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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   L anding on my back for the millionth time that day, I stared up at my opponent, trying to decide what my next course of action should be. His confident smile irked me for reasons I couldn’t explain. My wife would have told me that it was jealousy, but I'd never been jealous of anyone in my life. At least, I didn’t think I had. I leaped to my feet, not even using my hands to get up. I grinned at the surprised look on his face. I'd been practicing that move for weeks, waiting for the right time to show it off. No time like the present, right? 
 
    We squared off, fists raised. Most training sessions were intense, but this had gone further and lasted longer than any we'd ever done before. I knew I was taking out my anger on him, but I didn’t know what else to do with it. No one else knew how I felt. No one else had lost a hand. 
 
    That's right, folks, yours truly, Andy, the resident thief, lost his hand. How, you might ask? Well, let me tell you. During our second trial, one in which we had to hunt down the sea witch that kidnapped my brand-new father-in-law, I made a mistake that cost me my hand. A mistake that if I had listened to the leader of my group, I might never have made. Not that I would ever tell him I was wrong, mind you. I'm a tough guy, and we never admit when we're wrong. Our chaperone, Mr. Jenkins, was able to procure an enchanted silver hand for me, which would come in handy in our upcoming trial against a shifter, but still, not having my own hand was pretty devastating. My leader, Mattie, relegated me to strategist. It was a position that, had he given it to me before I lost the hand, would have made me appreciative and proud. Without my hand, it felt like a pity handout. Like he felt bad that I might never be able to go out in the field again. 
 
    My opponent took another jab at me, hitting me square in the face. I wanted him to think I was slowing down, to make him lower his defenses a bit so that I could strike when he least expected it. My smaller frame meant that I couldn’t take hits like the big boys could, but it also meant that I was more agile than they were, which I used to my advantage. His breathing came out faster and faster, the sweat dripping from his dark hair and into his dark eyes. He spat, saliva dripping down his chin. I winked and watched his eyes widen before I attacked, slipping under his guard and knocking him off his feet before he had time to react. Standing over him, hands on my hips, I laughed. "Tough break, Bud." I reached down with my normal hand and pulled him off the ground. He clapped me on the back, his smile huge. 
 
    "I didn't even see that coming. Great work." He walked over to the benches, grabbed his water bottle, and took a swig. Tossing my own bottle to me, he smiled. "I'm glad you're up to sparring again." 
 
    "Well, Mattie, can't let you and the girls have all the fun." I grabbed my towel from the bench and wiped off my face, thankful I had agreed to my wife’s suggestion to try out contacts. My glasses had always been a pain during sparring matches. Mattie watched me, worry clouding his eyes. How quickly he remembered what I was going through. How quickly the easy feeling faded.  
 
    "How's it feel?" He was watching my hand, the silver one, as it moved like a normal hand. Enchanted hands acted and moved like normal hands; I could even feel it when it was attached to my arm, but that's all it was. It wasn’t an actual part of me and I could tell the difference.  
 
    I shook it out, trying to avoid answering. "Any news on the shifters yet?" 
 
    He turned to face me, ignoring my question. "Andy, I need you to answer me. I can't take you into the field if you aren't 100 percent. How is the hand?" 
 
    I sighed. "It's fine. It works just like a real hand would. And it's stronger. It's fine." The hand twitched slightly at my annoyance. It had been doing that lately, reacting to my emotions. I kept meaning to ask Mr. Jenkins about it, but it happened only when he wasn’t around. Praying Mattie didn't notice, I smiled, wagging the fingers in front of him. "See?" 
 
    He nodded and took another swig of water. "As for the shifters, we've got a couple of leads. We were planning to check them out tonight if you were up to it." He looked behind him at the sweat-stained mat. "I'd say, based on your performance today, you're up for it." 
 
    I grinned. Of course I was up for it. Hunting was in my blood; it was what I’d been training to do my whole life. I wasn't about to let losing a hand ruin that for me. "I definitely am." I looked down at my watch. "And it's lunchtime. I'm starved."  
 
    That made Mattie laugh. According to my wife and my best friend, I had the appetite of three people. Couldn’t blame a guy for having a high metabolism. Mattie clapped me on the back and led the way out of the gym. "Then we better get cleaned up. You know the girls won't let us eat like this."  
 
    I nodded, thinking of one girl in particular: my wife, the woman I had married a few short months ago, right before losing my hand. Fiery red hair that matched her spirit, brown eyes that I could get lost in, and a cute button nose. A smattering of freckles covered her cheeks but she always covered them with makeup, not wanting anyone to see them. Such a perfectionist, my wife. Which was why this whole hand thing was causing problems. It was the elephant in the room that neither of us could seem to talk about. We had spent so long avoiding it, I didn't even know how to broach the subject with her anymore. What could I possibly say? No words were going to fix this. 
 
    So, instead, I said nothing. I trained every day and went to bed early every night. Our marriage felt like it was falling apart and I didn't know how to stop it. Or how to put it back together. She deserved better, I knew she did, but how did I tell her that without crushing her? I hadn't figured that out yet, so I didn't say anything. The silence seemed to be working so far.  
 
    Back in our room, I showered quickly, dried off even quicker, and then dressed, pulling on a white cotton V-neck shirt and khaki shorts. Flip flops finished the ensemble. I was looking for comfort, nothing else. Glancing in the mirror, I ran my fingers through my already messed-up black hair, making it stick up. Kristy thought it looked cute like that. At least I could do one thing to make her smile today. While checking the mirror to make sure I looked presentable, I noticed the bags under my eyes. Kristy wouldn't say it, but she knew I was struggling to sleep—again, something else we didn't talk about.  
 
    I strode into the cafeteria, confident as ever. Couldn't let the masses see me sweat. Especially not the other groups. No one could think we were weak. Otherwise, they wouldn't want to work with us or help us on missions. We could always use extra help. 
 
     My group sat near the back. Two extra people were with them today. It had been like that since we’d gotten back from Scotland. Technically, the two meatheads belonged to my brother-in-law's group. His leader had played coward during an attack and now her team didn't trust her. Kyle, my brother-in-law, and Denny, Mattie's little sister, still sat with their leader but the twins' abandonment seemed to bother their leader more than she let on.  
 
    Speaking of the Ice Queen, she glared at me as I walked past. I couldn't quite figure out what that was about. She'd barely paid attention to me since she’d gotten here and now she couldn't take her eyes off me. I knew I was good looking and all, but I wasn’t THAT good looking.  
 
    After sitting down at our table, I leaned back and grinned at my wife. She looked stunning in jeans and a red tank top, with a necklace of pearls around her slim neck. "What's up, sugar buns?" I'd been calling her silly nicknames since we were little. She loved it. Today, a pained look crossed her eyes before she smiled. I wondered what that was about. 
 
    "Not much. How did training go?" I could tell she was holding back, not asking all the things she wanted to know.  
 
    "Awesome. Showed Mattie some new moves I've been working on." I shot her my confident smile, hoping to reassure her. She nodded, biting her lip—a lip I very much wanted to kiss. As I leaned in to do so, someone across from me kicked my leg under the table. I looked over at Zoe, the newest member of our team. Her violet eyes shot daggers at me. I wondered what her problem was.  
 
    "Save it for the bedroom, you two. Some of us are trying to eat." She softened the comment with a smile, but I could tell she was serious. Rubbing my knee, I looked at her plate. It sure did smell good.  
 
    "I'll be right back." I jumped up to grab food for Kristy and me. She was perfectly capable of getting it herself, but I liked to get it for her, just to show her how much I appreciated her. I sidled up to the counter and grabbed one of everything, filling up both plates to the max. If we had a mission coming up, we needed all the energy we could get. 
 
    As I returned to the table, I noticed that Mattie had shown up. He had slipped in next to Zoe, his new normal spot since she had joined our group. Talk about getting a room. Those two needed one badly. Mattie had slipped on fresh training clothes, an all-black shirt and pants combo. I realized that Zoe was wearing the same thing. Interesting. Maybe they were going to train together later.  
 
    As I sat, Sierra, the final member of our group, leaned around one of the meatheads to ask, "How’s the hand?" Her blue eyes sparkled with curiosity. Coming from anyone else, this would have annoyed me. But Sierra? The girl was a wealth of knowledge and if she didn't know about something, she wanted to learn about it. Enchanted hands were one of those things that she wanted to know about. 
 
    I flexed the hand for her, showing her how easily it moved. "It's great. Really did well during training today." 
 
    "I think he's ready to get back in the field." Right after he said this, Mattie shoveled mashed potatoes in his mouth, not looking up from his plate. I couldn't tell whose eyes he was trying to avoid.  
 
    "Are you sure?"  
 
    I turned to look at Kristy, sensing the worry in her question. She was asking Mattie, not me, which stung. At the same time, he was our leader, so it really was his choice as to whether or not I was ready.  
 
    "He is. He has full control of that hand." He shoveled another spoonful into his mouth, ending the conversation.  
 
    Kristy looked down at her plate, worry wrinkling her brow. I'd have to give her a hard time about that later. She tried to avoid wrinkles at all costs. 
 
    Sierra turned to one of the two boys, asking a question about their trials. When we’d gotten back from Scotland, their group had gone on to complete their first trial, which Megan hadn't stopped talking about for weeks. Now they were waiting for the next one, which the twins didn't seem to know anything about. That seemed odd, as our chaperone had given us our next trial as soon as we finished the last one. What was the hold-up? 
 
    Looking over at Megan's table, I watched her as she watched them. Maybe she wasn't telling them. Maybe she thought they would tell us. But what would that matter? We wouldn't stop her from completing her trials. The more teams out there, the better. So why keep it a secret? Mattie would just have to talk to Denny later and find out. The anger in Megan's ice-blue eyes gave me the creeps. With her white-blonde hair, high cheeks, and thin frame, she gave off no warmth whatsoever. I never could figure out what Mattie saw in that girl. 
 
    See, before Zoe showed up, Mattie had set his sights on Megan. She was strong, he was strong, and they were the perfect power couple. Then in came Zoe, with her violet eyes, highlighted brown hair (which was now completely blonde), and kickass fighting moves. Megan didn't stand a chance against this girl. Neither did Mattie. Come to find out, his attraction to Megan had been mostly the result of a love potion that she had been giving to most of the male leaders in the school. Mattie broke free once his feelings for Zoe came to light. Most of the control Megan had over everyone fell apart once they learned about the potion. 
 
    Lunch ended sooner than I wanted it to. This afternoon, we had classes—like, real ones. The worst part of my day, if I was being honest. I had to learn to write with my other hand, and while my enchanted hand was good for fighting, it still hadn't figured out how to use a pencil. All my writing looked childish and I felt like a moron half the time. Not that I would tell anyone that, mind you. 
 
    Our class schedule was set up more like a college. We took certain classes Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays while taking others on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Training time was always incorporated, as, of course, it was the most important part. We also got out of class for missions and scouting and such, seeing as that was what we were training for. Honestly, I thought all the science and history and math stuff was kind of ridiculous but I wouldn’t have told Sierra that. The girl thrived on that stuff. I had other ideas about how I should occupy my time, but until we finished our trials, I was at the mercy of the school. Once the trials were over, we graduated, got sent on missions, and never had to go to school again. I couldn’t wait for that to happen. 
 
    Because it was a Tuesday afternoon, I was stuck in math and history. Mattie and I were in the same classes but he was more into learning than I was. Basically, I let him take notes that I copied later. If I missed something, Kristy would teach it to me. I learned better from her anyway. So, while the teachers droned on, I sat in the back at my desk and wrote out strategies for our group. I had a green notebook that I started carrying around after I lost my hand and in which I wrote all the strategies that I came up with. It was like a playbook, with every conceivable play inside. A goldmine of ideas, if you will. 
 
    Once history class was over, we headed to Mr. Jenkins' classroom. Not only was he our chaperone, but he was the math teacher as well. Once he had finished with class, we moved up to the front of the room, each of us sliding into one of the desks at the front of his class, where we waited quietly while he wiped off his chalkboard, covering his hands in the white dust. He was your typical teacher—graying hair, bright blue eyes hidden behind glasses, wearing a button-up shirt and slacks. He was much taller than most of the students at the school, which helped. 
 
    Clapping his hands together, he turned to us. Mattie and I had taken the middle seats, while Zoe and Sierra sat to Mattie's right. Kristy was on my left. "So, you’re going out to do some recon tonight." He didn't ask it, he said it. Like he already knew. 
 
    Mattie nodded. "Yes. We've been doing some research and found a couple of stories about monsters a few hours from here. People who shift into animals. Sounds like shifters to me. Maybe they’re the ones you were talking about? The ones who were kidnapping people." 
 
    Right after our last mission, Mr. Jenkins had told us what our next trial would be. He had also mentioned a pack of shifters not playing by the rules. Most shifters kept to themselves, not wanting anyone to learn of their existence. Some roamed in packs, but those were mostly your wolf shifters, giving in to their wolf counterpart. Most shifters stuck to groups of only two or three, as they were easier to hide. This group, though, was causing problems. People were going missing, and then turning back up, different from what they’d been before. Some shifters could shift into anything they wanted, even people. It was rare, but it did happen. Either the shifters were shifting into the people they took and taking over their lives, or they were turning the people and bending them to their will. Either way, we had to stop them. 
 
    Tonight, we would do some investigating. Check out where they hung out, see if we could figure out who was involved, or at least one or two key players. Eventually, we'd have to pick someone to follow—someone we thought could lead us back to their lair. From what we had gathered so far, they liked big crowds. Nothing like a party to bring them out. Sierra had found a party happening in that very town tonight. It seemed like the perfect place for us to gather intel. 
 
    As Mattie laid down our plan, Mr. Jenkins nodded. He wouldn't be going with us for a simple recon mission. Those, he could trust us to do on our own. He came along only for the big stuff, the trials and other missions, because if we completed a trial, a chaperone had to be there to confirm it for the council. It also meant he could step in and help us fight if necessary.  
 
    After giving us his blessing, Mr. Jenkins stopped me as everyone else left the room. "How's the hand?" he asked. 
 
    I could barely stop myself from rolling my eyes. Mr. Jenkins had gotten the hand for me. Of course he’d want to make sure it was working properly. However, it still annoyed me that everyone kept asking. "It's working great. Did great in training this morning. Thanks."  
 
    He nodded, the worry on his face irritating. I knew it was hard for people to believe I was OK, but really, I was. Most of the time.  
 
    I went to the room I shared with Kristy, bracing myself. The tension between us had only grown since I’d been injured. The fact that neither one of us would talk about it was only making things worse. I was prepared to be yelled at the minute I walked through the door. Instead, she turned to me, half-dressed, in her lacy black bra and jean skirt. She wrapped her arms around me in a hug. With her pressed against me like that, it was pretty hard to think. "I'm so glad you're getting better." The happiness in her voice calmed my soul.  
 
    I rubbed her back, sliding my hand over the clasp of her bra, tugging on it.  
 
    She swatted my hand, stepping back. "Not now. We have to get ready." 
 
    I nodded and stepped over to my closet, trying to decide what to wear. I'd never been to a teenage party, so this was going to be a first. I looked over at my wife as she slid a tight green top over her head. Her hair cascaded down her back in curls. She pulled on black bootie boots to complete the outfit, then did a small spin, looking up at me. "Look good?"  
 
    I nodded, hiding my smile. She always looked good.  
 
    Kristy walked up next to me, eyeing my clothing options. She pulled out a blue polo shirt and handed it to me. "Wear this with the khaki shorts. You'll fit right in." She looked at my flip-flops. "Might want to change those, though." 
 
    I nodded, slipping the shirt over my head. Her fashion sense was way better than mine, so of course I'd listen to her.  
 
    She pulled out a comb and used gel to get my hair into some semblance of a style. I grimaced, hating it instantly. "What's wrong with my hair the way it is?" 
 
    She smirked, rolling her eyes. "While it's adorable that you go around with it sticking up like that, this looks more sophisticated. If you want anyone there to talk to you, you'll do as I say."  
 
    I nodded, deciding it was best not to argue.  
 
    Her eyes dropped to my hand. The silver one, the one that stood out. She shook her head. "I don't think that's going to fly." She went over to her dresser and rummaged through the top drawer. After pulling out a brown glove, she handed it to me. "That should cover the whole thing. Put it on. Remember, we want to blend in tonight."  
 
    I pulled on the glove. The soft material didn’t register until it touched my actual skin. While the hand moved like a normal hand, it didn't feel like one.  
 
    We stepped out of our room, ready to go. Kristy took my real hand and squeezed it. I smiled down at her, excited to finally be back on a mission. Being cooped up at the school had been frustrating, to say the least. Kristy broke away, going to get the girls. I headed outside to the van, prepared to wait for them as long as needed. There really wasn't anything else for me to do but wait. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   J oe stood outside the van, tapping away on his phone. Joe was our resident handyman/driver. If we had missions, Joe typically would be the one to drive us to them if they were in the area. He also fixed odds and ends around the warehouse. I wasn’t really sure what we'd do without Joe.  
 
    One thing a person noticed upon first meeting him was that Joe was missing a leg. He’d lost it during a mission years ago, when his group was still an active hunting group. They’d stopped going on missions after Joe's leg had been lost. I guess enchanted legs weren’t as good as enchanted hands.  
 
    Walking up to the van, I realized that I was the first one there, which never happened. Mattie was usually there, waiting for the rest of us. Leaning against the van, I looked over at Joe. "Anything interesting?" 
 
    He glanced at me, then smiled. "Just some memes." He put away the phone and turned to me. "Excited to get back out in the field?" 
 
    I gave him my biggest grin. "Of course I am. I can't wait to show off what I can do." I flexed the silver hand, excitement making me bounce on my toes. I'd never been very good at holding still. 
 
    "Take it easy this time, OK? You haven't been out there in a while. You don't want to get hurt again so soon." Joe glanced over my shoulder, his green eyes losing focus. Then he blinked, coming back to himself. "Don't be like me." 
 
    As he turned away, I stopped him, grabbing his sleeve with my enchanted hand. "What do you mean?" 
 
    Joe scratched the back of his neck. The bald spot on his head shone in the waning evening light. Years ago, my grandmother had told me that Joe had been found as a child and brought to our group, but that hadn’t bothered him. He had grown up with our parents and been raised as one of them.  
 
    "I never went back after my leg was lost,” Joe finally said. “I made some bad decisions and it almost cost me everything I held dear. A wakeup call finally knocked some sense into me. Don’t wait for the wakeup call like I did.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding what he was saying. He wanted me to be cautious. I just wasn't sure that cautiousness was a part of me. I hadn't been cautious a day in my life. So, while I appreciated the sentiment, I knew my limits. With this hand, there were no limits. I flexed it again, watching as it moved. I could feel it move, the muscles pulling, almost like the real thing. It was a weird sensation.  
 
    I heard a door open and looked over as the rest of my team joined me at the van. Mattie and Kristy both looked surprised to see me there already. Kristy looked between Mattie and me, a question in her gaze. I knew what she was thinking. Usually, Mattie would beat me out here. Or, we would come out here together. Kristy looked at me to ask, then shook her head, stepping away. That was how it had been since the loss of my hand. She never said what was on her mind anymore, like I was a fragile flower that would fall apart at any minute. The coddling irritated me to no end. My enchanted hand flexed as the feeling of annoyance overtook me.  
 
    We piled into the van, all sitting in the back. I felt bad for Joe being up front alone, but we had to plan this right. The girls looked killer in their outfits, all wearing matching jean skirts and tank tops, each a different color. Kristy must've dressed them. Sierra clutched a book to her chest, unable to not have one with her. Mattie looked at me, waiting for me to talk about our plan. That's right; I had to be the strategist now.  
 
    Wiggling on the bench to try to get more comfortable, I pulled out my notebook and handed it to him. "Layout of the house. Best Sierra could get me in a short time. For tonight, I say we get in, scope it out, and get out. We don't want to try to fight anyone with such a huge crowd there. Innocent people could get hurt." 
 
    The surprise on Kristy's face made me smile. She’d thought I'd want to go in guns blazing, show off what I could do. Which was true. But if I wanted Mattie to take me seriously in this new role, even though I thought he’d given it to me out of pity, then I had to make smart choices. Mattie was a great leader and a great planner, but a terrible improviser. When things went wrong, he needed someone who could think quickly on their feet. Someone like me.  
 
    Joe pulled up to the house shortly after the sun had set. We all stretched, sore from the long drive. The benches were convenient but not comfortable. Zoe popped open the back door and we all jumped out. Mattie patted Joe on the shoulder in thanks, then asked him to park around the corner and wait for us. Joe nodded and gave him a thumbs-up before Mattie closed the back door. We turned to the house—a farmhouse style with a wraparound porch. Three steps led from the front walk up to the porch. The walk was lined with bushes that swayed slightly in the evening breeze. Sounds pulsed from the house, the music so loud my heart had already started beating in time to it. I looked at Sierra. "This the place?" 
 
    She nodded. "Can't you hear the music?" 
 
    "How did you hear about this?" 
 
    She grinned. "The internet. The stories of monsters came from this town. I figured the kids might have some clues as to what's going on. Can't hurt to ask, right?" She walked forward, still clutching the book.  
 
    Kristy stopped her with a hand on her shoulder, then pulled the book out of her arms. "Can't take this in there with you. Here, put it in my bag." Kristy shoved the book in her bag, which she then slung back over her shoulder. Sierra looked lost without a book in her hands.  
 
    The three girls linked arms and headed up the front walk. We followed, staying in their shadow. The plan involved the girls getting us in, as girls could do that easier than we could.  
 
    The blue front door swung open as the girls stepped onto the porch. A guy, not much older than I was, stood there staring at us. He eyed the girls up and down, a predatory gleam in his hazel eyes. He was taller than Mattie or me, with brown hair that he had gelled up. He had muscles, which his thin white t-shirt showed off, but I could see where he was going soft in places. Those muscles weren't going to stick around for long. "Ladies, welcome to our party." He held the door open for them, watching as they walked past. Mattie and I moved to follow, but he blocked our way, pressing a hand against the door jamb. "Sorry, guys. We're full on dudes. Girls only." He closed the door, not giving us a chance to respond.  
 
    Mattie and I exchanged glances.  
 
    "This wasn't part of the plan." I could hear the worry in his voice. We didn't know what was going on in there and leaving the girls alone wasn't a good idea. "The earbuds would come in handy right about now."  
 
    I nodded, realizing they were the one thing we had forgotten to bring. Mr. Jenkins had suggested them as a way to keep communicating during missions. The girls could handle themselves but we worked better as a team. Now was the perfect time for me to prove that I could handle this. 
 
    I stepped off the porch and looked up at the rest of the house. There appeared to be at least three rooms above the porch, and one of those windows was slightly open. Just what we needed to get in. I walked around to the side of the house and noticed that someone had placed a rose trellis on that side. We could use that to climb to the bedroom. I motioned Mattie over, first pointing out the open window and then pointing to the trellis. He nodded, motioning that I should take the lead. I climbed, moving as quietly as I could. Shifters were notorious for their enhanced hearing. We didn't want to get busted before we even got started.  
 
    I pulled myself onto the roof of the porch, then crawled on hands and knees to the opened window. I slid my hands underneath it and tugged it up until I had enough space to slip in. I turned, waiting for Mattie to slide in beside me before I pulled the window back down to its earlier position, just in case we needed an escape route. We both stood, brushing ourselves off. A quick glance at each other and we headed out of the room.  
 
    With no lights on upstairs, it was darker than I’d expected. We stumbled a couple of times, hitting our shins on furniture in the hall before we made it to the stairs and worked our way down to the party. 
 
    They weren't kidding when they called it a party. Kids were crammed wall to wall, bodies pressed closely together. Most held red cups in their hands, drinks spilling over the sides. Music blared, the sound loud enough to burst a couple of eardrums. Mattie pushed through the crowd, scanning for the girls. My pulse quickened when I didn't see Kristy immediately. With her red hair, she should have stood out. I wasn't seeing it anywhere. With the quickening of my pulse, my hand, the silver one, started to twitch. I clamped my other hand over it, hoping Mattie hadn't noticed. It did that sometimes when I was agitated. Nothing I couldn't control.  
 
    Mattie tugged my arm and pointed toward the kitchen. The house had a pretty open floor plan, with high ceilings that were decorated with wooden beams. The living room, kitchen, and dining room were all open to each other, any walls that might have been between them having been removed. Just a dual fireplace, one you could see from both sides, stood between the living room and dining room. In the kitchen, leaning against the kitchen counter, the girls stood, drinks in hand.  
 
    Kristy smiled as we walked up. She tipped her head at us. "There you are. What happened to you?" She giggled, looking at the other two girls. Sierra's cheeks were red, like she had just been running. Only Zoe looked normal, her eyes darting around the room.  
 
    I leaned toward Kristy and reached out for her with my enchanted hand. "What's wrong with you?" I watched as she took a sip of her drink. She winked, swished it around her mouth, then spit it back into her cup.  
 
    "Wrong with me? What do you mean?" Her words were loud and slightly slurred. She leaned into me, as though she had stumbled. "We're acting. They keep offering us drinks, so we're trying to fend them off by pretending we've already had too many." 
 
    Sierra took a sip of her drink, coughing as it hit her throat. She didn't spit it out, instead swallowing it. I looked back at Kristy, one eyebrow raised. "And Sierra?" 
 
    "I told her to drink some so she could relax. The minute we got separated, she freaked out." 
 
    I nodded. Sierra didn't like it when plans changed. It made her nervous.  
 
    The boy from the front door walked past us, not even noticing us. His eyes lingered on Sierra before he winked at her and walked out back. Sierra paled and set down her cup. "I feel like he wants to devour my soul. He creeps me out." She rubbed her arms with her hands, looking around.  
 
    "What have you guys learned so far?" Mattie asked this of all the girls but his eyes were on Zoe, waiting for a response. 
 
    "A couple of boys seem to be the ones in charge. I think this is their party. The one who closed the door on you is one of them. When he brought us in, he told us that only his buddies were allowed here but that any girl could come party if she wanted. He tried to lead Sierra off by herself but Kristy and I wouldn't let him." 
 
    Kristy nodded. "He's been eyeing her all night. And I haven't seen any shifting but he also hasn't drank anything either." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "Keeping a clear head while his prey doesn't. Sounds about right." 
 
    "So, you think he's a shifter?" Sierra's voice shook. Was she really afraid of a shifter after all she'd fought and been through with the rest of us? Looking at her face, I realized the flush had nothing to do with the drink. Something was wrong. 
 
    "Sierra, what is it? Why is your face so red?" 
 
    She touched a hand to her cheek like she hadn't noticed. "I don't know. Every time he looks at me, I feel hot all over. I don't even know why." 
 
    I looked at the drink in her hand, then over at Kristy. Her cheeks were only a little red, but red nonetheless. "Maybe something’s in the drink?" 
 
    Zoe nodded. "Could be. We should take it back to have it analyzed." Before anyone could say anything, she opened one of the drawers next to her, pulled out a Tupperware container, and dumped her drink into it. She closed the lid and set down the cup. "I think we've seen enough. We should go." 
 
    We turned to walk to the door but stopped when the guy from before slid in front of us, a grin on his face. "Where are you lovely ladies going?" 
 
    Zoe flipped her hair over her shoulder, taking charge. "Home. We aren't feeling too good." Kristy and Sierra nodded in agreement.  
 
    He looked at each of them, a predatory gleam in his eyes. "I don't think so. You don't really want to leave, do you?" He zeroed in on Sierra as he said this, his hazel eyes narrowing.  
 
    Sierra blinked several times, confusion clouding her features. Her head tilted. "I don't want to leave?" She nodded. "No, I don't." She looked at the other girls, expecting them to agree with her. Mattie looked at me over her head, worry in his eyes. I shook my head, not knowing what was going on.  
 
    Kristy squeezed my hand, placing her free one on Sierra's shoulder. "We have a long drive, remember?"  
 
    Sierra blinked at the touch, her eyes clearing. "Oh yeah, we do. Sorry, we have to go." She pushed past him, her shoulder brushing his. He watched her leave, anger contorting his face. I slipped past with Kristy but Mattie wasn't so lucky. Before we knew what was happening, the boy had slammed his fist into Mattie's face, knocking him to the ground.  
 
    "I thought I told you two losers you couldn't come in here. How did you get in?" He looked over at me, ready to punch me next. I let go of Kristy's hand, squaring off. I was ready for this. I knew I could handle it. I raised my fists, preparing for him to throw the first punch. When he did, he aimed right at my head, like I thought he would. Without even thinking about it, my enchanted hand caught his fist, squeezing and turning it to the side. His eyes bugged out in pain as I heard a finger crack. "Hey man, let go. That hurts." He cried out as the second finger cracked. I squeezed harder, waiting for the third crack when a hand on my shoulder stopped me. I turned to see Kristy's face, pale as a ghost.  
 
    "Andy, that's enough. It's fine, let him go."  
 
    Zoe had pulled Mattie off the floor, yanking him to the door, Sierra right behind them. Kristy tugged me along, my hand dropping to my side.  
 
    What had I just been about to do? 
 
    Silently, we walked around the block to Joe's van. Sierra's whole face had turned red, like she couldn't believe what she had almost done. Zoe and Mattie kept looking at me over their shoulders. Kristy looked at me too, biting her lip. Unable to take it anymore, I turned to her. "What? What's wrong?" 
 
    "Andy, what happened back there? You broke two of his fingers." 
 
    "He was a creep and he deserved it. You saw what he did to Sierra." 
 
    "We don't know that he did anything to her." Kristy looked at Sierra as she stopped in front of the van. "Sierra, what came over you back there?" 
 
    Sierra looked at her toes, unable to meet our eyes. "I don't know. One minute I was ready to leave, the next I wanted to stay with him. Then you touched me and I lost that feeling. What was that?" 
 
    Kristy bit her lip. "I don't know. My voice doesn't work on any of you because of our group bond but somehow it broke through whatever had been done to you." Kristy turned back to me. "So, again, I'm going to ask. What got into you back there?" 
 
    I looked at the four of them as they stood there, waiting for an answer. I didn't know what to tell them. I didn't even really know what had happened myself. I just had this feeling that he was a bad dude and needed to pay. The hand had done the rest. I didn't think I could tell them that. They'd make me take it off the minute the words left my mouth. They'd never let me back in the field. 
 
    I shrugged, not meeting her eyes. "It was nothing. I was getting back at him for punching Mattie."  
 
    Mattie rubbed his jaw at the memory. "That really hurt, by the way."  
 
    Kristy reached out and pulled my face toward hers. She searched my eyes, frowning. "I don't believe you. What are you trying to hide?"  
 
    I pulled away, anger heating my face. "Nothing. Don't worry about it." 
 
    "Don't worry about it? Andy, this is serious. We’re trying to do recon for our third trial. We’re out here in the field and you’re acting like a loose cannon again. Didn't you learn your lesson when you lost your hand? Wasn't that enough? Or do you want to lose your life, too?" The words hung in the air, her true feelings exposed. 
 
    The anger burned so hotly, I couldn't hold it back. I let it all out, right there in the street. "Is that what you really think of me? Is that what you've been hiding from me this whole time? You think I have a death wish? You think I don't care what happens to me?" She paled with each word. "Well, I don't. I just want to be useful. I want to still be part of the team and still matter. Is that too much to ask?" I stormed toward the back of the van and reached for the door. Kristy followed, reaching a hand up to place on my shoulder. I spun, my enchanted hand swinging of its own accord and catching her on the cheek. The slap rang out, stopping all of us in our tracks. Her hand flew to her face and a red mark appeared. Zoe's mouth hung open in shock, her eyes wide. Sierra looked from me to Kristy, tears brimming in her eyes. Mattie's eyes hardened. He stepped up, holding out his hand.  
 
    "Give it to me."  
 
    I looked at his hand. "What? Give you what?" 
 
    "The hand. You can't control it. Give it to me."  
 
    I looked in his eyes. He was serious. He really believed I didn't have any control over the hand.  
 
    "Mattie, it was an accident." I looked at Kristy and reached out with my normal hand to touch her cheek. She pulled away from me—something she had never done before. "Kristy, sweetie buns, you know I would never hit you."  
 
    "I never would've thought so before. But now? I don't know." She climbed into the van and scooted all the way to the front, then climbed over the seat to sit next to Joe, clutching her cheek the whole time. The others followed. Mattie and I stood there last, his hand still out.  
 
    I sighed, knowing he wouldn't get in until I did as he asked. I unstrapped the hand and gave it to him. "I'm going to get it back." 
 
    "We'll see." The grim look on his face said that I wouldn't if he had anything to say about it. But he wasn't the deciding authority. There were those above him who would decide that.  
 
    I sat at the far end of the van, alone, cradling my handless arm. Without the enchanted hand, I felt nothing. I felt empty, useless. I needed it back and I would get it back, whether Mattie liked it or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   M r. Jenkins sat in front of us, rubbing his nose with two fingers. His glasses lay on the desk in front of him. Mattie and Kristy stood before him, recapping what had gone down. I sat at a desk, arms crossed. Let them complain. This wasn't their decision. As Kristy described the fight and then the slap, I cringed. That hadn’t been on purpose. I hadn't even told the hand to do that. The anger had just been so encompassing, I didn’t even realize it was going to happen until it did. 
 
    After several long minutes of silence, he sighed. "Thank you for the report. You both are excused. Andy and I have some things to discuss." Mattie nodded and walked out of the room without looking back at me. Kristy stopped at the door and gave me the most pitiful look I'd ever seen. I ignored her. We’d patch things up later. She left, closing the door behind her. Zoe and Sierra hadn’t come to the debriefing, as neither one felt their presence was needed. 
 
    Mr. Jenkins' classroom was set up like any regular classroom—chalkboard up front, his desk in front of that, and rows of seats lined up. The only difference was that there were no windows through which to see outside. He strode around the desk and stopped before me, rubbing his glasses on his untucked shirt. Guess it had been a long day. "What am I going to do with you, Andy?" 
 
    I hunched forward and looked up at him. "What do you mean?" 
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes, his gaze hard. "You know what I mean. You’re letting your emotions control you." He placed a hand on the box that held my hand. "This hand feeds off that. Your anger, your guilt, anything negative that you feel, the hand reacts to it. You know this. It's part of the magic that created it." 
 
    I leaned my head back and looked up at the ceiling. "I've been trying so hard to keep my feelings in check. It's not as easy as it sounds. I was so mad at that guy over what he had obviously done to Sierra, and then punching Mattie—that I just couldn't stop. And Kristy. I never meant to hit her. I didn't even think that." I looked him directly in the eyes. "The hand did that." 
 
    "Your anger caused the hand to do that. What's going on between the two of you?" 
 
    I rubbed my face. I didn't even know what was going on between us. How could I describe it to him? 
 
    "I'm not sure. She won't talk to me. And when she does, it's not about anything that matters. At least not to me. She never wants to talk about the missions and our trials. Almost like she expects I won't be able to complete them." I frowned. "But I will complete them because that's what we're here for. I can do this." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded. "I agree. I think you can, too. But you need to get those emotions under control. So I asked someone to help you do that." 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow. Who could possibly understand what I was feeling? "Who?" 
 
    "Joe. You're going to start meeting with him every morning before training. In the gardens." I opened my mouth to protest but he held up a hand to stop me. "If you refuse to meet with Joe, I won’t give you the hand back and you won't be able to complete the trials. Got it?"  
 
    I nodded, slumping down in the seat. This really sucked. I wasn’t a feelings guy by any means.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins looked at his watch and sighed. "It's late. Go to bed."  
 
    I got up and looked at the box before leaving the room. I'd go to talk with Joe, and I'd get the hand back. They'd see.  
 
    *** 
 
    Bright and early the next morning, I stood in the garden, waiting for Joe. When he strode in, his slight limp more prominent that morning, a realization hit me. Joe had been where I was now and had failed. He might know how to help me succeed where others didn't. Kristy hadn't been in our room last night. I assumed she stayed with the girls. Zoe had taken Sierra down to the infirmary to have blood drawn to see if that boy had drugged her along with the Tupperware container of liquid. It was the only thing that made sense about the way she had reacted to him. 
 
    Joe handed me a pair of bush cutters and walked over to one of the rose bushes. As he started snipping away at it, he looked at me over his shoulder. "We might as well get some work in while we talk." I nodded and stepped up next to him. 
 
    "I thought Sierra's grandfather managed the garden." 
 
    "He does, but I help. This is a bigger job than one man can handle." He smirked. "So is your dilemma." 
 
    "My dilemma?" I snipped at some dead branches and watched them fall to the ground. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "You can't do this alone. You can't carry it alone, either. Everything you’re feeling, you need to tell someone. Anyone at this point. That's what your team is for but you want them to think everything is normal, that you're back to normal. You aren't and you never will be. You need to accept that and work with them to figure out what your new normal is." He moved to another bush, the smell of roses following him. 
 
    "I can't tell them. They'll never trust me in the field again." 
 
    Joe looked at me over his shoulder. "And they're going to trust you now?" He sighed. "Look, I heard about what happened. I was there remember? I know what you did to your wife. If you don't talk to her, you could lose her. For good. Do you want that?" 
 
    I shook my head. Deep down, I knew that losing Kristy would be worse than anything else I could imagine. "I can't lose her." 
 
    "Then talk to her. She's been tiptoeing around you, hasn't she?" I nodded. "She doesn't want to hurt you or upset you. She wants you to be happy. But she won't know how to help you do that unless you actually open your mouth and speak to her." He wiped his brow, dirt smearing on his forehead. "My recommendation? Start with an apology. And really mean it. She'll know if you don't." He reached out a hand, stopping me. "That's enough for today. Go apologize to your girl." 
 
    I nodded, letting go of the cutters. Before going inside, I turned. "Thanks." 
 
    "No problem, kid." He went back to the bushes, not noticing as I slipped back inside. Now I had to find Kristy. He was right. I needed to apologize. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   K risty was sitting on our bed. When we moved in together, we had turned the room into our own little haven, covering the floor with plush rugs and getting a big purple comforter for the bed. The two dressers and the closet held our clothes. Kristy had covered both dressers with pictures of us and our friends. As she sat on our bed, she held our wedding picture in her hands. Tears fell on the glass. Her sniffles reached my ears first. I bent down in front of her, taking the picture from her hands and setting it on the floor. Covering her hands with my one good hand, I looked up into her tear-filled eyes. "I'm so sorry. I never meant to hurt you." I took a deep breath. "But you have to talk to me for real. You can't tiptoe around me, afraid I'll explode at any moment. Because then I'll explode at the wrong time." 
 
    She pulled a hand free to wipe her face. "I'm just so afraid this won't work. What if you can't fight anymore?" 
 
    "Then I'll find something else to do to help. But Kristy, why do you doubt me? Why do you doubt that I can do this?" I searched her face, not understanding. Kristy had always been my biggest supporter. Why was she doubting me now? 
 
    "Because I'm scared. I'm scared you'll get hurt. Andy, you have no idea how it felt to see that happen to you, to watch your hand disintegrate before my eyes and be unable to stop it." 
 
    For the first time since I'd lost my hand, it hit me. Yes, it had happened to me. Yes, it had hurt like crazy. But Kristy had watched it happen and it had scared her more than she had been willing to admit. Keeping me out of the field was her way of protecting me. "Sweetie, you know this is our life. We’re always going to be in danger. It's the nature of what we do. We've always known this." 
 
    She nodded, then rested her head against mine. "I know. This just finally made it real for me, I guess. And scary. Something changed in you that day. I can't put my finger on it but you're different. Sometimes I don't think I can reach you." 
 
    I cupped her face in my hand. "You’re the only one who can." I pressed my lips against hers. For a moment, everything felt normal again. Then she pulled away, searching my dark eyes. I liked to think I had very soulful dark eyes. "We should get to training." She stood and pulled me up with her. We left the room hand in hand—a united front for the first time in what felt like a long time. It wasn’t perfect, but we were getting there. 
 
    In the gym, Zoe and Mattie were on the mats, sparring with each other. Kristy and I watched as Zoe swiped her leg under Mattie, bringing him to the ground. Instead of giving up, he knocked her feet out from under her and jumped on top, pinning her. "Good recovery." She grinned up at him, her smile lighting up her face. Ever since we'd gotten back from Scotland, she'd been in a better mood. Kristy said it was because her grandfather had appeared to genuinely be happy to see her—something Zoe had doubted would happen at the time of the mission. 
 
    They stood and turned to us. Zoe motioned Kristy over. After a quick squeeze of my hand, Kristy bounced after Zoe, ready for whatever Zoe wanted to train her. While Kristy had the power of her voice and knew how to use it, as we had seen on our last mission, her voice wasn't going to cut it on a monster that was immune to it, like the sea witches had been.  
 
    Mattie turned to me, frowning. "Ready to train?"  
 
    I nodded, deciding not to say anything. Mattie didn't look like he was up for a discussion. Instead, I plowed into him, knocking him to the ground. Not having my hand put me at a disadvantage, though not much of one. Mattie was bigger, but I was faster, so as he jumped back up, I used the move I'd just seen Zoe use and knocked his feet out from under him. He landed on his back, rolled over, and kicked out with his feet. Knowing exactly what he'd do, I jumped over them, landing with my feet spread on either side of him. Without thinking, Mattie raised a leg and kicked me right in the crotch. Clutching myself, I fell harder than I'd ever fallen in my life. Let me tell you, getting kicked there is no joke.  
 
    I looked up at him as he leaned over me. "Dude, what was that for?" 
 
    "Hitting Kristy. Enchanted hand or not, you do it again, I'll make it hurt even more." I could see the anger in his dark eyes, something I wasn't used to. Annoyance, yes. Pain, sometimes. But anger at me? Never. Not in our whole lives. 
 
    I stood up slowly and ran my hand through my already messy black hair. "Look, I'm sorry, OK? I'm still learning everything there is to know about the hand. It reacts to my emotions and apparently in a bad way when I'm in a bad mood. I never meant to hit her. You know that." 
 
    Mattie grunted. "I know that. You know that. Does the hand?" 
 
    I couldn't keep the incredulous look off my face. "It's not a living thing, man. It's just enchanted. It reacts to me." 
 
    "Then fix the way you react to things. You can't hold onto your anger. It obviously does you no good." He dropped back down into his sparring stance, a grin finally showing. "Best two out of three?" 
 
    I nodded, matching him. At least he didn't hold a grudge for long. Having only one best friend made it difficult when you were fighting.  
 
    We sparred for another half hour, both of us holding our own for the most part. Mattie tried to take advantage of my missing hand, but I used it to fool him a couple of times, showing him that even without the enchanted hand, I could still fight. As we wiped off with our towels, pride shone in his eyes. "You really are doing great." He clapped me on the back before heading over to the girls, smiling at them.  
 
    I turned to follow when something caught my eye. Walking past the gym, head held high, was someone I thought I'd never see again. I looked around and saw that Mattie was still talking to the girls, so I slipped away. I was supposed to be the grandson of a master thief, so it was time to put some of my stealth skills to good use. 
 
    I slipped down the hall, following as quietly as possible. Sierra's grandmother opened her office door, allowing the person inside. As soon as she closed the door, I crept up to it and pressed my ear against the wood. "Trevor, so nice to meet you. I have a glowing letter of recommendation from your headmistress. I hope your stay here with us is comfortable." 
 
    He mumbled a reply but I couldn't hear it. I clenched my fist. Trevor, an old friend of Zoe's, here? What was her grandmother playing at? It occurred to me that Zoe may not be the spy her grandmother thought she’d be and so she had to send another to get a better feel for our group. Irritation swept over me. This couldn't be good. I headed back to the gym to let the others know.  
 
    When I got there, Sierra had joined them. She was wiping sweat from her brow. The twins, two of Megan's teammates, stood next to her, smiling down at her. Sierra had befriended them on our mission to Scotland and now they spent quite a bit of time with her. I would've rather told my team alone, but I didn't see how I could. "Guys, we've got a problem." 
 
    Mattie looked up, concern on his face. "What problem?" 
 
    "Trevor is here."  
 
    Zoe’s mouth fell open. They hadn’t exactly ended things on good terms. Something about a marriage that hadn’t happened. I wasn’t sure; Kristy knew more about that stuff than I did.  
 
    "What is he doing here?" Zoe couldn’t keep the worry out of her voice. 
 
    "Attending our school, I guess." I shrugged, not concerned about that part. What I was concerned about was what group he’d join. All of our best groups were already full. "Where will they put him?" 
 
    Mattie shrugged, trying to look unbothered. It wasn't working. "Who knows? Maybe he'll just observe. Not like he can join any of the current groups going through their trials. They’re all full.” 
 
    We all nodded, agreeing with his logic. It made sense. Trevor was an unknown, much like Zoe had been. No one was just going to accept him. We went back to our rooms to clean up and head to lunch, letting the matter drop, not realizing everything was about to turn upside down. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   T he minute he stepped into the cafeteria, the room went silent. That rarely happened, so all heads turned to him. Trevor wasn't even very imposing, to be honest. Kind of had a surfer look. His sandy blonde hair curled around his ears. It was a little longer than it had been the last time I’d seen him. He wore beige cargo shorts and a white polo shirt—a stark contrast to our all-black training uniforms. Trevor strode right over to our table and stopped in front of Zoe. "Hey." It seemed like he had eyes only for her, which was creepy. 
 
    She looked up, anger in her violet eyes. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Same as you. Building relations." He winked, causing the color to drain from her face. Zoe was pretty pale as it was, so that was an amazing feat.  
 
    Before she could say anything else, Megan slid up next to Trevor and took his hand. "Nice to see you again. Why don't you join me at my table?" She tugged him away, leaving him no room to disagree. I had to hand it to her, she knew how to get what she wanted. Both Kyle and Denny looked annoyed as Trevor sat at their table, though neither one said anything.  
 
    Mattie leaned in to Zoe, his lips against her ear. "What's going on? Why is he here?" 
 
    "To spy." She sighed. "Grandmother isn't happy with what I've been telling her. She wants to know our weaknesses. She sent him here to find them." 
 
    Mattie's eyes widened. "Why?" 
 
    Zoe shrugged. "No idea. She doesn't tell me much. She's pretty steamed that I took the blood oath. In her mind, I betrayed her." She looked at Mattie with a smile. "But I'd do it again in a heartbeat." 
 
    I snorted, causing Kristy to elbow me in the ribs. "OK, you two, get a room."  
 
    Mattie coughed, attempting to cover up a laugh. Zoe just rolled her eyes at me.  
 
    I leaned in and looked over at Trevor. "You think your grandmother wants to conquer us or try to take over?" 
 
    Zoe shook her head. "I don't see why she would. She doesn't have the numbers to do that." 
 
    "Unless she finds out our weaknesses." Sierra leaned around the twins and looked down the table at me. "Then she could use that to bend us to her will." 
 
    I scrunched up my face, thinking. "Do we have any weaknesses?" 
 
    Mattie looked over at Megan's table, worry clouding his features. "I'm not sure. Discord in the Council could be seen as a weakness of sorts." 
 
    I rubbed my face. "They're still fighting. As usual." During our last mission, when we had completed our second trial, the Council had gone through some power changes. They had initially agreed to give up four seats to the newer families, led by Megan’s aunt, to make the Council fairer, giving the newer families a say in what went on. Then, during my and Kristy's wedding, her father, a Council member, was kidnapped by a sea witch, leaving a seat vacant. Instead of trying to find him right away, the new families clamored to have the seat filled immediately, if only temporarily. They tried to put in one of their own, but Mattie's dad saw right through that and it was voted to have an impartial person, someone not from the new or old families, put in instead. That ended up being Mattie's mom, who held the seat only until we rescued Kristy's dad. Tensions were still high among the Council members, as the new members were pushing for reforms that many didn't agree with. 
 
    "She wants my grandmother out." Sierra whispered this, glancing at Megan's table. "She tried to push a vote through, saying that someone without magical gifts couldn't possibly know how to train those with magical gifts." 
 
    Kristy looked over at Sierra. "That's ridiculous. She's been running this school for years. She knows more about training those of us with gifts than anyone else. Just because you have gifts doesn't mean you can train someone to use theirs." 
 
    "That was what Mattie's dad said when he voted no. She didn't even get her newbie members on board with her. Only one other person voted yes with her." Pride shone in Sierra's eyes at the faith that the other Council members had in her grandmother.  
 
    I stood, my appetite gone. "I think we should head to class. Watching them like that isn't going to do us any good." The others nodded and stood to follow me. Even the twins stood, shooting disgusted looks at Megan before following us. Whatever hold she used to have on them had broken and they didn't mind showing it. Megan didn't look up at we left, but I knew she was watching us. She was up to something, I could feel it.  
 
    *** 
 
    Classes that day consisted of science, math, and mythological history. What most people didn’t realize was that myths were based in truth. Were there Sirens that led sailors to their deaths hundreds of years ago? Yes, there were. Were there monsters in the deep that one never saw? Of course. We learned about them and then used that knowledge when we had to battle them. Not all monsters were bad and not all monsters had to be killed, but many did. And it was up to us to take care of that.  
 
    We were halfway through science, definitely one of my favorite subjects, when Denny burst into the room. Her long black hair was tangled, with leaves stuck in it. Her dark brown eyes looked around our class wildly, searching for something. When they landed on Mattie, she leaped forward and reached for him. Her tiny body shook, her training uniform ripped in places. Tears fell down her pale cheeks. "Mattie, you have to stop them." 
 
    Our teacher, one of the other chaperones, looked at the two of them in confusion. Her grey hair was tied up in a knot on her head. Her glasses were perched on her small nose, and her thin lips were pressed tightly together. Her grey eyes gave her a look of a kindly grandmother but that was where the thought ended. The woman was a terror in the classroom and really strict. Everything by the book. "What is this interruption all about?" She clutched her dry erase marker in her hand, glaring at the two of them.  
 
    Denny ignored her, clutching Mattie's hands. "They're going to break his bond." 
 
    Emotions spread across Mattie's face: confusion, worry, anger. "Who?" 
 
    "Kyle. Megan is going to break his bond and add Trevor to our group. We have to stop them. The break, it’ll kill him."  
 
    Mattie stood, causing his books to fall to the floor. He looked over at the teacher, apology written all over his face. 
 
    "Ms. Gaines, I have to go handle this. I'm sorry." He looked over his shoulder at me and nodded. This wasn't something only he had to handle; we all did. Kristy, Sierra, and Zoe stood as well and followed us out of the room. Denny led the way, taking us up to the gym and out the back to the garden.  
 
    "Why here? Why not down with the book? Don't they need the book to break the bond?" Sierra sounded as confused as we all felt. 
 
    "And why Kyle?"  
 
    I reached for Kristy's hand, hearing the distress in her voice. This was her brother, her baby brother, the little boy she had protected her whole life. Yes, he was grown now, but that didn't stop her from feeling that she had to look out for him.  
 
    Denny looked at us over her shoulder. "Megan said that she really needed only one of us. That having two charm speakers was useless to her. Then she decided that my ability was more worthy of keeping around than Kyle's." 
 
    "But why Trevor? He doesn't have any special ability, no magical powers. There's nothing special about him at all. He's a decent fighter but she already had two of those." Zoe looked at Mattie in confusion.  
 
    Denny plowed forward, not bothering to answer. We wound around trees and bushes, many shaped like animals or monsters that we or other groups had fought. No one seemed to be in the garden, as most students were in class or training at the moment. Rounding a corner past a fountain depicting two lovers holding each other, we came upon the rest of Denny's group, Trevor included. The twins stood to the side, their arms crossed, anger on their matching faces. Trevor and Megan stood together, showing a united front. Kyle stood before them, shaking his head, his red hair blowing slightly in the breeze. "Megan, this is a bad choice. You don't know anything about him. Kicking me out of the group won't help. We've completed trials together. You’d have to start all over again." 
 
    Megan's brow furrowed. "I would not. My aunt told me so." 
 
    Sierra stepped forward, ever the knowledgeable one. "Actually, you would. The trials have to be completed by the same group. You can't just add and subtract members at will. That's why a blood binding spell is in place. And that's why it's so hard to break." 
 
    Kristy stepped forward and placed a hand on Kyle's shoulder. Before she could speak, Megan held up a hand.  
 
    "Don't even open your mouth. One word and I'll knock you out. My decision will not be swayed by your voice." 
 
    Kristy glared but kept silent. Being knocked out wouldn't help anyone.  
 
    Mattie stepped forward, holding out his hands. "How about everyone calm down first?" He looked at Megan. "You can't just break the blood oath. You have to get approval from the Council. That's how this works. Then you have to go through the oath-breaking ceremony. It's very painful, for the whole group. You’ll all feel the loss of Kyle once it's done. Then, Trevor would have to agree to the blood-binding ceremony himself." Mattie looked over at Trevor. "It's not something to take lightly. And I'm not sure your headmistress would like it very much." 
 
    Zoe stepped forward, next to Mattie, her eyes on Trevor. "You really want to do this? You really want to bind yourself to them? Because when you do, you can never go home. She’ll never take you back." 
 
    He left Megan's side, stepped up to Zoe, and took her hands in his. "I don't want to go back. That's why I came here. To be near you. I can’t watch your back if I'm not here to do so." Zoe pulled her hands away, annoyance clear on her face. This dude had no clue he didn't have a shot at our girl. 
 
    Megan crossed her arms over her chest and glared at Mattie. "I'm sure I'll get approval by the Council." She turned to Denny, her glare intensifying. "As for you. Maybe I should kick you out instead. Running to your brother instead of supporting my decision." 
 
    Denny stood straighter, her chin up, her dark hair glinting in the afternoon sun. She met Megan's glare with one of her own. I had never seen her look so regal. "I won't support a decision when it's a stupid one. We don't even know why he's here and what he wants. He was quick to want to join a team, take the blood binding that his mistress finds so distasteful. I don't trust him and you shouldn't, either. He's already professed loyalty to someone else in another group. Is that the kind of person you want on your team?" 
 
    Megan's eyes jumped to Trevor, then to Zoe, and then back to Denny. A flicker of worry crossed her face but I don't think anyone noticed it but me. She had doubts, but for some reason she was pushing them aside for this guy. A guy she didn't even really know. She raised her chin, defiance shining in her eyes. "My team, my decision." She turned on her heel and strode out of the garden, away from us. Trevor watched her go before turning to Zoe with a grin. 
 
    "It's not too late. We could start our own team together. You know we hunt better in pairs anyway."  
 
    Zoe clenched her fists to her sides. "No way. I have a team. And we work perfectly together." She turned and the rest of us followed her. Denny gave Trevor one last glare before grabbing Kyle's hand and pulling him out of the garden with her. When we got back inside, Mattie led us to one of the empty classrooms. He closed the door behind us, then looked at Denny and Kyle, worry in his eyes. 
 
    "Do you think she can do it?" 
 
    Denny looked at Kyle, biting her lip. "Maybe? I know she'll probably get her aunt and the other new members to say yes. She needs only one yes from the older members to get approval. But she’d have to make a good case." 
 
    "Why does she want him on her team so bad?" Mattie started pacing, rubbing his hands together. "She has a full team. It doesn't make sense." 
 
    "Uh, Mattie, she's wanted to kick someone out of her team for a while. Remember when Zoe got here? She was going to replace someone with her." I smiled at Zoe to reassure her that I didn't blame her. She smiled back, then looked over at Kyle. 
 
    "But why Kyle? Why not one of the twins? No offense, but Kyle and Denny have continued to show solidarity with her while they've been hanging out with us." Zoe glanced quickly at the twins, who just nodded. They weren't much for talking. They were more listeners than anything else. 
 
    "I think she's scared of them." Kyle raised his head, his eyes shining with worry. Although younger than Kristy, he was taller, her head barely coming to his shoulder. Over the past year, he had put on more muscle, as he had started working out with the twins to improve his fighting skill. Kyle’s clear blue eyes took us all in and a small smile crossed his face. "Thank you all for the support. But this is what she's afraid of. She remains in charge of the team only for as long as we support her. Already two members have shown dissatisfaction. Of the two remaining, I'm more of a threat." He smiled at Denny. "No offense." 
 
    Denny shrugged, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. "None taken. It's true. With your ability, you’re more of a threat to her. So she plans to eliminate you." 
 
    "We should talk to my grandmother. She'll know what to do." Sierra left the room. The rest of us trailed behind her. I watched as the others walked out, then stopped Mattie as he walked past me.  
 
    "I think I should find Trevor and see what he's up to, don't you?"  
 
    Mattie looked over his shoulder, then nodded at me. He patted my arm and left me alone, not looking back. That was my fearless leader, confident in my abilities even when I wasn’t.  
 
    I headed out the door and down the hall in the opposite direction. I wasn't sure where Trevor would be, but I had a knack for finding people. Slipping past the cafeteria, I noted that no one was in there. I checked the gym and the library before walking past the kitchens. Then I heard a voice that caught my attention. Megan was talking to someone. I had a feeling there was only one person she was interested in talking to.  
 
    After peeking around the corner, I slid in behind some large pots and pans stacked near the door. Easing around them on all fours, I scooted until I could see Megan around the counter against which she was leaning. Trevor stood in front of her, hands on her hips. Sweat poured down my face as the heat from the kitchen began to build. The cooks seemed oblivious to the couple standing in their midst, more focused on the next meal than on what the two were doing. Megan leaned closer to Trevor, resting her head on his chest. "I've missed you so much." 
 
    "And I've missed you. I had to beg and plead to get sent here. She didn't want to let me go. Losing Zoe to these people was hard enough. She's afraid she'll lose me, too." 
 
    "But we'll work better together. Like you said, we're better in pairs. We can take over from the inside. Rule the school together." She kissed him, something I hadn't prepared myself to see. His hands roved up and down her back, settling on her butt. He squeezed it before pulling away.  
 
    "You heard that?" He smiled down at her. 
 
    She reached up, brushing some of the hair out of his face. "You think I left and didn't stick around to hear your impassioned plea to Zoe? I heard it all. Such a nice touch." She kissed him again, catching him off guard. 
 
    When he pulled away, Trevor took a step back. "We better get back. Don't want anyone to come looking for us. They can't know about us, not yet."  
 
    Megan nodded, trying to hide her disappointment. Trevor didn't seem to notice but I did. And I got the feeling that he was using her. He smacked her butt before leaving her standing in the kitchen alone. When she followed him out, Megan was biting her lip, looking worried. I didn't think the Ice Queen could look worried.  
 
    After scrambling out of my hiding spot, I headed down the hall. Mattie had to know what I had seen. This changed everything. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   M attie sat on his bed in the room we used to share, his head hanging. "So they're an item?"  
 
    Kristy paced near the door, fidgeting with the dagger that Zoe had given her on our wedding day. "Megan doesn't have feelings for anyone. This is so odd." She looked over at Zoe. "When did they even have time to get to know one another?" 
 
    Zoe shrugged, her brow creased. "I'm not sure. We were so focused on our mission, she could've slipped away. Met up with him. I don't know. Something feels wrong." 
 
    "Is Trevor the kind of guy to jump from girl to girl?" Sierra asked this slowly, not wanting to hurt Zoe's feelings. She had been close to Trevor once. 
 
    Zoe bit her lip as she looked up at the ceiling. "The only other person he’s ever showed an interest in was my sister. We got closer after her death. That's what we bonded over." 
 
    Kristy wrinkled her nose. "That's weird. Sorry." She glanced at Zoe but Zoe didn't seem to notice. 
 
    "I think it was my grandmother's idea. She wanted Trevor to look out for me, make me feel better. She was the one who pushed us to get married." Zoe cringed, like the idea disgusted her.  
 
    I stood and reached out to stop Kristy's pacing, taking the dagger from her hand. "So, they want to work together. We just have to hope they won't be allowed to blood-bind. Sierra, what did your grandmother say?" 
 
    Sierra sighed, looking sad. "There's nothing she can do. She can't stop Megan from making this decision. She can't stop her from changing her team. If the Council rules in her favor, my grandmother has to honor their decision." 
 
    Kristy stamped her foot, something that I found adorable. I hid my smile, knowing how angry she already was. "This is ridiculous. The amount of pain my brother is going to experience because Megan is a shifty, evil, conniving little brat. Argh!" She threw her hands in the air.  
 
    Mattie nodded. "It's frustrating that we can't convince her otherwise. But Trevor has a hold on her that we know nothing about." 
 
    Sierra raised a hand, drawing our attention to where she sat on the bed, a laptop in her lap. "Um, so, not to bring out more bad news but there's another missing person in that town. The one we suspect the shifters may be operating out of." She glanced at us over her laptop screen, the light giving her face an eerie glow.  
 
    Mattie moved over next to Sierra to glance over her shoulder. He scanned the story on her screen. "A girl went missing. Are all the missing kids girls?" 
 
    Sierra nodded. "All teenagers. Around our age." She looked over at Kristy, then at Zoe. "This may sound crazy, but I think to get to the bottom of this, we're going to have to get kidnapped." 
 
    Mattie sighed, flopping back onto the bed. "No way. Not gonna happen. Mr. Jenkins will never agree to it." 
 
    Sierra looked at Mattie, then up at me. "Well, neither one of you can go back in. They'd recognize you in a heartbeat. It has to be us. They want girls, for whatever reason, and we’re girls." 
 
    "It's too risky. How would we get to you?" 
 
    Sierra shrugged. "Like you did last time." 
 
    Mattie sat up. "That was pure luck. There's no guarantee that another window will be open. We need to do more recon. Check out that house, scope out the basement. Then decide what to do." 
 
    I leaned around Sierra to look at the story. The girl on the screen looked similar to Sierra, with the same dark hair and piercing brown eyes. "They have a type." Sierra looked up at me, a knowing look in her eyes. That was what she was counting on. "I'm with Mattie. Let's do recon first. Then we'll decide."  
 
    Sierra looked at Mattie over her shoulder. "And how do you expect to do recon when you can't even walk into that house?" 
 
    "They have to be gone sometime, right? We'll watch the house and go in once it's empty. See what we can find." His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. "We aren't going to just let you girls go in there blind. We don't even know what kind of shifters we're dealing with. What if they're dragons?" 
 
    Zoe scoffed, rolling her eyes. "There hasn't been a dragon shifter since the one my grandfather killed. Trust me, if there were, he would've killed that one, too." 
 
    Mattie shook his head. "And I bet you that the shifters know that, so they lay low. This is the first we've heard of them in a long time. Even the wolf shifters keep to themselves." 
 
    I stepped forward, clutching Kristy's hand. "I think I should be the one to go into the house. Obviously, that's my whole thing—sneaking in, getting info, sneaking out. No one would notice me." I looked at Mattie, knowing I'd need his blessing. "I'm also gonna need the hand back." I said this rather quietly. While I was confident in my own abilities, I wasn’t confident that Mattie would do what I asked. Not anymore. 
 
    Mattie sighed, nodding. "Yeah, I'll get it from Mr. Jenkins." He looked at his watch. "I say we go tomorrow. Get a note for our classes and spend the day scoping out the place. Agreed?"  
 
    Everyone nodded, smiles appearing. We were doing something, we had a plan. This was the first step to completing this trial.  
 
    Sierra raised a hand before we could all leave. "I tried to reconstruct what was on the back of the photos we found in the Djinn's lair, the ones that were stolen in Scotland. I've got nothing, guys. What I remember doesn't make any sense to me." She passed the paper around to the rest of us, sadness in her eyes. She felt responsible for losing those pictures with the writing on the back but, in all honesty, she hadn't done anything wrong. You can't stop a thief from stealing something if they really want it. And this person really wanted those pictures. 
 
    Kristy patted her shoulder, about to say something when Zoe sucked in a breath. "I recognize this." 
 
    Mattie sat up on the bed and looked up at Zoe. "Recognize it? From where?" 
 
    Zoe chewed on her bottom lip, her eyes scanning the paper. "Sierra, you did a pretty good job remembering everything."  
 
    Mattie looked annoyed but visibly tried to control it. "That's great but, Zoe, how do you recognize it?" 
 
    She looked down at him, sadness clouding her features. "It's my grandmother's code. I can't break it because I don't know it, but I've spent my whole childhood at her knee, watching her write letters to people in this code. It's how she communicates with most of her contacts." 
 
    "So, your grandmother's code was found on the back of pictures taken of us? Who took the pictures?" I kept my voice even. In my opinion, Zoe had taken the pictures, not realizing what her grandmother was going to use them for. 
 
    Zoe held up her hands, the paper swaying in them. "Hold up, don't look at me. Remember, there was a picture of me too and I didn't take my own picture." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "Good point. So, someone else took them and sent them to her." He looked at us. "We've got a spy in our midst." 
 
    "Two spies." I didn't want anyone to forget about Trevor. I may have misjudged Zoe but I was sure Trevor was a spy. 
 
    Mattie nodded. "Two spies." He rubbed his chin. "This is going to bear some thinking. We'll talk about it later, after our recon mission tomorrow." He clapped his hands, giving us the signal to break. Kristy grabbed my hand, then pulled me out of the room and down the hall to our own room. Once inside, she closed and locked the door, looking up at me. 
 
    I looked around, feeling nervous. We really hadn't been touchy-feely since my accident. She’d been angry and distant with me for so long and I’d felt completely useless, so any drive I'd had before had disappeared. Then she’d treated me like I was so fragile, I’d break. Now, as I looked at her leaning against our door, a mischievous look on her face, her dimples showing, all I wanted to do was take her in my arms. I stepped toward her, smiling. Leaning down, I kissed her soft lips, inhaling her scent of lavender and mint. There was another scent there too, something I hadn't noticed before, but I couldn't put my finger on what it was. She kissed me back, harder than she ever had before. I wound my hands in her hair, tugging slightly. She growled, a sound new to my wife, and pushed me away from the door. She pushed me all the way to our bed, where she straddled me, her eyes shining. "You're mine tonight." Then she kissed me, sending every coherent thought out of my head. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   T he next day, recon started bright and early. Sierra had brewed coffee, bringing a large thermos and cups for everyone. Joe drove us to the house and we arrived before the sun was even up. We had brought blankets and pillows and slept on the benches and floor of the van on the way there. Once we arrived, Zoe pulled bagels and muffins from her bag. She smiled at us. "The cooks here like to give me food, too." 
 
    We all laughed, remembering the warm welcome she had received from the cooks back in Scotland. At least someone had been happy to see her. While we waited for the boys in the house to leave, we talked, trying to make the time go faster.  
 
    Mattie decided to ask Zoe about her family. "So, why did you think your grandfather was mad at you? He seemed awfully happy to see you." 
 
    Zoe sighed and took a bite of her onion bagel. "The last time I saw him, he had told me he thought it best I came here." I could see the tears building up in her eyes. That was a first for Zoe. She usually wasn’t one to cry. In my opinion, it was one of the reasons she fit in so well with us. "When my sister was taken during that mission, it was my fault. I was stupid, doing my own thing, not listening to orders. She was protecting me. The blast that knocked her out? It was meant for me. She jumped in front of it at the last second." Zoe took a sip of coffee, staring at nothing. "The witches grabbed her before anyone could stop them. I tried to follow but they blasted me too, sending me straight into a wall. My grandfather was the first to reach me. He stayed with me the whole time the healers worked on me. Then he was gone." She pulled something from her bag, a piece of paper. "He wrote me back. I was surprised he had. He had asked me to write him but I never expected a response. According to him, Grandmother sent him on a long mission and wouldn't allow him to contact any of us. That's why I didn't see him again until I left. And then he’d told me I should leave. I thought he didn't want me there." 
 
    She looked at each of us. "But in his letter, he said that he told me that not out of anger but because he thought I would be the best person to mend relations between our two groups so that we could work together the way the fairies intended." 
 
    Sierra picked at a muffin, eating the top off it first. "I wonder what made our two groups so hostile toward each other." 
 
    Zoe licked her lips. "I have that answer too." She looked down, then back up at Mattie. "My grandmother started it, by leaving the group. She refused to take the blood oath, so the fairies made an exception for her, giving her the gifts on the condition that she had to marry someone with a blood oath. That was my grandfather. When she left, he went with her. He never broke the bond, but he wasn't here to make the team whole, either." She sighed and rubbed her face. "Back several years ago, before any of us were born, my grandmother and Mattie's grandmother made a deal—an exchange, if you will. One of their children came here and one of yours went to us. Mattie, that was your uncle. The one who died before you were born."  
 
    Mattie nodded, following her story. He didn't talk about his family much, but I did know he had one uncle who died rather young. 
 
    "Your uncle fell in love with my mother. And they got married. They had my sister, and then he died on a mission—a mission that should have been easy to complete. Your grandmother blamed my grandmother and cut off all contact. My mother remarried several years later, having me with my father."  
 
    Kristy leaned forward, her eyes sparking. "My mom mentioned him once." She looked over at Mattie. "He was older than your dad and her. She said he always seemed so strong and powerful, like nothing could take him down. And then it did. Broke Grandma's heart. Grandpa too, but he tried to go on, for her. When she died, he lost all hope." 
 
    I blinked a minute, letting that sink in. I always forgot that Mattie and Kristy were cousins, that his father and her mother were siblings. Yes, they’d grown up together. But their parents didn't spend a whole lot of time together. That was hard to do when your dad had himself locked up in his house, refusing to come out. On holidays, Mattie's family would try to coax him out. Nothing had worked so far. Thinking of that, I decided to ask: "Did they try to see him while we were gone?" 
 
    Mattie nodded. He had picked up a stick off the floor of the van and was fidgeting with it. "Yeah, they did. He opened the door, threw a book out at them, and slammed it shut." 
 
    Sierra and Kristy looked up in surprise. "Wait, what? When did this happen?" Kristy sounded hurt that she didn't know, but I guess Mattie was trying to process it himself. 
 
    He shrugged. "Right after we got back. We were all dealing with so much that I decided it was best to not say anything."  
 
    A sound caught my attention, pulling me away from the conversation. I watched the guys from the house climb into a car and drive off together. I counted four. I was sure that was all of them. 
 
    "What was in the book?" Sierra asked, looking at Mattie closely. 
 
    "I don't know. Dad gave it to Denny. Said it was for her. She's reading it but she hasn't told me anything yet." 
 
    We all leaned back, letting that information sink in. Sierra was the first to voice what the rest of us were thinking. "You should've told us." There was no accusation in her tone, just hurt. 
 
    Mattie nodded. "I know. I just didn't know when would be the right time. And every time I thought about it, we were busy worrying about something else." He looked at me then glanced away. Right—my hand and all the healing I had to go through.  
 
    The emotions in the van were making me feel stuffy, so I slipped on the enchanted hand and slid outside. Then I looked around. Mattie poked his head out. "What are you doing?" he hissed at me. 
 
    I looked back at him. "They left while we were getting out our life stories. I'm going to go do some investigating." 
 
    Zoe jumped down beside me. "Someone should go with you." 
 
    I shook my head. "I work better alone." 
 
    Kristy jumped out too, hands on her hips. "Not anymore you don't. I'll go with you. I know how you operate." She smiled, winking at me. "It'll be fun." 
 
    I nodded, realizing that if I didn't agree to take her with me, she'd just follow me anyway. I loved that girl, but sometimes she really pushed my buttons. The others climbed back into the van, talking to us through earbuds we had inserted before heading to the house. Sierra had accessed a blueprint of the house, which was better than the sketch I’d had, and was walking us through the layout. It sounded pretty straightforward to me, so I wasn't worried about it. 
 
    Getting in would be the hard part. I didn't see anything that indicated a security system. Looking up at the front of the house, I realized that the window Mattie and I had snuck into before was open again. Pointing to the window, then to the terrace, I nodded at Kristy. She shot me a thumbs up with a smile, then followed me up and over the roof of the porch and through the window.  
 
    We landed right under the window, where we sat until our eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room. Seeing just a bed and lamp on a bookshelf, I moved toward the door, pressing my ear to it. I didn’t hear anything outside, so I pulled it open and looked down the hall. Kristy scooted up behind me, her hand resting on my arm. I took a deep breath, needing a distraction. "Sierra, tell me again about shifters." 
 
    "Um, OK, well … what do you want to know?" Her voice came out clear, if a little distant sounding in the earbud. 
 
    "How do they become shifters?" 
 
    "Bites. The chemical that turns you is in their saliva." 
 
    I swallowed, not liking the sound of that. "And how do they end up as different animals?" 
 
    I heard shuffling on her end. "You turn into the animal that bites you. And you can be turned only by the animal version, not the human form." More ruffling. "Full moon turning is a myth. Shifters turn at will." I heard her gasp. "Oh, but it says here that their saliva in human form can be used to calm and lure away prospective victims." 
 
    Dead silence. The way Sierra had reacted at the party when we’d started to leave all made sense now. "The punch." 
 
    “How did we not know this before we came here the first time?” Mattie sounded annoyed that we’d come in as blind as we had. He didn’t like surprises.  
 
    Kristy gagged behind me. "They spiked the punch with their saliva?" Zoe and Sierra made similar noises in my ear.  
 
    I shook my head and turned a corner at the end of the hall, then came upon a staircase. There had been only three other doors in this hall and all held vacant rooms like the one we’d snuck in through.  
 
    “That’s my fault. Finding this info was harder than I thought it would be. Sorry.” Sierra really did sound sorry. In my mind’s eye, I could picture Mattie patting her back. 
 
    After descending the stairs, we turned toward the kitchen, where we noticed a door. "That should be the basement." Sierra's voice had regained its confidence. 
 
    I looked at Kristy, who nodded to me. I pulled open the door. A musty, earthy smell hit me in the face. Wrinkling my nose, I stepped onto the first step, testing to make sure it didn't squeak. Just like the other stairs, it made no sound. I descended, with Kristy right behind me. Her breaths came quick, the only sound in a dark space.  
 
    At the bottom, we pulled out flashlights and scanned the room. The floor was dirt, which I found odd. Benches lined the walls. On them sat jars that were half full of a clear liquid I guessed was saliva. "Sierra, is there any indication that one shifter may be stronger than another?" 
 
    "Yes. Dragon shifters are the strongest. You tend to find one dragon shifter leading the others. They're so rare that one is all you’re likely to find." 
 
    I moved toward the far wall, my light shining off the jars. "They have a lot of this saliva lying around. Why? Doesn't it go bad?" 
 
    "Maybe it's like wine and gets more potent the longer it sits."  
 
    Mattie's suggestion made my skin crawl. Kristy gagged again, making me look over at her. She stood across from me, rubbing her throat. 
 
    "Sorry, but the thought that I may have drunk some of that. Ew."  
 
    I turned away and continued scanning the walls. There were no prisoners, so the missing girls weren't here. I couldn't figure out why they were taking only girls. It didn't seem to make sense.  
 
    Not finding anything useful, I headed back up the stairs, again with Kristy right behind me. Just as we reached the door, a face appeared, leering down at us. "Nice of you to stop by." The door slammed, our only escape blocked.  
 
    "Guys, they're on to us. We're trapped in the basement. We need a way out, NOW!" I turned on the stairs, almost knocking over Kristy behind me. I shooed her down, annoyed that she was standing so close and confused as to why she hadn't used her voice. Also, why hadn’t the others warned us they were back? 
 
    As my feet touched the earthen floor again, the door opened and another face poked through. This one was the guy who had punched Mattie. "You came back."  
 
    I nodded. "Something is off about this place. I just couldn't put my finger on it." 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes shooting right past me. "Not you. Her." Kristy stepped up beside me, her hand reaching for mine.  
 
    "I'm here with my team. We're on to you."  
 
    He smirked, which irritated me. His eyes roved up and down her body, making my jaws clamp together. "No, that's not the only reason. You're here because you feel the pull. I thought the brunette would be the one to come to the call, but it seems to be you instead." 
 
    I took a step away and looked at my wife. "What pull?" 
 
    Kristy shook her head, confusion on her face. "I don't know what he's talking about. I don't feel any pull." 
 
    He frowned. "You're lying. Why are you lying to me?" Then understanding dawned, making his face light up. "You love him. You're fighting the pull because of him." He glared at me. "I can take care of that." He started the shift, his claws popping out first. I backed up a step and pulled Kristy with me. She fought me, wanting to stay rooted to the spot. I yanked hard, the strength in my enchanted hand doing the work for me. I hadn't even realized she was holding my enchanted hand until now.  
 
    Before us stood a full wolf, saliva dripping from his jaws. Grey fur bristled along his spine. He snarled at me, ignoring Kristy. I was the threat, not her. I pushed her aside as he lunged at me, claws outstretched. I raised my hand, the enchanted one, which was clutching the flashlight. I could fight, that wasn't the problem. However, I couldn't fight a wolf.  
 
    Just before he hit me, he swerved, jumping around me to land at the side. His jaws snapped at me. I looked at the hand, then at him. "Does this bother you?" I waved the hand at him, making him take a step back. My face brightened at this revelation. "It does. You don't like this at all." 
 
    I took a step toward him, waving the hand. Before I could get closer, the door flew open, Mattie, Sierra, and Zoe were framed in the doorway. Zoe jumped down to the dirt floor, a dart gun aimed at the wolf.  
 
    "Let's get out of here." Mattie's voice rang out clear and true. He didn't have to tell me twice.  
 
    I grabbed Kristy's hand and yanked her up the stairs with me. She looked over her shoulder, then followed me, something in her eyes not looking quite right. They’d done something to her and I intended to find out what it was. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   "H ow much of that punch did you all drink?" Mattie's voice was deadly calm as he looked at the three girls. I sat near the doors of the van as Joe drove us back to the warehouse.  
 
    Sierra's cheeks turned red and her eyes dropped to her toes. Zoe looked calm, her arms crossed over her chest. Kristy looked everywhere but at Mattie.  
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes, leaning forward. "I had none. Sierra had the most, her nerves were so bad. Kristy took a couple of sips but I didn't think it was that bad." 
 
    "And this ‘pull’ he mentioned. Do you two feel it?" 
 
    Sierra looked up, her cheeks going pale. "Just a little bit. Like I should be back there, like I want to stay. Like what happened at the party but fainter." 
 
    Mattie looked at Kristy. "And you?" 
 
    She nodded, finally meeting his eyes. "It's there but something is pushing against it. Like I feel it, but I know it's not me, so I can ignore it." 
 
    "Except you froze in there." I couldn't keep the anger out of my voice. She had accused me of being reckless but then put us in danger. "Why didn't you use your voice?" 
 
    She looked up at me, sadness in her eyes. "I didn't know if it would work since they're part animal." She picked at her nails. "It didn't work on the sea witches."  
 
    "But you didn't even try!" I stood, rocking with the van's movement. "You stood there, mouth closed, staring up at him. He could've killed me." I hadn't even realized how angry I was until I noticed I was shaking. The enchanted hand clenched against my side. I closed my eyes and took a couple of breaths to calm myself. I refused to lose control again. 
 
    "It was the pull. I could feel it whispering in my head not to speak. Not to use my magic against him." She looked into my eyes, her confusion tugging at my heart. "I didn't know what it was until he put a name to it. I'm sorry." She stood too, stepping toward me.  
 
    I shook my head and sat back down. I knew she wanted to talk about it, that she wanted to apologize or explain, but right now I didn't want to hear it. Instead, I sat there, rubbing the enchanted hand with my normal one.  
 
    Mattie looked between the two of us, unsure how to handle this. I turned away, deciding that was his problem, not mine.  
 
    Sierra slid into the seat next to me, looking at Kristy and then at me. "When we were standing there in the kitchen, one of the guys offered us the drinks. He wouldn't leave until we had each taken a sip. Zoe only pretended, but Kristy accidentally swallowed some. I drank more, obviously, because I was so nervous. She didn't do it on purpose and she didn't mean to put you in danger." 
 
    Sierra's words rolled over me, settling in my mind. She was right. Kristy hadn't done anything wrong, but it still rankled me and I didn't know why.  
 
    Sierra searched my face, her eyes piercing through any wall I tried to put up. "I know it feels like betrayal. But remember how I acted at the house, when they wanted me to stay? I couldn't say anything else. I couldn't help myself." She took a deep breath and stood. "Don't be mad over something she didn't even know about." Then she left me alone, to my thoughts.  
 
    When we got back to the warehouse, I said nothing, just headed inside alone. I heard Mattie call out to me, but I didn't turn back. I went right to Mr. Jenkins’ office, removing the hand as I went. I set it down before him, trying to pull a smile. "Everything worked out perfectly. No problems this time around." Then I left, leaving him staring after me, probably confused. I went to our room, knowing that was where I'd find her. Knowing we had to have a talk about this and dreading it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kristy sat on our bed, twisting the bottom of her pajama top in her hands. It had to be the fastest I’d ever seen her get ready for anything. Her hair was down, the curls falling in her face. She barely looked up when I walked in. "I'm sorry I didn't try." 
 
    I sat next to her, our legs touching. I kept my hands in my lap, not reaching out for her. "I'm not blaming you. I understand the pull played a part." I sighed and looked up at the ceiling. If I looked at her, I'd never be able to say it. "You’ve spent months reminding me that the loss of my hand was my fault. That if I’d listened to orders, done as I was told, I would have my other hand." Her mouth hung open, my vehemence surprising her. "And then today I told you to stay back, let me do what I do best, on my own, and you ignored me. You did what you yourself have accused me of." I finally looked at her, seeing the pain in her eyes.  
 
    "I didn't mean to remind you of what had happened. I was just hoping that you’d learn from your mistakes, that you wouldn't do it again. I worry about you. I worry that you’ll do something like that again and this time you'll die." She tucked her hair behind her ears and gave me the most earnest look I'd ever seen. "I went with you tonight because we're worried about you. You've been different since the accident. You smile less, you joke less, you aren't the man you were. And we're all afraid that you never will be again. And when you put on the hand … I don't know, it's weird. You get your confidence back but there's always a hint of anger underneath it." 
 
    "Because I am angry, Kristy. I'm angry at everything. I'm angry at myself for doing this to myself, I'm angry at Mattie for treating me like a child, and I'm angry at you for always acting like I’m fragile and like everything is all right when it's not." I ran a hand through my hair, relieved that my feelings were finally out in the open. 
 
    Something hardened in her eyes then. Her face went rigid. She stood, stepped away from me, and pulled a fluffy pink bathrobe off the back of our door. "If that's how you feel, then I think I'll sleep with the girls tonight." She left before I could call out or stop her. In all reality, I didn't want to stop her. I wanted my space. I wanted everyone to stop coddling me and watching me, waiting for me to explode. I wanted to feel normal and I felt like I never would again. Maybe space would be good for both of us. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
   J oe was waiting for me in the garden the next morning, a wheel barrel beside him. He handed me a pair of work gloves, grabbed some for himself, and then walked into the garden, not waiting to see if I would follow. I did, because what else did I have to do?  
 
    He went to the back, near the wall that surrounded the garden, where he picked up fallen tree branches and placed them in the wheel barrel. He worked in silence, saying nothing. I could take it for only so long. "Did you hear what happened last night?" 
 
    He snorted as he lifted another branch. "How could I not? You lot were rather loud." 
 
    I sighed. "Yeah, sorry about that." 
 
    He shrugged. "I hear a lot more than people realize. Been listening to you kids for years." 
 
    I waited for him to continue but he didn't. I looked over at him. He continued picking up branches. "Do you agree with them?" 
 
    He paused and looked over at me. "I think you all need a good knock upside the head." 
 
    "What for?" 
 
    "You're all alive and in one piece, for one thing. You have a great group that usually works well together. Whatever it is that's hanging over you is inhibiting your ability to work together." He went back to the branches.  
 
    I clutched one, balancing it against my stump. "I just … I wish they'd stop tiptoeing around me. I'm not fragile. I won't break every time they mention my hand. It's like the huge elephant in the room." 
 
    "Except you get irritated when they do mention it. Don't deny it. A look crosses your face, one they've probably become very familiar with." He chucked a branch into the wheel barrel. "They've probably found it easier to just avoid the topic altogether." 
 
    "Well, they don't trust me, either. That's why she went with me last night." 
 
    Joe looked at me again. "Would you trust you? You haven't been in the field in months, you have this enchanted hand that you don't have a lot of control over, and you expect them to let you go on a recon mission alone? Would you have agreed to that?" 
 
    I huffed out a breath. "For anyone else, probably not. But it's me. I know what I'm doing." 
 
    "And therein lies the problem. You want everyone to treat you normally but you get mad when they do. You want to continue doing what you want to do, even though that's what got you hurt in the first place. And now you're mad at everyone because their real feelings have come to light." He shook his head, a smile on his face. 
 
    "What's so funny?" 
 
    "You’re just like I was, after I lost my leg." 
 
    I looked down at the shoe peeking out of his pant leg, thought about the slight limp that came with his prosthetic. "And how did it go for you?" 
 
    Joe gave me a look, one that spoke volumes. "I'm alone, Andy. I work as a handyman here but I can't fight. My wife left me when the drinking got too much for her to handle and my depression sunk me pretty low. The garden is what pulled me through, but by then it was too late. She was already gone. I couldn't get her to come back even if I wanted to. Not that I did. She didn't need to be around me. She was happy where she was." 
 
    The branch fell from my hand. "Was she one of us?" 
 
    He nodded. "She was. The leader of her own group. Jenkins and Mattie’s parents were in my group. Jenkins moved to teaching after our group decided we were unable to continue. She left, went to California." 
 
    "We have teams out there?” 
 
    He shrugged. "We have teams everywhere. The point is, I let my anger sink me so low I lost the one person who believed in me. She tried to hang in there, but she had our daughter to think about, too. Now I strive to not let my daughter down. Don’t push them away to the point of no return.”  
 
    I picked up my branch and set it on the pile we had made, his words ringing true. "Thanks, Joe."  
 
    He nodded. "Anytime."  
 
    I strode out of the garden, deciding Joe was right. We needed to hash this out. I had to find Mattie and talk to him.  
 
    It was close to training time, so I knew that Mattie would be leaving his room, the one we used to share. I went there and caught him as he was closing the door. He looked up, surprise flickering across his face. "Andy, are you OK?" 
 
    "I think we need to talk."  
 
    He looked up and down the hall, then nodded and led me toward the classrooms. Finding an empty one, he pulled me inside and closed the door behind him. He grabbed a chair, flipped it around backward, then settled his hands on the seatback. "OK, what's on your mind?" 
 
    "About last night. Look, I get it. You guys are all worried. You think I'll mess up again or refuse to listen or whatever. That's why you let Kristy go with me. But you know that I do those things alone, that it's easier for me to get in and out by myself." I blew out a breath. "You have to trust that I can do this." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "I'd love to trust you, bud, but do you realize how hard that is for me?" He didn't remove his eyes from mine. "I gave you direct orders and you ignored them. How can I be sure you won't do it again?" 
 
    I held up my stump, watching as he winced. "I think I've learned my lesson. But if I'm going to be your strategist, if I'm going to help you figure out how we do these hunts, you have to trust my instinct. The earbuds do help." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "Being able to talk to each other has made a difference. But you have to understand where we're coming from, how worried we are about you. You never seem yourself anymore unless you have that hand on, and it scares us. We don't know anything about its magic. Yes, it was given to us by Mr. Jenkins, but not even he knows everything about it." 
 
    A headache pounded in my temple. This was getting us nowhere. We were talking in circles, nothing being resolved. I decided I should just be honest. "I'm angry, all the time. About a lot of things. I'm angry at myself, at you, at Kristy. And the hand, it helps me channel that anger. I feel better when I wear it, more like myself. I'm learning to control it. It’ll take time but I'm getting there." 
 
    The hurt flashed in his eyes. "Why are you angry at me?" 
 
    I smirked, unable to help myself. "It's stupid, really. Makes no sense." He motioned for me to continue, so I gave in. "I'm angry that you weren't harder on me, before the accident. That maybe if you’d screamed at me or hit me or something, I wouldn't have done what I did." I shrugged. "Stupid, right?" 
 
    Mattie put a hand on my shoulder. "No, that’s valid. I've been kicking myself over the same things for months. Wondering if I should've been harder on you. If I had scared you more, maybe you wouldn't have done it." He chuckled. "Then I remember who you are and realize that when you get an idea in your head, you run with it. At least now I'll know when that happens." 
 
    "With the strategies and the earbuds." 
 
    He nodded. "It's a step. It’ll help us work more cohesively. Don't you think so?" He sighed. “I just want to be warned if you’re going to go off-book.” 
 
    A weight lifted off my shoulders and I smiled. "I get it. I think it will help us work together better. And I promise to warn you if I plan to improvise. We just have to make sure we remember to bring the earbuds every time."  
 
    He laughed, clapping me on the back. It felt like we were back in our room, joking around together, like old times. It felt good.  
 
    "OK, enough touchy-feely stuff. Let's go punch something." He headed to the door and pulled it open, then glanced over his shoulder at me. "You coming?" 
 
    I rubbed my neck. "I think I need to talk to everyone else first. The air needs to be cleared if we’re going to beat these shifters, don't you think?"  
 
    He nodded his agreement, leaving me to my personal mission.  
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
   I  decided to try Sierra next. We had been friends for years, almost as long as Mattie and I had been friends. If anyone was going to listen to me and accept my apology, it would be her. I headed to the library, knowing that would be the most likely place to find her.  
 
    Stepping into the library was like stepping into another world. From my understanding, there was a sound-deadening spell around it, so that if you were in the library you could focus without outside noise distracting you. Computers lined one wall for easy research. Shelves upon shelves contained books of every nature, from fiction to nonfiction. A desk sat near the front. Behind it, an older lady with wispy brown hair watched as I walked in. Before I uttered a word, she pointed to the back of the library, where the older books were kept. Sierra's favorite spot. I nodded my thanks and headed back there, passing almost no one. At that time of day, most people were training, not reading. 
 
    Sierra sat at a table in the back, books open around her. With her head bent over them, she could be any student in any school in the country. I stood watching her for a moment, gathering my courage. Hopefully, she’d forgive me. I slid into the seat next to her, bumping her with my shoulder. "Hey." 
 
    She looked up, her eyebrows raised. I didn't come to the library often. "Hey." She looked back down at her book, scooting away from me. I placed a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.  
 
    "We need to talk." 
 
    She rolled her eyes. "You think?" She looked at my hand, waiting. 
 
    I removed my hand and rubbed it on my pant leg. "Look, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have gotten so mad at everyone. I get that you guys are all worried about me but if you don't trust me then we can't work as a team. And if we don't work together, we can't complete our trials." 
 
    She nodded. "I get that, but you do understand that trust is built, right? So what you did during our last trial, that broke the trust we had. You can't just jump back in and expect all of us to accept that everything is all right, because it's not. You're different and you have to acknowledge that." 
 
    "I mean, how I could I not be different? I'm missing a hand." I held up my stump for her to see. 
 
    She didn’t even flinch. "Right, but you spent the first two months moping around like a child. No one could say anything to you. Then you started working with the enchanted hand and you seemed to get better, but you were angry. You still are. And anger is dangerous in the field. Anger gets you killed." She looked back down at her book, gently touching her fingers to the yellowed pages. 
 
    I rubbed my face, trying to organize my thoughts. I couldn't deny what she was saying. She was right. "Yes, I'm angry. I'm angry at myself, at Mattie, at Kristy. I'm working through it. It's going to take time." I snorted. "I'm going to need some understanding here." 
 
    She looked up at me, her eyes blazing. "Understanding? Maybe you need a knock upside the head. Your wife came to my room last night in tears. Because you're mad at her over something so stupid and so petty that you can't forgive her for it? You haven't even been married a year." 
 
    "I tried to talk to her, tell her what I was feeling, and she just clammed up on me. What else was I supposed to do?" 
 
    Sadness crossed her features. "What you used to do. Be patient, understanding, loving. The old Andy, the one she married? He would've taken her in his arms and told her it would be OK, that he forgave her and understood her worry. But this new Andy, he doesn't do that. You're more distant and I don't think Kristy knows how to deal with that. None of us do." 
 
    "Mattie seems to handle it OK." I knew it sounded pathetic, but since we had just patched things up, I was pretty confident I was right. 
 
    "Mattie’s our leader. He's supposed to be able to adapt to people's changes and use them to his advantage to help the team. Kristy’s your wife. It won't be as easy for her." A strand of hair had come loose from her ponytail and she twirled it in her fingers. 
 
    I reached out to grab her hand, holding it still in my own. "I'm sorry. I really am. I've let my anger over what happened get the best of me. I'm dealing with it, but you guys have to show a little more confidence in me. Taking Kristy with me last night was a mistake and we all know it. How are we supposed to get any information on them now?" 
 
    "That's what I'm working on. We'll figure it out. In the meantime, you should go talk to your wife." Sierra went back to her book, the conversation over. It didn't feel like anything had been resolved, but an understanding was there, the foundation of trust being rebuilt. At least I hoped that's what had happened. I stood and looked at her one last time before leaving the library to find my wife. 
 
    *** 
 
    Knowing Kristy, and I knew her well, I figured she’d be holed up somewhere with snacks. Food always made her feel better when she was sad. I decided to try Sierra and Zoe's room first, as that was where she’d gone last night. I considered the fact that Zoe might still be there but decided I could kill two birds with one stone. Zoe and I didn't really talk a whole lot. Maybe that needed to change. 
 
    I knocked on the door, feeling foolish as I stood in the hall. I heard sounds from the other side of the door, like wrappers being moved. Then the door slid open an inch and a violet eye looked out at me. "What do you want?" The anger in Zoe's voice took me aback. Was she angry with me? 
 
    "I want to talk to Kristy." 
 
    "Maybe later. She's busy." She went to close the door, but I stopped it, holding it open with my hand. 
 
    "Please, Zoe. She's my wife."  
 
    "Let him in." Through the door, Kristy's voice sounded ragged, like she’d been crying. Had she really been crying all night? 
 
    Zoe stepped back, letting me in. She closed the door behind me, then leaned against it with her arms crossed. I looked at her and then back at Kristy, realizing this wasn't going to be easy. The girls had pushed their twin beds together, making one large bed, where Kristy now huddled in her pajamas, surrounded by tissues, snacks, and empty wrappers. Her eyes looked up at me, red-rimmed. It killed me to know I had done this to her. "What do you want?" 
 
    I sat next to her and took her hands in my one good one. "To apologize. The things I said, there was a better way to say them." I looked down at our hands. "I love you. Yes, I've been angry. But that's no excuse for how I've been acting." 
 
    Zoe made a noise in her throat. I looked up to see her glaring. "That's for sure." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes. "If we're going to be completely honest, I'll start with you. My anger started with you." The surprise in her eyes made me smile. "You showed up and everyone was groveling for your attention, but you wanted Mattie's. And you got it. He added you to our group. Which is great, that put us at five. But he started consulting with you, spending time with you and I felt like I was losing my place. I was no longer his best friend, the one he told everything to. That became you." 
 
    Zoe shook her head, pushing herself off the door. "You have no idea what you're talking about. You're still his best friend. What’s between us is different." 
 
    I held up my hand and stump. "I get that, I really do, but that's not how it felt. And with Kristy already holding the number-two spot, I really didn't know where I fit in. Sure, I'm great at stealth and sneaking around, but in a big fight, what good does that do me?" I looked back at Kristy. "I wanted to prove myself. Not just to you guys, but to myself, that I was still useful. And it got me hurt." I held up my stump as a reminder. "I was mad that Mattie didn't discipline me harder. Maybe if he had, this wouldn't have happened." 
 
    Kristy shook her head. "It wouldn't have mattered what he did to you. You would've done it anyway. You're headstrong like that. It's one of the things I love about you." She dipped her head, trying to hide the smile on her face. 
 
    I smiled at her before continuing. "Right, and of course I realize that now. But then I was mad at you. You kept smiling, kept laughing, tip toeing around the subject like I would break. I just wanted you to acknowledge what had happened." 
 
    Kristy bit her lip, making my heart race. "I didn't know how to. Those first couple of months, you just shut down. You wouldn't even talk about the enchanted hand. I didn't know what to do." 
 
    "Talking would've been a start."  
 
    "Would you have listened?"  
 
    I winced at that, knowing the truth. Probably not.  
 
    "Exactly. You're mad at everyone except the one person you should be mad at. Yourself." 
 
    I sucked in a breath, knowing she was right. "I am mad at myself. Maybe more now than I was before. I didn't listen and it got me hurt. I could've messed up the whole mission." I shuddered at the idea that I could’ve cost my father-in-law his life. I reached up to touch her face. "I'm sorry." I looked over at Zoe. "I'm sorry to you, too. I know I haven't been as welcoming as I should have been. I just felt, I don't know, replaced." 
 
    Zoe sat next to me and looked at both of us. "I can't replace you, whatever you may think. We're a team. We need to act like it. No more cowboy stunts, OK?"  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She squeezed my shoulder and headed out the door. "I'll leave you two alone for a bit."  
 
    Kristy watched Zoe leave, then looked at me. "This doesn't just automatically fix everything, you know that, right?" 
 
    I nodded. "But it's a start. Sierra hasn't forgiven me at all. I didn't think she'd be the hard one to win over." 
 
    Kristy smiled. "She's loyal to the group, but just like you and Mattie are best friends, she's mine. It's gonna take a lot more than flowery words to win her over." 
 
    I looked into her eyes, realizing for the millionth time how beautiful they were. "And you? Have I won you over?" 
 
    A tear slid down her cheek. I reached out to wipe it away. "Like I said, it's a start. I just need some time." She sighed. “You have to remember that the whole point of that last mission was to save my father. And you almost botched it. I’m still a bit angry about that, too.” 
 
    My eyes flew wide. Time? What could that mean? Time away from me? Was she planning to stay here longer than one night? I looked around the room, trying to gather my thoughts. How could I make her come back to our room with me? I couldn’t even begin to process the fact that she was mad at me too. "So, you want space?" 
 
    She nodded. "Just for a bit. It won't be forever." She kissed my cheek, then stood and walked to the bathroom, leaving me alone. So much for talking fixing everything. I could feel the anger burning in the pit of my stomach. I pushed it away, knowing that getting angry right now would undo everything I had already fixed. Instead, I walked out and headed to the gym. Time to work off some steam. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
   M attie stood in a corner, gloves on, punching a bag full of sand. Sweat dripped down his forehead and into his eyes, coating his back as well. I stood watching for a minute, waiting for the chance to interrupt him. He looked up and smiled when he saw me. His eyes lingered on the silver hand but didn't stay there long. Instead, he faced me, hands up. "Ready for a rematch?"  
 
    I grinned and pulled on my gloves, circling him on the mat.  
 
    As we sized each other up, he tried to distract me. "So, how did the talking go?" 
 
    I lunged at him, making the first move. "Pretty good, I think. Sierra has no trust in me. But that's my fault, I guess." 
 
    Mattie snorted. "You guess? You've been reckless. Sierra doesn't like reckless." He swung out, catching me in the shoulder and pushing me back. "She's worried about you, man. We all are." 
 
    I dodged another blow and swung out my leg to take him by surprise. He jumped, a grin on his face as he hit my shoulder with another blow. Coming from Mattie, these hurt. I rubbed at my shoulder, dropping my stance. "I know everyone is worried about me. I'll be OK." 
 
    Mattie held up his hands, waiting for me to get ready again. "Zoe stopped by to talk. Said some interesting things."  
 
    I resumed my stance and punched out at him three times, hitting his hands in front of his face. I figured if I hit hard enough, he'd hit his own nose. No such luck. "Oh yeah?" 
 
    "Why didn't you tell me you had issues with her? Why didn't you tell me how you felt?" 
 
    I shrugged, hitting again, harder this time. "I didn't think it was a big deal at the time." 
 
    "It obviously was. It caused you to make decisions you never would have before." He landed another punch, this one on the side of my head. I wasn’t blocking as well as I should have been. I shook my head, trying to get the ringing to stop. "It wasn't like that, you know?" he continued. 
 
    I blinked, confused. "Like what?" 
 
    "I wasn't asking for her advice or opinion over yours." He shrugged, dropping his eyes. "I liked her. Well, I like her, present tense." 
 
    Now I felt like an idiot. I knew he'd liked Zoe. It had been obvious to everyone from the day she had shown up at our school. It was no surprise to hear him admit it. But now I realized that he’d been talking to her, including her, because he liked her and wanted to spend time with her, not because he didn't respect my thoughts or opinions. He must've seen it written on my face because he laughed. "You really thought I wasn't listening to you, didn't you?" 
 
    I shrugged and held up my hands. "Maybe. The whole group dynamic changed and I didn't handle it well, OK?" 
 
    He raised an eyebrow. "Obviously. You have to trust me to know my team's strengths and be able to use them." He moved over to the bag, which he held with his gloved hands. "Hit this. You’ll feel so much better after you do. I like to imagine Trevor's face on it."  
 
    I grinned, agreeing with him, and took my first punch. It felt good, the anger flowing out with each hit. I punched again and again, sweat pouring down my face, my hair matting to my head. At least this felt right, getting it out, releasing it. They were all right about one thing: I was angrier than I used to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    At dinner that night, Sierra sat with a big blue book at the table, eating her grilled cheese sandwich over it. Her eyes scanned page after page and she barely registered the conversation around her. Not even the twins could pull her away from it. Trevor and Megan watched us from their table, as Kyle and Denny had moved over to ours. Denny sat between me and Kristy, somehow sensing the tension. Kristy had never sat away from me before. It felt wrong.  
 
    Kyle sat next to Zoe, across the table. He poked at his food, paler than usual, his red hair sticking up all over the place. "Tomorrow we get the decision." 
 
    Mattie's eyes flew open wide. "So soon?" 
 
    Kristy looked between them, her brows wrinkled in worry. "How did that happen so quickly?" 
 
    "Megan's aunt pushed it through for her. She thinks it's a great idea. A way to solidify relations between the two groups." Denny said this through clenched teeth, her eyes burning with anger.  
 
    Kristy reached across the table to touch Kyle's hand. "It'll be OK." 
 
    Denny looked at them, then over at Mattie. "We've been talking. The twins, Kyle, and I. If the Council rules in favor of Trevor, we’re all leaving the group. We'll start our own. We'd just need one more person." 
 
    Now Mattie's mouth hung open. Zoe reached over and pushed it shut for him. She rolled her eyes, then looked at Denny. "You’d have to start your trials all over again. You’d have to train this new person to work with you. You’d have to pick a new team leader. Are you prepared for all of that?" 
 
    Denny nodded and looked at the three boys. "We are. I’ll be the new team lead. Kyle would be my second. And there are plenty of people for us to choose from." She looked around the room, indicating students who hadn't joined a team yet. "Just because you guys didn't want any of them doesn't mean we feel the same." 
 
    Mattie leaned back. "If you go that route, in essence, none of you would have to be unbound. Only Megan would." He smiled. "Instead of Kyle feeling immense pain, she would." 
 
    Denny snorted. "If she even feels pain." She shoveled food into her mouth, not looking up. Mattie's sister wasn't usually the pushy type, so it was weird seeing her take charge and make decisions. It suited her.  
 
    Kristy smiled, a genuine one. "This makes me feel so much better." 
 
    I looked at Denny. "Would the Council have to approve it?" 
 
    She nodded. "We get to stand before them and hear their decision tomorrow. Once they voice it, we get to respond. If they side with Megan, our response will be to have her removed from our group and start our own. Otherwise, we’ll all request to be unbound and rebound together, which is time-consuming and wasteful. They'll see it our way." 
 
    "Even her aunt?" Zoe sounded doubtful. 
 
    Denny grinned. "Already got that covered." She looked over at Sierra, who still had her nose in the book. "I've been talking to the headmistress. She has the deciding vote in case of a tie. She already told me that if it came to that, she’d vote in our favor." 
 
    The whole table seemed to relax at that. A few moments passed in silence while we ate our food. Sierra looked up, her eyes bleary from reading. "I think you all need to hear this." 
 
    All heads at the table turned to her. "What is it?" Mattie leaned forward, his eyes meeting hers. 
 
    "There's more information on shifters than we thought. I actually had to contact the library at the compound in Scotland to get this book." Her cheeks reddened a little, as I'm sure she hadn't told anyone she'd done that. "I figured since we're working together now, I could use their resources, too. And they have a lot more than we do." 
 
    Zoe nodded. "My grandmother loves to gather information. It's her favorite thing to do." 
 
    Sierra grinned. "I'm glad, because it's been so helpful." She looked down at the book then back up. "Shifters pass their lineage on by bite, as the chemical to turn you is in their saliva. But the strongest shifters are born, to a shifter pair. The stronger the pair, the stronger the child. I think that's why they're kidnapping girls. Dragon shifters don't normally rove in packs, but if they do breed with another shifter, the child winds up being the same as the stronger shifter—in this case, a dragon." 
 
    "So they're breeding more dragon shifters. But why?" Kristy looked as confused as we all felt. 
 
    "Who knows? Maybe they're preparing for a battle or war with other shifters? In any case, we can't let them keep these girls hostage. We have to free them." 
 
    "We have to find them first." I grinned, trying to take the edge off my words. "Which we will. We just have to do more recon." 
 
    Mattie leaned toward her. "What else does the book say?" 
 
    "The saliva eventually wears off if you've ingested it. It won't make you a shifter. Silver is harmful to them." 
 
    I held up my silver hand. "That's why he backed off. This scared him." 
 
    Mattie nodded and looked back at Sierra. She continued, her eyes glued to the page. "Shifters don't need a full moon to change. And while they mainly change into only one form, they can choose to change into others. It's harder, but the really strong shifters can do it. Especially ones who were born as such, not created." 
 
    "So, we have to find the girls, free them, and take down this pack." Mattie looked at Zoe. "It'd be great to get some tips from your grandfather right about now." 
 
    She laughed, a sound that carried across the room. Megan and Trevor both looked our way. "He'd love to tell you all about it. Fortunately, I've heard that story about a million times and can tell you that it was all pure luck. His sword was made of silver, which is how he ultimately defeated her." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "So, all our weapons will need to be silver for this. I'll talk to Mr. Jenkins about that after dinner." We went back to eating, mostly in silence. I looked over at Megan, watching as she bent her head to Trevor, the two blondes melting into each other. She was whispering in his ear. They were up to something and I didn't like it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
   T he Council met first thing the next morning, with Megan's whole group attending, along with Trevor. Our group had decided to show up as a way of showing our support. We got up early to eat breakfast with them before they headed out, and we promised to be waiting for them when they returned. Denny hugged Mattie and then Sierra for a long time, the tension in her shoulders evident. Kristy held onto Kyle, whispering in his ear. I shook hands with the twins, both not looking nervous at all. I couldn't help but ask them about it. "Doesn't this scare you?" 
 
    They looked at each other, then back at me. It was then that I noticed the slight difference in their eye color. The first one shrugged. "Denny has it covered. She knows what she's doing. If we’re going to make her our team leader, we need to start trusting her now." I guess the look on my face was funny because they both grinned. It was the most I'd heard either one of them say since they’d started sitting with us. 
 
    I turned to Kyle, forgoing a handshake and gripping him in a hug. Dude was my little brother, even if it was through marriage. There was no time for manly shows of awkwardness. "You'll be fine, OK? We'll eat ice cream when you get back to celebrate." He nodded, but I could see the worry on his face, the way his freckles stood out against his pale skin.  
 
    They headed out. The Council had its own building, away from the warehouse. It didn't make sense to house the two entities together, as there was fear that the Council would try to interfere with the school. To keep them separate, they were housed separately. It had worked so far. 
 
    Once they were gone, we looked at each other. Kristy reached for my hand. I took it and gave it a gentle squeeze. It had been lonely in our room alone last night, but I knew that if I pushed her, she’d just stay away longer. Mattie nodded toward the gym and we all headed there, even the girls. Today wasn’t a day to spend alone, not with the worry hanging over us like a cloud.  
 
    At the gym, we split up, Mattie and I going to the mats and the girls heading over to the machines. Kristy stopped before walking away, looking at the two of us. "Can we work on some moves in a little bit? I want to make sure I can hold my own." Mattie nodded and gave her a reassuring smile. I watched her walk away, my shoulders sagging. 
 
    Mattie slapped me on the back and turned to face me. He tossed me big padded red gloves. "It’ll be fine, man. Don't worry about it." 
 
    "I can't help but worry. It feels like there's this gap between us and I don't know how to close it." We strapped on the gloves, not really focused on them. 
 
    "Time and patience. Trust me."  
 
    I held up my hands, holding them steady as he punched over and over again. Today wasn’t about skill. It was about getting out all the worry.  
 
    "I'm just worried that she thinks she has to physically defend herself." 
 
    Mattie snorted, sweat pouring down his face. "You remember the last trial. She's just realizing that she can't rely solely on her voice in a fight. It's good that she wants to improve her fighting skills. We already have to watch Sierra's back so she can recite incantations and exorcisms. It's OK that Kristy wants to get better." 
 
    I nodded, though the knot in my stomach remained. My wife shouldn't have to worry about stuff like that. If I’d been more responsible and less reckless, she could trust me to do that for her. "This is my fault." 
 
    Mattie snorted again. "I doubt it. Kyle convinced her that she needs to learn to use more than just her voice. She was going to learn whether you listened or not." 
 
    Kristy joined us shortly after. I stood back giving directions while Mattie showed her moves. Time after time, she ended up on her back, the breath knocked out of her body, staring up at the ceiling. With her red hair matted to her forehead, she looked younger than she was.  
 
    Mattie pulled her off the mat for the millionth time and smiled. "You're doing great. Getting back up is half the battle."  
 
    She brushed off her workout pants. "Sure it is." She looked over at me, an eyebrow raised. "I may not be able to take you, but I bet I could take Andy." 
 
    Mattie sized up the two of us. "Can't hurt to try." He motioned me over and gave me a wink. Great, trying to patch things up by fighting. This was going to go well.  
 
    I settled into my stance, hands raised. "I'll go easy on you, babe." 
 
    She rolled her gorgeous eyes and gave her head a slight shake. Before I could react, she was on me, punch after punch landing on my gloves, the side of my head. Then a leg swept out, pulling me off balance. I managed to recover before falling, then swung around to throw a punch of my own, which she blocked. Kristy turned and pulled my arm with her, sending me over her back. I landed, then jumped back up to block another blow from her. Realizing that going easy was going to get me beaten up, I went into full attack mode, pushing her across the mat as I punched and kicked. She tried knocking me off balance again, but I used her own momentum to knock her to the floor. I brought my hand around for one last punch but then froze, inches from her face.  
 
    She looked at the hand, then looked at me. "What?" 
 
    Sweat dripped from my face and onto the mat around her. "I can't move." 
 
    Mattie rushed over and looked between us. "What do you mean?" 
 
    I looked up at him, then at the hand, the silver one. "It won't let me punch her." 
 
    Kristy's mouth fell open in a perfect Oh. "Really?" 
 
    Mattie pressed his hand against my elbow, feeling the resistance. "WOW, it's really stuck there. It won't let you go forward at all?" 
 
    I shook my head, then stepped up and back, shaking the wrist of the silver hand. Now that it was nowhere near her face, it shook like I wanted it to.  
 
    Mattie pulled Kristy off the ground and looked over at me. "Is it malfunctioning?"  
 
    I stepped over, punching him in the arm. "No, it works fine. I'm not sure why it did that." 
 
    Kristy rubbed her cheek and looked up at me. "Maybe it's learning? And it can't tell the difference between training and real fighting?" 
 
    "But it let me punch you right until then. Maybe it knows better than to mess up your face?" I smiled at the idea that my hand knew not to mess up my wife’s face. 
 
    That got a small smile out of her before she turned away, stretching. "We better go get cleaned up. Lunch and classes are soon and the others should be back at any time."  
 
    At the mention of them, I felt everyone's spirits drop, the worry back where it had been before. We weren't going to be able to focus until they returned. I looked at the clock on the wall over the entrance to the gym, crossing my fingers that they'd be back soon with good news. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dinner that night was a quiet affair. Our table felt empty without Denny and the others. Kristy kept looking at the door, wincing every time someone walked in who obviously wasn't her brother. "Do you think they'd perform the unbinding before letting them come back?" 
 
    Mattie shook his head. "The book is here. They'd have to come here to do that." 
 
    "So, they'd do it as soon as they got back then, right?" The hope in her voice carried across the table. She really wanted this to go in her brother's favor. None of us wanted to see him unbound.  
 
    "When was the last time there was an unbinding?" Zoe asked this innocently, not knowing the history of our training. 
 
    Mattie scratched his chin and looked at Sierra. "I don't remember. Do you?" 
 
    She nodded, her eyes as big as saucers. "Almost ten years ago. We were really young but I remember asking my grandmother about it." She gulped. "There was a team that got into an argument over a girl. Two of the members wanted to be with her but they didn't really talk to her about it. They just started fighting each other, not cooperating during missions, that sort of thing. She decided she wanted to be unbound from the group, to get away from them, that she was the problem, not them. Grandmother said it was terrible, that her screams were forever imprinted on her brain. She was in the infirmary for days recovering. I remember asking the girl once what it felt like. She told me it felt like a piece of her soul had been ripped out." 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something when Kristy's head whipped around, her eyes widening. At the door stood Denny, surrounded on either side by the twins and Kyle. All looked unharmed, if a little shaken. Denny stepped forward, a smile on her face. She raised her hands, drawing attention to herself. "Just so everyone knows, we’re on the lookout for a new member. We had to make some changes to our team. Anyone interested, please let me know." She lowered her hands and walked toward our table, a wobbly smile on her face.  
 
    She slid in next to Mattie as the others took their usual spots. Kristy threw her arms around her brother, holding him close. "It worked?" 
 
    Denny nodded. "It took hours to convince them. Megan's aunt fought us tooth and nail. According to her, giving up such a strong team leader for a weak charm speaker wasn’t the right decision. I had to explain to her that a team that didn't have faith in its leader couldn't follow that leader." 
 
    Kyle leaned forward. "Which led into us talking about the attack here the day of your wedding and how Megan had hidden for most of it. This prompted them to question her about her actions. At that point, her aunt had to admit that she had told Megan to hide for fear of her being taken." 
 
    Denny grinned. "Which destroyed any of their credibility with the rest of the Council. We didn't even have to call in the headmistress. The vote was seven to one in our favor." 
 
    Kristy looked at the door, then back at Kyle. "Have they done it yet? Unbound her?" 
 
    Kyle nodded. "When we got back. They turned around and bound her and Trevor almost immediately. That seemed to help her handle the unbinding. Now the two of them can be together." 
 
    "We'll have to start the trials all over again, once we gain our last member." Denny grabbed Mattie's tray of food, inhaling the aroma. "But I think we'll be fine." 
 
    Sierra looked at the twins on either side of her, then at Denny. "Did it hurt?" 
 
    Denny rubbed her chest, her eyes clouding over. "Not for us, not really. More like a pinch, an emptiness, then nothing. There's an ache there, but we were told it fades with time." 
 
    Kyle pulled a roll off my plate and mopped up some gravy with it. "We lost our chaperone, though." 
 
    "Mrs. Holloway?" Mattie looked confused. "She left you?" 
 
    "She stayed with Megan." Denny shook her head sadly. "Said she had to stay where she felt she was most needed. Personally, I think she wanted to stay where she thought the power was." 
 
    Zoe snorted. "Power? You all just proved that Megan doesn't have any real power. At least, not here at the school or with the Council." 
 
    The others nodded, but there was doubt in Denny's eyes. Something worried her but she wasn't saying it out loud. Knowing Mattie's little sister, she would eventually. And I had a feeling it was going to be a bombshell. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
   W e spent the next three days plotting our next move. Going back to the house wasn't an option. They weren't going to leave it unguarded again. Most likely, they'd closed that window by now, too. We had to think of something else. "We need to figure out where they're keeping the girls." Mattie's frustration echoed all our thoughts. 
 
    Sierra held up a hand, her laptop in front of her as we huddled in the library. "I think I may have an idea." All eyes turned to her. She smirked. "I've been looking into the house, trying to see who owns it. If I get that information, I can see whether they own any other properties. Maybe that's where they're housing the girls." 
 
    "We could just follow them." Zoe sat at the end of the table, her feet propped up. Sierra glared at her feet but said nothing, waiting for her to continue. "Like, just wait until they leave, then follow them in the van. They may take us right to the girls. Then we wait for them to leave to get in and free the girls." 
 
    Mattie rubbed his forehead. "Which saves the girls but doesn't allow us to complete the trial. We have to defeat a shifter." 
 
    Zoe shrugged. "Maybe they leave guards behind. We could kill one of them. That would satisfy the conditions of the trial, right?" 
 
    Mattie nodded and looked at Kristy. "What do you think?" 
 
    She sighed. "It's risky. If we break out the girls, they'll know we know, and we could lose them. While our main goal is the trial, I don't feel comfortable letting them get away to do this somewhere else. We should stop them here, so they never do it again." 
 
    I reached over to squeeze her hand. "She's right. We can't let them continue to do this, trial or not. Our priority should be stopping them, which would satisfy the trial anyway." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "I agree. So, we'll follow them but, Sierra, I want that information anyway, in case we have to track them down again. We won't let them continue doing this."  
 
    She nodded, a slight smile on her lips as she typed away on the laptop.  
 
    Mattie stood and rubbed his hands together. "We should probably get some sleep. We'll start our first stakeout tonight."  
 
    As everyone left the library, I stopped Kristy and pulled her to the side. "Come back with me. Just for today. I know you need your space, but I miss you." I tried to keep the loneliness out of my voice, without much success. 
 
    She sighed and looked down at her toes. "Andy, I don't think right now is the time." 
 
    I touched her chin, raising her face to mine. "Why? We're never not going to be hunting. Now is as good a time as any." I leaned closer. "You mean the world to me. Let me prove it." 
 
    She cupped my face with her hands, their icy chill giving me goose bumps. "And you mean the world to me. But I need to work through my feelings. OK?" 
 
    I nodded, stepping back. She wasn't ready. I could accept that. She kissed my cheek before walking away. My heart plummeted to my stomach. Would she ever be ready?  
 
    *** 
 
    Late that evening, we sat huddled in the van, Mattie up front with Joe watching the house. A car started up in the distance and Mattie nodded back at us. Now the hunt began. Hopefully, they’d lead us somewhere useful. Maybe even to the girls. We sat in silence, practically holding our breaths. Joe took us around several twists and turns, slowing down when he thought he was too close to their car. Mattie slid down in the seat so they couldn't see him if they looked.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity in silence, we came to a stop. Mattie nodded, then opened his door to get out. I threw open the back door and jumped down before turning around to help the girls get out. Zoe jumped out with no help but Sierra and Kristy both took my hand. I squeezed Kristy's and gave her a smile that she returned. At least that was something. 
 
    I turned and surveyed our surroundings. We seemed to have ended up by a lake, surrounded by trees on all sides, with crickets chirping in the background. The half-moon glinted off the lake, making the water look like glass. An earthy smell reached my nose, making me want to sneeze. Rubbing my nose, I looked at the rest of the group. Joe leaned out the window, calling Mattie over. "I'm going to move the van up a ways. Call me when you want me to come back."  
 
    Mattie nodded his thanks, then moved away from the van. Once it was gone, we turned back to the lake. 
 
    "Where did they go?" Zoe looked around, squinting to see through the trees.  
 
    Mattie pointed to the other side of the lake. "Over there. I'm not sure where exactly, but they stopped their car on that side. We're going to walk over there." 
 
    We all nodded, then trudged to the tree line. Mattie stepped through first, holding up a branch so the rest of us could step through. We walked in single file, Zoe taking the lead.  
 
    I dropped back beside Mattie and looked at him. "Want me to scout ahead?"  
 
    He nodded, knowing that my stealth would get me farther than the whole group going as one.  
 
    I ran off into the bushes, going around the group and coming out ahead, where even they couldn't see me. I kept low to the ground, my head on a swivel. Nothing was going to get past me.  
 
    Eventually, I came out into another clearing, similar to the one in which we had first stopped. A log cabin sat back against the forest, smoke curling out of the chimney. The lights were on, the yellow glare standing out against the moonlit night. I scanned the perimeter but didn’t see anyone moving. I crouched, moving along the trees, feeling for traps. Then I ran back to the group, popping up as they almost reached the clearing. "There are traps up ahead." 
 
    Zoe shook her head. "What traps?" 
 
    "Tripwires. Pretty sure it just alerts them if someone’s near, nothing super dangerous." My eyes met Kristy's as I tried to impress on her how careful I was being. She had to see that I was trying. 
 
    Mattie stepped forward. "Is there a way around them?" 
 
    I snorted. "Of course. They weren't set very well. Follow me." I led them past the first two traps, stepping over one and bending under another. The third we skirted past, ending up right next to the house. I looked over at Sierra. "Shifters have heightened senses, right?" I knew this, but was double-checking. 
 
    She nodded. "Their noses are better than ours by a long shot." 
 
    I looked at my group. "Then they probably know we're here." 
 
    Mattie nodded. "We shouldn't keep them waiting." He moved around to take the steps up to the porch. The light shone against his black clothes and black hair. Before he had even raised his foot to kick in the door, it opened, revealing the same guy from the party. On his face was a look of satisfaction—and hunger. His eyes flicked to the girls, then back to Mattie. 
 
    "Nice of you to join us. Please, come in." He grinned, his smile looking feral. This guy was definitely part animal. 
 
    Mattie looked back at us, then at the guy. "Why would we come in?" Mattie flicked his fingers, something only I would see. I slipped away, around the corner of the house. Mattie and the girls would go in, while I was going to be the element of surprise. Now that we had confirmed they could smell us, it didn't matter that I was sneaking in, as the others would already be inside. Their scent would mask mine. Hopefully, I could find the girls and get them out while Mattie kept the shifters busy. That was the strategy we had worked out, anyway. 
 
    I slipped around to the back of the house, listening for signs of anything waiting to jump me back there. Knowing how confident these guys were, they wouldn't bother with that. They'd all be up front, watching Mattie and the girls, trusting that they’d be able to take us all on, not realizing that we’d all need to be in one place for that to happen. Showed what they knew. 
 
    I edged up the back steps, stepping as lightly as I could to avoid any sounds. Reaching out, I pushed the sliding door open a few inches. From inside, cool air blasted my face. I could hear voices, but not what they were saying. It didn't matter, as I could hear Mattie in my ear, talking to them. Asking about the missing girls, blaming the shifters for their disappearance. The ringleader laughed and the others joined in. "You blame us, huh? What are we doing with these girls?" 
 
    "Using them. You need to grow your pack, don't you? You're doing that with the kidnapped girls." Silence met Mattie's declaration, confirming our suspicions. I smiled to myself. Leave it Mattie to get to the bottom of things rather quickly. 
 
    I slipped through the kitchen and into a back room, finding it empty—no furniture or anything. This struck me as odd. When normal people have empty rooms, they still put things in them, like boxes or storage. Dust had settled on the floor, showing footprints. So someone had come into the room, but they hadn’t stayed there. The footprints led me to a corner of the room, where the floor looked different than the rest. No dust covered the surface here. The planks were clean. I bent down and lightly knocked on the planks. A hollow sound responded, confirming my suspicions. The girls weren't in the house. They were under it.  
 
    Looking over my shoulder to make sure I was still alone, I whispered, "I found a trapdoor. Heading down there now. Will keep you posted." Knowing none of them could respond, I pried open the trapdoor and slipped down into the darkness, unsure of what I would find—and praying it was the girls and not some monster that would eat me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
   I  crouched, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Glancing around, I listened for any sounds of movement. All I heard were crickets. Musty earth hit my nose, along with the smells of defecation. Something was definitely being kept down here. And it stank. I scooted forward, leaving the pale light from the open trapdoor, and pulled out my small penlight. It wasn't much, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    Moving sideways, I bumped into a wall. Reaching out my hand, I felt another wall. This had to be a hallway. Using my enchanted hand to feel the way, I started walking forward, swinging my penlight right and left as I went. The floor felt like dirt, not paved. This was just a crude setup. It felt very temporary.  
 
    The first door I hit was locked. I grinned, knowing that wouldn't keep me out. I put my penlight in my mouth and pulled out my tools, then bent to unlock the door. I was so practiced at this, it took me less than a minute to get a door open. Feeling the lock give, I turned the handle and slipped inside. As I flashed my penlight around, I realized I had just stepped in an office, with papers strewn across a desk and a map hanging on the wall. When I stepped up to the map, my breath caught. There was a red pen right where our school was located. That couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    I stepped out of the room, then closed and locked the door. If I got away with this, I didn't want them to suspect what I had seen. I continued down the hall, looking for more doors. I found three more that were empty, like the room upstairs. When I came to a corner, I poked my head around it. Seeing nothing but a door made of bars, I stepped forward, inching my way closer. Why would a barred door be down here? What could possibly be caged behind it? 
 
    I got my answer pretty quickly. A pair of white hands wrapped around the bars. Their appearance was followed by that of a dirty face. Dirt covered every part of the girl. Her clothes were torn and stained, barely covering her body. Through the glare of the light, her eyes looked red. "Who are you?" The words came out choppy, like she hadn't spoken in a while. 
 
    "I'm here to save you. Who are you?" 
 
    "Monica." Another pair of hands joined hers. Another pair of eyes, lighter than hers. "This is Karinna." I flashed my light behind them and saw more girls in its beam. 
 
    "How many of you are there?" 
 
    "Ten. There were more, but they're gone now." Monica glared at me, daring me to challenge her. I decided against it. 
 
    I bent to the bars and examined the lock. Then I put my penlight back in my mouth and pulled out my tool kit. This would be easy. Less than a minute later, the door swung open, the hinges squealing. I cringed, expecting to hear Mattie call a warning, but he kept talking. Apparently, we were too far down for them to hear us. I held out my hand and looked at her expectantly. When she didn't move, I smiled. "You wanna get out of here, right?" 
 
    She nodded, then took my hand and stepped forward. The other girls crowded in behind her, all looking at me in wonder. Monica turned back, her eyes scanning their faces. "Stay quiet and do as he says, OK?" They all nodded, eyes dropping to the floor. I turned, letting her hand drop as I headed down the hall. I wasn't even sure how I was going to get them out of the trapdoor, let alone out of the house. 
 
    "I've got the girls but I need a way out."  
 
    Over the earbud, Kristy's voice rang out. "This has been really lovely, but I'm feeling pretty tired. Anyone wanna show us around all your nasty traps out there?" I could feel the power in her voice, and I realized she was using her charm speak. My girl was back. 
 
    A chuckle rang in my ear. "I'm sure you've already figured those out. You don't need us. Are you sure you want to leave?" 
 
    "Oh, most definitely." The confidence in her voice didn't waver. The pull must've worn off.  
 
    I reached the trapdoor and looked up. "Is this where you ladies came in?" 
 
    The red-eyed girl looked up, then back at me. "No. There's another door. That way." She pointed down the hall in the direction I hadn't gone, away from where we were standing. Nodding, I led the way down the hall. 
 
    We hit a dead end around another corner, with the only exit being a door with a solid wood frame. When I pulled it open, another barred door stood before me. Grinning, I bent to unlock it. After pulling open the door, I stepped aside to let the girls through. The red-eyed girl waited with me, watching each girl step past her. She looked up at me, worry straining her face. I placed a hand on her shoulder and smiled. "There's a van that will pick you up. My team and I will get you out of here." 
 
    She nodded, then looked down the hall, fear changing her features. "They're coming." 
 
    I looked behind me but heard and saw nothing. "What? I don't see anything."  
 
    She looked at me, then back behind her at the girls’ retreating backs. "They can't find us. I'm sorry." Before I knew what she was doing, she slammed my head against the wall. Stars flashed in my eyes, then everything went black. I heard a clanging sound and then I heard nothing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
   I  awoke to the sound of Kristy screaming in my ear. I rubbed my head and slowly opened my eyes. A pair of yellow eyes stared back at me, warm breath in my face. A voice rang out, clearer than the one in my ear. "You let our girls go." 
 
    I looked up to see the ringleader staring at me. I tried to sit up, but that only made me want to puke. I rubbed the back of my head. When I pulled away my hand, I noticed that it was wet. How hard had I hit my head? I looked up at him, squinting in the bright light. "Where am I?" 
 
    A door clanged shut, the yellow eyes now farther away so that I could see they were attached to a wolf. The ringleader stood next to the wolf, anger contorting his features into a mask of ugly. Blinking, I realized he was on the other side of a set of bars. The barred door. I struggled to sit up, my head pounding, vomit threatening to rise up my throat. I was in the cell where the girls had been. I looked up at the ringleader. "Did they get away?" 
 
    Anger rolled off him in waves. The wolf growled, but he reached down and patted its head. "Yes, they did. But they'll come back. They won't be able to resist." 
 
    I tilted my head, considering that. Kristy had gone silent in my ear. Maybe she was hearing this, too. "Are you sure about that? Our girls seemed to be able to resist just fine." 
 
    His eyes hardened. I’d hit a nerve. "Maybe. But those others have been under our control for much longer. And they aren't exactly human anymore." He spun on his heel, taking the light with him. "Let's see how you like the dark. And starvation." Once the light was gone, I sank back against the wall.  
 
    Kristy's voice crackled in my ear. "Andy?"  
 
    I swallowed, not sure what to tell her. "Yeah."  
 
    "We're here. Right at the edge of the woods. All the girls got out. We can come back in and get you." 
 
    "No way. Get those girls to safety. I'll be fine." 
 
    "We can't just leave you there." I could hear the sobs in her voice. Nothing hurt more than that sound.  
 
    "I'm just one person. Mount a rescue. Just bring more people. They're stronger than they look." 
 
    "Who is?" Mattie's voice cut in, drowning out Kristy's sobbing.  
 
    "All of them." I closed my eyes, knowing that sleeping was a bad idea. However, I was so tired and everything hurt so much. What could a little sleep really hurt? 
 
    Apparently, that wasn't meant to be. A growl forced my eyes open again. A pair of yellow eyes watched me through the bars. The wolf had decided to stay. I sighed, rubbing my temples.  
 
    "We'll come back for you. I promise." The determination in Mattie's voice gave me hope. Of course he’d come back for me. He was my best friend. 
 
    "I believe you, but you need to leave. Now."  
 
    The wolf turned as I said that. It howled, causing the hairs on my arms to stand on end. This was no normal wolf.  
 
    The ringleader returned and threw open the door. Stepping up to me, he grabbed me by the hair and yanked back my head. I cried out from the pain, then bit my lip as he pulled the earbud out of my ear. "No more of that." He dropped it to the ground and crunched it under his boot. Then he shoved me back against the wall and headed toward the door. The ringleader gave me one more smirk before slamming the door again. The sound vibrated through my whole body. Unable to hold it in anymore, I leaned over to puke on the dirt floor. He shook his head. "You probably have a concussion. Maybe you'll die and save me the hassle of taking care of you." He left again. This time, the wolf followed him. 
 
    I curled into a ball on the floor, sweat cooling on my body. Then I gathered the pieces of the earbud in my hand and held them against my chest. My silver hand remained covered. The glove I had taken to wearing over it was dirty but still intact. At least they hadn't taken that from me. It could be the only thing that would keep them from eventually killing me. I looked at the door and gritted my teeth. "Better make that rescue quick, bud."  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
   T he days melted together, and with no sunlight to gauge by, I had no idea how long I’d been down in the earth. After the third day, I had to remove my contacts, no longer able to stand them in my eyes. They barely remembered to feed me, sometimes bringing me food only so I wouldn't die. Mostly it was scraps, leftover chicken with almost no meat on the bones, husks of bread that no one had wanted to eat. And dirty water. You can bet I ate and drank every bite and drop. I needed my strength and I wasn't about to turn my nose up at food, even nasty food. 
 
    I spent the time thinking about all the things I’d say to Kristy the next time I saw her, how I’d apologize for everything I'd ever done and beg her forgiveness. I'd give anything to see her again, tell her she was right. I’d been stupid, way too overconfident. I was good, but obviously not THAT good. I sighed, scratching at the back of my head. It had stopped bleeding and the swelling had gone down, but there was still a pain there, and I suspected, an infection. That would probably kill me before anything else did. 
 
    Every couple of days, as best I could guess, the ringleader came by to taunt me. I learned that his name was Calvin. He was a younger shifter, but what they referred to as a pureblood, meaning he was born a shifter, not made one. His father had been the same as him, while his mother had been turned, forcefully, as a teenager. He wasn't a wolf, that much was obvious. What he had shifted to in the basement wasn’t his real form. The other wolves wouldn’t defer to just anther wolf. This led me to suspect he was the dragon we had read about. The leader of this particular pack. Meaning he was strong enough to shift into whatever he wanted to. 
 
    He really liked to talk about himself, which was how I learned so much. They were building their pack for war. And not just any war. A war with us, the hunters. They knew about our school, though Calvin never said how they knew. And they knew a lot about our operations and movements. Their goal was to overrun the school and kill everyone in it. He just needed a big-enough pack to do it. The hardest part for them was gaining enough followers to attack the school. He had learned from his father that breeding your fighters, while more time-consuming, was also more effective. Turned shifters tended to be harder to control and although they had to bow to the leader, they did it grudgingly and couldn't be trusted. He smirked at that. "So, we started turning women, then attempting to impregnate them. Much more effective in the long run." 
 
    "Girls. You turned girls, barely old enough to be considered women. Against their will." I couldn't keep the disgust from my voice. Just imagining one of them getting their hands on any of the girls at the school sickened me.  
 
    He snorted. "They were old enough to be out in the middle of the night, instead of home with their parents like they should've been." 
 
    I ignored him, rolling over on the dirt floor to give him my back. He never liked talking to me when he couldn't see my face. It was like he wanted to see the anger and disgust there. Whenever I turned my back, he left. But he always returned, another story on his lips. He wouldn't tell me any of his numbers, or how many children he’d already gotten from girls he’d taken, but I suspected that he had a decent number, as the loss of the ten I’d saved didn't seem to bother him as much once the shock of their escape had worn off. What bothered him more, it seemed, was the fact that they hadn’t come back. According to him, they always came back.  
 
    One day he came in, running his hands through his hair, making it stand on end. He paced in front of the cage, growling to himself. Several times, I saw his claws peek out before he yanked them back in. The wolf that was always at his side sat against the wall, its eyes following Calvin’s steps. Calvin turned to grab the bars, glaring at me. "Why haven't they come back?" 
 
    I tilted my head and picked at the husk of bread they’d brought me. It wasn't much, but it was better than no food at all, which had been happening more frequently. "What do you mean?" The pain in my head had lessened, for which I thanked my lucky stars. Only a throbbing from what I assumed was the infection remained. 
 
    He glared, his eyes flashing red for a split second. That, I knew, I hadn't imagined. He was definitely a dragon. It reminded me of the girl Monica’s eyes. Could she also be a dragon? "The girls. They should've come back by now. The pull is too strong for them to resist for this long." 
 
    I licked my lips and an idea occurred to me. It was something I’d been mulling over for a couple of days and I wondered what he’d say when I mentioned it. But what did I have to lose? "What if they have a new pack?" 
 
    His grip on the bars tightened, his knuckles going white. "What did you say?" 
 
    I stood, brushing off my filthy pants. Kristy would faint when she smelled me. I smirked at that thought, then turned my attention back to him. "I mean, you turned the girls before trying to breed them, right?"  
 
    He nodded.  
 
    "So, you turned one into a dragon shifter, right? To make strong dragon shifter babies?"  
 
    I could see he was uncomfortable with admitting this to me, but eventually he nodded.  
 
    I shrugged and looked up at the ceiling. "So that means they have a leader. Why would they come back to you?" 
 
    The thought seemed to shock him at first, as his mouth fell open. Obviously, it had never occurred to him that a girl—one he himself had turned—could become a leader in her own right. Having been married to one of the fiercest women I’d ever met, I didn’t doubt that my own Kristy had talked that girl into leading the group herself, thus preventing them from coming back here to be baby-making slaves for these morons. 
 
    "They wouldn't dare." He said it quietly, but the anger was plain.  
 
    "Why not? What's stopping them? Have women never led a pack before?" 
 
    "They have. But these aren’t purebloods." 
 
    "And? Why would that stop them?" 
 
    He sighed, rolling his eyes. "You obviously know little about us."  
 
    I held up my hands, showing that I had nothing but time to learn.  
 
    Calvin sat on the floor in front of the bars, settling in to do some explaining. "While, yes, one of the girls—the one who knocked you out, I assume—is a dragon shifter, I'm still stronger than she is. My pull would be stronger than hers. Even with them this far away from me, at your school." He smiled at the surprise on my face. "Yes, we know where the girls went. We’ll get them back soon enough."  
 
    I tucked away that morsel of information. They planned to attack the school. I had to figure out how to get out of here and warn them. 
 
    "But if kept away from you for long enough, wouldn't her pull become the stronger one?" I sat across from him now, holding his gaze.  
 
    He clutched his knees with his hands. "It might. But I doubt it. They'll come back." He stood and left, leaving me alone again. I waited until I heard the trapdoor close—a sound I had become accustomed to hearing. Then I scrambled over to the one blanket that had been left in the cell and reached underneath it to pull out the makeshift tools I’d been working on. They hadn’t given me silverware, but I’d found a couple of sturdy sticks that I’d taken to attempting to shape into tools to pick the lock on the bars. I’d done it once to free the girls, and I was sure I could do it again. 
 
    Straining to listen, I continued to work, shaping the sticks using a sharp stone I’d found in a corner of the cell. They’d work only once and then break, so I had to make sure to get this right the first time. It was more important now to get it right. The school had to be warned.  
 
    The trapdoor sounded and I scrambled back over to the blanket. I slipped the tools back underneath and set the stone near the corner of the blanket so I could find it later. I had to rely mainly on touch, as the light in there was barely light at all. Scrambling back to the bars, I grasped them, listening. The footsteps were light, not at all the heavy trod I’d become accustomed to. It definitely wasn't Calvin. Maybe it was someone bringing more food. I could definitely use more food.  
 
    Her red hair caught my attention first. My heart ached when I saw the halo of light wrapping around it. My saving grace. Her nose scrunched up at the smell, wrinkling just how I remembered it did. When my eyes met hers, my breath stopped. It couldn't be. "Kristy, what are you doing here?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
   "H ere to save you, of course." She winked at me, standing back from the cage bars. "You look dreadful." 
 
    I rubbed my hands together and looked down at my tattered clothes. "How long have I been down here?" 
 
    "A month. We've been working so hard to get to you. It took a lot of careful planning on our part, but we did it." She pulled something out of the pocket of her black uniform, then passed it to me through the bars. "I brought you this." 
 
    I fingered the pouch, realizing it was another tool kit, giving me the ability to break out of here. After they destroyed my earbud, I’d woken up to discover my tools were gone, too. I grinned and stumbled to the lock. Hope filled my chest as I worked to unlock the lock I’d been studying for so long. "I can't believe you're here. How did you get past all of them?" 
 
    "My voice, of course." Her wicked smile made me laugh—a sound I never thought I'd hear again. "They were eating out of my hands." She spread her hands wide, as if to show me. 
 
    The lock clicked. It had taken me longer to open than the last time I’d picked it. I pocketed the tools, grabbed Kristy’s hand, and ran down the hall. Around the corner, we came to the trapdoor, but instead of stopping there, she went to the door where I’d been knocked out before. "This way?" I stopped and looked back at the trapdoor. "But if you have them under control, why not that way?" 
 
    She looked up at the trapdoor, then back at me. "This is faster. It will dump us out away from here. We don't want to agitate them." I nodded, following her logic. Kristy had always been the more logical of the two of us.  
 
    I followed her down a tunnel. The unlocking of the second barred door went faster than the first. The stone walls of the underground gave way to dirt walls, with roots spreading out before us. We stepped lightly, trying not to trip as we went. Kristy pushed a branch out of the way to reveal the side of the road, something I hadn't expected to see for some time. Stepping out into the early dawn light, I squinted, unaccustomed to any light at all.  
 
    Kristy turned, her mouth falling open. "Oh, Andy, you look worse than I thought."  
 
    I reached out to touch her, not realizing I was using my enchanted hand until it stopped inches from her face, refusing to move any farther. Try as I might, I couldn't touch her. Frowning at the hand, I dropped it and reached for her with my other one. I pulled her to me and crushed my lips against hers. She tasted salty, something I wasn't used to, but I pushed it aside, holding her against me.  
 
    She pushed against my chest, putting inches between us. "Not now. We have to get out of here." 
 
    I looked around, confusion distracting me. "Where's the van?" 
 
    She scratched her head and looked at the road, hesitating for a split second, barely long enough to notice. "I think it's farther down the road. We didn't want to park it right here and get caught." 
 
    While this made sense, something in the way she said it felt wrong. Why had she hesitated? Before I could think about it more, she grabbed my hand and pulled me forward into the forest, away from the tunnel and the lake. We started to run, making all kinds of noise as we went. "Won't they hear us?" 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder, grinning. "I subdued them, remember?" 
 
    I nodded and charged forward, sticking close behind her. She knew where the van was, so I had to follow. My stomach ached. Something didn't seem right, but I couldn't place it.  
 
    We reached another clearing and stopped to catch our breaths. Looking around, I realized what bothered me was the lack of anyone else. Where was the rest of our group? "Kristy, where is everyone? Where's Mattie?" 
 
    She looked up at me, pain in her eyes. "I came alone." 
 
    I stopped, staring at her. "What? What do you mean?" 
 
    She scoffed, crossing her arms over her chest. "He was taking too long, saying that we had to have approval from the Council, saying that we had to do this the right way. I wasn't willing to wait that long. They could've killed you. I had to get you out." 
 
    I looked around the clearing. "There is no van. That's why you hesitated." She nodded and looked down at her toes. "So, how are we getting out of here?" 
 
    "Walking." She headed to the other side of the clearing and looked over her shoulder at me. "Are you coming?"  
 
    I nodded, my shoulders drooping. While walking wasn't a bad thing, it was a long way back to the school and I didn't have the strength for that. We were going to have to stop sometime. 
 
    "We could call someone in the next town. I bet if we called Mattie, he and Joe would come to get us." 
 
    She shrugged. "Maybe." her words confused me. Why wouldn't they come to get us? They were just as worried about me as she was.  
 
    A howl brought a chill to my spine. I turned and looked over my shoulder. Kristy glanced behind us in fear, then grabbed my hand and broke into a run. "It must've worn off."  
 
    I followed her in silence, my pulse in my ears. If they caught us, who knew what they would do to us, to her. I couldn't let that happen. 
 
    As we ran, branches slapped us in the face and leaves crackled under our feet. The howl grew closer, evolving into many howls. Soon, they were all around us and I realized we were surrounded. There was no way to evade them. They moved in closer until we could see the yellow eyes in the brush. Wind above our heads made us look up. A large figure had come to settle down beside us before changing before our eyes into a human. Yep, my captor was definitely a red dragon. Where it had stood, Calvin now stood, arms crossed. He glared at Kristy, then at me. "Cover her mouth."  
 
    Before I could move, a man stepped up behind Kristy and wrapped a cloth gag around her mouth, pulling it tight. Her eyes widened, her panic evident. I squeezed her hand, still clasped in mine, trying to give her as much reassurance as I could.  
 
    Glaring, I turned to face Calvin. He stepped up to Kristy and grabbed her chin in his hand, turning her face this way and that. "Curious, where does your power come from?" He smiled over at me. "Quite a strong mate you have here. Wouldn't mind having one like that for myself."  
 
    "Get your hands off her." I stepped closer to him and pulled my hand from hers. I reached to pull off the glove and reveal the secret I had kept for a month, to take him down with one swipe. However, before I could get my hand on the glove, I was grabbed from behind and slammed into the ground, where a boot on my back held me in place. The lack of food had weakened me so that I couldn't fight.  
 
    "Keep struggling. It's more fun for us that way."  
 
    I could hear Kristy's muffled cries through the gag. I knew that struggling only hurt her more. I stilled, controlling my breathing.  
 
    "Keep me. Let her go." 
 
    "Now why would I do that? This is going to be so much more interesting, don't you think?" They dragged us back to the cabin and took us down the trapdoor. They tossed me back into my cell. The door clanged shut behind me. Then they took Kristy back with them, kicking and screaming the whole way. I gripped the bars, screaming until my voice was hoarse, the sounds of her cries tearing my insides apart. If only she had stayed away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
   H ours later, they brought her back and threw her into the cell with me. They chuckled as they left. Kristy lay there on the floor, her hair a tangled red mass around her face. Her breathing came fast, her whole body shaking with it. I knelt by her and reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. Kristy jerked away, scuttling over to the corner to stare at me through scared, tear-filled eyes. "Kristy?" The word caught in my throat, coming out as more of a croak.  
 
    She shook her head and closed her eyes. Her hands shook as she held them in front of her face. I scooted forward and reached out my own hands to touch hers. She pulled them back to her chest, glaring at me. "Don't touch me." 
 
    I reached out again, cupping her face instead. "What happened? What did they do to you?" 
 
    She opened her eyes, which were shining with tears. "They changed me." She let out a shaky breath. "I'm a monster, Andy." 
 
    I shook my head. "Never." 
 
    "He said that now I belong to him. That no matter where I go or what I do, I will always want to be near him." She gulped. "I can feel it already. This desire to be near him." She looked at the ground. "It's OK to hate me." 
 
    I touched her hair, running the silky strands through my fingers. "Why would I hate you?" 
 
    She looked up at me, squinting. "I came to rescue you and failed." 
 
    I snorted. "How many times have one of my bright ideas failed?" When she didn't answer, I continued. "A lot, that's how many. Plans don't always go how we want them to, so we have to adjust, make the best of what we have. At least we’re together. Together, we can get through this."  
 
    She nodded, a small smile coming to her face. I pulled her against me, holding her tightly. It didn't matter what they did to her. She was still my wife and I would protect her to the best of my ability. I closed my eyes, resting my chin on the top of her head, hoping Mattie would be here soon to rescue the two of us. 
 
    *** 
 
    The changes happened slowly, something I hadn't expected. Every day, we discovered something new about her. Calvin came to visit daily, his wolf shadow mysteriously gone. I didn't have time to focus on that, as I was too busy keeping Kristy away from him. It was a struggle, as her pull to him got stronger every day. Her hands would shift to claws, her face would sprout hair. At times like that, I would hold her, rocking her back and forth.  
 
    We would lay for hours in the dark, talking about home, about our memories. She’d close her eyes, her hand grasping mine, and ask me to tell her a story. She’d smile in all the right places, her eyes shining up at me with mirth as I regaled her with our childhood pranks. Things that I hadn't thought about in years came back to me then, how easy it had been to be a child, to grow up surrounded by all the love we had.  
 
    On that first night, I tested a theory running through my head. Though I wanted to believe what my eyes were telling me, my heart said something was off. So, when I told her a story that first night, I made it up. I started small, with something she’d know for sure. "Do you remember the summer when we were thirteen and realized how much we actually liked each other?"  
 
    When she nodded, I frowned, but kept talking. We’d been fourteen when we had started to fall in love. At thirteen, Kristy had thought that I had cooties and had run from me every chance she got.  
 
    I cleared my throat and continued. "We used to sneak off, go out to the garden and pick flowers, chasing each other around the trees. You gave me my first kiss in that garden, by the water fountain. I pinched you afterward and you ran off screaming." I smirked, because it was half-true. She had kissed me in the garden, but I didn't pinch her. I had kissed her back, so relieved that she felt the same way I did.  
 
    The girl in my cell nodded, her head in my lap as I ran my fingers through her hair. My stomach bubbled. Kristy would know these were lies. Why wasn't she calling me out on them? 
 
    One night, she looked at me, worry creasing her brow. I reached up a hand to smooth them out. "What's worrying you?" 
 
    "Do you think they'll really come?" 
 
    Her question surprised me. Normally, Kristy would never question that. "What do you mean?" 
 
    She bit her lip. "What if the Council tells them they can't?" 
 
    I snorted. "Mattie wouldn't let the Council stop him." 
 
    She nodded but the doubt lingered. It suddenly occurred to me that she may be right. As much as he’d want to save us, Mattie may not have a choice. And if he wanted to maintain the balance that we currently had, he may not be able to break the rules so that he could come to get us. Looking around at the cell, I came to a decision. If we had any hope of surviving, we had to get out of here.  
 
    I stood and reached underneath the blanket to pull out the tools I’d been making before Kristy had showed up to save me. The tools she’d brought for me had been taken before I’d been tossed back in my cell. I squeezed her shoulder, holding the tools in my enchanted hand. It still wouldn't let me touch her, but I had my own suspicions about that. Ones that I’d figure out once we were safely away. 
 
    Standing at the door, I reached around the bars to work on the lock. The tools were clumsier than the smooth ones I was used to. I’d get us out again, even if it took me all night.  
 
    Kristy stepped up behind me, her breathing coming faster. "Andy, what are you doing?" 
 
    "I'm getting us out of here." 
 
    "But where are we to go?" 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at her. "To the nearest house. We'll call the school. There's an emergency line set up for things like this." 
 
    Confusion flickered in her eyes, then quickly disappeared. If I hadn't known her all my life, I might have missed it. "Right, the emergency line." 
 
    The lock clicked, the tool falling apart as it did. I wiped my hands on my dirty pants, then pushed open the door. "Come on." I held my hand out to her, watching as she took it, her own shaking. We rushed down the hall, toward the tunnel down which we had escaped before. The lock shined up at me, but there was more than one way to get past a lock. Picking up an abandoned chair sitting next to the door, I smashed it several times. With every hit, the chair fell apart. The lock fell apart too, causing the door to swing open. As we headed across the threshold, voices rang down the hall behind us.  
 
    Kristy turned, halting. "They're coming." 
 
    "Then we need to leave." I pulled her along behind me, her protests falling on deaf ears. We were getting out of there, whether or not they were behind us. I had to let the others know were out, give them a chance to get to us. Even if all I did was get a phone call out, it would be worth it.  
 
    We tumbled out into the clearing as before, but this time we headed to the road, sticking to the side of it as closely as we could. A few cars actually drove past and the smell of asphalt assaulted our noses. Kristy coughed several times, her eyes darting around in the darkness. Of course, it was night again. It was always night.  
 
    After a good ten minutes of walking, we saw lights ahead. I could only hope that we would come upon a house with a working phone. Kristy looked at the houses as we approached, her eyes wide as saucers. "What are you going to do?" 
 
    I walked up to the first house we came to. From inside, lights were shining. "I'm going to ask to use their phone." I took the front steps two at a time, leaving Kristy to stand in the middle of the front walk. I knocked three times, bouncing on my toes. I had to look a hot mess but it would give my story more credence.  
 
    An older gentleman opened the door, his grey eyes narrowing at me. He looked behind me at Kristy, then back at my face. "Can I help you?" 
 
    I smiled as brightly as I could. "Sorry to bother you, sir, but my wife and I had a breakdown on the side of the road. And our phone batteries have died. I was wondering if I could use your phone to call for assistance?"  
 
    He didn't look like he believed my story, but he let me in anyway. I motioned for Kristy to follow. She stepped into the house and looked around with wide eyes. The gentleman before us was portly, his black pants pulled up high on his waist. Reading glasses were perched on his nose, and he didn’t have much hair on top of his head. He gestured to the phone sitting on the counter. "Go ahead and make your call." He looked Kristy over, shaking his head at the state of her clothes. She looked down, her cheeks burning red.  
 
    Trying to ignore her embarrassment, I dialed the number we had memorized ever since we could talk—the most important number we had ever been given.  
 
    After three rings, a soft female voice said, "Darryl's Cleaning Service, how may I be of assistance?" 
 
    I couldn't keep the grin off my face. To keep normal people from figuring out this was the emergency number, it was always answered with a business name. That way, if it were a wrong number, the caller wouldn’t hear anything they weren't supposed to.  
 
    I spoke fast, unsure how much time I would have. The wolves had to be on their way by now. "Yes, I need to order a cleaning. We’re at the cabin, underground. Mattie knows where to look. Tell him it's urgent." I hung up, not waiting for a response. There usually wasn't one. 
 
    The man had seated himself at a plain white table. Kristy was across from him. He had given her a mug of something warm. Steam rose out of the mug and to her face. She sniffed at it, unsure what was inside. He frowned even deeper at her. "It's tea. Perfectly safe." He took a sip of his own tea to prove it.  
 
    I slid into the seat next to her, looking at him. "Hopefully, they arrive soon. Sorry to be a bother." 
 
    The old man shook his head. "No bother. Not like I had anything else to do tonight." A whine brought his hand under the table, where I looked to see that he was patting the head of a white and brown dog whose long, floppy ears were touching the floor by his feet. The dog had been so quiet, I didn't even realize it was there. 
 
    "She's beautiful."  
 
    He smiled, the first one I'd seen since we knocked on his door. "Thank you. Sally's my pride and joy." Sally slipped out from under the table and headed to the door to growl at it. The old man tried to call her back to his side but she ignored him, her growls turning to barks. I looked at Kristy and noticed the look of fright on her face.  
 
    I stood, pulling Kristy to her feet as I did, almost knocking over the mug. Looking around the kitchen, I didn't find much in the way of weapons. An empty sink sat in front of a small window, with an oven next to it. A knife holder perched between the oven and the sink but it was devoid of knives, which I now thought was very odd. An old microwave and a toaster sat side by side against the wall closest to the kitchen entrance. A coffee pot sat on the opposite counter. Cherry red cabinets and white countertops gave the feeling of modern mixed with what had probably been an older-style home. Turning to the old man, I nodded. "Thank you for your help, but we best be leaving."  
 
    I pulled Kristy out the door, ignoring his objections that we stay until our ride arrived. I didn't think Mattie was going to make it here before the wolves did.  
 
    Running down the old man's front walk, we came face to face with the wolves, saliva dripping from their mouths, their yellow eyes gleaming in the moonlight. No sign of the dragon but that didn't mean he wasn't nearby. Since Calvin had appeared as a wolf before, I had no doubt he could do that again. Dragons would draw attention, another wolf wouldn’t. I looked at Kristy and noticed that her hands were curled into fists. She snarled and looked at them. "Kristy?" 
 
    She looked up at me. "I'm trying to fight it. I can feel the pull but it hurts so bad." Sweat beaded her brow as she tried to stay in her human form. I nodded, resting my hand in hers.  
 
    I looked at the wolves, trying to decide what would be the best course of action. We had to get out of there. I couldn't let them drag me back underground. Looking past the wolves I saw the lake and an idea came to me. We could swim. The wolves might follow, but both of us were pretty strong swimmers. It might help us get away. If we could get to the lake, that was.  
 
    I started edging toward the street. The wolves’ eyes followed me but they didn’t move. They were waiting for a command of some sort but I wasn't sure what it was. Trees lined the opposite side of the road, where the lake lay. All we had to do was reach those trees and we could make a run for it. Kristy seemed to be following my line of thinking because she pushed me harder toward the trees, her breath hitching the closer we got.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I shouted, "GO!" We took off to the trees, with howls and growls following us. The lake glittered in the moonlight, just waiting for us to jump in. I dove, then heard Kristy follow me. The water was cold to the point of shivering but refreshing after having gone so long without washing. Not that I would ever admit that to anyone. 
 
    We swam to the middle of the lake, then treaded water. "Now what?" Kristy swam beside me, her eyes looking to the edge of the lake, where the wolves had gathered. Her teeth chattered, her lips turning blue. We wouldn’t be able to maintain this for long. 
 
    "Why haven't they followed us in?" 
 
    "Maybe they don't like water?" Kristy said it more like she knew they didn't rather than it being just a guess, but I let it slide. I looked up at the sky, where the stars twinkled above us.  
 
    "What are you looking for?" 
 
    "Help." I didn’t see anything, and I knew we couldn't stay in the lake forever. They would eventually come to get us, whether they liked water or not. We headed to the opposite bank, looking back over our shoulders occasionally. The eyes were gone, giving me a sinking feeling in my stomach.  
 
    When we stepped out of the water, they were waiting for us. I pushed Kristy behind me and held up my fists. I would fight them, even if it killed me. I wasn’t going back underground.  
 
    The first wolf, bigger than the others, stepped forward, growling at me. His huge jaws sported yellowed teeth, with what looked like pieces of meat stuck in them. Gross.  
 
    I pulled off my glove, knowing that hiding my hand now would be pointless. I had to defend us, even if it was just with a hand made of silver. The wolf growled louder and took a step closer. I could hear Kristy breathing behind me, although it seemed she, too, had taken a step back. Of course, with what they’d done to her, she’d know that silver wasn't her friend anymore.  
 
    The wolf crouched, ready to charge. I braced myself, knowing this impact was going to hurt.  
 
    I felt hot breath on my face and watched as the wolf came at me. Right before it hit, it went flying to the side, an arrow protruding from its body. Turning, I found Zoe's violet eyes staring at me, a huge smile on her face. "Took you long enough."  
 
    She laughed as she shot another arrow, taking down another wolf. The wolves started to back away, whimpering and howling as they did.  
 
    I looked at the sky again. "I don't see the dragon." 
 
    She snorted. "He's otherwise occupied. Let's get out of here."  
 
    She didn't have to tell me twice. I grabbed Kristy's hand with my normal one, making sure to keep the silver away from her, and then took off running, not looking back. Zoe moved easily through the brush, like she’d been here a thousand times. Considering how long I'd been locked up, she probably had.  
 
    After we’d been running for what felt like hours but was probably only minutes, the van came into view. The back doors were open, with Sierra hanging out of them. "Come on, let's go. Mattie’s almost here." Her eyes widened when she saw us but she said nothing. She just yanked us inside and gave me a big hug. "Andy we missed you. We're so glad you're OK."  
 
    I hugged her back, though I noticed the look that Zoe was giving Kristy. Kristy sat on the bench, arms wrapped around herself, not saying anything. It was then that my suspicions were confirmed.  
 
    "Who are you?" I asked. 
 
    She looked at me, sadness in her eyes. "You know?" 
 
    I nodded. "I have for a while now. You're very un-Kristy-like." 
 
    She smiled. "I'm glad you aren't as dumb as they thought you were." She squinted, her brow furrowing. "If you knew, why did you bring me?" 
 
    I smirked, rubbing the back of my neck. "I had a feeling you were as much a prisoner as I was." I looked over at Zoe. "Kristy’s with Mattie, isn't she?"  
 
    Zoe nodded, her eyes not leaving the girl on the bench.  
 
    Sierra leaned out the door, calling out something. The next thing I knew, Mattie and Kristy had flown inside, then closed the door behind them. "Go, Joe, go." The van roared to life, barreling down the street, spraying gravel and dirt in its wake. We had done it. We were getting away. 
 
    Kristy practically fell into my lap, her arms wrapping around my neck as she clung to me. Her lips met mine, smooth and sweet just as I remembered them. Her hair tickled my cheek, making me smile. She smelled like sweat and lavender and home and I never wanted to let her go. I clung to her, feeling the tears slide down my cheeks. I wasn't one for emotions or crying, but I couldn't help myself. It was such a relief to be back where I belonged. My enchanted hand caressed her cheek, something it had refused to do with the fake Kristy the whole time we’d been locked up together.  
 
    Kristy slid down next to me, her eyes widening at the sight of the girl across from us. Looking between the two, it was impossible to tell them apart. I looked at the girl, nodding. "You don't have to hide anymore. Show us who you really are."  
 
    She nodded, closing her eyes. When she opened them again, they were yellow, like the wolf that had been attached to Calvin's side. Her hair changed, starting at the roots, becoming a honey brown color instead of Kristy's red. Her face rounded out, her nose flattening slightly. Kristy's freckles disappeared to reveal a pale face with no blemishes. Dark lashes made her eyes even more stunning. Everyone leaned away from her and looked between the two of us.  
 
    Mattie finally spoke. "Andy, who is this girl?" 
 
    "She helped me." I looked at her. "You did, didn't you? When we escaped the first time. You weren't following orders. You were trying to get me out?" 
 
    She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt and looked down at the floor. Her nails were dirty, chipped, and broken—another giveaway to me that she hadn't been Kristy. "I watched you. Every day he went down there, I went with him. I saw the way you talked about her, how you refused to believe they’d give up on you. I thought that if I got you out, we could escape. You could help me, too." She looked up at me. "I made myself look like her because I thought it would be the only way you’d trust me. When they caught us, for the briefest of moments, as he had my mouth covered, he really did think I was her. It was only later, when he took me away, that he figured out it was me and decided to use it to his advantage." She wiped at her eyes, blinking away any tears that tried to fall. "He played it off like it was a plan we had devised to the others, but he punished me when we were alone." She messed with her hands again, making me realize that the nails on both her pinky fingers were missing. It had been so dark in the cell, I could never tell whether or not he had hurt her. 
 
    Sierra looked at her, then at Mattie. "So, they can look like other people." She looked back at the girl. "How did you do it?" 
 
    She shrugged, barely meeting Sierra's eyes. "I'm not sure, really. I saw her and knew that he cared for her. I figured she’d be the one he’d trust the most. I knew enough about you all from the little he told Calvin that I could pass as her. At least, I thought I did. What gave me away?" 
 
    "The stories I told you." I smiled. "No offense, but I didn't tell you any real stories. Everything I told you was a lie. Not the friendships, but the pranks and things we did. Those never happened. After I told the first story and you didn't call me a liar, I knew you weren't Kristy." I looked down at the enchanted hand. "Plus, my hand refused to touch you. It's only ever done that once with Kristy and that was when we were sparring. Although, why it slapped her but then wouldn't let me punch her in a match, I still can't figure out." 
 
    "You were holding back."  
 
    I turned to Kristy, who was snuggled against my side. I swallowed down my confusion, waiting for her to continue.  
 
    "We've been going over it again and again. Your hand reacts only under extreme stress, under extreme emotion. It wouldn't let you punch me on the mat because it knew you didn't really want to." She looked at the girl with sad eyes. "It wouldn't let you touch her because it knew you didn't really want to." 
 
    "But I didn't really want to slap you, I swear." Revulsion rolled through me in waves. Was I really the kind of guy who wanted to hit his wife? Was that what I was deep down? I didn't think so but this hand was making me second-guess everything I knew about myself. 
 
    "I know." She looked up at me. "You were angry. You wanted to punch him. The hand was reacting to that anger and I got too close. It was an accident, babe, just like you said." She looked at the hand. "We think it learns what you want to do the longer you wear it. Now it knows that you don't want to hurt me, so it won't let you."  
 
    I looked back up at the girl. "What's your name?" 
 
    "Francesca. But everyone just calls me Frannie." She looked around the van, then back at me, worry in her yellow eyes. "What's going to happen to me?" 
 
    Sierra leaned around Mattie, grasping at her dirty hand. "We're going to help you, like you tried to help Andy." 
 
    Mattie looked at the two girls, then at me. "Speaking of, how did you get out?" 
 
    "I made a lock pick out of sticks."  
 
    Mattie laughed, the sound refreshing after all this seriousness. "What? Only you’d think to pick your own lock." 
 
    I shrugged. "I didn't really have a choice. They were barely feeding me. I wouldn't have been able to overpower anyone. And they sent only men to feed me. Big men." I shuddered, thinking about attempting to get past the mountains they’d sent to feed me.  
 
    Frannie nodded. "That was part of the plan, to intimidate you. Calvin wanted to get as much info out of you as he could before they attacked the school." 
 
    Zoe sat up, her eyes wide. "They're going to attack the school? When?" 
 
    Frannie shook her head. "I don't know. They never shared that info with me, but Calvin kept saying it would be soon. He just wanted to make sure he had all the information he needed to do it." She looked at me, her eyes narrowing. "How much of what you told me was a lie?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Most of it. Why?" 
 
    "I told Calvin everything you told me. I had to, I didn't have a choice." She bit her lip. "When a pack leader tells you to do something, the pull forces you to obey, whether you want to or not." 
 
    “And the changes you went through?” I thought about all the pain she seemed to be in since our failed escape. 
 
    “Fake. Calvin made me pretend to go through the change again, to convince you I really was her.” She refused to look at Kristy, her eyes staying on her tattered shoes. 
 
    "So that's how they do it."  
 
    The whole van looked at Sierra. 
 
    "Do what?" Mattie asked the question we were all thinking. 
 
    "The girls. It's how they get them to comply. None of the ones we rescued said they were forced to be with the men. Because they were ordered to. And the pull would make them feel like they wanted to." 
 
    "Until it was over and you realize what you've done." Frannie's voice was barely a whisper. It made me wonder what they'd done to her before I became their prisoner. 
 
    We spent the rest of the ride in silence, each of us contemplating everything we’d learned. I wanted to ask about the other girls, but I figured there would be plenty of time for that. Instead, I snuggled against Kristy, holding her tightly against my side. Being next to her felt like the best thing in the whole world and I wasn't ready to let go of that feeling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
   O nce at the warehouse, Kristy hauled me to the infirmary so that I could get checked out. Mattie brought Frannie as well, worried that she had a tracking device or something else that could lead the pack to us. They may have known where the school was located, but if they didn't know what they were looking for, they'd walk right past it. 
 
    I was sitting on a cold, metal bed, with nothing but a paper underneath me, a cold hospital gown over my shoulders, when the door flew open and my grandmother walked in. I hadn't seen her since my wedding and then she’d barely said two words to me. She wasn’t the most affectionate person in the world. That and what my mother called her obsession with her Council seat was why I thought my parents kept their distance.  
 
    One look in her dark brown eyes and anything I wanted to say died on my tongue. Tears, actual tears, were gathered there. Any sign of emotion would've been shocking, but tears were even more so. She took a step forward, twisting her hands in front of her. Her dark hair, once the same color as Mattie's, had greyed over the years. Other than that, she showed no signs of her actual age. "Andy, I'm so glad you're safe." 
 
    I raised a single eyebrow and gave her my best smile, pushing the glasses Kristy had brought for me up my nose. "You are?" 
 
    She snorted, rolling her eyes, the tears finally falling. "Why would you think otherwise?" 
 
    I scratched at my cheek. "To be honest, I wasn't even sure you knew I existed." 
 
    Her eyes widened. Whoops, wrong thing to say. "Andy, you’re my grandson. Of course I know you exist. I worry about you all the time." 
 
    I rubbed my arms, suddenly realizing how cold the room was and how many clothes I wasn’t wearing. "Really? Because it seemed like you were more concerned about your Council seat than anything else." I slapped my hand over my mouth, heat rushing to my face. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that. I don't know why I did." 
 
    She sighed and moved closer to me. It was then that I noticed the dark circles under her eyes, the lines in her face. Losing the seat had really taken a toll on her. Her clothes hung loosely off her slight frame. It seemed she had lost weight as well. "I see your mother has shared her feelings about my seat with you." 
 
    I held up my hands, not wanting to argue. "Grandmother, I get it. When Grandpa died, you put your whole being into that seat. It gave you purpose. I'm not dismissing everything you did. But you had a family, too. One that needed you. They felt you picked the seat over them." I looked around the room, wishing someone would come in to interrupt us. This wasn’t something I’d expected to deal with when I got back. I hadn't even considered my grandmother in a long time.  
 
    "The headmistress called in everyone she could, so we could figure out how to get you out. Do you think for a minute that I’d sit back and not try to get you?" She stepped forward and cupped my face in her hands. "Nothing is more important than my family. Everything I did was for all of you, even if you resent me for it." She sighed, releasing me. "I just wanted to tell you I was happy you were rescued." Then she left, leaving me to contemplate everything I’d ever been told about her. I knew that she and my mom had a rocky relationship, and because of that and how busy she always was with the Council, my grandmother had missed out on a lot of my life growing up. However, from what she’d said just now, she really did care about us. Interesting. I'd have to tell Kristy about it later, see what she thought. 
 
    After what felt like hours of poking and prodding, Doc released me, stating that I was malnourished but otherwise fine. Nothing a few good meals wouldn't fix. Doc was an interesting character. He worked in town, had his own practice, and patched us up on the side.  
 
    I stepped out of the room to find Mattie waiting for me, sitting on a bench and looking at the floor. The infirmary just happened to be near the cafeteria, so we walked that way, his hand on my shoulder. Before we entered, Mattie stopped and gave me a once over. Kristy had dropped off clean clothes while I was being checked out. "I'm really glad we got you back. After everything settles, I want a debrief on how you did it. Got it?"  
 
    I nodded, not exactly sure what I was missing until we walked through the doors of the cafeteria and everything exploded around me. Cheers went up as people shouted. Hands grabbed at me, pulling me into hugs. My parents were there, smiling and laughing, tears in their eyes. Last I’d heard, they’d been on a mission across the country.  
 
    "Mom, Dad, when did you get here?" 
 
    "Three weeks ago. You've been gone for a month. If you hadn't gotten out when you did, we were going to launch a full-scale attack on that cabin and the surrounding woods until we got you out ourselves." The fierceness of my mom’s words reminded me of my grandmother. Apparently, they were more alike than they cared to admit.  
 
    Dad shook my hand, smiling at me. We were the same height now, something that surprised me. I guess we’d been the same height at my wedding too, but I hadn't really been focusing on my family at that time. I was too busy marrying the love of my life. Speaking of which… 
 
    I looked around the room to see that she was missing. Looking over at Mattie, I frowned. "Kristy?" 
 
    He grinned. "She's waiting in your room. Has a little surprise for you there. She figured you needed food first." Mattie gestured to a table pressed against the wall, covered in all my favorite foods. My mouth fell open and instantly my stomach growled. It felt like I hadn't eaten in years, even though I knew I’d been fed water and a bread husk earlier that day in my cell.  
 
    I stepped toward the food but stopped when I saw a group of girls hunched over in the corner of the room. They were all cleaner than the last time I’d seen them, some heavier in the middle than they’d been the night I released them. Each one looked embarrassed and a little worried. About what, I didn't have the slightest clue. I stepped over to them, forgetting the food. The girl who had knocked me out stood with one hand resting on the table for support. "Before you yell at them, I just want to apologize. If I had believed there was another way, I would've taken it." She looked back at them. "I had to protect them." 
 
    I grinned and reached out a hand. "No hard feelings?"  
 
    She starred at my hand in surprise.  
 
    "You're supposed to shake it."  
 
    She did, a blush creeping into her cheeks.  
 
    "I get why you did it. I'm a pretty good distraction, even knocked out. They were the priority. Don't worry about it." 
 
    One of the girls, a small thing with short-cropped brown hair, leaned around the girl to look up at me. "We heard that one of the wolf girls came with you. That you rescued her, too. Which one?" 
 
    I swallowed, unsure how they would take this. Technically, Frannie had been one of their captors, even if she’d been held prisoner as well. "Frannie. Small girl with yellow eyes." 
 
    The girls all shared a look. Then the one who had asked smiled. "She got away." She looked up at the girl who had knocked me out. "You hear that? She got away." 
 
    The girl leaned against the table, tears in her eyes. I was really getting tired of everyone around me crying. "Wait, this is a good thing?" I asked. 
 
    The girl who appeared to be the leader of the group nodded. "Frannie is my little sister." Now that she said it, I could see the similarities. Same build, same face shape, same dimpled chin. Their eyes were different, as this girl's eyes were red where Frannie's were yellow, but I assumed that had to do with her shifter form more than genetics.  
 
    "Frannie didn't mention that. How is it that you were locked up and she wasn't?"               
 
    The girl sighed. "It's a long story. One I’ll tell you later. You’re starving. I can hear it. Go eat." She pushed me toward the food table, a small laugh escaping her lips.  
 
    The lady didn't have to tell me twice. I grabbed a plate and loaded it with food, from mashed potatoes to sliced carrots to huge slabs of juicy meat that oozed right onto the plate. Heading over to an empty table, I plopped down and started shoveling, barely pausing to breathe.  
 
    A chuckle from behind made me turn around. I came face to face with my father-in-law, his red hair a reminder of my wife’s own. I swallowed and gave him a smile.  
 
    "Sir, nice to see you." I held out a hand to shake but he pulled me into a hug, crushing me against him. Yanked me right out of my chair with strength I forgot he had. 
 
    "I'm so glad you're okay." I heard the tremble in his voice. Few others would understand what I’d been through. And he’d been held alone. At least I'd had Frannie. 
 
    "Me too. Kristy would've killed me if I hadn't come back." 
 
    He smirked. "Then she would've resurrected you to kill you again. Just like her mother." He looked across the room to where his wife stood with the headmistress, talking quietly together, her black hair melting into the headmistress's brown.  
 
    "Yeah, you got that right. So, I couldn't let that happen." I took another bite of food and looked around the room. "How did everyone get permission to be here?" 
 
    "Mattie. He took it to the Council, requesting protection for the school in light of the fact that this pack has a dragon and wants to destroy the whole school. The Council agreed. They even called in reinforcements." His voice tightened at that and I looked up. 
 
    "What sort of reinforcements?" 
 
    "Zoe's grandfather and a couple of his people." 
 
    "Wait, he's here too?" I looked around the room, not seeing the jovial man who had greeted us in Scotland. 
 
    "He is. But he's off practicing somewhere, giving us time to celebrate your return." 
 
    "So he's not leaving now that I'm back?” 
 
    He sighed, shaking his head. "I'm afraid not. Getting you back was only part of this. The pack is still a threat. We have to stop them." 
 
    "How does this affect our trial?" Worry ate at me now, causing my appetite to disappear. I pushed the plate away and turned my full attention to him. "We still pass if we stop one of them, right?" 
 
    He patted my shoulder. "I'll let Mattie explain it to you later. I think now my daughter is waiting for you, isn't she?"  
 
    I reddened and gave him a small nod. He stepped away, winking at me as he went. I stood and headed toward the door. Time to go see my wife. 
 
    I shuffled down the hall, taking my time. I wasn't sure if she was going to welcome me with open arms or beat the crap out of me. Honestly, at this point, I just wanted to know whether she still wanted to be with me. I knew I’d made some mistakes and scared her to death, but if she didn't want me, then I was doomed to be alone forever.  
 
    I pushed open our door and took in the dim room. Candles were lit on several flat surfaces, flickering in the breeze that the open door had created. Our bed, pushed against the far wall, opposite where it normally sat, had been draped with gauzy material that seemed to float. Kristy lay on the bed, a red sheet pulled up over her body, one hand tapping the bed in front of her. "Took you long enough." 
 
    I scratched the back of my head. "They had food. And I ran into your dad. And my grandmother, if you can believe that." At the mention of my grandmother, worry seemed to cross her eyes. Then it was gone.  
 
    "We'll discuss all that later. Come here." She gave me an encouraging smile, so I stepped forward, my hand sweaty at my side. It was then that I realized I was still wearing the enchanted hand. I reached over to take it off but she shook her head. "Leave it." I knelt in front of her and reached out to touch her face. She closed her eyes as I did, smiling up at me. 
 
    "I missed you so much." I leaned in, kissing her neck. She sat up, the sheet falling to her waist. She cupped my face in her hands and looked down into my eyes.  
 
    "Don't ever scare me like that again, okay?"  
 
    I nodded, letting her pull me into bed with her, smiling to myself as I wrapped her in my arms. It was good to be home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
   T he following morning, I awoke to find Kristy in my arms, her breathing light and airy. I kissed her neck, bringing a smile to her face. She rolled over so that we were facing each other. One hand traced the side of my face. "So, you saw your grandmother? How was that?" 
 
    I swallowed, trying to think about how to describe it. "Odd. She's stubborn, as usual. Claims everything she did was for us. I didn't realize she cared that much about me." 
 
    Kristy frowned. "You should've seen her when she got here. Gave the headmistress hell, that's for sure. Claimed she was running the school poorly, letting us get into trouble like this. She said she’d kept her mouth shut when you got hurt but now that you were being held captive, she demanded to know what they were going to do about it." 
 
    My mouth fell open, shock the only thing I could feel. Kristy popped my mouth closed, a grin on her face. "She didn't," I said. 
 
    She nodded. "Yes, she did. Of course, we stood up for the headmistress but she didn't really need it. Told your grandmother that if she had such an issue with how the school was run, she could stick around and help out." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And she said she will. Guess you'll get to know her even better now." 
 
    I laid back, throwing my arm over my head. "Kill me now. This is so embarrassing." 
 
    Kristy snorted. "Not as embarrassing as Zoe's grandpa. He practically picked her up like a little kid when he saw her. Calls her pumpkin, which is weird. She turns red every time he's around." 
 
    I rolled back to face her, curiosity getting the better of me. "So, he didn't blame her for her sister's death?" 
 
    Kristy shook her head. "Nope. The reason he was so closed-lipped was because his wife told him that Zoe was hurting and needed space. He suggested she come here because he didn't think she was getting the support she needed from their own training. He thought she might do better here." Kristy grinned. "He was right about that." 
 
    "And Trevor and Megan?" 
 
    Kristy snorted. "Oh man, did you miss some good stuff. They have a new group, a bunch of young kids, a couple of years behind us. But because they're ready to test, they're going to let them start their trials in six months. Trevor told Megan that worried him, that he didn't want to go into the field with an untested team, and she lost it on him. In the cafeteria. They're not on the best of terms right now and he keeps trying to talk to Zoe. Especially since her grandfather is here." 
 
    "Did Denny and Kyle find their fifth?" 
 
    She nodded. This time her smile was a happy one. "Yes, they did. You remember the family who was discovered several years ago, when we were little? The ones who could commune with nature?"  
 
    I nodded, thinking how at first their ways had seemed strange but the more time we’d spent around them, the less we’d noticed. They were a nice family, genuinely wanting to help in the fight against evil. They tended to spend a lot of time in the gardens, just sitting around, talking with the trees.  
 
    "Well, the youngest boy is ready to start his trials. He just needed a team. People have still been nervous about adding them but Denny had no qualms about that. Says he's been fitting right in." Then her eyes dimmed, sadness darkening them. "She started to read the book, by the way. The one Grandpa tossed out." 
 
    It took me a minute to put two and two together. I always forgot that Denny and Mattie's grandpa was also Kristy's. "And?" 
 
    "Grandma's diary. We think it's in response to Mattie bringing Zoe there the last time. She looks enough like her grandmother that he probably figured out who she was. Denny thinks he's trying to warn us about them." 
 
    "Does the diary say that?" 
 
    Kristy shrugged. "I don't know. Denny hasn't shared it yet. She's still working her way through it and she had to push it aside while we worked to get you back." She frowned. "I hope you didn't think we forgot you?" 
 
    I shook my head. "Never. Not in a million years. I just figured there was a lot of red tape to get through and I was trying to make it easier."  
 
    She kissed me, holding me close. "You sure did." She went in for another kiss when there was a knock at our door. 
 
    "Okay, you two, get out of there. We have to get ready for this battle." A snicker made me look at the door.  
 
    "Did Mattie bring reinforcements?" I jumped out of bed, tying the sheet around my waist. Kristy lay behind me, burrowed under the blanket. I yanked the door open to find Zoe, Sierra, and Mattie at the door. "Did all of you have to come get us?" 
 
    Sierra giggled. "We figured it would be better if we all just stood here until you two got ready. Peer pressure and all that." 
 
    Mattie shook his head at me. "I couldn't stop them. I tried."  
 
    Zoe punched his arm. "He begged us to come help him get you. Don't let him lie to you."  
 
    Mattie shook his head.  
 
    I barked out a laugh, slammed the door in their faces, and then turned back to my wife. "I guess we need to get ready."  
 
    She giggled, jumped out of bed, and headed to the bathroom. "First dibs on the shower." She slammed the door before I could reach it. 
 
    "But you'll use all the hot water."  
 
    She poked her head out, smiling at me. "Too bad, so sad. It's called being married." 
 
    "Share?" Her eyes got round, then she nodded and yanked me inside the bathroom, the sheet falling away behind me. Being married sure had its perks. 
 
    *** 
 
    When we stepped into the cafeteria, all conversation ceased. All eyes turned to us, people staring as we walked toward our usual table. While last night had been mostly adults, with some of the kids thrown in, this was the first time most of them were seeing me since I’d gotten back. For a moment I just stood there, unsure what to do. Before I knew what was going on, Denny stood up, clapping loudly. Within seconds, the whole room joined her, the sound overpowering. I looked at Mattie, who just smiled back, clapping along with the rest. I waved at them, unsure what else I should do. Then they settled back down, going back to their conversations.  
 
    We grabbed trays of food. The ladies behind the counter topped off mine with more than I'd ever seen. The last one winked at me, making me grin. I may have lost a bit of weight over the last month, but these ladies were going to do their best to fatten me up again. Glancing at them, I realized how much alike they looked, from their grey hair to their ample shapes. With twinkling brown eyes and rosy cheeks, all three were probably sisters. I’d never thought about that before. 
 
    As we sat at our table, we were shortly joined by Denny and her team. Her newest member sat next to her, his long, dark hair tied back from his face with a leather strap. He wore training clothes like the rest of us, the only difference being that he wore a feather in his hair. Sitting next to Denny, who was as pale as the day she was born, his skin looked even darker than it actually was. His eyes were almost black. He reached a hand across the table to shake mine. "Name's Stan." 
 
    I shook, surprised at the firm grip. "Nice to meet you, Stan. I'm Andy. The guy who’s always getting himself into trouble." 
 
    Mattie laughed and pounded me on the back. "He also usually manages to get himself out of said trouble." Everyone else at the table nodded in agreement.  
 
    Zoe's smile slipped just slightly as she looked up from her plate. I followed her eyes to see her grandpa standing in the doorway, surveying the room. She ducked her head, hiding behind Sierra. I looked between the two of them, watching as he went over to grab some food and sit with a couple of the other adults near the door. I looked back at Zoe. "What's that about?" 
 
    She sighed, rubbing her forehead. "His first couple of days here, he sat with us. It was nice at first, getting to see him, spend time with him. But now he always wants to spend time with me and it's hard to strategize when he's always around." Her eyes darted over to him, then away. "It's like he feels he has to make up for all that time I thought he was mad at me. I never should've told him that." 
 
    Mattie reached over, squeezing her hand. "It's okay. You did the right thing. It's just going to take him time to adjust." 
 
    She nodded and went back to her food, her shoulders slumped. That didn't seem like normal Zoe behavior. Then I heard a loud, boisterous laugh and my head snapped around again. I watched as Trevor headed over to her grandpa, shaking his hand and clapping him on the back.  
 
    "Then there's that," Denny said through clenched teeth. I looked up to see her glaring daggers at Trevor's back. 
 
    "What about it? They know each other." 
 
    "Yes, and Trevor makes sure everyone here knows that. Constantly talking about how close they are." Now Zoe sounded miserable.  
 
    "So he and Megan really are on the outs?" It was hard to believe, considering they were sneaking around to make out all the time before my capture. I could see the Ice Queen from where I sat, glaring at Trevor’s back like the rest of us. 
 
    Mattie shrugged and pointed at our food. "Don't know, don't care. Not our problem, remember? Eat, so we can train and work on strategy."  
 
    Everyone turned back to their food, trying to ignore the loud conversation that Trevor was trying to have with Zoe's grandpa. As soon as our food was gone, we left the cafeteria, feeling eyes on us again as we walked out.  
 
    Mattie led us to the garden, to the back near the tall trees. I looked around, realizing all the branches that had been there a month ago were gone. "Joe must've had to do that alone."  
 
    Kristy gave me a funny look but I shook my head, not feeling up to explaining.  
 
    Mattie leaned against a tree, holding a dagger in his hand, tossing it up and down. "Okay, so, we need to figure out what our plan should be. Everyone here is building up a defense but I'm not sure that's the way to go." 
 
    "Why are we waiting for them to come to us?" The question was one I couldn't help but ask. It just didn't make sense to me to wait for them to attack when we knew exactly where they were. 
 
    "Because that's what the adults want to do." Denny tried to keep her tone respectful, but I could tell she didn't agree. 
 
    "So, if we don't agree with them, why don't we do our own thing? This is our trial, right?" I looked at everyone, not understanding the hesitation. 
 
    Mattie sighed. "It is and it isn't. They're still letting us use this to complete the trial, but we have to do as they say." 
 
    I snorted. "Great. So we really aren't doing anything at all." I started pacing and running my hands through my hair. "There are a lot of them. And they're strong. They have a freaking dragon, for crying out loud. And we want to bring that here? It makes no sense." I stopped, turning to face them. “He can turn into anything he wants. You saw Frannie. What if they all turn into dragons?” 
 
    Sierra shook her head. “Not possible. A dragon can shift into lesser creatures, but the lesser creatures can’t shift into a dragon. Shifting human forms is easier because they already have one.” 
 
    A rustling from behind brought all our heads around. We watched as Zoe's grandpa and Sierra's grandpa stepped into our little clearing. Both wore serious expressions, looks I had never seen on either face.  
 
    Sierra took a step toward them, then thought better of it and halted. This wasn't the happy man she was used to. "Grandpa?" She tried to sound confident but the look he gave her halted that, too. 
 
    Finally, he spoke, his voice a deep rumble that I could feel in my chest. "We agree with you. The Council and all the other adults here are going about this the wrong way, but none of them will listen to us. They’re so worried about the school that they aren't focusing on the right thing. Yes, the school needs defending but if we take the fight to them, we wouldn't have to defend it." His sky-blue eyes pierced each one of us with a look. He hadn't been in the field in years, having retired when Sierra's grandma took over the running of the school. As such, he had developed a slight paunch. However, he was still imposing. His light brown hair fell about his shoulders, and his dimpled chin was covered by a brownish-red beard. His shoulders had to be twice the width of mine. 
 
    Zoe's grandpa nodded, looking right at Zoe. He didn't smile, just gazed at her, his grey eyes trying to convey a message I wasn't sure even she could read. He stood several inches shorter than the man beside him, his shoulders not quite as wide, but his waist was narrow and his hands calloused. Finally, he smiled at us. "We feel that if we take a couple of teams and fight them on their own turf, we may be able to prevent them from coming here. That is, if you're up to it?" 
 
    We exchanged glances. Looking at the others, I realized this wasn't something they’d expected.  
 
    Mattie stepped forward and looked at his sister before turning to them. "My team is. I can't speak for Denny's team, though." 
 
    Denny stepped up next to Mattie, her dark hair blowing in the slight breeze. "We are, too. We agree we shouldn't let them get near the school." 
 
    Both men nodded. "Good. We don't have much time, as we anticipate them attacking soon. I'll run this past the headmistress, but I'm not sure we'll get her approval. Whether we do or not, we're doing this." Zoe's grandpa sounded confident, which gave me hope.  
 
    Another rustle and a third figure stepped through the bushes. This time, I felt the look of shock on my own face. My grandmother stood before us. She had donned her own training outfit, the black material clinging to her like a second skin. "I'd like to join in on that, if you gentlemen don't mind."  
 
    All eyes turned to her, some as big as saucers.  
 
    The two men shared one look before smiling down at her. "Jemme, we'd be happy to have you with us." She had pulled her black hair away from her face in a plait down her back. 
 
    She nodded and looked at us. "Training is important. Why are you all hiding out here instead of inside training?" 
 
    Mattie rolled his eyes. "Too many people in there to train around. We'd rather train out here, where there's more space." 
 
    She pulled the short sword from her back, something I hadn't noticed before, and dropped into a fighting stance. "Then let's see what you've got."  
 
    Mattie pulled his own sword—again, something I hadn't noticed. It was then that I realized everyone but me was armed with one. I fell back as their blades clashed, the sound ringing through the garden. They moved back and forth. Mattie's strength gave him a slight advantage, but my grandmother had been doing this a lot longer than he had and it showed. She parried every blow he struck, using her smaller size to throw him off balance. The fight ended with her blade against his neck, pressing him against a tree. "Not bad. Needs some more work, but you definitely have some skill." 
 
    She put away her sword and looked at the rest of us. "Guns with silver bullets will get you only so far and they won't work against that dragon hide. You'll need swords for that. The dragon is going to be weakest on its underside, so that's where you have to aim your blade." She looked over at Zoe's grandpa, who nodded his agreement. 
 
    Mattie wiped his brow, breathing heavily. "So, when do we attack?" 
 
    My grandmother smiled, her dark eyes sparkling. "Tomorrow night. We're going to stop them before they get to us." With that, she turned and left, leaving the rest of us to look after her.  
 
    Kristy stepped up beside me and took my hand. "She's, um, scary." 
 
    I nodded. "You have no idea."  
 
    We turned back to the two men, waiting expectantly. Both nodded to each other, then split up, pairing off with us for sword work and battle strategy. Zoe's grandpa sat me down to go over the layout of the cabin and what was hidden underneath. I drew him a map from my memory and pointed out the two entrances to the underground.  
 
    "Do you think you could find the clearing where that other entrance is? It would help us take them by surprise." 
 
    I nodded, biting my lip. "I'm sure I could. I escaped out of it twice." 
 
    "Maybe we could help." Again, the bushes rustled. So much for this being a good place to get away from everyone else. The group of girls, Frannie included, stepped out into the clearing, hands on their hips. In the light of day, I could see that they really did look a lot better than they had the last time I'd seen them. "We know that place inside and out. Especially Frannie."  
 
    Frannie nodded, twisting her hands in front of her. Poor kid looked scared to death. 
 
    "You can't make her go back there," I said. 
 
    Kristy looked at me in surprise, but I shook my head. She was just a kid. She had just been freed.  
 
    "I can and I will. She’ll be our best hope of defeating them." The girl looked down at Frannie. For being sisters, they didn't look very similar. Where Frannie was short, this girl was tall. Her hair was two shades darker than Frannie's. While their faces were similar, if you didn't know they were related, you wouldn't notice.  
 
    Frannie smiled up at her big sister, then looked over at me. "I can do it. It’ll be fine. I know how to get in and out of there without being noticed." 
 
    "But won't they realize that? And put up more guards because she's here with us?" Kristy had a point and I smiled down at her. She didn't look at me, just kept staring at the girls. Something about these girls bothered her. 
 
    Frannie's sister shook her head. "They think everyone is like them. That you'll just lock up Frannie and ignore anything she has to say. They don't know that you’d never do that." The words hung in the air, almost like a threat. But why would she be threatening Kristy? 
 
    Zoe stepped in between the two girls, holding up her hands. She looked over at Frannie's sister. "Thank you for the help. We accept." She looked to Mattie, who nodded. She looked to Kristy. "We're going to need it." 
 
    Kristy rolled her eyes, stepping back. Yep, something was definitely going on here that I didn't know about.  
 
    Frannie's sister nodded and turned, walking away. The girls followed her. Frannie threw one last look at me, then disappeared into the brush with the rest of them.  
 
    Zoe's grandpa coughed, making us all realize that both men were still there. Kristy colored slightly, her head down. He smiled at her. "It's OK to not trust them. Just remember that when you're working with them. They have their own reasons for wanting that pack gone. And they don't care whom they sacrifice to get it done." 
 
    Mattie nodded and looked at the spot in the brush where they’d disappeared. "I’d never consider sacrificing my own sister like that." He glanced at Denny, giving her a small smile. 
 
    Denny sighed. "Who knows? Maybe she's right. Maybe Frannie can get us in without trouble. Then it's not sacrificing her at all." Even as she said the words, I could see the doubt on Denny's face. She didn't believe that any more than I did. 
 
    I clenched my hands, feeling my anger rise. "I didn’t risk my life getting that girl out of there only to drag her right back to them." 
 
    Kristy looked up at me, sadness and worry warring for a spot on her face. "It doesn't look like you have a choice."  
 
    Zoe's grandpa clapped his hands and looked around at us. "Okay, enough gloomy talk. Let's get some food, then meet back here for more training. You guys aren't bad but more work can't hurt." We agreed and headed to the cafeteria.  
 
    Before we stepped back in from the garden, I grabbed Kristy's arm and pulled her aside. Mattie looked in our direction, raising an eyebrow at me, but I shook my head, so he kept everyone moving. Kristy looked up at me, a small smile playing on her lips. She wrapped her arms around my neck and nuzzled my shoulder.  
 
    I pushed her back and looked into her eyes. "What was that about?" 
 
    Her brow furrowed. "What?" 
 
    I sighed. "That staring contest with Frannie's sister. What were you doing? What's going on between you two?" 
 
    She rolled her eyes again but I held her in place. Finally, she relented. "Ugh, fine. I blamed them, okay? When you were taken hostage, it was because of them. That woman knocked you out and left you there as a distraction so they could get away." She let go of my neck and wrapped her arms around her midsection. "I may have yelled at them when they first got here." 
 
    My mouth fell open. "You yelled at a group of girls who had been held captive and turned into shifters against their will?" 
 
    Another eye roll, this one bigger than the last. She was really using her quota of eye rolls today. "Yes, I did. They sacrificed YOU, my husband, to save their own skins. After you were the one to free them." 
 
    I stepped away, rubbing the back of my neck. The sun was warm and I could feel it beating down on us where we stood. "I understand you being angry. But they were only doing what they felt they needed to do to survive. I get that and I'm the one who was held prisoner." I turned back to her. "Try to see it from their perspective." 
 
    Her shoulders slumped, the fight going out of her. "I try, I really do. But every time I try, all I can hear is your voice in my ear and then silence. And then I get angry again." 
 
    I took her hand and rubbed my thumb against her knuckles. "I know a thing or two about anger. It's okay to be angry. Just don't take it out on other people. Take it out on a punching bag. It’s better that way." 
 
    She snorted and looked up at me. "I'll try." 
 
    I kissed her hand, then tugged her toward the door. "That's all I ask." We went inside, wanting to eat as quickly as possible so we could get back to training. We had some shifter butt to kick. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
   T he following evening, we gathered outside near the van. Joe leaned against it, waiting for us. I was the first one, so I stood next to Joe, rubbing my hands together at the slight chill of the evening. He looked at me, then back down the road. "How you been since you got back?" 
 
    I started at the question. It was the first time someone had asked me that. Most just asked how I’d been while I was being held captive. Or ignored the question altogether. "All right, I guess. A little jumpy." 
 
    He nodded, chewing on a toothpick. "That happens. It takes some getting used to being back around people who don't want to kill you." 
 
    I nodded and looked down at my mismatched hands. "There are some new tensions. I'm not used to Kristy being so angry." 
 
    He glanced over at me again. "She thought she’d lost you. That changes a person." 
 
    I blew out my breath. "I know. I just hope she works past it." 
 
    Joe quirked an eyebrow at me. "Did you?" 
 
    "Did I what?" 
 
    "Work past your anger?" 
 
    It took me a minute to process the question. I’d been angry for so long before this, but now the anger was barely there. Sure, things still upset me, but not the way they had before I'd been held captive. "I guess I did."  
 
    Joe smiled and turned at the sound of the door opening. 
 
    Our group looked like a ragtag team if there ever was one. Everyone wore black, but here and there were splashes of color. Kristy's red hair stuck out the most. Grandmother squeezed my shoulder, then climbed into the front seat next to Joe. Both grandfathers climbed in the back with us. The shifter girls appeared, Frannie in the lead, except there were only four girls, not all eleven. I looked behind them, waiting for the others, but Frannie's sister shook her head. "They aren't coming. They're not strong enough and his pull is greater on them than mine is. I have to leave them behind for our own safety."  
 
    I nodded, trying to understand how she could spare them but not her own sister. Frannie climbed into the van, refusing to look me in the eye. 
 
    We spent most of the ride in silence, running through battle plans or fight moves. The twins sat next to Sierra, discussing different moves with her, giving her pointers on what to do if a shifter came at her. I leaned into Kristy. "They're really worried about her." 
 
    She smiled. "They've been following her around for weeks. Even more so than when we got back from Scotland. It's cute, but eventually she'll have to pick one or the other." 
 
    I sat back, making eye contact with Frannie's sister. "Name's Monica, by the way. In case you don't remember," she said. 
 
    I nodded, unable to look away. "Do you think you can beat him?" 
 
    She frowned. "Who?" 
 
    "Calvin." 
 
    She froze at his name, then nodded. "I have to. I don't really have a choice." 
 
    I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. None of us really had a choice, to be honest. We had to do what needed to be done to save the school, whether anyone there agreed with our actions or not. They'd thank us later, after they got done yelling at us. If we made it through this. 
 
    Trying to distract myself, I turned back to Monica. "So, Calvin said he was trying to get you all pregnant with shifter babies. How did that not happen?" 
 
    She scowled, like this wasn’t something she really wanted to talk about. "It's not as easy to get pregnant as people think it is. Especially as easy as Calvin thinks it is. His idea of a perfect pureblood shifter army is dying, and he's too dumb or stubborn to admit it." She crossed her arms and looked out the back of the van. Message received. Conversation over.  
 
    By the time we reached the clearing near the back entrance to the underground, the tension in the van had my hair standing on end. Everyone kept checking their weapons, looking to the three adults with nervousness. I looked at Mattie, a thought finally occurring to me. "Did you tell Mr. Jenkins?" 
 
    Mattie shook his head. "He'd be forced to report it to the headmistress. I couldn't risk that. Not on this."  
 
    I nodded, agreeing with him. We couldn't let anyone stop us from what we were trying to do. We couldn't let these shifters get near the school and hurt anyone we cared about. It would end here, tonight. Or we’d die trying. I looked to Zoe’s grandpa, but he shook his head. He hadn’t told her either. 
 
    We hopped out of the van. My grandmother stood and held the door for us. She checked everyone's weapons, adjusting straps as she went. When she looked over my hand, she nodded. "It works well?" 
 
    I flexed it and looked back at her. "It does now. Took some getting used to." 
 
    "That's what the witch told me who gave it to me." The look on my face brought a smile to hers. "I asked them not to tell you that it came from me. Your mother wouldn't have been happy."  
 
    I nodded, agreeing with her. Mom typically threw out any gifts she sent us, not trusting them in the least. An enchanted hand would've been no different. 
 
    We turned to Frannie, all eyes on the small figure before us. She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath. "It's going to be a tight fit, as the tunnel isn't very wide. Stay close together." 
 
    Before we got to the entrance, I stopped Mattie. "Shouldn't some of us stay back, just in case? All of us going in there, we could get trapped."  
 
    Mattie glanced at Frannie's back, then at me. He nodded, then leaned over to Zoe, who was carrying her crossbow, a silver-tipped arrow already loaded into it. An archer’s bow was strapped to her back as backup. "Pick three others and stay outside. Just in case."  
 
    She nodded and tapped Kyle, one of Monica's girls, and one of the twins on the shoulder, motioning for them to follow her. I couldn't fault her choices. Each had a skill she could use if she had to mount a second attack. 
 
    Frannie stopped at the doors and turned to me. Time to work my magic. I rubbed my hands together before bending down in front of the door and pulling out the new tool kit Kristy had gotten for me. It look less than a minute to get the door unlocked. Quietly, it swung open. "Someone oiled the hinges." I cracked a smile, but no one returned it. Tough crowd. 
 
    Frannie slipped inside, with the rest of us following her in twos. As she slinked down the hallway, she seemed to shrink. Again, I worried that this was too soon. If she were under any kind of pull, she could betray us, whether she wanted to or not. But it was too late to voice my concerns. Instead, I followed, grasping the hilt of my silver sword.  
 
    We came to the trapdoor and stopped to look up. "How do we get up there?" Kristy asked the question, looking around us.  
 
    Monica pointed to a ladder leaning against the wall, her red eyes glowing in the dark. "That's how they do it." Mattie propped up the ladder, but before he could start to climb, Zoe's grandfather put his foot on the first rung.  
 
    "Let me." He scrambled up the ladder, then slowly opened the door. Poking out his head, he swiveled around a couple of times before bending back down. "All’s clear. Let's go."  
 
    He disappeared up the door. Mattie followed closely, with the rest of us trailing in their wake. I popped out last and closed the door behind me. There was no way to lock it, so I left it, praying no one snuck up behind us. Zoe was silent in the earbuds, the only sound her breathing. So far, so good.  
 
    Heading down the hall of the cabin, Frannie kept stopping every couple seconds, sniffing the air. Maybe she could smell them. I’d never asked her about her senses. Voices rang out up ahead, angry and low. Growls punctuated the air, adding to the eeriness. As we drew closer, we could make out the words. "With the girls gone, your plan fails. Then what?" 
 
    "We get them back." Calvin's voice sounded hard, determined. 
 
    "How do we do that? This isn't just any group of humans. They're trained to fight us." 
 
    "We'll catch them by surprise. They won't even know we're coming." 
 
    Before they could continue, Mattie stepped out, sword drawn. "Or you could just surrender right now and save us all the trouble of killing you."  
 
    The room erupted into snarls and growls. Before our eyes, the men started to change form, some wolves, some lions, some tigers or bears. All very big predators with very big teeth. The transformation started in their hands, then moved up their bodies at an alarming rate. Calvin stayed in human form, watching us. His eyes zoomed in on me. "Back so soon?" 
 
    I stepped forward, standing next to Mattie. "Yeah, to stop you."  
 
    He grinned, then motioned the shifters forward, toward us. They advanced, closing the gap. And then they struck with teeth and claws while we fought with swords and daggers. I whirled through the room, trying to work my way toward Calvin. I hadn't said it, but I wanted him all for myself. I had some revenge to dish out.  
 
    Zoe's grandfather had taken on two wolves at once, while Mattie and Sierra's grandfather battled a lion together. Sierra and the remaining twin were holding their own, tackling a tiger. My grandmother moved fluidly through the room, slashing as she went, wolves falling before her, not a scratch on her body. Kristy and Denny used their voices to subdue the shifters, both the human and animal sides responding to them. Instead of killing them, the girls were tying them up, getting them out of the way and out of the battle. Fewer people for us to fight. Monica's girls had also transformed, including Frannie, and were fighting with teeth and claws against their former captors. Monica stood tall, her eyes never leaving Calvin. I had a feeling she wanted him just as much, if not more, than I did. 
 
    Just as I reached Calvin, a mountain lion stepped into my path, growling at me. Golden fur covered every part of its body. The growl made my chest rumble. It lashed out with its claws, forcing me to step back. Calvin smiled at me, then headed for the door, not bothering to look back. Monica saw him and followed, leaving even more quietly than he did. The mountain lion pounced, taking my full attention. I flung my silver hand forward, a silver blade in its grip. The blade cut through flesh, leaving behind a red gash on the lion's shoulder. It cried out, a scream that hurt my ears. I shook my head, trying to get rid of the ringing. The lion moved forward again, its large mouth aiming for my silver hand. It was going to rip it off. 
 
    I yanked back at the last second and sliced the blade along the top of the lion's mouth. Saliva and blood dripped on my hand as the animal cried out again, stumbling back. It was big but there wasn't a lot of space for it to maneuver, so all it could do was swipe at me like a little house cat. Pulling a second sword from my back, I stepped forward, slicing at the lion again. I caught the other shoulder, bringing another scream. Blood streamed from both shoulders, caking the golden fur in red. The smell hit my nose, almost making me gag. Almost. I stepped in for another strike, knowing the lion couldn't hold out much longer. It was losing blood and weakening. The lion spat, causing blood and saliva to scatter across the floor. I spun, using both blades to strike. The gash grew deeper where they hit, one right after the other. Stopping, I watched as the mountain lion crumbled, its head almost completely detached from its body, a paw lying several feet from where my blade had sliced it off.  
 
    Turning back to the fight, I could see that my team was holding its own against the shifters. More and more shifters were falling to our blades or the girl's voices. Shouts from outside drew my attention. Remembering that Calvin and Monica had headed out there, I went that way, wanting to still have my revenge if I could. When I stepped out onto the rickety wooden porch, I saw them standing in the moonlight, in the yard, screaming at each other. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, which I was surprised to see. As her words reached me, I realized there was more to their story than we’d originally been told. "You said we’d rule together." The hurt in her voice was obvious, even to me. 
 
    He scoffed and rolled his eyes, which were now as red as hers. Apparently, he could hide the color when he felt like it. Interesting. "You were so gullible. Why would I share my power with you?" 
 
    Her hands went to her hips. "Because I'm as strong as you are. Admit it. I kept the girls away even when you tried to call them back. They felt it, but my pull was stronger." 
 
    He laughed, the sound echoing in the darkness. "Really? You think because they didn't respond to me, that makes you stronger? You were closer. Strength had nothing to do with it." His eyes narrowed and he flexed the fingers on his right hand.  
 
    A crash sounded from behind me, then a pained howl before a grey wolf with yellow eyes barged through the door. It shoved me to the ground before it ran up to Calvin’s side, panting. My swords clattered to the floor but no one in the yard seemed to notice. The wolf looked over at Monica, whining. Monica's face contorted into one of rage.  
 
    "Let her go." 
 
    Calvin grinned, probably the evilest smile I'd ever seen. "See, I've just shown you that you’re no match for me. You couldn't even protect your own sister."  
 
    His words hit me like a wall of bricks. Those yellow eyes. That wolf was Frannie. I stood and gripped the railing. It wasn’t supposed to go down like this. Frannie had just escaped him. And by the look on her face, she didn't want to be near him either. 
 
    "It's not her you want, anyway. It's me." Monica took a step closer but he raised his hand.  
 
    "Don't come any closer or I'll kill her." It hit me then. Why he kept Frannie close and Monica locked up. Each sister had served a purpose for him. He’d turned Monica into a dragon shifter, to make more dragon shifters. He’d turned Frannie into a wolf and then kept her at his side, to keep Monica in check. My grip on the railing tightened until my hands hurt. This bastard needed to die. 
 
    Kristy came barging through the door behind me, her breath coming in short gasps. She stopped to look at the three in the yard, then back at me. "What's going on?" 
 
    "He's got Frannie in his pull. She can't escape. And he's using her to make Monica do what he wants." I looked at my wife and took in her smudged makeup and dirty clothes. There was blood there, but I was sure it wasn't hers. "We have to stop him."  
 
    Before I could say anything else, Kristy nodded and hopped over the railing in one fluid movement. She walked toward the trio. I followed, grabbing my two swords off the floor. 
 
     Calvin looked up, watching as we approached, a smile growing on his face. Frannie whined at his side, pleading at me with her eyes. I nodded, trying to tell her that I’d get her out of this if it was the last thing I did. 
 
    "Let her go." Kristy stood tall, two swords in her hands, the silver gleaming in the moonlight. "It's not her you really want anyway, is it?" She raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow at him.  
 
    He barked out another laugh. "What? You think I'd want you? With your powers, you'd be stronger than me, no matter which form I gave you. No, I think I'll pass." 
 
    Something flashed in Kristy's eyes. "That's why you wanted Sierra. You thought she was submissive. That once you turned her, she’d do whatever you told her to do." 
 
    He smirked. "She would do whatever I told her to do. That's how this works." He looked at Monica. "I made the mistake once of picking a strong girl. I learned my lesson after that." 
 
    Kristy looked at Monica, then back at Calvin. "Then let's fight and get this over with." She crouched into a fighting stance, her eyes focusing on him. He looked down at Frannie and nodded. Frannie whined but stepped forward to face Kristy. Anger flamed through my whole body and I roared at him. 
 
    "You're going to send a child to do your dirty work?" Calvin turned to me, his anger matching my own. "Are you that much of a coward that you can't fight your own battles?" 
 
    He stepped toward me as Frannie and Kristy squared off in my peripheral vision. As I tried to focus on him, Frannie changed, but this time Kristy found herself facing off against another version of herself. I blinked, trying to ignore the fact that now the two women looked alike and I couldn't tell them apart. Not yet, anyway. 
 
    "I am not a coward." His voice came out low and threatening. Monica growled, but I ignored her. This was between me and him. I raised my sword, smirking.  
 
    "Prove it."  
 
    He ran at me, his hands shifting to claws as he did. The clang of my steel against his claws rang out into the night air. He pushed against me, his bigger size propelling me back. "You will die tonight."  
 
    I shook my head. "You aren't the first to think that. And you won't be the last." I pushed back, kicking out with my leg to throw him off balance. He stumbled but didn't pull back. His claws were dangerously close to my face. I leaned back, kicking out again. This was going to be harder than I’d thought. 
 
    From my left side, another growl rang out. Then a set of claws slashed against Calvin’s back, making him cry out and lunge to the left. Stumbling back, I watched as Monica squared off with him, her red eyes glaring. "Fight me. We’re more evenly matched and you know it." I took another step forward but she shook her head at me and looked back at him. While I knew she wanted to prove something to him, her claws weren't going to kill him. My blades were.  
 
    Before I could say that, he transformed, wings sprouting from his back, his body growing. Where a man had stood a moment before, now a red dragon stood, a yellow underbelly matching his yellow claws. He towered over Monica, huffing at her. She smiled and rolled her shoulders. Then she transformed, purple wings sprouting. She also had a yellow underbelly, making me think that was a common color for that part of their body. They circled each other, taking up most of the space in the clearing. Looking around, I realized that both Kristys had moved off into an area near the side of the cabin, not even realizing that two dragons were now taking up most of the space. They were too busy focusing on each other, trying to stay alive. I prayed that Kristy would keep in mind that Frannie was under Calvin's control and not hurt her too badly. The kid deserved a chance. 
 
    Turning back to the dragons, I watched as they swiped at each other. Calvin landed several well-placed blows, knocking Monica back several times. Then it clicked. She was providing the perfect distraction. She knew that she couldn't kill him, but she could weaken him and distract him enough so that I could.  
 
    I heard shouting behind me and looked over my shoulder to see our team pour out of the cabin, covered in blood and sweat—well, all except for my grandmother. She looked like she hadn’t even been in a fight, much less a bloody one. They all looked at the dragons, then down at me. Mattie and I locked eyes. He knew this was what had to be done. He gave me one small nod, then his eyes went back to the dragons.  
 
    Stuffing my swords into the scabbards on my back, I took a running leap and landed on Calvin's back. He didn't even seem to notice, as he took another swipe at Monica. Clinging to his scales, I tried to climb up farther. A voice in my ear reminded me that he’d be most vulnerable in that yellow underbelly. That was where I’d have to strike. I nodded, unable to respond for fear of falling. This was a lot harder than it had originally looked. Slowly, I made my way up his back, clinging to his scales. A sizzling sound brought my attention back to my silver hand. It hadn't occurred to me that simply touching him with the silver would affect him, but anywhere I placed the hand, a burn appeared. Interesting.  
 
    A roar brought my attention back to the fight. Monica had several cuts along her face and arms, but her wings flapped with strength and she took off, into the sky. Calvin flapped his large red wings, roaring as he chased her. I clung to his back, unsure of what to do. Eventually, he was going to realize I was there. And then I'd be in trouble.  
 
    Scrambling to his neck, I looked out over the lake. The air from his wings was making the water ripple. If I wasn't so scared, this would have been a really pretty view. The trees had full green leaves, making them look like a blanket of green in the moonlight. Calvin followed Monica, who was heading across the lake, drawing him away from the fight. Not that there was much of a fight left. It seemed the team had done a great job of taking care of his pack. 
 
    Monica landed in another clearing and turned to face him. She roared as he landed, the shock almost knocking me off his back. I readjusted, the burn my hand left behind larger than the others. Still, Calvin didn't seem to notice. Monica lunged at him, her claws raking down his side. He roared in pain this time, the cry different from his others. So, he could be hurt. She tried again, but this time he moved away, striking her from the side and sending her rolling end over end. If it wasn't so scary, it would have been funny.  
 
    At this point, I’d made it to the top of his head. Taking out my silver dagger, I leaned over so that he could see me before I plunged the dagger into his eye. Another howl of pain and he shook his head, flinging me off. As the ground rushed toward me, I realized how high up I’d been. This was going to hurt. Right as the ground rushed to meet me, something closed around me, stopping my fall. I looked up to discover Monica had clutched me in one of her claws, the yellow nails surrounding me like a cage. Cool. I climbed out and nodded my thanks.  
 
    Calvin shook his head, his bloody eye completely useless. He looked at us out of the other, a chuckle leaving his throat. Dragons could laugh? "You think a little silver blade and a shifter who doesn't know her own abilities can stop me?"  
 
    Apparently, dragons could talk, too. 
 
    Monica worked her mouth, realizing like I did that she had the ability to talk as well. "I know my abilities. Do you?" 
 
    He snorted, smoke curling out of his nostrils. Great. He could probably breathe fire, too. Nodding my thanks to Monica again, I jumped from her clawed hand to his shoulder, pushing myself up before he stopped me. Calvin had another eye that needed to be stabbed. Before I could reach it, he swatted me off, sending me flying again. This time I landed in a tree, out of Monica's reach, then fell through several branches before I stopped myself. As I pulled myself back up the tree, I watched as Monica lunged at Calvin, knocking him over. She slashed over and over with her claws, drawing blood from several wounds. Calvin seemed to give up then, his eyes closing as blood oozed. He made several half-hearted attempts to get up, then lay back, slumped to the ground. Monica turned to me, panting. She reached out a hand, which I jumped onto. Didn't have to tell me twice. I considered stabbing him with my swords just to be sure, but he was so still lying there in the clearing that I figured I didn’t need to. 
 
    She leaped into the air and headed back to the clearing with the cabin. We had beat Calvin. Maybe now the other shifters would be free. Frannie could stop fighting Kristy. We landed in the clearing, with the sounds of clashing steel still ringing out. Turning, I found both Kristys locked in a duel, sweat pouring down their faces. "Frannie, you can stop. Calvin has been defeated. He's dying as we speak."  
 
    Neither girl broke her concentration, neither one looked at me. I had to break them apart without hurting them. I looked around, trying to find something that would stop them. I turned to Mattie, who shook his head.  
 
    "We've tried. They're stronger then they look. We can't get near them with those blades flying around." 
 
    My silver hand flexed and an idea came to me. My hand could tell the difference. It had before, so why wouldn't it now?  
 
    I approached the girls, hand outstretched. Neither seemed to notice that I was anywhere near them, as they were both focused on each other. Monica stood, still in dragon form, watching the two of them fight. She didn't make a move to interfere, which to me signaled that I should instead. She may not have been worried about her sister, but I sure was.  
 
    Without giving it much thought, I jumped in between the two girls. Their swords both swung toward me. Holding up my hand, I closed my eyes, waiting for the clang. When it didn't come, I opened them to realize both swords had stopped mere inches from my hand. Two pairs of identical brown eyes looked at me in shock.  
 
    "Andy, what are you doing?" The Kristy to my right certainly hissed like my wife. 
 
    "Get your dumb butt out of there." And the one on the left called me names like my wife did. Man, this was going to be hard.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I repeated myself. "Calvin is dying. The need to do his bidding should wear off soon." Both girls blinked but neither said anything. I sighed. "Frannie, whichever one is you, you can drop it. You'll be safe." Again, no change. What was she waiting for?  
 
    Then, a roar so loud it made the trees shake rumbled from across the lake. Calvin wasn't as dead as we’d thought. I looked over at Monica, who tensed, spreading her wings to fly. Before she could take off, Calvin's huge red body had landed on her back, crushing her to the ground. Monica squirmed under him but couldn't get him off.  
 
    Calvin leaned his large head down to my level. "Foolish boy. You think I would die so easily? Frannie knows better than to disobey my orders. Again." The threat was clear. She’d forfeit her life. I looked at both girls, realizing for the first time that neither was bleeding and that there were no cuts on their bodies. They were fighting, but both were doing their best to avoid hurting each other. I could betray Frannie now, reveal which girl was her, and have the others pull her off Kristy. Or I could free her for good by killing the monster in front of me. As I met his good red eye, the choice was easy.  
 
    Looking at both girls, I grinned. "Try not to kill each other while I'm gone, okay?" Slight nods from each girl. Good, they understood.  
 
    I locked eyes on my target, knowing this was going to be the hardest fight of my life. I ran, ignoring the shouts from the rest of the team. Kristy hadn't objected to this idea, so she knew it was the only way to save Frannie. And that was exactly what I was going to do. 
 
    In my ear, Mattie was demanding to know what I was thinking. I bit my lip and took a deep breath. "I need a distraction. I can't do this on my own. You guys have to help." A clipped response and then Mattie was calling for Zoe. Her crossbow would definitely come in handy right about now. 
 
    I looked up at the dragon in front of me. "Bring it on." Then I ran, knowing my life depended on it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
   C alvin blew flames at me as I ran. Dodging fire was a lot harder than it looked, especially fire that was purposely being hurtled at you. But dodge it I did. Fire wasn’t going to take me out. I smelled singed hair but ignored it. I’d needed a haircut anyway.  
 
    I ducked behind a tree, then shimmied up the branches, swinging myself up until I was at his eye level. The injured eye was closed, completely unusable, but Calvin’s working eye was blinking furiously. I had to take out that one, too. Looking around, I spotted Zoe in a tree across from me, her crossbow in hand. I took a deep breath, then whispered, "Zoe, I need you to take out his good eye. I need him blinded." I watched as she nodded, not bothering to answer. If Calvin heard her, he’d attack her before she got the chance.  
 
    Zoe took aim, holding her arm steady. As the arrow shot through the dark, it gleamed before striking his good eye. A roar left Calvin’s throat. His claws covered his eyes as he raged.  
 
    Balancing on the branch, I ran out to the end of it, then jumped onto his back. He tried to shake me off, but I clung to his scales, knowing this might be my only chance to take him down. I scrambled up his back and over his face and planted my feet on either side of his large nose. Smoke curled out of the nostrils, but he couldn't burn me where I was standing. "Your reign of terror ends now." Clutching my sword in my real hand, I used the silver hand to vault myself over the side of his large mouth. Then I brought the sword around to stab him in the throat, holding on as my momentum and body weight pulled the sword down the length of his stomach. A sizzling sound followed me as I went.  
 
    When I hit the ground, I rolled to a standing position. Calvin stood suspended for a moment, then toppled over, his body shifting from dragon to human in the blink of an eye. He lay on the clearing ground, naked, his guts spilled out over the grass. Dead, finally.  
 
    I wiped my sword on the grass before turning back to the girls. Their clashing swords rang out once more.  
 
    I stepped up, stopping just before I reached them. "It's over. He's dead. You can stop now."  
 
    "Are you sure?" The Kristy on the right had clenched teeth. Sweat poured into her eyes.  
 
    "I'm sure. He's human again." I reached out with the silver hand and pushed the two swords apart. Both girls stopped. They stared at each other, then looked at me. The one on the left stepped up to me and reached out a hand.  
 
    "Thank you." She rolled her shoulders. "I'm exhausted." Unsure, I reached out my hand to touch her cheek. It stopped inches from her face, refusing to move. 
 
    "Frannie?"  
 
    She nodded, her hair and eyes changing as I said her name. She turned to Kristy, the real Kristy, holding out her hand. "No hard feelings?" 
 
    Kristy grasped her hand as a smile spread across her face. "Seeing as how you didn't kill me, I'd say we're good." Then Kristy turned to me, her smile widening. "You did great, babe. You took down a dragon." 
 
    Zoe's grandfather stepped forward. "And completed your trial, I believe." He looked to Sierra's grandfather. "Am I right?" 
 
    He nodded, taking in our faces. "You did. Good job." 
 
    Mattie stepped forward and looked from one face to another. "I think this should be taken into consideration as the first trial for Denny's team as well." His eyes hardened when they met Sierra's grandfather's surprised gaze. "We wouldn't have completed it without them. And they took down as many shifters as we did." 
 
    The prince looked around him, then back at Mattie. I often forgot that they had been royalty in their own time. He nodded. "I can bring it up to the Council. I may not sit on a seat anymore, but I do still have some influence." 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder, which made me turn. Grandmother stood there, a smile on her face. "You were marvelous out there." She pulled me in for a hug, something I didn’t ever remember happening before.  
 
    I stepped back and scratched the back of my head, trying to hide my embarrassment. "You were pretty amazing yourself."  
 
    She shrugged and grinned. Part of me wished my mother could've seen her in action. Maybe for once they wouldn't fight with each other.  
 
    Mattie looked around. "What do we do with the bodies? And the wolves that were captured?" 
 
    A shuffling from behind him pulled our attention in that direction. Monica was back in her human form, adjusting her clothes. Where they’d come from, I didn’t know. She stepped into our circle and looked around at each of us. "You all fought well tonight and we’ll be eternally grateful, but you’ve done enough. It’s time for us to handle our wayward brothers. We’ll take care of the cleanup." She locked eyes with me. "And if you ever need our help, don't hesitate to call us. I owe you my sister's life." Her eyes moved to Kristy's. "And you as well." Kristy nodded and grabbed my hand. Nodding my thanks, I smiled. Owed me a debt, huh? That could come in handy someday. 
 
    The three older warriors ushered us out of the clearing. Sierra's grandfather pulled out a phone and called Joe, asking him to bring the van around. We all stood in the dark and took our first deep breaths of the night. Kristy slumped against me, shaking as the adrenaline left her body. When the van pulled up, we sighed in relief. Going home had never sounded so good.  
 
    Both grandfathers held the doors open, waiting for the rest of us to climb in before they did. Then they closed the door behind themselves. Joe looked back at us. "Success?"  
 
    Mattie nodded, giving him a winning smile.  
 
    Joe smiled back and turned around. "I knew it would be. Never had a doubt." We chuckled, glad someone had believed in us.  
 
    As we pulled away, Sierra sat up. Cuts and scrapes covered her arms and neck. She was still clutching the two daggers she’d been using to fight. Both twins reached down, seeing the blades at the same time that I did and gently prying them from her hands. "What about the room?" 
 
    All eyes turned to her. "What room?" Mattie asked the question, sounding as confused as I felt.  
 
    "The one with the map in it that Andy told us about. They were getting their information from somewhere. Shouldn't we know where?" 
 
    Zoe sat up straighter. Denny nodded her agreement beside her. "She's right. We should look at that stuff." 
 
    Mattie sighed and rubbed his face. I knew he was as tired as I felt, but this was something we couldn't ignore. He signaled to Joe and we went back to the cabin, stopping in front of the door. Mattie jumped out and told the rest of us to wait. He walked up the steps and knocked. The door opened. Mattie spoke briefly, then walked into the cabin. After several minutes he came back out, loaded down with a box full of papers and maps. He set it in the van, then nodded his thanks to Monica, who stood at the door, a cup of something steamy in her hands. She closed the door, preventing further conversation.  
 
    We looked at the box like something in it would jump out at us. Mattie leaned back and closed his eyes. "I think we should wait until we’re rested and can think straight before going through this stuff. Agreed?" Everyone nodded and several pairs of eyes closed. Kristy's head fell against my shoulder and soon her soft snores reached my ears. I closed my eyes, happy to join her. We’d won. We were one step closer to finishing our trials. 
 
    *** 
 
    As the van pulled up the warehouse, we woke up, stretching and yawning. Four hours was a long time to sit in the same position, and after that battle, my whole body ached. Places I didn't know could hurt, did. Looking out the back of the van, I groaned. "They're waiting for us." 
 
    "Who?" Sierra leaned around to get a better look.  
 
    "Everyone." Denny's voice held fear. I looked at her. We’d just fought a huge battle and won. Whom did she have to fear? 
 
    Straightening his shoulders, Zoe's grandpa nodded at Sierra's. They pushed the doors open and stepped out ahead of us. The headmistress pushed through the crowd and met them at the van doors. Anger rolled off her in waves. She clenched and unclenched her fists, glaring at both men. "Where have you been?" 
 
    They both stepped forward to explain but stopped when Mattie and Denny reached out, placing a hand on both their shoulders. The older men turned to watch as the siblings stepped forward, squaring up with the headmistress. Mattie held her gaze, never looking away. "We completed our third trial. We stopped the pack before it attacked us." 
 
    She looked from brother to sister, confusion on her face. "You did what?" 
 
    Denny smiled. "We took the battle to them. They weren't prepared for us. Didn't even know what hit them. We took them out before they could attack us." She shrugged. "We had some help." 
 
    The headmistress watched as my grandmother climbed out of the van. Grandma Jemme crossed her arms over her chest and gave the headmistress her best smile. "You have an amazing group of young people here. You'd be silly not to recognize that." 
 
    The headmistress huffed. "I do recognize that. But missions must be sanctioned. Approval from the headmistress must be obtained." She looked at her husband. "You know this." 
 
    He tilted his head, a small smile appearing. "But remember, we built in a clause. For cases such as this."  
 
    Her eyes widened. Was he telling the truth?  
 
    "In case of an emergency, teams may act of their own accord, as long as approval is received upon their return." His grin grew. "So, my love, do we have the approval of the headmistress?"  
 
    All the anger seeped out of her body. She looked at each of us, her eyes stopping on Sierra for longer than the others. "Yes, approval received. Congratulations on completing your third trial."  
 
    Mattie cleared his throat. "Headmistress, we'd like to request that Denny's team also receive credit. They did just as much as we did. This should count as their first trial." 
 
    The headmistress looked to her husband, who gave her a slight nod. In the early morning light, you could see that she hadn't gotten much sleep, as there were dark circles under her brown eyes. Her hair was down around her shoulders, the ends curling slightly. Instead of her normal suit, she wore jeans and a sweater, the most relaxed outfit I'd ever seen her in. She sighed, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. "In light of the circumstances, I approve that as well. I'll have to run it by the Council, but I don't see why they wouldn't agree with me." Before she could finish her sentence, a cheer went up, the crowd behind her celebrating for us. She motioned to the school. "Now, there’s a full meal waiting for you inside. Afterward, I'd recommend some sleep. You all look half-dead." She turned and marched away, not waiting for any of us.  
 
    We followed her inside, stopping only when Monica's girls, whom she’d left behind, walked up to us. "Did they make it? Are they OK?" 
 
    Mattie nodded. "They're waiting for you at the cabin. Let Joe get some sleep and then he can take you." The girls nodded and stepped back. The relief on their faces put a spring in my step. We’d saved them.  
 
    After we’d all eaten our fill, Kristy and I crawled into bed, tired and achy from the battle. We’d taken a quick shower to scrub off most of the dirt and blood, deciding to worry about the rest later. As she curled into my arms, I held Kristy tight. The night before felt like a dream. We had done it, we had won. I had slain a dragon. 
 
    She wove her hands into mine, speaking softly. "You realize only one other person has done what you did? And he's a legend to our kind." 
 
    I snorted. "I don't want to be a legend." I looked down into her eyes. "As long as I have you, I don't need any of that."  
 
    She smiled, snuggling into me. Within minutes, she was asleep, her soft snoring filling our room. I closed my eyes, happy to join her in some much-needed rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
   W e huddled around the desk, the box's contents spread out before us. Sierra chewed on the end of a pen, huffing in frustration. "This looks just like the others."  
 
    Zoe leaned forward. "You're right, it does. These symbols, they're like the ones my grandmother uses." 
 
    "Can you read them?" Mattie sounded hopeful, his eyes on her face. 
 
    She shook her head. "No. She never taught me. Grandpa can. My sister could. Not me." I heard the sadness there. Zoe felt excluded. 
 
    A voice at the door grabbed our attention. "So, do we know what's in the box?" Zoe's grandfather stepped forward and looked over her shoulder. She stepped back to let him in. He studied the maps and pictures for a minute, his jaw tightening. Then he stepped back and turned to Zoe. All the jovialness was gone. "I have to go." 
 
    "It's her, isn't it?" Her whisper could barely be heard.  
 
    He nodded and looked back at the table. "I need to talk to her. I'll let you know what I find out." 
 
    He turned to walk away, then stopped as her hand closed around his arm. He looked at Zoe, his eyes searching her face. "Please be careful," she said. 
 
    He smiled, chucking Zoe under the chin. "What's she gonna do to me?" Then he left, taking a bit of her happiness with him. The man had a big presence, that was for sure.  
 
    Zoe turned back to us, biting her lip. "I have a bad feeling about this." We looked at her, unsure of what to say. 
 
    "Do you think she'd hurt him?" Sierra asked the question we were all thinking. 
 
    Zoe shrugged. "I don't know what she'll do anymore. Before I saw these symbols, I would've said no. Now? Maybe. She can't be trusted." 
 
    "Neither can Trevor. He's probably spying for her." Kristy gave Zoe a knowing look.  
 
    Zoe sighed. "Of course he is. Why else would he be here?" 
 
    "For you." Mattie said it, though I knew it hurt him, too. 
 
    "Mattie, I'm not interested in that. He knows that." 
 
    "Does he? He watches you a lot." Mattie's face reddened as the words left his mouth. I stepped in to stop him from saying something he'd regret.  
 
    "Her grandma probably asked him to. He was lip-locking with Megan, remember?"  
 
    Mattie nodded, but the worry didn't leave his face. Did he really think Zoe would have anything to do with Trevor? 
 
    Sierra stood, stretching. "Time for a break, guys. We're all stressed. And we meet with Mr. Jenkins this afternoon to find out our next trial."  
 
    Zoe rubbed her hands together. "I'm kind of hoping for something fun." 
 
    Kristy raised an eyebrow at her. "And what do you consider fun?" 
 
    Zoe grinned. "Just about anything."  
 
    The laughter in the room eased the tension. That was more like it. Now to find out what we had to battle next. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mr. Jenkins crossed his hands in front of his face, looking at each of us as we sat before him in his classroom. "While I don't agree with you going off without me, I do understand why you did. I have to follow the rules to maintain my place. You couldn't tell me."  
 
    We all nodded, hoping we looked as sorry as we felt. We didn't want to put his job in jeopardy.  
 
    "But the Council was seriously impressed with what you accomplished. And so they have assigned the next trial."  
 
    I held my breath, clutching Kristy's hand under the desk.  
 
    "Demons." 
 
    We all released our breaths in one fell swoop. Demons. We could do demons. It might be a little tricky, but we could do it.  
 
    Sierra pulled out a notebook and scribbled notes as Mr. Jenkins described what we were to look for. Demons could tempt anyone, show you your heart’s desire, make deals to get you to do their bidding. And they usually had a following, witches or other supernaturals to do their menial work.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins stood with his hands behind his back, looking at us over the top of his glasses. "I realize that some of you have a bad history with witches. I would just like to remind you that not everyone is as bad as you think. And that looks can be deceiving. And everyone deserves a chance." With that statement, he walked out of the room, leaving us to discuss it among ourselves.  
 
    We turned to each other, blinking several times. Zoe stood, her fists clenched. "Well, we know that was directed at me." 
 
    Mattie reached out to pull her back into her seat. "Yes, but you aren't the only one. Our parents didn't really tell us that they’d employed the help of witches until recently. Good witches weren't something we ever talked about." 
 
    "But they exist. Which means we can glean information from them." Sierra sounded hopeful. What kind of info did she want? “Except, why would good witches be hanging out with demons? That really doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Mattie nodded, following her train of thought. "Good point. He did say that looks can be deceiving. So, maybe some witches are being forced to work for demons against their will? It’s something to consider.”  
 
    We all nodded, even Zoe. Her eyes darkened as her thoughts churned. She was planning something, I could see it. I just didn't know what it was. 
 
    Mattie stood and clapped his hands together. "Well, we need to get some rest and look at all this fresh tomorrow. We have some hunting to do." He grinned, making me smile. We could do this. We'd already completed three trials. We only had two more to go. As long as we worked together, that wouldn't be a problem.  
 
    I held that thought as I went to bed that night, snuggled down with my wife. We would win and all would be right with the world. We just had to keep believing in ourselves and each other. I didn't see how anything could stop us now. 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
   R ain slashed down from the sky, drenching all of my clothes. I pulled up the collar of my long coat to protect my face, but it did little to help. Mother had warned me that it rained here. I had laughed and said it would be fine—a new, fun experience. Her worried expression had followed me all the way to Scotland, sitting at the back of my mind. We were allies with these people, so why was she so worried about me coming here? They were sending one of their own to us. Wasn’t that a show of good faith? 
 
    A black four-door sedan pulled up beside me and the window rolled down. “Need a lift?” The most stunning violet eyes I’d ever seen were staring at me. I smiled, trying to remember what Mother had told me about them. This must be Anna, Amora’s daughter. From my understanding, Anna wasn’t much younger than me. Amora and Mom had been pregnant at the same time. I slid into the passenger seat and put my suitcase in my lap. I hadn’t packed much, thinking I would need only my training clothes, as that was what I was here to do.  
 
    Anna pulled away from the curb, gliding easily into traffic. We sat in awkward silence for several minutes, the heater blasting. I ran my hands through my dark hair, hoping I wasn’t leaking water too badly. I looked down and saw a growing puddle at my feet. So much for that. “Sorry about all the water.” 
 
    She glanced at me, then back at the road, and shrugged. “Totally my fault. I should’ve been there earlier to pick you up.” 
 
    I stared at her profile, mesmerized. Golden blonde hair fell to her shoulders in waves, held away from her face by a black headband. She had high cheeks, smooth skin, and a slight tan—and those large violet eyes. Small nose, pouty lips, a straight and narrow chin. This girl was gorgeous. And I probably looked like a drowned rat to her. I faced front, afraid she’d catch me staring. It wouldn’t do to tick off the leader’s daughter my first day here. Mom would be appalled.  
 
    Forty-five minutes into the drive, I realized we weren’t anywhere near our destination. “How long does it take to get there?” 
 
    She glanced at the clock on the dash, then back out the window. The rain had lessened and was now a light sprinkle. “A bit. It’s not a bad drive if you have someone to talk to.” Her words hung in the air, daring me to say anything. 
 
    I gulped and fiddled with my suitcase. “Well, I guess I should introduce myself. I’m Finnley, but you can call my Finn. Everyone does.” I gave her my best smile, the one Mom said could get me out of anything.  
 
    The girl barely glanced at me. “Anna. Nice to meet you.” She continued driving, not furthering the conversation. I guess that was left up to me.  
 
    “My mom and your mom are friends, right?”  
 
    She snorted. “If long-distance pen pals can be friends.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face in confusion. “Pen pals? They worked together, trained together. This whole thing started with them.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She sounded bored with the topic of conversation. OK, so parents were off-limits. This girl was going to be a tough nut to crack.  
 
    I looked out the windshield for a couple more minutes before trying again. “So, how long have you been training?” 
 
    “My whole life.” Well, OK, that made sense. Stupid question to ask. 
 
    “Me too. Normally, we pair off into groups of five at a pretty early age, but I just never found a group that fit me. I mean, I worked with a couple but I never took the bond. You?” 
 
    Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel, causing her knuckles to whiten. “Our bond doesn’t work like that.”  
 
    I looked at her, curious. My mother had mentioned that but hadn’t added any extra information, so I didn’t know how they maintained their connection like we did. We had a ceremony and a book and a blood bond. Mom had mentioned they were slightly different. “So, how does it work?” 
 
    “Marriage.” One word seemed to change her whole countenance. While she had been bored before, now she sounded angry. Hmm, OK, I could work with that. 
 
    “Marriage? So you have to get married to be able to stay?”  
 
    She nodded. “Mother didn’t like the blood bond thing your people had to go through. Actually refused when the fairies offered it. Instead, when she left the group, they gave her another deal. She could maintain her gifts if she married the prince. She married him and here we are.” Anna glared at the road. “Now we all have to do it. Otherwise, the longer years and abilities aren’t granted to us.” 
 
    Something about this irritated her. “Would you have preferred to take a blood oath? Binding yourself to four other people for the rest of your life?” 
 
    “It’s better than being forced to marry someone you don’t care about.” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been groomed my whole life to marry this man. I should be used to it by now.” She snapped her mouth shut, like she shouldn’t have said that. 
 
    “Isn’t there someone else you would rather marry? Someone you could actually tolerate?” 
 
    She glanced at me, then shook her head. “Mother would never allow it.” That seemed to be the end of the conversation. Just by looking at her face, I knew she didn’t want to talk anymore. I settled back and closed my eyes. Guess I could nap the rest of the way there.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Anna was punching my shoulder. “Wake up.” I rubbed the shoulder and looked out the windshield. She leaned into the car, hanging onto the door. “By the way, you snore.” She closed the door, leaving me to stare at the castle before me.  
 
    Well, more like ruins. There were turrets, although one was laying in the courtyard. I climbed out of the car and followed her to one side of the yard.  
 
    “You live here?” 
 
    She shrugged, pausing only to look behind me. “So?” 
 
    “It looks so rundown.” 
 
    “That’s the point. Keeps people out.” She walked over to a door and pulled it open before I could say anything else. Then she disappeared inside. I followed her, closing the door behind me. I stopped in the hall, surprised to find myself surrounded by normal walls, electricity, and a normal laminate floor.  
 
    “Wow.”  
 
    She looked over her shoulder at me. “Come on, stop staring. I have to take you to meet my mother.” She stomped down the hall, not waiting to see if I was following. I trailed behind her, shocked at how normal the place looked on the inside when the outside was so rundown. It had to be an enchantment. There was no other way. 
 
    After several turns, she stopped in front of an ornately decorated wooden door. Three knocks, then she popped open the door and stepped inside. I followed her, looking around the room as I did. It was an office, just like Brielle’s back at the warehouse. At the desk sat a woman who looked like an older version of Anna, although her only wrinkles were around her eyes and mouth. I stepped forward and bowed, which was something my mother had taught me. She had told me that Amora was very much a stickler for tradition. “Ma’am.”  
 
    She smiled, the action lighting up her whole face. Her chin was more square than Anna’s. “Finnley, it’s so nice to finally meet you.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you. My mother has told me so much about all of you.” Amora frowned slightly, but it lasted for only a moment before her face cleared and her smile returned.  
 
    “I’m glad she prepared you. I hope you enjoy your stay with us and learn everything you can.” 
 
    “I do as well.”  
 
    Her attention shifted to Anna. “Get him settled in his room, then come back to see me. We have wedding plans to discuss.”  
 
    Anna nodded, her face downcast. She turned and left the room, not waiting for me. I gave Amora a hasty bow, then dashed out of the room after Anna.  
 
    “Hey, Anna, wait up.” She stopped, keeping her back to me, her fists clenched. “What’s wrong?” I thought about placing my hand on her shoulder, but that didn’t seem like the best idea. 
 
    “It’s nothing.” Her voice came out choked. It was definitely something.  
 
    Maybe it was the wedding. “Are you supposed to be getting married soon?” She nodded. As I walked around to face her, I could see tears streaming down her cheeks. “And you don’t want to?” She shook her head, her chin trembling. “So why don’t you say something?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed with anger. “Don’t you think I have? She won’t listen. I have to marry or I won’t be able to stay. I will age and die while they live on, fighting.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask to be sent in my place? The blood oath would save you.”  
 
    She shook her head. “She would never let me take that oath.” Anna stomped away, leaving me to stare after her in confusion. What was so wrong with the oath? Deciding to save that question for later, I followed her, keeping quiet. She led me back out to the courtyard and across the way to the rundown barracks. Of course, once we stepped inside, it was anything but rundown. She stopped at a room and thrust open the door. It was a common room, with four doors. There was a desk for writing, and a chair with an end table next to it. No TV, though, which I found strange.  
 
    “Pick any of the rooms. They’re all empty.” Anna glanced at her watch. “Dinner is promptly at six. I will come to get you. If you’re late for meals, you don’t eat.” She left, leaving me to choose my room, wondering what could possibly be so terrible about marrying someone you had known your whole life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
   T hat night, Anna led me to dinner, taking me down halls and turns I had a hard time tracking. Not that I was good at tracking anyway. It wasn’t my strong suit.  
 
    Stepping into the room, I was reminded of pictures I had seen of kings and queens of old, sitting on a dais overlooking their subjects. Amora was doing just that, sitting above the rest, watching everyone. The room was divided, with boys on one side and girls on the other. Anna left me standing alone as she headed to her side of the room. I thought for a moment that she would join her mother, but instead she sat with a group of girls roughly her age, all of them looking uncomfortable as she took a seat.  
 
    A hand slapped my shoulder, pulling my attention away from her. A guy about my age stood next to me, following my gaze. He had to be my exact opposite. Where I was pale, he was tan. His sandy blonde hair shone next to my full head of black hair. His golden eyes searched my face before he shook his head. “Best avoid that one, bud.”  
 
    I arched an eyebrow, giving him a look my mother hated. “Excuse me?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Just giving friendly advice. I saw you eyeing the princess over there. Best to avoid that at all costs.” He sat, indicating that I sit next to him. The bench squeaked as I took my place next to him. Children, dressed in sackcloths, placed food in front of us. When I went to thank one, he stopped me, shaking his head. “Ignore them. This is part of the training.” Confused, I watched as they shuffled out of the room.  
 
    “Explain?” I took a bite of bread and made a face at how hard it was. He grinned, watching me struggle to chew. Then he poured some brown liquid into the cup in front of me and pushed it forward. 
 
    “Drink. It helps.” I took a gulp and almost spat out the bitter liquid. Ale, or something like it. How could people enjoy that stuff? He took a bite of his own food, some kind of brown mush that smelled faintly of meat, before continuing. “As I was saying, steer clear of the princess. You don’t want to get involved in things you know nothing about. She’s off-limits anyway. Supposed to be getting married soon.” 
 
    “Even if she doesn’t want to?” I took a tentative sip of the ale and winced again. That taste did not get better the second time around.  
 
    He shrugged, seeming to not notice me struggling. “Whether she wants to or not, it’s what she has to do.” He pointed to a guy three tables away from us. From where I sat, he didn’t look like much. Definitely a meathead, from the looks of the muscles in his arms and the size of his neck. Brown hair, the color of mud, sat atop his head. “See that guy there? That’s her intended. Pushy guy. Amora’s been working on setting up this match for ages.” 
 
    I squinted at the guy, not seeing anything special about him. “And why is he so important?” 
 
    My new friend took another bite, using the time it took him to chew to think over his answer. “His family is newish to our group. And claim to be descended from fairies. Wouldn’t you want to add fairy blood to your line if you could?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not at the expense of my kid’s happiness, I wouldn’t.” My eyes drifted over to where Anna sat, eating with her head down, not talking to any of the girls around her. At that moment she seemed so alone, removed from everything. I looked back at the guy next to me. “Wait. She said she’s known him her whole life. How can he be newish?” 
 
    He snorted. “I said his family was newish. As in, they’re the newest recruits to our cause. He’s a first-generation.” I nodded, realizing what he meant. His parents had been recruited, but he had been born into it, like me. “All I’m saying is, stay away. It’s safer that way. For everyone.” His tone made me think he meant more than just me. Would she get in trouble if I befriended her? Not willing to think about that, I stuck out my hand to my new friend. 
 
    “Name’s Finn. Thanks for the warning.” 
 
    He smiled, shaking my hand. “Tanner. Nice to meet you. Where they got you bunking?” As I told him about my empty barracks room, I watched as the guy he had pointed out stood and headed over to Anna. He stopped at her table and smiled at all the girls before asking Anna a question. She looked miserable as she stood and followed him out of the room.  
 
    “How about I bunk with you?” Tanner’s question caught me off-guard. I turned to him, looking surprised.  
 
    “You’d do that? Don’t you have friends who would miss you?” 
 
    Tanner shrugged. “They’ll manage. I think you need me more than they do.” He grinned, the smile infectious. I grinned back. 
 
    “Yeah, it would help to have someone who knew how to get around this place staying with me.” 
 
    He clapped me on the back and stood up. “Perfect. I’ll take you back to your room, then go grab my stuff. That way, you don’t get lost.” I followed him out, looking around for any sign of Anna or the big guy. Not seeing them, I followed Tanner, wondering where they had gone and why she had looked so sad about it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Turned out Tanner didn’t have a lot of stuff. Two duffel bags and that was it. I had grabbed the room to the right of the door, he took the room next to it. “Normally, there’d be two of us to a room, but since this whole place is empty, we can sleep where we want.” 
 
    “Any idea why it’s empty?” I had a hunch, but I wanted to hear him say it myself. I sat on the spare bed in his room while he unpacked his duffels into the dresser. 
 
    His eyes briefly met mine before he returned to his unpacking. “No one knew what to expect when you got here. The others were worried you’d be weird.” 
 
    I snorted, rolling my eyes. “Weird? Weird how?” 
 
    He sighed, giving up on the unpacking and sitting on the bed. “We’ve heard rumors about your group. That some of you are gifted. They were worried you were one of those.” 
 
    I felt my forehead wrinkle as I thought about that. “Gifted?” Then it hit me what he meant. “Oh, you mean the abilities some of us have. Like my mom.” 
 
    He tilted his head. “Your mom has abilities?” 
 
    I nodded. “Oh, yeah. She has a gift of voice. One of the other women in our group has it too but it’s different. My mom’s voice can control animals, call them to her will. The other lady? It works on people. Her kids inherited it, too.” Tanner’s eyes widened and I rushed to add, “But don’t worry, I didn’t get it from my mom. Just my sisters did.” 
 
    He leaned back on his bed, hands under his head. “Sisters, huh? Any other siblings?” 
 
    “I’ve got a younger brother. Good kid, but kind of has his head in the clouds. Like all the time. He’d rather study and research than hunt. He and Dad have nothing in common and it frustrates my dad sometimes.” I blushed, realizing it didn’t make my brother sound very good. I rushed to correct that. “But once he actually gets a blade in his hand, he’s good. He can beat me on the mat when he really tries.” 
 
    Tanner narrowed his eyes. “So why send you and not him?” 
 
    I shrugged, looking at my nails. “I volunteered.” 
 
    “And why is that?” 
 
    I sighed, having expected this question. It had come sooner than I had hoped. “I haven’t found a team there.” Tanner sat up, more interested now. “Do you know how it works for us?” 
 
    He waggled his hand in front of him. “Sort of. Blood oath or something, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes. We are paired into groups of five. We take the blood oath by signing our names in blood in the book the fairies gave to us. We are bonded to each other for life.” I sighed. “I never found a group I wanted to bond to. Being the son of one of the founders is hard. No one acts normal around you. Either they try to kiss up to you or they hate you and let it show. It’s really frustrating because no one treats you like normal.” I ran my hands through my hair, feeling the frustration seep out.  
 
    Tanner nodded. “I get it. It’s not easy being special.” 
 
    I threw my hands up. “That’s just it. I’m not special. Not at all. I’m a normal dude and no one can see past who my parents are. I was hoping it would be different here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it might be, but you do realize you have to get married to maintain your abilities here, right?” 
 
    I rubbed my face. “Yeah, my mother forgot to mention that part.” 
 
    He smirked. “Probably on purpose. Didn’t want you to get any ideas.”  
 
    I shook my head, knowing he was right. My mom had sent me reluctantly. Anything she thought would make me not want to come back home, she kept from me. How she thought I wouldn’t find out was beyond me.  
 
    He shrugged. “How long is the exchange for?” 
 
    “Six months.” 
 
    He grinned. “Well, that gives us time to find you a girl. We can start tomorrow, during training.” 
 
    “Training?” 
 
    He nodded. “First thing in the morning after breakfast.” He shooed me out of his room, promising to wake me for breakfast in the morning. I went to bed, comforted to know I had made at least one friend in this new place. That was more than I had at home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
   T raining took on a whole new meaning for me the next day. To say their setup was different from ours was an understatement. They had a gym like we did, but the similarities ended there. They preferred to spar, with blue mats set up throughout the gym. The only weightlifting equipment I saw was pushed against the wall, out of the way. I didn’t see a track anywhere. What I did see was at least ten pairs of people, working to take each other down. Tanner stood beside me, giving me a chance to take it all in. “So what, you guys just fight each other all morning?” I asked. 
 
    He grinned. “Something like that.” He took a swig of water, then pointed at a mat not far from us. “Let’s see what you got.” I followed him, a nervous tingle running through my body. It felt like every eye in the room was on me, though I knew they really weren’t. Tanner dropped into a fighting stance, his feet spread. I copied, trying to gauge his movements. Some people were fast, some were slow, but everyone had a side they favored. The key was figuring out which side that was and using it to your advantage.  
 
    He struck first, jabbing at me with his left. He protected his face with his right. Interesting, as he had been eating with his right hand the night before. I lunged forward, sweeping my foot out and jabbing him in the knee. Tanner stumbled but maintained his balance, backing up. That allowed me to follow through with a jab to the shoulder, which pushed him back again. He grinned, enjoying the fight, and decided to push forward. We traded jabs and kicks for several minutes, each feeling the other out.  
 
    I lunged again, going for the other knee. He turned, kicking my foot away and throwing me off balance. Before I could recover, he swept my other foot out from under me, which landed me on my back. I stared up at him as he bent over, sweat dripping down his face. “Nice moves.” He helped me up, his eyes widening as we stood. I looked around to find most of the gym watching us with looks of interest on their faces. Anna’s betrothed stood nearby, watching as well. He strolled over and held out a hand.  
 
    “You must be the new guy.” His nasal voice irritated my ears. I shook his hand, wincing at how tightly he squeezed. Definitely a guy who liked to show off his strength. 
 
    “I am. Got in yesterday. Name’s Finn.” 
 
    “Nicolas. Hope Tanner here is being helpful.” His tone suggested he hoped anything but. Tanner shifted uncomfortably next to me, not saying anything. Unsure what that was about, I gave Nicolas my best smile. 
 
    “Tanner’s great. Been a huge help since I got here.” I clapped Tanner on the back for emphasis. Nicolas just nodded, giving me a half-smile before walking away. Tanner blew out his breath as soon as Nicolas was out of earshot. I looked at him, confused. “What was that about?” 
 
    His cheeks reddened and he refused to meet my eyes. “Oh, nothing. You know how people are when they’ve known each other for so long.” I did, but it usually wasn’t that awkward. I turned away, glancing around. I spotted Anna in a corner, sparring with another girl. Where Anna was all light, the girl was dark, with black dreads hanging halfway down her back. Her dark skin glistened with sweat. Both girls looked like they were glowing in the light of the gym. Tanner followed my gaze and shook his head. “Stop.” 
 
    I glanced over at him. “What?” 
 
    He looked around, spotting Nicolas not far away. “Stop looking at her. Don’t show any interest in her. Otherwise, he’ll pound you.” I followed his gaze to Nicolas, who stood among a group of guys, laughing at something one of them had said.  
 
    “Really? Jealous type, is he?” 
 
    Tanner nodded. “That and he knows she doesn’t want to marry him. Makes him skittish. You don’t need that directed at you.” Tanner gave me a once over, taking in my black training uniform. “You fight well, but he’d probably still cream you.” 
 
    I grabbed my water bottle from the ground and took a swig. “Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. I’d like to find out.” 
 
    Tanner shook his head. “No, you wouldn’t. The last guy who talked to her ended up in the infirmary for two days. Don’t do it.” Tanner actually sounded scared of Nicolas, which upset me more. Not only was Anna marrying someone she didn’t want to marry, but this guy was obviously not a very nice dude. How could her mother be okay with this? Or her father? Where was the other adult who was supposed to be protecting her? For a minute, I thought of my baby sister. If this were her, I’d be tearing into Nicolas right now. But it wasn’t and it wasn’t my place. I was here to learn, not to stick my nose where it didn’t belong. I shook my head, trying to clear it. I had to focus if I wanted to learn as much as I could from them. Their ways were different, but they were their ways. I had to respect that.  
 
    Tanner tossed me a towel. “Time to clean up before class.” 
 
    I quirked an eyebrow. “Class too?” 
 
    Tanner nodded. “Oh, yeah. We got everything.” I followed him out, curious about what they would teach and how it would compare to the classes back home. Boy, was I in for a surprise. 
 
    *** 
 
    “When the fairies left us here with these abilities, they left us stranded. They didn’t prepare us for what lay ahead. They abandoned us.” The teacher stood at the front of the class, a room that resembled classrooms I had been sitting in for my entire life. But this curriculum was definitely something I had never heard before. Abandoned us? How had the fairies abandoned us? 
 
    The woman stood stiff as a board, her grey hair piled on top of her head. Based on the wrinkles marring her face, there was no way she was part of any of the magic the fairies had imbued us with. So how she knew what she was talking about, I wasn’t sure. Living here for just a day, I had seen magic in this place. Someone had to set it all up, didn’t they? My family talked reverently, even happily, about the fairies. They appreciated the gifts we had been given. From the sound of things, our counterparts didn’t feel the same way. I left the class feeling uneasy. This was going to be harder than I’d thought.  
 
    I wandered around the grounds, not really paying attention to where I was going. The fallen turret in the middle of the grounds drew me in. It seemed like a place where no one else would go, a place where I could sit and think. My mother wanted me to learn from these people, but I wasn’t sure I liked what I was seeing and hearing. I slipped in through the window, finding darkness on the other side. Pulling a flashlight from my bag, I headed deeper inside, looking for a place where I could sit. My light passed over something shiny, which made me stop. It gleamed in the light. I leaned closer only to realize it was a buckle, on a boot, which happened to be attached to a foot. Raising my light, I came face to face with Anna, who was huddled in a corner, glaring at me. “Do you mind?”  
 
    I lowered the light, feeling a blush on my cheeks. She seemed to have that effect on me.               “Sorry. I didn’t know you were in here. I was just looking for a place to think.” 
 
    I turned to go but her voice stopped me. “There’s enough room for two. You don’t have to leave.” She moved over, brushing off her pants. Anna sat on the floor, in full view, leaning against part of a crumbled wall. She patted the spot next to her. I sat, not touching her, afraid she’d vanish if I did. “What did you need to think about?” 
 
    I sighed. How did you tell someone that their view on something was wrong? “Class today was different from what I’m used to.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me. “Oh, really? How so?” 
 
    “It sounded like you all hate the fairies.” I watched her face for a reaction. She frowned, a wrinkle appearing in her smooth forehead. 
 
    “That would be my mother.” 
 
    “Amora hates the fairies?” 
 
    She nodded. “She’s angry at them. Mad that they put this burden on her and those she cares about. She despises magic because of it.” 
 
    I leaned back, thinking about that. “But she uses it.” Anna glanced over at me in surprise. I shrugged. “It’s true. There’s no other way this castle was set up. This is all magic. So, she may not like it but she uses it.” That got me thinking. “If she’s so mad at the fairies, why doesn’t she just tell them?” 
 
    Again, Anna gave me a surprised look. “You don’t just tell fairies you’re mad at them.” 
 
    “Why not? They’re like us. They would understand.” 
 
    “You act like you can see them whenever you want.”  
 
    Now it was my turn to look surprised. “You mean you don’t see them?” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “Anna, the fairies are here to help. They can’t interfere or fight battles for us, but they can offer advice when we need it. My mother has consulted with them many times over the years.” I grabbed her hand without thinking. “Your mother doesn’t?” 
 
    “She says they wouldn’t respond even if she did try, that they left us here to figure it all out on our own and that their interference would unbalance everything.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. Wouldn’t respond? What kind of nonsense was that? “I don’t know what she’s been telling you but they respond. Every time.” I should have known, as I’d been there. My mother had involved me at an early age, grooming me to take over. Looking into Anna’s violet eyes, I wasn’t so sure that was the future I wanted anymore.  
 
    She looked down at our clasped hands, then back up at me. Anna pulled her hand from mine and stood. “This is all very interesting. I have a lot to think about. I hope you are able to do your thinking here, too.” She left, leaving me to sit alone, considering everything she had said. For some reason, I kept coming back to what the teacher had said about the fairies. Amora wanted her people to distrust the fairies. I just wasn’t sure why yet.  
 
    Deciding to skip dinner, I went back to my room. I wasn’t really hungry anyway. I rounded the corner to find Anna and Nicolas in each other’s arms, with Nicolas kissing her neck. “I can’t wait until you’re mine.” His nasal voice sounded even worse when it came out in a whisper.  
 
    Her eyes darted to my face. They contained a look of panic. I took a step forward but she shook her head, turning her attention back to him. “Neither can I but wait we must.” She shoved him away and ran down the hall in the opposite direction. He chased her, a chuckle escaping his lips. 
 
    “One day I’ll catch you and you won’t be able to run.” I didn’t hear her response but I didn’t need to. She wasn’t happy here and she wasn’t happy with him. Why didn’t this seem wrong to anyone else but me? 
 
    I found Tanner in the common room, a book in his lap. He looked up when I walked in. “Where have you been, buddy?” 
 
    I slumped into the chair next to him, sighing. “Thinking. Class today was odd for me.” 
 
    “How so? Don’t they have class at your school?” 
 
    I nodded. “They do but it’s different. We don’t view the fairies that way.” 
 
    Tanner leaned forward, interest sparking in his eyes. “You don’t? How do you view them?” 
 
    I thought a minute before answering. “Benevolent, kind, almost like family.” I smiled, thinking of the times I had seen them. “My mother talks to them often.” 
 
    Tanner’s eyes were as big as saucers. Any bigger and they would’ve popped out of his face. “Your mother talks to them?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s what they’re there for. They’re supposed to guide us, help us. Until today, I didn’t realize you all thought differently.” 
 
    “Talking to the fairies. Man, that’s amazing. Amora has never mentioned something like that. To her, magic is a curse. The gifts we were given are a curse. I think she’d undo it all if she could.” 
 
    I rubbed my chin, thinking that over. “But if she wanted to undo it, why not ask them? Why continue fighting if she doesn’t want to?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not sure. Maybe you should ask her yourself.”  
 
    He had a point. I had considered it, but how did you approach a leader and tell them they should consider other options? I’d been here only a day. She would never listen to me. Not yet, anyway. Besides, I had other things to think about. “How long until Anna’s wedding?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “That again? Look, let it be. It’s not your problem.” Again, he was right. But her eyes in the hall, the panic in them…I couldn’t get it out of my head. Someone had to save that girl and it looked like I was going to be the one to do it.  
 
    “Just tell me when it is.” 
 
    “A month from now. Amora is going all out for it—a feast, entertainment, everything.” 
 
    “I bet she is.” I mumbled it so softly, he didn’t hear me. She may have been looking forward to it but her daughter wasn’t. To me, that was a red flag if there ever was one. Anna didn’t want to get married and I had a month to help her get out of it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
   T he following afternoon, I found myself back at the turret, sitting alone in the dark. When a shadow passed over the window and she slipped in, I didn’t say anything at first. I didn’t want her to think I was following her, but I had enjoyed hiding here yesterday and had hoped that maybe she had appreciated my company. She sat next to me, our bodies inches apart. “Tell me about the fairies.” She leaned her head back against the stone and closed her eyes. I nodded, staring into the blackness. 
 
    “There are five, the same five who started all this. The silver fairy, she’s in charge. I think this whole thing was her idea. She saw a need and filled it. She has brown hair that shines and she wears a silver crown. I’m not sure if that means she’s royalty among them or what.” I smirked before I realized her eyes were still closed. “She’s the one who cursed my mom’s friend’s husband.” 
 
    One eye popped open. “Cursed him?” 
 
    I nodded. “You must not know this story. It was for his own good and led him to his wife. He was a prince, but a very spoiled one. She came to him, dressed as an old woman, begging for shelter, giving him the chance to show mercy. When he refused, she transformed him and his whole castle, giving him until his 21st birthday to get a girl to fall in love with him and break the curse.” 
 
    She snorted. “It’s always about love, isn’t it?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think it was like that. It was about seeing beyond the surface. When the fairy first revealed her true form, he begged for mercy, claiming that if she had only shown him her real face, he would’ve let her in. She had to teach him that you have to look underneath, no matter what a person looks like. His wife was able to do that, though he wasn’t attractive when they met.” 
 
    “What about the other fairies?”  
 
    And so I told her. I told her about the three sisters, who all looked similar but acted differently. She mumbled that she knew of them, that her mother had mentioned them from time to time, but when she did, she always seemed hurt.  
 
    “They raised her.” I said this gently, afraid it was something else her mother had kept from her. This time, though, she nodded. Apparently, Amora had told her some things about her past. I told her about the grandmotherly-looking fairy, who said funny words and liked to make kids laugh. “You may actually know more about her than I do. The couple she brought, the woman was her fairy goddaughter. Shortly after your grandmother left the group, they did too, to join her. Their names were Charlie and Simona.” 
 
    At that, she nodded. “Yes, Charlie has issues with authority. They had signed the book, hadn’t they?” 
 
    “They did and your grandfather did.” 
 
    “Did they break the bonds when they left?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, no they didn’t. Maybe that’s how this all works.” I waved my hand in the air.  
 
    She glanced over at me. “What works?” 
 
    “The need for marriage. Phillip signed the book so he got the long life and strength and such. You mom didn’t, but married him, thus maintaining her abilities. Simona and Charlie also signed the book, which gave them their abilities. It also gave their kids the abilities, too. For anyone else to attain that, or in your case, keep it, they’d have to marry as well. Must have been how the fairies worked it out with your mom.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. She said they tapped her head and gave them to her, but later, after she left your group and refused to sign the book, they told her she had to marry to keep it. They made it so the magic worked that way for everyone here.” 
 
    “Makes sense. They couldn’t give it to her for nothing.” 
 
    Anna sighed. “I guess.” She stood, stretching. “Almost time for dinner. You coming?” I nodded, standing too. She walked toward the window, then turned to wait for me. 
 
    “Go ahead of me,” I said. “If Nicolas sees us leave together, you could get in trouble.”  
 
    She smiled. “Good point.” She paused, looking back at me. “About what you saw last night. It was nothing.” She slipped out before I could ask any questions. At least she was talking to me. That was a start.  
 
    *** 
 
    It became a daily occurrence, our meeting in the turret. We would sit and talk the afternoon away, discussing anything and everything. I asked her what she really wanted to do with her life. She said she wanted to settle down with someone she truly loved and have a family. Then she had shrugged, saying that maybe she’d at least get half of that out of this marriage. When I asked about the marriage and why it had to be so soon, she said that the fairies had given them until their 21st birthday to get married. Then the abilities were gone.  
 
    “Wait, you’re almost 21?” 
 
    She nodded. “Less than two months away. I couldn’t push back the wedding any longer.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. “You don’t look 21.” 
 
    She glanced at me, confused. “How old do I look?” 
 
    “My age.” I almost whispered it, afraid she’d laugh at me. 
 
    “And how old are you?” 
 
    “Eighteen.” I scrunched my forehead in confusion. “But I thought our mother’s were pregnant at the same time?” At least, that’s what mine had told me. 
 
    Anna shook her head. “Not with me. I was two at the time. Mother was pregnant. She lost that baby and they never tried again.” I couldn’t see her in the darkness but she sounded sad. Losing a sibling, even one you’d never met, must be hard. 
 
    She snuggled next to me, resting her head on my shoulder. Over the last several weeks, we had grown closer, touched each other more. Nothing crazy, just sitting together, thighs touching, shoulders brushing, but it was enough to send electricity through my body. I loved every minute I spent with her. It made me want to save her more.  
 
    “You don’t look 18.” Anna had looked up at me then, her eyes wide, her face inches from mine. Just when I thought she would kiss me, she stood, brushing herself off. “Dinner time.” She strode out, leaving me sitting alone, wondering what was going on between us—and kicking myself for not kissing her when I had the chance. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
    A week before her wedding, I found Anna in the turret, huddled on the floor in tears. I sat next to her, letting her cry. She rested her head on my shoulder, sniffling. “Want to talk about it?” I asked. 
 
    She hiccupped, trying to take a deep breath. “It’s just wedding stuff.” 
 
    “So? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My father won’t be able to make it. I had hoped that if he got here in time, he could see how miserable I was and put a stop to it. He’s always been the only one to make her see sense. But she sent him out on a mission months ago on purpose, to keep him away, and now he won’t make it back in time.” It was then that I realized she was clutching something in her hand, a paper it seemed. He must’ve written her to let her know. 
 
    I bit my lip, trying to think of the right words to say. “I don’t want you to marry him, either.” 
 
    She looked up at me, tear tracks traveling down her cheeks. “You mean that?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Then help me.” 
 
    “How can I help you? What can I do?” I took her hands in mine. I would do anything to get her out of this. 
 
    “Sneak me out. Take me back to your group. Let me take the bond. I’ll be the first person in your group. We’ll train and fight together.” 
 
    I reached out a hand to brush away her tears. “Are you sure? Your mother will never forgive you.” 
 
    Her face hardened. “I don’t care.”  
 
    I nodded, knowing what she said was true. “We’ll need help. I’ll enlist Tanner, if that’s OK?”  
 
    She agreed, then left shortly after. We had to time this perfectly and we couldn’t get caught. If we did, they’d never let me near her again. I’d have to contact my mom to let her know to expect us and have the book ready. It would be cutting it close, that was for sure.  
 
    When I slipped back into my room that night, Tanner was waiting for me, his arms crossed. He took in my dusty clothes and shook his head. “What have you been doing?” 
 
    “Plotting.” 
 
    He smirked. “I knew it. What is it?” 
 
    I looked around the room, reassuring myself that we were alone. “I’m going to sneak Anna out of here, take her back to my mom and get her into the book. That way, she can still do this and not have to marry that guy.” I leaned forward. “But I’ll need your help.” 
 
    Tanner’s mouth fell open. “You want to do what?” 
 
    I sighed. “Look, man, she’s miserable. She doesn’t want to do this and she shouldn’t have to.” 
 
    He held up his hands. “I get it, I really do. But do you think Amora is going to let her only daughter go that easily? She’ll hunt you the whole way.” 
 
    “That’s why we need a distraction. So that she won’t realize we’re gone until it’s too late.” 
 
    He grimaced. “Why do I get the feeling I’m the distraction?” 
 
    I grinned. “Because you are.” I explained the plan to him quickly, while stuffing things into my bag. “First, you’ll set a fire in the kitchens. That will throw everything into chaos for breakfast, which will distract Amora so she won’t notice Anna isn’t there. Then, as things settle down, you’ll have to do something to make everyone leave the dining hall in a mass rush.” 
 
    Tanner grinned. “I do have a stink bomb or two I could set off.” The grin faded. “If I get caught, she’ll skin me alive.” 
 
    I patted his shoulder. “Then don’t get caught.” I slung my pack over my shoulder and headed to the door. “We’re leaving tonight, to get a head start. As long as Amora doesn’t notice she’s gone until tomorrow morning, we should be fine.”  
 
    Tanner nodded, stepping up to shake my hand. “It was nice to get to know you. Good luck.” He looked worried but I ignored it. I was doing the right thing. I knew I was.  
 
    Anna waited for me by the same sedan she had driven me in from the airport. I looked at the sedan, then back at her. She was dressed all in black and her hair was pulled back and stuffed under a cap. “She won’t notice the car gone?” I asked. 
 
    Anna shrugged. “I’ve got a friend covering, telling her that I took it out to round up tourists. It’s how we make money to keep ourselves fed.” 
 
    I tossed my bag inside, glancing over my shoulder. “You think she’ll buy it?” 
 
    Anna hopped into the driver’s seat and turned on the car. “Guess we’ll find out. You got everything?” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s get out of here.” My mom had ordered us tickets as soon as I called her, explaining what was going on. She promised to be waiting for us at the airport, book in hand. She had been worried for me but I told her I had a plan and that everything was going to work out just fine.  
 
    Anna drove, her hands gripping the wheel. As the castle disappeared behind us, she whispered, “You don’t have to do this. I can turn around right now and we can pretend we never tried this. No one would know.” 
 
    I reached over and took her hand, pulling it off the steering wheel and squeezing it. “And you would be married to that man and miserable for the rest of your life.” I shook my head. “No way.” 
 
    We rode the rest of the way in silence, not sure what to say. I wanted to tell her how I felt but I didn’t feel that was appropriate given the situation she was running from. I didn’t think she felt the same about me anyway, so I kept it to myself.  
 
    Before the sun was up, we were at the airport, climbing out of the van, stiff and sore. I was reaching into the back to grab my bag when a shout stopped me. Looking over my shoulder, I watched as two guys ran at us, waving their arms. I looked up at Anna. “Who are they?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open, her face paling. “They’re from the castle. How did they know we’d be here?” Her eyes flew to mine, all panic and fear. “I can’t go back. She’ll make me marry him today. I can’t do it, Finn.” 
 
    “Get back in. Drive.” We hopped back into the van, then tore out of the parking spot and sped away. In the rearview, I watched as one of the men pulled out a cell phone and held it to his ear. “She knows.” 
 
    Anna looked over at me, her eyes wide. “Then there’s no way to escape. She’ll stop us wherever we go.” Tears fell as she drove. She sniffled, trying to hold it in. I sat, trying to think of a way out of this, a way to keep Anna from being miserable. One thought kept popping into my head. I looked over at her, afraid that if I said it, she’d scream at me.  
 
    “If you were already married, she couldn’t make you marry him, right?” She nodded, not looking at me. “And you’d still be able to keep your abilities and such?” Again, another nod. “Then let’s get you married.” 
 
    She slammed on the brakes, causing the sedan to jolt to a stop. Thankfully, we were on a side street with no one around. “And just who is going to marry me on such short notice?” Her voice came out high and whiney. Even with her splotchy face and red-rimmed eyes, she was still cute. 
 
    “Me.” I said the word, holding my breath as I waited for her response, afraid she’d reject me. I’d felt drawn to her since I’d gotten here. I had wondered if she felt the same. Now I was about to find out. 
 
    “You would do that for me?” OK, not the response I was expecting but not the worst in the world. Better than an outright no. 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair. “Not to be selfish or anything, but I like you, Anna. I like spending time with you in our turret. I like talking to you, I like telling you stories. Marrying you helps me just as much as it helps you. I don’t have to bond to a team I don’t want to bond to, and you don’t have to marry Nicolas.” I looked down at my hands. “As long as you’re OK with marrying me instead.” 
 
    The silence in the sedan seemed to go on forever. She was going to laugh in my face, I just knew it. Then her hands were in mine and she was asking me to look at her. When I did, she was smiling. “I like you, too. And I don’t mind seeing if that turns into love. Do you?” I shook my head, giving her a small smile. She kissed me, pressing her soft lips to mine, and my whole world exploded. I’d kissed girls before but this was amazing. It took my breath away. When she pulled back, her eyes were as wide as mine felt. “WOW,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, WOW. Let’s find a preacher.”  
 
    Anna grinned. “Got it covered.” She turned back to the road and drove to a destination I didn’t know, humming to herself as she did. The weight that had been on her since I had arrived seemed to have lifted. She seemed almost happy for once, which was not something I was used to seeing from her. 
 
    When she finally stopped the van, she pulled into the parking lot of an old church. Turning to me, she smiled. “Father McBride will marry us. He’s been a friend for years, helping me when I needed it with some of the trickier monsters. He will understand.” I nodded, following her out of the sedan. She took my hand and looked up at the church. “Not how I expected my wedding to be, but better than I had feared.” We walked hand in hand into the church, knowing this would change our lives. We just didn’t know how much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
   “Y ou did what?” The cold fury that rolled off Amora was worse than I’d imagined. Anna and I stood next to each other, holding hands. Amora sat in front of us in her office, her hands flat on her desk, like she was trying to keep from launching herself at us. As I looked between the two women, the anger was a mirror reflection. Amora had more wrinkles than her daughter, but they both had the same steely look that said neither was backing down. 
 
    “We got married, Mother. To each other. You’ll have to find another bride for Nicolas. How about one of Simona’s girls? She has enough of them.” The disdain in Anna’s voice made me want to chuckle. Simona and Charlie had been a part of my parents’ group, just like Amora and her husband. After Amora left, they decided to follow her. They didn’t break their blood oaths but they left, creating a gaping hole where they used to be. No one really talked about the departures back home. Here, their daughters had their own little pack, not including anyone who wasn’t one of them. Being that there were five of them, it seemed they didn’t need to include anyone else, not even Anna. The rejection had stung as a child. Now she claimed it was just irritating. 
 
    Amora rolled her eyes. “I can’t just give him another wife. He’s been planning to marry you his whole life.” 
 
    “I know. He’s made it abundantly clear MY whole life. That’s not what I wanted.” I heard Anna sniffle as she tried to hold in the tears. “I asked you to listen to me. I begged you to change your mind. I told you I was miserable and had no desire to marry him. But you ignored me.” 
 
    “I was trying to protect you, keep you with us. If you hadn’t gotten married, you would’ve lost your abilities.” 
 
    “Or you could’ve let me go across the ocean and take the oath. But you didn’t. You forced my hand. I had to get married, so I did. And I actually like Finn.” She smiled up at me before looking back at Amora. 
 
    Amora eyed me up and down, her lips a thin line of displeasure. I had known this was going to go terribly, I just hadn’t been prepared for how terribly it was going. “You have disgraced me.” The words hung in the air. Anna squeezed my hand harder, like she could push all her pain into that one squeeze. “Your father will be so disappointed.” 
 
    Anna gave her a ghost of a smile. “I doubt that. You’re the only one whose plans have been foiled. I’ll be moving my things into Finn’s room. Have a good night, Mother.” She turned to the door, pulling me with her. I gave Amora a half bow, then followed Anna out of the office. She stomped down the corridor, dragging me behind her. The girl had some strength, I had to give her that.  
 
    Once away from the office, she stopped and turned to me. Wrapping her arms around me, she sobbed into my chest. I held her, rubbing her back, trying to offer what comfort I could. “It’s going to be okay. We will be fine. We’re in this together.” 
 
    She hiccupped against my shirt. “I know. I just can’t believe I finally did it. I finally stood up to her.” She smiled up at me through her tears, a look of relief on her face.  
 
    “That you did.” I kissed her forehead, amazed for the millionth time that she was mine. When I volunteered for the exchange, I had never thought I would find a wife. I meant to say more but a voice interrupted our moment.  
 
    “Thief.” We both turned to find Nicolas standing a few feet away, his fists clenched. Though he was shorter than me, he was wider, with more muscles. I was pretty sure he could beat me in a fight. He took a step toward us. “She was mine. You had no right to take her.” 
 
    I stepped in front of Anna, putting myself between her and him. “She was nobody’s. She is her own person and can make her own decisions.” 
 
    His face had turned red from anger and a vein pulsed at his temple. “Wrong. She has been mine her whole life. She was promised to me. I won’t let you have her.” 
 
    “Too late, bud. She’s my wife, so there’s really nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    “I can kill you.” He took another step. Anna pushed me out of the way and stood in front of him, her legs spread, her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Then I’ll kill you. And you will have nothing. Don’t you dare touch him. I was never yours, never wanted to be yours. Go find someone else to paw at like an animal.” Before Nicolas could respond, Anna had grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hall, not looking back. I thought for a moment he would chase us, but when that didn’t happen I sagged against the wall in relief. Anna looked up at me with a smile. “That felt good.” 
 
    “Wanted to say that for a while, haven’t you?” 
 
    She snorted. “You have no idea. Such a terrible kisser.” I made a disgusted face, which made her laugh. We headed to her room first, one she had been in since she was a young child. Anna gathered up her things, not seeming to be sad about leaving.  
 
    “Are you going to miss the girls here?” 
 
    She shook her head. “They always avoided me. I was off-limits, I guess. My mother is too scary and I already had a marriage lined up, so I couldn’t gossip with them. At least, that’s what they thought.” She zipped up her duffel bag and gave the room one last glance. “Not many good memories in here.” Then she headed for the door, ignoring the three girls sitting in the common room, who all stared at her with wide eyes. Simona’s girls, if I wasn’t mistaken. One of them was probably about to have her whole world turned upside down. All three looked close in age, with dirty blonde hair and big blue eyes that gleamed in the lamplight. I wondered about the two younger girls but didn’t think on it long. I could save only one and I had decided that would be Anna. It was up to their parents to fight for them. 
 
    Tanner looked up in shock when Anna walked into our common room with me. He looked from me to her and then back again. “It didn’t work?” 
 
    Anna shrugged, heading to my room. “Sort of.” She closed the door behind her, leaving Tanner to stare at me in confusion. I sat across from him, trying to find the right words.  
 
    “We’re married.” His mouth dropped open, making me smirk. “It was the only option we had left. Amora had guys waiting at the airport in case Anna tried to leave. The only way to prevent Nicolas from marrying her was to make sure she was already married.” 
 
    “To you.” 
 
    I shrugged, not meeting his eyes. I rubbed the back of my neck, searching for the right words. “I mean, it’s not terrible. We like each other.” 
 
    “You barely know each other.” Finally, I looked at him. The shock had left his face. Now he looked annoyed.  
 
    “Are you mad?” This was a new one. Tanner had always been the funny guy, the one to take things in stride. Seeing him angry was a new experience for me. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair and let out a sigh. “I’m not mad at you. I’m happy you got to marry her. I’m mad that you thought this was a good idea. You don’t know what kind of danger you’ve put yourself in.” 
 
    Now it was my turn to be confused. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    He looked toward my bedroom door, then back at me. “Amora is going to be out to get you now. If you hadn’t done this, you could’ve left, been safe. Amora will get what she wants eventually. She will outmaneuver you and it will probably cost you your life.” He stood and walked toward his room. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  
 
    After he disappeared, I thought about what he said. If Amora really was going to go after me, I’d just have to be on my guard. No way around that. Deciding that there was nothing I could do about it that night, I slipped into my room to join my wife, amazement at those words fluttering through me as I closed the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
   A fter the wedding, Anna became my partner in everything. We trained together, hid in the turret together, even went on missions together. Amora always had a mission for me and every time she assigned one, Anna went with me. I think at the time Anna was worried that Amora would do something to me or have something done to me on a mission. Tanner always volunteered to go along as well, which was comforting. Like he was watching my back. We never talked about what he had said the night Anna and I got back. It was like an unspoken pact between us.  
 
    Nicolas prowled the halls in anger. Simona’s oldest girl, a spunky blonde with the body of a dancer, agreed to marry him. Their engagement lasted a week tops and by the end of her first month of marriage, she was starting to show the toll it was taking. The bags under her eyes were evidence of the lack of sleep. One day, as we were walking to dinner, Anna leaned over, her mouth close to my ear. “What is he doing to her that she can’t sleep?”  
 
    Watching her walk, I had a couple of guesses, all bad. “Whatever it is, she looks exhausted.” 
 
    “I need to talk to my mother about it. She’s not safe to go out in the field. She could get others killed.”  
 
    I nodded, agreeing. Someone who looked as exhausted as that wasn’t going to be any good fighting.  
 
    After dinner, I went with Anna as she approached her mother on her way to her office. “We need to talk about Nicolas and his wife.” 
 
    Amora glanced over her shoulder at us, one eyebrow raised. “Oh, really? Why?” 
 
    “She’s exhausted. She will be no good to you in the field. You send her out and she will get herself or someone else killed.” Anna squared her shoulders and looked her mother in the eye. “She needs to be removed from missions.” 
 
    Amora stopped at her office door, one hand resting on the handle. “You think so?” Anna nodded. Amora looked at me. “Do you agree?” I nodded as well. She sighed, rolling her eyes. “Fine, I’ll remove her for now. But she needs to get herself together.” She stepped into the room, closing the door in our faces. I looked at Anna, who frowned at the door.  
 
    “That was too easy.” I agreed but wasn’t sure what that meant. Anna shook her head, stepping away from the door. “We should go talk to her.” 
 
    “Talk to who?” 
 
    “Talia. Nicolas’ wife’s name is Talia.” She moved away from the door and headed down the hall. Across the courtyard, she entered the barracks, walking with purpose. Talia had moved into Nicolas’ room, and Anna knew where it was. She stopped in front of a door painted a dark burgundy, almost the color of old blood. She knocked, listening for any sounds on the other side. A sniffle indicated that someone was inside. When the door cracked open, Talia looked out of it at us with red-rimmed eyes and messy hair.  
 
    “What do you want?” Her voice held more anger than I had expected.  
 
    Anna didn’t flinch. “We wanted to make sure you were okay. You seem exhausted. Mother has taken you off the roster for missions for now, but we both know that won’t last long. What is going on?” 
 
    Talia’s eyes darted up and down the hall before she motioned us inside. The common room was empty, with no furniture in it, like ours had. Talia led us to one of the rooms and slipped inside. She was smaller than I remembered, like she had lost weight in the last couple of weeks. Anna and I followed her in and glanced around the room. It was set up like a nursery, with a crib and changing table. Anna looked shocked at the setup. “He wants a baby.” Talia’s voice dripped with disgust. 
 
    Anna looked around the room. “So, you’re trying for a baby?” 
 
    Talia nodded. She rubbed her arms, like she was cold. “He’s very aggressive with his affections, as I’m sure you’re aware. But it’s gotten worse since we’ve been married. He thinks he can do whatever he wants to me. I figure if I give him what he wants, he’ll leave me alone.” 
 
    Anna shook her head. “He won’t. You are his to do with as he pleases. He could kill you, Talia. You should leave him.” 
 
    “And go where? Your mother won’t let me stay here. I’d be a disgrace. Where would I go? Who would have me?” 
 
    Without thinking about it, I stepped forward. “My mother would take you. And she would expect nothing of you. You could stay with her or go, as you see fit. You don’t have to be here.” Though I had vowed that Anna was the only girl I could save, I now realized I couldn’t leave another to be abused this way.  
 
    Talia’s eyes shined with hope and fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. “Are you sure about that?” I nodded. Her eyes hardened. “Then I’ll go. They can’t make me stay.” 
 
    Anna and I exchanged a look. “They can try,” Anna said. I could see a plan forming behind her eyes. She squeezed Talia’s hand before stepping away. “We will let you know once everything is ready. Be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    As we headed to the door, Talia’s voice rang out. “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    Anna looked back at her. “Because this is partly my fault and I want to fix it.” Talia nodded, letting us go. We headed back to our room, both lost in thought. Before we reached our door, Anna stopped me. “Don’t tell Tanner.” 
 
    “Why?” Tanner was my best friend. I told him almost everything. 
 
    “I can’t explain it right now, but I have a feeling that you shouldn’t. Don’t say anything to him, at least not until we get her out of here.”  
 
    I nodded, though I felt uncomfortable about keeping something from him. Tanner was always so open with me. It was going to be weird to not be open with him. But Anna was my wife and I trusted her judgment, so I went along with it.  
 
    The next several weeks were full of planning. We knew that Amora would watch the airport closest to us, but that didn’t mean she would watch all the airports. We could get Talia on a bus that would take her to a train, which in turn would get her out of Scotland and into England. From there, she could go to an airport and fly out to America. The more we thought about it, the more it made sense. So we went with it, buying the tickets and setting up the schedule to get Talia out. Anna was going to drive her to the bus station and ride with her to the train station, then take the bus back to the van. I would be the distraction, making sure everyone thought the girls were just out for a shopping trip in town. Anna would be back by nightfall and no one would say anything about Talia until Nicolas raised the alarm. By then, she’d be in England and away from him.  
 
    The morning of, Anna shook with nerves. She kept pacing our room, running her hands through her hair. “What if Mother already knows?” 
 
    I glanced around the room. “Could she know?” 
 
    She bit her lip, looking at the door. “I don’t know. But she knew about us.” That was when it hit me. She didn’t want me to tell Tanner because she thought Tanner had told Amora about our escape.  
 
    “You think Tanner told her?” 
 
    She nodded. “Only three of us knew and you and I weren’t going to tell.” I could see where she was going with this, but I shook my head.  
 
    “I don’t believe it. Not Tanner. He’s my best friend.” 
 
    She frowned. “Have you ever had a best friend before?” The shocked look on my face gave Anna her answer. “I thought not. He could be a plant. Directed by my mom to keep an eye on you and report back to her. Problem is, we don’t actually know. We can’t know. Just be careful around him, okay?” I nodded, her fear heightening my own. If Tanner was a plant, then everything he had told me, everything we had talked about, had been fair game for him to report to Amora. I tried to think of anything I might’ve told him that could’ve been hurtful to my own family, but nothing came to mind. Anna could see that her suggestion had bothered me and she wrapped her arms around me, holding me close. “I’m sorry I said anything. Even if he was a plant, he seems to really care about you now. Maybe she’s losing her hold on him.” I nodded, but I couldn’t let go of that thought.  
 
    That morning, the girls headed out. The night before, Anna had tossed a bag in the van so it wouldn’t seem weird that Talia was leaving with a duffel. I sat in my regular seat with Tanner, talking about the shopping trip and how I thought it was nice that Anna and Talia were becoming friends. Tanner nodded. “It’s been hard for Anna,” he said. “Amora puts a lot of pressure on her, so she feels she has to stand out. The other girls seemed to resent it any time Anna got any attention, even if it was because of her own merits and not because of her parents.” 
 
    I looked around before voicing my question. “Speaking of parents, where is her dad? 
 
    Tanner shrugged. “Amora sent him on a super-secret mission about six months ago. Most of us suspect it’s a wild goose chase so she could marry Anna off while he was gone. He’s never been a huge fan of the whole arranged marriage thing and was always of the mind that Anna should marry whoever she wanted, not who Amora wanted. I think she figured if he weren’t here, he couldn’t stop her.” 
 
    “Well, that really sucks.”  
 
    Tanner nodded in agreement, going back to his porridge. There really was nothing else to say. The woman was ruthless.  
 
    We went to training, like normal. Tanner kicked my butt, as usual. After the thousandth time on my back, I suggested we lift some weights and do some running. Tanner always thought I was weird for wanting to work out during training, but he agreed to spot me and join in. I had to build muscle somehow.  
 
    Tanner was spotting me as I was bench pressing when Nicolas came stomping over, sweat dripping down his face. He glared at me so hard, I thought I could feel the heat of his expression on my skin. Shaking off the feeling, I racked the bar, then looked at him. “Yes?” 
 
    “When are they coming back?” He didn’t even look at Tanner, refusing to take his eyes off me. Waiting for me to lie. 
 
    “After dinner. Anna said something about getting dinner out in town before coming back. Don’t worry, they’ll be back soon enough. Let them have their bonding time.” 
 
    Nicolas shoved his red face into mine. “I don’t like you. I don’t trust your wife. Nothing better happen to mine.” He stomped away, leaving Tanner to stare between us in confusion.  
 
    “What was that about?” 
 
    I shrugged, sitting up. “Not sure. I don’t even know why he’s upset. What’s wrong with the two of them going to town together?” 
 
    Tanner ran a hand through his hair, looking nervous. “It’s just weird. No one is used to seeing Anna with anyone except Nicolas. While, yes, the other girls were jealous of her, Nicolas kept anyone else that wasn’t at bay. She was his for a very long time. He probably thought he could do the same with Talia.” 
 
    I had opened my mouth to say something when a cry went up throughout the room. “He’s back.” It spread like wildfire. Even Tanner’s eyes lit up at the words. 
 
    “Who’s back?” I glanced around in confusion, unsure why everyone seemed so excited. 
 
    “Anna’s dad, Patrick. Come on. You need to meet your father-in-law.” I followed Tanner out of the gym, feeling the eyes on me. Everyone would want to see his reaction when he learned his daughter had married someone else.  
 
    Tanner led me out into the courtyard, where a man stood surrounded by so many people, he was lost in the crowd. His booming laugh was the only thing I could hear above all the questions. Kids tugged at each other to get to him. People backed away when they saw me, giving me space to get through. At the center of the crowd stood a man I had heard about my whole life. The way my parents described him, you would have thought he was a giant. He slew dragons and took down witches. The man turned his crystal-blue eyes on me and smiled, making the laugh lines around those eyes deepen. Dark brown hair covered his head and he looked as fit as any other fighter here. A large sword was strapped to his back, like it was normal to carry a sword around like that. He stepped forward, holding his hand out to me. “Well, you must be Snow’s boy. I’d recognize you anywhere.” 
 
    I shook his hand, feeling the strength in his shake. “I am. You must be Prince Patrick.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I don’t go by titles. Just Patrick is fine.” He glanced around. “Anyone seen my daughter?” 
 
    I looked around, then back at him. “Anna is in town, shopping. She should be back tonight.” Patrick gave me a strange look, probably curious about how I was so familiar with his daughter’s movements. Before I could explain, Amora swept in, wrapping her arms around him and pressing a kiss to his lips.  
 
    “Darling, you’ve returned.” She smiled up at him—the first genuine smile I’d seen from her since coming here.  
 
    He wrapped an arm around her, pulling her to him. “Didn’t find what I was looking for but I figured it was time to come home. I missed my girls.” Amora frowned at that, as if remembering she had to share him with Anna. Two young men stood near him, with the same hair as Patrick atop their heads. Amora hugged them both, asking after them before turning back to her husband. 
 
    “Anna will be home this evening. We shall have a feast in your honor.” Amora glanced around her with that look that made a person jump to her bidding. Several people did, the crowd thinning. Then she looked at me. “Finn, join us.” She pulled Patrick along, not noticing the confused look he threw me. Yeah, this wasn’t going to be awkward at all.  
 
    In her office, Amora made Patrick sit in her chair while she perched on the desk next to him. It was like she couldn’t stand to be far from him now that he was here. She looked at me as I stood in front of her desk in my black training uniform, my hands behind my back. “Well, Finn, do you want to tell him or should I?” 
 
    I swallowed, gathering up my courage. “Sir, I, um, well, I’m more than just Snow’s son. I married your daughter.” I closed my eyes, relieved I had said it.  
 
    “So, she didn’t marry Nicolas?” The tone of his voice indicated his relief. 
 
    Amora snorted. “No, she didn’t. She married Finn behind my back and without my permission. But it satisfies the requirements of the fairies, so there was nothing I could do.”  
 
    I kept my eyes closed, waiting for the anger from my new father-in-law. 
 
    “Good.” That one word made my eyes pop open. Instead of glaring at me, he was smiling. “She never wanted to marry him. I’m glad she got out of that.” He tossed me a wink for good measure. 
 
    Amora’s gasp drew my gaze to her. She couldn’t hide the anger on her face. “You know how long I worked on that arrangement.” Her voice was tight, clenched like her fists on the desk. 
 
    Patrick looked up at her, a patient look on his face. “And you know I disagreed with you. Which was why you sent me on a fruitless mission. But I also knew that our daughter is much more stubborn than you give her credit for and way smarter than you anticipated. If Finn is anything like his dad, I’m glad she picked him.” He gave me another wink before looking back at her.  
 
    She threw her hands up in the air. “I give up on both of you. I will see you at dinner.” Amora stormed out, leaving the two of us alone in her office. Patrick sat back, placing his boots on the desktop.  
 
    “She’ll get over it eventually. It takes her some time. Now, where is my daughter?” The question surprised me. No one else had questioned that Anna had gone shopping.  
 
    I scratched the back of my neck, hoping he would believe me. “She went shopping with Talia.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyebrows disappeared into his hairline. “Simona’s oldest? Now that I definitely don’t believe at all. Tell me the truth.” 
 
    I decided to take the plunge. He would find out soon enough anyway, and it wasn’t like Anna would hide it from him. “Anna took Talia on a bus to a train station that will take her to England. From there, she’s getting on a plane to America, where my mother and father will protect and guard her.” 
 
    Patrick steepled his fingers under his chin, staring at me. It felt like he was analyzing my face to make sure I was telling the truth. “Talia ended up marrying Nicolas, didn’t she?” I nodded. “Thought so. Anna’s feeling bad. That boy is trouble, always has been. Laid claim to my daughter early on. And she put up with it because she thought it was what we wanted her to do, never considering it wasn’t what she wanted. Until you. What changed?” 
 
    I looked down at the floor, trying to come up with a good answer. “I’m not sure, sir. I tried to get her out, I really did. I took her to the airport and everything, but we got stopped. Getting married was our only option to keep her away from Nicolas. I don’t think she realized until later that someone else would have to marry him.” Anna’s conversation with Amora after the fact came back to me. “Well, maybe she did. I think she took out some of her hurt on the girls after the way they’d treated her all these years.” 
 
    Patrick looked toward the door, then nodded at me. “Maybe they’ll look kinder on her now that she’s saved their sister.” He stood, ushering me out of the room. “Hopefully she succeeds.” With that, he left me standing outside the office, confused. Apparently, Prince Patrick didn’t agree with his wife. Interesting. 
 
    At the feast that night, Tanner leaned over, whispering to me. “So, what do you think of him?” I looked up at the dais, where Patrick sat with Amora, smiling and fawning over her. It seemed she had forgiven him for his comments, as she was smiling back at him and laughing at the things he said.  
 
    “I like him. He seems genuine.” Tanner nodded, giving me a small smile. I returned it, my stomach rolling. Anna’s suspicions about Tanner just wouldn’t leave my mind. I had half a mind to ask him if he was a plant when the doors of the hall flew open and Anna ran in, her hair streaming behind her.  
 
    “Dad!” She ran up to the dais, ignoring the look of annoyance Amora threw at her, and flung herself into his arms, almost knocking him and his chair over. Patrick chuckled as he hugged her, hanging onto her for several minutes.  
 
    “Good to see you, kiddo.” Anna stepped back, a blush rising on her cheeks. The rest of the room went back to their food, trying to ignore the conversation between father and daughter.  
 
    “I have a lot to tell you,” she said. 
 
    “So I’ve heard. After dinner?”  
 
    Anna nodded, moving away. She didn’t even stop to eat, just headed right back out the door, throwing me a wink before leaving. My stomach settled. She had succeeded. Talia was on her way to America, with no one else the wiser. I almost turned to tell Tanner but stopped myself. I couldn’t, not now, not when she was so close. She needed more time to get away. I decided I would tell him once my mother had informed me that Talia had made it safely to her. Hopefully, he would understand why I hadn’t said anything.  
 
    *** 
 
    Anna spent hours with her father, leaving me to my own devices. I ended up falling asleep in the common room, waiting for her. Tanner had gone to bed hours ago, barely speaking to me. Anna slipped in, surprised to find me in the seat, my head back, my mouth wide open. “Finn, what are you doing?” 
 
    I blinked, wiping the sleep out of my eyes. “Waiting for you. How did it go?” 
 
    She smiled, slipping onto my lap. “It’s so nice when he’s here. We can talk for hours. She’s softer when he’s around.” 
 
    I smiled. “My mom is like that. She makes everything better with her presence.” 
 
    She pressed her forehead to mine. “I’d love to meet her one day.” 
 
    I kissed her cheek. “You will. I promise.” I paused, listening for sounds of Tanner. Hearing nothing, I asked the question I’d been dying to ask since she’d gotten back. “Did it go okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “She should be there by tomorrow.” She glanced around. “I’m surprised Nicolas hasn’t raised the alarm yet.” 
 
    “You don’t think he figured it out and tried to go after her, do you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He was in the hall. He saw me come back. He probably figured she was tired and went right to their room.” She glanced at her watch. “But he should’ve gone there hours ago.”  
 
    We both looked at each other but neither could figure out why the alarm hadn’t been raised. It was too odd for us to figure out with a lack of sleep, so we climbed into bed, falling asleep in each other’s arms, deciding we would puzzle it out in the morning. 
 
    We didn’t have long to wait. The first thing the next morning, before breakfast, Amora summoned us to her office. I hadn’t even had time to brush my hair before she demanded our presence. I patted down my hair, looking between Amora and Patrick. He stood behind her chair, his hands resting on it. Amora glared at the two of us, her hands folded in front of her on the desk. “I’m going to ask this only once. Where is Talia?” 
 
    Anna looked at me, trying to appear confused. “Talia?” She looked back at her mother. “We came back last night. You saw me. Talia said she was tired and went to her room. She wasn’t there?” 
 
    Amora rolled her eyes. “Lies. Why do you even bother to lie to me?” Her gaze drifted to me. “Finn, you know, don’t you? What did Anna do with her?” 
 
    I looked up at Patrick, who nodded. If he thought it was safe, I could tell the truth. “She’s in America.” I hadn’t heard from my mom yet, but it was close enough to the truth. 
 
    Amora’s hands tensed. “She’s where?” 
 
    Anna jumped in, drawing attention away from me. “America, with Snow’s group. We helped her get there.” Before Amora could interrupt, she continued. “Mother, Nicolas is a vile person. He’s aggressive and possessive and doesn’t deserve to have a wife. Why you ever thought we would be a good match is beyond me. No woman is a good match for him.” I could tell Anna wanted to say more, the words wishing to spill out of her lips, but she clamped them tightly shut, trying to maintain her composure. 
 
    Amora’s mouth became a thin line. Disapproval shone in her eyes. “The only vile people here are the two of you. I obviously can’t trust either of you. Out of my sight, now.”  
 
    Anna grabbed my hand and dragged me out. Amora had turned to Patrick, her mouth opened to yell at him too. I wanted to help him but Anna pulled me away. “Don’t. Daddy can handle her. Trust me.” I let the door close behind me, the sound of their voices disappearing behind it. I followed Anna down the corridor, wondering what Amora would do now that Talia was gone.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
   A fter our successful rescue of Talia, Simona’s girls did end up treating Anna better. They invited her to sit with them, giving her news of their sister as they received it. She had joined a group, one she had started herself, and they were training to complete their trials—something that Amora’s group had no idea about. Anna asked me to explain it to her later that evening. “We have a Council, made up of the original members. They are our governing body, so to speak. My father heads it with my mother’s help. While putting your name in the book gives you certain abilities, it doesn’t prepare you to just go out and fight. You have to train. The Council set up a series of trials that each group has to go through to be made a fully-fledged group.” 
 
    “And if they don’t complete it?” 
 
    “They remain at the school. Or leave, whichever they choose. We don’t punish them, if that’s what you’re thinking. And they still maintain their abilities. We just don’t send them out on missions for their own safety.” 
 
    “Has any group ever not passed?”  
 
    I shook my head, giving her a small smile. “Not yet. It’s not super-complicated. They’re usually tasked with bringing down five monsters.” 
 
    She nodded, biting her lip. It was a habit I found extremely cute. “Good. Talia is a good fighter. I didn’t want her to go there and not be able to do what she was raised to do.” That seemed to be the end of the discussion. Anna never again asked me about it, and within a year, Talia and her group had passed all five of their trials with ease.  
 
    Amora didn’t let me and Anna alone much after Talia’s escape. If she sent us on a mission, someone else always went with us. Usually Tanner, but we ended up paired with Nicolas on occasion as well. No one talked openly about Talia’s departure or why she had left, and Nicolas was very closed-lipped about the whole thing. He’d glare at me and Anna, but he never outright confronted us about it. I didn’t trust him, so going on missions with him was always nerve-wracking. What if he betrayed us or stabbed us in the back? I couldn’t fight off a monster and Nicolas at the same time.  
 
    Anna didn’t seem as concerned about Nicolas. Now that she had managed to thwart her mother, she seemed a lot less worried about everything. She was still very intent on training and she volunteered us for quite a few missions, but she seemed to have settled into a routine that she enjoyed—one that included having friends for the first time in her life.  
 
    After Talia left, I tried talking to Tanner but he became distant. Shortly after Talia’s escape, he moved out of the room he had occupied since my arrival. When I tried to talk to him about it, he had just shrugged me off, saying it was awkward being the third wheel in his own living space. When he had to go on missions with us, he barely spoke to me, doing what Anna told him to do and nothing more. I couldn’t even sit with him anymore, as he had taken to ignoring me all the time. The pain of losing my first friend hurt more than I cared to admit. Though I had Anna, I had also enjoyed Tanner’s company.  
 
    A year after Talia left, I pulled him aside, tired of the silence and being ignored. I yanked him away from a group in the courtyard and pulled him into the fallen turret. “What did I do to make you so mad at me? I thought we were friends.” 
 
    He glared at me. For the first time, I realized he hadn’t smiled at me in over a year. “I did, too. You proved we weren’t.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The whole thing with Talia. You and Anna planned it all on your own. Didn’t even include me. Did you not trust me?” 
 
    Anna’s accusations floated through my mind. “We didn’t have a choice. If you didn’t know, Amora couldn’t accuse you of helping us.” 
 
    Tanner rolled his eyes. “Likely story. Or you just didn’t trust me.” 
 
    It was my turn to be angry. If he wanted me to admit it, then I would. “Maybe I didn’t. Only three of us knew about Anna and me trying to leave. Two of us know that we didn’t tell. Did you?” 
 
    For a minute, I thought he would deny it, claim that I was crazy. Instead, he gave a short nod. “I did tell on you.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. Anna had been right to suspect him. Recovering my thoughts, I crossed my arms. “So, if you told, why are you mad I didn’t confide in you again?” 
 
    He sighed, leaning against a dirty wall. “Look, I thought you were making a mistake with Anna. I thought that if I stopped you from running off with her, maybe you would let her go. Let go of the foolish idea that you could save her from a fate she had accepted long ago.” He blushed. “At least, a fate we all thought she had accepted. That’s the reason I told. I didn’t want you to get in trouble.” He looked down at his boots. “I’m not a plant, if that’s what you think. I didn’t think I was hurting anyone by telling. I thought I was protecting you from yourself.” 
 
    I sighed. “Tanner, Anna figured out it was you who told. We couldn’t trust you after that. And we had to get Talia away from Nicolas.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know that. I mean, I know Nicolas didn’t treat her right. I guess I’ve just been hurt that you couldn’t trust me.” He tried to give me a lopsided smile—the first smile he’d offered me in a year. 
 
    I stepped closer to him, holding out a hand. “Start fresh? I miss my best friend.” 
 
    Tanner nodded, putting his hand in mine. The shake was firm, comforting. We left the turret, our friendship back on track. It would be nice to have someone else to talk to. Patrick was the only person besides Anna who regularly spoke to me, and from the sounds of it Amora was sending him on another long-term mission. Anna brought it up that night as we sat in our common room, reading and relaxing after another long day. “He says he’s not sure how long this one will be.” 
 
    “Does she do this often? Send him away like this?” 
 
    Anna nodded. “Frequently. Normally, she does it when she’s planning something she knows he won’t like. Like my wedding, for instance.” 
 
    “And he just lets her do it?” I sat on the floor in front of her, my head leaning back into her lap. She ran her fingers through my hair as we talked, my eyes closed.  
 
    “He’s not a fan of politics or running things. He leaves all that to her. He likes the chase, the hunt. It’s what he enjoys. He trusts her to handle the rest.” She paused, making me think there was more. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But he knows she hides things from him. She hides things from everyone.” 
 
    “What do you think she’s trying to hide from him this time?” 
 
    Her hands tightened in my hair. “I don’t know and that’s what worries me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
   I t took four months for Amora to get Patrick off on his mission. During that time, Anna announced she was pregnant. Making that phone call to my mom was one of the happiest moments of my life. “Does this mean you’ll be able to come visit?” she asked.  
 
    Would they let us come visit? Knowing Amora, that would be a fight, but this wasn’t something she would be able to control. 
 
    “It means I will try to get them both out there. You are going to love Anna, Mom.” I could just imagine the two of them, in my mom’s kitchen, baking together, one dark head leaning toward one light head. Their laughter would float down the hall, filling me with happiness.  
 
    “If you love her, I know I will.” There was no doubt in her voice. She truly meant it. I decided now was as good a time as any to mention Patrick’s leaving again. Mom didn’t seem surprised. “Amora likes to have control. She likes to be the one to run things. Patrick has always followed her lead.” 
 
    “I thought as much. I just wish I knew what she was planning. It bothers me that I don’t.” 
 
    “Just be careful, son.” Her warning stuck with me long after we hung up. Even my own mom was worried and Amora was supposed to be her friend. I watched as Anna turned one of the other three empty rooms into a baby room, humming to herself.  
 
    Tanner tapped at the door, smiling as he walked in. “Guess it’s a good thing I moved out.” 
 
    Anna smiled at him, then went back to her task.  
 
    He glanced over at me. “Ready to go?”  
 
    I nodded, stopping to hug and kiss Anna before I left. Since she was now pregnant, she could no longer go with me. Tanner was my official partner for the near future. We fought well together, so it wasn’t a huge change for either of us. “What are we going after tonight?” I asked. 
 
    “A nest of vampires. They’ve been harassing a small town. A little girl went missing the other night. Hopefully, we can find her and save her.” 
 
    I slid two knives into holders on my vest. “Let’s go.” I gave Anna one last smile before Tanner and I headed out.  
 
    Vampires were a common problem for us, with all the dark castles offering good places to hide. At least once a month, we were heading out to clear a nest somewhere. Because there were so many of them, it was hard to get them all. A few always managed to escape and shack up somewhere else.  
 
    Halfway there, Tanner looked at me, his face paler than normal. “So, I know you think everything is OK but you need to be careful.” 
 
    I had pulled out one of my knives and was busy sharpening it, not really paying attention. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Amora hasn’t forgiven you. She never will. She’s just biding her time.” 
 
    “Biding her time until what?” Now he had my attention. Amora had been rather nice to me lately, especially since finding out that Anna was pregnant. I had thought that maybe she had forgiven the slight now that grandchildren were starting to come along. Anna and I had decided to have at least four kids, if not more. 
 
    “To take you out.” His words hung in the air, his fear making my hair stand on end. 
 
    I looked at him, surprise evident on my face. “What?” 
 
    He wouldn’t look at me, just kept his eyes on the road as he continued to drive. “She’s going to remove you. You are a problem. You can’t be controlled like everyone else and you keep her from being able to control her daughter. She doesn’t like things she can’t control.” 
 
    “Tanner, how do you know all this?” 
 
    He refused to answer. I sat in the passenger seat, waiting for his response. He had to be getting his information from somewhere. Finally, he spoke up. “She approached me. Asked me to make sure you had an accident at some point in the near future.” A pained expression crossed his face. “I would never do it. I swear. But I have to warn you because once she realizes I won’t, she will find someone else who will. She’ll stop pairing us together.” He shrugged. “I just want you to be on your guard.” 
 
    I drummed my fingers on my knee, trying to think this through. Amora wanted me gone. Tanner’s explanation didn’t feel right. Just for control, she would get rid of me? Why? What kind of a threat did I pose to her?  
 
    Before I could think more about it, we had arrived at our destination: an abandoned hotel from which neighbors had been complaining about hearing weird noises for a few weeks. Before she disappeared, the little girl had last been seen walking past the hotel. We jumped out of the van, crossbows at the ready. Vampires were hard to kill. You could stake them, but that required getting close to them, unless you had a crossbow that shot wooden arrows. Cutting the head off was also effective, but again, that required getting close. We were going to try the crossbows first, and get close only if we had to. 
 
    We charged into the hotel, a flickering light in the abandoned lobby giving us a dim view of the surroundings. Torn chairs and couches were scattered around the room. The shabby carpet looked like it had once been red, while the counter had obviously seen hundreds of guests check in and out in years gone by. No electronics, no phones, and only one fan overhead, covered in dust. Tanner looked at me and I nodded, pointing to the elevators. We had to find the girl first, if she was still alive. Get her out, then take out the vampires.  
 
    Ignoring the elevators, we took the stairs positioned next to them. We raced up the steps two at a time, not bothering to be quiet. The vampires already knew we were there. How could they not? Our van wasn’t exactly stealthy. We checked the second floor, clearing it before moving on. This was a methodical search, one floor at a time. We couldn’t chance missing the girl. They wouldn’t kill her just because we had shown up. They wouldn’t give up their fresh food that easily.  
 
    On the fourth floor, we found toys, clothes, and food. Chicken nuggets and fries, kids’ food. The fact that they had fed her was encouraging. It meant they had at least tried to care for her. Tanner pointed farther into the room, thinking the same thing I was. They probably moved her somewhere on this floor. We just had to find them. I moved from room to room, scanning in the dark with my flashlight. A sniffle at the back of the last room drew my attention. Shining my light around a bed on which no one had slept in years, I found her. Tears were streaking down her cheeks, her hair was disheveled, and she was clutching a ratty teddy bear. I held a finger to my lips and smiled at her. Her dark eyes widened, making me swing around with my crossbow. Standing behind me was a man with lank hair hanging in his face. “You’re not welcome here,” he said. In my light, his pale skin looked like that of a corpse. His fangs were just slightly protruding out of his mouth.  
 
    “She’s coming with me.” I moved back, getting closer to the girl. I could toss her over my shoulder and run. I just had to be close enough.  
 
    “She doesn’t want to go with you, do you, sweetheart?” The vampire looked at her, giving her a small smile. She didn’t respond, making me think she was too scared to do so. I raised the crossbow so it was aimed at his heart. One pull and he would be dust. Then I could get the girl out of here. I squeezed, my hand steady. The vampire jumped, his hiss hiding the fact that the girl had jumped at me as well. Tiny hands encircled my leg, and then tiny teeth sank into it. I cried out, falling back, leaning so that I landed on the bed and not the kid. My crossbow arrow went wild, striking a wall behind the vampire. He landed on me, his mouth inches from my face. “She’s ours.”  
 
    Looking over his shoulder, I saw the girl, who had a piece of my pants in her mouth. She didn’t have fangs, so she was still human. I couldn’t figure out why she had bitten me. 
 
    I grabbed one of the daggers from my vest and sliced up his torso as I pulled it free. He hissed again, backing away from me. Silver didn’t kill vampires, but it did burn them. The vampire pulled the girl behind him, almost as if he were protecting her from us. But we weren’t the bad guys.  
 
    I advanced on him, pulling my second dagger, hoping that Tanner would come around the corner and shoot him to end this. “Where are the rest of your friends?” 
 
    “There aren’t any others.”  
 
    I knew it was a lie the minute he uttered it. There were always others. One lone vampire couldn’t survive by itself. It wasn’t natural for them to be alone. I charged him, daggers at the ready, slicing at his arms. He clawed at me and managed to rake my arm, tearing my jacket and skin. Sharp nails, this one. I kicked out, knocking his leg from under him, sending him landing on his butt. The vampire grunted and hissed up at me. I jabbed one dagger into his shoulder and pressed the other against his neck.  
 
    “No more games. Where are they?” A thump overhead drew my attention. I glanced up and immediately realized my mistake. The vampire took advantage of my distraction to hit me in the face, knocking me off him. His fingers clawed at my face, heat searing my skin. This was not going how I had planned. Tanner must’ve found his friends, which would explain the thumping and why he wasn’t coming to help. That was fine, I could handle one vampire by myself. Tanner’s warning rang in my head. I shook it away. This wasn’t Amora’s doing.  
 
    I jumped to my feet and charged the vampire at full speed. I wrapped my arms around his midsection as I crashed against him. Both of us landed against a wall, which gave way, causing us to fall to the floor. Dust filled our noses. I brought a dagger down on his face, hitting it with all my strength. The crack resounded through the room. The girl’s whimper followed suit. I couldn’t see her in the darkness, but I could feel her there, watching us. Waiting to see who would win. The vampire tried to roll me off of him, but I wasn’t having it. He wrapped his hands around my neck and squeezed. My vision began to blacken. I was getting tired and I had to end this fight now. I yanked my dagger out of his shoulder and swung it with all my might against his neck, severing his head. The body crumpled to dust under me, leaving just the head to stare at me with dead eyes.  
 
    Slowly, I got up and shook the dust off myself. After grabbing my flashlight from where it had landed, I scanned the room. I found the girl curled in a corner, crushing her teddy bear to her chest. I bent down in front of her and smiled. “It’s going to be OK. Come with me.” She refused to move, her bottom lip quivering. Knowing I didn’t have time to be patient with her, I scooped her up and ran down the stairs with her over my shoulder. I took her to the van and threw her in the back. “Stay here, okay? I’ll be right back.” I slammed the doors and locked them. Then I ran back into the hotel, praying that Tanner had been able to hold out without me.  
 
    I found him one floor above where I had found the girl, surrounded by three vampires—two girls and a boy—with three dust piles around him. Blood streamed from multiple cuts on his arms and face. We probably looked quite the pair. I had managed to recover my crossbow from the other room, and I was glad to see it was still in one piece. Slipping in behind the trio, I took out two of them before they realized I was there. Tanner swung at the third, removing its head with one swipe of his dagger. He huffed, looking around the room. “The girl?” 
 
    “In the van.”  
 
    He nodded and stomped out of the room.  
 
    I followed, not glancing back. “Should we check to make sure there are no others?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The girl is the priority. We need to get her checked out.” He looked me over. “And you. You’ve got blood everywhere.” 
 
    “You do, too.”  
 
    He smiled at me. I smiled back, relieved we had been successful.  
 
    Back at the castle, we were met by one of Simona’s girls—one of the younger ones who had chosen to be a nurse instead of a fighter. Useful for those who came back injured from the field. She patched us up, then checked the girl. “There’s not a mark on her. They didn’t bite her.” Her confusion matched our own.  
 
    The girl glared at us, the teddy bear in her arms. I squatted in front of her. Dark, defiant eyes glared back at me. “Did they tell you what they wanted with you, sweetie?” 
 
    “They were protecting me.” Her lip continued to tremble. 
 
    “Protecting you? From what?” She looked between me and the nurse, her distrust evident. “You can tell us. We won’t tell anyone else.” 
 
    “From my uncle. He’s mean.” She clamped her mouth shut, refusing to say anything beyond that. I looked up at Tanner, who shrugged. This definitely wasn’t normal. I handed the girl off to the nurse, then walked with Tanner into the barracks.  
 
    “We should look up her family. Maybe that will give us a clue.”  
 
    He nodded. “We can keep her here until we know more.” He sighed. “Vamps don’t usually protect humans. There must be more to this than she’s saying.” I agreed and slapped him on the shoulder before heading into the common room. Anna was waiting for me, one hand resting protectively on her stomach. She paled at the sight of me, but helped me get undressed and cleaned up.  
 
    “The scratches on your face might scar.”  
 
    I smirked. “Will that affect how you feel about me?” 
 
    She kissed each scratch, closing her eyes. “Never.”  
 
    I told her what Tanner had told me, knowing I couldn’t keep it from her. She didn’t seem surprised. “Mother runs a tight ship. Anyone who steps out of line gets the boot. But she doesn’t just let them walk away, you know. Accidents happen.” 
 
    “And Patrick wouldn’t have let her go through with it, would he?” Anna shook her head. “So she sent him away.” She nodded. “Then I’ll just have to be more careful. Watch my back.” 
 
    “You could stay with me, say that I need you here.” 
 
    “She’ll know Tanner told me,” I said. “That could put him in danger. I can handle myself.” I kissed her and then pulled her to our bedroom, ready to fall into bed and hold her close, forgetting my worries for the moment. I wasn’t sure I would get much more time like this. 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
   I t took Amora less than two months to figure out that Tanner wasn’t going to do as she had asked. Once she realized this, she stopped placing us together. I tried not to worry my mom, knowing she would come over here and confront Amora herself if she suspected what was going on. However, I knew she could hear the worry in my voice. I tried to talk about happy things, but that worry always sat there, right behind everything else. Whom would she get to take me out? And how could I stop them? 
 
    The little girl slowly came out of her shell. It turned out that her uncle, who had custody of her, was abusive in the worst possible way. The vampires had offered her an escape if she would live with them and let them drink from her. She said they told her that she wasn’t old enough yet, but that they would protect her until she was. After that first night, she attached herself to Tanner, which surprised everyone. Anna was another favorite, but only if Tanner wasn’t around. Amora had agreed that we could let her stay with us, as sending her home wasn’t an option. Anna and I discussed the fact that the vampires were protecting her. “It’s amazing that they did that. I didn’t think they cared about anything but themselves,” she said. 
 
    “Vamps with a heart. Who knew?” The thought was unsettling. Yes, it had been wrong of them to take her, but they hadn’t done anything to her that justified us killing them. I felt guilty about it, something I discussed only with Tanner. He tried to brush off the feelings as normal, but I could see that he was uncomfortable about it, too.  
 
    In early spring, Anna delivered a beautiful baby girl. She had fuzzy blonde hair and violet eyes, like her mother and grandmother. Her chin was mine, which I pointed out to everyone. She had my heart the moment she was born. As she looked up at me, I knew I had to protect her. I felt like we were not in a safe place. As soon as possible, I would take Anna and the baby away. We would go to my parents. They would protect us from Amora’s reach. 
 
    When I mentioned this to Anna, she shook her head. “She would never let us leave. Someone is always going to be watching us. They have since Talia’s escape.” 
 
    I glanced around our room. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’ve seen them. They watch our every move.” She gave me a look of confusion. “You really aren’t observant, are you?” 
 
    “Only in my own home. I didn’t think I had to watch the people around me.” 
 
    “Here, you do.” She held our daughter close, smiling down at her. “We just need to wait her out. She’ll give up eventually.”  
 
    Amora didn’t strike me as someone who would give up, but having a baby had seemed to make Anna more inclined to look for the best in her mother. I could only hope she was right.  
 
    *** 
 
    A month after my daughter was born, I was on another mission, this one with both Tanner and Nicolas. A sea witch had started causing problems down in one of the lochs and it was up to us to stop her. The tension in the van could’ve been cut with a knife. Tanner drove in silence, not bothering to try any conversations. Nicolas glared at me, having never gotten over the loss of his betrothed or his wife. From what my mother had told me, Talia had settled in nicely among their group.  
 
    Nicolas jumped out of the van before Tanner had even stopped it. Tanner gave me a look, one I couldn’t quite read. Shrugging, I trudged after Nicolas, crossbow in one hand, a sword at my hip. Sea witches were tricky, mainly because of their tails. They hurt if they hit you. And they were slippery as hell.  
 
    Using flashlights, we followed the sounds of slithering and mumbling. In the cavern, lit by torches, we found the sea witch. A man was splayed open on her table. The smell told us he had been there for quite a while. She mumbled to herself, not seeing us. “Pesky human, makes a deal and doesn’t pay. Can’t have that. Must teach them a lesson.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tanner called out, pulling the witch’s attention to him. I slipped behind her, not seeing where Nicolas had gotten to. The witch whipped around, flinging her tail at Tanner. I shot at her with the crossbow, hitting her in the shoulder. Green blood dribbled down her arm. She whipped around and threw the knife she had been using to cut up her victim at me. I dove to the ground and the blade skimmed my back. Rolling toward her, I grabbed two knives from my vest and tossed them, watching as they slammed into her, making her fall back.  
 
    Tanner jumped on her as she landed. He pulled up his sword and brought it down toward her chest. Her tail whipped out behind him, wrapping around his waist and pulling him off her. Then the witch flung him against the wall. He fell to the ground and lay unconscious. Cursing, I ran at the witch, jumping to where Tanner had just been. Without hesitating, I tossed a dagger at her tail, pinning it in place. I pulled my own sword and brought it down on her, then watched as the life left her eyes. Green blood pooled under her body, adding to the smell of the corpse.                
 
    I looked over to where Tanner lay, motionless. I stood and moved toward him, not hearing the hiss behind me. Something sharp stabbed my back, sending me sprawling. I looked down at the blood that spread across my chest. Then I looked behind me. Nicolas stood, crossbow in hand, pointed at me. He smiled at me and saluted before walking away. I looked over at the sea witch. Her tail flopped, the crossbow bolt that had pierced me stuck in her tail. Nicolas could explain it away as an accident if he wanted to.  
 
    As I stumbled forward, Tanner’s eyes fluttered open. “Finn, what happened?” 
 
    “Nicolas shot me.”  
 
    He was on his feet in an instant, pulling me close. Even with a head injury, he moved fast.  
 
    “He shot you? That bastard.” Tanner glanced around, looking to see where Nicolas had gone. 
 
    “Looks like an accident. If you believe it was.” I coughed, feeling the blood spilling onto my chin. “Tell Anna I love her. And that she made me so very happy.” 
 
    Tanner pulled me out of the cavern and toward the exit. “Never. You’ll tell her yourself when you get back.” We made it out of the cave only to find the van gone. “No. He didn’t.” 
 
    “Going for help?” I chuckled, knowing the truth. I was dying. And I wasn’t going to get to see my family before it happened.  
 
    Tanner set me down near where the van had been, trying to keep himself together. “I warned you, man. Didn’t I tell you this could happen?” He sat next to me, unable to leave me alone. 
 
    I nodded. “Worth it.” I coughed again.  
 
    He looked surprised. “You sure about that?” My head was in his lap, and his fingers were pressed against the wound. I knew that no amount of pressure would stop the bleeding. It was getting harder to breathe. 
 
    “I’m sure. Anna was worth every minute of it. And my daughter. She’s beautiful.” I met Tanner’s eyes, my blue to his gold. “Promise me. Look out for her.  Keep Nicolas and his kind away from her. Be the father for her that I can’t be.”  
 
    Tanner nodded, his hand grasping mine. “I promise.” His eyes shone with unshed tears.  
 
    I didn’t regret coming here. I didn’t regret being his friend. If I couldn’t die with Anna by my side, Tanner was the next best thing. My only regret was that Nicolas had been the one to deal the killing shot. And that I wouldn’t be there to protect Anna from him. I prayed Amora would keep her away from him. And then I thought no more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
   I n the coming weeks, many changes took place. Snow, unable to handle the grief of losing her oldest, sent her daughter to Amora to help prepare him for burial. The daughter, Diedra, reminded Tanner so much of her brother that he was instantly pulled to her, wanting to shield her when he couldn’t shield her brother. He showed Diedra around, helping her get settled, and spent time with her as she got Finn’s body ready. Tanner handled things when all Diedra could do was sit in a corner and cry. By the end of the month, she never wanted to leave his side, having fallen in love with him. 
 
    Snow’s heart broke even more upon discovering this, as she realized that she had lost two of her children. Standing over Finn’s grave, she couldn’t look at Anna or the child—the reasons why her son wouldn’t come home to her, to safety. She could feel Amora watching her and Snow knew, deep down, that she would have to speak to her. As the rain fell, the storm matched her heart and the loss she was feeling. Snow should have been meeting her grandchild for the first time, not burying her firstborn. The worry in Finn’s voice when he called—he knew something was wrong. Amora had done this. Whether on purpose or not, this was her fault. 
 
    Amora approached Snow, hoping to connect like they had done so many years ago. Instead, she found anger and hurt. “You did this.” The words rang in her head over and over. Snow wasn’t wrong. This had been Amora’s fault. She had put Nicolas up to it. In the end, she had gotten what she wanted— control of her family. But at what price? Anna wouldn’t speak to her, wouldn’t look at her. Snow had pushed her away. And when Patrick got back, how would he feel? He had liked Finn, had been happy Anna had chosen him.  
 
    Amora had locked up Nicolas. When Tanner had returned with Finn’s lifeless body, Anna had demanded justice. Amora knew it would take time before she could release him. Anna refused to believe it was an accident like Nicolas claimed, and Amora didn’t blame her. She had told Nicolas to make it look believable and he had failed at that. Now Finn was gone and her family was broken. Amora had no idea how to fix this. She watched as Slorian pulled Snow away, their second son following them. They had left their other daughter at home, to stand in their stead while they said goodbye to their oldest. Amora watched as they walked away, knowing deep down she’d never see them again. Feeling like she was already watching ghosts. She clenched her hands, cursing the fairies for the millionth time in her prolonged life. This was their fault, just like everything else had been. If they had left well enough alone, this never would’ve happened. Amora marched away from the grave, more determined than ever to make them pay for what they had done to her and her family. They would have to answer for what had happened here and for everything else that had happened. She would see to that. 
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