardly even matters that “friends” is a relative term here; the mere fact that we’re no longer surrounded by people who are actively trying to kill us makes for a restful night. As much as Theo seems to promote the idea of a co-living situation, we’re still left to fend for ourselves food-wise, so Hunter wanders out to pick up a pizza after my day of training with Shade.

      We all gather in my designated apartment, and although it’s a tight squeeze, it hardly matters; sitting and laughing over food makes me feel almost all right again, if only for the evening. The loss of my powers still hangs heavily over my head like a black thundercloud, but knowing I’m not alone makes a huge difference. The fact that I actually survived a day’s worth of combat training with Shade has given me a much-needed boost as well. Although I doubt I could take on a shifter right now, the prospect of one day being able to hold my own without magic no longer seems so absurd.

      Maybe things are going to be okay.

      It’s not until later that the others start turning in—Shade makes a quip about me having worn him out today and excuses himself, while Hunter leaves to continue practising his vampire form. Silas slinks quietly off to his room, and I make a mental note to check in with him at some point. Being surrounded by reminders of his childhood likely isn’t doing his mental state any good, and I have to remember that I’m not the only one struggling right now.

      I’m on the verge of following him out the door to ask what’s wrong when someone slips his hand into mine, and I find myself being twirled in a dance maneuver that would look ridiculous if someone other than Landon had instigated it. Laughing, I spin into him, allowing him to pull me close to his chest and sway me back and forth to a tune that only he can hear.

      “You’re going to be sorry,” I joke. “I’ve got the flattest feet this side of the equator.”

      “I’ll challenge you on that,” Landon replies. “Need I remind you that sirens literally have webbed feet? Great for swimming. Not so great for wooing.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Is that what this is? You trying to woo me?”

      The siren shifter grins before giving me a wink. “As great as hypnosis is, I tend to prefer the ladies in my life to like me for who I am. Not what I am.”

      It’s an awfully strong sentiment coming from him, and I pause to peer up at his face, wondering what’s gotten into him. “You okay?”

      “Me? I’m fantastic.” He grins. “I scored a moment alone with my girlfriend—what’s not to like?”

      “Girlfriend, eh?” I can’t keep from smiling. “Is this official? Have you talked it over with the others?”

      “Okay, okay, fine,” Landon concedes. “Our girlfriend. But since they’re not here right now…” Playfully, he buries his face in my neck, nipping gently at the spot Hunter bruised the other night.

      A small sound escapes from me unbidden at the feeling of his mouth, and I don’t resist when the siren shifter pulls me in the direction of the bedroom.

      Landon isn’t an intense person, more humorous than serious, and this translates into the way he touches me; his hands are gentle, and I’m sure he’s aware of the way his breath tickles me when he murmurs something in my ear, something that would sound cheesy and over-the-top coming from literally anyone else. Gently he pushes me back onto the large bed, the feeling of his body over mine giving me a sense of safety and security.

      It’s only as I’m fumbling for his belt buckle when a muscle spasm strikes me hard in the back, all those hours of exercise finally catching up to me. I seize up, letting out a hiss of startled pain, and Landon immediately pulls back.

      “What is it?” he asks, flirtatiousness replaced with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “Mm, yeah, I’m fine,” I grunt, pulling my shoulders back in an attempt to ease the sudden tension. “Just sore, I think. Shade’s like a taskmaster.”

      Landon snorts. “Why am I not surprised?” Gently, he moves my hands away, instead lifting the covers so I can clamber gingerly into bed. “It’s okay,” he murmurs, kissing me gently. “We can wait until you’re not… you know, dying.”

      I reach out to catch his wrist before he can move away. “Sleep in here?” I ask. The thought of spending my first night alone without my powers is almost unbearable, and I can see from his expression that Landon realises this.

      Still, he can’t help making a show of thinking it over. “Well,” he says after a moment of hemming and hawing, “I guess it’ll make waking you up easier. Scoot over.”

      I oblige, already groaning at the thought of another day of training. “You’re really going to make me get up before sunrise?”

      “Of course,” the siren shifter replies, rolling onto his side and wrapping his arms around me. “If you can learn to shoot in the dark, you can learn to shoot anywhere.”

      Part of me wants to bicker, but my stiff body is protesting too much, and before I’m even aware of it, my eyelids are drifting closed. I don’t even have time to be disappointed about not getting to have sex with him.
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      “Rise and shine, princess.” The feeling of lips against the back of my neck makes me shiver, and I come to gradually, rotating in Landon’s arms so I can return the kiss.

      “Five more minutes?” I plead.

      “Nah, ah, ah,” the siren shifter says, already throwing the covers off. “Up and at ‘em, Boots. Let’s go.”

      I laugh. “Never mind what I said last night,” I say as I get out of bed and begin dressing. “You’re the real taskmaster around here.”

      “Damn right,” Landon says, preening a little. “Now get something comfortable on and meet me on the roof in five minutes. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”

      It doesn’t even occur to me to wonder how we’ll manage this on the roof until after I’m out in the hallway, still rubbing sleep from my eyes and rolling my sore shoulders. I doubt most of Oxford will appreciate shots ringing out at four in the morning, but I’m too tired at this point to bother worrying about it. Instead, I drag myself to the lift and head up to the roof, already dreading what the day is going to bring.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting up here, but it wasn’t this. The whole thing is set up like a shooting range, equipment scattered all about and a row of fresh targets standing at the far end. As I’m gaping at this, Landon emerges onto the rooftop, a pistol in either hand.

      “They can’t seriously be okay with us firing guns up here,” I exclaim as he hands one to me. I take it gingerly, half afraid to touch it, and hold it with two fingers as Landon watches.

      “You’re not giving these guys enough credit,” he tells me. “This whole roof is enchanted     —soundproofed, believe it or not. I’ve got the space reserved until noon, which should be plenty of time to get through the basics. Only downside is that the guns aren’t ours, so you’re going to want to make sure you don’t break it.”

      “Easier said than done,” I mutter.

      The siren shifter laughs before launching into the basics of cleaning, loading, and unloading the pistol. It takes a while for me to get the hang of ejecting the clip, and even longer to remember to keep my finger off the trigger when I’m lining up the shot. But Landon, patient as ever, sticks with it, repositioning my hands as needed while he explains the basic principles of gun safety. “That one-handed shit you see in movies?” he says, shaking his head. “Bad idea. You want to hold it with two hands, no matter what. Your free hand is bracing your trigger hand. Get it?”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      Landon fires off a shot to prove his point, and I’m stunned when it pierces the target directly in the middle. “You want to make sure the sight is lined up with your target,” he explains. “Think of it as an extension of your arm.”

      I take a shaky breath and pull the trigger, wincing at the last second, and the bullet ricochets off the roof.

      “Easy,” Landon says, coming up behind me to adjust my stance. “Here, I’ll show you. Keep your grip tight, okay? Exhale when you pull the trigger.” Covering my hands with his, he helps me realign the sight with the target. “You ready?”

      “I think so,” I reply, swallowing hard.

      With an ever-so-subtle touch, Landon slips his finger over mine and guides it down. The gun fires again, but to my amazement, this shot actually hit the target. More than that, even, it came damn near the centre.

      “See?” Landon says, grinning triumphantly. “You’re getting it.”
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      I guess I’m fortunate that shooting is decidedly less physical than martial arts, and I find that I don’t feel like I want to die by the time the sun comes up. It’s going to take work— a lot of work. My accuracy still sucks without Landon’s gentle hands on mine, but I’m surprised at how quickly I got over my fear of the actual shooting part.

      Here’s hoping I won’t have to use it.

      “That’s it,” Landon says, his hand slipping down to my waist to help straighten my posture. “Remember to breathe. I’ve got you.” His free hand goes to my elbow, holding me steady as I count to three, let my breath out, and then fire. “Bullseye,” the shifter commends.

      I glance at the target and see the clean hole in the middle, and I barely remember to put the safety back on before I’m giving a little jump of excitement. “Holy shit! I did it!”

      “Damn right, you did,” Landon murmurs, and it’s only now that I’m noticing he hasn’t moved away from me, even though I’m no longer firing. His dark eyes drift to my lips, and in one fluid movement, he’s kissing me again, one hand gently taking the pistol from me and setting it aside as his mouth moves against mine. The fact that we’re in public registers, but I’m too caught up in the sensations he’s resurrecting from last night to even care. “I think that’s enough for one day,” he says in a husky voice when we come up for air, and all I can do is nod furiously in agreement.

      We practically stumble back into my apartment, already tugging at each other’s clothes like our lives depend on it. Landon barely managed to return the guns before he was on me again, his ferocity astounding. My heart hammers in my chest as we return to the bed where we almost made love earlier, except this time there are no muscle cramps to get in the way. Soon Landon’s hand is drifting between my legs, making me almost shamefully wet as he strokes at me gently, reducing me to a quivering mess.

      Slowly we sink onto the bed, and I pepper my siren shifter’s tan body with kisses as he fumbles the rest of his clothes off, his arousal obvious even beneath his jeans. His thumbs brush gently over my nipples as he pulls back to drink me in with his eyes, his gaze almost reverent as I lean back and bring him into the curve of my embrace. “Roll over,” Landon tells me, his voice low with lust, and I do as he asks, adrenaline surging through me.

      When he pushes into me, his movements are slow and deliberate—so much so that it’s nearly enough to make me go crazy. It’s almost like he’s trying to tease the pleasure out of me, and when I glance over my shoulder at him, he gives me a knowing smile that just about reduces me to a puddle on the bed.

      The pace he sets is agonising at first, speeding up ever so gradually as he reaches a hand around to stroke my clit while he moves. It’s an exquisite feeling, and the sounds it elicits are borderline embarrassing, but I’m too caught up in it to feel self-conscious.

      “Fuck, Boots,” Landon groans from above me. “You’re so tight.” I feel his lips on my shoulder as he presses me into the mattress, his every thrust making me see stars as his fingers continue their deft ministrations.

      “Landon…” I pant, lost in the feeling of him. The pleasure is all-encompassing, and my orgasm hits me all at once, like a tidal wave.

      Landon follows not long after, his hips stuttering when he comes. As he lowers himself down on top of me, brushing back my hair to kiss me, all he can manage is a breathless, “Not bad for a first lesson.”

      I just laugh, still panting. Not bad at all.
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      You would think, given everything I've been through, that I would know better than to get used to any situation that feels too comfortable. And you would be right. Nothing in my life has ever been permanent—none of the good things, anyway. Ever since I was a baby, it's just been one unfortunate incident after another. I'm accustomed to being left behind, so much so that it might as well be in my DNA. The worst part is that not even learning my true origins has been enough to prevent further tragedies. If anything, it's only brought more destruction to my life, and the one place I thought I would finally belong has turned against me, too.

      The one thing that's gotten me through the past few months has been my connection to the guys. That I love them all is a foregone conclusion; my feelings for them run deeper than any I've ever felt before, and there's something so depressingly surprising in the fact that they've stood beside me through thick and thin. Especially now that the one thing we all had in common—our powers—has disappeared, just like every other good thing in my life.

      These are the nightmares that plague me as we settle into our lives at the commune: images of abandonment flash through my mind on repeat like a film reel, and some nasty voice in the back of my mind whispers that it's only a matter of time before the men that I love decide to cut their losses and get away from me before I end up getting them hurt, too.

      If they notice how dogged I am by these ideas, they don't say anything, and I don't know if that makes it better or worse. At any rate, though, I can't help but feel a little melancholy about how nice it is here. After Mollie, I know better than to think this will last.

      The days turn to weeks. I know I need to bring up the Edith situation with Theo sooner or later, but she has yet to make an appearance, and I worry that the moment I tell him she's planning an attack, he'll kick us back out onto the street. I'm not oblivious to the way he looks at me, either, but I seriously doubt it's for the reasons Shade suggested. I'm a novelty to him, nothing more, and without my powers, I'm like a broken weapon: nice to collect dust on a shelf, but otherwise useless.

      My lessons with Landon and Shade are a much-needed stress relief. We practise several times a week, spending hours on end doing drills, sparring, learning about different weapons—and how to use them—and discussing how to apply human techniques to a shifter battle. Dare I say that I'm getting better? It's almost hard to believe, considering how long it usually takes me to get anything right, but my lack of powers spurs me on, and before long I'm feeling something I haven't felt in a long time: confidence.

      I'm sitting on one of the benches in the lush courtyard now, flexing my sore muscles and trying, once again in vain, to get my magic working again. It's almost strangely quiet out here, and the sun on the backs of my eyelids is almost enough to make me nod off. It's not until a commanding voice sounds from the opposite end that I start awake.

      "Enjoying the day, Ms. Brix?" I turn to see Theo approaching me, his hands tucked in his pockets and his head ducked a little. He exudes authority as he comes to a stop next to my bench.

      "Yes," I reply, raising a hand to block the sun. "This training has been kicking my ass." Seeing his incredulous expression, I rush to add, "Not that I'm not still trying to get my powers back, obviously! I just figured, while I'm waiting…"

      Theo chuckles and holds up a hand. "Relax, Ms. Brix. I didn't come here to scold you."

      "I… oh." I blink, hesitating for a moment before saying, "You know, you don't have to call me Ms. Brix. You can call me Millie, if you want."

      "Millie." He sounds like he's testing the way the word feels, a knowing smile appearing on his face. "Very well, Millie. Would you like to come for a walk with me? I feel it's been long enough for us to dispense with the formalities."

      "You… want me to go for a walk? With you?" The invitation seems completely incongruous, coming from someone as regal as him.

      Theo gives me a broad grin, his white eyes dazzling in the sunlight. "If it suits you."

      I open my mouth to decline, citing some excuse about not feeling up to it, but it's been days since I've left the apartment complex and something in his handsome features is compelling—almost hypnotic. "Okay," I reply.

      "You know, I didn't think people like you drank coffee," I observe, kicking myself immediately afterward for my brazenness. We're sitting in a hip coffee shop in the university part of town, two of the few patrons still here at this hour. I feel more comfortable in the shadows behind the string lights, and I find myself relaxing despite      my best efforts.

      Theo laughs. "'People like me?'     "

      I flush bright red. "I didn't mean… Shit. That came out wrong. You just seem so… Regal. I don't know. Your accent, the way you talk. You just didn't strike me as the type to hang out at a hipster coffee shop."

      "Mm." Theo takes a sip of his drink, looking pensive. "I suppose I understand. I was born more than a hundred years ago, after all. My way of speaking has yet to catch up, it seems."

      "More than a hundred years ago?" I stare at him, eyes wide. "You don't look a day over thirty!"

      "The curse of my condition," Theo replies, a melancholy look on his face. "The witches wanted a weapon when they made me, and the best kind of weapon is one that can never break."

      "I do age, but I... know the feeling," I reply glumly, staring into my cappuccino.

      Theo's eyes are on me, I can feel them. It's not entirely unpleasant. "Do you know how many hybrids there are in the world?" he asks after a moment.

      I shake my head.

      "Me neither," he replies. "Truth be told, Millie, you're the only other one I've ever met. I find myself…" He presses his lips together, as if looking for the right words. "I understand you and the others you brought here are… close."

      I swallow hard, avoiding his eyes. "Yes, I… suppose we are."

      "I'm not one to step on toes," Theo goes on, leaning back in his seat, "but I don't think it's any secret that we share an origin, Millie. And that's… something to consider in our fight against the humans. I don't often feel drawn to those I bring into this community the way I feel drawn to you."

      I gape at him, my heart fluttering in my chest. There's no denying that he's attractive, and there's something to be said "Theo, I…"

      "I wasn't trying to make you uncomfortable," Theo replies, sounding off-balance for the first time since I've met him. "Forgive me. I… let's talk about something else."

      Grateful for the reprieve, and struggling against a fresh flurry of emotions, I nod gratefully and turn back to my coffee. Girlfriend. Landon used the word girlfriend, and I agreed. Do the others think of me that way, I wonder? Would things be different if I weren't already spoken for? "How long have you been fighting the humans?" I ask, deciding to switch tacks.

      "Long enough," Theo replied. "I was never forced to go to their Academy, but I've seen enough of what they do to our kind to last a lifetime. They want us silent and complicit. Our needs have never—will never—matter to them. Which is why I've built this community," he goes on, "I will do whatever it takes to see it remain safe."

      I bite my lip. If there were ever a time to bring up Hawthorne and Edith, this would be it. "About that," I say, straightening up in my chair. "This isn't easy for me to say, Theo, but there's a strong possibility that your community is already in danger."

      Theo raises his eyebrows, looking ready to reply, when something over my shoulder catches his attention. His expression suddenly darkens as he runs a hand through his white hair. "I'm afraid we will have to postpone this discussion, Millie," he says in a stony voice. "We seem to be attracting undue attention."

      Adrenaline floods through me as my eyes drift to the side, and immediately I see what he's talking about: a duo of uniformed officers is standing just outside the window of the coffee shop, the badges on their jackets are frustratingly familiar. "What do we do?" I ask.

      Theo gets to his feet, holding out his hand to me. "We're not far from our building," he replies. "Stay behind me, and do as I say."

      I nod and take his hand, allowing him to pull me to my feet. I’m not oblivious to the feeling of his thumb smoothing over my palm.

      He positions his body in front of mine, which assuages my fear, but only a little; clearly they're closing in, if there are Academy agents this near to the apartment.

      "Stay calm," Theo instructs. "Don't draw any attention to yourself."

      "Okay." He leads me to the door, our drinks forgotten on the table, and in moments we're back out in the bright sunlight. My heart is racing in my ears. The two officers are within spitting distance, and I can feel their eyes on me despite my attempts to seem relaxed.

      Theo's grip on my hand tightens a little as he makes a sharp right in the opposite direction of the apartment.

      "Can we lose them?" I whisper.

      "We can try," he replies as he leads me down the street in the direction of a busier street. If we can draw enough attention…

      But almost as soon as we turn onto a connecting road, Theo stops dead in his tracks, his white eyes narrowing. At the other end of the alleyway are another two agents, and they're looking right at us.

      "Look who just turned up," one of them remarks. "We've been looking for you for a while, Theo."

      Without a word, Theo turns back around, but the other end of the alley is already blocked off by the other two officers, who must have been following us from the coffee shop. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      "New plan," Theo announces, his eyes already beginning to glow with power. "Time to put that new training to use, Millie."
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      The Academy soldiers don’t seem to care that Theo is transforming, nor does it seem to matter to them in the slightest that we’re in broad daylight in the middle of a busy district. I have time to wonder how many people they’ve paid off in order to stop any interference from the public, but that’s the only rational thought that crosses my mind as they close in on us without any warning.

      I know better than to try to use my powers, considering how close they are already, but in spite of the countless hours I’ve spent in the gym and on the roof, I suddenly feel like all of Shade’s and Landon’s lessons have gone out the window. Paralysed, I stand there, eyes wide, as the two agents at the end of the alleyway charge us, only thinking to get behind Theo at the last second.

      My experience with hybrids has been, up until this point, restricted to my own abilities, so you can understand my surprise when Theo’s entire body seems to light up with pure magic. It’s nothing like I’ve ever seen before, and it’s mesmerising in spite of our current situation. His eyes blaze with a blinding white light, his hair crackling with magical energy, and within seconds, his whole body is shifting. His mouth becomes a wolf’s snout, while his back legs take on the form of a dragon. His hands become those of a witch, and it’s this that he puts to use, sending a wave of magical force shooting down the alleyway. It knocks the oncoming agents back.           He seizes the opening to wing his tail in a wide arc, catching the man behind me in the side and knocking him into the wall.

      I feel powerless as the first two attackers scramble to their feet, already digging for weapons—no guns, which I suppose I can be thankful for—but one of them is brandishing a knife while the other has produced a billy club.

      Theo has already turned to push the others back, leaving me frozen in place as one of the agents runs me down. I crash to the ground;      the wind going out of me in a rush, and he doesn’t waste his opportunity, pinning me down as he swings his baton wildly. I barely have time to register what’s happening before my arm is coming up in a clumsy imitation of one of the blocks Shade showed me, making me do it again and again until he was satisfied.

      Here’s something they don’t tell you in combat training: a real fight is nothing like a practise fight. That’s a lesson I learn the hard way as the baton connects with my forearm, sending a blast of pain all the way up into my shoulder. Still trying to get my breath back, I gasp again, gritting my teeth against the radiating sensation.

      He still has the upper hand, and he knows it; eyes flashing, he grips the other end of his baton and bears down on me with all his strength, doing his best to crush my windpipe. My hands are in the way, giving me enough room to breathe, but he’s stronger than I am, and panic tears through me as I realise he’ll overpower me within seconds.

      I’m vaguely aware of the sounds of fighting all around me, but there’s no counting on Theo coming to my rescue; he has his hands full already. I push back against my attacker with all my strength, wishing desperately that I could turn into a dragon and throw him off, but that’s not possible. For all intents and purposes, I’m just a normal human again.

      A normal human with training, I remind myself.

      Something Shade said about grappling echoes in the back of my mind: Think about an animal in a trap. They don’t worry about technique. They use their whole body. If someone is on you, you have to become an animal.

      I become aware of the sound of yelling and I only realise after a moment that it’s coming from my throat. A flicker of uncertainty crosses the agent’s features as I begin to thrash underneath him, not caring where my elbows and knees fly. All that matters is getting him off of me.

      Clearly, the guy wasn’t expecting this much of a resistance, and I use that to my full advantage, swinging my arm in a wide arc so that my elbow connects with his nose. There’s the sound of breaking bones, and blood immediately gushes down his face. Letting out a yell of pain, he pulls back, his hands flying to his nose, and that’s the opening I need. I manage to untangle one of my legs, rotating my body to send him tumbling off me. What was it Shade had taught me for keeping an enemy down? Sidekick or front snap kick?

      Doesn’t matter, I think grimly, turning my hip over and strike him squarely in the chest. He falls backward, the tables temporarily turn. But I don’t even have a chance to celebrate before another set of arms has wrapped around me from behind in a bear hug.

      Swearing, I lurch forward, dropping my full body weight the way Shade showed me in order to upset his centre of gravity. The man goes tumbling over my head, giving me just enough room to scramble away and look frantically around for Theo. He’s still in his hybrid form, a wall of fire and telekinetic force preventing the others from approaching. His eyes, still glowing with magic, meet mine, and he raises an eyebrow, probably not expecting me to have handled myself as well as I did. It's astonishing to me how, even though he's in multiple forms and fending off two armed assailants, he doesn't even seem to be breaking a sweat.

      I catch a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye and turn just in time to see the baton guy coming at me, his face red with blood. I allow him just close enough to reach for me and then sidestep him, shoving him clumsily from behind into the raging flames that Theo has conjured up. It's not the most elegant solution, but it's effective, and the other soldier is forced to go help his now on fire companion instead of continuing his attack on me.

      Satisfied, Theo expands his force field to knock the other agents into the alleyway walls, temporarily stunning them, and then he's back in his human form. "Come on," he instructs, his voice surprisingly calm.

      I don't need to be told twice. Clutching my throbbing arm, I race after the other shifter, around the limp forms of our assailants, and out of the alleyway. Now that the adrenaline is wearing off, I have to clench my teeth to fend off the pain, looking every which way as I follow Theo back in the direction of the apartment complex.

      "Not bad, Millie," he observes.

      I give him a weak smile. "Shade will be happy, at least." It's only as the shock and fear wear off that I'm struck with a strange sense of pride.

      I stood my own back there. And I did it without shifting a single time.

      I wince as a fresh bolt of pain goes up my arm, and Theo slows to a stop once we're outside the apartments. "Let me see that," he says, reaching out a hand.

      "It's fine-" I protest, but before I can pull away, his cool fingers are already closing around my wrist, glowing with the telltale blue light of witch magic. Almost immediately, the soothing cold of a healing spell chases away the pain, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

      "You fractured it," Theo says, letting go of my arm. "Don't worry—I fixed it."

      "Just like that?"

      "Just like that," he replies. "A century of practise, remember?"
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        * * *

      

      "You son of a bitch," says Silas, taking a step forward. "She could have been killed."

      "She wasn't," Theo replies coolly. He's sitting on the other side of the desk in his office, the rest of us gathered in a cluster in front of him. My arm is still sore, but the worst is behind me, mostly replaced with exhaustion. "In fact, Millie did an excellent job defending herself. I'm impressed."

      Hunter's eyes narrow. "You don't sound surprised."

      "I admit, I was curious," says Theo. "There's no other way of gauging someone's skill besides seeing them in battle. You will be a force to be reckoned with once you get your powers back, I think, Millie."

      "You two are on a first name basis now?" Landon asks, raising an eyebrow. He and Shade exchange a look.

      "We just went for a walk," I assure them. "Considering Theo's putting us all up, it was the least I could do."

      "Yeah. And you almost died because of it," Silas says.

      "Wait a minute," Hunter speaks up, his face twisting with anger. "You planned this, didn't you?" He glares daggers at Theo. "This was some kind of a test."

      "How very astute of you," replies Theo. "If you're asking whether I tipped the agents off, the answer is no. The humans have had us in their sights since long before the five of you arrived. I will admit, though, I was curious. If the occasion to see Millie in action presented itself…" He trails off, leaving us to fill in the details.

      "Fuck," mutters Shade, running a hand through his shaggy hair. "You're lucky she did well. That's all I can say."

      "It's fine," I say, although I'm not sure whether I'm reassuring them or myself. I guess I shouldn't be surprised; someone in Theo's position would want to ensure a return on his investment, especially if I'm taking up a bed that could go to a fully powered shifter. It sucks, but… we're not exactly in a position to complain. "I hope that was proof enough for you."

      "It was," says Theo. "We'll need to make restoring your abilities our top priority, though."

      Damn. I guess I should have known that was coming. I was on the verge of telling him back at the coffee shop, and this time there are no Academy hunters to interrupt me. No sense in waiting.

      "Actually," I say, stealing a glance at the others, "that can't be our top priority, Theo." As much as I might want it to be.

      "Oh?" Theo raises his eyebrows. "And why should my fellow hybrid not want her magic back?"

      "I do want it back," I reply, "but it's more complicated than that. You need to know the real reason we came here, and it wasn't only because we were trying to escape from the humans." I take a shaky breath, steeling myself. If this pisses him off, makes him think twice about hosting us, then we'll be right back to where we started. "The girl who gave me my witch abilities," I say carefully, "she isn't on our side. She works for Hawthorne and the U.K. Academy. She's...actually the reason I lost my magic in the first place."

      "Mm," says Theo, his pale eyes frustratingly unreadable. "Go on."

      "She and some other agents have been sweeping the country, looking for shifter communities just like this one," I explain. "We have it on good authority that your commune is at the top of her list, Theo. And if we're right, then you guys are next. All of you."
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      Theo’s expression is frightfully stoic as he takes this in, his brow furrowed and his fingers steepled at his chin. “I see,” he says at last. “And may I ask just who this ‘good authority’ is?”

      I glance unsurely over my shoulder. “A siren shifter and a dragon shifter,” I begin.

      “We don’t know much about them, other than that their names are Jennifer and Owen, and they live in Central London,” Silas puts in.

      “Why would two shifters want anything to do with the desolation of our community?” Theo asks, and although his expression is stony as ever, there’s a nonchalance creeping into his posture that’s worrying me.

      “The same reason Edith would,” Hunter speaks up. “They don’t see a problem with what the humans are doing. If anything, they’ve probably been promised something in return for handing over shifters like us. It’s—”

      “It’s unfortunate,” Theo says slowly, “that there are such unscrupulous members of our kind still out in the world. It’s also unfortunate that a group as savvy as yourselves would take such two-faced liars at their word.”

      “I had them under my siren song,” protests Landon. “They couldn’t have lied. It would have been next to impossible.”

      “Next to?” Theo asks, turning to him, and my heart sinks. No, no, no. This is going all wrong.

      Landon retreats a little. “I mean… I guess there are some people who can resist…”

      “Owen was the one who gave us this location,” Shade mutters, sounding frustrated.

      “So he wasn’t coerced,” says Theo, leaning back in his chair. “I appreciate what you are trying to do,” he says, his white eyes lingering on me for a moment, “but I’m afraid that I can’t act on information this tenuous.”

      “Look,” I plead, beginning to feel desperate, “I know it’s a lot to take in. But she’s going to have people with her, strong people, and if this community isn’t ready for them, it will be a bloodbath. We’ve seen it before, in Boston.”

      “I’m sorry,” Theo says, “I truly am. But you have to understand the position I’m in. I am responsible for the lives of everyone in my care. I can’t uproot them—some of these people have families, children. And if this attack is happening as soon as you claim, I doubt there would be sufficient time to relocate.”

      “Then fight,” Shade protests, taking a step forward. “Spend whatever time you have organizing. Getting your people ready. They don’t know that we know. Why not use it to our advantage?”

      “There are more than a hundred shifters living in this building,” Theo replies coolly. “Many are powerful, and all will do whatever it takes to protect this group. We are safe here, Mr. Ivis. As much as you refuse to believe it.”

      “This is a mistake,” Silas says quietly. “There were plenty of shifters at the Boston convention, and they got taken out by a bunch of humans with weapons and armor. Shifters aren’t invincible, Theo. We need to strategise.”

      “Thank you for that advice, Mr. Aconyte,” Theo replies, “but I’ve made my decision. I understand your disappointment, but I have to think about what’s best for this community. Should anything happen, I have the utmost faith in the abilities of my people.”

      “But-” I protest.

      “That will be all,” he says, cutting me off. “Thank you for coming out with me today, Millie. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

      I know a dismissal when I hear one. Hunter and Shade look ready to keep arguing, but I give them a minute head shake and turn around, heading for the door. Silas jams his hands in his pockets and follows, with Landon bringing up the rear. Theo’s stoic bodyguards remain stone-faced, although I catch them eyeing me curiously as I pass them by. How much has he discussed me with his inner circle, I wonder?

      “This is such bullshit,” Shade says as soon as we’re in the hallway. “This could be our one chance to get a jump on them and he’s throwing it away.”

      “Sounds like our luck has run out,” Landon quips. “Again.”

      “We can’t panic,” says Silas. “We have to stick to the plan. This doesn’t change anything.      Edith will still be here, and she’ll have friends. We need to focus on getting Millie in fighting shape, and when the attack happens, we have to be ready to take Edith alive.”

      “No promises,” Shade says darkly, although I can tell he’s mostly posturing.

      “He’s got some nerve, throwing you into a fight like that, Boots,” says Hunter, shaking his head. “I’m glad you’re okay. We all are.”

      “Well,” Silas says, “I think I’m going to go think all this over. Maybe order some food. You guys want to join me?”

      The others eagerly agree. “Anything to get away from this nonsense,” says Landon, before turning to me. “What does our lovely paramour think?”

      “I’m in,” I agree. “I think I may check in on Hazel and the twins first, though. If it’s going to be on us to fend off this attack, we need to make sure they’re all on board.”
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      “So he basically told you to fuck off?” Hazel asks over the rim of her wine glass. We’re sitting on the roof terrace, taking in the afternoon sun a safe distance away from the shooting range. Xander set up a few deck chairs, and the alcohol was courtesy of Ruby —considering the circumstances, it’s exactly what I need right now.

      “More or less,” I admit, taking a sip of my own wine. A breeze ruffles my hair as I stare out over the rooftops.

      “Jeez, this guy is worse than Russo,” mutters Ruby. “Just another stiff in a suit who doesn’t take anything seriously. It’s like a single step below straight-up sabotage.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I protest.

      The twins raise inquisitive eyebrows at me.

      Looking away, I go on, “I mean, he’s a talented shifter. I’ve seen it firsthand. And he’s… nice. Lonely, though.” I shake my head. “I can’t blame him. Being a hybrid is… It can be a bit isolating. I can’t imagine the immortality part. It just seems so… depressing.”

      “Wait,” Xander says, a smile creeping onto his face, “don’t tell me you’ve got a soft spot for him, Boots!”

      Hazel laughs. “Did your coffee date make you rethink things?”

      “It wasn’t a date,” I insist, taking another swig of wine. “He just wanted company. And to see what I could do, I guess.”

      “‘Not a date,’      she says,” Ruby remarks     , grinning at Xander. “You sweet, innocent thing, Boots.”

      “What are you talking about?” I demand, going a little red in the face. “He just wanted to talk!”

      “I guess you haven’t been around here long enough to get much on Theo’s background,” Hazel admits. “Or maybe just not talking to the right people. The guy is… How should I put this? He’s ambitious.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” says Xander.

      I cross my arms. “What does that mean?”

      “There are only two things in the world that matter to Theo,” Hazel explains, holding up a finger. “The people he protects and understanding the secrets of hybrids.”

      “Okay…” I say. “So what? I’m a hybrid. It makes sense that he would want to talk to me.”

      “He’s more of a strategist than that,” Ruby chimes in. “He hates the humans as much as the next shifter, but he’s playing the long game. Trying to find new ways of turning this fight to the shifters’ advantage. And one of those ways, according to him, is by using hybrids.”

      I snort. “Easier said than done, considering how rare we are.”

      “Exactly,” says Hazel. “But with two of you here…”

      My eyes narrow as she dances around the point. “Then…?”

      “Shifting abilities are DNA-based,” the siren shifter replies. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      Her point finally hits me, and I feel my face go beet-red. “You’re not saying… He wants to have a hybrid child?”

      “There have been rumours.” Xander leans forward. “He tends to send his own people off in search of other hybrids when he’s not managing the community. He’s a total gentleman, by all accounts, but you have to admit, it’s… curious.”

      “Fuck.” Sometimes, all you can do is laugh. I finish my wine in one gulp. “And here I was thinking he just wanted to spend time with me. That’s probably why he’s so invested in me getting my powers back. And that trip to get coffee today…”

      “My guess is he wanted to test the waters,” says Hazel. “If he’s thinking of asking you to have a child with him, he probably wants to figure out where your head’s at. Considering, you know, you have four boyfriends.”

      That only makes me blush harder, and the others laugh as I put my head in my hands. “God,” I moan, shaking my head. “And he has to be damn attractive, too! What is my life coming to?”

      “He’s not going to pressure you,” Ruby assures me. “Especially since he knows you’re spoken for. But if he does bring the subject up, at least know it won’t be totally out of the blue.”

      “I mean, it would be kind of an honour, wouldn’t it?” Hazel says. “Hypothetically speaking, of course. Such a prominent figure in the shifter community, and a hybrid, too… The chance to create the first natural-born hybrid shifter. It has some appeal, doesn’t it?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I gripe. “This feels like a dream. You know what? It is a dream. You guys put something in this wine.”

      The others start to laugh, putting me at ease. Still, I don’t like the nervous fluttering in my chest. Can my life get any more complicated?
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      The lights are all on in Silas’ flat, and I can hear muffled voices from out in the hallway. My mind is in turmoil over this latest revelation, and the alcohol is only confounding things more. The thought of having some kind of… arranged pregnancy with the man hosting us is absurd enough in the abstract, but whenever I think of the destruction the humans have caused, I can’t help but wonder… It’s all a moot point, though, I remind myself as I push open the front door. He knows I have men in my life already. Men who probably wouldn’t be too keen on seeing me hook up with this guy.

      Still a little wobbly from the wine, I try to be quiet as I peel off my sweatshirt and drop it on the couch, following the sound of the guys’ voices toward Silas’ room. It’s only when I get to the door that I catch the first snippet of their conversation. “...are we supposed to do, exactly? Get in a circle with flowers? Get down on one knee? Just blurt it out?” That’s Shade.

      “You’ve clearly never romanced anyone in your life,” replies Landon. “You need subtlety! We can’t just dump it on her all at once. What the hell will she think?”

      “It’s just that we’ve never really talked about it,” Silas says. “I think she knows—I mean, I certainly know, and I’m fine with it. I have a lot of respect for all three of you, and I think we can all make her happy.”

      “Still working on that part,” Hunter mutters.

      “Judging by the mark you left on her the other night, I’d say you’re doing better than that,” snarks Landon.

      “Shut up,” the vampire shifter shoots back, but there’s humour in his voice.

      “Look, the best thing to do is just let it come naturally, all right?” says Landon. “We love her. Hopefully she loves us. That’s what matters. As for the rest of the details, they’ll work themselves out with time. It’s not like anything about our relationship has been normal from square one.”

      “That’s fair,” laughs Silas. “She really is something else though, isn’t she?”

      “She really is,” Shade agrees.

      I linger by the door, my head pressed against the cool wood, and for the first time in a long time, I can’t fight the urge to smile.
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      Three more days pass, along with two more training sessions. Part of me wants to talk to Theo again, to try to get him to see reason and prepare for the upcoming onslaught, but the other, more vocal part, is afraid. Not just because I doubt he would listen to me anyway, but because, given the information Hazel and the twins gave me, my mind is in pieces when it comes to the enigmatic community leader. Do I think he would force the issue? No. He told me as much at the cafe. I'm more worried about my own reaction, and what loyalty to my heritage would mean for my relationship with the guys. My whole life has gotten quickly out of control, and the last thing I need is some kind of new wrench thrown into our already complicated dynamic.

      That doesn't stop me from having some bizarre dreams, though. The salacious kind. I chalk it up to exhaustion and push the confusion from my mind, throwing myself into my training like my life depends on it. Fighting those hunters gave me a much-needed boost, and I'm eager to seize that momentum for as long as I have it.

      Silas and I are sitting in his living room a few days later, tea mugs in hand, as we stare out the back window. It's early in the morning, not even light out yet, but I couldn't get back to sleep and found myself at his door instead. He's usually the early riser of the bunch, and can usually be trusted to be brooding in his room by the time the rest of us roll out of bed.

      "It seems so quiet out there," I observe, taking a sip of my tea and nodding out at the street below. The city is still waking up, and the calmness is vaguely off putting. Wrong, somehow.

      "I don't like it," the dragon shifter confesses. "It always puts me on edge. Especially now," he continues. "I've learned better than to let my guard down, after everything that's happened. First Boston, then Mollie's place…" He shakes his head. "Not even here."

      "It must be strange for you," I venture, turning to look at him. "Being back in one of these places. I know it's not exactly the same, but… how are you doing?"

      "Honestly?" He meets my eyes. "I'm not sure. This all hits so close to home, especially knowing what's coming. I… I miss my parents."

      I reach into my boot and withdraw the broken pendant, the last remaining reminder of poor Mollie. "I can relate," I say quietly. "You think you've hardened up, that you can handle the loss, but then something happens and it all comes back to bite you again."

      "I'm really sorry, Boots," Silas says, covering my hand with his. "You've been through hell these past few weeks."

      "We all have," I reply solemnly. "All we can do now is use it as ammunition against Hawthorne."

      "We will," Silas replies. "We—"

      But we're interrupted by a knock at the door. Frowning, I look at him.

      He shrugs and shakes his head before getting to his feet. Before he even gets to the door, the knocking comes again, this time sounding even more insistent. He pulls the door open, but the face on the other side isn't one I'm expecting. For a moment, I don't even recognise one of Theo's bodyguards. He looks disheveled, and in the low light I have to squint to see the marks on his face. Scratches?

      "What's going on?" asks Silas.

      "Don't know," the man replies, sounding out of breath. "Theo told me to find Millie Brix, make sure she gets out of the building safely. There are hunters here. A whole damn army of them."

      My heart leaps into my throat as I jump to my feet. "Was there a witch with them?" I demand. "Petite, dark hair, about our age?"

      "Look, I have no idea," grunts the bodyguard. "No one knows what's going on. They're on the penthouse floor. We're working on evacuating the building." It's only as he's saying this that I pick up on the muffled sounds of shouts and blasts from somewhere further down the hall. I don't even have time to feel vindicated; the situation is too urgent for that.

      "Where are the others?" Silas demands, already stepping out the door. "Are they still here? Are they in their rooms?"

      "Don't know," says the bodyguard. "I was told to protect Brix. Theo said that's all that matters."

      "Like hell," I say, already sidestepping him to get a look around. All down the hallway, confused faces are peering out their doors, neighbours muttering uneasily to one another. "I'm not going anywhere without my friends."

      "There's no time," the guard snaps. "We have to get you out of here." And before I can say anything else, he's grabbing my wrist and tugging me in the direction of the emergency exit. I let out a frustrated yell, Shade's drills already emerging in my mind, and wrench my hand free in a clumsy imitation of a wrist lock he showed me the other day. Clearly not expecting this, the guard grunts and takes a step back, giving me just enough room to shove him out of the way and rejoin Silas.

      "We need to find the others," I say, panting.

      "Come on," says Silas, already rounding the corner to where Landon's and Shade's rooms are.

      The siren shifter is already stepping out into the hallway, rubbing his eyes. "What the fuck is going on?" he asks.

      "Edith," says Silas. "She's here."

      "Fuck," mutters Landon. "Are you sure?"

      I nod, and that's all it takes to wake the siren shifter up. Hunter finds us just as we're pounding on Shade's door, looking relieved as he checks me over for injuries.

      "Ivis, now's not a good day to sleep in," Landon calls. "Our witch problem is back."

      For a terrifying moment, there's no response, and I wonder with panic if Shade is even here, but then his familiar voice rings around the corner. "Fuck, there you are!" Rushing up to me, he brushes some hair out of my face. "I was at your room," he pants. "For a second there I thought…"

      "It's okay," I assure him. "I'm okay."

      "Where is everyone?" asks Hunter.

      "That guy said they were on the top floor," replies Silas. "Probably going after Theo first. They must have come from the roof."

      "If Edith is here, that's where she'll be," says Landon. "No time to get breakfast, fellas.We've got a witch to catch."

      Briefly I consider trying to track down Hazel and the twins, but I dash that idea; they're several floors below us, and if we go after her we'll be going the wrong direction while getting lost in the crush of evacuating shifters. No, we'll just have to reunite when this is all over.

      Again.

      Forgoing the elevators, we rush up the back stairwell, moving past a couple of others on our way up. It's only after one of the other doors flies open that I realise my mistake in taking the lead. Two armor clad agents immediately force their way into the stairwell, and they have me in their sights before I can do anything.

      "Boots!" yells Hunter.

      The first one is holding a rifle, so I do the only thing I can think of: I lunge to the right while sweeping my hands to the left, knocking him just off target enough for his shot to ricochet off the concrete wall.

      Hunter, who's behind me, transforms and picks him up like a rag doll before tossing him over the edge of the stairway.

      It was a mistake to watch, though, because in an instant, the second guard is on me. I barely have time to get my arm up in a block before he's shoving me backward, making me stumble and crash back into Silas.

      A taloned hand steadies me—he must have already transformed—and moves me behind him before unleashing a jet of flame at the second soldier. Whatever he's wearing, it must be fireproof, because the heat doesn't even slow him down.

      Feeling movement behind me, I duck down instinctively, just in time for Shade to go leaping over my head in his wolf form. His strong jaws close around the man's shoulder, tearing at him savagely, and that's enough to make him go down.

      We don't bother to wait around, picking up speed as we race up the stairs. Soon I'm feeling out of breath, cursing my lack of cardio, but the guys spur me on, some shifted and some not, as we make our way towards the penthouse.

      I'm thoroughly winded by the time we shove open the door to the top floor, but adrenaline immediately takes over; it might as well be a battlefield. Almost everyone is transformed, with fireballs, spells, and claws flying in every direction. It's almost impossible to tell who's on which side, and for a moment we just stand there, trying to make sense of the situation.

      It's only the sound of Theo's voice that snaps me out of it. "You're supposed to be safe, Millie!" He's in what looks like three different forms at once, grappling with a cluster of attacking shifters alongside a couple of his bodyguards.

      "The witch," I shout, ignoring him, "where is she?"

      "The young one? She was in my office."

      I nod and move to go, then turn around and glance back at Theo. "Stay safe," I tell him.

      Something crosses his face—a mixture of hope and regret—and he gives me a stoic nod. "Likewise."

      That's all we have time for, as a roar alerts us to the presence of a dragon behind us. Whirling around, I just manage to get out of the way of the oncoming stream of fire, although the smell of burning hair tells me I got singed.

      Landon helps me up, only for the beast's giant tail to catch him in the chest and send him sprawling backward. It's only as I look around that I realise with fear that I've lost sight of the guys.

      Smoke and magic fill the entryway, making it impossible to see, and even yelling out their names, my voice is drowned out by the chaos.

      Landon is struggling to his feet, unleashing a sonic blast to fend off the dragon's fire, and I catch a glimpse of what might be Shade duking it out with another witch, but there's no sign of Hunter and Silas. Eyes stinging, I squint and look around before settling on Theo's office. The others are nowhere to be seen, but if she's in there…

      I'm frozen for a moment, torn, but the feeling of rough hands on my arms snaps me out of it. Craning my neck, I see a female siren shifter, and push back against the wall as hard as I can, weakening her grip. I pull free and charge for the office, operating on pure instinct. A long shot is better than no shot.

      I struggle through the melee, narrowly avoiding a couple of latent spells, and shove open the door to Theo's office.

      There, rummaging through his desk, is the girl who cost me my powers.

      "Edith!" I yell, rage boiling through me.

      Her eyes widen for a moment in shock before narrowing again. "Brix." With a flick of her wrist, she sends me flying back into the door, making my head spin.

      By the time I get my eyes open, she's on the balcony, making for the stairs leading up to the roof.

      Gritting my teeth, my head pounding, I struggle to my feet and follow her.
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      The debris and overturned furniture impede my progress, but somehow I manage to get my feet under me and work my way across the office. I guess I’m in luck that she only cast the one spell; if she were so inclined, she probably could have paralysed me the way she did before. It seems she has greater aspirations, however.

      As I stumble across the office, acrid smoke stinging my lungs, I can’t help but wonder why she’s heading for the roof instead of for Theo. Could there be reinforcements up there? But it’s too late to back out now, and if I let her out of my sight, I could lose her forever. No, I’m going after her, come hell or high water.

      Clenching my jaw, I yank open the sliding glass door leading onto the balcony, a burst of cool morning air hitting me in the face as soon as I make it outside. The sun is just beginning its ascent over the horizon, and far below us, the city is waking up; it won’t be long before passersby start to notice the chaos unfolding in the apartment, if they haven’t already. We don’t have much time, and Edith knows it as well as I do.

      Heart pounding, I steal a glance over my shoulder in the halfhearted hope that one of the guys might have followed me, but I can see nothing but explosions and indistinguishable figures.

      You’re on your own now, Brix, a voice in my mind whispers. And no magic to back you up. A surge of adrenaline rushes through me at the idea, along with a great deal of fear: I may have tangled with Academy agents before, but this will be my first time fighting a shifter without my powers. A very powerful shifter, at that.

      I suck in a desperate breath—Edith’s spell knocked the wind out of me, and the air is coming in wheezing gulps—and somehow manage to lunge out onto the balcony. By the time I actually turn in the direction of the fire escape, Edith is already disappearing over the top, and I hiss a curse as I lurch to follow her.

      Taking a few deep breaths, I seize hold of the wrought iron ladder and begin to climb. My hands are trembling and my grip is unsteady. Due to fear or weakness, I can’t say. At one point, my footing slips, leaving me dangling precariously over the edge with my heart in my throat, but somehow I manage to keep my clammy hands closed around the bars and struggle onward.

      The effort feels like it takes everything I have, and I have to will myself not to look down; heights have never been my thing, and without my powers, I have no recourse if my body decides to take a sudden plunge. Wincing, I haul myself up and onto the roof, unsteady as I get my bearings and look around. The practise shooting range that by now looks so familiar is just as it usually is, with one key difference: two large, armor-clad agents who look none too friendly as Edith jogs up to them. I balk when I see that they’re carrying rifles, and the smirk the witch shifter gives me when she looks over her shoulder is maddening.

      She murmurs something to one of the men and then backs up; a moment later she’s taking a flying leap from the top of the apartment building to the roof of the one next door, no doubt aided by magic.

      I swear under my breath, but don’t have time for frustration; a bullet glances off the concrete within a hair’s distance of my foot, and it takes my all not to stumble back and fall over the edge. Some part of my mind is racing as I take note of the gouge mark the bullet left in the cement, and it fills me with hope even before I’m able to identify it.

      Shotguns. They’re using shotguns. What did Landon say…? High power, short range, or something like that. As I duck behind one of the chairs the twins, Hazel, and I were sitting in not so long ago, I’m already making quick calculations: the soldiers are on the other side of the roof, which means if I’m agile—or just extremely lucky—I might be able to stay out of their line of fire. Emphasis on might.

      Not thinking, I upturn the little table and use it as a makeshift cover as I slip behind the projecting structure that houses the elevator. More shots ring out, nearly deafening in the early morning, and they come so close I can feel the air rushing past me. It’s only once I’m on the other side of the cubicle that I allow myself to breathe, but my ideas seem to have run out. Fear floods my body, and I’m sickeningly reminded of the first time I ever shapeshifted, when those two guys tried to accost me in that abandoned building all those months ago. I had almost forgotten what it was like to be so utterly helpless.

      Except I’m not helpless. Not even now. And when the barrel of the first shotgun sticks out from around the corner, I grab it without hesitating. The metal is blisteringly hot, but I ignore the pain in favour of upsetting the attacker’s centre of balance, which somehow works.

      He stumbles to the left, struggling to keep a hold on his gun, and by shifting to one side I’m able to kick him squarely in the chest, sending him toppling over the edge and onto one of the balconies below. His gun goes with him—damn—but that’s one down.

      Not bad for a human.

      The second agent is savvier, and although I wait behind the wall for another few moments, hoping he’ll make the same mistake, he doesn’t. There may not be guns just lying around, but the shooting range has other things I can make use of, which I do after a moment’s consideration. One of the empty weapons stands is light enough for me to move, and I fling it out in front of me in one direction while I skirt back around the elevator in the other. The movement draws the second agent’s attention, and that’s where he aims his shot. He’ll only take seconds to reload, if that, but maybe…

      He forgoes the half-loaded shotgun when he sees me charging him from the side, instead whipping out another one of those stupid baton things and angling it back. I’m not going to make the same mistake again, so I slide onto the ground long enough to aim a targeted kick at his groin. It’s clumsy, and he’s wearing body armour, but it has the effect I’m going for —namely, making him step back, and allowing me to trip him.

      With a curse, his legs get tangled beneath mine, and I’m able to get above him long enough to deliver a palm strike to the centre of his face, which happens to be left exposed by his helmet. The sound of his nose breaking gives me more satisfaction than I’d care to admit, but I don’t take time to celebrate, instead picking up his discarded shotgun and racing across the roof in the direction Edith went.

      The gap is disconcertingly wide, and I sling the strap over my shoulders so I can have both hands free when I jump. Steeling myself for a moment, I charge forward and leap, almost flaking out at the last moment. There’s a split-second spent in mid-air, as if suspended, what looks like all of London spread out beneath me, and then my upper body is making contact—hard—with the side of the next building over. I scrabble for a grip, settling on a chimney pipe that’s just barely within my reach, and struggle onto the roof before moving on.

      For a moment I don’t see Edith anywhere, and then I catch sight of her, two rooftops away. What follows is a game of cat and mouse, the closest thing to parkour I’ve ever done in my life, and it’s only after it becomes clear that I’m not giving up that she finally turns around. Her expression twisted.

      “It’s never enough for you, is it, Millie?” she demands, her hands already glowing with power. “A hybrid, four guys chasing you, the whole world wanting something to do with you-”

      “It’s no cakewalk,” I shout back. “The humans are the ones that did this to me! And if they get their way, they’ll do it to you, too!”

      “I’d like to see them try,” Edith shouts. “It’s about survival, Boots.” She says the word as if it’s a curse. “That’s all there is to it.”

      Her hands are glowing more now, red from her transformation. She’s charging up, I realise. She stalling. Two can play at that game.

      “You’re wrong,” I reply, shuffling slowly to the left. Dare I      reach for the shotgun? There’s still a decent amount of space between us. It might be suicide. “The world is only like this because they made it that way. Don’t you get it? We could be free, if the humans would stop treating us like second-class citizens!”

      “Oh, grow up,” Edith snaps, although I see something in her green eyes—doubt? “The humans will never respect us. Hell, we’ll be lucky if they ever even fear us. So enough with this noble bullshit. So fucking idealistic—the perfect face for a rebellion that’s going nowhere!”

      The glow from her hands is nearly blinding now, but something gives me pause even as I grasp for the shotgun. “It’s not too late,” I tell her, and I mean it. At the end of the day, she’s in the same situation as the rest of us. Just because she’s on the wrong side now doesn’t mean she can’t be swayed. “You can still help us, Edith. I’ll never be as strong as you. You could be the key to defeating Hawthorne.”

      “I…” She swallows hard, more conflict on her face than I’ve ever seen before. Her green eyes flicker back and forth, her mouth opening and closing as if she’s having an episode. For a brief moment, her expression softens, the light from her hand dying down…

      And then flaring back up again.

      “I’ll pass,” Edith says coldly, and lets her magic out in full force. I roll to the side, but don’t manage to get out of the way completely, and the burning feeling of the energy colliding with my side is excruciating. It doesn’t go away, either, and I realise on some level that she must have cast some kind of torture spell. Low, even for her.

      I drop to one knee, hissing with pain, but manage to pull the shotgun off my shoulder and set my sights. Through the agony, everything is a blur, the world moving in slow motion. The agent only got one shell into the gun which means I only have one shot.

      But at this distance, one shot is all I need.

      I exhale like Landon told me to and pull the trigger. The majority of the shot misses, of course, but one pellet connects with her thigh, a burst of red blossoming just above her knee. Stunned, she staggers back, her concentration faltering enough for her spell to subside, and I have to sprint to make it to her before she falls off the edge of the roof. “Don’t move,” I tell her. “We can help you.”

      Edith looks at me with uncertainty, but then her eyes settle on something over my shoulder. I glance in that direction to see the lift doors opening on the roof of the shifter apartment. One by one the guys emerge, coming to an abrupt stop when they see what’s happening a few buildings away.

      I turn around just in time to see Edith summoning another spell, but don’t realise what’s happening until she’s already placed the palm of her hand over her heart. “Nobody can help me,” she says.

      There’s a flash of light, bright enough that I have to close my eyes, and then Edith Carlyle slumps over in my arms. Dead.
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      And just like that, it's gone. Any hope of getting my powers back vanished right before my eyes as the witch shifter goes still and limp, her face still twisted in a confounding mixture of emotions. I would try to decipher them, but I find myself suddenly feeling disconnected from the experience, a bit like I would imagine a person might feel after a doctor tells you you’re too sick to recover from something. Melodramatic? Maybe. But that's what I'm going through.

      The world around me seems to go suddenly quiet, as if with Edith's death, the commotion in the apartment has abated all at once. And how appropriate, considering that all the colour in my world seems to have faded in the same moment, leaving my perception as grey and hopeless as a rainy day. Except this time, there's no sun to break through the clouds.

      Edith. Gone. Forever out of my reach. Disappeared to the one place where I can't follow her. Anger and devastation battle for dominance in my harried mind, and it's all I can do to keep from throwing my head back and wailing. It feels like part of my soul has been taken away from me, no longer kidnapped but murdered, the ultimate insult for someone whose life revolved around magic she will never get back.

      The fucking bitch. How could someone be that bitter, that resentful, to someone of her own kind? What would drive a person to betray everything the shifters stand for, all for a man who's proven about as trustworthy as a snake? Was screwing me over like this really worth it? Was she that jealous of my nature, that it led her to committing suicide?

      Questions without answers, all of them. What are the stages of grief? Disbelief? Anger? Bargaining? Where am I now, I wonder? Somehow the "acceptance" feels like a foreign concept right now, as absurd as telling someone with an incurable disease to "just get over it". It feels like my breath is caught in my chest, adrenaline rushing through my midsection in spite of the fact that the immediate danger is out of the way.

      A sick lump has risen in my throat, and it's only after a few moments that it dawns on me that I'm sitting here holding a dead body. A belated wave of disgust crashes down on me, and I let Edith's body drop to the ground, aware that I'm not exactly being respectful, but that's about the farthest thing from my mind right now.

      Scrambling back on my hands and knees, I move away from the body as if it were a landmine, my breath coming in harsh gasps. It's not like I've never seen a dead body before; it's not even about the corpse. It's about what the corpse represents.

      The battling emotions finally overwhelm me, and I turn away from the dead shifter, retching. There goes my breakfast, I think bitterly, my eyes watering as I clench them shut. And there goes my only chance.

      The thought that I might still be in danger doesn't even occur to me until I look around, tears blurring my vision. It's eerily quiet on the roof, but now I'm becoming aware that the fighting is still going on, muffled by the building and beginning to spill onto the street, by the sound of it. Heart racing, I get to my feet, but whatever fight was left in me when I got up here seems to have died along with Edith; what's the point of even trying anymore?

      The sound of the lift chiming makes my breath hitch. I whirl around, already fumbling for the empty shotgun—it might work as a club, if nothing else—but relief washes over me when the doors slide open and a familiar-looking timber wolf scampers out onto the terrace. If the situation were less bleak, I might have laughed at the absurdity of a wolf taking the elevator, but you can forgive me if I'm not exactly in a laughing mood right now.

      Shade's eyes connect with mine from across the rooftops, and before I can stop him, he's bounding across the roof, not even slowing down as he approaches the ledge. His powerful hind legs propel him over the gap with ease, and he moves nimbly over to where I am in a form that will never be accessible to me again.

      It's only after he approaches me that he slows down, shifting back into human form in one fluid movement, not stopping until he's within touching distance. "Boots," he says, sounding out of breath, and without his fur to obscure his skin I can see that he's taken a bit of a beating: the worst-looking cut over his eye will probably leave a scar, and his knuckles are covered in telltale bruises. "Shit, I couldn't find you anywhere." He looks from me over to Edith's body, his eyebrows furrowing. "What happened?"

      "I chased her up here," I say, my voice trembling. "She was going to get away. I thought I could… I thought…" But my words are woefully incoherent, and as much as I hate looking weak in front of the guys, I can't help it. Whatever I was feeling when Hawthorne stole my powers, this is a hundred times worse.

      Tears spill out of my eyes and down my cheeks, and I rub roughly at them with the back of my hand. I can't bring myself to look at Edith, afraid of what I might do if I dare. Shade seems visibly distressed to see me crying, no doubt out of his comfort zone with emotions so fully on display.

      "Hey, hey," he says gently, sitting down next to me and taking my face in his hands. His large thumbs brush the tears away, but the unexpected tenderness only makes me cry harder, collapsing against him like my bones have suddenly turned to liquid. "Hey, it's okay. It's okay, Millie."

      "Nothing about this is okay," I reply.

      "You're alive," Shade insists. "That's all that matters."

      "How can you say that?" I demand, pulling away from him. "Look at her! She's dead!"

      "But—" he protests.

      "But nothing," I snap. I guess this is the part where I enter the anger stage. "She was my only shot at getting my powers back, Shade. She was the whole fucking reason we came back to London in the first place! And look at her. She's gone."

      Shade takes a hand through his sandy hair, looking uncertain as the meaning of words finally sinks in. "Fuck," is all he says.

      "Yeah," I reply glumly. Sniffing pathetically, I draw my knees up to my chest and bury my head in my arms. "You might as well get going," I mutter without looking at him. "I've already ruined your lives. The least I can do is get out of your hair so you can go somewhere safe."

      A hand comes to rest gently on my back. "Boots," Shade says, "with all due respect, what the fuck are you talking about?"

      I stare at him incredulously, gesturing down at myself. "I'm useless," I reply in a stony voice. "My powers are gone forever now. I'm just a normal human again. There's no reason for you guys to keep me around. I'm just a liability."

      "Millie," Shade says, touching my cheek. "Millie, please look at me." His use of my real name gives me pause, and I do as he says, as much as it hurts. "What on earth makes you think we're just keeping you around?"

      I shrug my shoulders. "You know what I mean. I was the thing that brought you all together in the first place. My magic—the magic you gave me—was our connection."

      "You,” Shade insists as he pulls me closer. "You brought us all together in the first place, Millie. Not our magic."

      "But the Academy—” I protest.

      "The Academy is a bunch of power-hungry assholes," Shade says firmly. "Don't give them credit for this—for any of it. We might have their experiments in common, but they aren't the reason we followed you. They're still not." He must see the doubt on my face, because he continues, "It wasn't your powers that made us all meet in detention that day, Boots. I don't know what it was—if it was fate, or the universe, or what—but that kind of thing doesn't happen because the Academy wants it to, okay? It happens because it was meant to."

      I swallow hard, looking down at my feet. Part of me wants to believe him, and another part is insisting that he's just telling me what he thinks I want to hear. "I thought…" I clear my throat. "I thought that was why you wanted to help me get my powers back. To make us the same again."

      "Fuck your powers," Shade says decisively, and it's unexpected enough to startle a laugh out of me. "Seriously, fuck them. You don't need them. I saw what you did to those two hunters back there. And that was unarmed, with no magic to back you up."

      I glance across the rooftops, back to the evidence of the fight. Somewhere below us, the one guy must still be unconscious on the balcony. Without the adrenaline to speed up my thoughts, the reality of what I did is sinking in: somehow I managed to get the upper hand against a pair of trained agents. And then Edith, one of the most powerful witches I've ever met…

      Somewhere deep down, I feel a warm flicker of an emotion I thought was lost to me forever. Pride.

      "Maybe," I admit after a long moment of silence. "I just…" I just what? Thought that this play would somehow work out? Thought that I would stand a chance against an institution that's spent decades controlling shifters? Or maybe it's something else, something cocky and embarrassing that I buried so deeply. Managed to convince myself that what was important was doing the right thing. "I just thought I was special," I say quietly, the weight of the confession threatening to make me burst into tears again.

      "You are special," Shade tells me, without an ounce of sarcasm in his voice.

      I snort. "Right. I'm normal now, Shade. I'm just like every other human. Powerless."

      "Your powers weren't what made you special," Shade says.

      I blink at him, confused.

      "You're special because you're you, Boots. You're Millie Brix. And that's why we fell in love with you."

      His admission threatens to overpower me, and for a brief moment, I forget all about Edith, about Theo, even about Hawthorne. "You… love me?"

      Shade rolls his eyes. "Jeez, Millie, what do you think? Of course I love you. We all do."

      "I love you too," I reply, and those four words somehow make all the difference. Saying them is more liberating than I ever could have expected, and before I know it, I'm leaning in to kiss him, as if to make sure that he's here, that he's real. That he's telling the truth.

      "Now that that's out of the way," Shade says when we finally break apart, "we need to figure out what to do about this." He nods in the direction of Edith's body.

      "What do you mean?" I ask as he helps me to my feet.

      "You can't think we're just going to give up that easily," he snarls. "We're going to go back to Josie, explain what happened, and figure out our next move. Together."

      He squeezes my hand, and I return the gesture, nodding. "Together."
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      Shade takes his time checking me over, and it's only now that I'm realising how much of a mess I must look. My chestnut hair is so tangled that the knots might never come undone, and I'm covered in enough scrapes and bruises to look like I've just come out of a war zone. And in a sense, I suppose I have.

      "Let me see that," I say, stepping up to the wolf shifter and brushing some hair off the wound on his forehead. I frown. "Josie should take a look at this. It might scar."

      Shade grins. "Badass."

      I snort and roll my eyes. "You say that now. Even if scars are kind of sexy…"

      Shade opens his mouth to reply when the sound of people on the ladder leading up from Theo's apartment catches my attention. Shade and I whirl around, already bracing for another confrontation, but I'm overwhelmed with relief when instead of an Academy agent, Hunter's face pokes up above the concrete. "Thank god," he mutters as he hauls himself onto the roof. "We thought you guys might have been taken."

      Following behind him are Silas and Landon, looking no less battered than Shade. But they're alive, and that's what counts. One by one they hurry across the rooftops to where we are, embracing me wordlessly with barely      disguised fear in their eyes. Silas, in particular, seems to have a hard time letting me go, his hands wandering over my body to check me for injuries. "It's okay," I tell him. "I'm okay." Well, kind of. "What happened down there?"

      "We drove them back," Landon replies, hands on his hips as he catches his breath. "Bastards underestimated what a whole floor of pissed-off shifters was capable of."

      "Not for long, though, if they have their way," Hunter says darkly. "Last we saw they were heading downstairs."

      "Did the rest of the commune make it out?" I ask, for the first time remembering Hazel and the twins.

      Silas shakes his head hopelessly. "I don't know."

      My stomach sinks. "What about Theo?" I ask.

      The others exchange an uncertain glance. "We lost track of him," Hunter admits. "We tried to get him to come up here with us, but he wouldn't leave his people behind. He might still be alive…" His voice trails off, and he sounds doubtful.

      "Should've listened to us when he had the chance," mutters Shade.

      "We can't worry about him right now," argues Landon. "We have to find Edith."

      "Yeah, about that," says Shade, pointing in the direction of her body.

      "She killed herself when I cornered her," I explain, barely fending off a fresh surge of melancholy.

      "Fuck." Hunter runs a hand through his red hair. "Fuck. What does this mean?"

      I throw my arms out hopelessly. "It means I'm screwed."

      Silas, whose eyes are still fixed on the corpse, frowns. "How do you know?"

      We turn to stare at him. "Her magic died with her, right?" Landon asks. "If there's anything left, it's probably lost its potency by now."

      "So that's it, then," mutters Hunter. "Boots—I'm so sorry." He slides his hand into mine, and I lean into the comfort of his touch.

      "Says who, though?" Silas insists. "Josie never said anything about bringing her in alive."

      "You seriously think it will still work?" Landon asks incredulously. "You know shifter powers are linked to our life force. It's why the Academy couldn't keep running experiments on dead bodies."

      "Yeah," replies Silas. "I also know that shifter magic is linked to our DNA. The witches understand this stuff better than anyone. I say we take her blood anyway and see what Josie can do."

      "I…" I bite my lip, hardly daring to hope.

      "It's worth a shot," Shade concedes. "It's not like we have anything to lose."

      "Except Millie," Hunter points out, his grip on my hand tightening. "What if this fucks it up? What if it puts her in danger?"

      "Boots is already in danger," says Silas grimly. "We all are."

      "It's your call, Boots," Landon tells me. "You know we'll follow your lead." The fact that he can even say that when I'm now nothing more than a normal human warms me up inside, and Shade's earlier assurances echo in my mind. You're Millie Brix. That's why we fell in love with you.

      Still… Do I dare to even hope?

      The others are all watching me, waiting to see what I'll do. A moment passes, and then another, and I find myself reaching into my coat pocket for the vial I shoved in there a few days ago. I hold my hand out to Shade, not needing to say anything for him to understand; he pulls his switchblade from his pocket and places it in my palm. Unsteady on my feet, I return to Edith's body, and wordlessly kneel down to slice a broad cut along the inside of her arm. Her blood is already congealing, but I'm able to fill up the vial almost to the top, screwing the lid on tightly before returning it to my pocket.

      Standing back up, I turn back to the others. "Let's go," I say. "There's nothing left for us here."
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      Riding a dragon out of the city isn't exactly a reasonable option, considering the Academy presence, so we're left doing what we did to get here: taking the train. Landon, the gem that he is, actually managed to snag some of the supplies we pilfered from the nurse's office before leaving, and I take advantage as we stand waiting on the platform, dabbing some salve onto Shade's forehead before doing the same with the others' wounds.

      "You're so gentle," Silas observes as I clean a scrape on his wrist.

      "Glad my bedside manner is up to snuff," I reply, grinning.

      "We should be the ones taking care of you," says Hunter. "If I were up there when that bitch attacked you…" His blue eyes go dark.

      "There was something about the way she acted," I say slowly, not making eye contact with the others. "Right before she died, she…"

      "What?" asks Shade, frowning.

      I shrug my shoulders, not even sure where I'm going with this. In the aftermath of the fight, with my sensibility returning to me, I've had more time to dissect the way the witch shifter looked when I found her on the roof. Confused? Conflicted?

      "I can't put my finger on it     ," I admit as I toss the swab I was using and put my hands in my pockets. "It was almost like she…" Like she had a moment of realization before she died, whispers a voice in my head. No, not realization. Clarity. "I told her it wasn't too late," I explain. "I offered to help her."

      "Then you're a better person than I am," mutters Landon. "The only help I'd give her is help dying more quickly."

      "What did she say?" Silas asks, his eyes narrowing.

      "She said, 'nobody can help me,'" I reply.

      "So she was trying to rub it in," Shade reasons. "One last taunt before she fucked us all over."

      "I'm not so sure," I admit, the wheels in my head spinning faster now. For all I disliked Edith, the one thing I couldn't see in her was a lack of self-preservation. She was out for herself, there was no doubt about that, but the strangeness of her actions is only growing clearer in my mind. "Why would she work with the Academy?" I ask. "Betray us to them? Maybe, if she were really that desperate to hurt us. But why would she keep working with them? That's what I don't understand."

      "Easy," Landon quips. "Because she's crazy."

      "Is she, though?" Silas asks, seemingly seeing what I'm driving at. "She was with Mollie long before she went after us. She said herself that she never believed in the Academy. Why would an independent shifter, one as powerful as she was, suddenly decide to work for them when she had nothing but contempt for what they were doing? When she knew that they would only try to hurt her?"

      "For that matter, why would any shifter willingly work for the Academy?" I add. "Josie is the only faculty member who's shown any kind of doubt about what they're doing. We could take them if we were all on the same side. So why aren't we?"

      "So… what?" Shade asks. "You think they're being forced?"

      "Forced? Blackmailed? Threatened? I don't know," I reply. "I'm just saying, maybe we're not seeing the whole picture, here."

      "I guess it's a possibility," Hunter admits doubtfully. "But that would mean my dad…" He trails off, leaving the implication hanging in the air.

      There's a long pause as we mull this over, and as we're each lost in our own thoughts, the train comes chugging up to the platform.

      "Come on," Landon says finally. "Our ride is here."
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      If there were ever a quintessential witch's cottage, it would be the one we find ourselves outside now. Ivy creeps up the walls, and the low fence and thatched roof practically scream "magic."

      "At least we know we're in the right place," mutters Landon. "Remind me to get a vacation home like this."

      I stride up to the door and tap the ornate knocker a couple times, glancing around for anyone who might have followed us from the station. So far, so good.

      Josie appears almost immediately, her beautiful face lighting up when she sees me. "You made it," she says, beaming as she ushers us inside.

      "Barely," Shade gripes. "We hit a bit of a snag."

      "Here, in here," Josie says, leading us out of the quaint front room and into a bookshelf-lined reading room that's chock full of magical ingredients. "I've spent the last few days digging up everything we need. Now tell me about this snag."

      We do so, and I pass her the vial of blood doubtfully. The witch shifter examines it, brow furrowing as she holds it up to the light. "This… isn't ideal," she confesses. "I have to admit, I was a little surprised that you didn't have her with you. Fresh blood is always best for these sorts of things."

      "Will it still work?" questions Silas.

      "I don't know," Josie admits, fumbling amongst her supplies before producing a bottle filled with shimmering liquid. "I've never done this ritual before. All I can assure you is that it won't hurt you, Millie… Although it will be painful."

      I set my jaw. "No more painful than having to live the rest of my life without my powers. What do I need to do?"

      Within a few minutes, Josie has drawn a pentagram on the floor. The smell of burning herbs and incense fills the room, and I can practically sense it vibrating with power. One by one, the guys cut their hands and allow their blood to drip into the bottle she produced, and I watch as the liquid slowly changes from silver to blood red. "You'll drink this when you're sitting in the pentagram," Josie explains, handing me the bottle. "You'll have to drink it all. Understood?"

      I nod, pausing for a moment when I take the bottle. "Thank you, Josie," I tell her. "Seriously."

      "Don't thank me yet," Josie says, and beckons to the rest of the guys. They move to stand in a circle around the pentagram as I kneel down in the centre, my hands shaking as I stare down at the potion. This one bottle could hold the key to my salvation.

      "Are you ready?" Josie asks, her skin already turning witch-red.

      I take a breath, steeling myself. "As ready as I'll ever be."

      Josie nods, extends her arms, and within moments the whole pentagram begins to glow. Taking a deep breath, I tip the contents of the bottle into my mouth. The taste is awful, and even as it runs down my throat, I can feel a burning sensation.

      "Not bad so far," I say, wincing as I try to lighten the mood. "It's almost like—"

      But the rest of my thought is cut off by the sound of glass breaking.
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      The world seems to slow down around me, but whether that's due to the magic or to the adrenaline, I have no idea. It all suddenly seems like it's happening far away, and although some part of me registers the fact that we're now in danger, there are other priorities at the forefront of my mind right now.

      Namely, the pain. I've been hurt before, and back when I lost my powers, I thought having my life force sucked out of me was the worst possible sensation I could have ever experienced. Now, though… What started as a burning sensation in my throat has begun to radiate through my entire body, feeling like molten lava in my veins as the magic coursed through me like acid. Every cell in my body feels like it's vibrating, threatening to explode, and I'm not even sure being lit on fire would be worse than what I'm experiencing now. My eyes are clamped shut, and although my terror at the ensuing chaos is palpable, it is dwarfed by the excruciating burning that's now consuming me.

      A few seconds—or has it been hours? — pass, and it's only now that I become aware of the scream rising in my chest. My watering eyes crack open, but the light in the room is suddenly too bright, almost blinding. My eyes are registering things but I'm barely even processing what I'm seeing. There are people in Josie's cottage that I don't recognise, save for their weapons and telltale uniforms, and…

      And they're using powers. My pain-addled mind is able to pick up on that at least. Tears stream down my face, and I can hear one of the guys calling my name, sounding panicked, but it's all I can do to retain consciousness and keep air moving through my lungs. It's as if someone were pumping boiling water through my veins.           The agony is in me and all around me, and before I know it I'm falling backwards, writhing on the floor as my hands bunch into trembling fists. Breathe, Millie, I tell myself. Just breathe…

      And somehow I'm able to force myself to focus on what's happening around me. Landon is closest to me, and he's in his siren form, unleashing earth-shattering bursts of sound to keep the oncoming attackers from getting too close to me. It's cramped in here, and the sight of Silas fighting it out with another dragon is almost unbelievable in the confined space, but then a second dragon shifter lunges at him from behind. I try to make myself cry out, to get my stupid lungs to work long enough to warn him, but it's like I've been consumed by what Josie's potion is doing to me.

      I'm helpless to stop it as the second dragon launches itself onto Silas's back, tearing at his scales viciously with its claws. It's only when Hunter grabs it by the shoulder and hauls it back that Silas is able to swing around and retaliate, but he knows better than to breathe fire in a confined space; the last thing we want is another Mollie situation.

      "What's wrong with her?" comes the faint voice of Shade, and I realise that he's in his wolf form and talking to Josie.

      He starts to move in my direction, but Josie grabs at him with a rose-tinted hand. "No!" she cries. "Don't touch her! If you cross the barrier…"

      Letting out a snarl, Shade turns his attention on one of the other shifters, a witch who is halfway through summoning an enormous ball of energy. I don't miss the way his eyes dart back to me, panic written on his lupine face.

      Afraid of what I'll see, I look down at myself, feeling disconnected from my body. Every vein and capillary is glowing through my skin, the same sickly red colour as the potion I drank, pulsating as if with its own life force. When will it stop? A horrible thought occurs to me: what if Josie was wrong? What if using Edith's blood messed up the ritual? Am I dying? Why did I think this was a good idea? Why—

      But my admittedly limited train of thought is cut off as a fresh wave of energy courses through my body, making me cry out. Except it isn't heat this time, but an overwhelming cold, as if my blood has turned to ice.

      And it's familiar. So familiar that I could cry. Because that ice that's now coursing through my veins is the same cool, calming energy that once powered my shapeshifting abilities—a magic I was thinking was lost to me forever. It's like being brought back to life, or meeting an old friend for the first time in years.

      I sit up, leaning into the sensation as it chases away the pain, desperate to keep it from slipping away. Gritting my teeth, I stumble to my feet, adrenaline driving me as I shake the weakness off and seize on my shifter powers like they're my last lifeline. And what happens next is eerie in its repetition, like I've somehow cycled back to that fateful day in the abandoned warehouse when my entire life changed for good.

      I don't even have to think about it. It comes as easily as breathing, a surge of magic so powerful that it sends me reeling. And then green scales are rippling up my arms while flame licks up my throat, my hair and eyes going black with witch power while my teeth sharpen to a set of strong fangs. I'm in every form at once, and for a moment I'm so stunned by the change that I can't even do anything.

      That passes, however, when a wolf shifter lunges for Landon's throat. Not thinking, I'm suddenly moving, the vampiric speed powering me across the floor and out of the boundary of the pentagram in an instant. And then I'm tackling the wolf, tearing it off the siren shifter and throwing it across the room with a strength I would have once thought impossible.

      "Boots?" Landon asks wonderingly as I help him to his feet. "Is that you?"

      "Yeah, Landon," I reply. "It's me."

      Extending both my arms, I do what I saw Theo do that time in the alley, shaping my magic into a force field around me      while I wade into the fight.

      One of the agents yells something, and the dragon Silas was fighting turns on me to exhale a jet of flame. Instead of letting it bounce off the force field, though, I draw the heat in, adding my own flame before releasing it back out in a blazing shock wave that knocks the dragon off balance.

      Seeing my chance, I charge forward, shifting into my wolf form as I spring into the air while leaving the sturdy dragon scales. I land squarely on top of the other dragon and sink my teeth into its shoulder, eliciting a surprised cry of pain.

      The feeling of someone grabbing at me from behind startles me, but there's a calm in the midst of the violence that keeps my brain working like a warrior's. With a burst of telekinetic energy, I shrug my attacker off like a bothersome fly, focusing on the dragon below me as I issue a demand in my siren voice, a voice that no longer even sounds like mine: "Why are you doing this?"

      The dragon breathes fire again, but I push it back with a shockwave, forcing it back onto the floor. Vaguely I'm aware of the others turning the tide around me: Silas and Shade are tag-teaming two of the others, while Landon has used his own abilities to subdue the other dragon      which has now shifted back into human form beneath his foot.

      Josie and another witch have each other at an impasse, paralyzed by their own magic. Without thinking, I send a spell their way, breaking whatever enchantment Josie was under and allowing her to finish her attacker off.

      It's only a momentary distraction, but it's enough for the dragon beneath me to extend a claw and grab hold of my throat, startling me as it cuts off my air. But even under duress, somehow I'm able to maintain my form, going as far as to shapeshift back into a vampire and use my superior strength to wrest its grip from my neck. Shade's instructions echo in my mind as I strike the giant lizard with my elbow before digging my knee into its side. Harder, harder, hard enough to crush a normal human…

      And that's enough to do the trick. With a roar of pain, it writhes away, shrinking back as it shifts into the form of a human woman with dark eyes and equally      dark hair. So that's why the siren song didn't work. There's something familiar about her, but I can't put my finger on it, instead, leaning forward to look her in the eyes and ask again: "Why are you doing this?"

      The woman spits out a mouthful of blood. "Go to hell," she hisses.

      I pull my arm back, caught up in the heat of the moment and ready to hit her again, when Silas's voice pierces through my fury. "Millie, stop!" He sounds both confused and in shock, and the sudden pain in his voice is enough to do what none of the other shifters could do: make me return to my human form.

      Silas's hand touches my arm, and when I look at him I realise that he's shaking. All around us are the remains of the fight, which we appear to have won: a handful of unconscious enemy shifters, as well as the one Landon has bewitched. Miraculously, nothing caught fire, although the room is a disaster, and I feel a pang of regret for Josie's sake.

      Shaking from the adrenaline and exertion, I look from Silas to the woman, who is still staring up at us with hatred in her eyes. "What?" I ask.

      Silas's eyes are wide as he stares down at the woman disbelievingly. "It can't…" he murmurs. "It's not possible."

      "What isn't, Silas?" I ask.

      He points at the woman, not even sounding like he believes himself as he replies, "That's my mom."
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      Somewhere in the Scottish Isles, on an island away from the prying eyes of both humanity and the shifter community at large, there sits a small medical facility nestled in a tree-lined valley. There are many such labs scattered around the world, ostensibly for researching shapeshifting powers, but Hawthorne knows better.

      He walks with purpose as he strides out of his office—more like a broom closet than something worthy of the Academy president, but such is the reality. The school board doesn't know that he and a contingent of his scientists are here, and that's fine by him; after so many years of doing what he does, the red tape has only continued to build up. The school board dragging its feet is a problem, yes, but it's no longer his problem. He has always put the greater good above bureaucracy, and he's certain that they will see things his way sooner or later. Sometimes it just takes a bit of a push.

      The testing room is already prepared for him, cleaned up after the mess the shifters made last time, and the tables and machinery beckon him like an old friend. His scientist is setting something up when he enters, and as the door closes he turns around. In his hand is a beaker containing some kind of viscous liquid—shimmery, with a reddish tinge to it.

      His future.

      "Is that…?" Hawthorne asks, nodding at the beaker.

      "Yes, sir,” says his assistant. "Are you sure you're ready for this?"

      Hawthorne smiles at the naivety of the question. He was born ready. "Yes," he replies coolly. "Let's not waste any more time. I have a score to settle."

      

      Pre-order book five, the final book of the series, by following this link.
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        G. Bailey is a USA Today and International Bestselling Author of fantasy and paranormal romance. 

        She lives in England with her cheeky children, her gorgeous (and slightly mad) golden retrievers and her teenage sweetheart turned husband. 

        She loves cups of tea. 
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        When Winter started university with her best friend Alex, she didn’t expect to find herself in the middle of a supernatural war. Who knew saving a stray wolf could earn you the alliance of the pack.

        To make things more complicated, the broody and very attractive Jaxson is tasked with keeping her safe from the growing vampire threat in town. It’s a shame he can’t stand her and enjoys irritating the hell out of her.

        When she finds out her new boyfriend has his own secrets, can she trust anyone anymore?

      

        

      
        What happens when you get yourself stuck in the middle of a war?

        This is a reverse harem book series.
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      “So, class, please start by reading page thirty-two in your books," the professor goes on, as my class starts after he walks in. The professor looks as ancient as the old room we are all sat in, with his brown hair and beard, and very dated clothes that look like he hasn’t washed them in a while. I push my own out-of-control, wavy brown hair over my shoulder, wishing I had tied it up this morning. It’s a hot day, and the room is stuffy because of the lack of opened windows, making my hair stick the back of my head. I glance over at my best friend, Alex, who has her head on her desk, lightly snoring. I chuckle before kicking her leg and waking her up. She moves her waist-length, straight, red hair off her face to glare at me. "I was resting, Win," she mutters, hiding her eyes with her arm and huffing at me.

      "The professor is here," I giggle, trying to whisper to her as she nearly falls off the side of the desk, while half asleep.

      "Oh, what page?" She yawns, looking like she is going to drop back off to sleep already. I sigh, remembering how she actually has a boyfriend to keep her up all night. I, on the other hand, can't find a good one. The last time I had a boyfriend was over a year ago, and I found out he had a bad habit of sleeping around at parties.  The unfortunate way I found this out was when I walked into his bedroom at his party, to find him in bed with two other girls. Let’s just say he has put me off men for life, or at least for a while.

      "Thirty-two," I roll my eyes at her grin.

      "I might nap instead, I had a long night," she winks.

      "Don't rub it in," I groan.

      "Well, you’re coming to Drake’s party this weekend, and no, you don't have a choice. I bought you a dress, and I found you a date," she grins. I don’t know which one was worse about that sentence. The fact she has bought me a dress, which I know will be way too slutty for my style, or the unlucky guy she has found for me. I decide to go with the second problem first.

      "A date? You know I don't date," I hiss, while she continues to grin.

      "Hey, you can't judge every man because of one. This guy is nice, a friend of Drake’s." She makes that annoying face she knows I haven’t ever been able to say no to since we were eight. I will never forget when I first met Alex. My mum had taken me to get an ice cream from the local ice cream van. Alex had just gotten hers in front of me, and I decided to get the same because her ice cream looked good. When the truck left, Alex tripped and dropped hers. My mum and I rushed over as she cried her eyes out over her ice cream. I offered to share mine and then, when I saw her at school the next day, we were inseparable.

      "Fine, but if this doesn't go well I'm blaming you," I laugh.

      "Winter Masters, is there something wrong?" My professor asks, causing the whole class to look at me. I can hear Alex's quiet snort as I answer.

      "No, sir. We were just discussing the work," I say with red cheeks. The professor raises his bushy eyebrows at me. I know he doesn’t believe me. Damn, I wouldn’t believe me, either. I’m a terrible liar.

      "Well, discuss it more quietly next time, I'm sure the whole class doesn't want to know about your dating life,” he replies. I hold in the urge to hide under the table at his blunt reply. A guy about my age puts his hand up at the front, drawing the whole room’s attention to him. The boy has messy, brown hair that’s covered up with a backwards cap. He is quite muscular under his top and shorts from what I can see. I’ve heard a few comments about how attractive he is, which he definitely is, but I can’t remember his name.

      "I would like to know, sir," he says loudly before winking at me over his shoulder. I know I’m redder than a tomato now, and one glance at Alex shows how funny she thinks this is. I’m leaving her to sleep through the class next time.

      "That's enough, Harris. All of you get back to work. I am running tests on this next week.” He picks up a large pile of papers, most likely the tests he made us do last week, and hasn’t bothered to mark yet. I watch as he goes to his desk and pulls out his phone. I’m sure he is playing some game by the way he is typing, but he definitely isn’t marking the tests.

      “Also, while I remember, you need to find work experience in the next week or you'll be helping me sort out the university lost and found…for four weeks." I swear the old professor even smirked but I didn’t see him do it. I bet they would be getting him more coffees than they would be doing anything else.

      "Have you heard back from the local vets yet?" Alex asks, opening her book as everyone else starts reading quietly.

      "Yes, they called yesterday, and I'm all sorted." I grin, remembering jumping up and down in happiness after the call. I had applied months ago, and no one from our course was accepted, but I held out hope as I hadn't been rejected. My back-up was to work at a local farm, with half our class. Studying to become a vet is hard work, and there isn't much work experience available.  This is an English class, and we have to pass it to stay at the university. That’s why Alex, who is a music student, is taking this class with me.

      "That's great," she smiles widely, making a few guys next to us turn to look at her. Alex is that very pretty girl you always wanted to be. She is tall with boobs and hips that are perfect no matter what she eats. I look at a McDonald’s meal, and my ass gets bigger. I’ve been told I'm pretty, but I like my food too much. So I have curves, unlike my skinny-ass best friend. My best qualities are my shiny, brown hair and blue eyes, which I have to admit, suit my golden complexion.  We don't say any more and get on with our work. At the end of class, I hand in my permission forms for the work experience, before finding Alex with her boyfriend, Drake, outside class.

      "Hey, do you still need a lift?" I ask when I get close to them.

      "Nope, thanks, honey. I'm going to Drake’s, but I will see you tomorrow to get ready for the party." She winks, leaning against Drake. Drake is a good-looking guy, but is kind of strange-looking, and I can’t put my finger on why. Honestly, he looks like a typical, scary-ass man all the time. I don’t think he has a non-serious expression. He has dark, nearly black eyes and black hair that’s cut in a buzz cut, but he makes it work. It’s the eyes that give him the strangeness, they are too dark, darker than I have ever seen anyone’s. I always thought that he must spend a lot of time in a gym or something because he is all muscles, wearing expensive clothes. Alex has told me he is well off, but I knew that anyway from the car he drives and the designer clothes he wears. It's not just the looks and money, it's more how much older he acts, when he must be around twenty, like us. Alex doesn't answer many questions about him, but they have dated a while, so I'm guessing she really likes him. 

      "My friend is looking forward to your date," Drake says coldly in a slight Russian accent. Alex says he is not actually from there, but his parents were, apparently.

      "Me, too," I lie and frown at Alex's chuckle.

      "I love you, Win, never change," she says to me, as she gives me a hug before we wave goodbye. Drake doesn't say anything else but that's normal. 

      I click my old, red Rover open before sliding in. My mum bought it for me as a going away present, and I love the old car, though maybe not the unusual stain on the driver seat I can’t seem to get rid of; I think it’s red pen.  Well, I’m hoping it is anyway. We never had a lot of money growing up as it was just me and mum. As I drive home, I try to think about ways to get out of this date, but eventually come to the conclusion that it couldn't go that badly. Right?
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