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        My powers are back, my men are safe, but the academy has a new enemy.

        And we are all at risk if we can't stop him.

      

        

      
        The days of being in foster care are long in the past and I have everything in the family I have found at the academy, but Hawthorne threatens everything. New powers, dangerous experiments and monsters rising from the shadows...we have never been in this much danger.

      

        

      
        I fell in love with four men at the academy, I found myself, my powers and lost them once before. This time I won't stop fighting until I get my happy ending.

      

        

      
        Hawthorne might have been ruling the academy once before but he never controlled the students.

        And we are fighting back.

      

        

      
        18+ Reverse Harem Romance which means the main character will have more than one love interest.
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      It’s funny how easily the tide of a fight can turn once personal feelings enter the equation. One moment, you’re invincible, shocking even yourself with your ruthlessness and skill, and the next, you’re being brought to a grinding halt, eyes welling up with tears as dueling emotions battle for your attention, whatever soft spot you’ve had hidden within you the whole time suddenly being torn open and left to fester. What used to matter doesn’t matter anymore, and what you never thought would affect you has suddenly taken on more gravity even than the battle you’ve been fighting.

      And I’m not even the one whose own parents are trying to kill me.

      Silas, whose ability to take everything in stride, in spite of his own feelings and weaknesses, has always astounded me, is more than shocked as he stares down at the battered form of his mother, her eyes flashing with hatred and blood welling from her mouth. He looks shattered. The world around us has come to an abrupt stop, and not even the sight of the enemy shifters recuperating in my peripheral vision is enough to pull my attention away. It’s like looking into the eyes of a ghost I’ve never even met before.

      “Mom,” Silas croaks, dropping to his knees in front of her. “You’re alive? How…? What happened to you?”

      “Oh, Silas.” His mother turns to him with a loveless smile on her face, her eyes rolling in her skull like a rabid dog. “You were always so bright. Shame you’ve always had trouble seeing what’s right in front of you.”

      “What did they do to you?” Silas persists. “Why are you helping them? I thought they killed you.”

      The other dragon shifter, a man now back in human form and pinned down by Landon, spits out, “We had our eyes opened. That’s why.” He must be his father, some part of me thinks.

      “Silas,” says Shade, moving to stand beside him, “we should really—”

      “Shut up.” The dragon shifter doesn’t even look at him. “What are you doing here? What did Hawthorne do to you?”

      “Are you deaf?” snaps his mother, struggling to sit up and clutching at a stitch in her side. “You might as well kill me now, Silas. It will save me from having to listen to anymore of your brain dead questions.”

      “Mom, please,” Silas protests. “Let us help you. Tell us what you need—we can protect you from them. Whatever they have on you, it’s not going to…”

      But his voice trails off as his mother starts to laugh, a bitter, ugly sound. “Doesn’t matter. Nothing you do matters.”

      I realise that I’m shaking, and it has nothing to do with the adrenaline of the fight; my mind is already racing backwards to Edith, the fallen witch shifter who seemed to express regret for betraying me even as she took her last breaths.

      Nobody can help me.

      “Don’t say that,” Silas tells her, sounding desperate, before turning to his father. “Dad, please—tell her we can help you both.”

      His father responds with a merciless, bloody grin. “Listen to your mother, Son,” he says, the tone of his voice grating and sarcastic. “Be a good boy and let us out of here before we kill all of you. Family or not.”

      Silas looks as if he’s just been slapped across the face. “You don’t mean that.” But whatever conviction was left in him before seems to be bleeding out before my eyes.

      “Oh, but we do,” says his mother, and before I have a chance to react, she’s shifting her dragon tail into existence and using it to slam me hard across the chest, sending me flying across the room. In spite of having my powers back, it seems my reaction time is the same as it ever was. Which is to say, not very good.

      It’s still good enough for me to be in my vampire form before I even hit the ground, landing in a three-legged crouch just as the witch who had Josie paralyzed finally overpowers her, sending a bolt of energy straight into her body. She gets launched back, but my superior reflexes in this form are on my side, and in an instant I’m on the other side of the room, catching her before she hits the wall. She gives me a grateful look just as the chaos resumes, except it doesn’t take long to notice that what’s driving these hunters isn’t strength or even magic; it’s pure, unadulterated hatred, along with a sick conviction in what they’re doing.

      It’s one thing to fight for a cause. It’s another to actually believe in it.

      That’s the last coherent thought that crosses my mind before Silas’ mother opens her mouth and exhales a blast of flame directly at him. He’s not in his form yet, and the fire would be enough to immolate him… Except I manage to get my hands up just in time, conjuring a force field, much like how Theo did, in front of the man I love. It absorbs the full brunt of the heat and allows him time to shift, but I realise too late that it was all just a tactic to buy time. In the few seconds it took for us to regain our bearings, the others have already gotten up and changed forms, battered but otherwise full of fight. The next thing I know, his mother, now in full dragon form, dive bombs Landon and plucks her otherwise-helpless husband right out of his grip. “Hawthorne sends his regards,” she tells us, before turning casually away.

      “Stop!” the siren shifter yells, but it’s no use; the command is impossible to hear amidst the commotion.

      Then the enemy shifters, every single one, are leaving the way they came in, crashing out through the windows and disappearing into the still, blue sky.

      “No!” Shade roars, bounding up to the window in pursuit, but it’s too late. They’re gone. “Fuck,” the wolf shifter says, raking his hands through his sandy hair. “Fuck!” His eyes have already turned the golden colour of his wolf form. “We have to go after them,” he says, rolling his shoulders back in preparation  for another round. “If we leave now, we can take them out from the ground.”

      Silas, who has been looking borderline-catatonic, turns his scaly neck on the wolf shifter. “Like hell,” he growls. “Those are my parents.”

      “Not anymore, they’re not,” Shade argues. “Whatever they are now, they’re on the wrong side. If we let them get back to Hawthorne alive, we lose whatever advantage we had from them not knowing Boots got her powers back.”

      “Not. Happening,” the dragon shifter hisses, staring down his snout at Shade.

      “Silas,” Hunter tries to reason with him, “if we can just capture them, figure out what they want—”

      “No!” Silas bellows, flapping his wings in agitation. “They’re my family!”

      “Silas…” I shift back into human form and approach him like one might approach a wild animal, both hands in the air. For someone normally so stoic and unflappable, his agitation is heartbreaking. What would I do if I were in his shoes? I wonder.

      Probably the same thing.

      Slowly, I lift my hand to his snout and smooth my fingers along his bristling scales. The motion is gentle and slow, and I can feel him beginning to relax under my touch. “It’s okay,” I tell him, over and over. “No one’s going to hurt them, Silas. Right?” I look around the room. Hunter and Landon give reluctant nods, while Shade kicks the wall in frustration, but throws his hands up. Gradually, the dragon shifter’s tension eases, and he slowly transforms back into a human… only to collapse to his knees on the floor, silent and forlorn, his head bowed and his dark hair hanging in his face. I move to touch his shoulder, but he shrugs me off, looking utterly drained.

      Landon approaches me and begins checking me methodically for injuries, his hands working from my scalp down to my shoulders. “I’m not a fragile flower anymore,” I joke dryly.

      “Believe me,” the siren shifter says, planting a kiss on my forehead, “I never thought you were.”

      “You were unbelievable back there, Boots,” Hunter says, his face lit up with admiration.

      And at last, with the heat of battle finally dying down, I’m able to look around and see that he’s right. The carnage before us catches me off guard; while the room was mostly clear before, now it’s a veritable battlefield, with overturned potion bottles and destroyed books covering the floor, loose sheafs of paper fluttering down from where they were tossed up in the air. That’s all secondary to what my eyes settle on next, though: a large smear of blood on the far wall, right where I flung the wolf shifter who was going after Landon. Did I do that? some part of me wonders, almost afraid to take in the sight. I was so caught up in the heat of the moment; I wasn’t even paying attention to the damage I was doing.

      That’s never happened before. Not when I was fighting for my life against humans and shifters alike, not even when I lost my powers and had to learn to do things the old-fashioned way. Never, in all my time as a shifter, have I been capable of this much fierce destruction in so little time, and never have I been less aware of my own strength. As I look around, I’m only greeted with more traces of the violence I’ve inflicted in the aftermath of Josie’s experiment, and for a few selfish moments, all thoughts of Silas’ parents go out the window.

      The only thing that pulls my attention away is a groan from Josie, who has slid to the floor with her hand clamped to her side. “Shit,” I exclaim, and rush over to her, my angst momentarily forgotten. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” the witch shifter spits out through gritted teeth. “Got nicked, though.”

      “Hang on,” Hunter says, crossing the room to the backpack where we stored the medical supplies we pilfered from the Academy and tossing it to me.

      Without needing further instruction, I rummage in it for a moment before extracting a healing poultice and a compression bandage. “Will this do?” I ask, showing Josie the bottle.

      “This looks like pure alchemy,” the witch shifter says wonderingly. “Where did you get this?”

      “Best not to ask,” I reply as I dab a cloth with the solution and apply it to the wound in her side. To her credit, she doesn’t even flinch, not even when I begin to dress the cut. “What do we do now?” I’m not sure whom the question is directed towards.

      “It wasn’t even like they didn’t recognise me,” Silas murmurs from his place on the floor. “They recognised me. They just didn’t care.”

      “Just like Edith,” Hunter mutters, crossing his arms as he turns to Josie. “Any idea what could make them turn like that?”

      “I’ve never heard of that kind of magic,” the witch shifter replies as I help her to her feet. “Brainwashing doesn’t require the supernatural, though. Ask any cult member.”

      “Don’t say that,” Silas says, but without much aggression. “Please don’t say that.”

      “I can do some research,” Josie says after a moment’s pause. “In the meantime, the five of you should plan on getting some rest. You’ll need to be back on the move soon; if I know the Academy, they aren’t going to stop at just one attack.”

      “I guess we have our marching orders,” Landon says, without much humor.

      I nod, but my mind is already elsewhere: namely, a certain witch shifter, dead by my hands, and the way I leapt back into violence just now without so much as a second thought. And something tells me, regardless of how much energy I just exerted, that I’m not going to sleep well tonight.
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      And I don’t.

      I wish I could say that having my powers back and getting a reprieve from the violence have chased off my anxiety for good, but they haven’t; if anything, the time spent alone with my thoughts only makes things worse these days. I can’t even remember the last time I didn’t have something to ruminate on, some immense worry that made me feel like the weight of the world was on my shoulders. Concern over the notion of what I’m now capable of battles in my mind with preoccupation with Edith, the role I played in her death, and whether or not the other shifters on Hawthorne’s side are somehow being mind-controlled. Josie, after we help her restore some kind of order to her living space, retreats to her study to research the issue, leaving the rest of us to wander about the village while we collectively catch our breaths. A pall of unease has descended over our little group, one that has little to do with the fight. The implications of Silas’ parents’ brainwashing aren’t lost on any of us.

      If they, the key players in one of the shifter communities’ earlier revolts, can be swayed so much as to turn on their own flesh and blood, what hope is there for the rest of us?

      Rather than impose further on Josie, we rent rooms at the inn down on Gloucestershire’s main drag (such as it is in a hamlet this small). As usual, we each get a space of our own; in addition to the beds being rather small, there’s the added, unpleasant possibility of the Academy’s hunters returning while we’re still here. They tracked us down once - there’s no reason they can’t do it again. It’s becoming clear to me as I stare out the window at the rapidly darkening sky that things are approaching a precipice: it’s a race against time now, and we can’t even be sure who our enemies are. Silas has kept to himself all day, and I can’t say I blame him. I wish I knew what to say to make it better, but what? I can’t even guarantee that it’s going to be okay; none of us can.

      At last I pull myself away from the window, draw the drapes, and slump onto my bed. Part of me wants to practice my powers, to see just what my new limit is now that my full potential has been unleashed, but the other is scared shitless. As early as yesterday, I was desperate for my shifting abilities back, but now that I have them back I can’t even bring myself to use them, for fear of what I might bring out in myself. I don’t like what I did today, and it’s bothering me to no end that I could suddenly be capable of such carnage.

      Eventually I heave a heavy sigh and crawl under the covers, willing myself to sleep, but it’s no use; anxiety about my future—our future—is coursing through me, and I can’t manage even the slightest bit of drowsiness. It’s going up on midnight and I’m on the verge of giving in and trying a sleep spell in my witch form when the door to my room flies open, exposing a figure in the darkened hallway. I nearly fly out of bed, heart racing, and throw my hands up, ready to conjure something deadly to use against this unknown intruder, only to relax when I’m greeted by Silas’ voice. “It’s me.”

      My shoulders slump, and I immediately chastise myself for coming so close to hurting one of the men I love. How appropriate, a voice in my head chides. “I’m sorry,” I say as he steps into the room, closing the door behind him. “You startled me.”

      “I’m sorry,” Silas echoes, running a hand through his dark hair. The room is dimly lit, but I can make out the shine of his chocolate-brown eyes. “I couldn’t sleep,” he explains, adding after a pause, “I wanted to see you.”

      “I couldn’t sleep either,” I admit, sitting down on my bed and motioning for him to join me. He takes a seat next to me, hands folded in his lap as he stares at the floor. “My mind’s racing, and I don’t know how to turn it off. All this is…” At a loss for the right word, I throw up my hands in frustration.

      “Complicated,” Silas finishes for me. “It’s complicated.” He sighs, sounding more tired than he ever has before. “I’m sorry about earlier. After the fight. I… My parents—it caught me off guard, and I—”

      “Hey, it’s okay,” I murmur, putting a hand on his arm. “That must have been a hell of a shock.”

      “That’s putting it lightly,” he says, and chuckles without much mirth. “It was like they were back from the dead. They were right there in front of me, and they looked at me like I was a complete stranger.”

      “This reeks of Hawthorne,” I reply, chewing the inside of my lip. “Giving humans shifter powers isn’t enough for him. He’s trying to turn this into an autocracy.”

      “And my parents got caught up in the middle,” Silas says, looking devastated. “I don’t know which is worse: the thought of them being thrown in a cell all these years, just to be brought out and turned into minions, or the thought of them having been on his side all this time. Here I was, thinking they died for their beliefs, when really their beliefs died long before they did.”

      “Hey, that’s not true,” I tell him, turning to face him. Silas still isn’t looking at me, his eyes downcast. Tentatively, I put a hand on his cheek and turn his face so his eyes meet mine. “Your parents did everything they could for shifters. Whatever this thing is, whatever the humans have done to them…” I run my thumb over his cheekbone. “Those people aren’t your real parents. And we’re going to do whatever we can to get them back.”

      Silas swallows hard. “What if we don’t?” he asks, his voice barely above a whisper.

      I don’t even flinch. “We will. Come hell or high water, we will, Silas.”

      His expression softens, the slightest hint of a smile appearing on his face, and then suddenly he lunges forward and embraces me tightly, knocking me off balance. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Boots,” he tells me earnestly. “You’re a miracle. Sometimes I look at you and I still can’t believe you even exist.”

      “I do,” I assure him, stroking my hands through his unkempt hair. “And I’m not going anywhere. None of us are.”

      Silas presses his face into the junction of my neck and shoulder, and I can feel him smile as he replies, “I’ll hold you to that.” The kiss he places there is gentle, tentative, and I catch myself wondering if he, too, is put off by my sudden surge in power, but his grip on me only tightens as I reciprocate the affection and hum in pleasure. Eventually he pulls back long enough to give me a questioning look, to which I simply nod, pulling him in for another kiss. Permission granted, he kisses me with renewed voracity, his hands tangling in my hair as I paw at him in desire. Nothing else needs to be said; we both need this, need each other, and I’ve never been more aware of how delicate our situation is before just now.

      I shrug out of my sleep shirt and Silas’ hands immediately go to my breasts, his fingers gingerly sweeping over them as his tongue continues to explore my mouth. The deftness of his movements makes me let out a soft whine even as his lips mold against mine, and it feels like I can’t get enough of him, even as I explore his strong features and toned body with my own desperate hands.

      He moves closer, gently pushing me down onto the mattress, and then his body is over mine, the heat of it—warm, even for a dragon shifter—coming off him in waves as he traces the lines of my torso down to the hem of my sleep shorts. There’s a question in his eyes, and I nod breathlessly. The next thing I know his hand is delving into my panties, nimble fingers stroking me open as I grow more wet by the second. An inquisitive finger brushes my clit and makes me squirm, and I can feel his gentle smile against my lips as he slides two inside me. The friction makes me moan, aided by the way his hips grind against mine, and the feeling of his thumb rubbing gentle circles on my clit is almost enough to have me coming undone.

      Desperate to prolong the pleasure, I grab his wrist and pull his hand away from me before leaning into him and rolling both of us gently over. On top now, and better able to control the situation, I help him out of his shirt and toss it over my shoulder before getting to work on his belt buckle. Silas can’t seem to keep his hands off me, alternating between stroking my by now utterly tangled hair and touching my breasts, my neck, my sides… And then I finally get his jeans off after a moment of fumbling with the zipper. My sleep shorts and panties follow, and for a moment after I bask in the sight of him: moonlight filtering in between the blinds casts an ethereal glow over his tall, muscular body, and I can’t help running my hands down his sculpted chest, prompting a sharp inhale from the dragon shifter below me. “Sorry,” he whispers, sounding a little sheepish. “I’m kind of ticklish.”

      You learn something new every day. I shoot him a goofy grin before slowly easing him inside me, going slow in order to accommodate his size. The pace I set is slow and gentle, all in the interest of keeping the painful reality of our situation at bay for just a little longer. I’m already wound up, and in spite of my care, it’s not long before I can feel the first stirrings of my orgasm. “Fuck, Millie,” Silas groans, dropping his head back down to the bed as his hands go to my hips, urging me to pick up the pace. I oblige, finding a steady rhythm that soon has my muscles tightening and my body spasming around him.

      My orgasm strikes me almost out of nowhere, making me gasp as I brace myself with a hand against his chest. I clench around him almost instinctively, prompting another curse from Silas before he comes inside me, his fingers digging into my hips hard enough to leave bruises.

      For a moment, we just stare at each other as we catch our breaths, each afraid of breaking the silence for fear of what will come next. At last, I open my mouth to speak, but Silas’ hand flies up, cups the back of my neck, and drags me down for a passionate kiss. “Thank you,” he murmurs against my lips. “I needed that.”

      “I needed it too,” I reply. “I love you. You know that, right?”

      “I love you too, Millie,” Silas responds without a second’s hesitation.

      Smiling, I kiss him for another moment, savoring the contact, before climbing off of him and sliding under the covers and turning to look at him. “Do you want to sleep in here with me tonight?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he replies, and settles into bed alongside me. It’s a tight fit, but we manage, the dragon shifter sliding a protective arm around my waist and resting his forehead between my shoulder blades. Our situation hasn’t changed at all, but in the moment, maybe that doesn’t matter so much.

      And finally, as we lie there silent and tangled in each other’s limbs, we sleep.
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      “Rise and shine, lovebirds!” The sound of Landon’s voice pierces through my haze of sleep, and for a moment I forget where I am… that is, until Silas groans and buries his face between my shoulder blades. Landon, who only seems to be further egged on by this, lets out his characteristic laugh, and in spite of being roused from a sound slumber, I can’t help but grin as I rub at my eyes. Silas, for his part, pulls the blanket over his head, although not even the funk he was in yesterday is completely resistant to the siren shifter’s charms. “We won’t be having any of that,” Landon goes on, marching over to the window and tugging the drapes back.

      We’re immediately greeted by a shaft of bright sunlight, making me blink my eyes furiously. “You know, in most other situations, this kind of behavior would be considered weird, Landon,” I tease.

      “Yeah, well, most ‘other situations’ don’t involve one girl sharing four guys,” Landon snarks back, his eyes twinkling. “Not that I’m complaining,” he adds, and winks at Silas, who is only just now sitting up in bed.

      “What’s going on?” the dragon shifter asks, running a hand through his dark locks.

      “Nothing,” Landon replies, “except it’s going up on eleven. If we’re going to stay in town, we’re going to have to at least move to another inn. We’ve already stayed in one place longer than we probably should have.”

      “Fuck, seriously?” I glance at the clock on the bedside table, and sure enough, it reads quarter to ten. I groan, leaning down to fumble for my discarded clothes. Modesty is something we seem to have collectively left behind, at least as far as I’m concerned. Once I’m fully dressed, I drag myself out of bed and stretch… only to be surprised at what I feel.

      Normally, the day after a fight—especially a particularly violent one, like yesterday’s—I’m stiff and sore, if not from outright injuries than from the exertion and adrenaline. Even with my shifter powers, that’s how it’s always been; the human body can only take so much punishment before it starts to complain and demand to recuperate. This much is made obvious just by glancing at Silas, who has donned his jeans but is still bare-chested: the dragon shifter’s entire torso is littered with bruises, remnants of an untold number of cuts, scrapes, and blows from both magic and sheer, brute force.

      But when I glance down at my own body, I see nothing of the kind. No cuts, no scratches, no scrapes—not even the telltale pattern of blue and yellow bruises I would have expected after my tangle with the agents on the rooftop yesterday morning (was it really only yesterday? It already feels like it happened ages ago…). Curious, and a little put off, I stretch my muscles again, longer this time, and once again, there’s no pain, no stiffness, no exhaustion. In fact, I feel as if I’ve slept a whole day, already prepared to spring into action.

      I feel like I could fight an army, and that scares me more than Hawthorne ever could.

      “You okay, Boots?” I turn around to see Hunter poking his head in through the door. “You’ve gone pale.”

      “Shoo, vamp,” Landon says teasingly. “You know what they say: three’s company. Four’s a crowd.”

      “Har har har,” the vampire shifter mutters, rolling his eyes. “I’m serious—is she okay?”

      “Yeah,” I reply, and then shake my head quickly. “I mean, no. I mean… Physically, yes. I’m better than okay, actually. That’s the problem.”

      “How is that a bad thing?” Landon asks, crossing his arms. “You’re lucky. I feel like I’ve been run over by a train.”

      “Exactly,” I point out, hauling my shirt back up to expose my torso (and not missing the longing looks each of the guys cast in my direction). “Look: no bruises, no cuts, nothing. I got tossed around pretty good yesterday. Between the fight at Theo’s place and the attack during the ritual… I’ve never come out of a fight totally scot-free. Ever. And it’s more than just that,” I go on, dropping my shirt. “I feel better than okay. Like if you told me to run a marathon, I could do it, no questions asked. It’s almost…” But I trail off. As absurd as it is, the word “superhuman” catches in my throat. Positive or not, it’s abnormal.

      And there’s no guarantee that it is positive.

      Hunter frowns, leaning against the doorframe. “That is weird.”

      Silas, holding his hand to his forehead like he has the world’s worst hangover, makes a face. “Could it have been a side effect of the potion?”

      “Josie never mentioned this,” Hunter replies.

      “None of us knew what to expect, though,” Silas points out, tugging his shirt over his head. “Maybe this is some kind of added benefit. Your human form is less susceptible to damage.”

      “Could be a coincidence,” Landon says, although there’s doubt written on his face.

      “Lucky coincidence,” says Hunter.

      “Yeah,” I say. Damn lucky.
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      Shade is already outside by the time we check out and leave the inn, perched on one of the low stone walls bordering the slow-moving river that crosses through town. “You guys have fun last night?” he asks me and Silas, with a pointed quirk of his eyebrow. Silas rolls his eyes, which prompts a shit-eating grin from the wolf shifter. “Just saying, Aconyte, save some for the rest of us.”

      Silas waves him off, moving to stand in the shade of a nearby oak tree. “So,” he says, jamming his hands in his pockets, “what are we doing?”

      “I vote we check up on Josie,” Hunter responds. “She might have some insight for us on this whole brainwashing thing.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” Silas asks, in a tone of thinly veiled frustration.

      Shade turns to him with an expression of surprising earnestness. “Then we’ll keep looking until we find someone who does.”

      The dragon shifter scuffs his boot in the dirt, really smiling for the first time since yesterday. “Thanks, Shade.”

      The wolf shifter simply shrugs. “We’re family.”

      The sound of a phone ringing nearly makes me jump, and I turn to see Hunter groping in his pocket. He frowns as he pulls his cell phone out and holds it up to his ear. “Hello?” There’s a pause, and then his expression softens. “Hazel! Thank fuck!” I find myself letting out a breath I didn’t even know I was holding. My best friend survived another day. “What happened?” Hunter asks. “Did you make it out? What about the twins?” There’s a long pause, and then the vampire shifter nods and holds the phone out to me. “She wants to talk to you, Boots.”

      Not needing to be told twice, I seize the phone and press it to my ear. “Hazel!”

      “Millie!” the relief in her voice is palpable, even from miles away. “Where are you? We thought you guys had been taken - we couldn’t find you anywhere.”

      “We made it out,” I reply. “We’re all safe, don’t worry. You?”

      “Same here,” she replies, “although Ruby broke her arm. She’s recuperating now - it will take some time, but at least we’re safe.”

      “Where are you guys?”

      “Edinburgh,” she replies.

      “What-” I begin, but she cuts me off.

      “That fight hit us hard,” Hazel continues. “Theo nearly got killed. A lot of the others weren’t so lucky. There was no way of holding the base. There were just too many of them. He wanted to stay and look for you, Millie, but the rest of the group was in danger. We had to get out.”

      “So you went to Scotland?” I ask, confused.

      “Yeah,” the siren shifter replies. “There’s a whole district full of shifters here, and they hate the Academy as much as anyone. They’re putting us up, and Theo’s working on assembling an army.” There’s a pause as she takes a breath. “He’s taking the fight to the Academy, Millie. It’s our only choice; we’re out of time.”

      I suck in a breath. “What do you mean? Did something else happen?”

      Hazel is silent for so long I’m starting to wonder if I lost the connection. “It’s Hawthorne,” she says finally. “We heard from some of the students back at the island. It sounds like…” Her voice catches, and she clears her throat. “It sounds like he gave himself shifter abilities, Millie.”

      She continues to speak, but I can’t say I’m quite listening to what she’s saying. My brain is still hung up on that last, dreadful bit of information, tunnel vision threatening to consume me as a faint ringing sound assaults my ears. It feels as if all the fight has been drained right out of me, and suddenly just staying on my feet seems like an impossible task. I slide down to the ground, putting my head in my hands. “...Millie? Millie? Are you there?” At last Hazel’s voice comes back into the forefront as I beat off the panic attack threatening to overtake me. Sensing something amiss, Landon hurries over to me, sitting down next to me and rubbing soothing circles on my back. The motion helps bring me back down, and at last I’m able to respond.

      “Yeah,” I manage. “I’m here.”

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      I clear my throat. “No, I’m sorry.”

      “He’s gone insane,” Hazel reiterates. “It’s more than just the Academy now; he has groups of soldiers scouting the major cities, sowing chaos. More shifters are dead because of him. Whole communities are being threatened.”

      “But why…” I begin.

      “If the rumors are true, and he does have shifting abilities, then he has no need for shifters anymore,” Hazel says. “We’re all expendable now, and he knows it. I think he’s trying to install himself as some kind of… behind-the-scenes dictator. His goals go past the shifter communities, Millie. He wants to use his powers to rule the world.”

      The prospect is so cartoony and absurd that it’s enough to make me laugh, but I can’t manage even a chuckle. Hawthorne gave himself powers. Some way, somehow, he finally got what he wanted. And that’s no laughing matter.

      “What do we do?” I ask, although whom the question is directed towards, I can’t say for sure.

      “Did you get your powers back?” Hazel asks, point blank.

      “Yes,” I reply. “Yesterday. It’s… a bit more than I bargained for. There are some odd side effects.”

      “Side effects?”

      I shake my head uselessly, looking around at the guys, who are all listening intently. “I don’t know,” I admit. “It feels like I’m stronger than I was before. More durable.” More bloodthirsty, adds a small voice in my head. More prone to violence. But I don’t voice this last bit.

      “Good. Brilliant.” Hazel sounds relieved. “We need you, Millie. There’s no way we can win this fight without you.”

      “But—” I protest.

      “Hybrids might be our best weapon against Hawthorne,” Hazel points out, “especially if he has more than one powerset. You’re all Theo’s been talking about—he thinks you’re the one who will save us once and for all. They practically had to drag him out to keep him from looking for you some more.”

      My throat goes dry. Theo has made no secret of his… admiration for me, but this hits on a different level. If he truly wants to use me as some kind of trump card, what does that mean for me? For us?

      “You have to come to Edinburgh,” Hazel continues. “That’s where the resistance is gathering. The Academy hasn’t touched us yet, thank god, but if we want to keep it that way, we need someone with your powers here with us. This could be our last chance against Hawthorne, Millie.”

      “Okay, Hazel,” I say, after a moment’s pause. “We’ll be there. We can leave today.”

      “Please hurry,” the siren shifter says, and hangs up. Slowly, I look up and around at the guys.

      This could be our last chance against Hawthorne, Millie.

      No pressure, right?
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      “I guess this means we have our marching orders, right?” asks Landon, slinging his backpack over his shoulder and jamming his hands in his pockets. “It feels like it’s all about to come to a head.”

      “I’ve got some news for you, Landon,” Shade replies easily, crossing his arms. “This all came to a head a long time ago. The rest of us are just stuck playing catchup.”

      I’m not sure whether that notion is comforting or panic-inducing, but either way, I manage a small smile as we follow the old cobblestone road that runs alongside the river. There aren’t many people out and about, but now isn’t the time for drawing unwanted attention - especially if it’s coming from uninitiated humans.

      Silas has fallen silently into step beside me, his tall form casting a protective shadow over my body, which somehow helps put me at ease. Hunter, on my other side, slips his hand into mine and squeezes it gently; I return the gesture without needing to say anything. That might be the best thing about this relationship, I’m realizing: we no longer need words to understand each other’s emotions.

      “Where in Edinburgh are they organizing?” asks Shade.

      I frown and consult my phone for Hazel’s text. “She said they’ve taken over a hotel… The Balmoral?” I shrug. “Never heard of it.”

      Landon’s eyebrows shoot up, but before he can say anything, Hunter exclaims, “The Balmoral? How the hell did he manage that?”

      “I take it it’s a swanky place,” Shade states.

      “‘Swanky’ doesn’t begin to cover it,” Landon explains. “It’s an honest to god castle. It also happens to be smack in the middle of the city center, so clearly Theo wasn’t thinking about location.”

      “Any landmarks you can point me to?” I ask, just as we turn right and onto a small stone bridge leading to the other side of the river. From here, I have a good view of pedestrians coming from either direction, and it seems like the coast is clear.

      The vampire and siren shifters exchange a look. “It’s on Princes Street,” Hunter replies after a moment. “My parents took me there on business once. Aim for the Scott Monument - I remember passing it on the way there.”

      I nod, a frown of concentration furrowing my brows. I’ll be the first to admit I’m no geography expert, but I think I know the statue he’s talking about. I hope. “Everyone hold on,” I instruct, linking my free hand with Silas’ and watching as the others do the same, forming a perfect circle. “I’m still adjusting to these new power levels, so I don’t know if…” I don’t even have time to finish the sentence before I feel another powerful surge of energy coursing through me the moment I invest the slightest bit of concentration. An image of the monument appears behind my closed eyelids, as clear as if I passed it every single day, and the next thing I know the world around us is shifting in the blink of an eye. A split second later, the stone bridge has become a concrete sidewalk, the sun now obscured by the shadow of the enormous gothic tower we now find ourselves standing under.

      I barely even had to think about it, let alone exert myself, and I stumble back, nearly hitting one of the support columns before Shade catches and steadies me. “You’re something else, Boots,” he murmurs before letting me go.

      I shoot him an uneasy grin. “Let’s hope in a good way.”

      The park stretches long on either side of where we are, but it doesn’t take Hunter long to get his bearings. “There,” he says, craning his neck and nodding in the direction of the intersection to our east. “That’s it—that big brown one with the clock tower.”

      We step out from under the shadows to get a better look, and lo and behold, there it is. It looks like it could have come out of a storybook, an enormous, imposing building that might once have housed royalty. Landon whistles through his teeth. “It’s not exactly under the radar.”

      “There’s something smart to that, though,” Silas points out. “Theo’s clearly strategizing. If there are as many shifters in the area as Hazel says, it might make them think twice if we’re headquartered somewhere so obvious. It sends a message.”

      “We’ll just have to wait and see if it sends the right one,” Shade says, his expression darkening. I move to ask him what the problem is, but he’s already moving past me, the look on his face uncharacteristically stormy.

      “What’s gotten into him?” Landon asks, falling into step beside me as we cross the grass, rejoin the sidewalk, and make a beeline for the hotel. Nothing suspicious is standing out, but the possibility that this could be a trap has crossed my mind. We’re too far in it now to backtrack, though, that’s for sure.

      “I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “Silas just mentioned Theo, and he got all…” I shrug, searching for the right word.

      “Possessive?” Landon quirks an eyebrow at me and then bursts out laughing when he sees my expression. “You know, maybe I ought to give that whole ‘dark and brooding’ thing a try. It’s a nice aesthetic.”

      “You know I can hear you, Thyme,” Shade calls over his shoulder to us.

      “So am I right, then?” Landon demands. “Don’t tell me Theo has you all in a twist. Jealousy is unbecoming.”

      “It’s not jealousy,” Shade replies, a little too quickly, and I can see the tension in his back and shoulders. “It’s suspicion. Can you blame me for not tripping over myself to trust the guy?”

      “He’s taken good care of us so far,” Silas points out, “and he clearly cares about shifter wellbeing. I mean, look at Millie: he practically took her under his wing.”

      “I know,” Shade growls. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “We just have something in common,” I insist, catching up to the wolf shifter. “You know how rare hybrids are, Shade.” Still, there’s a twinge of doubt, but I push it away. It’s obviously just projection.

      “Damn right, you are,” Hunter says, grinning. “And with this new… boost, or whatever you want to call it, you’ll wipe the floor with Hawthorne. He’ll never even see it coming.”

      My shoulders slump and I look down at the ground, lost in thought. Shade, seeming to sense my unease, drops a bit of his glumness and glances at me. “Look, Boots, I didn’t mean-”

      “It’s not that,” I say with a sigh. “It’s these new powers. It’s like I’m back, and I’m me, but… Something’s different. And I’m not sure if it’s in a good way or not.”

      “Why? Because you’re so much more powerful now?” asks Silas.

      I nod. “I mean, you saw what happened to Edith. To your parents.” It’s a low blow to bring it up so soon, but if there were ever a time to make my feelings known, it’s now, before we charge straight back into the fire. “What if they somehow get to me? You saw what I did back at Josie’s, and that was after being rusty for who knows how long. If they turned me, who knows what I would be capable of?” I look to the others for an opinion, but their silence tells me everything I need to know: they’ve considered the same thing, and it worries them too, even if they don’t say it. Sighing, I shake my head. “All this time trying to get my powers back, and now I’m starting to wonder if I should’ve just stayed human.”

      To my surprise, Hunter is the first one to speak up. “Don’t talk like that.” His ocean blue eyes meet mine, and I see nothing but empathy and affection reflected back at me. “This is who you are, Boots. It’s who you’re meant to be. And we’ll do whatever it takes to keep you safe - to keep us all safe.”

      He looks around at the others, and they nod their agreement. “We’re with you, Boots,” Silas says finally, effectively ending the discussion and putting my mind at ease. “No matter what.”

      

      The interior of the hotel is just as lavish as the exterior: everything seems to be gilded, with live palm trees, gold trim, and balconies visible all the way to the upper floors. Not for the first time, it crosses my mind just how lucky I am to have come from basically nothing to staying in places like this. It’s a little melancholic to know that I’ll never get to appreciate it for what it is; it’s a means to an end for us, nothing more.

      I’m expecting some kind of security, or at least some sort of grouchy bouncer like there was at Theo’s last base, but to my surprise, the doorman ushers us in without a second thought. Another shifter, perhaps?’

      Almost as soon as the concierge sees me, her face lights up. “You must be Millie Brix,” she says, reaching across the desk to give me an enthusiastic handshake. “And your… friends?” she adds, nodding in the direction of the guys.

      I nod. “We’re—” Then, thinking better of it, I lean forward. “We’re here for Theo.”

      “Indeed.” The woman hurries out from behind the desk. “He gave us explicit instructions to look for someone of your description. Honestly, he’s visited quite a few times, and I’ve never seen him all bent out of shape like this.” Lowering her voice to a conspiratorial tone, she adds, “I take it you’re… one of them, then? A shifter?”

      “Er… yes,” I reply after a moment’s hesitation. “And yourself?” We might as well be talking about our favorite foods!

      “Me? Oh, no, no,” the concierge replies. “I’m just a normie, myself.”

      I can sense Silas’ hackles go up. “Then how do you know-”

      She holds a hand up. “It’s all right. We at the Balmoral have been hosting your kind for more than a hundred years. It’s a bit of a trade secret. We’ve never had one shifter rent out the entire place before, though. You guys having a party or something?”

      “Something like that,” I reply evasively. “Do you know where I can find Theo?”

      The concierge blinks, her smile faltering just a little. “Why don’t I show you to your rooms first, and then I would be happy to lead you to him.”

      “Oh.” I shuffle my feet. “I was hoping I could talk to him now. It’s… kind of time sensitive.”

      “In that case,” she replies, after a moment’s pause, “shall I take the gentlemen up?”

      “Oh, no, no,” Landon says, laughing. “We know better than that by now. We go where she goes.”

      The concierge looks suddenly uncomfortable, glancing over her shoulder for a moment before explaining, “The thing is, Ms. Brix, Theo is in recovery right now. He had a bit of a nasty accident before he came here and doesn’t have the energy for too many visitors. He requested that when you arrived, I bring you to speak with him—alone.”

      Shade’s eyes flash. “Are you fucking kidding me? The nerve of this guy—”

      “Hey.” I put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine. You guys go on up, and I’ll meet you once I get the debrief from Theo.”

      “Good enough for me,” Hunter says. “I could use a shower.”

      “Excellent.” The concierge gestures to an underling, who hurries to her side. “Huel here will help you with your luggage. If you’ll follow me this way, Ms. Brix…”

      Casting one last glance back at the guys, I allow her to lead me through the lobby in the direction of what looks like a restaurant: spacious and bright, all bathed in the glow from a sun window. It’s more or less entirely empty. “Theo is just at the table in the back corner, there,” the concierge says, pointing. Indeed, I can see a figure with a familiar head of snow-white hair, his back to me.

      Thanking the woman, I excuse myself, taking a deep breath as I make my way over to his table. He doesn’t seem to hear me coming, and at last I come to a stop stiffly behind him. “Hi, Theo.”
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      For a moment, I wonder if he even heard me. I’m just opening my mouth to speak up again when slowly, he turns around in his seat. Those white eyes bore into mine, ethereal and unnerving in equal measure. His hair is slightly mussed, I see, but what’s more shocking is the fact that his pale skin is mottled with fresh cuts, scrapes and bruises—much like Silas’ was last night. Seemingly seeing my surprise, Theo smirks at me. “You should see the other guy.”

      Clearing my throat, the tension momentarily broken, I reply, "You look like shit."

      "I feel like shit," Theo informed me, before lifting his left arm. To my surprise, it's in a sling.

      "What happened?" I ask, my nerves giving way to my curiosity.

      "Wolf shifter got to me," Theo replies. "Nearly ripped my arm right off. It was hanging by a thread by the time the others dragged me out of there. I… wasn't ready to leave," he adds, and his eyes flicker up to meet mine almost tentatively. A rush of… something hits me squarely in the chest, my cheeks flushing a little as I look down at the ground, suddenly desperate to not have him staring at me the way he is. Seemingly sensing my agitation, Theo pulls his gaze away from me, straightens in his chair, and gestures at the seat across from him. "Please, sit." I do as I'm instructed, careful not to brush against his injured arm as I settle into the chair on the other side of the table. "Anything to drink or eat?" Theo asks, already rummaging for his wallet. "I'm buying."

      "That's okay," I hasten to assure him. "Forgive me if my appetite isn't the best right now."

      "Indeed," says Theo. "I've been told congratulations are in order. You're a shifter again."

      "For better or worse," I mutter dryly, venturing a glance at him.

      Theo smirks. "Thank god for that."

      A moment passes, and then I clear my throat. "Out of curiosity, Theo, why did you want me to come here alone?"

      Theo clears his throat. "Yes, about that. I hope this doesn't make you feel uncomfortable, Millie, but I…" He takes a breath. "You are special to me, and that's the long and short of it. Not in spite of your hybridism, but because of it." Leaning forward in his seat, Theo makes a move to reach for me with his free hand… but then seems to think the better of it and lets it drop to the table. The longing in his expression is palpable, so much that it's almost unbearable. "We're two of a kind, Millie," he says conclusively. "Whatever else we are, we share a story shared by almost no one else in the world."

      "Except Hawthorne," I reply in a dismal tone. "And whoever else he's gotten his hooks into."

      Theo's expression darkens, all the tenderness seeping out of his voice. "He isn't going to get away with this, Millie. One way or another, we're ending his despotism."

      "How, though?" I ask, finally allowing the cracks in my disposition show. "He's brainwashing real shifters, Theo. I assume you've figured that out by now."

      "I had heard reports," Theo admits. "Nothing concrete, though, nothing that standard manipulation wouldn't be able to do. I take it you've seen this firsthand?"

      "Silas' parents," I reply quietly. "They used to be heads of their community. They were planning a coup. Until yesterday, we all thought they were dead."

      "The dark dragon shifter's parents?" Theo's brow furrows. "I think I remember meeting them once or twice, back before the Academy's oppression became overt. They had some of the strongest convictions I'd ever seen."

      "So what do we do, then?" I am. "Any ideas on what could be controlling them in the first place?"

      "My first thought would be sirens," Theo says, "but not even the strongest of them is able to sustain their song for that long, and at that distance."

      "Witches, then?" I prompt, wondering if it's possible Josie just isn't in the loop.

      Theo shakes his head. "I grew up among witches," he reminds me, "and I never once heard of a spell that powerful. That said, though, a spell seems to be the only possibility. If the witch shifter were powerful enough…" His voice trails off and he looks thoughtful.

      My thoughts once again return to Edith, the strongest witch shifter I've ever met. I'm having a hard time imagining someone stronger than she is. The prospect puts an unsettling feeling in my stomach. "Let's say it is a spell, then," I suggest. "What would we have to do to stop it?"

      "The only surefire way would be to kill the witch who cast it," Theo replies. "There's no giving immunity to everyone in the world. We would have to take it out at the source."

      "Cut off the snake's head," I say, nodding. "So how would we find this shifter, in theory?"

      "Tracking isn't easy," Theo explains. "It's not something that can usually be done off the cuff. Some say it's impossible if you don't have the innate talent for it. I can't speak to that, but I do know that most tracking is done using an enchantment, not a spell."

      "So, like, a magical item?"

      The white-haired shifter nods. "But such items are exceedingly rare."

      I groan, putting my face in my hands. "Nothing can just be easy, can it?"

      Theo chuckles dryly. "If only. I do know someone who might be able to help us, though. He's here in the hotel."

      I sigh with relief. "Can you get him down here to talk to us?"

      "I can certainly try," Theo replies cryptically, before pulling out his cellphone and firing off a quick text. A moment later, his phone vibrates. "He's on his way down," Theo informs me. "Should be here any minute."

      I nod, fold my hands in my lap, and wait. A heavy curtain of silence falls over the two of us, and I can feel the tension mounting before even a moment has passed. As nonchalantly as he does it, Theo is still watching me pointedly with his pale, otherworldly eyes. It's moments like these that make me wonder how I came out looking like a normal human.

      My conversation with Theo back in Oxford is coming back to me in a surge, his unspoken but clear desire to be more than co-rebels, to further the hybrid cause as much as the cause of shifters in general. He knows I'm taken, I remind myself, but for some reason I still can't bring myself to look him in the eyes. Thankfully, we're given a reprieve when the sound of hurried footsteps comes from the side entrance to the restaurant. "Sir," says a voice, and as much as I wish it weren't familiar, it is.

      Whirling around in my seat, I find myself face to face with someone I'd hoped I would never see again in my life, and I can't keep my mouth from dropping open. "Lyle?"

      The American looks almost as shocked to see me as I am to see him. "Brix. No fucking way." Letting out a humorless laugh, he turns to Theo. "Joke's on me, right? You brought me down here just to see my reaction."

      Theo's brows knit together in confusion, a look I never would have expected on him. "I'm sorry?"

      Now it's Lyle's turn to look confused. "You mean…?"

      "What is he doing here?" I demand, turning back to Theo. "He's on their side!" And I'm not wrong. The last time I saw the vampire shifter was back in Boston, when Hawthorne and Russo, an American Academy president, turned on the students who were there for our ill-fated visit to the peace convention. He was actively trying to prevent us from leaving, and if Hunter hadn't stepped in, he might well have succeeded.

      "I could ask you the same thing," Lyle snaps at me.

      "I'm here to stop the Academy," I snap. "And you? Taking a break from being Russo's lackey so you can live it up in Scotland?"

      "Millie," Theo protests, "Lyle-"

      Lyle ignores him. "It's been a long time since the convention, Brix. Long enough for me to realize Russo has completely lost her mind." A shadow crosses his face as he puts his hands on his hips, looking down at the floor. "I fought for her, damn it. I actually believed her bullshit." Raising his eyes, he says, "No one's more pissed off at me for not seeing what was going on than I am. So you can take your guilt trip and shove it right up your-"

      "Lyle," snaps Theo, "you're not to speak to her that way. Ever."

      Chastened, Lyle raises his hands defensively. "It's all right," I say, my hackles lowering. "How did you manage to get over here anyway?"

      "It's not that hard, when you're one of their prized RAs," the vampire shifter says, taking the spare seat at the table. "I told her I was going to track down a couple runaways, and just never went back."

      "That was… bold of you," I admit begrudgingly. "I guess I can't fault you for tenacity."

      "No one ever could," Lyle says, extending his hand to me. "Look, Brix, I know we got off on the wrong foot, and I know you don't like me. But we're on the same side here, whether we like each other or not. So what do you say?" He nods down at his hand. "Fresh start?"

      I stared down at the proffered hand for a long moment before hesitantly taking it and giving it a brisk shake. "Fresh enough," I state.

      "Well," Theo says, still looking somewhat taken aback, "I'm glad that's settled."

      "So what did you bring me down here for?" Lyle asks, scooting in.

      "We need your expertise," Theo explains. "It's my understanding that you know where a shifter might be able to… acquire certain enchanted items."

      "I have been keeping up with the black market," Lyle admits, "but there are never any guarantees with these people."

      "We don't need a guarantee," I tell him. "We just need possible."

      Theo nods. "We're looking for a tracking device," he explains. "The key to stopping the humans might be in finding a single witch shifter."

      "Those are rare," Lyle says, leaning back in his chair and pursing his lips.

      "Can you think of anyone?" Theo prompts. "Location doesn't matter."

      "Not off the top of my head," admits Lyle, "but I might know of an alternative."

      "Which is?" I ask, drumming my fingers on the tabletop.

      "I'm not the best person to explain it," Lyle replies, "but I know of a guy in Glasgow. He mentioned some kind of charm on the site I frequent - if we're lucky, he might still have it."

      "Excellent," says Theo, and I feel a wave of renewed optimism. "Do you have his contact information? Do you know where we can find him?"

      "Give me a few minutes,” the vampire shifter replies, “and I can find out.”

      

      I don’t realize how mentally drained I am until after I leave the restaurant, feeling like I’m only just now letting out a breath that I’ve been holding for hours. The bubbly concierge greets me as soon as I leave the restaurant, and proceeds to escort me through the lobby into a lavish elevator leading to an equally lavish third floor. There are more guests mingling about up here, all of them shapeshifters of different ages and proficiencies. It’s only as I’m approaching my room that I run into Landon, who is leaning against the balcony and watching the guests down below. “Hey,” he says, turning to me. “How did it go?”

      I can only look at him with a half-smile and reply, “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me.”
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      “I still can’t believe we’re actually listening to this guy,” Shade snarks as we make our way down the Edinburgh street. It’s been less than a day since our arrival, and by all accounts, dragging myself out of bed this morning should have taken a miracle (especially considering how far I jumped us yesterday), but once again, I barely feel the need to recuperate. Six hours of sleep and I’m already springing into action again in the morning. I barely even needed any tea to wake myself up. Needless to say, I can understand the guys’ relative grouchiness, all things considered.

      “I still can’t believe you didn’t rip his damn head off, Hunter,” Landon jokes. “As far as assholes go, he’s easily one of the highlights we’ve met so far.”

      “Are you sure we can even trust him, Boots?” Hunter asks, ignoring Landon’s gibe. “Just because he says he’s on our side now…”

      “I wondered the same thing,” I admit. “But it sounds like there are plenty of other rebels who can corroborate his story. And besides, Theo seems to trust him.”

      “Theo, Theo, Theo.” Shade shakes his head sullenly. “The sooner we can get away from that self-righteous son of a bitch, the happier I’ll be.”

      “Enemy of my enemy, remember?” Silas reminds him, casting an unreadable glance in my direction.

      Silence overtakes our group, and I fall silent, unsure what to say. It’s early yet, before the morning rush hour traffic really takes off, and the only sounds are the occasional chirping of a bird and the scuff of our soles on the pavement. In the heavy quiet, I tune in once more with my body—particularly, the almost overwhelming pool of power that’s lighting up my stomach like the world’s coldest thunderstorm. It feels as though my magic is trying to claw its way out, to wreak havoc and destruction on anyone unfortunate enough to get close to me.

      Swallowing hard, I pick up the pace, speeding ahead of the rest of the guys. “Boots?” I hear Landon call after me. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I reply quickly. “It’s just chilly out here. That’s all.” Thankful none of them can see the blatant fear on my face, I pull my jacket more tightly around myself. It is chilly—more than chilly, in fact; it’s fucking cold, especially for this time of year. A thick fog seems to have descended on downtown Edinburgh almost as quickly as we left the hotel, and it’s making me shiver. The address Lyle gave me isn’t really a proper address at all; according to him, the man we’re supposed to meet, who only goes by the name Nathan, lives under the bridge that passes over the Water of Leith.

      We make our way through the thick mist in silence, each of us mostly lost in our own thoughts, and although the sun is gradually rising in the sky, it doesn’t burn off the fog like I would expect. In fact, the farther north we go, the thicker it seems to get. It gets to the point where I can barely see in front of my face, goosebumps sprouting on my arms. The feeling of a hand on my wrist makes me yelp, but my hand goes to my chest when I realize it’s just Shade, who has caught up to me in the mist. “Sorry,” he says, his hand slipping into mine, “didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “It’s okay,” I reply. Shade’s hand creeps up to gently chafe my upper arm. The motion helps warm me up; sensing this, he pulls his body flush against his side. “Is everyone staying close?”

      “Barely,” Landon gripes from somewhere behind me. “I lived in Scotland my whole life, and I’ve never seen weather quite like this.”

      “So am I going to be the one to say it, then?” Hunter’s voice comes through the fog to my left.

      “Magic, no doubt,” says Silas. “I’ll take that as a sign we’re heading in the right direction.”

      “Are we, though?” asks Shade. “We could be going straight off a cliff and I wouldn’t be able to tell.”

      “Boots,” says Landon, “you wouldn’t happen to have any light spells in that head of yours, would you?”

      “Nothing I trust myself to cast,” I admit. Knowing what’s been happening lately, I might very well blind someone in the process. “Silas…?”

      “On it,” the dragon shifter affirms. Flickering embers rise in his throat, illuminating his tall figure with a flickering glow reminiscent of candlelight. It’s not enough to burn the fog away, which is probably a good thing - starting a fire in public isn’t exactly on my agenda for the day - but it’s enough to at least get a better view of where we are. Turns out, we have indeed strayed from our path, at some point getting turned around completely. “Look,” Landon says, pointing down in the glow of Silas’ flames. “Let’s follow the river.”

      Not needing to be told twice, the five of us work our way down the riverbank, becoming aware of the distant sounds of shouting and honking car horns. Clearly, this isn’t a normal weather phenomenon—an omen if I’ve ever seen one—and it seems to have already caused a couple of traffic accidents. The strange thing is that the sounds around us seem muffled, like someone draped a blanket over the five of us. Whatever this is, it was clearly meant to keep intruders out, particularly intruders of the shifter disposition.

      After what feels like an eternity, we’re finally able to make out the form of the high metal bridge rising out of the mist. It’s imposing in its own right, and the fact that I can’t see what’s beneath it only adds to its eeriness. “Nice digs,” Landon quips. “It almost reminds me of—” But his voice is immediately cut off as something snatches him out of the mist, knocking the breath from his lungs.

      “Landon!” I cry, pulling away from Shade and staring frantically into the mist.

      The sound of a mighty roar pierces the silence, followed by a grunt in pain from the siren shifter. A dragon.

      I roll my shoulders back. “Millie, wait—” begins Hunter, but I ignore him, whipping my dragon wings out and spouting a pillar of flame into the air. That lights up the world around me, giving me a view of the all-too-familiar dragon who is now shaking Landon in his jaw’s.

      I may not be great with faces, but I recognize Silas’ father when I see him—and so, apparently, does Silas, who intensifies his own fire with a roar of dismay. I swoop in to rescue Landon, descending on the other dragon’s back with enough force to make his mouth drop open. Landon tumbles downward, shifting into his siren form just in time to plunge gracefully into the water. The element of surprise is only going to get me so far, however, and Silas’ father flings me off his back with one easy whip of his tail. Thinking fast, I use a blast of telekinetic magic to cushion my impact with the ground. “Boots,” Silas yells. “You okay?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I call back.

      “Millie.” The pleading in his voice is enough to give me pause. “Don’t hurt him.”

      A moment passes, and I nod. “I won’t, Silas.”

      Shade has already leapt down the bank in his wolf form to help Landon out of the water, although to my relief, the siren shifter is more or less unscathed. Hunter, meanwhile, is standing in front of Silas to shield our light source from an unexpected blow. It’s up to me.

      Flinging my arms out in front of me, I shift immediately into my witch form. Force fields are still a relatively new concept to me, but I know enough to do what I need to do. Summoning a fresh wave of energy, I conjure a spherical force field around Silas’ father and use it to carry him up and over our heads. I then launch it as far away from where we are as I can, not letting the barrier drop until I’m confident that the senior Aconyte has safely reached the ground. “That should keep him busy for a while,” I say, just as Landon and Shade reunite with us. Hurrying up to the siren shifter, I throw my arms around him. “You okay, Landon?”

      “As good as I’ll ever be,” he replies, before turning to Silas, who is still staring in the direction I sent this father. “I’m more worried about you.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it,” Silas says flatly, before shaking himself. “Thank you, Boots. That was a close one.”

      “That son of a bitch Lyle set us up,” Shade growls, his wolf eyes flashing. “This Nathan guy is working for Hawthorne, guaranteed.”

      “Working for who?” comes a voice from in front of us. Just like that, the mist begins to clear, revealing a stout, bearded man wearing, of all things, a fanny pack. “Bold of you to assume I’d do anything for that bastard. Whatever problems you’ve brought here, that’s on you. You’d think the fog would be enough of a deterrent, but some people just don’t know when enough is enough.”

      “You must be Nathan, I take it,” says Hunter, crossing his arms.

      The man, Nathan, sweeps into a bow. “In the flesh and at your service… depending on what the service is.” His eyes land on me. “And who is this lovely specimen?”

      I honestly can’t tell if he’s pulling my leg, so I ignore the question completely. “Lyle Morgan told us you’d be able to help us.”

      “Lyle Morgan?” Nathan scoffs. “Give me a break. Kid’s slimier than algae.”

      “Maybe,” acknowledges Silas, “but he said you might have a charm we need.”

      Nathan crosses his arms. “Depends on the charm.”

      “Shifters are being brainwashed,” I say, not wanting to beat around the bush. “Our best guess is that a witch shifter is responsible. We need some way of tracking them down.”

      A slow smile creeps onto Nathan’s face. “Interesting,” he says, nodding. “I think I know what you need.” Without any ceremony, he begins to rummage in his fanny pack before withdrawing what looks like an intricate wire medallion hanging from a cord. “I lifted this from a coven in France,” he says, sounding proud. “This’ll lead you to the caster of any enchantment you can think of. Trackers everywhere would kill for it. There is a catch, though,” he adds somberly. “The person wearing it needs to be under the same enchantment.”

      “So…” I clear my throat. “We would have to put this on someone already being mind-controlled.”

      “Bingo.” I reach for the amulet, but Nathan snatches it away. “I have a lot of buyers asking about this,” he tells me. “You want it, we’re going to have to talk numbers.”

      “Let’s just take it from him,” snaps Shade. “He’s a human. It’ll be easy.”

      He advances on Nathan, who takes a step back and holds out his arm. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, wolf boy,” he advises. “You wouldn’t believe some of the charms I have on me. You’ll be dead before you hit the ground.”

      “It’s fine,” Hunter says, stepping forward. “Name your price.” His wallet is already out, a wad of bills in his hand.

      “That’s more like it,” Nathan crows. “Let’s say an even thousand and we’ll call it good.”

      Hunter rolls his eyes, but concedes. “Fine.” He forks over the requisite amount of money, making Landon raise his eyebrows, before extending his hand. “The amulet.”

      But a wicked glimmer is already flickering in Nathan’s eyes, making his heart sink. “You really are a bunch of pushovers, aren’t you?” he says, grinning.

      I see him reaching back into his pack and I cry out, but not even my new reflexes are enough to prevent the subsequent explosion.
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      At first I'm not sure what's happened, which, added to the fact that the world seems to have fallen into slow motion, makes for a few panic-inducing seconds. The explosion is relatively small, like a burst of fire from an unattended tank of gasoline, but we're already confined by the bridge above us and the water below us. The heat wave strikes me painfully in the chest, scorching my face and bringing with it the smell of singed hair, but the force of it is what sends me stumbling back, careening into Shade in the process. The wolf shifter lets out a startled cry as he tumbles to the ground, shifting into his form as he goes, and that's all I get a glimpse of before the fog is back in full force, like a tarp hasn't just been thrown over my face.

      "Shit!" I hear Landon say. And a steadying hand touches the small of my back. "Everyone okay?"

      "The amulet," Silas yells, and a flash of fire and the flapping of wings next to me alerts me to his presence, speeding past with enough force to ruffle my tangled chestnut hair.

      "Shade," I cry, throwing my hands out in front of me, "Hunter-"

      "He's getting away!" Shade exclaims, charging past me in a blur of fur as his superior sense of smell guides him through Nathan's obfuscation.

      Thinking fast, I shift into my vampire form, using my now superior speed to keep up with Shade's enhanced agility as he bolts through the mist. It's thicker than butter, but in this form I can sense every vibration of the air and water vapor around me, giving me a handy idea of which direction the wolf shifter is going.

      I can smell human blood, too, and the source is moving rapidly away from us. He was trying to screw us over, I think as I continue my mad dash, just not in the way we thought. This prompts a fresh flood of anger and frustration, which propels me forward with a newfound enthusiasm. Hunter is somewhere to my right, keeping up with me, and a splash below tells me Landon has jumped into the river where he'll benefit most from his impressive swimming ability.

      A column of flame briefly descends on us from above—Silas' doing, no doubt—and illuminates the space: we're headed for the green patch the river passes through, and I'm able to briefly make out the form of Nathan, running at a speed that should be impossible for a normal human. Although he's only barely outpacing us, it's clear that whatever charm or enchanted artifact he's using isn't something to be sneezed at. Even as the mist breaks for a moment, he turns around and throws something into the air—it looks like a stone, similar to the one used on us in the Boston Academy dorm. As soon as it makes impact with the ground, a pulsing wave of magical energy expands around him. I'm barely out of range, and can feel the force of the spell against my face, but Shade, just in front of me, isn't as lucky. He freezes in place, stalk-still, like a statue of a wolf in motion.

      "Shade!" I yell, immediately dropping my pursuit of the items dealer to attend to my boyfriend. Thinking fast, I shift into my witch form, surprising myself again with just how easily I'm able to do so, and place my hands on his stiff fur. I remember learning about spells like this at the Academy, but I never learned how to undo them—one of the downsides to finding out your college is actually an authoritarian regime .

      Hunter immediately comes to a stop next to me. "Boots—"

      "Go!" I yell. "Stay after him! Silas will need your help!"

      Hunter pauses, looking at me reluctantly for a moment before nodding once and taking off into the mist. Alone again, the sounds of the chase receding in front of me, I close my eyes, wrecking my brain for something to undo Shade's paralysis, but nothing comes to me. I'm barely able to stave off the panic long enough to allow my magic to the forefront, and do the only thing I can think of, something Shade himself taught me to do a long time ago. Taking a deep breath, I concentrate on my magic and visualize him moving again before sending a controlled wave of energy into his stiff body.

      For a moment, it seems like nothing will happen, but then the wolf shifter springs back to life suddenly, his muscles vibrating with unreleased tension. He turns and stares at me with his golden eyes. "You didn't need to do that," he tells me.

      I stare right back at him. "Yes, I did," I state. Shade looks at me with the closest thing to a smile that a wolf can manage before resuming his hunt, seemingly unfazed by his momentary crippling. Falling in beside him once more, I shift into my siren form, which slows me considerably, but I'm starting to think this will only end one way.

      The fog thins as we give chase, and as we reach the edge of the enchantment's area of effect, I can make out the forms of Silas and Nathan in an empty clearing. They're staring each other down from opposite sides of the field, apparently at an impasse, with Hunter watching them. Silas' enormous dragon form dwarfs the squat man, but Nathan looks surprisingly confident as he glares defiantly up at him. I make a move to help, but the vampire shifter seizes my hand in an iron grip. "Wait!" he hisses.

      "What-" I begin, but then Shade, seemingly noticing the problem, points at Nathan with his snout. He has the amulet in one hand, and in his other is what looks like a small wooden box.

      "Easy, now," the human says, casting a nervous glance our way. "One more step and your charm is gone."

      "He's bluffing," Silas growls, but I can see the uncertainty in his jewel-like eyes.

      "Want to find out?" Nathan demands, his smirk only growing wider. "The second I put it in this box, it's over. Deactivated. Just a useless piece of wire on a string." Turning to me, he laughs a disgusting little laugh. "You know, for beings with powers we mortals could only dream of," he says, "you sure are willing to put your trust in us lowly humans."

      "We paid for it," Hunter snarls. "You cheated us."

      "I think we can consider this a learning experience, no?" Nathan taunts. "Always get your deals in writing. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll be taking my leave. Give Lyle my regards. Or not." He winks at me.

      "Don't move," I command, my siren song coming more clearly and musically than it ever has before. "Stay right there, Nathan."

      I can see the dawning realization on the man's face, followed by a combination of abject terror and frustration. Slowly, I make my way towards him, my scales glistening in the now bright sunshine. I can see him struggling against my commands, but it's no use: I have him completely ensnared. "Hand it over, Nathan," I instruct him, my voice sounding musical to my own ears, "and we'll let you go."

      To my astonishment, Nathan smiles in return. "Poor choice of words, Missy," he says. Before I can stop him, he turns around and hurls the amulet over his shoulder. I see it fly through the air and land directly in the river where it's immediately swept up by the current.

      "No!" yells Silas, but I'm two steps ahead of him.

      Not bothering to maintain my sway over Nathan, I swan dive straight into the river where a flash of familiar green scales alerts me to Landon's presence. I drop under the water, adjusting quickly to the feeling of using my gills, and yell to the other shifter underwater. "He chucked the amulet!"

      "On it," Landon replies, and the two of us speed through the water with the speed and precision of a pair of mermaids or swordfish. My vision is completely clear, even in the muddy river; in fact, it's even sharper down here than it is normally. Together, we fly with the current in the direction the charm went, keeping our aquatic eyes peeled for any signs of gleaming metal.

      I spot something shimmering against the riverbed and dive for it, but when I examine it, I see to my dismay that it's a rusted gold bracelet, probably lost in the river years ago. Letting out a cry of rage, I toss it to the side as I realize just how many discarded metal items litter the riverbed. We might as well be looking for a needle in a haystack. My shoulders slump, but the feeling of Landon's hand on my shoulder gives me pause. I turn to him and see the medallion dangling from his fingers. "Problem solved," he says.

      Overjoyed, I throw my arms around him and pull him into a kiss under the water. Landon freezes in surprise, before embracing me back, his hands sliding into my hair as relief courses through both of us. When we finally break apart, the grinning shifter surfaces, and I follow suit. Together we make our way onto the riverbank: we've traveled a long way downstream, and I can just barely make out the figures of Hunter, Silas, and Shade rushing to meet us, all back in their human forms.

      I stumble onto dry land, shifting back as I go, with Landon's arm wrapped tightly around my waist.

      "Tell me you have it," Hunter says, panting from the exertion of the chase.

      Grinning, Landon brandishes the amulet. "Never underestimate the power of underwater vision," he proclaims.

      Silas laughs, relieved, and Shade runs his hand through his hair, his shoulders finally relaxing. Hunter claps Landon heartily on the back, and I'm barely back on the pathway when Shade presses his lips to my neck. "Thank you," he murmurs against my skin before pulling away.

      No longer insulated by my aquatic form, I begin to shiver from the adrenaline and the frigid water. Hunter wraps his arms around my body, casting a wary glance down at me. "You all right, Millie?" he asks.

      I nod. "Now let's get back inside somewhere. I'm covered in river water."

      

      As much as Landon and I need a shower, our first order of business is to bring the amulet to Theo. He's not in the restaurant today; rather, he's seated regally on one of the plush couches facing the grand fireplace on the ground floor. He turns to us at the sound of our approach, and his eyes light up when they land on me… only to grow worried. "What happened to you, Millie?" he demands, his unwavering voice belying his concern.

      "We went for a little swim," Landon replies. "About par for the course, I'd say. But we got the amulet." Reaching into my soaked pocket, I withdraw the shimmering charm, which seems to pulsate with power as I extend my hand to Theo.

      A perplexed look crosses the hybrid leader's face, but then he shakes his head. Reaching out, he takes the charm from me, but his hand freezes for the barest of moments when his skin brushes against mine. For a split second, his composure seems shaken, but he recovers admirably and clears his throat. "Excellent," he says. "Tonight, we can discuss how to best implement the charm. For now, though…" The subtlest of smiles appears on his face. "I suggest the five of you go take a rest. It looks like you've had a long morning."
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      To say that I’m tired wouldn’t be a hundred percent accurate; by all accounts, I should be, and I think, on some level, I am, but it’s not in a physical way. On the contrary, my body feels almost startlingly okay after this morning’s events, a sensation that is as off-putting as it is comforting. I’m under no illusions about my own mortality. I can still get hurt, I’m sure, or even killed, but every physical symptom is more along the lines of “having taken a long walk” than “took part in a high-speed chase that also landed me in the freezing waters of a Scottish river.” What, then, will it take to warn me when I’m overdoing it? It’s as if that mental barrier has been brought down, and I’m now able to tap into reserves of strength the likes of which were never accessible to me before.

      No, what I’m feeling now is more of a deep, profound mental exhaustion that has nothing to do with the fight or our pursuit of Nathan. Part of me can’t help but wonder if this is how soldiers or international spies feel when they’ve put all of themselves into a fight to protect someone else, someone far away. I’m feeling burned out in the worst way, like I’ve been fighting this battle for decades, rather than months.

      I feel old, and that scares me more than any surge in power levels possibly could.

      It must show on my face, too, because as soon as we reach the floor for our landing, Hunter says, “You look run-down, Boots.”

      “I am,” I admit after a moment of hemming and hawing. “I don’t know if I over-exerted myself or…” But my voice trails off as I see I’m not the only one: Hunter’s pale skin makes the dark circles under his eyes prominent, while Shade still seems to be shaking off the residual effects of the paralysis charm. Silas, in spite of our victory, is looking melancholy, and with good reason: we haven’t even addressed the fact that his father made another attempt on our lives, seemingly without connection to Nathan. That means one of two things: either he’s been following us on orders of one of the higher-up humans, or his consuming hatred of his own son has driven him here on its own. Frankly, I don’t know which is worse.

      Landon is the only one who doesn’t seem at all fazed by what happened, but that doesn’t stop him from turning a concerned gaze on me when he hears Hunter’s remark. “It’s not the new powers, is it?”

      “I don’t think so,” I reply honestly. “I think, after everything we’ve been through, I’m just ready to breathe again. Like, without worrying Academy agents are going to storm the building or something.”

      “You and me both, Boots,” Shade says, rubbing a hand on the back of his stiff neck. “I’m going to go lie down. That charm did a real number on me—I think it’s given me a migraine.”

      “I’m sorry—” I begin, but Shade silences me with a kiss on the top of my head.

      “Don’t be,” he says as he pulls away. “If it weren’t for you, I would still be frozen in that damned field.” Turning to go, he raises his hand to us. “See you guys at our next meeting with you-know-who.” I don’t fail to notice his eyes roll as he talks about Theo.

      “Silas?” Landon asks, turning to the dragon shifter. “I don’t know if I told you guys, but my suite has a hot tub.”

      My eyes go wide. “You’re kidding.” Landon gives me a bold smile, and I shake my head in disbelief. “No fair.”

      “Why do you think I brought it up?” Landon says, reaching out to run a hand through my wet hair. “You look like you could stand to warm up.”

      “I think I’ll pass, actually,” Silas says. “I’ve… got a lot on my mind.”

      “Understandable,” says Hunter. “If you need anything, let us know.”

      “I will,” the dragon shifter replies, before turning to me. “Thank you again, Boots,” he says, the uncertainty in his eyes giving way to affection. “I mean it.”

      “I wasn’t about to hurt your father,” I reply quietly. Silas takes a step closer to me, touches my cheek for a moment, and then pulls away before wordlessly turning and heading around the corner to his room.

      Landon, Hunter, and I are left to size one another up. “I hope that offer is good for all of us,” the vampire shifter says, crossing his arms, “because I’m completely wrung out.”

      “Atta boy,” jokes the siren shifter. “Boots?”

      For a moment I’m on the verge of declining, but all propriety seems to have gone out the window. “Why not?” I ask, throwing my arms out to my sides.

      “Yes!” Landon exclaims. “Now all we need is some champagne, and we can make this a party.”

      “I hear ‘party’ from you, Landon…” Hunter says.

      The siren shifter elbows him. “Don’t make me rescind the offer.”

      Hunter grins, and their lighthearted bickering lifts my spirits long enough for me to grab a change of clothes from my suite before following them to Landon’s room. As soon as the lights are on I suck in a breath: the room was either meant for royalty or newlyweds—I’m not totally sure which—and it’s dominated by a large, marble jacuzzi in the middle of the floor. I raise my eyebrows at Landon, who shoots me a grin—all the permission I need. For lack of a bathing suit, I strip down to my bra and underwear and clamber into the hot tub, not even bothering with a shower beforehand. Almost immediately I begin to relax as I slide into the steaming water, and a sound to my right tells me the others have followed my lead.

      Hunter sighs in contentment as he gets in beside me, sliding his arm around my shoulders and leaning back against the wall. “You’ve been holding out on us, Landon,” he mutters.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” The siren shifter wraps his arm around my waist from the other side. “You can send me a gift basket or something.”

      

      After nearly nodding off in the warm water, I reluctantly drag myself out to take a real shower and rid myself of the remains of my dip in the river. Landon does the same, leaving Hunter to continue to bask in the hot tub. It’s only after I’m clean, changed into dry clothes, and sitting on the couch, that I’m feeling better than I have all day.

      “You had us worried back there, Boots,” Landon informs me, coming to stand behind me. “This is really taking it out of you, isn’t it?”

      “I’m fine,” I say. It’s almost a reflex at this point.

      “Boots.” Landon tips my chin up so he can look at me, his hands dropping to my shoulders. “You don’t have to pretend with me. With any of us.”

      “I…” My throat feels thick. “Thank you. I’m sorry. I forget sometimes.”

      “Shh, it’s okay,” the siren shifter says, his hand running through the hair at the base of my neck. “You can relax now.” And slowly he begins to rub my shoulders, massaging away tension I didn’t even know I was carrying.

      “Mm…” I hum. “Shouldn’t be letting my guard down.”

      “I’d say you’ve earned it,” Hunter says from across the room, where he’s pulling his shirt back over his head.

      “Damn right, she has,” Landon agrees, his hands caressing my neck and shoulders in slow, soothing movements that send butterflies flying through my stomach. I close my eyes, and when the siren shifter leans down to kiss me, I reciprocate with passion.

      It’s only when I open my eyes and see Hunter watching us pointedly from the other side of the room that I blush. This polyamory thing is new to all of us, something that’s easy to forget when I’m being kissed by a gorgeous shifter. “Sorry,” I hasten to say. “It’s probably a little awkward for you to watch this.”

      Hunter shares a look with Landon, the corner of his mouth twitching into a smirk that, while out of place on the vampire shifter, he wears pretty damn well. “Who said anything about watching?” he asks, and crosses the room to where we are.

      By now, the adrenaline in my stomach is giving way to excitement of the best kind, and I can feel my heart hammering in my chest as Hunter drops to his knees in front of me, pulling me in for a kiss of his own while Landon’s hands continue to explore my upper body. My head is practically spinning by the time he breaks the kiss, leaving me searching for more, and the vampire shifter gives a low chuckle before sliding down my body, undoing the button of my jeans as he goes. A little maneuvering is all it takes before he has my bottoms off, drinking in the sight of my naked body like a starving man.

      Landon’s mouth claims mine again just as Hunter dips his head between my legs, his tongue sweeping over my pussy cautiously at first. The wave of pleasure the single, tentative action sends through my abdomen is too much to ignore, and I can feel myself getting almost shamefully wet as he focuses all his attention on my clit. Landon moves his lips to my neck, watching Hunter’s actions intently as he sweeps my hair to the side, his hands dropping to my breasts, still covered by my shirt. I can feel his thumbs sweep over my hard nipples, toying with them almost lazily as the vampire shifter continues to wring pathetic noises out of me.

      The feeling of Landon pinching my nipple gently makes me gasp, my legs snapping together almost involuntarily, and Hunter hums in contentment against my thigh as he gently pushes them back apart. My head falls back against the sofa as the two shifters continue their ministrations, neither focused on his own pleasure; I’m their complete center of attention.

      Soon I’m writhing on the couch between the two of them, Landon’s hands now expertly toying with my breasts as he covers my face, neck, and chest with kisses and soft bites. There will be marks there tomorrow, I’m sure, but right now, I couldn’t care less. My clit is practically singing by now, and when I look down and see that Hunter’s eyes have gone red with vampirism, I’m not surprised; no wonder he’s so attuned to the subtle jerks and spasms of my lower body. His now crimson eyes bore into mine as he slides first one, and then two fingers inside me, stroking me in a maddeningly slow rhythm. They’re taking their time with me, drawing my pleasure out as much as possible, but it’s not long before I go careening over the edge, thanks to the smallest quirk of Hunter’s fingers. I gasp as my orgasm overtakes me, but Landon covers my mouth with his, devouring the sound as I come undone under their combined touches.

      That isn’t the end of it, though. Hunter, smirking against my inner thigh, continues the movements of his tongue on my clit, albeit more slowly this time, and I’ve hardly recovered from my first when a second, equally intense orgasm comes creeping up on me.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Landon says, pressing his mouth to my collarbone.

      Hunter hums in agreement against my clit, and that’s all it takes to make me come a second time. At last they have mercy on me, their hands caressing my bare flesh as I tremble from the aftershocks, the world around me a haze of relaxation and pleasure.

      At last, the vampire shifter gets up and sits down next to me on the couch. “Not bad, Ash,” Landon pronounces.

      “Not bad? I made her come twice!”

      “I guess we’ll just have to find some time to break that record,” Landon says, winking at me as he slides in on my other side.

      “Don’t tell me you guys planned this,” I groan.

      Landon snorts. “Hardly. You just looked like you needed it.”

      “I did,” I admit after a moment. “I really did. Thank you guys. Seriously.” Swallowing hard, I look at each of them in turn and say, “I love you.”

      “We love you too, Millie,” Hunter says.

      “Always,” echoes Landon.
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      I wake up the next morning nestled between Landon's body and Hunter's, their radiating warmth striking a sharp contrast to the cool hotel room. I'm tired in the best possible way, still basking in the relative calm of the moment before the reality of our situation sinks in.

      "Morning, Boots," Hunter mumbles against my back when he feels me stir.

      "Damn it, Ash, why'd you have to break the silence?" Landon griped. "If we had all just kept pretending to be asleep…"

      "Sorry, Landon," I say, leaning forward to kiss him on the nose, "but no can do. God only knows how we're going to have to risk our lives today."

      "Happens at least once a week," Landon agrees, grunting as he sits up. "I look forward to the day we can just go back to having a normal relationship. You know, without being in constant fear of getting brainwashed."

      "One of those normal, every day, four-guys-one-girl polyamorous relationships, you mean?" I joke.

      "Technicalities, technicalities," says Landon, waving me off. "Come on, let's beat feet downstairs. If we're lucky, they'll still be serving breakfast."

      

      They were indeed still serving breakfast, and the three of us now find ourselves sitting in the restaurant, a giant platter of gourmet pastries between us. We're at a huge table that stands in the middle of the room, no doubt at Theo's request. I'm still a little nervous about our next step, and a nagging thought has taken hold in the back of my mind, no matter how much I try to push it away: if the amulet requires a brainwashed shifter in order to work...

      "There they are!" exclaims a familiar voice from behind us, which pulls me abruptly out of my thoughts. Turning around in my seat, my face lights up when I seek who spoke: Hazel, my first friend at the Academy. She's standing in the doorway of the restaurant, looking even more immaculate than usual, but she rushes over to us the moment she makes eye contact with me. "I heard you were here, but I figured you'd still be recuperating," she says as she sweeps me into a hug.

      "Funny how we're always able to find each other when we get separated," I remark as I reciprocate her embrace. The bubbly siren shifter is among the most important people in my life, next to the guys, and I don't think it would be exaggerating to say I view her as a sister at this point. Knowing she's safe is a much-needed boost, and I can feel a fresh boost of optimism go through me.

      "We're just telepathically connected," Hazel quips. "No big deal. Suck it, Landon."

      "What'd I do?" Landon retorts, sounding mock-offended.

      "Just don't go getting a big head now that you guys are official," she says, turning to Hunter. "That goes for you too, Hunter. Remember who introduced you." Scooting into the chair next to me, she adds, "Speaking of which, where are the others?"

      "Right here," comes Shade's voice. I turn to see him and Silas making their way over. We make room at the table as Hazel embraces the newcomers.

      "What about Ruby and Xander?" Silas asks.

      "She's still recovering from the attack," Hazel replies. "As for Xander, I have no clue, but I'm sure he's around here somewhere."

      "Ms. Van Buren." Theo, flanked by two of his bodyguards, arrives and sits at the head of the enormous table. As soon as he arrives, it's like the energy in the room undergoes a dramatic shift: any pretenses of this being a fun, friendly hotel breakfast go out the window, replaced by the responsibility of a real, honest-to-God strategy meeting. And just like that, whatever fleeting positivity I felt when I woke up crumbles.

      "Theo," Hazel says, nodding her head respectfully at the fair-skinned man.

      "I take it the rest of you will be joining us?" Theo says, glancing around at the guys. His expression is stoic, but it carries the vaguest hint of annoyance… except when he turns his gaze on me.

      "They will," I say, feeling as if I need to speak on behalf of the others. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Shade's hands clenched into fists on the table.

      Theo clears his throat, his eyes lingering on me for just a second. "I suppose that's fair, considering they will be involved," he says

      "Damn right we will," says Shade.

      "So this amulet," Silas says, changing the subject, "it needs to be given to an enchanted shifter in order to lead to the shifter who cast the enchantment. Right?"

      "Right," says Hunter. "So we have to find someone we know is working for Hawthorne."

      "Easier said than done," mutters Shade.

      "Hardly," Theo responds breezily, his eyes flashing for just a moment as he looks at the wolf-shifter. "We happen to have recently acquired the location of one of Hawthorne's older research facilities. One with which Millie is well-acquainted.”

      I blanch. "You're not…"

      Theo nods somberly. "If I'm not mistaken, you were taken there recently. When your powers were drained."

      I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, the painful memories flooding back to me. I had thought I was going to die. And in a way, I suppose, part of me did.

      I'm back now, I remind myself, straightening up in my chair. I'm stronger than ever. And I'm going to make him pay.

      "The base is still under Hawthorne's control," Theo goes on.

      "Sounds like there will be plenty of opportunities to find an indoctrinated shifter," says Hunter.

      “Indeed,” says Theo.

      “We can’t just waltz in there and ask one of them to wear the damn amulet,” Shade protests. “That place will be swarming with agents. We might not even make it in the door.” He glances at me, and I can see the distress and protectiveness in his silver eyes.

      “Not if you go in with both guns blazing, that’s true,” Theo replies, “which is why you’ll be going in pretending to be indoctrinated yourselves.”

      Landon gapes at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Theo levels his cool gaze on the siren shifter. “I assure you, I’m not.”

      “It’s… not a bad idea,” Silas admits. “We know we’re high priority targets for Hawthorne. He’ll want us alive, if only so he can have the satisfaction of knowing he brainwashed the people who have been causing him problems.”

      “You’ll have to be convincing,” Theo reminds us, glancing once more at Shade. “We still have no idea how this enchantment works. If they suspect anything, there’s no knowing what they’ll do to you.”

      Hunter snorts. “Sounds trivial.”

      “On that note,” Theo says, getting to his feet, “I wonder if I might borrow Ms. Brix for a moment?”

      Shade stiffens, and the others look at one another uneasily, but I nod and get to my feet. “Be right back,” I say, feeling the wolf shifter’s eyes on my back as I follow Theo into the next room. “Was there something you wanted to talk about?” I ask, swallowing hard.

      “Yes.” Putting his hands behind his back, Theo turns to me, his expression unreadable. “I think it would be best if you stayed here for this operation.”

      My eyes go wide. “What? Why?”

      “This would be a dangerous task for anyone,” Theo replies. “Considering all you’ve done already, all you’ve endured—”

      “Theo, I can’t send the guys in there alone,” I protest. “You’ve seen me in action. You know I can take care of myself. And I have my powers back now.”

      Theo stares imposingly down at me. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Millie.”

      I look back at him in disbelief. “But you would let them get hurt for me?” Theo’s brow furrows, but he looks away, and it’s all the confirmation I need. “I’m sorry, Theo,” I tell him, taking a step back, “but I’m not letting them do this alone.”

      “Millie…” The rebel leader’s voice is soft enough that it almost gives me pause, but I resist, turning on my heel and heading for my room. I’m afraid of what I might do if I look back.

      

      I’m sitting on the edge of my bed, picking at my fingernails and mulling over the morning’s discussion, when the door to my room flies open. I immediately stand up, preparing for a fight, and barely have time to relax before Shade is striding across the room to me, slamming the door shut as he goes. “What are you—” I begin, but he interrupts me by pressing his mouth to mine.

      “I couldn’t just sit there,” Shade murmurs when we finally break apart, his hands already on my shirt. “Not with the way that bastard was looking at you. Practically undressing you with his eyes, the fucking—” But he doesn’t bother to finish, his lips connecting with mine once more as he pushes me back onto the bed, his hands fumbling deftly with my top.

      “Shade,” I manage, threading my hands through his sandy hair. “I want you.”

      The wolf shifter pulls back, drinking me in with his eyes as he tosses my shirt to the side and shoves his hand into my jeans. I can feel myself growing wet almost immediately and gasp with pleasure when he strokes me open with his finger.

      I struggle out of my bra, all other plans and responsibilities rushing out of my mind in an instant. All that matters right now is him, his body over mine, the desire with which he’s looking at me. Like I’m the only person in the entire universe. My bra drops to the floor, my fingers digging into his muscular back as he arches his finger inside me.

      “Say that again,” Shade mutters, lowering his mouth to my breast.

      “Shade, I want you,” I repeat, wriggling desperately beneath him to get him to touch me more. “I need you. Not Theo, you.” The wolf shifter sucks in a breath, his eyes flashing with a heady mixture of possessiveness, protectiveness, and passion that lights a fire in the pit of my stomach. Then his lips close around my nipple, and my thoughts become a jumbled mess. I can feel my orgasm building already, the feverishness and intensity of the situation only exciting me more.

      

      With a growl of passion, Shade rolls me onto my stomach, one hand dropping to my lower back while the other fumbles with his belt. My heart is fluttering in my chest, my whole body vibrating with pleasure, and when he withdraws his hand so he can push into me from behind, I can’t help but moan. He sets a quick pace, finally able to release the stress of our predicament, of our feelings, and of the danger we’re all putting ourselves in. He rubs my clit with surprising gentleness as he moves, peppering my back and shoulders with kisses even as the pleasure threatens to consume me. His hands are in my hair, caressing my skin, and between my legs, and before long I’ve been reduced to a melted puddle by his touch.

      I come a moment later, gasping for breath as Shade follows suit. For a moment, neither of us move, the wolf shifter stroking my hair gently before helping me up, his arms encircling me as he kisses me tenderly. “Are you all right?” I ask as I finally catch my breath.

      “Better now,” Shade says, still breathing hard as he drops his face to my shoulder. “You?”

      “Same,” I say. “Do you want to stay in here with me for a bit?”

      I can feel him smirk against my skin. “I thought you would never ask.”
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      The first thing I become aware of is the crashing of waves against far away ocean cliffs. Salt water sprays up from the sea below me, stinging my eyes and leaving a strong smell in the air. The sun is beaming down from a cloudless sky, reflecting off the steadily breaking waves with such intensity that I nearly have to squint as I look around. I crane my neck as I turn, not sure how I got here but hardly caring; it’s such a beautiful day, and the world I find myself in is so relaxing, that it almost doesn’t matter. There’s something familiar about this place, like a long-forgotten memory from childhood that’s been dragged back up to the surface after many years of being lost. I can’t place it for the life of me, though.

      I’m standing alone, high on the cliffs that jut out over the churning water below me. Blue waves stretch out as far as the eye can see, and I’m the only one here. There’s something peaceful about it, almost comforting: the only sounds are the sounds of the ocean and the crunching of the dirt beneath my shoes.

      Taking in a breath of the salty island air, I make my way down along the shoreline, the fresh breeze whipping my hair and carrying me easily along a well-worn dirt path. To my right is a mighty forest, so dense that I can barely see past the first row of trees, and again, there’s something familiar about it, but I can’t for the life of me place what it is. No matter; it’s all in good fun, and besides, I could use a break from the constant toil of my real world… Whatever my real world is. I’m having a hard time remembering. The sunlit path leads gradually downhill, illuminated brilliantly by the glaring sunlight. It’s peaceful here, although there isn’t a person for miles around.

      As a matter of fact, it’s only now dawning on me how alone I am.

      I feel the first stirrings of unease; that familiar feeling is only getting stronger as I go, but it’s bringing with it a dull sense of fear that sits in the pit of my stomach like a demon. Swallowing hard, I try to push it away, but to no avail. The feeling of wrongness is unshakable, like a flash of intuition from my lizard brain that has my heart beating more and more rapidly in my chest. I need to stop, to take a breather, to try to get my head on straight again, but to my growing horror, I realize that I can’t seem to stop moving. It’s like my legs are working of their own accord, carrying me somewhere I don’t want to go in spite of my best efforts. Panic rises in my throat, but I can’t do anything to stop it; I’m unable to even cry out.

      It’s only as I’m making my way around a switchback leading down to the waterline that it dawns on me what feels so eerie about this place. There are no sounds at all, except for the crashing waves. No birds sing in the trees, no insects chirp, no distant animals chatter and roar. There isn’t a single seagull in the sky, nor is there the sound of anything human for as far as my ears can hear. It’s as silent and abandoned as the grave, and I can’t break that silence for all that I try.

      Adrenaline is coursing through me by now, fear threatening to take hold of me. I try to shift, to fight off this strange sense of possession, but it’s no use; it’s as if I never got my powers back at all, that comforting pool of magic in my stomach forever out of my reach. I want to call out - where are the guys? Where are Hazel and the twins? Where’s Theo? The sense of growing dread only increases with every step down the path I take, my heart hammering in my chest and goosebumps creeping up my arms. I scan the area, desperate to see someone, anyone, who can tell me where I am and explain what’s wrong, but the island is as deserted as a ghost town.

      That is, until I arrive at the beach.

      In the distance, I can make out a figure standing by the water, and I’m flooded with relief. Finally, I find my voice. “Hey!” I call. The figure doesn’t turn around, so I try again. “Hey, hello! Can you hear me?”

      But the person by the water doesn’t even seem to notice me. I can’t make out any distinguishing features, and the only thing that’s clear from this distance is that they’re standing stock-still, staring out across the water as if seeing something invisible to my eyes. The uneasiness has set in in full force by now, and I can feel my throat thickening as I follow the beach up to the figure of a petite woman, with short, dark hair and long, svelte limbs.

      My eyes widen. “Edith?” Relaxing a little, I hurry up to her. Even if she does still hate me, at least she’s another living being, and right now, that feels like a matter of increasing importance. “Edith, it’s me, Millie Brix.” When at last she’s in reach, I touch her shoulder hesitantly, not wanting to startle her.

      The moment my hand makes contact with her arm, Edith crumples to the ground on her back, as stiff as a board. She’s dead, I realize, and my heart stops in my chest. Her green eyes are glassy and staring, and her flesh is rotting. I recoil in horror, stumbling backwards and falling into the sand in my haste to get away from the body. The moment I turn around, however, I’m greeted by the sight of dozens—no, hundreds—of other bodies lining the beach, all rotting, all dead, and all staring at me with those same blank, glassy eyes. It’s only as I start to flee that I realize I recognize the faces: Samantha, Silas’ parents, the old registrar worker, Mrs. Fairbanks. There are others, too, people whose names I don’t know but whose faces I know: they’re all shifters I’ve fought somewhere along the line, all under the sway of the humans, and all deceased.

      Feeling like I’m running in slow motion, I race along the beach, but no matter how hard I run, more corpses appear around me. It’s just as I’m rounding the corner that I notice four more corpses lining the shoreline, and I don’t have to see them clearly to know who they are. Still, I can’t stop myself from approaching them, my skin clammy and my breath coming in wheezing gasps.

      The bodies of Silas, Landon, Hunter, and Shade are all lined up in a neat row, and all staring up at me. I open my mouth, but no words come out, so I do the only thing I can: I start to scream.

      I sit bolt upright in bed, clutching the sheets to my chest and sucking in a choking breath. I’m shaking, gasping, my knuckles white from the strength of my grip on the sheets, terror still coursing through me, unstoppable. A strangled noise escapes me, which is followed by a wave of unbidden tears.

      The feeling of strong arms encircling me almost startles me, but I’m only able to calm down when I hear Shade’s familiar voice rumbling in my ear. “Boots, Boots, hey, take it easy. It was only a dream. It was only a dream…” He continues to murmur reassurances to me, stroking my hair as I lean into his embrace and desperately try to shake off the remaining images from the nightmare.

      I’m not sure how long we stay like that, leaning on each other as the wolf shifter soothes me, but eventually, I’m somehow able to find my voice. “I’m sorry,” I gasp, my trembling finally starting to ease up. “I don’t know what… It felt so real… I thought you were—I th-thought you guys were—”

      “Shh, it’s okay,” Shade says, pressing his lips to the top of my head. “I’m here. We’re all here. We’re okay.”

      His words are enough to calm me back down, but even as I settle back into bed, secure in the wolf shifter’s arms, a horrible possibility occurs to me. What if that wasn’t a dream? What if it was a premonition?

      

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Boots?” Hunter asks as we make our way down the street in search of an isolated spot to make the jump to the research facility. He and the others have been giving me concerned glances ever since I told them about the nightmare. “You look really worn out.”

      “I am really worn out,” I admit, “but… thank you for your concern. I mean it.” Forcing a smile, I glance around at the guys, who have been flanking me protectively since we left the hotel. “The stress is getting to me, I think.”

      Sure, that’s one way to put it, but the truth is that there’s more to it than stress. The nightmare has been eating at me all day, and I’ve only now identified what about it was bothering me so much: all the corpses littering the beach were people who could have—and probably were—brainwashed by Hawthorne. And all of them were people I had to fight through in order to get to where I am today. What that means for the guys is something I don’t dare to even let myself consider. It’s all too horrible to think about, but I’m not about to bring it up with the guys. Instead, I do what I do best: shove it to the back of my mind, compartmentalize, and ignore the possibility that, somewhere along the line, everyone I know and love has the potential to turn into my enemy.

      Unless we put a stop to this.

      “Are you sure you’re good to teleport us?” Silas asks, brushing the back of his hand against my cheek. “Maybe it’s better if we go alone.”

      “He’s right,” Landon says, his tone surprisingly somber for someone who’s usually so lighthearted. It’s clear that Shade didn’t spare any details of my early morning breakdown, and while I appreciate their concern for me, their own assessment of the risk doesn’t bode well for their chances without me going.

      “You’re starting to sound like Theo,” I joke, hoping to lighten the mood a little. I see Shade’s face darken when I mention the hybrid, but after what happened last night, he seems much more at ease with our relationship.

      “We don’t want to see you get hurt, Boots,” Hunter tells me gently, taking my hand in both of his. “And it’s obvious this is eating at you. You know we would do anything to keep you safe.”

      “I know,” I reply, my eyes sweeping down to the ground. “That’s the problem.” Holding out my other hand, I nod to the others. The guys exchange an uncertain glance, but they follow my lead, forming a circle for the transport. Without another word, I close my eyes and let myself focus on that dreadful place where I almost lost everything that I am.

      There’s a telltale rush, a subtle shift, and then we’re standing on the lush green grass of a field we narrowly escaped from not long ago. A chill runs down my spine as I look around; this is the same island from my dream, down to the very last detail. If that isn’t a bad omen, I don’t know what is, but it’s too late to go back now.

      “Remember the plan,” says Shade. “We have to act enchanted, and mean it. No pulling punches, no matter what.” His eyes meet mine.

      “No matter what,” I echo, nodding. It’s showtime.
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      Somehow, I make my legs move, choking back the cold, hard lump that is threatening to form in my throat. Everything about where I am feels surreal, and I have to remind myself not to present any nervousness as we make our way down the slightly sloping ground into the center of the field. The instinct to hide, to protect myself, is almost unbearable out in the open, and I can’t help but wonder what kinds of enemies are watching us from the trees just beyond my line of sight. The crashing of the waves on the faraway rocks doesn’t go unnoticed, and I strain to project an air of calm collectedness in spite of the terror that’s threatening to overtake me.

      “How are brainwashed people supposed to act, anyway?” Landon hisses out of the corner of his mouth as we make our way down the hill.

      “No idea,” I reply, doing my best not to let my nerves show. The last thing I need is for it to rub off on the guys and get one of them hurt. I’m not about to let that dream become reality. “Just act normal. Calm.”

      “Easier said than done,” Shade mutters, but none of us say anything else. We’re all too busy sweating bullets.

      It’s eerily quiet, the same way it was in my head last night, and part of me is desperate to have the suspense over with, for some hunter to jump out from the shadows and confront us, but it’s dead silent. It doesn’t occur to me until we’re almost to the other side of the field that this facility might not even still be active, but I don’t allow myself to pursue that line of thought. Theo’s information is good. It has to be.

      The low, concrete building looms at us from the other side of the valley, and I can feel my heart pounding harder with every step I take towards it. I’m expecting some kind of security, but there’s nothing, and it’s too late to turn around by the time the possibility of a trap dawns on me.

      Silas quietly slips his hand into mine and gives it a squeeze. However hard this is for me, it must be ten times harder for him. Pretending to have met the same fate as his parents is a tall order, and the fact that he never even questioned doing it for me is heartrendingly romantic. I run my thumb over his palm in a silent display of reassurance just as we approach the front entrance.

      And then, finally, a sound issues from the facility. The front gate slides open automatically, a low alarm announcing our presence, and it takes everything in my power not to shift and make a break for it. For a moment there’s nothing but the sound of birdsong on the still air, but then I can make out the sound of footsteps echoing on the concrete walls. Pulling my hand free of Silas’, I stand with my arms limp at my sides, looking as robotic as I possibly can as the newcomer emerges to greet us.

      Except it’s not a newcomer, I realize with a sudden intake of breath. It’s so much worse. The petite woman who comes into view is none other than President Russo herself, head of the Boston Academy and confirmed crony of Hawthorne. All I can do is hope my theory about him is correct, that he didn’t empower her as well. One hybrid is hard enough to deal with.

      Russo stands still long enough to make me feel uneasy, her hand shielding her eyes as she stares at us in the glare of the sun. Realizing there’s nothing to do now but go for it, I take a rattling breath and speak up. “We’re here to submit to your disposal,” I say, trying to keep all emotion out of my voice. What was it that Silas’ father said? “We had our eyes opened.”

      For a dragging, horrifying second, I’m sure she’s seen right through our lie, but then a smile begins to spread across Russo’s face. “Is that so?” she purrs. “Is that really so?”

      Hunter nods like an automaton. “We are at your service. Long live the Academy.”

      Not a bad touch, all things considered. It’s so hammy that it would probably be absurd in any other situation, but none of us are laughing. Still looking like the cat that ate the canary, Russo leisurely closes the distance between us, crossing her arms over her chest as she sizes the five of us up. “When did it happen?” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

      Damn it. Think, think, think. Casting my mind back to Edith, I swallow and reply, “Back in Oxford. After the attack on the rebel hideout.” It’s a shot in the dark considering we have no idea where the culprit is, and my heart damn near stops in my chest as I wait for her response.

      Russo looks me up and down, taking my chin in her bony fingers and turning my head from side to side. Then she moves down the line, doing the same to each of the guys with what I can only hope is an approving look on her face. “Looks like we hit the jackpot,” she says, her smile turning into a full-fledged grin. “Hawthorne will be pleased.” She turns around, beckoning us to follow her with a lazy swipe of the arm. “Come along, then. We have a lot to catch you up on.”

      Exchanging a relieved look with the others, I follow her in; the guys forming a semicircle around me. Through the entrance we walk, the gate shutting behind us, and suddenly I’m once again trapped between the cold, concrete walls where I almost died once already. A chill runs down my spine, my arms covered in goosebumps, and I catch Landon giving me a longing look out of the corner of my eye, like it’s all he can do not to fold me into his strong arms.

      Steeling ourselves, we continue on.

      Memories flash through my head, unbidden. Being strapped down to a table and pumped with chemicals, both magical and not. The fear of what will happen to me, the question of whether I’ll ever see the guys again, the excruciating pain of being severed from my magic. It all comes flooding back, nearly strong enough to make me keel over from the trauma, and only the presence of the guys beside me can make me keep moving forward. Down the long corridor we go, the fluorescent lights casting an eerie glow over us as our footsteps echo on the stone walls. We round a corner, and suddenly there it is: the torture chamber where I was put last time, complete with the exam table and the rebuilt shelves full of alchemical ingredients. I stop dead in my tracks, unable to move forward as my eyes go wide and threaten to fill with tears. The others keep moving, and I see Hunter’s blue eyes flicker nervously back in my direction as he passes me. They can’t stop, and I shouldn’t be stopped either, but I’m frozen in sheer terror.

      Russo continues to disappear down the hallway, but I can’t pry my eyes away from the laboratory. It’s only when Shade, at the back of the line, passes and brushes his hand comfortingly over the small of my back that I’m able to move again, thankful that Russo didn’t turn around. We follow her deeper into the bowels of the facility, and as we go, we pass room after barren room. Some of them are empty, but many aren’t, and I see with dismay that the occupied ones are packed with shifters. They watch us go with dead eyes, and it’s clear that they have no agency here. Whatever was done to Silas’ parents was also done to them. And we’re helpless to do anything but pretend not to notice.

      It’s only when we descend to a lower level that the space opens up, becoming a sort of bunker. The basement is well-furnished, complete with plush carpets and luxury furniture, and if it weren’t for the lack of windows, I might mistake it for an actual apartment. Russo approaches a closed door and raps twice with the backs of her knuckles. There’s a long moment of silence before it swings open, and I have to choke back my fear once more.

      Hawthorne is standing in the doorway, close enough to touch, but this isn’t the same human I remember from last time. There’s something different about him, more ominous, and I see that his once-graying hair is now all black, a youthful luster to his skin that wasn’t there before. His eyes seem to gleam—whether from deviousness or raw power, I can’t be sure—and whatever humanity he once had is nowhere to be found. I feel Silas stiffen almost imperceptibly next to me, as do the others; the enemy is standing right in front of us. Even I have to beat back the instinct to shift and attack him. There’s no guarantee that killing him will help us free the brainwashed shifters. He could easily have a contingency plan, and knowing him, he probably does.

      No. Better to stay the course.

      “What have we here?” he asks, looking us over with a maniacal grin.

      “They say they’ve had their eyes opened,” Russo replies simply, looking smug. “I thought it was fitting that they be brought to you. Considering the trouble they’ve caused, you should be the one to decide what happens to them.”

      “How interesting,” Hawthorne croons, his expression unreadable. “Well, come in, why don’t you? We won’t get anywhere standing out here.” He stands aside to allow us to file into what looks like his personal living space, and the ostentatiousness of it all is enough to make me sick.

      When we’re all inside, Hawthorne turns to me, puts his hands on my shoulders, and leans down to look me directly in the eyes. I feel like he can see straight into me with his piercing gaze, and I will myself not to blink or look away. “Millie Brix,” he says. “On the right side of history, at long last.”

      “Yes, sir,” I reply stiffly.

      “Where did you say you came around?” he asks, tilting his head to one side.

      “Oxford, sir,” I answer. “After the attack.”

      “Indeed.” He lets me go, turning away from me to face the roaring fire in the hearth. “I have to admit, I would have expected more from you, Ms. Brix. You’ve become something of a figurehead for these shifters lately, haven’t you?”

      I clear my throat. “A figurehead, sir?”

      “Of course,” he croons. “The hybrid prodigy. The rebel leader. The girl who will liberate the shifter community. Considering all you’ve done, I find it surprising that you were blindsided so easily.”

      “It happens, sir,” Silas says in a robotic voice.

      “And you, Mr. Aconyte,” Hawthorne says, turning back around to stare down the dragon shifter. “All this time spent fighting, only to end up like your dear parents. A little disappointing, no doubt, but I suppose it’s not unheard of. Coincidences, and all that.” He takes a breath, squaring his shoulders. “All five of you, though? Interesting. Very interesting.”

      It’s only as his eyes settle on me again that the first alarm bells begin ringing in my mind. He’s looking at me like a predator, like I’m the food that he’s playing with. This was all too easy, I realize, but it’s too late.

      “The only problem,” Hawthorne says indulgently, pacing back over to us, “is that my asset was not in Oxford on the day of the attack. In fact, he never leaves his chambers. We bring our agents to him. Which you would know… if you had really seen the light.” My heart slams in my chest, the dawning horror of our situation paralyzing me where I stand. “So, Ms. Brix,” Hawthorne says, his expression conniving, “what are we going to do about this?”
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      For a moment, all I can do is stand there, stunned, panicking, and wondering if I should stay the course or just throw in the towel. Deciding rapidly on the former, I manage to stammer out, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Hawthorne. Sir.” Even as the words come out, I can tell it’s no use; Russo is closing the door to Hawthorne’s quarters as we speak, just as I notice him rummaging in his pocket for a moment. Seconds later, he pulls out a small artifact, no bigger than a bottle cap. I can’t tell what it is at first, but a closer look reveals it as a simple rune, much like the one used on us in Boston. Enchantment.

      Closing his eyes, Hawthorne holds his hand out, and when he speaks, I realize it’s not directed at me, or anyone in the room. “If you please,” he says in a voice that is frighteningly calm. “I’m afraid I have to discipline some problem children.” There’s a pause, and he cocks his head to one side, as if listening to someone only he can hear. Just like that, the rune in his hand begins to glow with power, the light it’s producing quickly becoming blinding.

      Some kind of a remote enchantment? I have time to wonder. It dawns on me that he must be communicating with the spellcaster telepathically, if such a thing is even possible. I can’t even do it after being given my powers back, and my blood runs cold at the thought of what that means for Hawthorne’s own abilities. That’s all I have time to consider, though, before Hawthorne is reaching out towards the first person he sees when he opens his eyes again: Hunter.

      “No!” I yell. I don’t think. My brain has already reverted back to fight or flight, my senses closing in on the sight of him brandishing his twisted mind control device at one of the men I love. On autopilot, I lunge to the left and knock the vampire shifter out of the way. He hasn’t even had time to shift yet—none of us have. It’s taken us that long just to process what’s happening. Hunter goes stumbling to the side, out of the line of fire just as the rune releases a surge of energy.

      I’m not that lucky. Right in the path of the power beam, I’m hopeless to do anything but take the brunt of the magic squarely in my chest. “Millie, no!” yells one of the guys, but I’m not even sure which one. My brain—no, my whole being—is already being consumed.

      I’ve been mind controlled once before, back when we went to get help from some of Edith’s contacts. That was a siren’s song, and although it had felt all-encompassing in the moment, in reality, it was miniscule compared to what I’m now experiencing. A blip, really, nothing more. This is so much worse.

      While the siren’s enchantment made me into a marionette, a human puppet helpless to do anything but obey, the brainwashing spell is different. My body is still my own this time, but in an instant, my entire worldview has changed. The rune colors my thoughts, casting all my memories in the horrid glow of a brand new context. It’s like suddenly seeing the world in monochrome, except instead of shades of black and white, it’s now shades of chaos and control. My entire perception of my life and the people in it has been turned on its head. Some of the sweetest memories from my time at the Academy—making love to the guys, first learning to use my powers, finding a real home for the first time in my life—are no longer beautiful. I’m consumed by an overwhelming disgust and revulsion thinking about them, like they were just some embarrassing phase rather than my entire purpose.

      I swear, I try to fight it. Even as these horrible new feelings wash over me, a small voice in my mind still yells that it’s all a lie, that I need to resist, that the new worldview being forced on me isn’t my own. But with every passing millisecond, that voice diminishes, like it’s being pulled down a dark corridor until it’s out of sight completely. Resisting it is like trying to catch air with my bare hands: impossible.

      Hawthorne is looking at me with an expression of pleasant surprise on his face that quickly turns into a full grin. What once would have been frustration now becomes happiness within me. Hawthorne is pleased, I think, a smile spreading on my face to mirror his own. That’s good. I’ve screwed up so many times, I should be thankful he’s given me this beautiful second chance. “Isn’t this an interesting turn of events?” he asks.

      My smile broadens. “I can’t believe it,” I say wonderingly, all traces of my old attitude gone. “You saved me.”

      “No, Millie,” Hawthorne says, putting his hand on my shoulder again in a way that’s almost fatherly. This time, it doesn’t make me cringe; it makes me proud. “You’ve saved yourself. I just helped show you the way.”

      “Millie, don’t!” yells Hunter from behind me. That’s enough to make me remember our audience, and I frown. A voice that once enchanted me is now as bothersome as a fly buzzing around my head. Why can’t he just let me enjoy this new sense of clarity that I’ve been gifted?

      Slowly I turn around, my expression hard and cold. The guys are all standing there, staring at me like they’ve never seen me before in their lives. Good. I feel the same way. The disgust that overtakes me as I look them over is surprising even in my altered state; how could I have once thought I loved these people? They’re nothing but children, fighting stubbornly against the inevitable. No, worse than that; they’re actively hindering Hawthorne’s plans. Why can’t they see that control is the only way to coexist? Shapeshifting was never meant to be democratized. It was meant as a means to an end, a source of power to shape the world, and they shouldn’t have it. The thought that I once cared about these people makes me cringe. “Don’t what?” I demand, moving to stand beside Hawthorne.

      “Don’t let him get to you,” Landon begs, the fear in his voice palpable. “Please.”

      “Please.” I snort and shake my head. “As if begging will help. Get a grip, Thyme.”

      “What the hell have you done to her?” roars Shade, lunging towards Hawthorne. The Academy President raises his hand almost lazily, shifting rapidly into his witch form and sending out a pulse of telekinetic energy that sends the wolf shifter flying into the opposite wall.

      None of the others have transformed yet—whether out of shock or sheer disbelief, I can’t say—but now the spell seems to be broken. They shift all at once, but even in their forms, they’re looking at me guardedly. They’re afraid to attack me, I realize, and the thought makes me want to cackle. They don’t want to hurt me. This is rich.

      Hawthorne says exactly what I’m thinking. “This is a nice bit of irony, don’t you think, Ms. Brix?”

      “Absolutely,” I reply without missing a beat. “Shall we convert them too? Whatever else they are, they could be useful to us.”

      “Oh, I hardly think that’s necessary,” Hawthorne says, pocketing the rune and taking a step forward. “Considering the trouble you’ve given me, I think it’s only fair that the punishment fits the crimes, don’t you?”

      There’s the most subtle feeling of doubt, but I squash it in an instant. I deserve whatever’s coming to me and more. All the chaos I sowed for the Academy, all the blood on my hands, it was all leading up to this. The fact that I’ve been given this new lease on life is more than I deserve. I’m lucky Hawthorne believes in second chances. “Yes, sir,” I reply.

      “You son of a bitch,” Hunter yells, leaping towards Hawthorne.

      I calmly step between him and the man I’m now loyal to, blocking his path. “No can do,” I croon, grinning at the way the vampire shifter’s face twists in horror. “If you want to get to him, you’ll have to go through me. And something tells me you won’t want to do that.”

      “No,” Hawthorne responds, “but they’ll have to. They’ll have to because you’re not going to give them a choice. The only question is, who to start with?” Furrowing his brow, he gives the guys a once over before settling on Silas. “Appropriate, I think,” he says. “Almost poetic, considering how he turned you against me in the first place. Dispose of him if you please, Ms. Brix.”

      “Gladly,” I say, rolling my shoulders back and turning on Silas.

      The dragon shifter, who up until now has been completely silent, looks utterly devastated. His heartbreak is written on his face, the flashes of his parents’ fate practically playing right before his eyes. “Millie, please,” he whispers, holding up his hands. “Don’t do this. Fight him!”

      “That’s your first mistake, Silas,” I croon mockingly. “I’m not going to fight him. I’m going to fight you.” And with that, I shift into my vampire form and lunge at him.

      Silas barely has time to transform into a dragon before I’m on him, pummeling with supercharged blows that glance off his scales. He whips his tail out, catching me in the side and sending me stumbling, but doesn’t breathe fire. Even though I’m actively trying to kill him, he still doesn’t want to seriously hurt me.

      Pathetic.

      With a hiss, I storm forward again, using my witch magic to form a force field around myself and physically knock him over as I charge him. Silas yells out in pain as he goes flying into a wall.

      “Millie,” commands Landon desperately in his siren voice, “get Hawthorne out of your head!”

      Except he isn’t in my head. There’s nothing in my head except for me, the new and improved Millie Brix, and no siren song can change my convictions. Vampire again, I grab Landon by the throat and toss him effortlessly across the room. Hunter grabs me from behind, and his superior strength is enough to give me pause… Until I call on my dragon magic and blast a stream of fire over my shoulder. He has no choice but to pull away as he fights the scorching heat, and a solid kick to Shade’s side as he charges me is enough to get him out of my hair for now. I’ll deal with him next, I decide.

      By now, Silas has regained his footing, and a flap of his massive wings makes me back up just as he pulls out all the stops and shoots a fireball on me. Crying out, I shift into my own dragon form, effectively nullifying the heat, and lock my jaws around Silas’s as I rake at his scales with my claws. He thrashes with his tail once more, nearly knocking the wind out of me, but I hold my ground, biting down with all the strength I can muster.

      “Please, Millie!” Shade yells from the corner of the room. “We love you!”

      Again, I feel the slightest flicker of doubt, and again I push it away. It’s too late for these kinds of platitudes now, and besides, Silas is running out of air. I can feel him weakening under me, unable to breathe with my teeth clamped around his snout, and ever so slowly, his muscles begin to fail…

      Only for the door to blast open with the force of a magic I’ve only seen before in one other person. “Millie, stop.”

      Standing in the doorway is Theo himself.
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      For a moment, it’s like all other sensory input goes out the window. It has nothing to do with his feelings for me, which are not only irrelevant now, but disgusting; my only loyalty is to the Academy and to Hawthorne. That’s where it always should have been, and where it always will be. How pathetic of him to think there could have ever been something between u! Given my relationship with the guys, which is also disgusting and irrelevant, he’s left with the air of a schoolboy with a silly crush. It’s almost laughable.

      That’s not what gives me pause now. Rather, his very nature is what makes me freeze in my tracks. Theo is a hybrid, and a natural-born one at that. He wasn’t created in a lab the way me and Hawthorne were. His abilities are innate, and his skills are the stuff of legends, making him arguably the most important potential asset we have. And yet, in spite of the obvious futility of resisting the Academy, still he fritters his power away on a fight he can’t hope to win. It’s as frustrating as it is contemptible, and it sows a disdain in the pit of my stomach that nothing else can compare to. My head snaps to look at Hawthorne. His hand is back in his pocket, no doubt touching the stone, but for some reason he still hasn’t used it. Does it need to be recharged? Or is it dependent on the spellcaster’s own energy reserves?

      It doesn’t matter, I think, folding my hands daintily behind my back. I’ve seen the light. That’s what’s important at the end of the day. With this in mind, I eye the rebel leader with a cold composure. “Fancy seeing you here, Theo.” I practically spit his name out. “Decided I couldn’t be trusted on my own? Probably a smart idea, in retrospect.”

      Theo’s eyes drift from me to Hawthorne and the guys and then back to me. “I was afraid of this,” he says, a twinge of regret in his voice. “This was why I didn’t want you to go. You’re too valuable to be taken advantage of by the Academy.”

      “Taken advantage of?” I ask, taking a step towards him. “Taken advantage of? That’s rich.” I snort and shake my head. “You’re the one who’s been taking advantage of me. From square one, all you’ve cared about is your own damned legacy. Why waste so much time on a cause that’s so clearly worthless? It’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re wrong,” Theo tells me in a stoic tone of voice. There’s frustration hidden just below the surface, along with a haunting sense of melancholy that makes me pause for a fraction of a second. Is he… disappointed in me? I shake the idea off. It doesn’t matter what he thinks. It doesn’t matter what any of them think. “You’ve spent all your time as a shifter standing up for what’s right, Millie,” he goes on, his pale eyes boring into mine with a surprising intensity. “Hell, you’re the direct result of the Academy’s abuses! How can you not see that?”

      “Don’t you get it?” I hiss back at him. “That’s the whole point, Theo. The Academy made me. I wouldn’t be standing here if it weren’t for the humans. I owe them everything; I don’t owe the shifters jack shit.” Cocking my head to the side like a predator observing my prey, I change the subject. “How did you figure out this was going to happen, anyway? Did you follow us here?” I chuckle. “Stupid of you not to bring backup. You know you’re outnumbered.”

      “I’ve told you since the beginning,” Theo replies slowly, “I’ve always felt a connection to you, Millie. Call it love, call it camaraderie, call it a sixth sense. Call it whatever you want. I knew something was wrong from the minute you left. And it looks like I was right.”

      “Isn’t that sweet,” I purr. “The legendary Theo’s in love. Unfortunately for you, my allegiances have changed.”

      Crossing my arms, I move to stand beside Hawthorne, who looks as pleased as punch. “You heard her, Theo,” he says, putting his hand on the top of my head like a proud parent. “It would be easier if you just joined us, you know. We could use someone with your abilities on our side.”

      “I’ll die first,” Theo replies without missing a beat.

      “Boots, please,” Landon calls to me, his voice seeming far away. The hope has mostly gone from his tone, replaced with resignation.

      I ignore him. “Use the rune,” I tell Hawthorne. “Fix him. Hell, fix all of them, while you’re at it.”

      “Not so fast,” Hawthorne says. “I still deserve satisfaction for all the problems the rebels have caused me. Even better if your boy toys can watch while you tear this bastard’s throat out.”

      A wicked grin slowly spreads across my face, and I loosen my neck, already itching for another fight. It’s funny; before, after getting my powers back, I was afraid of myself. The bloodlust scared me, as did the ease with which I doled out violence. Now, though, it’s like I’ve been reborn. The idea of a violent fight sends a surge of excitement through me. “Gladly, sir,” I say.

      Theo holds up his hands. “I don’t want to fight you, Millie.”

      “That’s too bad,” I tell him, “because I’m just about ready to rip you limb from limb.”

      “This isn’t you,” the rebel leader protests. “Remember everything you’ve done!”

      “Useless,” I snap, and shift into my witch form before turning on the guys. “You might want to close your eyes for this. Your precious figurehead isn’t going to leave this room alive.”

      “No!” Shade yells, lurching forward, but Russo grabs him by the arm and pulls him back just as half a dozen other shifters make their way into the room. Things have just gotten a lot more interesting.

      “This should be good,” Hawthorne says, and crosses his arms.

      That’s all it takes for the apartment to descend into chaos. Russo may be human, but the guards she summoned are not, and before the guys can meddle in my business anymore, the newcomers are shifting into their forms. Rules of engagement don’t exist here. Without any fanfare, the Academy shifters descend upon the guys, who are left to shift back and defend themselves, essentially distracted from my dealings with Theo and Hawthorne. A shame, since I was hoping to watch them die or be converted personally, but we can’t always get what we want. With a snarl of aggression, I round on Theo and extend my arms.

      My telekinetic blast hits him squarely in the chest, but he’s already shifted his lower half into his vampire form, anchoring himself to the ground with his supernatural strength. “Millie, I know you’re still in there,” he says. His voice is eerily, frustratingly calm, and even though rage is pouring off me, his pale eyes seem to be looking right into me. “You can pull yourself out of this. I know you can.”

      “Like hell,” I hiss, transforming into a wolf and charging him. I fly into him, my teeth tearing into the untransformed flesh of his upper torso as I use my own momentum to hurl him onto the ground. Shade’s training, it seems, is still coming in handy. I’m on top of the hybrid shifter in seconds, snapping my fangs furiously at him.

      Theo gets his arms up and summons a force field of his own. It expands in a rapidly growing bubble, forcing me away from him. I dig my heels in, but it’s no use; he’s been around longer than me, and his magic is stronger. But I’m more tenacious. Shifting into my siren form, I let out a scream of pure sonic vibration that connects with his bubble. I can see the energy field vibrating from the pressure of the waves, and Theo lets out a grunt as he concentrates on keeping the barrier up.

      Hawthorne and Russo, meanwhile, are watching both fiascos like fans at a sports match, and the pride on Hawthorne’s face makes my heart surge in my chest.

      “Why don’t you fucking fight back?” I yell at Theo at an even louder volume.

      That finally does the trick. His force field fragments momentarily—only for a split second, but it’s enough of an opening for me to expel a jet of fire in his direction. The hybrid leader is forced to leap out of the way, losing his concentration and allowing the barrier to drop. Sprouting my dragon tail, I swipe it in his direction, sending him flying off his feet. He collapses in a heap, and when he drags himself back up, there’s a trickle of blood running from his nose, which is clearly broken. It’s hardly a surface wound, nothing compared to some of the violence I’ve seen, but seeing the blood on Theo’s pale face makes me freeze in my tracks.

      I hurt him, I think. I actually hurt the rebel leader.

      The feeling it elicits in me is strange, and I don’t like it. It’s like the slightest hint of uncertainty wells up in my stomach, a flicker of doubt as he stares defiantly back at me, still not doing anything to hurt me. Frustrated, I yell again, “Fight me, damn it!”

      “No, Millie,” Theo says, his voice startlingly calm. “I’m not going to fight you.”

      There it is again, that pang of unease that I felt when I was fighting the guys. Gritting my teeth, I shift back into my vampire form and lunge at him once more. When Theo speaks again, it’s in his siren voice. “Don’t.”

      The command isn’t enough to fully incapacitate me, but it is enough to slow me down. Theo himself shifts into his vampire form, putting up his hands to block the pummeling that I rain down on him the moment I get my senses back. I put my whole weight behind the blows, angry at the sudden cracks that are appearing in my convictions. “You were always meant to lead the shifters,” Theo pants as he stumbles backward under the force of my punches and kicks. “You’ve been at the heart of the rebellion this whole time. You’re so much stronger than you know.”

      “Shut up!” I yell, sprouting dragon claws and raking them across his arm. Blood wells up from the cuts, and once again I have to fight to resist the sudden disgust I feel at myself for the injury I’ve caused. This is right, I tell myself. I’m doing the right thing.

      “We need you,” Theo continues, still in that terrifyingly calm tone of voice, and still without making any offensive moves against me. He’s only doing the bare minimum to protect himself, I realize. “The rebellion needs you. They need you.” Our arms still locked together, he nods in the direction of the guys, who are fighting tooth and nail with the other shifters. I make the mistake of following his gaze and seeing them being beaten back. The cracks in my armor grow a little more.

      “Enough of this,” I hear Hawthorne command. “Finish him off.”

      With a burst of renewed energy, I summon the biggest blast of fire that I can from deep in my chest and exhale it directly onto Theo. His vampire body goes up in flames, and even the stoic rebel leader is unable to keep from screaming in pain as his legs give out. The smell of burning flesh fills the room, the sounds of suffering and violence all around me. But it’s the look in Theo’s eyes that makes me freeze: that same half-plaintive expression of disappointment and lost hope.

      I tell myself not to give in, to stay focused on what truly matters, but then I hear one of the guys—I’m not sure which one—let out his own cry of pain, as frightened and anguished as Theo’s.

      And just like that, I snap out of it.
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      For a moment, it’s like having a bucket of cold water dumped over my head. No, more accurately, it’s like finally being allowed up for air after being held underwater almost to the point of death. Suddenly the world is too bright, the colors too vibrant, all of my senses thrown out of whack by the abruptness of the shift. Whereas the first shift came almost as a relief, bringing with it the freedom of having my ideas shaped around apathy, this one comes as a shock. No more than a couple of seconds have passed, and Theo is still lying on the ground in front of me. All around me are the sounds of battle, but whatever bloodthirst Hawthorne induced in me is gone, shaken off like some kind of meddlesome pest.

      The carnage…

      I realize I’m shaking as I stare down at Theo, his body still smoldering from the heat of the flames. My eyes drop to my hands, which are shaking, covered in scrapes, bruises and blood. Blood that isn’t my own. My ears pick up on a cry of anguish, and it’s a moment before I notice it’s coming from me. What have I done? What the hell have I done?

      “What are you doing?” Hawthorne’s voice, sounding like it’s coming from far away, makes its way to me from across the room. “Kill him, Millie!”

      But the command doesn’t hold up anymore. The guilt, disgust, and shock of what I just did is too much for even the most potent of brainwashing spells. Finally, I get my body to work, and this time there’s no malice behind my actions—nothing but cold despair and desperation to make things right. Thinking fast, I shift into my dragon form, the bulk of my reptilian body immediately dwarfing those around me. There’s no water around here, but if I can just use my mass to help Theo...

      I drop to the floor, pressing my armored torso over Theo’s body. The effect is immediate, considering the heat-resistant properties of my scales: the flames are smothered in an instant, giving way to smoke and ash as I roll off of the other hybrid shifter. For a terrifying moment, I wonder if he’s dead already, but I notice that his chest is still moving, albeit shallowly, and that’s all I can do for now.

      “Millie, stop it! Kill him!” Hawthorne yells, and out of the corner of my eye, I see him shift into vampire form. It’s the first time I’ve witnessed him change forms completely, and it only fuels the anger bubbling up in my chest.

      “Boots!” I hear Silas say in a tone of triumph. I turn to the other dragon shifter, our eyes meeting briefly, and nothing needs to be said. On the same wavelength, he disengages from the shifter he’s currently fighting and flanks me, and together we expel an enormous blast of flame directly onto Hawthorne. He should really know better than to pit his vampire form against two dragons, but it’s clear that he hasn’t quite learned the strategies of transformation yet, which is our saving grace. The flames lick at his skin, blistering it the same way they did Theo’s. Unfortunately, he gets his hands up in time to surround himself in his own force field, rendering our attacks useless.

      Grabbing the rune again, Hawthorne shouts out to his mysterious collaborator. “Again! Bewitch her again!” The blast of light hits me dead-on, but this time, it has no effect. My convictions are rock-solid. It’s as if the trauma of what I did to Theo has granted me immunity against the spell’s effects, and with a broad sweep of my tail, I knock Hawthorne off his feet. With an outraged roar, he turns to his other minions. “Kill them, all of you! No one leaves this building alive!”

      That’s all the warning I get before one of the enemy witch shifters summons a glyph under our feet. Immediately I feel the strength going out of my limbs, but I manage to shift into my witch form and summon a counter-spell of my own, the two sigils lining up underfoot and effectively neutralizing one another. It takes energy to maintain, but I have enough cycles left to conjure a force field around myself, each of the guys, and Theo. The enemies’ barrage continues, but we’re at a stalemate. The tide, for now, seems to have turned.

      “She won’t hold out forever,” Russo yells to Hawthorne from across the room.

      “Maybe not,” Landon grunts from within his force field, “but we will.” Extending his arms, he lets out a fresh wave of sound vibrations that encases us in another layer. It’s not as strong as the barrier I created, but the combined strength pushes the rest of our attackers back. From his place on the floor, Theo also summons another layer, and between the three of us, we’re completely ensconced.

      Hawthorne meets my eyes, his expression one of pure hatred. “This isn’t over,” he says after a tense moment, before turning to his cronies. “Evacuate. We return to the Academy. We’ll have the numbers there.” Shooting me a vicious smile, he adds, “Enjoy this while it lasts, Millie Brix. Next time, there won’t be a second chance. I’m going to kill you, and I’ll make sure it hurts.”

      “I fucking dare you,” Shade yells from his own spot. His wolf’s eyes meet mine, and I can see the relief on his face at the confirmation that I’m back to my old self.

      That’s all that happens before the others make their retreat, stalking out of the apartments and up the stairs. I maintain the barrier long enough to wait for their footsteps to retreat completely before letting it down, pausing to telekinetically move a chair in front of the door to barricade it. Then I shift back into my human form, breathing hard. “I’m sorry,” I pant, rushing to the guys. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

      They all but flock to me, enfolding me in their arms in a group embrace. “Shh, it’s okay,” Hunter murmurs against my scalp. “It’s okay, you’re okay.”

      A ragged sob escapes me. “I can’t believe I… I-I almost…”

      “You broke free,” Silas says, brushing my hair out of my face. “That’s all that matters.”

      “I knew you were still in there somewhere,” Landon says, grinning. “Hawthorne will never tie you down, Boots.”

      It’s only after a moment that I remember Theo and pull myself away from the guys to rush over to him. Almost as soon as I reach his curled up form, my heart leaps into my throat. The situation isn’t good. His entire body is covered in what look like third-degree burns, charred and scorched beyond recognition. The fact that he’s even still breathing is a miracle in itself. Kneeling beside him, I shift into my witch form again, already scrambling for some kind of spell, but then his hand bats mine away. “Don’t,” he rasps. “Save your energy. It’s too late.”

      “No, it’s not,” I insist, my eyes welling up with tears. “It can’t be. We have supplies. We can get you to Josie. You’re not going to die, Theo!” But I’m not sure who I’m even trying to convince. One look at him is enough to tell me that he’s beyond any help I’m able to give. Moving him would probably kill him.

      “It’s okay.” Theo reaches up and strokes my cheek with the backs of his knuckles. “I told you you were special, Millie Brix.”

      “I’m not,” I say, my voice shaking. “Look what I did to you.”

      “If this is what got Hawthorne’s hooks out of you,” Theo says, taking a labored breath, “then it’s a sacrifice I’m happy to make. I’m sorry that I didn’t… That we didn’t…” There’s an adoration in his eyes that makes my heart break. “You need to lead them,” he tells me. “Take the fight to Hawthorne.”

      “What? No!” I protest. “I’m no leader, Theo. I can’t—”

      “Yes, you can,” he says. “You will. The others will follow you. You can’t let him get away with this. Please,” he adds, taking my hand. “Consider it a last request.” There’s a dry smile on his face.

      I realize I’ve started to cry. “I don’t know how,” I whisper. “I’m not you.”

      “No,” Theo replies simply. “You’re better.”

      “Theo…”

      “Don’t let them win,” the hybrid leader says, and then he dies.

      I stare at him for a long time, crying silently. The feeling of Hunter’s hand on my shoulder almost makes me jump. “This isn’t your fault, Boots,” he says.

      “How can you say that?” I demand. “I killed him!”

      “No, Hawthorne killed him,” Silas says, his voice filled with disgust. “Everything that’s happened, all this tragedy, it’s all because of him. And we owe it to Theo to take him out, once and for all.”

      “I don’t trust myself to,” I reply, voice trembling.

      “You don’t have to,” says Landon, kneeling down beside me. “We do.”

      Trembling, I look up from one of my boyfriends to the next. In spite of everything I’ve done, the faith and love in their eyes is profound and unshakeable. They believe in me, even when I don’t.

      And maybe that’s enough.

      Slowly, I get to my feet. “I can try,” I say at last, “but we’re still screwed. We couldn’t even get someone to wear the amulet.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Landon muses. “Do you think that amulet works on former mind control victims?”

      The corner of Shade’s mouth twitches. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      

      The amulet vibrates as it pulls me along, tugging me instantly in one direction as we make our way up through the foothills. We’re on another island in the region, just a short flight away from the now-abandoned facility. It makes sense that the spellcaster would be quartered here. My only hope is that he hasn’t left by the time we get to him. We don’t speak much as we follow the medallion’s trail, each lost in our own thoughts. We sent Theo’s body out to sea; it’s not much, but I couldn’t bear to leave him on the basement floor. It was the least he deserved.

      “What if it’s not working right?” Hunter pants as we ascend the top of the cliff. “Could it be misleading us since you’re not technically enchanted anymore?”

      “Even if it’s right, the spellcaster is going to have guards,” I reply. “We’ll just have to hope Hawthorne isn’t there too.”

      “I wouldn’t mind the chance to rip him limb from limb,” Shade growls. “After what he did to you, Boots…”

      “I don’t think he will be,” says Landon. “They don’t know we have a way of tracking the guy down. There’s no reason they wouldn’t go straight to the Academy.”

      “It’s possible,” Hunter agrees. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      Silas, who is at the head of the group, stops in his tracks as he crests the hill. “Lucky isn’t the word I would use,” he says, and points. Where the ground levels off, we find ourselves face-to-face with a cottage, although “cottage” might be too generous of a term. It’s more like a shack, run-down and battered by the wind and the water. The amulet around my neck pulls even harder at me, nearly dragging me forward as it points directly at the source of the enchantment. Whoever it is, they’re in that house.

      The only problem? There are two very familiar-looking figures flanking the entrance, and now I understand Silas’s hesitation; it couldn’t have been more cruel if Hawthorne had set it up on purpose, and for all I know, maybe he did.

      Standing on either side of the cottage door, their hands behind their backs and utterly dead behind the eyes, are Silas’s parents.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Mom,” Silas rasps. “Dad.”

      “Son,” sneers his father. “Have you finally changed your mind? I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      Silas shakes his head. “We’re here for the spellcaster.”

      His mother cackles. “Isn’t that sweet? What was your plan, exactly? To ask us nicely? To bargain? Maybe you thought you could somehow talk us down?”

      “It’s happened before,” I snap, stepping forward. If I could break free of the enchantment, maybe they can, too. “We’re not here to hurt you,” I insist. “Please. Remember what you used to stand for.”

      “Idealism,” Silas’s father spits. “Pathetic, sugar-coated idealism. And we’re never going back.”

      “That’s the spell talking, not you,” I insist, reeling back Theo’s fight with me as I search for a way to get through to them. “I know you’re in there somewhere. I was, too.”

      “Shame, that,” muses Silas’s mother. “You would have been such a valuable asset, too.”

      “It’s no use, Boots,” Landon murmurs to me. “They’re not going to listen.”

      At that moment, the door to the shack rattles open, and a scrawny figure appears in the entrance. It’s a guy, I realize, and he can’t be more than a few years older than me. Hell, he might even be mistaken for an Academy student. The only difference, however, is his eyes, and when he turns them on me, I nearly freeze to the spot. They’re filled with a terrifying, unadulterated hatred, one that can’t even be chalked up to mind control. No remorse, no mercy, not even a flicker of doubt.

      Who the hell is this guy?

      “You’re the one who broke free,” he says flatly, stepping forward. Silas’s parents move to flank him, but he shakes them off and extends a bony finger in my direction. “I guess congratulations are in order.” A sickening smile spreads across his face.

      I don’t take the bait. “Undo the enchantments,” I tell him. “All of them.”

      It’s futile, and I know it. The spellcaster barks out a laugh. “And why would I do that?”

      “Because they’re my parents,” Silas says, hands clenching into fists. “Last chance, you son of a bitch.”

      “Who, these fine folks?” The spellcaster glances between Silas’s mother and father. The corner of his mouth twitches up, and without any warning, he shifts into his witch form. Moments later, he’s lifting the other shifters up telekinetically before sending them flying over the stony cliff.

      “No!” Silas yells in anguish, and that’s when all hell breaks loose. He’s the first one to transform, his mighty wings launching him off the ground as he bolts towards the spellcaster. I can see the retaliation coming from a mile away—the dragon shifter is blinded by emotion—and shift into my wolf form in a mad dash to prevent catastrophe.

      The spellcaster pulls a similar move, lifting Silas up in the air with obvious intent, but I barrel into him at the last moment, breaking his focus just as Hunter sprints forward. Arms outstretched, he crashes into the witch shifter like a missile, but rather than cast another spell, the scrawny man shifts again.

      For a moment, I don’t even believe my eyes as I find myself staring down a new vampire. A hybrid, I think with a sense of dawning dread. Another hybrid. And he’s on their side.

      That’s all I have time to process before the spellcaster is turning on me, locking an arm around my throat. His vampiric strength practically crushes my neck, but I manage to shift into my siren form and yell, “Get off!” The command works, and I feel his grip loosen for a split second as he visibly battles with my siren song. Within moments, however, he’s shifting again, changing into a wolf and tackling me.

      Shade appears out of nowhere, knocking him off my body, only to yelp as the hybrid locks his jaws around his throat. The aggression is terrifying, and I’m still so flabbergasted that a fellow hybrid would be behind this that I can’t seem to think straight. Thankfully, I don’t have to; Landon lets loose a supersonic blast that, while deafening, makes the hybrid cringe back. I follow Hunter’s lead and shift into my vampire form so we can flank him, but in the blink of an eye he’s shifted into his dragon form, spraying a jet of fire out and around us in a circle. I’m forced back, the heat on my vampire skin unbearable, and a cry of pain escapes me.

      “Millie,” Hunter yells, even as he bites back his own pain.

      “Get behind me,” I tell him, just as I shift into my dragon form. Falling in line with Silas, we circle the spellcaster high above the others. At the very least, this should keep him distracted from the rest of the guys. His dragon form is bigger than either of ours, though, and one swipe of his tail is enough to send me spinning out of control. I steady myself with my wings long enough to breathe fire in his direction, but it’s no use; even if he were susceptible to the heat, he’s too agile even for Silas to keep up.

      Thinking fast, I extend an arm and conjure a force field—not around myself, but around him. “What the fuck are you doing?” he yells from within the bubble, but I ignore him as I try to decide what to do.

      Not about to be on the receiving end of my magic, the enemy hybrid shifts into his witch form once more, holding up his own hands as he fights to undo the barrier I’ve created around him. Immediately, maintaining it becomes harder; I can feel his energy pushing against mine with enough force to make me pant from exertion. I can hear the guys calling to me from below, but I can’t even focus on what they’re saying. It’s suddenly become an impossible task, and I can feel myself faltering.

      I have to let go of the dragon form, I realize. I won’t be able to contain him while I’m multitasking. Dropping to the ground, I shift completely into my witch form and channel a fresh burst of stamina into the force field. The hybrid does the same, and before I know what’s happening, both of our barriers are bursting in a massive explosion of energy that sends me stumbling back. It’s like a bomb going off, and it’s only after the blinding light and debris clear that I see the result: the spellcaster has been completely vaporized. Just like that. The result of two powerful hybrids going head-to-head until nothing is left but ashes.

      I stand there, staring and catching my breath, as the guys convene around me.

      “Boots,” Landon says, putting a hand on my arm, “you okay?”

      For a moment, I feel like I’ve lost the ability to speak. “He was like me,” I say at last, my tone wondering. “He was a hybrid.” Who was he, I wonder? How did he end up willingly subjugating his fellow shifters?

      Is that what I could have been, if I had taken a different path?

      It’s not a question I have an answer for, and I find myself turning away as I struggle not to be sick. The only thing that distracts me is a nudge from Shade, who silently points down the cliff towards the beach below. Silas’s parents are below us, sprawled out on the sand in positions hauntingly similar to the corpses in my nightmare. Their bodies look utterly destroyed, but to my surprise, they’re still alive by the time we approach them. With the spellcaster dead, they should have their minds back, but not much more; it’s clear that, as with Theo, it’s too late to get them medical attention.

      “Silas…” I say, but my voice trails off. The dragon shifter turns to me, and I see the question in his eyes. I give his hand a squeeze before letting it go. “Take as long as you need,” I murmur.

      He nods, pulls away from me, and his form grows distant as he kneels in the sand between his parents. I don’t feel right coming any closer. I can hear their voices, but the sea breeze makes it impossible to hear what they’re saying. Maybe that’s for the best—this isn’t the kind of moment that’s meant for outsiders.

      Landon, Hunter, Shade, and I turn away, standing in silence as the last member of our group says goodbye to the parents and to the childhood that was taken from him. I’m not sure how much time passes, but eventually, the tall dragon shifter comes back to us. “I floated the bodies out to sea,” he says. “It was the least I could do.”

      “What did you—” Shade clears his throat. “Did they…?”

      “They died as themselves,” Silas says quietly, shrugging his shoulders. “That’s the best we can hope for.”

      I can only nod, slipping my hand silently back into his. I desperately want to embrace him, to soothe his pain and whisper that it’s going to be okay, but it isn’t my place. Grieving and processing will have to wait, as horrible as that is. We’re not done yet.

      “What do we do now?” asks Hunter.

      “The only thing we can do,” replies Shade.

      I nod slowly. “We get the rest of rebels and we move on the Academy. One way or another, we’re ending this.”

      

      Our party is silent as we step out of the hotel and onto the Edinburgh street. Filing out of the building behind us are all the remaining rebel shifters Theo gathered, leaving his intent when he went after us. I don’t know if it’s going to be enough, but there’s no time left. Without a word, the guys and I lead our army in the direction of downtown.

      A short teleportation later, we’re standing on the shores of the island that’s come to dominate my life this past year. I can see the campus rising up in the distance, past the lush green hill we’re now standing on. It’s strange to think that the first time I saw this view, I had no idea what kind of war was coming next. The whole place is surprisingly unchanged; there’s hardly a cloud in the sky, and the weather is idyllic. Birdsong fills the air, and if I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t think anything was amiss.

      Slowly we move forward, and as we descend the hill, dozens of figures become visible below us in the quad. The whole place is packed; students, faculty, and teachers are all standing there stiffly, and it doesn’t take a genius to see that none of them is on our side. Have they been waiting for us? I wonder. Did they know we were coming for them? Maybe killing the spellcaster tipped them off. It doesn’t matter, really—by now they’ve seen us. We’re committed.

      Landon takes my wrist gently before I can continue forward, and I realize that he and the rest of the guys are hanging back. Eyes wide, I turn back to them. “We can’t stop now,” I tell them.

      “We know,” replies Hunter.

      “But if anything happens,” adds Shade, “to you, to any of us…” His voice breaks, and an uncharacteristic fear flashes in his gray eyes.

      “We love you, Millie Brix,” Silas says simply. The others nod somberly, their eyes never leaving mine.

      “I love you too,” I tell them. “All of you.”

      None of us needs to say anything else; one by one, they each approach me and press a kiss to my lips. I savor the feeling desperately, wondering if this will be the last time. There are, after all, no guarantees. Silas’s parents were proof enough of that. But the moment ends all too quickly, and soon enough we're huddled together once more, staring down at the army that awaits us. I glance at each of the guys in turn and then take a step forward. “No going back,” I say, rolling my shoulders. “Now come on. Let’s finish this.”

      Ó
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      It all started here, on a remote island in the Scottish Isles, so I guess it’s appropriate that it should all end in the same place. Poetic, in a way, like the path I’ve been following for so long—often unwittingly—has at last come full circle. It feels both like it’s been more than a single year since I first discovered my powers, but at the same time, it’s as if hardly any time has passed at all. Between coming to the school, meeting the guys, and first pulling on the thread that unraveled the corruption in the human ranks, I’ve become a new person, literally and figuratively.

      The question at the forefront of my mind now, as I lead our group out of the main building and into the quad, is whether that will even be enough. Hawthorne having powers is bad, and from what I’ve seen, his newfound magic puts him on par with me. The only thing I have on my side is experience, and even that doesn’t hold up very well against his army of brainwashed minions.

      Silas and Shade are to my left, and Landon and Hunter are to my right, flanking me. Behind us are the Murakami twins, Hazel, and Josie, who is breathing hard from her prior exertion; she’s done an admirable job so far, and it’s astonishing that she’s even still on her feet after expending as much magic as she already has. We won’t be able to count on her for this last push, I’m afraid, and it doesn’t take a genius to see that Hawthorne has us outnumbered. We may have the students on our side, but he has the faculty, and one look across the courtyard at the enemy posse is enough to tell me that they’re practically foaming at the mouth.

      There’s a moment of eerie silence as the two opposing groups face each other down from opposite sides of the quad, like two armies about to do battle. In a way, I suppose we are, although most armies aren’t being mind-controlled by a cabal of witches, so…

      “And here we are,” says Hawthorne, spreading his arms out as his voice rings out over the courtyard. “A fitting end to our saga, isn’t it, Ms. Brix?” His eyes flash with thinly veiled madness, and I can see how bloodshot they are; when was the last time he slept, let alone ate? His veins are prominent and dark, the corruption of his newly acquired magic permeating his entire body. The other school board members look similarly affected, although the corruption isn’t as far along for them—is there a chance of undoing it, when this is all over?

      “Well, Millie?” Hawthorne prompts me again in the silence outside. “I have to admit, I was expecting something with a bit more flair, coming from the girl who’s at the heart of this little game of ours. Freedom fighting doesn’t leave much free time, I suppose.”

      Shade makes an angry noise and lunges forward, but I catch him by the wrist. “Don’t,” I murmur in a low voice. “Wait for him to make the first move.”

      “Is that really it?” Hawthorne sounds almost maniacal at this point. Months of waiting for this standoff, and now I’m not playing ball; I have to admit to a little satisfaction at that. “No smart remark? No rallying cry for your ragtag army? Nothing at all to say for yourself?”

      “Just one thing,” I reply. My voice rings out clear and steady, in stark contrast to the fear bubbling up inside me. Mollie’s words echo in my mind then, and I close my eyes for a brief moment: Fear happens to everyone, Millie. What matters is what you do in spite of it. Whether from the nugget of wisdom or the fact that, one way or another, this all ends here, a wave of calm washes over me, and when I open my eyes, the whole world has melted away, save for Hawthorne. “I hope you’ve been practicing,” I say, and then I leap into the air. I’m shifting into my dragon form before I hit the ground again, launching myself across the open space at top speed.

      It’s as good a cue as any, and just like that, the nervous tension evaporates. The opposing groups charge each other like enemy troops, and within seconds the whole quad has erupted into a horde of battling shapeshifters. By the time I clash with Hawthorne, I’ve shifted my upper half into my witch form so I can use the technique Josie taught me to keep track of the guys; it takes a bit of concentration to keep psychic tabs on them as they join the fray, but I need to know that they’re safe. If anything else happened to them because of me…

      That train of thought is cut short when Hawthorne, now also in his dragon form, comes crashing down on top of me, knocking the wind out of my lungs. I get my hands up in front of me and release a pulse of telekinetic magic; it isn’t hard enough to send him flying, but it’s enough to push him off for a moment, and a moment is all I need.

      I shift fully into my vampire form just in time for his slashing claws to lash out at me. There’s a small surge of pain, but he doesn’t break my sturdy skin, and I have speed on my side. My hand flies out to catch his wrist, pulling his giant form forward just enough to knock him off balance. It’s becoming clear that he’s not used to being in his other forms yet, which I’m aware could be my saving grace.

      Reaching out with my mind, I check on the others: Hunter and Silas are somewhere behind me, teaming up against a duo of wolf shifters, while Landon and Shade are making short work of one of the former board members. The teachers are the real issue, and without being familiar with their magic signatures, it’s hard to tell who’s on our side.

      Doesn’t matter, I remind myself, gritting my teeth and whirling around to leap onto Hawthorne’s back. He lets out a roar of frustration and pain as I pry at his golden scales with my hands, actually managing to pull one loose. Before I can target the wound, however, Hawthorne is shifting out from underneath me, soon standing in front of me in his vampire form. We circle each other for a moment, fangs bared, and I catch the movement out of the corner of my eye a split second before he’s on me. Now it’s my turn to be put on the defense, grabbing onto his upper half as he tries to grapple me onto the ground. Locked together, we each lean into our supernatural strength, but we’re evenly matched. Almost.

      Opening my mouth, I exhale a fireball straight into Hawthorne’s midsection. Still a vampire, his reaction is painful and immediate as he lets out a yell of pain and releases his grip on me. Seizing the opportunity, I lunge forward in my wolf form and tackle him to the ground, powerful jaws clamping down on his wound.

      That probably wasn’t such a good idea, I realize, when he lifts up his arms, now shifted into witch form, and launches me back with the same kind of telekinetic push that I so often favor. I struggle to get to my feet, but the waves of energy just keep coming, keeping me doubled over like the world’s strongest gust of wind.

      Thinking quickly, I allow my upper half to shift into siren form before unleashing a sonic screech on par with the force he’s directing at me. The pulsating sound waves neutralize his magic, allowing me to struggle back to my feet.

      All around us, the battle rages; out of the corner of my eye, I see Hunter being knocked over by a dragon’s tail, and that brief moment of distraction is all Hawthorne needs. The next thing I know, my arm is exploding with pain as a pair of wolf’s jaws clamp down on my shoulder. My knees buckle, the distraction of the pain overwhelming for a moment, and then my legs go out from under me.

      Hawthorne might be an asshole, but he’s no idiot. Seeing his opening, he goes in for the kill, unlocking his jaws long enough to make a lunge for my throat. Winded, thrashing, and thrown off my game, I squeeze my eyes shut in preparation for the killing blow, only for the weight to suddenly disappear from my chest. Struggling to sit up, I widen my eyes in amazement when I see Amelia Ash shoving Hawthorne off of me, her red eyes gleaming in the sunlight. Panting and a little dazed, I accept the hand she extends to me. “Thank you,” I tell her sincerely.

      “Don’t thank me yet,” she replies, before taking off to assist her brother.

      I’m barely able to get my bearings before Hawthorne goes in for another attack, this time from his siren form. I roll out of the way of the incoming soundwaves before seizing on one of the benches and hurling it at him with my mind. The bastard manages to deflect my witch magic with his own, and a horrible realization comes to me as I watch him shrug off blow after blow: we’re going to kill each other. We’re evenly matched, and for all his bluster, Hawthorne isn’t giving in. The insanity on his face tells me everything I need to know: he would rather go down with this ship than see all his work be undone.

      Am I willing to do the same?

      Frantic, I scramble for some idea, anything that might give me an edge over the man who has dogged my footsteps for as long as I can remember, but it’s hopeless. Anything magical I can do, he can counter just as easily.

      And then, as clear as if someone else were speaking to me, a thought rings loud and clear through my mind. The answer comes to me so easily that I can scarcely believe I didn’t think of it before.

      I shift back into human form.

      “Give up?” Hawthorne demands, breathing heavily as he shifts back into his dragon form and advances on me. “I can respect that,” he says, his fanged jaws snapping with rage. “I’ll make it quick, Ms. Brix.”

      I brace myself for the impact, and when it comes, it takes everything I have not to scream. Hawthorne’s massive jaws latch around my arm, his teeth shredding my shoulder and dampening my shirt with blood. The pain is unbearable, but secondary to my task; all I have to do is not pass out, give it one last push…

      Faintly, I’m aware of someone yelling my name. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Landon watching me with wide eyes, already moving to come help me. The battle around me seems to slow down, the magic flying through the air, looking for a moment as if it were traveling underwater. My arm is being crushed in Hawthorne’s jaws, the pain all-consuming…

      I close my eyes and think of my parents, think of Mollie, of Josie, of Hazel and the twins, of the guys…

      And then I unleash my witch magic, the hand still in Hawthorne’s mouth lighting up from the sheer power of it. His dragon’s eyes widen when he realizes what’s happening, but it’s too late; a split second later, an explosion of energy is bursting out of him, tearing his body apart from the inside out. I’m soaked in blood, but the grip on my shoulder loosens as he dies, collapsing in a heap in front of me before slowly turning back into his human form. His body is mangled, his head an unrecognizable pulp, but I could swear I can still feel the hatred rolling off of him in waves.

      Cradling my battered arm in front of my chest, I stare down at the corpse in disbelief. The sight is gruesome, and I’m still in a great deal of pain, but it’s all dimmed against the reality of what’s just happened.

      Hawthorne is dead.

      We won.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It would be nice to be able to say after that everything came to a neat close, tied up with a bow, the conflict reduced to a distant memory. But real life doesn’t work like that, as much as we want to. As tired as we may be, there’s always another battle to be fought.

      The only difference is that this isn’t a physical battle.

      “How are things going?” I ask, leaning across Hawthorne’s desk to meet Josie’s eyes. It’s strange being on this side of the president’s desk, especially after having been on the receiving end of more than one of his stern lectures over the months. It feels almost surreal somehow, like I’ve walked into a dream.

      The aftermath of the fight is as bloody and unromantic as one might expect. For all that I wanted to avoid violence, there was never going to be a way around it entirely. Corpses littered the quad when I finally stepped away from Hawthorne’s body, those of both students and faculty, on both sides. It’s enough to make my stomach turn. Not for the first time, I wish the guys were here by my side, but they’re busy helping with the cleanup process, leaving me as the impromptu leader in the aftermath of Hawthorne’s destruction.

      “Slow,” Josie replies, reaching up to massage the back of her neck. She’s never looked older than she does in this moment, and I can’t blame her; this has aged all of us, probably irrevocably. “The hex ran deep. Even now that I’ve removed the glyphs from under the registrar’s office, there’s residual power that still needs to be siphoned off before classes can resume.” She hesitates for a moment, taking a breath. “If classes resume.”

      “Not having the entire campus susceptible to mind control is a good place to start,” I acknowledge. “After that, though…”

      “We’re going to have to find a way to keep the Academy open,” Hunter’s father speaks up. He and the surviving board members—all shifters—are standing in the back of Hawthorne’s office, watching my discussion with a mixture of hope and trepidation. Hazel and the Murakami twins are standing behind me by the windows, and their presence puts me at ease. It’s nice to know that I’m still among friends, especially with our world reeling the way it is.

      “Agreed,” says one of the other board members. “We’ve been fielding calls from the other Academies left and right all morning. People want answers, and without Hawthorne…”

      “You cut off the head of the snake, Millie,” Josie puts in. “The question is what we’re going to do with what’s left.”

      “Why are you all looking to me for answers, anyway?” I ask, turning from one faculty fellow to the next. In spite of everything I’ve accomplished, I can’t help but feel a little small in the presence of all these people who were once my superiors. “I just killed him. I didn’t mean to take his job.”

      “You were the face of this revolution, Millie,” Hazel reminds me.

      “Indeed,” agrees Hunter’s father. “You may not have been the only one, but you’ve been at the heart of it this entire time. It seems to me that your voice should carry weight as we decide how to move forward.”

      I swallow hard, glancing over my shoulder out the window. The carnage is still widespread outside, and I catch a glimpse of Silas and Landon speaking to a couple of the other students. Silas’s eyes meet mine for a moment, and he winks at me, the corner of his mouth quirking up in that crooked smile I’ve come to love so much. They’re all looking to me, aren’t they? I realize.

      “Whatever happens next,” I say, choosing my words carefully, “we need to make sure the humans aren’t in a position to take over the Academy again. The shifters have to be allowed to govern ourselves and decide how to educate ourselves moving forward.” I pause for a moment, hardly believing what I’m about to say, and then continue. “The Academy has to stay open, though.”

      Ruby’s eyebrows knit together. “I beg your pardon?” she asks, blinking. “After everything that’s happened?”

      “Look,” I reply, turning to her, “I get it. But we have to remember why the Academy was started in the first place—to help shifters, not to oppress them. There are still thousands of kids getting powers every day, with no way of knowing how to control them.” I take a shaky breath, glancing at Josie. “I was one of them. If you and Samantha hadn’t found me that day, I probably wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “No one’s arguing that the Academy should stay open,” Hunter’s father agrees. “The question is how we want to rebuild. We need shifters we can trust running the Academy—no more of these human sycophants. From the President down to the instructors.”

      “How about Josie, then?” I ask, nodding at the witch shifter. “She’s the reason I’m still alive. She helped me get my powers back.”

      Josie gives me a melancholy smile. “That’s a kind offer, Millie,” she tells me, “but I’m afraid this fight has taken a lot out of me. I would be happy to stay on as a faculty fellow, or even a teacher, if that’s what you think is best, but I’ve never been leader material. You, on the other hand…”

      My eyes go wide, my face blanching. “Me? President of the Academy?”

      “She has a point,” Xander pipes up. “You have access to every shifter form, Millie. On top of that, you were the one who uncovered what the Academy was doing in the first place. I can’t think of anyone more qualified to be in charge.”

      The idea is so absurd that I almost burst out laughing. Me? In charge of the school? Have they all lost their minds?! I was a student here less than a year ago… “I think you’re giving me too much credit, you guys.”

      “Hardly,” comes a new voice. I lift my gaze to the door to see Hunter striding into the office, followed by Shade, Silas, and Landon. The gang’s all here, and I’m immediately put at ease. The vampire shifter, looking nothing like the meek, brooding guy he once was, moves to stand beside his father. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but there’s no one I would trust more than Millie to run this place.”

      A surge of pride wells up inside me, and when my gaze drifts over to the other guys, the expressions on their faces—love, pride, and unwavering faith—nearly bring tears to my eyes. My mouth suddenly feels dry.

      “Agreed,” Shade says, nodding.

      “My parents would have thought the same,” Silas adds, a flicker of melancholy passing across his eyes. “It’s a shame they were never able to know you, Boots. Really know you, I mean.”

      My eyes move to Landon, questioning. The siren shifter shrugs, grinning. “Ditto.”

      Hunter’s father steps forward, extending a hand to me. “What do you say, Ms. Brix?”

      I hesitate for a long moment, biting my lip. The idea of being in charge is intimidating, equal parts scary and enthralling. How long have I wanted to make a difference? How much thought have I given to what I would do after, when all was finally said and done? What would my parents think if they were around to see me now?

      “I won’t be able to do it alone,” I say finally, gingerly accepting Hunter’s dad’s hand and shaking it. “And I’ll want to make sure we have people we can trust running this place. Clean out the corruption from top to bottom.”

      “It goes without saying that you would have a say on the new order,” Josie says. “Considering how many instructors have died, we’re going to need to start by finding replacement professors. The sooner we can have things running the way they were meant to be run, the better.”

      “Any suggestions as far as instructors?” Hunter’s father asks me. “I understand options are limited now, but…”

      But a grin is already spreading on my face as I look around the room, from the guys to the twins and Hazel. “I wouldn’t worry about finding new teachers,” I reply. “I have a couple of ideas.”

      “Nepotism strikes again,” Landon jokes, elbowing Shade and eliciting a glare from the wolf shifter. “Talk about putting the lunatics in charge of the asylum, am I right?”

      Hazel groans, Hunter rolls his eyes, and I’m left to laugh, although whether from relief or at the bad joke, I can’t tell. It feels like a world I’ve been carrying on my shoulders for the past months has finally been lifted, leaving behind an immense lightness that not even the siren shifter’s bad humor can damage.

      “The biggest trick the humans pulled was convincing us that we were the lunatics,” I remind the others. “This is the way it should be.”

      Silas nods slowly. “The way it should be.”
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      Go figure, I think as I step out of Hawthorne’s office—my office, I remind myself—and into the administration hallway. And here I was thinking I would never be comfortable in this place again.

      All around me, the school is decked out for the holidays: garlands, enchanted evergreen trees, and intricate wall sconces line the hallways. The smells of oranges and cinnamon fill the air, and outside, the campus grounds are covered in a fresh blanket of snow. Winter is upon us, and I couldn’t be more content.

      It’s strange to think that months have already passed since Hawthorne’s defeat. Soon I’ll be turning twenty, and if there’s anything more surreal than that, I can’t think of it. To say that the transition has been an easy one would be dangerously sugar-coating it, and, not for the first time, I find myself basking in gratitude yet again. It’s been a rocky road. With new students trickling in everyday, courtesy of Josie and Amelia Ash, Samantha’s apt replacement, I’ve barely had a chance to breathe through it all. The guys have taken to teaching classes like ducks to water, and although some of their teaching styles—Shade’s and Landon’s, namely—are… unorthodox, to say the least, there’s no denying that they’re getting results.

      Outside the window, a gaggle of new students sweeps across the quad, in a hurry to get inside and out of the cold. After some debate, we decided to forgo the uniforms moving forward. They did nothing except encourage stratification, which is the exact thing I want to avoid now. We need to start seeing all shifters as equals, and neither look down on the new students, nor give them inflated egos. Egos are where all these problems started in the first place.

      I stretch my arms over my head, stifling a yawn. It feels like I’ve been in my office for two days straight, going over propositions from the board and requests from the faculty, who are all still getting their sea legs. I haven’t seen the guys in a while; between their work and mine, free time has been limited, and I find myself wondering if any of them is on an off period right now.

      That was the biggest downside of taking over the Academy, one I didn’t foresee—although I probably should have. Love has had to take a backseat, and part of me still feels melancholy about that. This isn’t to say our passion for one another has dwindled in the slightest over the past few months—if anything, the distance has only made it stronger, and the guys are getting along better now than they ever have. But that doesn’t make the distance any easier.

      "The illusive headmistress makes an appearance," comes a voice from behind me. I turn around to find myself face to face with Hazel, her arm linked with Xander's. Walking alongside them is Landon, the expression on his face only slightly less humorous than usual.

      "What are you doing outside your office?" he asks in a tone of false surprise. "I thought you pretty much lived in there now."

      I roll my eyes, slugging him playfully on the arm before turning to hug Hazel. "Nobody told me there would be this much paperwork," I complain. "No wonder Hawthorne went crazy."

      "You're no Hawthorne, Millie," Xander informs me. "And it sounds like you're already doing a better job."

      "Don't give her a big head," Hazel tells him jokingly. "We'll have to deal with her if her ego gets as big as Landon's, here."

      "I beg your pardon," Landon snarks back. "I wasn't the one who took a window out while showing off in front of my students."

      Hazel flushes, but laughs it off. "Fair point, Thyme."

      "So you and Ruby are sticking around, then?" I ask, turning to Xander. "We'd be lucky to have you aboard."

      "There was talk of going back to Boston," the dragon shifter replies, "but I think the U.K. is more our speed. Besides," he adds, shooting a glance at Hazel, "I've got more than one reason to stay here."

      "All right, you two," Landon jokes. "We all know you're adorable. You're making me self-conscious." Extending a hand to me, he asks, his voice suddenly surprisingly serious, "Do you want to go somewhere, Boots? I'm getting tired of looking at the inside of this building and I haven't been here nearly as long as you."

      I meet his soft brown eyes and nod, slipping my hand into his. His thumb brushes other the pad of my palm, seeming to sweep away my stress and exhaustion all at once.

      A moment passes, and then another, and finally Hazel coughs. "Let's give the lovebirds some space," she says to Xander, tugging at his hand. "Where did you say Ruby had gotten off to?"

      "Giving the groundskeeper an earful, if I remember right," Xander responds, and they turn to go. "We'd better go track her down before she rips the poor man's head off."

      "See you guys," Hazel calls to me and Landon over her shoulder as they retreat down the hall. "And happy holidays!"

      Landon and I reciprocate the farewell, turning to face one another in the silence of the admin building. For a moment neither of us says anything. "So…" the siren shifter says finally.

      "So…" I echo. It's a little awkward at first, considering that the last time we were together, there was a gaggle of first-year students waiting for him to start his lesson.

      Landon takes a step forward, casting a surreptitious glance around.

      "What is it?" I ask incredulously.

      "Just making sure we're alone," he answers. "You know the rules about PDA."

      I open my mouth to ask what he means, but before I can he's closing the distance between us, his lips brushing tenderly against mine. My body melts into his, and for a moment I forget where I am. It's funny how you can know someone for a year and still feel like you've been with them all your life. His hands go to the base of my skull, fingers twining in my hair, and I'm on the verge of wrapping my arms around him when my stomach suddenly lets out a loud growl.

      I jump away from him, blushing furiously, and grin sheepishly up at my fellow shifter. "Sorry," I mutter. "I just realized I never ate lunch."

      Landon frowns, glancing at the clock on the wall. "Better late than never," he says, grinning, "and lucky for you, I know a place in my hometown that has a great winter menu."

      I raise my eyebrows. "Your hometown? You mean all the way in Scotland?"

      Landon crosses his arms, eyeing me sternly. "Are you saying our master teleporter can't jump us a few hundred miles?"

      "You're giving me too much credit," I inform him, but the admiration on his face is heartwarming nonetheless. "I mean, if you're comfortable with the possibility of being stranded in the middle of the ocean somewhere…"

      Landon just chuckles. "Lucky for you, Boots, the ocean is kind of my place."
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      Maybe I'm not giving myself enough credit, I think as I sit at the booth at the end of the restaurant, watching as Landon makes his way back over from the counter, two steaming mugs of mulled apple cider in his hands. Even after having my powers amplified by Josie's potion, acknowledging my own ability feels craven somehow, like even after everything that's happened, I'm still not worthy of my success.

      "You're thinking too hard, Boots," Landon informs me as he passes me one of the mugs. It's the perfect follow-up to the roast dinner that preceded it, as cozy as a home cooked meal, and damn near as comforting. "I can practically hear it, and I'm no witch."

      "Sorry," I reply, cradling the cider in my hands. "It's just a little surreal, still. That's all."

      "You're telling me," the siren shifter jokes. "I'm in charge of teaching these kids about the ethics of mind control. Me. Whose bright idea was that, anyway?"

      "Mine, you ass," I exclaim, letting out a burst of laughter. "You're selling yourself short, Landon. Between you and Hazel, the students are in good hands."

      "It's just strange to think that we were students here, not that long ago," Landon says, sounding thoughtful. "If you'd asked me a year ago where I thought I would end up, this is about the furthest thing from what I would’ve said." He reaches out with his free hand to take mine. "That said, though," he adds, his voice gone surprisingly soft, "I can't picture myself anywhere else."

      "Would you still say that even if I weren't in charge?" I ask, only half joking.

      There's no levity in Landon's expression when he nods. "I go where you go, Boots," he tells me. "You know that."

      "Yeah." I take another sip of my drink, hesitating for a second. "Sometimes I don't believe it, though."

      "Yeah?" He raises his dark eyebrows. "How come?"

      I shrug my shoulders evasively. "It's not that I have a problem with how things turned out, per se," I explain, the sudden need to get my thoughts out almost unbearable. "It's just that, with everything wrapped up the way it is, sometimes I just feel like…"

      "Like it's all too easy," the siren shifter finishes for me. "Like it's somehow not over."

      "Right," I say, relieved that he understands where I'm coming from. "And even though Hawthorne is gone, who's to say someone like him won't show up again? The humans did it once already, and that was without having access to the ability to give themselves shifter powers."

      Landon's expression turns somber. "Hawthorne was a symptom," he says pointedly, "not the cause. And if we're not careful, the humans will try something again. I wouldn't be surprised if they blew the lid off our existence completely, just to sow chaos."

      "I'm not sure if I have another fight like that in me," I tell him, as honest as I can bring myself to be. The truth is that this past year has taken it out of me, and I'm sure I'm not the only one. None of us signed up for this, at the end of the day; we were as much victims of circumstance as the shifters who preceded us—the only difference is that we were in the position to do something about it. "If one of the other Academies lets their guard down, if they somehow manage to continue Hawthorne's experiments…"

      "Then we'll stop them," Landon says, his grip on my hand tightening. "We'll end it the same way we ended this, and we won't stop until the world is safe for us. For all of us."

      I swallow hard, suddenly overcome with emotion. This all feels like more than I deserve, especially after the carnage that has followed me ever since my arrival at the Academy. "I guess," I say slowly, "if I have you guys with me, then maybe it will be all right. No matter what else happens."

      "And we'll always be with you, Boots," Landon tells me without missing a beat. "We're never leaving you. Ever." His hand moves up to caress my cheek, his touch surprisingly ginger.

      I close my eyes, leaning into his touch as my hand covers his. "How did I get so lucky?" I ask softly, marveling at the fact that we're here, we're alive, and that most of all, we're safe.

      Landon just grins at me, the smile working its way through my chest to settle into my heart. "I could say the same thing to you, Boots," he says, and when he leans across the table to press his lips to mine, I reciprocate without a second thought.

      

      The registrar's office is eerily peaceful when I knock on the door, still a little unused to being able to just waltz into whatever room on campus that I please. "You know you don't have to knock, Millie," comes Josie's muffled voice, sounding a little amused.

      "Sorry," I reply as I step through the door. "Force of habit."

      "Well, your timing is good," Josie replies, getting up from the desk and passing me a file of papers. "I have the latest dossiers on possible first year recruits. All I need is your sign-off, and then Amelia and I can head out again."

      "At this rate we'll be overflowing," I say as I examine the documents.

      "That's a good problem," Josie says with a smile, and then excuses herself.

      Moments later, Amelia and Hunter emerge from the records room. "I'm just saying, I think you could stand to be a little harsher with your grading," she's saying to him. "People aren't going to learn if you don't incentivize them, Hunter."

      "Positive incentive, Amelia," Hunter replies, stopping dead in his tracks when he sees me. A smile spreads across his face. "Someone really intelligent taught me that once."

      I grin, ducking my head as Amelia turns to me. "Hey, Millie," she says. It's amazing how all her former hostility has melted away; fighting on the same side tends to do that to people. "How's it going?"

      "Not bad," I reply. "I figured I would stop by and see if Hunter was around."

      "I'll take that as my cue to leave," Amelia says with a sly smile as she heads for the door. "Don't get up to too much trouble, you two." And with a wink in her brother's direction, she's disappearing out the door.

      Hunter steps around the desk and pulls me into a tight embrace. His chest is warm, and I bury my face in it for a moment, basking in the feeling of closeness. "Missed you," he mumbles into my hair, and I can feel him smile against my scalp.

      "It's been a while," I agree, pulling back to look him in the eyes. I have to crane my neck; sometimes I'm still surprised by how tall he is. His ocean blue eyes are bright, full of energy in spite of the long week he's put in preparing for the holiday break. "How are your students?" I ask when I finally pull away from him.

      "They're doing well, I think," the vampire shifter replies. "I'm still not sure I'm totally qualified to be teaching them, but…"

      "Hey." I take his face in my hands. "They admire you, Hunter. That's the most important thing. They look up to you. They know what kind of difference you've made in this place."

      "And I'm sure the fact that my father's a board member isn't influencing their opinions in the slightest," he remarks dryly.

      I interrupt him with a kiss, pulling him close in the warmth of the office. "You're cute when you get self-conscious," I mumble against his mouth.

      I feel his smile broaden. "I know." Pulling away, he interlocks his fingers with mine. "Come on," he says, tugging me in the direction of the door. "Are you up for a drink?"

      "Depends on what kind of drink," I reply. "As awesome as your blood is, Hunter, I think I'm more in the mood for something alcoholic."

      "Good," he says as we leave the office. The air outside is bitterly cold, hitting my face full-force, and I shrink against it, unable to keep from shivering. This doesn't go unnoticed by Hunter, who pulls me against his body, his arm draping around my shoulders. "I've got something better in mind." Tucked into his side, I allow him to lead me down the path and off to the right, away from the faculty building.

      "Where are we going?" I ask.

      "The board members' cottages are this way," Hunter explains. "I think it's high time I introduce my girlfriend to my parents. Officially, I mean."

      My blood immediately runs cold. "Excuse me? Parents?"

      Hunter laughs. "Relax. They already know we're dating, Boots."

      "Yeah," I protest, feeling color creeping into my cheeks that's decidedly not due to the cold, "but I'm willing to bet they don't know you're not the only one who's dating me."

      We continue to follow the cobblestone path, skirting around the outside of the quad in the direction of the faculty quarters. A few clusters of students are still milling about, done with classes for the day and eager to get back to the warmth of the dorms. As we pass by the academic building, a couple of freshman girls ogle Hunter, starstruck looks in their eyes as they whisper to one another about the President and her significant other. If Hunter notices the attention, he pays it no mind, looking at me like I'm the center of his universe. It's enough to chase my self-consciousness away entirely, and by the time we arrive outside the cottage marked "Mr. and Mrs. Ash," the worst of my nerves have abated.

      Hunter knocks on the door, his grip on my hand tightening almost imperceptibly. There's a pause, and then the face of a red-haired woman appears in the doorway. She's the spitting image of Amelia, and her expression brightens the moment she sees Hunter.

      "Sweetheart," she exclaims, pulling him into an embrace. "What a nice surprise!" I've seen her around, between the previous administrative visits to the campus and the ill-fated Boston conference, but I never put her association to Hunter together until now. Her blue eyes sweep over me, and I can't get over the feeling that she's assessing me, deciding whether I'm worthy of her son.

      Her gaze lingers on Hunter's and my joined hands for a moment, but her warm smile doesn't waver for an instant.

      "Mum," Hunter says, "I'd like to officially introduce you to Millie Brix. She's my, uh… girlfriend." He sounds like he's almost marveling at the word.

      There's a beat, and then another, and I'm on the verge of panicking and making a break for it when Hunter's mother extends a hand to me, her smile growing. "It's a pleasure to finally meet you, Ms. Brix," she says warmly. "I've heard a lot about you. Come in, please—it's freezing out here."

      

      A few minutes later I'm shrugging off my scarf and curling up next to Hunter on his parents' loveseat. The space is pretty small in here, not surprising, considering the board members' cottages are mostly reserved for the rare occasions when they visit the campus. They've been spending a fair amount of time here recently, though, helping with the transition process and voting on measures I've proposed as President. It's still bizarre that people decades older and more experienced than me are suddenly deferring to me about the management of the Academy, but if there's one thing I've learned from all of this, it's that humans and shifters have greatly differing definitions of the word "normal".

      "Blood?" asks Hunter's mom, turning around to reveal her shifted form, fangs prominent. In her hand is a wine bottle, but something tells me its contents didn't come from grapes.

      I turn to Hunter, raising my eyebrows. He's already in his vampire form. "I know you said alcohol," he murmurs to me, "but blood is just as good to us vamps."

      "There's a first time for everything," I reply gamely before shifting into a vampire.

      Looking pleased, Mrs. Ash pours some of the thick red liquid into a glass and hands it to me. I take an experimental sniff, marveling at how something that would normally smell disgusting now makes my mouth water. I can't resist drinking deeply, relishing in the taste, and Hunter eyes me with an affectionate grin. "Well?" he asks.

      "I'll take this over pinot grigio any day," I joke, making both him and his mother laugh.

      "I apologize that my husband isn't here right now," Mrs. Ash says, taking a seat across from us in a plush leather armchair. At the far end of the room, a roaring fire in the fireplace is helping to heat the building up, but I find myself clinging more steadfastly to Hunter for warmth. "He's been called back to Europe to discuss reopening the French Academy. This new push of yours to get the other teaching sites reopened all over the world is… surprising, I have to say."

      It's the type of question that could make a person balk, but there's no hostility in her tone—merely curiosity. "It is," I acknowledge, "but considering the number of new shifters we're finding every day, we have to make sure they can all be taught safely. Even better to start up a school that we can rebuild from the ground up."

      "Better for preventing corruption," Hunter adds. "Millie is trying to prevent more young shifters from being handed over to the humans for experimentation." He casts me an admiring look. “There's more to helping shifters thrive than just teaching them how to use their powers."

      "Speaking of which," says Mrs. Ash, "I understand I have you to thank for teaching Hunter how to finally shift, Millie."

      I blush a little. "Hunter was the one to make the change, Mrs. Ash. I just helped him along."

      "You're being too modest," Hunter teases me. "Mum can vouch for me. I was a lost cause."

      "Hardly," I protest, unsure how to react to the compliment.

      "You made my son into a real shifter," insists Mrs. Ash. "More than that, though, I don't think it would be exaggerating to say you brought him back to life, Millie."

      I blink, looking from mother to son. "It's true," Hunter says quietly, his voice suddenly tender. "I didn't see a place in this world for me, Boots. Now that I think about it, you were as lost as I was. Maybe more. No parents, no community…"

      "I had you," I reply quietly, my heart leaping in my chest under his smoldering gaze.

      "And he had you," Mrs. Ash adds.

      "Damn right I did, and I didn't even realize it at first." Hunter pulls me closer, and even though his vampire body is cold, I still feel warmer than ever. "I don't care where my place is in the world anymore," he tells me seriously. "As long as it's with you."

      I'm stunned into silence, unsure how to react to such a raw display of affection. For a moment, a sense of discomfort at the public nature of his confession settles over me but then Hunter's mother speaks up and breaks it with a single question. "So why does he call you 'Boots', anyway?"

      The time clicks by easily after that, and with the metaphorical ice broken and the blood flowing, the conversation grows ever more entertaining. Mrs. Ash plies us with the classic "meeting the parents" stories—mostly referring to Hunter's childhood and his early difficulties mastering his shifting abilities—which Hunter takes in stride.

      By the time we stumble back out of the cottage, swaying on our feet and laughing like there's no tomorrow, we're past the point of being tipsy, and without having touched a smidge of actual alcohol. "Okay, okay, you're right," I manage to tell Hunter through the giggles, still in my vampire form and with no plans to shift back for the foreseeable future, "you were right—blood is better than booze."

      "You're only realizing this now?"

      I collapse into his side, more laughter taking hold of me. "Don't rub it in," I tell him teasingly.

      "I'm just saying," he replies, ruffling my hair with a hand, "you owe me for introducing it to you."

      "I guess I'll just have to come up with some way of repaying you," I reply, linking my arms around his neck.

      Hunter raises his eyebrow. "Is that a promise?"

      "Let's find out," I tell him, and pull him in for a kiss.

      The cold doesn't even make a difference.
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        * * *

      

      For someone who's been on the wrong side of a detention room more often than the right one, Shade has by far been the biggest surprise in the aftermath of our fight with Hawthorne. To be honest, I had the most doubts about putting him in charge of his own class, considering his temper and general disdain for academics on the whole. But his understanding of the mechanics of shapeshifting is more progressive than that of anyone else, even many of the former Academy professors, and there was no question that he should have a shot.

      What's surprised me is how quickly he's taken to the whole thing, almost as if to spite anyone who had misgivings. His methods are decidedly Shade-like, which might spell trouble for anyone else, but they have, in fact, made him one of the most popular instructors at the new Academy. The only downside? When you have a whole school clamoring to be taught by you, you're not left with a great deal of free time. It's always the same issue.

      An issue that's presently on my mind as I make my way through one of the upper floors of the academics building, on my way to the Intermediate Wolf Shifting classroom. It's been a while since I've seen my temperamental boyfriend, and although there's been talk behind the scenes of constructing a wing in the faculty housing for me and the guys to all live in the same space, nothing concrete has happened yet. There are more important things to concentrate on.

      Nonetheless, I can't stop from smiling when I approach the classroom and hear Shade's commanding voice exclaiming, "Seriously, Ryerson?! Is that the best bite you can manage? My grandmother could do better…" His voice trails off when he catches a glimpse of me leaning in the doorway, and he grins. "All right, guys, that's enough for today," he says. "Take the extra five minutes to… do whatever it is you guys do."

      The students get up in a flurry, already chattering with one another. A couple of them cast longing gazes in Shade's direction, but he's already making his way over to me. "Hey," he says once everyone has left, closing the door behind him and kissing me quickly. "Been a while, Boots."

      "Unfortunately," I agree, basking in the feeling of his body pressed against mine. "It feels like I haven't seen any of you guys in weeks."

      "Yeah, way to neglect your significant others," the wolf shifter jokes. "God forbid you have a school to run."

      "And I'm not the only one," I reply, laughing. "You've really taken to this teaching thing, haven't you?"

      "For God's sake, don't tell anyone," Shade says. "I've worked hard for this reputation, Boots."

      I cross my heart. "Your secret's safe with me, Shade."

      "I know." He pulls me close again, and this time when he kisses me, he takes his time with it, humming with contentment when he feels me smiling against him. "So what do I owe the pleasure, Boots?" Crossing his arms over his chest, he gives me a disarming look with those silver eyes.

      "Is just wanting to see you enough?"

      The wolf shifter chuckles. "I don't believe you."

      "What—seriously?" I snort, shaking my head. "I swear, you're as bad as Hunter sometimes."

      Laughing, Shade runs a hand through his sandy locks. "You know, I'll take that as a compliment."

      I put my hands on my hips. "Wonders never cease." Moving back to perch on the edge of one of the desks, I eye him for a moment. "You know, considering how things worked out between the five of us…"

      Shade raises his eyebrows. "This should be good."

      I swat him lightly on the arm and continue, undeterred. "I'm just saying, it's a little surprising how, well… well everything has worked out. Us. This." I make a sweeping gesture with my arms. "I just… realize that it's not exactly normal, that's all."

      "Boots," Shade says, his eyes glinting with mischief, "what about any of us is 'normal'?"

      I laugh, rubbing the back of my neck. "Fair point. We all started out in the same place, as babies. It just…"

      "Makes sense," Shade finishes for me. There's a moment of silence, and he bumps the inside of my foot gently with his own. "Four shifters and a hybrid."

      "Yeah," I say, my smile diminishing just a little.

      The change doesn't go unnoticed. "What is it, Boots?" asks Shade.

      "Nothing," I reply, pinching the bridge of my nose. "I wasn't always a hybrid. That's all."

      "True," Shade agrees. "You used to be a human. We were shifters since birth."

      I nod slowly, unable to meet his eyes. "I've been… struggling with that a bit," I confess. "The idea that there won't be any more hybrids." Seeing Shade's brows furrow, I rush on. "I'm not saying I'm not happy we stopped him," I explain, already regretting bringing this up. "It's just—knowing that those experiments were what created me…"

      "Who says you're the only hybrid out there?" Shade points out. "I mean, Theo was a hybrid. Why shouldn't there be others?"

      I can't help but feel a pang in my chest at the mention of the name. The white-haired, white-eyed community leader still crops up in my thoughts from time to time. There was never anything between us, not really, but he represented possibilities. Sometimes I still wonder what things would be like now if I had taken him up on his offer to continue my bloodline, to bring more hybrids into the world. If I had taken that path, would he still be alive right now, I wonder? Would I?

      They're all questions without answers, and I have to shake myself to come back to the present. "I suppose there could be," I acknowledge. "Theo was made by witches, not humans, so maybe…" But the possibility is both exhausting and maddening. To have history in both the human world and the shifter one, to feel like a freak even amongst freaks, isn't something that can be properly explained. "I just wish there were more of us," I admit. "A community. And with Theo gone, there's nothing I can do to continue that legacy."

      "Hey, now," Shade says, that annoyingly charming smirk in full bloom on his face. "Who said Theo was the only person you could have a legacy with?"

      Part of me wants to roll my eyes at the posturing, but the other is more focused on the butterflies that have erupted in my stomach. I settle for shuffling up to him with what I hope is a coy smile on my face and saying, "I wasn't aware you guys were offering."

      "Can't speak for them," the wolf shifter says, reaching down jokingly to press his hand to my stomach, "but I don't mind the idea of a few little Shades running around."

      "Sounds like a discussion we'll have to have as a group," I tell him sternly, grabbing his hand and bringing it up to my lips. "A long, long way into the future." Gently, I kiss his knuckles, smiling as I peer up into his gray eyes.

      "I can live with that," Shade replies, moving next to me and slinging an arm around my shoulders. "Now come on. Let's get out of here before those guys from admin figure out where you went."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shade isn't the only one who subverted my expectations.

      This is a fact I'm pondering as I wander down the hallway of teachers' offices, searching for Silas's. The dragon shifter was the guy I fully expected to take to being an instructor, more so than any of the others. His temperament is perfect for it, and his head is in the right place—or at least, that was how it seemed to me. And I wasn't wrong, I think as I stop outside his office and peer in through the window. He's doing incredibly. His students love him. But…

      Silas's office is empty, and the lights are off. Frowning, I continue down the hallway until I reach one of the side exits and make my way out onto the grounds. But he's sad, another part of my mind speaks up.

      And who can blame him? Of all the people affected by Hawthorne's evil, Silas has to have been struck the worst: losing his parents to the Academy as a kid, thinking they were dead for years, only to meet them again and find out that they were brainwashed by the enemy. Their deaths—their real deaths—must have felt like the ultimate slap in the face to the dragon shifter. The icing on the cake after being tortured and nearly killed himself after I showed up.

      Do I blame myself? No, but the guilt is there all the same, my mind still spinning with what ifs whenever I catch Silas's dark eyes from across a room.

      Maybe that's why I start to walk when I catch a glimpse of a strapping figure sitting by himself on one of the benches by the far side of the quad. There's snow on the ground, and thick flakes of it have begun to drift down from the thick clouds in the sky, gathering in his dark hair and leaving a dusting on the bench. Pulling my coat more tightly around myself, I wade through the deep snow drifts in the direction of the first guy I shared secrets with.

      His back is to me, and the snow muffles my footsteps, so he doesn't appear to notice me until I've taken a seat next to him on the bench, wrapping my arms around myself. "Hey," I say, feeling like I'm too loud in the quiet of the afternoon.

      Silas turns to me, smiling. "Hey," he echoes, leaning over to press a kiss gently to my cheek. "I'm sorry I haven't seen you the past few days," he says, looking down. "I was… I guess I'm just a little out of it."

      "You seem down," I venture, leaning forward to look at him. "Do you want to talk about it?"

      "You're a sweetheart, Boots," Silas tells me. "I'm fine."

      “It’s your parents, isn’t it?” Almost as soon as the words are out, I wince inwardly, wondering if I’ve overstepped. Silas is the strong, silent type, and even after all this time, I can still never be sure what he’s thinking.

      The dragon shifter heaves a heavy sigh, shifting his body to look me in his eyes. I’m expecting him to say something—to rebuff me, or to assure me that I have nothing to worry about, but instead, he remains silent. He watches me long enough that I start to grow restless, pulling my eyes away from his just in time for him to reach up and brush some snowflakes out of my chestnut hair.

      “They would have loved you,” he says, his voice sounding rusty in the cold. His hand lingers on my face, as if he hardly dares to believe that I’m here, that I’m real.

      I cover his hand with mine, shifting closer to him on the bench. For a minute he’s terrifyingly unresponsive, but then he leans gently against me, tall enough that his cheek rests on the top of my head. “I would have loved them, too,” I tell Silas quietly. “They were good people, Silas. I’ve never doubted that.”

      “I miss them,” the dragon shifter admits, sounding almost sheepish. “It’s stupid, I know, considering I spent twenty years thinking they were dead, but… I can’t help but feel frustrated. Like they abandoned me.”

      “You lost them again,” I finish for him. “Silas, I’m so sorry.”

      “At least I had time with my parents, though,” Silas says, straightening up. “You never even got to meet yours.”

      “I was angry at them for a long time,” I admit. It’s the first time I’ve confided in anyone about this. “After I found out they left me on purpose, that they never wanted me in the first place… I spent so long missing them, building up this image in my mind of the family I wanted but never had.”

      “Sounds like we’re in the same boat,” the dragon shifter observes. “Just a couple of battered shifters with no family to speak of.”

      “That’s not true,” I tell him, pulling his face down so I can look him in the eyes. “We have each other. You’re my family, Silas. You, Landon, Shade, Hunter… I love you.”

      “I love you too, Boots,” Silas tells me. “I’ve loved you ever since I met you, I think. And…” He takes a shaky breath, the heat of it coming out in plumes and calling to mind his dragon form. “And I think that’s enough.”

      He leans down and kisses me; the feeling sending sparks of electricity down my tense shoulders. I’m reminded of the first time he kissed me, after revealing the nature of my hybridism to me in the face of overwhelming scrutiny from Hawthorne and the humans.

      Silas’s arms encircle me, his mouth breaking from mine only so he can bury his face in my neck. His nose is cold, making me shiver, and I can’t help flinching, letting out a short giggle.

      “Save some for the rest of us, Aconyte,” comes a familiar voice. I pull away from Silas and turn to see Landon making his way through the snow, seemingly unbothered by the cold in spite of how lightly he’s dressed. The siren shifter grins as he comes to plop down on my other side. “If I’d known this was where the action was, I would’ve come outside sooner.”

      “You know people are going to give us strange looks if they catch us all out here together,” Hunter points out, moving to stand across from me. “You should hear the things my students are saying. “I can’t tell if they resent you or want to be you.”

      “It’s not our fault we’re so fucking handsome that she can’t keep her hands off us,” comes Shade’s voice. The wolf shifter, bringing up the rear, stands behind me. And just like that, the four loves of my life are flanking me on all sides. I can’t tell if it’s real or imagined, but I could swear the temperature feels suddenly warmer.

      “So did we miss any good gossip?” jokes Landon.

      “We were just taking a minute to take it all in,” Silas responds.

      “It’s been a hell of a ride, hasn’t it?” Hunter asks.

      “Damn right,” Shade says. “But for some reason, I think we’re going to be okay.”

      I smile, in spite of the snow that continues to drift down on us. Surrounded by the guys I love, safe in the knowledge that I’m exactly where I need to be, I can’t help but agree.
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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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Winter
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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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