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Coralia

MY TWENTY-FIRST BIRTHDAY was supposed to be the “beginning of the rest of my life” and all that happy shit. It was supposed to be the start of something new and inspiring as I looked toward my bright future.

So why did my future feel so dim? Why did I feel like an uninspired failure?

When you were born into a family with one superstar child, but that child wasn’t you, I supposed the feeling of inadequacy was par for the course.

I mean, I loved my older sister. Hell, Myria was the only family member I still spoke with. No matter how often we had been pitted against each other when we were younger, we came out of it closer because of our tribulations. I thought fondly of her. I hoped she would call on my birthday, since we hadn’t spoken in a while. If she didn’t call, well, I couldn’t blame her—she was probably off doing superhero shit.

Suffice to say, the jealousy ran deep. There was a reason for that: There was no denying that Myria Hargrave’s life was exponentially better than mine, due to her “discovery.” While she was out living her best life, I was a misguided, misanthropic washout. I guess that was what happened when one child was put on a pedestal and the other lived as an exiled nomad over the past three years. 

How’s that for the beginning of the rest of my life?

Despite all my existential woes, I had things to be grateful for. I thought of them as I woke up on the morning of my twenty-first.

My mouth was parched, tongue like sandpaper as it stuck to the roof of my mouth. A wet, bumpy feeling slimed over my cheek and brought me into consciousness, pulling me out of murky sleep. When I opened my crusty eyes, I stared into brilliant yellow slits. Little toe beans fell on my nose, swatting me. 

I gave the culprit an angry pout, wrapped my arms around his furry little body. I raised him Simba-style above my head. “What have I told you about slapping me awake, Brucey?” 

The white cat said nothing. In a world full of abnormal creatures and supernatural weirdos, I had always hoped Bruce would one day speak to me. But alas. The little bastard didn’t even have the decency to look guilty after I chided him. 

“You’re lucky you’re so cute,” I said, “or I’d have to boil you in a stew.” 

His yellow eyes widened. Even if he couldn’t respond with words, he understood me, which had always been a mystery to me. 

Bruce’s little legs wheeled in a flurry. I chuckled and brought him down to hug against my chest. “I’m just kidding, old boy. I would never.” 

The first thing I was grateful for: Bruce Kittenson. Every extra day I had with him was a miracle in itself. If there was anything supernatural about Bruce, it was the fact he’d been alive as long as me. The twenty-one-year-old kitty had been around since I was in the womb. Still kicking, he was always by my side. 

Explain that one, science.

A jarring voice carried into my room from the hall, coming from the “kitchen”—calling it that was being generous—of the little two-bedroom shotgun house.

“Wake up, birthday girl!” A second later, a cheery face popped in through the door.

Bruce hopped off my chest and scrambled into hiding. If there was one thing Bruce Kittenson was afraid of, it was my roommate’s constant chaotic energy.

I found her rejuvenating, especially in contrast to my doom and gloom personality.  

“Birthday breakfast in bed!” the girl wailed, flashing a gigantic smile and scary-white teeth. Her pink-and-turquoise hair flapped wildly on her shoulders. “No work! No worries! Just pancakes and bacon.” She folded both hands in front of her and bowed like a parishioner in prayer. “And tonight, young Padawan, we rage.”

Before I could react, the bundle of energy invaded my room and besieged me with a tray of yummy, doughy, crunchy, syrupy goodness. 

The second thing I was grateful for: my best friend, my only friend, the insatiably bubbly Marlow Thompson. 

Having no work for the day also made it onto the grateful list. When I bit into a gooey pancake and let out an orgasmic moan, and then munched the crunchy, smoky bacon and almost made Marlow blush because I was having such an intimate moment with my food, I knew how high on the list pancakes and bacon also belonged. 

I gave her a demure smile. “Thanks, Marlow.” 

She giggled and headed for the door. “I’ll let you have your, uh, alone time in peace.” Before leaving, she winked, making my pearl-white cheeks flame red. Marlow’s screechy voice carried down the hall. “Be ready for Madame du Mond by three! We have an appointment!”

“Wait, what? I thought I got to spend the day in bed!” 

“You can’t live in New Orleans and not have a psychic read your future on your twenty-first birthday, Coralia!” Marlow’s voice was getting further away, but still louder somehow.  

I threw my hands up. “I’ve never heard that rule!” 

“Google it!” 

Our shouting match across rooms died. I shook my head. I swear, the neighbors probably think we’re murdering each other on a daily basis. 

A white fluff-ball caught the corner of my eye, Bruce’s tiny face appearing from under my dresser. He meowed, clearly asking a question.

“Don’t worry, Brucey. She’s gone. You’re safe now.”

He scurried up to me in a flash—still had moves for such an old man—and perched himself on my bosom. 

I let out a tsk. “Such a lecher, Mr. Kittenson. Are you comfy?”

He said nothing, deciding instead to curl up and take a nap on my boobs. I rolled my eyes and popped another bacon slice in my mouth. My eyes rolled back in a different way as the crunchiness filled the depths of my dark soul. 

Truth be told, despite my woe-is-me attitude and often feeling like my situation was less than ideal, at least I had a good friend, a cute cat, and a plateful of pancakes and bacon. That was more than a lot of people could say.

I gently petted Bruce and felt his rumbling, sleepy purr against my body, which always calmed me. “I guess it’s not all bad, huh Mr. Kittenson?” 

* * *
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I STARED ACROSS THE small table at Madame du Mond, whose eyes were closed. She had a crystal ball in front of her, a tarot deck that had yet to reveal its secrets to me, and incense that wafted sage all around us, embalming us in smoke. All she needed was to start an “om” chant to hit all the stereotypes. Though I guess “om” was more of a meditating hippie vibe, while du Mond was firmly in the witchy camp. 

My eyes swung over to Marlow, a skeptic expression on my face. 

She whispered, “It’s a Crusty tradition, Cor.” 

“Silence, children,” Madame du Mond snapped, eyes still closed. “I must reach deep to find your future, Coralia Hawthorne—”

“Hargrave.”

“—and that takes concentration.”

I sighed and crossed my arms under my chest, leaning back in my creaky seat. When Marlow narrowed her eyes at me for creaking the chair, I gave her a sheepish wince. “So . . .” I began, unable to help myself, “is this magical divination going to come from the crystal ball, the incense, or the tarot cards? Like, will my future just float into the ball like rolling fog?”

Her rheumy eyes slowly opened, a scowl etched deep in her lined face. The woman had bags under her eyes big enough to hold my wallet and phone. 

When she said nothing, I eked out a small “Sorry,” and averted my gaze to the burning sage. It was hard to take all this seriously when I had seen actual magic from my sister Myria. 

I was also not a gullible person, at least in my opinion. Add those together and you got a cynic who was always on the lookout for con artists. I thought Madame du Mond hit the mark quite well.

“Your interruptions and childishness have cost me, child,” she croaked. “Now I’ll have to start over.” 

Her eyes closed again and I let out another exaggerated sigh.

“Yeah, Cor, they’ve cost me too,” Marlow chastised. “Hitting me right in the wallet.” 

I ran a hand through my red-streaked black hair. They’d already gotten one apology from me. That was more than enough. 

I blinked. Strangely, the dimly-lit room started to darken. It was like shadows had crept in through the walls, the ceiling, the floor, hemming us in until I could hardly see Madame du Mond through the murk. 

“Uhh, Marlow?”

The relentless smell of sage faded. I could smell nothing, as if the creeping shadows had cut off all senses from reaching me. My heart started to pump faster in my chest, worry taking root in my stomach. 

Madame du Mond’s eyes snapped open wide, startling me. Only pristine whites showed in her orbs, piercing through the shade and turning my worry into fear.

I instinctively reached over and gripped Marlow’s arm with a gasp, reeling in my seat.

“W-What the fuck is happening, Cor?” Marlow rasped.

Before I could come up with anything, the psychic’s mouth opened. A low, guttural sound tumbled from her mouth. It was inhuman and grating, like ancient words spoken in a foreign language. 

Her back cracked and she sat up straight as a board. She looked like a possessed witch from a movie—a demon ready to vomit frogs out of her mouth. 

I could understand her next words, though they still grated. Her alabaster eyes aimed at me, drilled into my soul, and she spoke as if in a trance:

“Six dark ways to reach the abyss.

Five knuckles to complete the fist.

Four years’ time to slit the wrist. 

Powers and troubles come in threes.

Two twin souls miss the forest for the trees.

One dark day to be tainted and free.”

After the cryptic omen left her lips, Madame du Mond’s body slumped forward. The black sludge surrounding us began to dissipate. I could smell the rich aroma of sage once more. Shadows scattered as if fleeing the room, and with them went the slick fear creeping up my spine.

The Madame slowly sat up. She winced and faced us with a vacant expression, like she’d been lost in a dream and had no idea where she was, what year it was, or who was president. “Does . . . does that answer your inquiries, dear child?” she asked weakly.

I shared a wide-eyed, freaked-out look with Marlow. 

My bestie opened her mouth, stammering. “What the fuck the what? What was that, lady? Twelve Days of Christmas for neurotic big titty goth girls?!”

The Madame tilted her head, confusion knitting her brow. “What ever do you mean, dear girl? All I said was that this spritely young lady has troubles aplenty before she’ll find peace. But she will find it.” 

Peace? I thought, still utterly confused. Fuck peace. What about love? What about understanding? What about a future where I don’t feel like a deadbeat all the time? 

Marlow jolted up from her chair. She grabbed me under the arm and started profusely shaking her head. “Nope. Nope. Nuh uh. That’s not what you said, Madame. Let’s go, Coralia.” 

I gulped, nodded, and let her drag me out of the psychic’s shop.

The humid New Orleans air started to moisturize every crack and crevice of my body before I’d made it three steps outside.

I opened my mouth to complain, but Marlow sliced a palm through the air to silence me. “Before we try to unpack whatever the fuck that was, I say we start drinking. Like, immediately. Posthaste.” 

I aired out my rapidly-dampening long sleeves. Whose idea was it to dress me like a reserved Evangelical on a 95-degree day? My eyes narrowed on Marlow, who had an air of snobby esteem, as if she wouldn’t be satisfied on my birthday until she was good and hammered.

I realized I couldn’t blame Marlow for dressing me like a slutty nun. I blame you, Bruce Kittenson. You saw me and let me leave the house like this! 

I scoffed at my Scarlet Letter garb and then let it go. “Um, it’s only like four in the afternoon, Mar. If we start drinking now, we won’t make it to eight o’clock.”

“Fuck it,” she said indignantly, and started marching down the sidewalk. “It’s five o’clock somewhere, right?”

I scampered to keep up. “Yeah. In Virginia.”
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Coralia

“THREE DARK DAYS TO get into the abyss, or something,” Marlow recited, poorly, swishing her beer around as she stared at it. “Sounds like a doomsday clock.” 

We were three hours into drinking and Marlow was sloshed. She’d gotten her wish. I was slightly buzzed, but I liked to pace myself so I could keep my wits about me.

Learning from past experiences and all that.  

We had relocated to Jose’s Ranchero, down the street from Madame du Mond’s. It was divey, stank of stale beer and popcorn—which I had fruitlessly tried to find on multiple occasions over the past three hours—and most importantly for Marlow, had cheap beer. 

Even on my birthday, we weren’t big spenders. We were both just scraping by. 

“Six dark ways to reach the abyss, one dark day to be tainted and free,” I corrected, then took a sip of my beer.

“Pfft,” she snorted. “Whatever, Miss Photographic Memory.” She shuddered then downed her beer. “I’m trying my damndest to forget whatever the hell we just saw. That was creepy with a capital C.”  

“Then let’s drop it. We’ve been trying to decipher that silly riddle for hours. My brain hurts.”

She raised her empty glass and gave me a lopsided grin. “Your brain hurts ‘cuz you haven’t had enough booze. Come on, birthday girl, I’m lapping you.” 

I chuckled and crossed my legs. I sat across from her on a too-high stool at a too-high table, smack dab in the middle of the bar. Even with my Scarlet Letter dress on, a crafty creeper could get an upskirt shot if I wasn’t careful.

When we had first come in, we were two of the only four patrons in the place. As the sun went down, more people started to mosey in. I got a good look at each one who entered, positioned facing the front door.

“Yeah, I’m trying to avoid taking a dirt nap,” I said. “It’s called pacing myself.”

“It’s called being a pussy.” When she saw my face fall, she reached out, eyes gentle as she rested her palm on my knuckles. “Sorry, sweetie, that was mean. I take it back. You pace your pretty self and I’ll drink enough for the both of us. Deal?”

“Deal.” 

“Good. Then the next round’s on you.” She beamed.

I guffawed. “But it’s my birthday!” 

A couple off to my left heard my fake outcry and drunkenly shouted, “Ayeee, happy birthday!” 

I smiled at them, raised my half-full glass—not half-empty, dammit—and said, “Thanks, y’all.” 

A moment later, Marlow blinked with a blank expression, as if she had forgotten what we were just fake arguing about. “Do you not want to talk about the creepy riddle because it reminds you of your sister?”

I puffed up my cheeks and let out my breath in a long exhale. “Pretty much.”

“She’s an . . . Abnorm, right?”

Damn, here we go. “Abnorm is kind of a slur.” Supernatural beings didn’t like being called abnormal. “But yes. That’s pretty much it.”

“Oh. My bad.” Marlow ran a hand through her colorful hair. “Could she, like, do stuff like that?”

I knew Marlow was fishing. It couldn’t be helped. Early in our friendship, I had once explained that Myria, the golden child, was a supernatural entity. It was my fault for letting the cat out of the bag. Marlow couldn’t be faulted for being curious; only for being drunk and nosy.

“I mean, I never saw Myri do anything like that—speaking like a possessed Deadhead—but she could do, uh, other things.”

“Like what?”

I tilted my head. “I’d rather not talk about it, Mar. If it’s all the same.”

She tried to put on a good face, nodding along. “Oh, of course, of course. Yeah, no, I get it. Sorry Cor. I’m just sloppy.”

I gave her a genuine smile. “You’re fine, babe.”

She leaned forward, conspiratorial again. “You never really told me what brought you to a podunk, tumbleweed town like the Crust, anyway. I mean, the name says it all. We ain’t got shit here, girl.” 

The Crust was what we called our small, low-income town outside of New Orleans’ City Park. It wasn’t technically New Orleans, but rather the crust of the pie. As we Crustaceans liked to lamely say, “The crust is the best part.” In this case, it was total bullshit.  

I shrugged, excusing Marlow’s snoopiness. “Low cost of living. Nowhere else to go. Hoped I might be accepted or unnoticed here—one extreme or the other, really.” 

Fear flitted across her brow. “Are you trying to hide, Cor? Are you in danger?”

I flapped a hand. “No, nothing like that.”

Her creased brow smoothed. “Okay. Good. Was it about your sister?” 

I really didn’t want to talk about all this family shit, especially on a painful day like my birthday. But the booze was starting to kick in, my lips were feeling loose, and I figured Marlow wouldn’t remember shit about our conversation tomorrow anyway.

“Myri didn’t have anything to do with it . . . directly,” I started, folding my arms on the table. “Her powers came to light when she was eighteen. I guess that’s the normal time for supernatural abilities to show themselves. She went off to Briarwitch Academy, graduated, and now she’s at some other secretive university getting her magical Master’s or something. My mom and stepdad were ecstatic.

“But my stepdad was a real piece of shit. I could tell he wanted to profit off my sister, somehow. He’s a con artist. He managed to poison my mom against me. Maybe he thought I’d try to steal their glory.”

Marlow snarled like a dog, her upper lip peeling back. “That bastard. If there’s anything I hate worse than abusive, shitty men . . . well, I don’t think I hate anything worse than that.” 

I tried to put on a strong face. My next words hurt to say and I was pretty sure I didn’t hide it well. I spoke fast, trying to get through it as quickly as I could. “When I turned eighteen, I guess the magic gene had passed me by. I had nothing. Zilch. Just a regular, dumb human. Mom was sad and blamed me like I was the Abnorm—sorry, Myri—and my stepdad fueled her fury. Before she could kick me out, I bailed, and I’ve been roaming ever since.”

“That’s how you stumbled here?”

I bobbed my head back and forth. “Not immediately. I roamed, like I said. Eventually I came to the Crust and started working at Lindon’s. The rest is history.”

Lindon’s was the little thrift store that employed both of us. When I had been transient, Marlow, who had simply been my coworker at the time, gave me a place to stay in her little shotgun cottage. I would be forever grateful to her for that.

I gave my bestie a big fake smile to show that the topic of conversation was over.

Marlow didn’t take the hint. I didn’t think she was capable of taking hints, in fact. “Where else did—”

“Look, babe,” I said, reaching my wits’ end. “You were right. This is a convo that requires more booze. What do you want?”

Her cherubic face lit up. “Oh, shit, birthday girl’s buying? I thought she didn’t do that.”

“And I thought you had the memory of a goldfish. Looks like we’re both pleasantly surprised.” I started to wander off, pretty sure she would want another Rolling Rock since she had five of them lined up around her. 

“Rolling Rock!” she called through cupped hands. 

I gave her a thumbs-up over my shoulder and reached the bar. It was packed, so I had to squeeze through some patrons. The cute Creole bartender with braided hair and flawless dark skin gave me a shiny smile and approached. 

I tapped a fist on the counter and pouted, trying to make it look like I was thinking hard. “Two Rolling Rocks, please. And a shot of tequila. Well is fine.” 

He said, “Sure thing, birthday gal,” in a deep voice. I watched his tight ass as he sauntered away. It was too bad he was gay, because I was starting to feel frisky. Birthday, booze, and frustration all mingled inside me. My gaydar was rarely mistaken.

When he returned with the drinks, I slapped down a twenty, knocked back my tequila in a flash—which earned a whistle from the hottie—and started back toward our table. 

I didn’t make it two steps before a tall dude with greasy hair and a trust-fund-baby smirk stood in my way. Before he even opened his mouth I was debating whether to knee him in the nuts, but I decided I wouldn’t let my aggression take over before I heard whatever pickup line he had.

“Did it hurt?” He leaned casually against a too-high table, which fit perfectly for his height. 

Should have kneed him in the nuts. “You should be ashamed.”

My answer definitely wasn’t what he was expecting. With a surprised jolt, his brain short-circuited. “Huh? For what?” 

“For actually trying to use that pickup line on a flesh and blood, whole ass human.”

His eyes widened. “Jeez, I—”

“For the record, dude, it didn’t hurt when I fell from heaven because God is a figment and so are the pearly gates. If I wanted to placate your fantasy, I would say I crawled up from hell and squeezed out of my mother’s withered snatch like a gremlin, then ran away screaming.”

I’d never seen someone’s eyes bulge so hard. They were about to pop out of his preppy face. “Jesus Christ, girl, you’re twisted.”

“Don’t even get me started on Jesus, buddy.”

He wandered off shaking his head. An immense feeling of satisfaction rolled through me. Holy shit, I just nailed that. I was at the perfect level of drunkenness, and the guy seemed like he deserved it. Even if I was feeling frisky, I had standards.

When I got back to the table, Marlow was talking with a different guy. The dude’s back was to me. 

Of course, split us apart for two minutes and the hyenas come circling us both like we’re carcasses. 

“Cor!” Marlow exclaimed, smiling over the guy’s shoulder. “You remember Brad from work, right?”

How could I forget Brad from Lindon’s? I worked with the arrogant douche for eight hours, three days a week. He had tried shooting his shot at least six times since we started working shifts together. 

He was semi-cute, giving me a big smile when he turned around. Then his eyes roved over my body and I felt like shuddering. 

In my defense, it wasn’t a great time to catch me. Not much had changed in the twenty seconds since I’d rejected Mr. Lamest-Pickup-Line-Ever. I was still thinking about my shitty family upbringing. 

I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. I wished Bruce Kittenson were there to help. It’s not Brad’s fault you’re a raging asshole, Coralia. Remember that. No wonder you haven’t been laid in eons! It’s not Brad’s—

“Hey, birthday girl,” he said with a wink. “You’re looking mighty fine.” His eyes did another up-and-down over my body.  

Why do men have to be? 

I was literally dressed like Mother Teresa. I’d been attired for a psychic reading, not a twenty-first-birthday bash. What the hell was “mighty fine” about me? Brad also had this fake, slurry cowboy way of talking that made me want to rake my nails across a chalkboard. 

I said none of that, instead opting for, “Thanks, Brad. How are you?”

Marlow leaned around his side, always the conspicuous rumormonger. “Brad wanted to ask you something, Cor.” Her eyebrows jumped mischievously.

Brad gritted his teeth. “Well, there’s no time like the present, right-o, girly? I want to take you to dinner—”

I raised a palm, cutting him off. “Look, Brad. I’m going to try and say this nicely.” I took another deep breath, trying to be zen. Then I heard my patience snapping in my ears. “I would rather drag my tits through jagged glass, belly crawl over lava, and twerk on the pointy end of a spear than go out with you. I don’t know how many times I can say ‘no thanks’ without you getting the hint.”

Marlow clapped like a golfer, her mouth making a little O. “It’s a triathlon, Brad! For sadists!” 

Brad blinked. I stared him in the eyes long enough for him to look away. 

“I hope this doesn’t make work weird,” I said lamely. 

“I’m, uh, gonna go get a beer,” he replied, then wandered off like a wounded animal.

“Little harsh?” I asked Marlow once he was gone. 

She giggled. “He’ll get over it. He’s tried asking me out no less than eight times since I started working at Lindon’s. Is it wrong that I’m completely horrified and a little turned on right now by what came out of your mouth? Like, seriously, where did that come from?”

“Should’ve seen how I responded to the guy at the bar,” I mumbled. 

“You don’t seem in a great mood, Cor.”

“No, I’m having fun. This is me having fun.” My voice had no energy. 

“Your sarcasm is as heavy as Jose’s pours, love. And by that, I mean to say I’m fucked up.” Marlow toasted me with her new Rolling Rock. 

I clinked glasses with her. “No, really, all kidding aside. Thank you, Mar. It’s been forever since I’ve gotten out and socialized. Thanks for dragging me out of my wallowing cave for a day.”

“Um, is scaring off all the men in town with terrifying analogies really socializing?”

I shrugged. “Is for me.”

“Okay, Wednesday Addams.” 

I threw my head back and laughed, drawing a few looks my way. When I became aware of my surroundings, I scanned the room. “Damn, this place is getting packed. Guess everyone knows it’s my birthday.”

Marlow snorted and bumped shoulders with me. “At least you’re getting lots of attention on your big day, right? I knew there was a reason I kept you around.” 

I tilted my head and quirked a brow, The Rock style. 

“Maybe I need to stick by your side more often, so I can get laid . . . by proximity.” She nodded thoughtfully to herself. “Dicked down by association.”

I laughed again, harder, sputtering until tears were pouring out of my eyes. 

She grinned devilishly once I’d calmed down. “Wanna split? I won’t be offended. I’m plenty smashed.” 

I downed the rest of my beer and smacked my lips. I wasn’t doing a great job of pacing anymore. “Yes please. I think you’re gonna make me piss myself if we don’t leave.”
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Chapter 3
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Coralia

WE LEFT JOSE’S RANCHERO out the back, down a hall, content on an Irish goodbye so I didn’t have to run into Brad or Mr. Did-It-Hurt again. I supposed I owed them both an apology since I’d practically murdered their egos. I was already pretty vicious and awkward in social settings—Marlow wasn’t wrong to call me Wednesday Addams—but add alcohol to the mix and good fucking luck. 

At least I always felt bad about it afterward, so that was . . . progress, right? “Progress not perfection,” as my AA-toting mother would say. Though I still hadn’t gotten an amends from her for actively making my life hell as a teenager, so I wasn’t sure how much weight to put into anything she said. 

Marlow hugged her leather jacket around her body, looking around the alley we’d walked out into. The sticky-sweet humidity of the night air was already doing untold damage to my exterior.

“Uber?” she asked. “Actually, hold up. Speaking of pissing yourself, I need to use the little girl’s room before we go.”

I groaned. “Okay, hurry up. I’m gonna turn into a swampy puddle out here.” 

“You could just come back inside and wait for me, Cor. It’s spooky as shit out here.” 

I waved her forward, checking both ways down the alley to make sure the coast was clear. “Yeah, that’s New Orleans for you. I like spooky shit. I’ll be fine.”

She shrugged and opened the door. “Suit yourself, weirdo. I’ll B-R-B.” 

Marlow vanished into the bar and I was left alone with only the distant sounds of cars on the main drag to keep me company. That and my own thoughts. Which was a dangerous situation for me to be in.

I couldn’t stop thinking about that psychic’s omen. I had never experienced something like that, being the target of an inhuman reading. I had to wonder if that was Madame du Mond’s shtick, but for some reason I doubted it. She had seemed just as confused as us once she’d snapped out of her trance. In fact, in her mind she’d said something completely different than what actually came out of her mouth. 

I was thankful Marlow had been there to witness and hear it. Otherwise, I was pretty sure I’d be going bonkers. Everyone would think I was crazy and no one would believe me. Shit, I probably wouldn’t have believed myself. 

“Six dark ways to reach the abyss,” I thought, shivering at the omen. What the hell did it mean, and what did it have to do with me? I should probably try to unpack this whole shitshow when I’m sober. Now’s not the time to dive into occult rituals. Inside, I knew I was going to Google this crap when I got home. It was too intriguing. 

“Are you sure you like spooky shit?” a voice said behind me.

My brain went offline for a split second before registering how close the voice had come from. It was male, deep, rich. 

Goosebumps dotted my arms as I spun around, my fist clutched to my chest. 

The man in front of me was tall and bathed in shadows. An old-timey gas streetlamp at the end of the alley cast a black circle over him and the wall of Jose’s, silhouetting him so I couldn’t see his face.

“Holy shit, man, don’t scare me like that. Brad, is that you?” I inched back toward the door of the bar. 

My heart hammered in my chest when the man took another step forward, my fight-or-flight taking over. He moved gracefully, not drunkenly, and I knew then it wasn’t Brad. My misguided coworker wasn’t as tall and he had a heavier, slower gait.

“Afraid not.”

The man’s simple answer chilled my blood, rooting me to the ground. My stomach dropped to my boots and I felt the color leave my already-pasty cheeks. “Hey, dude, get back,” I whined. “I’ve had about enough advances from mediocre Crustaceans tonight. Get in line.”

In that moment, I knew I’d fucked up. Using a witty jibe in a public place, like in Jose’s Ranchero, was fine because I was surrounded by people. If I didn’t get a laugh from onlookers, at least I knew no one would try to hurt me. 

But my incorrigibly sharp tongue could get me in serious trouble when I had no one around to back me up. Such as now.

Fear enveloped me. I glanced over my shoulder at the door. Come on, Marlow. Where the fuck are you?

When I turned back around, the man was even closer—just a few feet away. I gasped and raised my hands, the “fight” response winning over against “flight.” 

“Stay back, asshole!”

“You need to come with me, Miss Hargrave.”

“Like fuck I do!” 

His hands reached out toward me. 

I swatted them aside.  

He moved swiftly like a fox, angling himself so I was suddenly flailing at open air.

When his palms fell on my shoulders, I yelped, “Help!”

His grip was rough, strong, his fingers biting into my shoulders through my dress. 

I kicked to try and catch him in the jewels. 

He was ready for it and swung his body around mine. 

I knew if he got behind me I was finished—chokehold, full nelson, arm-bar, you name it. 

I spun with him when he turned, making it look like we were pirouetting through the alley. Adrenaline fueled my outrage, pumping through my veins. The audacity of this asshole to try and take me right outside Jose’s backdoor rattled me. 

Gritted white teeth flashed near my head, out of my peripheral. I still couldn’t make out his face.

I clamped my hands on his forearms and tried to pry him off. He was too big and strong. “Motherfucker!” I yelled. 

“Your tongue’s going to get you in trouble, Miss Hargrave,” his voice whispered in my ear, making my hairs stand on end. “Still think I’m a mediocre Crustacean?”

“Bottom of the barrel, bastard!” 

I pivoted and felt renewed strength inside me—anything to make sure I didn’t have my back to him. We moved in a weird, scuffling dance that had us struggling back and forth for dominance.

I knew, at any moment, he’d win.

I didn’t even think it was the adrenaline fueling me anymore, but the fucking booze. My blood felt warm—

No, that’s his breath on the back of my neck! 

Slicing left, I put my foot out behind him, hoping to trip him up as I pushed back against his body. 

A tornado of sensations roiled through my stomach, a sandstorm spreading through my limbs. It was unlike anything I’d felt before.

He tripped over my foot and stumbled, but didn’t fall. 

It gave me enough time to spin out of his iron grip and face him straight-on. “I said fuck off!” My voice didn’t even sound like my own. With all my strength, I ran forward and shoved the man in the chest. 

He flew back toward the wall, eyebrows rising in surprise as his body prepared to collide against the patch of shadow cast by the streetlamp—

And he vanished.  

I sprinted up to knee him where it hurt before he could get his bearings, already planning my next move before he hit the wall.

My brain didn’t register that he wasn’t there anymore. Mouth falling open, I couldn’t stop my momentum. My knee crunched into the brick wall where he’d just been.

I cried out in pain. 

Limping away, out of the lampshade, I looked all around the alley: left, right, up, down.

My assailant was nowhere to be found.

He had literally disappeared into thin air after I’d pushed him. 

My adrenaline started crashing. Sweat slicked my skin, mixing with the humidity of the night air. I breathed heavily. On a sound, I spun around again.

The door to Jose’s opened and I bared my teeth like an animal and raised my fists.

Marlow’s eyes widened into saucers, hands flying up. “Holy shit, don’t shoot!” 

My fists fell to my sides. I leaned my forehead against the brick wall, still limping from my pained knee. It was starting to throb, hurting a whole lot worse.

“Christ on a cracker, Cor, what the hell happened? You look like you either just saw a ghost or fucked one!”

I opened my mouth and pointed behind me. No words came out. My head swam. Doubt mingled with the horrible notion that my best friend would think I was crazy, and I couldn’t let that happen.

Maybe I am crazy, and everything that just happened was alcohol-induced delirium? “S-Sorry, Mar. I thought I was gonna puke for a second. Had too much to drink I guess.”

She canted her head, eyes narrowing like she was studying me and trying to decide if she believed me.

“I was dry heaving,” I explained, digging the lie deeper.

She sighed and walked over, then put a hand on my shoulder. “Jeez, girl, what happened to pacing yourself? You really are a lightweight! Come on, let’s get you home. Can you make it into an Uber without spilling your guts and costing us a four-hundred-dollar cleaning fee?”

* * *
[image: image]


“JUST SAW A GHOST.”

Yeah, no kidding. Marlow was right. I had no reasonable explanation for what had happened, and it was arguably not even the strangest event of my twenty-first birthday. 

Plus, the night wasn’t over yet. 

I checked my phone when we got into the safety of the Uber. It was only ten o’clock. During the entire car ride home, I sat in the backseat with clenched fists, while Marlow sat shotgun, talking the ear off our driver. 

I couldn’t get the feeling of that shadowy man’s rough hands off me. Or his smell, which I’d only noticed once he was gone. Fir trees. Like he’d just been skipping through a Christmas tree lot. It was a hell of a thing to be getting strangled by a man that reminded you of hot cocoa, wrapped presents, and big red stockings. Not that I ever saw much of those things when I was younger. But where the hell do we have fir trees nearby?

I couldn’t clock it. I was quickly giving up trying. It had been a hell of a night and I figured I’d be able to think logically on everything that had happened once I got a good night’s rest. No more partying for a while.

We got out of the Uber at our cabin in the Crust and stumbled toward the door. Marlow was slaughtering a song by Adele that had been playing in the car, her voice high and warbly, as if she’d forgotten all her worries in the minutes it took to get home.

Wish I had that superpower.

Instead, I had a serious problem with over-thinking and over-analyzing. The psychic trance, the man disappearing into a wall . . . these were things that couldn’t be explained. One might say . . . supernatural.

Once inside, I crashed onto the couch in our tiny living room. Marlow escaped into the kitchen. Her safe space. A moment later, I heard the coffee machine whirring. 

“Damn, Mar, are you making coffee right now? You’ll never sleep,” I said.

She appeared with a steaming mug cradled in her hand, a content-as-a-Buddhist-monk look on her face. “On the contrary, young Padawan. It’s my life hack for getting rid of hangovers. You see, by the time you wake up the next morning, it’s too late. You’ve got to—”

A knock came at the door. 

A flashback of my attacker in the alley swept through my brain and my whole body went stiff as I jolted upright on the couch. 

Marlow’s mouth was agape from being cut off midsentence. “What the hell.” 

“Goddamn, hasn’t this day already been long enough?” I moaned. 

I stood from the couch on wobbly legs. My knee hurt like the dickens and I knew it would be swollen in the morning. No coffee would cure that one.

“Who is it?” I demanded, voice harsh. “Do you have any idea what time—”

“It’s me, Coralia,” said the voice on the other side. 

Unmistakable. Familiar. Female. 

My blood ran cold, not for the first time that night.

Anger rose inside me. My forehead vein pulsed and my fingernails bit so hard into my palms I thought they’d bleed.

“Um, Cor, you all right?” Marlow asked. 

Bracing myself, I swung the door open. 

A woman who looked slightly like me, but much older and nastier, stood in front of me. 

I clenched my jaw. Any remnants of drunkenness I’d felt after my melee with the alley guy flooded away. 

“What the fuck do you want?” I snarled. “I haven’t seen you in three years, so you’d better not be here to wish me happy birthday . . . Mother.”

Her upper lip twitched. Her face fell slightly, and it gave me a twisted sense of satisfaction to see the pained expression.  

“Coralia, it’s nice to see you too.” 

I said nothing, simply canting my head in the hopes she’d get out of my sight before it came to blows. 

“You haven’t picked up any of my calls,” she said.

“Changed my number. Didn’t get them.”

“I had to track you down.”

“Boohoo. You have five seconds to get off—”

“I’ve gotten word from Myria’s academy, Coralia. Your sister has gone missing.”
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Chapter 4
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Coralia

I DENIED MY MOTHER entry into the house. I didn’t want her cloying vileness to rub off onto the couch cushions or suck out the air. 

It might have been harsh, but I didn’t care. After how she had treated me growing up—acting like I was a nuisance, unworthy because I wasn’t special and supernatural like Myria, and not helping me with any of the struggles a mother was supposed to help her teenage child with—I felt it was the least she deserved.  

Plus, I had some heavy thinking to do. I didn’t need Nora Hargrave slithering her way into my head. 

Out of sight, out of mind.

I paused for a moment, mulling over her words. I met her challenging gaze with a blank expression. “Sorry to hear it.”

She opened her mouth to say something and I slammed the door in her face.

Behind me, Marlow’s voice: “Whoa. Cold-blooded.”

My mom yelled through the door, “Coralia, don’t be a child!”

“Sorry, no one taught me how to grow up!” I yelled back, my forehead inches from the door.

“I haven’t come all this way—”

“To have a door slammed in your face? Looks like you have!” 

“She’s your sister!”

I said nothing. I was tempted to say “Googoo gaga, bitch,” to rub in her “child” comment, but I didn’t need to give her more ammunition. 

After a few minutes of mumbling, knocking erratically on the door, and the sound of her shifting her feet, Nora let out a loud huff of exasperation and left the stoop. 

I didn’t care where she was going. I was just happy she was gone.

When I turned around, Marlow was ready to jump in, her mouth already open.

I raised a finger to shush her. “Not a word, Mar. I don’t need anyone interjecting in my family life.”

She shrugged like it was the easiest thing in the world to resist. “I was just gonna call you a bad bitch. If I ever tried to do that with my mom—”

“Yeah, well, there’s a reason we’re estranged, okay? I don’t appreciate her coming here unannounced like that. If I had known, I would have moved.”

Marlow’s cheeks sank, sadness welling in her eyes.

I wrapped her in a hug. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that. I wouldn’t leave you. Especially not at the mercy of that harpy.”

“Okay, good.” She let out a big sigh in my ear. “What about your sister, Cor? She’s missing? That sounds scary.”

I pulled her to arm’s length, gnawing on my lower lip. “I know. I need to think this through.”

“Can I help?”

I studied the genuine earnestness written on her face and gave her the warmest smile I could muster considering the circumstances. I rubbed her shoulder. “I’ll definitely let you know if you can, babe.”

She smiled. “Okay. Good.” 

I plopped down on the couch and tipped my head to stare up at the stucco ceiling. Something about the monotony of the design let me dig deep into myself, trying to recall everything I knew about Myria’s current situation. 

I ran a hand over my brow and rubbed my temples.

“What’s next?” Marlow asked. 

My shoulders rose and fell. “I have to find her, Marlow. I have to go looking for her. She’s my sister.”

“I know. For sure. But do you know where she is?”

I tilted my head to look at Mar, who started pacing in front of the couch while biting her nails. It seemed she was going to help whether I asked for it or not. Have to love the girl’s spirit.

“Therein lies the problem, my dear Watson,” I said dryly. “All I know is Myri was at some top-secret magical graduate school or something. I don’t even know its name!” I punched the cushion next to me in frustration. 

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” she said, pumping her palms out to try and get me to calm down. “I’m sure we can figure it out. Maybe we can reach out to someone?”

“In the Crust? Who the hell here would know anything about supernatural universities? Brad from Lindon’s?”

She snorted. “Good point. Okay. Maybe we get on social media?”

“And put this on blast? No. I feel like there’s a reason my mom came to tell me in person.”

“Yeah, she said she couldn’t reach you on the phone,” Marlow said pointedly. 

“Oh yeah.” I bobbed my head left and right. “Still. Mum’s the word until I know more. If I could just figure out what school she goes to, maybe I could infiltrate it or something . . .”

“Okay, Jane Bond, I don’t know if that’s a good idea. There’s a reason they keep these places secret from us mere mortals.”

I grunted. “What, you think they’d kill me?”

“If they discovered a human on their campus? I mean . . . your sister is missing, right?”

“She’s not a human. I mean . . . not fully. I don’t think.”

“Exactly. Now imagine what they’d do if they found your pasty ass snooping around.”

“Fair point.” I rubbed my chin. “You think the school has something to do with her disappearance then?”

Marlow shrugged. “I’m just spitballing, girl. Maybe she got in with a bad crowd. Maybe she made enemies she shouldn’t have. It’s all speculation at this point.”

“Yeah, and I feel like the longer we—I—speculate without doing anything, the more danger she’s gonna be in.”

She rubbed her hands together, a mischievous look dashing across her face. “When we find this place, I want to come with you, Cor. I can help. Two heads are better than one, right?”

I was already shaking my head. “Marlow, I can’t drag you into—”

“I wanna help, dammit! The Crust is so fucking boring. Give me some excitement for a change.”

My eyes narrowed. “This is my sister’s life we’re talking about, Mar. This isn’t some game.”

“At least it doesn’t sound like a game.”

I stood up from the couch, frustration rising inside me. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean? You think Myri would fake something like this?”

She waved her hands in the air. “Sorry, I don’t know what I’m talking about. I’m just drunk.”

“I thought the coffee was supposed to help.”

She looked over to a nightstand where her mug sat unattended. “Oh shit, I forgot about it.” When she walked over and took a sip, her mouth fell into an exaggerated frown. “It’s cold now. I’ll have to make some more.”

Before she could retreat to the kitchen, I said, “You do that. I’m going to get some shuteye.” 

Her head whipped around. “What? I thought we were burning the midnight oil to get to the bottom of this.”

“We don’t know what this is, Mar. And let’s not kid ourselves: We’re not sleuths. We’re two lost girls working retail at a thrift shop. This is out of our purview.”

Something like déjà vu came to me. Two lost girls . . . 

It stopped there and I lost the thread. 

Marlow leaned against the frame of the kitchen archway. “You know who might know a bit more about all this? Or help us find the name of the school . . .”

When she trailed off, I took a moment to pick up on what she was putting down. My eyes widened. “No, absolutely not. I’m not asking my mother shit. Plus, she’s gone. You heard her huff and puff and leave.”

“I’m sure we could find her.”

“Goodnight, Marlow.” 

I started down the hall. The frustration and anger was threatening to boil me from the inside out. I needed to clear my head and try again in the morning when I could think more logically. 

When I got to the door of my tiny room, Marlow’s voice carried down the hall. “Night, birthday girl!”

I smiled despite myself. 

Then the thread of my déjà vu came roaring back: Two lost girls . . . “Two twin souls miss the forest for the trees.”

I gasped as I entered my room. Those were words from Madame du Mond’s eerie prophecy, omen, whatever the hell it was. 

Is Marlow my . . . twin soul? Is she supposed to be by my side in all this? Are we missing some sort of bigger picture here?

I stripped down, pulled on my nighties, and went to bed. Or tried. Bruce Kittenson perched himself on my boobs until I turned onto my side, and then he cuddled up next to me. 

I sighed and rubbed his little furry back. “No, Brucey, you’re my only twin soul. What do you think of that, furball?”

Bruce said nothing. His eyes were closed and he was already in kitty dreamland—somewhere I wanted to go.

After the exhausting day I’d had, it didn’t take long to get there.

* * *
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MY EYES SNAPPED OPEN. Sweat covered my skin as my eyes roved across the ceiling of my room.

I tried to sit up, but couldn’t.

My heart started beating out of rhythm. It wasn’t that my arms and legs felt sore, it was that I couldn’t feel them at all.

When I opened my mouth to shout for Marlow’s help, my lips wouldn’t move.

Holy shit. Is this sleep paralysis?

A dark circle fell over my face from above, upside down. 

A face.

I tried my hardest to scream but couldn’t. I thought I was going to have a heart attack. 

“Aw shit,” the man staring down at me said in a frustrated whisper. “You were supposed to be asleep for this. Try not to freak out, please.”

That only made me freak out double-time. Who the hell is this?! Why the fuck is he in my room?! Why does he smell like rain and thunderstorms and why the fuck are all these men’s scents so damn strong?!

“You’re paralyzed, not dying. Don’t worry. I’m not going to hurt you. It won’t last long.”

I trusted him as far as I could throw him. The blackness of night blocked out his face—a phenomenon becoming unsettlingly common in my life.

“You do have to come with me though,” he said. “I’ve already written your roommate a letter. It says, ‘Off YOLOing.’ Hope that works. If you’re lucky, you’ll see her again.”

If I’m lucky? Marlowww! Helppp!

The man continued his monologue, scratching his cheek. I got a profile glimpse of his lean, sculpted face, but couldn’t tell much else.

“You’re in pajamas. Well, you won’t need clothes where we’re going”—a chuckle and hand wave—“don’t worry, it’s not because you’re gonna be naked in a dungeon or anything”—his hand faltered in the air and then fell—“actually, I’m not sure that’s true. Scratch that. But, there will be uniforms. That’s what I meant to say. No dungeon, yes uniforms. Good? Good.”

I sincerely hoped this was a dream inside of a dream. But I recognize my room and the walls and—

A soft purr rose next to my ear. 

—Bruce Kittenson!

The man reached over my body, grabbed the white flash of fur by the tuft, and lifted him above my body. 

Don’t touch my cat, asshole! 

“Unfortunately, this little guy can’t come with. We’ve got enough—”

Bruce’s body went stiff and rigid, a hiss escaping his tiny jaws. 

“Oh,” my paralyzer-slash-talkative-captor said, head lurching. “It’s like that. Okay. I guess he can come. Who am I to deny another pussy to the mix?” He chuckled at his cringey joke, shaking his head. “Shhh, little guy. We don’t want to wake the roommate, do we?”

Yes we do! Scream for me, Brucey! Wail like a banshee, Mr. Kittenson!

The man’s face fell over mine again, inches away. I could practically taste the crisp dewdrops in his breath. “Ready?” 

No! 

“Okay, good.”

He dropped Bruce on my stomach, who paced back and forth on my body like he was my guardian protector. Then he found his favorite bosomy nest and curled up. 

Traitor! Judas!

The man picked me up bridal style, like I weighed nothing. Not even a grunt. He headed for the single window in my room and then angled off toward a wall.

I couldn’t see anything other than a glimpse of the moonlight over his shoulder, slanting in through the window, bathing half my room in dim yellow. 

Before I could blink—or maybe because I blinked—the light vanished and everything went black.

* * *
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MY EYES OPENED TO MURKY blackness. I blinked a few times but the shadowy pervasiveness didn’t go away. It was like I was looking into a smoke cloud I couldn’t see completely through. 

I sat on a red couch, eyes scanning, unable to make sense of my surroundings. 

A door creaked open to my right and my head swiveled. 

A man walked in, and boy what a man he was: tall, muscular, with shaggy black hair spilling to his shoulders. How the hell did he get his hair so soft looking? And how did that tank top fit so perfectly against his bulging abs? 

I wanted to rip the tank top off.

His eyes swerved over to me and I noted the intense emerald green that cut through the shadows like a laser. He also had a small scar on his cheek, running diagonally.  

He gave me a smoldering look—or maybe that was just his natural, resting-hot face. He came in bringing an aroma of rich cologne and summer fields in his wake, and when the delicious smells reached my nose I squirmed where I sat. 

“You’re not supposed to be here.” His voice was crystal clear and deep despite the insubstantial surroundings. He was so there, while everything else . . . wasn’t. 

“Huh?” I said dumbly. “Not supposed to be where? Where am I?”

He took a step toward me. I reflexively inched back on the couch until I couldn’t move any further. At least he doesn’t smell like Christmas trees, I thought.

The man cradled his chin and studied me. I felt incredibly vulnerable against his gaze, as if I wasn’t allowed to be there. 

“No, you’re definitely not supposed to be here,” he repeated, nodding along. “Why do you look familiar though?”

“Hell if I know, buddy. Look, can you tell me—”

“Time to send you on your way,” he said, and then he reached out.

I tried to scream, but no sounds came out. The black shadows enveloped me and sent me reeling.
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Chapter 5
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Venn

I STEPPED THROUGH THE shadow portal and shuddered, nearly dropping the gorgeous woman in my arms. 

That wouldn’t be an auspicious start to her stay.

My mind whirled as the excess energy of my travel searched for somewhere to go inside me. It had been a far trek. 

Once I found firm footing on the smooth tiles, I let out a big sigh of relief and stared down at the woman in my arms. Her face was stuck somewhere between rigor mortis and pissed-offness. The way her pale cheeks stayed smooth and effortless despite our arduous journey made me think she was something of a badass. Then again, she was still paralyzed, so there wasn’t much her face could have done. 

My, but you are a pretty one, I thought, licking my lips. 

I noticed the tiniest twitch of her brow. I realized I was out of the dark and she could see me staring at her like a hot meal. Plus, she was likely alarmed now that she could see my face, because I doubted she’d ever seen anyone like me before.

“Sorry,” I said, pressing my lips firmly together. “I swear I’m not gonna eat you.” I wanted to add “you’re not my type,” but resisted. We didn’t have that sort of relationship or understanding yet, so I couldn’t be my regular sarcastic self around her. 

Yet.

“Please don’t let my gorgeous skin or my pointy ears scare you. I’m not a freak of nature, I’m just not a human.” I glanced down at my lilac-colored forearms. “If this is your first introduction to any supernatural being, well . . . my bad. I’m probably a bit more alarming than most. But, uh, surprise? We’re real.”

I didn’t know what else to say so I smiled at her. For some reason I felt nervous talking to this currently-inanimate woman. I had a feeling she was going to try and kick my ass the moment she could move her limbs. I really didn’t want to be in the room when that happened. 

The door to my room burst open, saving me from further embarrassment.

Dax and Sunny funneled in, and suddenly the small space was quite crowded. 

Dax folded his arms over his lean chest and took a spot in the corner, his typical aloof self. He crossed his ankles and tried to look casual as he fixed me with a scowl. Or it could have been his normal face. Even after a year of calling Dax Kilmeade my brother, it was hard to tell with him.

Sunny put his hands on his hips and canted his head, staring down at the girl in my arms with his amber eyes practically sparkling. He had the look of a man who knew he had a new toy to play with. If I was going to try this whole “good” thing out, I needed to be watchful when I left Coralia Hargrave and Sunder Conway in the same room together. 

I gently set the captive woman on my bed and faced my comrades, crossing my arms to match Dax. “Well?”

Sunny flipped his long blond locks over a shoulder and gave me an expectant look, like he had no idea what I was talking about. Somehow he pulled off entitled and innocent at the same time, but it didn’t fool me. I knew his tricks. “Well what?” he said. 

“Pay up, bitches.” 

Dax huffed. 

Sunny scoffed and averted his gaze to the floor. “Goddammit.” 

I stepped toward Sunny and thrust a finger into his broad chest. “You know the wager, sunshine. You thought I couldn’t do it, so now you have to eat your words.” 

Sunny frowned, the expression cutting through his perfectly smooth, pale skin.

“I’ll tell you what,” I said, spinning around and strutting away, enjoying the moment of my victory. When I faced Sunny, I wore a broad smile. “You don’t have to pay me if”—I raised a finger into the air—“if you simply admit I was right.” 

Sunny flared his nostrils. I thought he was going to show me his fangs for a moment, and that I’d made a mistake. Brother or not, I didn’t want to get in a tussle with the big guy. Not when he was angry and unpredictable.

He reached into the pocket of his velvety pants and pulled out a wad of cash. He shoved the money toward me. “Over my dead body.”

I chuckled and scratched my cheek. “I don’t think that phrase works for you, bro.”

“Fuck you, Venn.”

I smiled and looked past him to Dax in the corner of the room. The guy always kept his distance in the shadows. Even after all this time, I didn’t know what went on in his head. “And what about you?” I asked, reaching out with an open palm.

“I didn’t take part in your silly bet. You know that.” His voice was brooding and raspy. “And if you push again—”

He cut himself off, muscles tensing, lilac eyes scanning behind me as he jolted out of his relaxed stance. A chill ran up my spine as I spun, my instincts on high alert. 

A tiny meow broke the abrupt tension. The white cat that had climbed aboard Coralia before our portaling appeared on the side of the bed, standing over the woman and arching his back menacingly. Well, it would have been menacing if he weren’t so cute.

I put a hand over my heart and laughed. “Spirits save me, Dax, I thought we were being attacked.”

Dax snarled, sniffed, keeping his distance from the cat. “Aren’t we?”

I scratched my scalp and ran a hand through my short silver hair. “Ha! All this over a little cat?”

“Piss off, Venn. Never underestimate a feline.”

I shrugged and pointed at the kitty. “This one seems harmless.” My eyes veered to Dax. “The one who won’t pay me my due, however? Yeah, he’s sketchy.”

It gave me great delight to see his face pinch with annoyance. “That was a wager between you and Sunder. Wrist Hudson gave us the mission and I declined. So, no reward for you.”

“Do you think declining a mandatory mission was wise on your part, Dax?” Sunny tried to take back some of the attention he craved. 

“Don’t care. What’s done is done. I knew you two had it handled.”

I clapped my hands together and gave him a faux dreamy look. “Aw, he really does care. See, Sunny, he knows we’re badasses. That’s good enough for me.”

“Yeah,” Dax said, “you only had to fuck it up once.”

“I didn’t fuck anything up!” I retaliated.

Sunny scratched his neck, which was as close to embarrassed as he was going to get. “She showed, uh . . . surprising strength.” 

I threw my head back and laughed. Even stoic Dax let out a small chuckle. 

“She pushed you back into your own fucking portal, man!” 

“Yeah, and she’ll pay for that.” Sunny’s look darkened. It stole all the laughter out of the room, because when Sunny got a vendetta in his head, it was usually pretty terrible. 

Definitely not someone to fuck with, and definitely a man with a chip on his shoulder.

“Can’t we drop her off to Wrist Hudson and be done with it?” Dax asked. “She doesn’t belong in here, listening to us bicker and squabble. She could be building schemes even as we speak.”

Sunny said, “Does Jace even know you’re back?”

I nodded. “He was linked with me for the mission. He’ll have gotten the memo and should be here any minute.” I swept a hand toward the woman on the bed while keeping my eyes on my brothers. “I know you hate to see it, Sunny, but you have to admit . . . she does look a whole lot like her.” 

“So? That doesn’t mean a thing. Of course they look similar, they’re—”

“Excuse me!” 

The shrill voice had our heads swinging toward the bed. The woman was sitting up, hands bunched into fists. Her face twisted with unbelievable anger, pale cheeks flaming bright red. Even with her righteous fury, she looked adorable. 

She punched the bed with both fists then snagged her cat and hugged him close to her chest. “Could somebody please tell me what the actual fuck is going on here?!”

I backpedaled, caught off-guard by her sudden rage. I hadn’t expected the poison to wear off so quickly. “Uh . . . shit.”

Even my partners were rendered momentarily speechless. We all shared a look, not sure what to say. 

At that moment, the door swung open. In strode Jace Hudson, with a scowl of his own and his chin ticking beneath his salt-and-pepper beard. “Was anyone going to fucking tell me you had returned, Venn—”

He stopped himself short as his eyes landed on the woman. Unlike us three, he didn’t wait to see what would happen. He took charge, as Wrists were supposed to do. 

Jace put his fist forward and motioned Dax and Sunny with his pinky and index finger. “You two, bring the girl with me. Venn, the headmaster is expecting you.”

I gulped and nodded, looking one more time at Coralia Hargrave and her aura of rage. 

For once, I felt like I’d rather talk to the headmaster than stay another minute in that room. 

* * *
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HEADMASTER CANE STARED at me across from his ancient oaken desk, which probably wasn’t half his age. 

I was antsy, my knee bobbing underneath the edge of the desk where he couldn’t see. Alaric Cane instilled that sort of fear into a person with a simple look from his beady eyes. I’d always wondered if he knew what a stereotype he portrayed, with his long white beard and wizened old face that made him look like Gandalf or Dumbledore. 

Similar to those fictional wizards, I knew not to underestimate the old man. He was probably the most dangerous person in a thousand-mile radius, even if he looked frail. He had more power in his pinky than us mere Phantoms.

His lips finally parted. “I heard you were the one who retrieved her, Donovenn Gable.”

I gulped and nodded. “Yes sir.” Retrieved? Kidnapped? What’s the difference? I had poisoned and stolen the poor girl from her home and everything she knew. Now she was stuck here with us, for the time being. Who knows how long she’ll last?

“I had hoped for a more civil approach to bringing her here,” Headmaster Cane said.

“Erm, apologies, Headmaster. Sunny tried the cordial approach—”

“Sunder Conway?”

I nodded. “Indeed. Sunder tried but had a hiccup. So we went with plan B.” 

A small smile cracked the headmaster’s weathered lips. “A good Glove always has to have a strong plan B.”

I smiled back at him, but it was a nervous, sickly smile. I could never be myself around the headmaster. “Quite right, sir. Wrist Hudson said you wanted to see me?”

He leaned back in his seat. “I’m glad you were the one to bring her in, truthfully. It will help you build a rapport with her.”

“Um, sir?” I cocked my head. “I poisoned her in her sleep and took her through a shadow, out of her home. That’s not very friendly.”

His head bobbed on his thin neck. “Yes, well, you’ve established a connection with her. A first point of contact.”

“I’m the last person I think she’ll want to talk to when she comes to.” Alaric doesn’t need to know I lightened the dose; that she’s already awake . . . and pissed. 

“You’ll make it work. You’re a talkative, jolly fellow, Donovenn. Especially considering where you’re from.”

A tinge of anger flared inside me. “As you say, Headmaster.” 

“You know what comes next?”

I took in a deep breath. “Remind me if you will, please, sir.” 

Leaning forward, the headmaster’s long beard brushed the surface of his desk, and I knew we’d come to the crux of the meeting. “Engage with Coralia Hargrave, Donovenn. Befriend her. Show her around. She will be lost here.” 

“Of course, sir.” It’s not like Sunny or Dax are going to become her best friends. I hesitated, glancing away from Headmaster Cane’s steely eyes. When I faced him, his harsh gaze made me wilt. “And the ulterior motive for this mission, sir?”

“For now, just keep tabs on the girl, Donovenn. I’m sure you understand we couldn’t allow such a powerful signature—a human power, no less—to traipse through life unhindered and ignorant of her abilities. We cannot afford to let her be gobbled up and used by dark forces.” 

I bit my tongue. I just hope we aren’t the dark forces, Headmaster. Spirits know I’ve seen enough of them in my life.

Alaric Cane studied me a moment longer, as if trying to read my mind and see how willing I was to go along with his plan. I emptied my brain of everything, just in case he could read it and notice my hesitance and skepticism. 

Finally, he seemed satisfied, nodding and steepling his hands. 

“When the time comes, Donovenn, and we learn more about Miss Hargrave, I need to know you’ll be able to act swiftly and follow orders. Can you do that, my boy?”

I clamped my jaw, giving him the sternest expression I could muster. “I can and I will, sir. I’ll do what I’m trained to do.”

“Good.”

“I won’t let the Academy down, Headmaster Cane.”
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Chapter 6
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Coralia

AT FIRST I TRIED TO fight off the men putting their hands on me. I felt so weak as the poison wore off. My struggles were futile. When the guy Sunny pressed me against his chest to get me off the bed, and I flailed, I caught a whiff of piney fir trees. 

My throat hitched as I realized he was the man who had tried to manhandle me behind Jose’s Ranchero. No wonder his friends gave him shit: He had severely underestimated my willingness to fight against kidnappers. 

But all the fight had fled my bones. Eventually, I stumbled off the bed and walked between Sunny and the other guy, Dax, as they followed their apparent leader out of the room and down a hall. 

My eyes darted around, trying to take in my surroundings. Now that I was free from the clutches of the poison, all my senses came rushing back and it nearly overwhelmed me. 

Where the hell am I? How did I get here? Is this a dream? And who are these unbelievably attractive but sadistic guys who get off on kidnapping a woman in the middle of the night, and then bickering over her inanimate body like they’re out discussing the weather over lunch?

I felt confused and vulnerable around these three. 

I didn’t know Dax from Steve, yet he scared me perhaps even more than the others with his solemn quietness and heavy energy. His dark eyes seemed to take in everything around him. Those black pits honed in on me, watching my every move as we walked wherever this Jace character was leading us. 

For some strange reason, even though Venn was the one who had actually poisoned and captured me, I would have actually preferred him than these creepers. At least he seemed somewhat friendly, if not a little off-kilter. 

How fucked up is that? The man who abducted me is the one I’d rather be around. What does that say for these two assholes? 

The corridor we walked down was elegant and dark, with mahogany walls and old-timey sconces lighting our passage. Windows we passed looked out to a gray morning sky, which made me believe we were high up on the third story or something, or else I would have been looking at ground level.

Sure enough, the trio led me down a set of stairs, then another hall and another winding staircase. Once I was thoroughly lost and dizzy and achy, we went down one more flight and came to an area that was decidedly less appealing than all the others before it.

Rather than rich mahogany walls and lush red curtains, the walls were made of gray stone bricks. Cold air leaked in through cracks in the walls. It felt like we’d ventured into some basement or dungeon. The old aristocracy of the upper levels changed into a medieval vibe. Goosebumps bristled along my skin. 

My scared expression turned into one of resolute anger and defiance. I didn’t know where I was or why I was here, and I was going to get some damn answers. How dare these fuckers steal me away from Marlow and my home. Even if our “cottage” in the Crust was rundown and dilapidated, it was still ours. 

Out the corner of my eye I saw Sunny had moved to my right and a little behind me. He gave me a small smirk, no doubt thinking I was drooling over his chiseled body and elegant gait. Really, I was looking past him, to where Bruce Kittenson prowled in the shadows, following us. 

I turned away from Sunny’s infuriating smirk and curled my lips into a wicked smile. At least I still have Brucey with me. Everyone seems to have forgotten about him. Good boy. Not that I thought Bruce could rescue me from my predicament, but at least I had a buddy here—a familiar face I could turn to. 

If these bastards did anything to my cat, I would murder all of them in their sleep. 

I was getting annoyed at our extended stroll through the castle and was ready to ask where the hell they were taking me. Just before I could, we came to a small room set in the middle of the basement. It had a few chairs and a couch and seemed like a lounging den. I was surprised to find a lobby in the middle of this cold, labyrinthine place. 

“Why have you brought me down here?” I asked, my voice cracking from disuse. 

Jace Hudson motioned for one of the chairs. “Please, Miss Hargrave, take a seat.” 

I narrowed my eyes at him, looking at each man in turn. I was exhausted, so I sat.  

Jace’s graying facial hair and demeanor made him look at least twice as old as anyone else here, while Dax and Sunny looked like they could have been my age. Because of that, Jace had an air of command and respect around him—like a father figure to these other guys—and he didn’t seem as threatening. 

I calculated all that before my butt hit the chair. 

Jace sat across from me, taking up all my attention. Dax and Sunny stayed behind me and off to the sides. It seemed like a proper interrogation setup.  

Jace gave me a small smile through his beard. There was no doubt he was still a very handsome man, aging like fine wine and all that. I bet some women would have pounced on him quicker than the other guys my own age. It was hard to be angry at his disarming smile. 

“Coralia Hargrave, I’d like to be the first one to welcome you to Shadowblade Academy,” he said in a thick, low voice. He settled his hands on his lap and studied me for a reaction.

“I’ve never heard of the place,” I replied flatly. 

“Then your sister has done her job.”

His words stole my breath. “What? Myri? What has she got to do with this?”

Given that I had pushed Sunny into a freaking wall and he’d vanished like fog, and Venn had walked through darkness with me in his arms and we’d ended up here, and I knew my own sister’s powers, I wasn’t too surprised that this was a school for Abnorms. 

I just hadn’t expected Jace Hudson to mention Myria to my face. 

“We like to keep things under wraps around here,” Jace said simply. “I only mean to say that students vow to keep their attendance at Shadowblade a secret. It’s part of the rules.”

“So you’re admitting Myria is a student?”

He furrowed his brow. “Didn’t I just say that?”

“Well aren’t you breaking her vow of secrecy then? Breaking your own rules of conduct or whatever?”

Jace shifted his weight in his seat, growing momentarily flummoxed at being called out. Behind me, I heard either Dax or Sunny stifle a chuckle.

Shaking his head, Jace said, “Well, no, not exactly. I’m different.”

“How?”

“Because I’m what we call a Wrist. I’m also a professor.”

I shrugged nonchalantly, enjoying watching him backpedal. “As a professor, I feel like you’d be held to an even higher standard than the students.”

He sighed, his lips thinning. “I think we got started off on the wrong foot. I’ll let it slide because you don’t know any better, but Ghosts get punished for this sort of disobedience.”

“Disobedience? I’m only trying to clarify what you said is a rule.”

“You’re being contrarian for the sake of being contrarian.”

I looked away and shrugged again. He was right, but I wasn’t going to admit it. I just wanted to get an overall vibe of these people. So far Jace seemed like the honest type, yet also the type who hated it when things didn’t go his way. 

“I’m not a ghost, by the way,” I muttered. “So maybe you should just let me go, since it sounds like you’ve got the wrong girl.”

“Huh?”

“You said ghosts get punished for disobedience.”

“Oh. Right. Ghosts are what we call cadets here.”

“And Wrists?”

Jace waved a hand through the air. “You’ll learn all the terminology during orientation, Miss Hargrave.”

“Cadets? Orientation? You make it sound like I’m attending Shadowblade Academy.”

“Well . . . you are.” 

Frustration boiled inside me. “Says who? No I’m not.”

“You’re here, aren’t you?”

“And where is here, exactly?”

“At Shadowblade Academy.” He leveled me with a flat smile, like he thought he’d won.

“Now who’s being the petty one?”

His face twisted. “Excuse me?”

“Never mind. You said I’m going here, I said I’m not. One of us is wrong.”

“Yes,” he said with a nod. “And I’m afraid it’s you.”

“I’ll escape the first chance I get. You can’t make me attend this silly school.”

Jace Hudson stood from his chair, clearly having had enough of my bullshit. I gulped and scooted back in my seat, all the snarkiness flooding out of my body as he towered over me. “Enough, Miss Hargrave. You won’t escape because we can’t allow it. Your sister attends, and so will you. Clearly you’re misunderstanding. This isn’t an invitation.”

I gaped. “You’d force me to go to some private school with people I hate?”

“Well, we did kidnap you to bring you here.”

As he trailed off, I let out a dismayed tut.  

Jace put a palm up, apparently trying to start over. “It’s a privilege to attend Shadowblade Academy, Miss Hargrave.” He sighed and looked over my head to Dax and Sunny behind me. “You see? This is why it’s hard keeping this place a secret. New recruits have never heard of us, so they don’t know how excellent the school is.”

“Look,” I said, waving my hands frantically in the air. “I don’t care if this is the Harvard of supernatural schools. I just want to go back home to my shitty little town and my friends and my cat.” Speaking of, I haven’t seen Brucey in a while.

“I’m afraid that’s impossible. We can’t just let you roam the streets now that you’ve become who you’ve become,” Jace said.

My brow pinched together. “Uh, cryptic much? What the hell is that supposed to mean, guy? I was the unlucky sister, man. I never got my powers.”

“You have now.”

“What?”

“Isn’t it obvious, Miss Hargrave? Your powers have been unveiled. It’s how we found you—what we call a power signature. We watch for those sorts of things. We were pleased to find out it came from a sibling of one of our very own, but not too surprised. Myria is a potent Phantom.”

His words baffled me into silence. Not sure where to start, I started at the end. “Phantom?”

“If a Ghost is a cadet, a Phantom is one step above. A student soldier, basically.” 

Everything he’s saying would help to explain the crazy day I just had. “Look, I’m not saying you’re right, but I’m curious: When do you think my powers came into fruition?”

“It seems like your twenty-first birthday, doesn’t it?”

“But Abnorms”—animalistic growls behind me cut me off—“sorry, supernaturals are supposed to have their abilities revealed on their eighteenth birthday. Like Myria.”  

He shook his head. “Everyone is different, Miss Hargrave. The supernatural timeline doesn’t work on a manmade, formulaic scale. I guess you could call yourself a late bloomer.”

I blinked in astonishment. I didn’t know what to say.

“Congratulations, Miss Hargrave,” he said with a smile that almost looked sincere. “You’re one of us, whether you like it or not.”

I tried to backpedal before I became overwhelmed. So many emotions were rising up inside me and I had to keep them stuffed down. After being treated like I was unworthy and third-class because I wasn’t a supernatural, by my own family, no less! And now I find out I am one?

My voice was shaky when I spoke. “If I’m going to do as you say and attend Shadowblade Academy, I want to see my sister. Where is she?”

“I’m afraid she’s on an important mission right now. She’s away for the time being. That shouldn’t be a problem in the future as long as you’re positioned in the same Glove as her. Which seems likely.”

“Glove?”

“Never mind. We’ll get to that later. And look, we’re not trying to replace one sister with the other. That would never fly and it’s not what’s happening here. You have shown promise on your own accord and will be treated as such.”

I nodded, not really hearing him as I picked up on something he’d said earlier. Mom told me Myria was missing. So who’s telling the truth here? It’s not like my mother would know the specifics of Myria’s whereabouts or condition—she wasn’t a student here. Maybe I shouldn’t have ousted her before being able to press her for more answers. I wondered who had told her Myria was missing from the Academy.

In truth, I had wanted to come here in order to find Myria. Never mind all the wild schemes I’d been concocting to try and find where she went to school. It had landed at my feet, no trickery necessary.  

Here I was. 

But a vague “she’s on a mission and isn’t available” wasn’t enough for me. I needed to get to the bottom of Myria’s whereabouts. At that moment, I decided I would stay at the Academy and play along, at least until I figured all that out. 

Step one of my mission—infiltrating the Academy—was a success. A surprisingly easier success than I’d expected. Now I just needed to stay alive and use my sleuthing abilities, however nonexistent they might be, to uncover the secrets of this place.

“Fine,” I said. 

“Hm? ‘Fine’ what?”

“I’ll attend the Academy.” 

Jace scratched his bearded cheek. “Um, I know? Did you hear nothing I just said?”

“Yeah yeah, tough guy, I know—I have no choice and blah blah blah. But I’m telling you I’ll attend willingly. I won’t be a nuisance.”

“Oh. Well that’s good. Because it wouldn’t end well for you.”

I tilted my head. “What do you mean?”

He crossed his arms over his burly chest and I realized he was more ripped than I’d noticed. “Look, you were chosen because you have shown great power within you. We had to take you before you could get in the wrong hands. Coercive, evil hands.” 

“You had to snag me and recruit me before someone else could.”

“Basically, yes.”

“And you’re sure Shadowblade Academy isn’t the evil one?”

He frowned but let my comment slide. “What I’m trying to say is this, Coralia: I apologize for the violent, clandestine way you were taken. Subterfuge is our trademark here and our people don’t know any other way. And though this conversation might have seemed civil, Shadowblade is not all rainbows and unicorns. Everyone attends this school because they are special—the cream of the crop—and they’re out for themselves. You will be pushed, shoved, and trampled on. The question is whether you will get back up. 

“People here take what they want and show no mercy. These are supernatural lifers. They didn’t have to go this route, but they have. If you can’t keep up, you’re toast.”

He paused his monologue, which I was sure he’d rehearsed in front of the mirror at least a dozen times. I could tell he was trying to frighten me. I hated to admit it was working. I couldn’t just willy-nilly skip along to Shadowblade Academy—there was a reason this place was kept a secret from everyone. 

“To that end,” he continued, “I’ll have Dax and Sunder escort you to your room.” The way he said “room” made my skin crawl. “If you can prove yourself worthy, then you’ll receive better, warmer accommodations.”

“Huh?” 

I felt Dax and Sunder descending on me, their shadows looming. 

They grabbed my arms and I yelped. 

As they dragged me away, out of the lobby, I shouted over my shoulder: “Don’t get it twisted, Professor Hudson! You Shadowblade assholes are definitely the fucking evil around here!”
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Chapter 7
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Coralia

DAX AND SUNNY UNCEREMONIOUSLY pushed me into the cell. I stumbled, falling to my knees as the bars behind me slammed shut. 

Whipping my head over my shoulder, I bared my teeth like an animal. “You sons of bitches! You can’t lock me in a cage like this!” 

There was no other way to put it: I had been caged like an unruly beast, by men I’d known less than an hour. Dax and Sunny hated me before even meeting me—I heard their bitching and moaning when I was paralyzed—but I had no idea why. For some reason, I got the strange hunch Venn would have at least felt bad about throwing me in a prison cell. 

I ran up to the bars and closed my fists around them, gripping so hard my knuckles turned white. Only half my face would fit through the bars, the cold steel pressing against my cheeks. The room I’d been thrust into was dark, chilly. Zero amenities, no windows, and no clocks. My cage was about six-by-eight and looked exactly how a jail cell would look: tiny steel toilet, tiny hard cot, nothing else. 

I tried to rein in my anger and replace it with pity. “Why are you doing this?”

Sunny crossed his arms over his burly chest. He made sure to stand out of arm’s reach, which was smart because I wanted to lash out and rip his pretty fucking face off. He fixed me with a glare. “Just because you’re Myria Hargrave’s sister doesn’t mean you get special treatment.”

“So you just lock me up? What did I ever do to you?”

“Oh please, don’t be so dramatic. Stop taking everything so personally.” 

I let out a choked bark—laughing to keep from crying—and threw my arms up to vaguely gesture at my surroundings. “How the hell could I not take this personally?”

“Because we’ve all had to do it.” 

My brows pinched together. “Do what? Stay in a jail cell?”

They both nodded.

“If you truly are a Hargrave, and possess even an ounce of your sister’s power, you’ll be able to escape,” Sunny said. 

Dax grunted. He said nothing to add to my humiliation, simply watching with hooded eyes and a stoic, unreadable expression. 

“What do you mean? How will I escape?”

Sunny unfolded his arms. “That’s on you.” He reached into his pocket and produced a small silver key, which he wagged in front of me like a piece of candy in front of a toddler. 

My eyes widened. I instinctively stretched my hand between the bars and tried to grab the key. He jolted his hand back, just out of reach. 

“No,” he said, like he was chastising a dog. “This goes right here.” He delicately put the key on the stone floor in front of my bars. 

I eyed it like a hungry wolf, then went to my knees and again tried to stretch my arm as far as it would go before the bar knocked against my shoulder blade. I stuck my tongue out as I struggled. “It’s too far!” 

Sunny chuckled and ran a hand through his luscious blond locks, his eyes boring down on me. “That’s the point, princess. I will say, you look lovely down there on your knees . . .”

I craned my neck and scowled at him from the ground. When my eyes accidentally landed on the prominent bulge between his legs, and he shifted his weight as if to make it more noticeable, my cheeks flamed with color. Oh shit. Whatever type of creature this bastard is, he’s definitely a red-blooded human in some ways.

“You’re an asshole,” I rasped, trying to hide the weakness in my voice as I peeled my eyes away before he could catch me gawking. “That’s not fair. Just kick the damn thing to me! I won’t tell anyone you let me out.”

He continued chuckling and shook his head, apparently in disbelief I would even ask.

When the two of them turned to start walking away, back down the hall, I yelled, “Wait! How am I supposed to get it?”

Sunny paused. “Oh, I don’t know, princess. Why don’t you think of the name of the school, look at your surroundings, et cetera. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

I gritted my teeth as I stood. “Why do you keep calling me princess?”

“Because it pisses you off.”

I blinked at him. “You really are an insufferable dickwad.”

“I never denied it.”

He turned to walk away again. 

“Wait!” I cried, desperate to keep them talking. Or at least Sunny, since Dax was definitely the strong silent type. I couldn’t believe I actually wanted to be in the same room as these tools. It was humiliating. Anything to not be left alone down here in the damp darkness. 

They were nearly around the corner when they stopped. 

“Every Ghost has had to go through this, Coralia,” Dax said. “Use your mind to think of ways to get out. Afterward, you’ll be rewarded with a more prominent dorm room. You’ll make it.” 

He gave me a tiny sliver of hope with his words. The first he’d spoken directly to me. 

Sunny brought it all crashing down. “Yeah, you’ll make it.” He shrugged nonchalantly. “Or you won’t.” He gave Dax an inquisitive glance. “Who was the last person that failed to escape initiation and died?”

Dax rolled his eyes. “I think you’ve antagonized the girl enough, Sunder.”

Sunny tossed a wave at me over his shoulder. “Impossible.”

“You guys are . . . leaving?” I chirped, hating myself for how meek I sounded.

Sunny’s pout was entirely fake. “You hear that, Dax? She wants us to stay. She needs us.” He shook his head seriously. “This is a solitary mission, cadet. Always has been.” 

With that, they shuffled down the hall, out of sight. I punched the bars in frustration, which only hurt my knuckles.  

With them gone, it became dead quiet in a hurry. I could only hear the thrum of my own heartbeat in my ears and . . . water? Yes, a dripping sound from a pipe far off. An incessant, frustrating noise.

Plap-plap-plap.

I knew it was likely there purposefully, to screw up my concentration. And it would work. The dripping water, the lack of windows and inability to tell time, the darkness—it would all drive me insane before long. 

I needed to use my brain while I still had the energy. I had no idea how long I’d be stuck before they brought me food and water. If they brought me food and water. 

My eyes grew big and dewy at the thought of dying in the cold, dark cell. Away from Marlow, away from Brucey, away from Nola. Shit, even away from my mother.

I would have done anything to see a friendly face in that moment. Or even an unfriendly face like Sunny’s. The pure loneliness made me feel defeated, dragging me into a depression. I couldn’t believe I was in jail, for the first time, and it wasn’t even a human jail. I’d been caged at the hands of supernaturals, who were supposed to be like me.

But they weren’t like me. They were cruel and petty. They really are freaking Abnorms. I hate them all. 

I understood what Jace Hudson meant now, by people pushing me down and taking what they wanted. I’d had my fair share of run-ins with grade-A assholes before, but nothing like this. And I’m not even an official student yet. 

I tried to reach the key a few more times, huffing and sucking my body in as much as it would go. They had me dead to rights.

With a sigh, I turned around and started pacing, letting my mind run free. This is a test, girl. You can do this. Don’t give up before the fight has even started. I nodded to myself, able to feel slightly invigorated from my little pep talk. Think of what Sunny and Dax said: the name of the school, using my head . . .

Shadowblade Academy. Back at Jose’s Ranchero, I pushed Sunny into a shadowy wall. Venn picked me up and transported me here via the shadow cast by the moonlight in my room. 

Okay, I’m seeing a running theme here. 

I chuckled despite myself, then sat cross-legged near the bars. When I tussled with Sunny, I didn’t feel like myself. I shouted at him to get off me, and then it was like I used some inner force or power to push him away.

I cocked my head at that thought. 

Plap-plap-plap.

“Fuck!” I screwed my eyes shut and faced the ground, covering my ears with my palms to try and block out the constant dripping noises.

I’m going to get that key, I told myself. I was attempting the old mind-over-matter trick. 

I opened my eyes and realized something I hadn’t first noticed. 

Before rounding the corner to my cell, the dreary walkway had been lit up by wall-torches, about one every twenty feet. It had given me some dim light to see where I walked, but not enough to make this prison look any less creepy or medieval. One of those sconces must have been close to the corner, because a small crescent of light shone just beyond my bars, slightly illuminating the key. 

With the key partly lit, it cast a shadow on the ground around it, angled away from my cell. 

“Oh shit,” I said aloud. Maybe they want me to use my powers to, like, drag the key’s shadow to me, which would in turn move the key? But how? I can’t control shadows. “I don’t know how to use my powers!” I yelled. My voice bounced along the hall.

I liked my theory but had no way to execute it. For a few minutes, I tried sticking my hand through the bars and doing every Harry Potter, abracadabra, silly-hand-gesture I could think of.

When nothing worked, I sighed and stood. Cracking my knuckles, I turned and surveyed my cell. I inspected the tiny room as closely as I could, making sure there weren’t any hidden bricks dislodged, or secret stash spots, or anything I could use to hook the key with. 

After about thirty minutes of intense investigating, I came up with nothing. The lingering thought of defeat threatened to come barreling back and overwhelm me. 

No, stay focused, dude. You got this. 

I totally did not have this. It didn’t take me long to sit at the edge of my cot in a self-pity puddle, knees drawn up to my chest. I’m gonna fucking die here.

A little voice in my head said: No, you will live. 

I furrowed my brow, surprised at my own encouragement. “I’m already going fucking insane and it’s been less than an hour.”  

Leaning my head back, I blinked at the ceiling, eyes getting droopy. No, I can’t fall asleep. That’s the surest way to lose track of time. 

Like it or not though, I was still weak from the poison. I hadn’t slept since getting drunk with Marlow for my twenty-first, which now seemed like eons ago. I desperately needed a recharge. 

Just a little nap . . . My thoughts drifted and I let my peepers close. 

A small scuffling sound altered me. Any sound other than the tinkling water droplets was loud enough to break the silence. My eyes popped open and shot to the bars. 

A small shadow grew in the dim light around the corner. 

I hesitantly stood. “I-Is someone there?”

No footsteps accompanied the shadow down the hall. I wondered if I had fallen asleep—if some apparition was haunting my dreams. I would have heard footsteps at least thirty feet out, given the loud echo of the enclosed basement chamber.  

Without being able to help it, I shuddered at the prospect of some kind of actual ghost visiting me. My loneliness? I take it all back. I’d rather be alone than that!

A tiny face popped out from around the corner. Tiny, white, furry, whiskered.  

My mouth fell open on a gasp. I scurried to the bars on all fours. “Lord save me!” I said in a hushed, excited whisper. Inside, hope and relief blossomed, making my heart hammer. “Bruce Kittenson!” 

Brucey stalked forward, tentative and deliberate. His bright eyes cut through the darkness. When he felt safe enough, he padded over to the bars and nuzzled his fur along them until I started petting him. 

“There there, Mr. Kittenson. I knew you’d come for me,” I said in a baby voice. “I never doubted it for a second.” I slowly nudged my chin past Bruce to the key on the ground. “Brucey, do you want to be a good boy? The bestest boy of all time?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 8
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Sunny

I STOOD IN THE BASEMENT lobby, staring down the dreary hallway, tapping my foot impatiently, waiting for something to happen. I wanted to see firsthand if this new girl had any sort of skill—even a glimmer of what Myria was capable of. 

From the corner of the room, in the shadows, Dax watched me. I didn’t need to see him to know he had his eyes on me. The sneaky rogue was always watching. I’d never met a more observant man, and though I called him my brother, it got annoying sometimes. 

It’s not that I hated the attention. On the contrary. But I liked to know why I was the center of attention—was it a girl fawning over my long hair, a daydreamy look in her eyes? A crowd laughing at my wit? A teacher I’d caught admiring my physique, wondering when I was going to graduate? 

Dax being so silent was aggravating, never knowing what was going on in his head. “Yes, Dax?” I said aloud, keeping my back to him. “I can feel your gaze on me. Spit it out.”  

“Tapping your foot isn’t going to make this go faster. And it’s annoying.”

I let out a bark of laughter before turning to face him. “Annoying? That’s ironic, isn’t it?” 

He cocked his head. His dark skin, coupled with his fondness for keeping to the shadows, made him almost impossible to see. 

I pointed behind me, down the hallway. “What if she makes it out, hmm? What then?”

His shoulders rose to meet his ears. “Then she becomes a Ghost.” 

I seethed. “And we just let her roam freely around campus? A spitting image of Myria? Doesn’t that rub you the wrong way? Doesn’t anything ruffle your feathers?”

“You do, occasionally.” He emerged from the dark to stand before me. He was shorter but not intimidated by anyone. Dax Kilmeade was as solid as they came. “Why must you involve yourself with everyone, Sunder? Why does it concern you? Isn’t it exhausting . . . caring so much?” 

I frowned, my brow knitting together. “Oh, right, I forgot I was talking to a sociopath.”

His upper lip twitched. “You know that’s not true.” 

Inside, I scored a point for myself for pushing Dax’s buttons. He was a truly hard man to fluster. “I know. I’m just pissed she’s here. She shouldn’t be—”

“Well, she is. Too bad. Our mission was to retrieve her. Venn succeeded where you failed. I’m starting to think you failed on purpose.”

I snorted, slapping an offended hand to my chest. “As if my ego would ever allow that.” 

He raised a single brow. “At least you’re self-aware.” He took a step back and my shoulders loosened. “Coralia Hargrave is Myria’s sister. She’s not Myria. I don’t even think they’re spitting images. Why don’t you give her a chance?”

A million answers ran through my head, but they all fell flat. In the end, I was left shaking my head sadly. “Because I . . . can’t. I can’t do that to Myria’s memory.”

“You act as if she’s dead, unequivocally.”

“We both know Jace’s words were bullshit. She’s not on any solo mission. She’s gone, and we haven’t heard a peep. Jace can say whatever he wants, but I know what’s happening here. The Academy is doing exactly what they said they weren’t.”

“Which is?”

“Replacing Myria with Coralia, hoping we forget our comrade.” I put my hands on my hips, flaring my nostrils. “I won’t do it.”

Dax shrugged. His non-reaction gave my valiant stance a little less oomph, and it shot a wave of anger up my spine. “All I’m suggesting is you give her a chance to prove herself.”

“You sound just like Venn,” I snarled.

“And why shouldn’t I?”

“You’re admitting to taking his side now?”

“And what is that? Taking the side of right over wrong? Do you want Coralia’s parting words to be true, Sunder? She called us evil. Just because we attend Shadowblade Academy doesn’t mean we have to prove her right.”

I blinked at him.

“And no, I’m not taking Venn’s side,” he added, thrusting a finger toward me. “Perhaps Venn’s kindness toward her is to fill the gap of Myria. You clearly don’t want her here. I’m simply staying neutral.”

I mulled over his words, trying not to react. My temper was a problem and I was trying to work on it.

My self-control lasted all of five seconds. 

Throwing my hands up in frustration, I said, “I’m sorry if I’m the only one refusing to let Myria’s memory be washed away.”

“It’s only her ‘memory’ because you always imagine the worst case scenario. In this case, that she’s dead.”

“Then let’s go looking for her!” I punched my fist into an open palm. 

“We can’t. It’s not our mission.” He had the decency to look away, as I was sure shame crossed his face and he didn’t want me to see. 

Always abiding the rules, aren’t you, Dax? “Am I the only one who sees what’s going on here? The Academy is tearing us apart. Ever since this new mission with Coralia, we’ve been clawing at each other’s asses like hound dogs. It isn’t like us, and I think it’s intentional.”

“We were frail before she showed up.”

I gritted my teeth and bent my knees in anger. “Take that back,” I said darkly. “Hudson’s Glove has never been frail.”

“No, but we’re not impenetrable, either. Ask yourself, Sunder: Why would the Academy split apart Hudson’s Glove? We’re the top of our class. If given the chance, we’d do their dirty work. Well.” 

My anger whooshed out of me at his disarming question, because I didn’t have an immediate retort. After stalling, I said, “I don’t know. Things have just been fucky since Myria and—”

“What’s been fucky, Phantom?” a voice called as the door to the side of us opened. 

Dax jerked, straightening like a good little soldier with his hands clasped behind his back as Wrist Hudson walked in. 

I said, “Nothing. Dax and I have just been bickering like old maids again.”

“Nothing new there,” Jace said. “You can’t seem to get along with anyone, can you Sunny?”

He gave me an amused smile and Dax let out a tiny chuckle. Of course it was all frowns and dark looks with me, but with his beloved commander, he finally flashed those pearly whites. Damn ass-kisser.

“I’m sorry, Jace,” I said, my voice low.

The Wrist’s smile vanished. “I don’t like secrets being kept from me, Sunny. Or lies. What were you two talking about?”

I tried my best to hide my astonishment. My big mouth had fucked me again, because I couldn’t exactly say, “Oh, I was just trash talking your shitty decision to bring Coralia Hargrave here, and accused you of lying when you said you weren’t trying to replace Myria.” I had always been rather informal with my captain, calling him Jace instead of Wrist and such. It was a boundary Dax never seemed to cross, and now I saw why. 

I couldn’t lie to Wrist Hudson. I opened my mouth to speak—

Echoing footsteps cut me off. 

We all faced the dark, creepy hallway, our collective eyebrows rising as one.

Coralia stormed down the hall toward us, her hands clenched into fists at her sides as she marched. It sent a flutter through me, seeing her so resolute and pissed off. Myria had always been calm and collected, but Coralia appeared to be an entirely different animal.

A much angrier one. 

When I focused on her pinched face, her full, pouting lips, and her swishing black-and-red hair, a twinge of something else grew inside me.

I had to clear my throat to keep the lust from building. First she’s on her knees, then she’s marching toward me like she’s going to drive a stake through my heart. Is there a better look on a woman’s face than one of utter rage? It’s a feeling after my own heart.

And damn, but she is fucking pretty.

Jace took the lead as she entered the room, standing in front of me and Dax. “I apologize if we all seem surprised, Miss Hargrave. We didn’t expect you to escape so swift—”

“You can eat my whole ass,” she spat. 

My eyes widened. Um, is she talking literally? Because I volun—

“And you!” she yelled, jamming a finger in my direction. “Can eat an entire bag of dicks, dick.”

Her finger landed on Dax. “And you!” She stopped herself short, keeping her finger wobbling.

Dax cocked his head, a slight tug at the corner of his lips. “Yes? What shall I eat, Miss Hargrave?”

“I’m not sure yet!” 

With that, the girl lifted her hand and Jace put his palm out, which Coralia dropped the key into. “What’s next on the list of inhumane crimes, Wrist Hudson? Is that all you’ve got? It’s gonna take a lot more than that to break me.” 

“I’m glad to hear it.”

In my eyes, even though the three of us towered over the girl and were probably, combined, six times her weight, none of us knew how to respond to her unadulterated emotion. It was baffling, to say the least.

“Congratulations on passing initiation,” Jace said, giving her a small bow. “I can only think of one other student who managed to get out faster.”

“Who?”

“His name is Ezekiel Caffrey. He’s no longer a student here. Something of a legend though, so you’re in good company. Quite an auspicious start to your Shadowblade Academy career, Ghost Hargrave.”

Her eyebrows jumped. “Ghost?”

“Yes. You’re officially a cadet. Welcome.”

Coralia looked surprised and vulnerable. It was something I wanted to explore. I couldn’t stop my body from reacting to her every move. I still needed work on that whole “respond don’t react” thing, I supposed.

Then the surprise all came crashing down around her features. Eyebrows dropped, lips flattened, creases smoothed. “Fuck you,” she said. “I want out.”

Jace’s head reeled. “You know that’s impossible.”

With a sigh of defeat, she asked, “Do I at least get a better place to sleep?”

“Yes. If you’ll come with me.” He started walking away. “Because it’s so close to the start of class, space is limited, but I know of one room that’s opened up in the female dorms recently—”

“Hold up,” Coralia said, stepping up right in front of me. She only came up to my chest, but like Dax, she showed no fear on her face. Even after all I’d said and all she’d been through.

If I was a kinder man, I might even be impressed. 

“You mentioned my sister in there, Sunny,” she began, speaking through gritted teeth. “So I know you know her. You talked about her like she was as badass, which I agree with. I might not be Myria, but that doesn’t give you a right to disrespect me and act like a bastard. Got it?”

I blinked. A slow smile crept up my face, and I felt like a wolf watching a sheep.

She scoffed, rolled her eyes, and shouldered her way past me.

Jace’s words echoed as they walked down the hallway together. “Might I ask how you escaped so fast?”

“I, uh, dragged the shadow toward me, which took the key with it?” She said it as a question rather than a statement—no confidence whatsoever. I knew she was full of shit and lying to Jace’s face, but I couldn’t prove it. Can’t prove it yet, that is. 

“Fascinating,” Jace said, his words fading. “Shadow manipulation and weaving all at once. Those are quite advanced techniques . . .”

I watched Coralia leave the room behind Jace, my eyes trailing along her shapely thighs and round ass.

She’s a sassy image of Myria . . . but she yells, lies, and barks like a dog? 

I take it back. I am impressed. 

* * *
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I PARTED WAYS WITH Dax, now that guard-duty was over. We left on uneven terms, not exactly buddy-buddy like we used to be. I always got so frustrated after getting in arguments with the other Knuckles in the Glove, but Dax never seemed to bat an eye. 

To him, it was all part of the job.

I took it more personally than that. I couldn’t help it—it was in my nature. 

The last thing I wanted was to make Dax Kilmeade an enemy. I would never let that happen. Or Venn, even as much as I disagreed with him. They were my brothers. We’d been through a shitload together. 

That was one of the reasons I missed Myria so much. Perhaps Dax thought my yearning was misplaced—that I had romantic feelings for our female Knuckle. But that wasn’t it at all. I thought of Myria as a sister. She was one of us. 

And now she was gone.  

In my opinion, Dax and Venn weren’t freaking out enough about Myria’s disappearance. Did they really just not care that our sister was gone? I couldn’t abide that.

I knew a little bit but not enough. Even if I had to be the only one who asked questions, and tried to get to the bottom of it, and it got me killed . . . I would keep digging. Because I was fiercely loyal to those I loved, and I loved Myria just as much as the other Knuckles in our group.

We were a team.

As I ambled through the chilly night air outside Fort Nocturnus—the judicial and bureaucratic center of Shadowblade Academy I’d just left—footsteps drew my attention. 

Venn came jogging up. “I heard she already escaped.”

I grunted. “How’d you hear that?”

“Dax told me on his way to the dorm. Whole school will know pretty soon.” 

I stopped walking and faced him, thrusting my hands into my jacket pockets. “You think she needs that kind of attention this early on?”

Venn scrubbed a hand through his short silver hair. “What do you care? You hate her.”

I sighed and shook my head. “Never mind.” For once, I didn’t feel like getting in an argument. I was all tapped out of energy. 

We kept walking toward the dormitory together. The campus was quiet, which was funny because nighttime was usually when Shadowblade Academy thrived. 

Soon, when classes begin, this place will be bustling during these hours.

“What did Headmaster Cane want to talk about?” I asked, trying to make light conversation.

Venn shrugged. “Nothing important. Some of my classes got mixed up. He wanted to make sure they got fixed.”

I quirked an eyebrow but kept my head down so I didn’t betray my suspicion. “Doesn’t the scheduler take care of that?”

“That’s what I said!” he laughed. “Weird, huh?”

“Yep,” I grunted. 

Is Venn lying to me now? Fuck. 

We continued on, because it didn’t really matter—whether Venn lied to me or not about what he was doing with Headmaster Cane, it was by far the least consequential thing of the evening. And the least exciting. 

My thoughts went back to the basement lobby; how Coralia told me off and sashayed out of there like she owned the place. The way her ass flexed as she walked, dimples forming in her cheeks that I could see through her clothes.  

I was the only one not infatuated with Coralia Hargrave’s abilities, but I was infatuated in other ways.

My cock sprang to life, thickening against my thigh. We were coming up to the dormitory, but my eyes scanned right, to the female dorm building down the way. I tried to change my gait to hide my arousal and get it to shrink, but it was futile. After such a frustrating day, I needed release. 

And I knew just who to go to.

“I’ll catch you later, Venn,” I said.

He caught the direction I was gazing and chuckled to himself as I started to veer away. “Try not to get too many bruises, sunshine. Orientation is tomorrow.”
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Chapter 9
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Coralia

I WAS STILL PISSED as I walked across campus with Wrist Jace Hudson, but was starting to calm down now that I’d left my prison cell and the gloomy castle with its gothic swirls and spires. 

We hiked through a winding road, under a copse of trees and alongside a park. My eyes kept darting around to take in the surroundings. The place wasn’t nearly as dark as I thought it would be, despite it being the dead of night. Gaslamps and streetlights were placed every thirty feet or so, lining the road and the park. Moonlight bathed the other parts not touched by artificial light. I noticed nondescript buildings in the distance, all around me, sitting like black shadows against the purple horizon. 

“Expected a ghost town?” Jace asked, noticing I couldn’t keep my eyes from darting. “Lights create shadows. Shadows can be manipulated by the students and professors here.”

“For night training?”

“Yes, and as defensive measures. If we were to be attacked, we can use the play on light and shadow to our advantage. In time, you’ll understand.”

I hated being treated like a young grasshopper, but I didn’t argue with him. Despite the chilly air and the starry, cloudless sky, I still couldn’t peg where we were. The climate felt crisp, like we were above sea level, possibly in the mountains. 

I asked, “Where is Shadowblade Academy located?”

“I can’t tell you that, I’m afraid.”

“A hint?”

“It’s in the continental United States. You don’t have to worry about accidental trespassers though. Our campus is invisible to prying eyes like non-magic users.”

I couldn’t hide my disbelief. “You mean to tell me this whole place is one big magic trick?”

“To laymen.” 

“How?” 

“Illusion magic combined with powerful wards.”

“I mean, I’ve heard Briarwitch Academy has powerful wards too. But people can still see it and stumble in.” 

“Right. Shadowblade Academy is a specialized school. Unless you attend, you aren’t supposed to know it exists.”

“How will I leave, once I graduate or go on break or whatever?”

“The same way you came in.”

I gulped. Shadow portal. Sketchy.

The conversation carried us to one of the plain buildings. Jace stopped at the entrance and put his hands out so I’d slow my roll. Once I was facing him, he said, “Now then, until you are accepted into a Glove after your Ghost-year, you have to bide your time in this cadet center, and bunk with other students.”

I sighed. “I only understood half of what you said and I already don’t like it. I won’t fit in bunking with magical kids.” 

His beard twitched with a small smile. “Gloomy and whiny? You’ll fit right in.”

I scowled at his amused expression. “Anything else?”

He thought for a moment, pulling at his beard. “Just watch your back, Miss Hargrave. Remember what I said about the students here.”

“Okay.”

He gave me a small pat on my shoulder—an “atta-girl” type of pat. “I’m glad you managed to escape tonight. It would have been unfortunate to have to keep you in the cell during orientation tomorrow. How would you make friends otherwise?” 

“I have a feeling I’m not going to be making many friends regardless, Wrist Hudson.”

With a chuckle, he left me on my own and walked away into the darkness. 

* * *
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I WASN’T TWO STEPS inside the dorm building before a curt meow caught my attention behind me. 

I spun and smiled as Bruce Kittenson scampered into the warm room as the door was closing. “Ah, Brucey!”

He leaped into my arms and I hugged him against my chest. I nuzzled my nose against his forehead. “I didn’t forget you, boy. I figured you’d found a pretty date out there after rescuing me. Good job, by the way.” I winked at him. “They didn’t suspect a thing. You’re a sneaky little bandit, aren’t you!”

In the lobby, a bored-looking girl with overdone mascara, black arm-warmers, and green hair raised her head and motioned me forward. She looked like she belonged behind a Hot Topic counter rather than a special supernatural academy, but for some reason it worked. She was exactly what I expected. 

The girl sent me to the third floor of the dorm to my room, which had already been called in for me. Bruce prowled behind me as we made our way up the stairs. It was then that I remembered I had no makeup, no clothes, and no food to speak of. If Venn was lying and they didn’t have accommodations for me, I was totally screwed. “I’ll need a monthly stipend or something, Brucey. Does money even work in magic school?”

I was totally out of my element. 

I came to my designated room and knocked. The green-haired girl at the front had told me a student was staying here, so I didn’t want to be rude and barge in.

The door cracked open. A pretty girl with a lean face, peach lipstick, and jet black hair to her shoulders answered. Her scowl was intense and nearly made me backpedal. “Yeah? Can I help you?”

I was already not vibing my roommate. 

“Um, yeah,” I said slowly. “Are you Genevieve Jade? I’m your new roommate. I guess.” I gave her a tiny smile. 

She blinked. The frown grew more pronounced, if that was possible. She was really stretching the limits of how unsatisfied a human face could look. Fae-cial features, perhaps? Who knows.

“No,” she said, shaking her head adamantly. “I told them not to bunk me with anyone.”

I cocked my head curiously. “Is that . . . do you have that power? To make that call, I mean.”

“Oh, great, you’re smarmy, too?”

“Uh, smarmy?”

“And deaf.”

I matched her glare. She was about my height, and as the door opened more I noticed she was thinner and leaner than me. Her black shirt barely went past her big tits, giving me an eyeful of flat, toned belly.

“I’m not deaf,” I said flatly. “Or smarmy, if you’re even using that word right.” I waved my hands in the air, trying to abracadabra this shit to a new beginning. “Look, Genevieve, I’ve had a hell of a day and I just need a bed to crash on. I’m not trying to start trouble. This is where they put me.”

She cocked a hip, striking a pose. “Yeah, well, you can’t stay here, new girl. I know your type. You’re not important. We’ve all had a hard day.”

I didn’t even know what the fuck she was talking about, but I was about two seconds from losing it on her. Magical cadet or not, she could kiss my ass if she thought this was how things would go between us.

I know a mean girl when I see one. I am a mean girl to deserving boys the world over! “I’m not trying to cramp your style, or get in the way of whatever—”

“What’s your name?” she spat.

“Coralia Hargrave.” 

“Ahh. Myria’s sister. Why didn’t you say so?”

With that, she gave me a sweet smile and stepped out of the doorway, sweeping her hand out for me to enter.

I walked into Genevieve’s lair hesitantly, eyes darting. The place was plain on my side, which was great, while hers was decorated in posters and other bullshit I didn’t care about. 

Thank God I could use my sister as a get-in-free card. Never thought I’d see the day.

I flopped belly-first onto the bed, then rolled over and propped myself up, dangling my legs over the edge. This is a lot better than the prison cell, I gotta say. “Are you friends with Myri.”

“Your sister was a troublemaker too,” she replied, catching me off-guard.

“Excuse me?” I leaned forward. I was more surprised then angry, but the fury wasn’t far behind.

She shrugged nonchalantly. “There’s probably a good reason she’s missing.”

I jumped up from the bed, every fiber of my being going on edge. “What did you just say?”

Her eyes narrowed in a challenging way. “Like I said, Cornelia, Cordova, whatever your name is: You’re not important. You’re not special. Neither was your sister.”

I flew toward her, unable to stop myself. I didn’t know what her problem with me was, but she was getting the brunt of my daylong pent-up frustration whether she deserved it or not. 

Women were supposed to prop each other up, not tear each other down. 

My fist flew toward her chin and she easily dodged me, gliding backward like a graceful ballerina. Her hands flew up and something smacked me in the back of the calves and wrapped around my legs.

I gasped, my feet frozen in place, my hands wheeling in circles. When I looked down, I watched in horror as a black shape slithered around me, emerging from beneath my own bed like a freaking hentai tentacle. 

It was a shadow, but with physical substance to it, and it attacked me at Genevieve’s behest. 

With a flick of her wrist, the mean girl sent me reeling, plopping me onto my bed in shame, completely immobilized from the waist down. 

“You see, new girl?” she snarled, sashaying forward to stand over me. “I am important. I’m one of the best shadow manipulators of our class. What are you, a fucking human?” With a scoff, she tossed her raven black hair over a shoulder. “I might as well put an end to you now. You’ll never make it here. Or maybe I should call security and get you thrown back in the initiation cell? Yeah, that sounds about right.”

She towered over me, her shadow tendril still holding me in place. I writhed and squirmed, trying to break free, but it had an iron grip on my legs and waist and I couldn’t even sit up. 

I wanted to be angry and say something hurtful to her, but this wasn’t a jokey situation like in Jose’s Ranchero, when I’d popped off to the guys. This was serious business. She was talking about killing me for God’s sake. All I could think about was trying to escape my predicament.

Genevieve took another slow step toward me, a cruel grin on her face. Her hands moved in the air in strange motions like a Power Ranger. 

I glanced over her shoulder and saw the door was still cracked open. I opened my mouth to cry for help—

A white flash blurred in, pushing the door open. It hopped onto a nightstand and then launched at Genevieve’s back. 

“Bruce!” I cried. 

The cat hissed and ran up her butt, then pawed at her elbow with his claws extended. 

Genevieve spun in a circle, losing her footing and stumbling to the floor. “Fucking cat!” she wailed, trying to fling Bruce off her. “I hate cats! I’ll kill you!” 

Bruce was too quick and jumped off her before he could be hurt. He dodged a shadow creeping up behind him from a little lamp on her desk. He disappeared underneath a small crevice, behind a drawer. 

I laughed wickedly at the sight of Genevieve barreling around her room like a madwoman, tossing shit aside and trying to find Bruce. Without her concentration on me, the shadow holding me in place slithered back to its normal spot on the floor, slanted diagonally from my bed.  

I sat up and cracked my neck, ready to rush the bitch and make her pay.

A knock at the ajar door stopped me as we both stood to our full heights, our fists raised, inches apart, snarls on our lips like Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier ready to go at it before the opening bell. 

“Where’s my favorite—”

Our heads whipped to the door as it opened.

“—princess? Oh . . . what kind of kinky shit did I just walk in on?”

I blinked at Sunny Conway standing in the doorway, looking lost but absurdly hot all the same.  

“Sunny!” Genevieve squealed, her tone completely changed. She dropped her fists and lunged at him in a hug. “Get this bitch out of here, Sunny. She came in here trying to screw with me!” 

I put my hands on my hips, glaring at Sunny and ignoring Genevieve. “What are you doing? You know what, I don’t want to know. You two are just perfect for each other. Did you just call her ‘princess’ also?” 

Sunny cocked his head, trying for a blank look. “Hmm? Come again?”

“What’s she talking about, Sunny?” Genevieve asked, putting herself at arm’s length of her savior. 

I threw my head back and cackled. “Oh boy. Do you want to tell her or should I tell her—” 

“Stop,” he warned. 

“—how you called me ‘princess’ all night in the initiation cell?” I pouted at the duo, giving them a faux look of sympathy. “Aww, is little Miss Jade not feeling so special now that she knows she’s not important in big bad Sunny’s eyes?”

Genevieve looked close to tears, her sparkling eyes huge. “She’s lying. Right, Sunny?”

“Of course she is babe.” He wrapped an arm around her tiny waist to console her.

“Okay,” I said smugly. I reclined on the bed and waited for Bruce Kittenson to hop up and join me, to feast in our combined glory. 

It’s not that I liked to make girls cry, but Genevieve Jade was no girl. She was a bitch, and she asked for it. I wasn’t going to just let bullies steamroll me in this place. My life had been too rough for me to afford having the street smarts of a Wall Street executive. I knew how these mean girls and boys poked and prodded until they broke you. 

It started out harmless enough, but with enough pokes and prods, it could do some serious harm.

Not on my fucking watch.

Sunny glared at me like a black hole had taken root in his being. It was frightening to witness, and made my gratification short-lived.

“Well, princess—”

“Which one are you talking to?” I asked, unable to help myself. My finger pointed from me to Genevieve and back to her. 

He seethed, body flexing. Then he gave Genevieve a pointed look. “I guess I didn’t see anything here, Vivi. So I’ll be leaving now.”

He turned to walk away.

I saw the shimmer of dark revenge blooming in Genevieve’s eyes.

Shit. My blood ran cold.

“Wait! No, sorry, sorry, I was just kidding.” I sat up straight. This is why it doesn’t pay to be an asshole! You get in trouble like this! My glory days were a thing of the past. I didn’t want to be left alone to Genevieve’s devices. Stupid, stupid, Cor. I should have tried to kill them with kindness.

Sunny looked over his shoulder. “Oh, now you want me to stay? Back at the initiation cell you couldn’t wait to be rid of me and never see me again.”

“That was then. Now is now.”

He shrugged and made to leave again.

“Wait, I’ll go instead. Okay?” I begged. “I’ll find somewhere else to sleep.”

“Let me have her,” Genevieve said giddily, darkly. 

The creepiest thing happened then, as I stood from the bed with my palms folded in prayer. 

Sunny’s amber eyes flared red. He stalked forward into the room. His voice changed, deeper and more malicious. “No, Vivi. I’ll have her.”

I gasped as he closed the gap to me in two steps. He bared his teeth and his canines elongated into fangs. 

I gasped, falling onto my butt at the edge of the bed. He’s a fucking vampire! 

The shadow tentacle returned, wrapping around my legs and forcing me onto my back. It trapped my arms and legs, keeping me defenseless. 

“S-Stay away from me!” I cried. Tears threatened to spill. Bruce hissed and clawed, but Sunny wasn’t deterred like Genevieve had been.

The girl watched with her arms outstretched, controlling the shadow, as Sunny pushed himself over me, his body too close, the heat emanating off him in waves. He gave me a cruel grin and seemed lost in some sort of throe. There was no humanity behind his red eyes.

“Do it, babe!” Genevieve urged in a thick voice.

I felt Sunny’s arousal brush over the top of my thigh and I whimpered. His piney fir tree scent washed into my nose and I squirmed under him.

Besides the prominent bulge between his legs, he hadn’t actually touched me yet. He hovered over me, our mouths mere inches apart, watching as I squirmed and struggled to break free. He relished the fear on my face—the tears at the corners of my eyes. He inhaled and swallowed my scent with a groan. 

Then he bent down and sank his teeth into my neck. 

I screamed. “N-No!” 

A suction formed as his fangs dug into my pale flesh. A sensation like a whirlpool sucked out my energy, vacuuming my essence. Feverish warmth flooded through me as Sunny took what he wanted and feasted on my blood without remorse or cause. 

I groaned and tried to fight it, but it was useless. The shadows kept me at bay. I quickly grew weaker, and yet, I also felt something else.

It was hard to believe. The longer he fed on me, the warmer and tinglier I felt . . . and that tingly feeling coursed down to my stomach and pelvis. My center grew wet and I crushed my thighs together, trying to stave off the growing arousal inside me. 

I panted and blinked rapidly, seeing a blur of Genevieve over Sunny’s shoulder, a wicked smile on her face.

Then Sunny pulled back and his fangs left my skin. He ran the pad of his thumb over the small wound and stood. His veins looked engorged. His muscles somehow looked bigger, more stacked. “Ahh, that’s the stuff,” he said, licking his crimson lips. 

Even the sight of him licking his lips was erotic to me. I didn’t trust myself to say anything. I felt violated and used and . . . Why did it feel good? 

“Leave her be for now,” Sunny said. He flicked a hand at me and headed for the door. 

Genevieve pouted. “Aw, why do you get to have all the fun?” 

Darkness hemmed the edges of my vision. I felt weak after Sunny drained me. My arousal slowly dissipated, but I couldn’t deny the dampness between the apex of my thighs. 

I felt disgusting. My body had betrayed me.

“Because I’m the alpha, Vivi. And because I say so. Get it?” Sunny’s voice was dark and dominant. 

Genevieve bowed her head. “Yes daddy. I get it. I’m sorry to question—”

“Goodnight, Vivi.”

When Sunny was halfway out the door, he paused. My heart stuttered in my chest, worried he was preparing to come back for more, or to do something even worse. 

“Actually, I think I’ll take you with me,” he said. 

Genevieve’s face lit up. “Really? Okay, let me just grab my—”

“Just get the fuck over here.”

Together, the duo left the room, leaving me sitting there alone, exhausted and shell-shocked. “Fucking bastard.” My lips felt numb, anger fuming just below the surface. 

I wouldn’t let what Sunny had done define me or ruin me at Shadowblade Academy. Everyone wanted to see me fail? I’d show them. I fucked up when I taunted those assholes. I can’t do that until I know I can defend myself.

I felt somewhat lucky it hadn’t been worse. 

And I was finally alone. Alone to rest.

As I started to drift off, my mind ran wild. I couldn’t help but wonder if Sunny had taken Genevieve with him just for that reason: to let me rest. Maybe he doesn’t trust her to let me sleep in peace? Or maybe he doesn’t even realize he inadvertently helped me. Whichever way you sliced it, he had removed the threat. 

Who am I kidding? I rolled onto my side and curled into a fetal position. Sunny Conway is just as much of a threat as that callous bitch in heat.
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Chapter 10
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Coralia

I AWOKE WITH A JOLT, feeling a weight on my side, and immediately glanced over my shoulder. 

There was no devious presence behind me, waiting to hold me hostage or violate me with shadows. Only Bruce Kittenson, perched on my shoulder like a vigilant watchman, facing the door. I wondered if he’d been like that all night. 

I rolled out of my fetal position with a groan. Bruce hopped off me before padding onto my belly. I hugged him. “Good boy, Bruce. You really know how to protect a lady, don’t you? I’m surprised you aren’t getting it on with every kitty in a ten-mile radius.” I kissed the top of his furry head and he purred, rubbing up against my chin. “Don’t worry, I won’t let that mean bitch near you.”

At that thought, my body froze. I sat up, inching to the wall against my cot, scanning the room. 

No sign of Genevieve, I thought with a heavy sigh. Thank God. I rolled my shoulders and tried to ease out the aches. 

I wondered where she was. Maybe she stayed with Sunny? Good riddance to them both. Before I could reminisce anymore about the trials of the prior evening, I heard a commotion outside, coming in through the single window in the room.

I got up and peeked out. It was a beautiful morning in . . . wherever we were. A crisp, sunny day with clear skies. Students moseyed on the campus below my third-story lookout, walking out of the women’s dorm and the men’s dorm across the way. 

With the morning came a new perspective of Shadowblade Academy. Gone was the eerie silence and murky lamplight of the night before. The campus no longer looked like a gothic horror movie, but rather a standard university where young adults went to broaden their lives.

The center park I’d walked by the night before was a gorgeous green meadow with willow trees and benches and ponds. Students walked in groups, talking and chatting. Most of them had backpacks on. The snaking stone walkways through the middle of campus were filled with happy-looking people. Not the dreary crustpunks or emo shoegazers I’d expected.

“Well, it makes sense I guess,” I said to Bruce. “It is the first day of school and every—” I cut myself off, eyes widening. Bruce’s eyes grew bigger too as he watched my transformation. 

“Shit! It’s the first day of school!” 

I lunged past Bruce and dug into the bag of goodies that had been left at the foot of my bed, tossing articles of clothing around like a madman. “Why did you let me sleep so long, Brucey?!” 

Finally finding the school uniform, I didn’t bother to look at it because I was in such a rush. Anything will do for now! 

I jetted out of the room and found the community showers down the hall. After a quick scrub, I wrapped a towel around me, thudded down the hallway back to my room, and dragged on my school-provided clothes. I managed to get ready in fifteen minutes flat—I had never been much of a dawdler—and took a look at myself once I was adorned in the Academy garb. 

Luckily, they had gotten my size right. For the most part. I wasn’t the skinniest tree in the forest, but I made up for it by having a trunk that most women envied, and curves that were like Brucey’s catnip to men like Brad and Mr. Worst-Pickup-Line-Ever. 

Basically, I was cursed with a fat ass and heavy bust. I say cursed only because I didn’t seek the attention that usually came with said attributes. My assets were also why Bruce Kittenson treated me like a pillow, always nuzzling up on my squishiness. 

The Academy uniform accentuated those physical aspects. A black-and-red checkered skirt went down to my knees, flaring up around my butt, leaving the lower two-thirds of my pasty legs bare. A form-hugging top left little to the imagination when it curved around my breasts. Directly over my left boob was a slightly stretched symbol of the Academy: a white mime mask with a black dagger stabbed through one of the eyeholes.

Ominous.

I twirled and checked out my profile in the standup mirror on Genevieve’s side of the room. Clicking my tongue, I mumbled, “Shit, Bruce, my whole ass is almost hanging out of this freaking dress. These kids are gonna get a show.”

There wasn’t much I could do about it. “At least the checkered print on the skirt matches my hair.” I ran a hand through my crimson-streaked hair and fluffed it over my shoulders a bit. I’d always been fond of dark colors, so I wasn’t too displeased with the overall affect I was rocking.

Stretching my arms out wide, I faced Bruce. “How do I look, buddy?”

He purred. 

I smiled. “Thanks. I think so too.”

With that, I spun to the door and let myself out.

Halfway through the door, a final meow caught my ears and my heart sank. I turned and saw Bruce had scurried up to my feet, and he was looking up at me with those forlorn, brilliant yellow eyes. It was adorable and pitiful at the same time.

“Aw, shit. You’re right. After what Genevieve tried to pull last night? I can’t leave you here alone. Come on, bubba, cruise with me. Just stay quiet, okay?”

I didn’t know the campus’ cat policy. I figured I was about to find out. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if Genevieve came back to the room before me and did something horrible to my little old cat-man. 

For now, wherever I go, Bruce goes. That’s final.

We hurried down the hall and the stairs leading to the first floor. I was huffing and puffing by the time I reached the bottom. Maybe a little cardio and fitness regimen to fit my ass in this skirt better isn’t such a bad idea, I thought as I barreled toward the front door of the empty lobby.

The door opened before I got there and I tried to pump the brakes—

Too late. My momentum carried me into the figure that walked through the door, who happened to be a smaller young woman with bright orange hair.

I steamrolled her, and as we collided she squeaked and tumbled to the ground. A stack of books in her arms went flying in the process. By contrast, I oofed like an illiterate cavewoman and stayed upright. 

My hands flew to my head. “Oh shit, I’m so sorry!”

She crawled on her hands and knees to collect her book, murmuring, “It’s okay, it’s oh—”

I helped her, gathering her books as she stood on shaky, skinny legs. Her eyes were big and blue and blinky as she stared at me in wonder. Freckles dashed her cheeks and she had the cutest button-nose I’d ever seen. She looked no more than sixteen. 

“Um, are you okay?” I ran a hand through my hair in embarrassment after handing her the books. 

She blinked again, the wonderment and firm attention on my face almost making me blush. Then she shook her head and said, “Oh, yeah, I’m fine,” in a small voice, brushing herself off. “I’m just a wimp. I guess I was just star-struck because I never expected someone in this school to, y’know, help me.” 

I gave her a shy smile. “God, I know, right? I know how you feel.” 

At the sight of my little smile, she beamed, stretching those freckles clear across her face. Somehow it made her look even younger. “I’m Charli!” 

She struggled to keep all eighty-seven textbooks hugged against her chest and stretched a small hand out to me. 

“Coralia,” I said, shaking her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Charli.”

“Ooh, I love that name.”

“Likewise,” I agreed. She was still shaking my hand vigorously, so I glanced down to give her the hint.

“Oh, sorry,” she squeaked, then giggled as she separated my hand from hers. “Sometimes I don’t know when to stop-puh-puh-puh . . .” She trailed off and stuttered in an exaggerated way, then her eyes turned into giant anime eyes, her mouth opening into an O big enough to stuff a whole burrito down. “Oh. My. Frick! Is that a kitty cat?! Is that your kitty cat?!” 

She squealed like a hyena and dropped all her books for the second time, then bum-rushed me with her arms out. 

I tried to step out of the way but she was as quick as a fox. She avoided crashing into me at the last second and went to her knees. I looked down and found her cooing at Bruce, who was shriveled up against my leg, seemingly horrified.

I let out a deep laugh and watched Bruce struggle as the girl picked up my curmudgeonly old cat and hugged him, squeaking the whole time. 

“Please, help yourself. Brucey could use some more positive social interaction after what he’s seen.”

“Aren’t you the cuuuutest?!” she wailed, standing and twirling with him tightly in her grasp. “I love, love, love you!”

I couldn’t stop chuckling, seeing the petrified look on Bruce’s face. He totally didn’t know how to react, but he knew a friendly face when he saw one. Genevieve warranted raised hackles, while Charli warranted confusion and begrudging acceptance. 

He meowed and she squealed even louder, until the clerk at the front desk of the lobby turned to us with a scowl. 

“Sorry, sorry,” Charli said, then set Bruce on the ground. “You said his name is Bruce?”

“Bruce Kittenson. Named after the singer for Iron Maiden, Bruce Dickenson.” 

“Iron Maiden?” she asked, cocking her head to the side. I was about to explain who the heavy metal band was, but she shot me devil horns and a wicked grin. “Heck yeah. Rock on.”

Her innocence and purity were contagious and lovable. I just wanted to squeeze the mysterious girl. “Hell yeah,” I replied with a more confident smile.  

Charli started picking up her books for the second time. I helped again. 

“Hey, you wanna be best friends?” she asked. 

I blinked. 

She flapped her one free hand while pressing the books close to her body, head bowed. “Sorry, sorry, I didn’t mean like best friends, I just meant like—”

“I’d love to,” I blurted. 

She froze, mouth agape, and looked up. “Really?”

“Fuck yes. You’re the nicest person I’ve met at this place. By a long shot.”

“Great!”

We stared at each other, her eyes wandering to the ground, and Bruce, every few seconds. 

I nudged my chin toward her books and frowned. “I’m guessing I missed orientation?”

Her face scrunched. “Oh shoot! Orientation! No, no, you’re good. I just like to get my textbooks early before the mad rush. Overachiever and all that. I was gonna put them back in my room—I forgot a backpack—but it’s too late now. Come on, let’s roll!”

She left her books with the front desk person, then darted out of the lobby.

I hurried after the sprightly girl, pushing the door open before asking, “Where are we rolling to, Charli?”

“Grimmer Hall!” she exclaimed like an excited toddler.

I jogged behind her to keep up. “Come on, Brucey! We’re off to Grimmer Hall! Whatever the fuck that is!” 

It hadn’t been a very auspicious start to my tenure at Shadowblade Academy, what with getting roughed up in an alley, poisoned in my sleep, kidnapped, thrown in a prison cell, harangued by shadow tentacles, bullied by a hater bitch, and bitten in the neck by a ferocious vampire man. 

But things were starting to look up. My perspective had shifted with one simple encounter. I grinned as I waded into the sunny morning. 

I’d made my first friend. 

* * *
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THINGS HIT A MORE SOLEMN note when we reached Grimmer Hall. The massive auditorium, if it could be called that, was more of a gothic cathedral that looked like the setting for an Edgar Allan Poe story. Raven sculptures lined the top gable, staring down at us with frightening expressions. Points twisted to the heavens, and stained-glass windows reflected sunlight. 

It was an odd structure considering the plain buildings around it, making it stick out like a sore thumb. Grimmer Hall’s ancient edifice looked like it had stood for centuries, along with the medieval prison-castle where I’d been, while the rest of Shadowblade Academy appeared to be built around them more recently. 

“Legend has it an Unseelie fae king built this place eons ago to lock himself away in solitude,” Charli whispered out the side of her mouth as we approached the massive building. “He wasn’t much of a people person.”

I craned my neck and shielded my eyes to take in the enormity of the hall. “You don’t say. And the Unseelie fae . . . they’re the, uh, evil ones, right?” I’d heard about them from Myria—the dark contrast to the Seelie fae in the mythical Fae Realm. New Orleans hipsters were big on trying to reveal the Unseelie Court. 

“That’s the general consensus.” Charli’s smile grew on her freckled face. “To us, it’s just the auditorium. This is where big meetings are held, like orientation.”

I hummed. “So it’s Shadowblade Academy’s religious fixture. Its monolith.”

Charli shrugged. “I guess. Never thought of it like that.”

As I watched students funnel in through the huge, open double doors, I wondered if the Academy was more of a cult than a school for higher learning. I wasn’t sure what made me think that, other than the willingness with which everyone became involved in the school’s rules and politics. I still didn’t know what half the vernacular meant that had been spouted at me. 

We entered with a crowd, getting bumped as we moved through the sea of bodies. Bruce hopped onto my shoulder so he wouldn’t get trampled. I received more than a few sneers and glares from students as we passed. I wondered if it was because they knew I didn’t fit in, or because Bruce was on my shoulder. Does my reputation precede me here? Has Sunny and Genevieve already tainted my name among the student body?

Charli snatched my hand and dragged me across the polished hallway. Together we pushed into a side door and came into the auditorium from a side entrance away from the main walkway. “Don’t worry,” she whispered, “they’ll warm up to you.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, though I appreciated her optimism. I gave her a lopsided smile and gazed around at the high ceiling of the auditorium, which had a majestically painted scene that could have been ripped directly from the Sistine Chapel. Winged demons and angels fought in a battle in the clouds, every inch of the roof meticulously detailed. 

The seating arrangement was stadium style, like the Roman Coliseum, with a stage at the bottom of the giant room. Students took their seats, searched for friends, and talked in hushed voices. 

Charli and I sat on the outskirts so we wouldn’t draw attention. “We’ll stay in the shadows, if you will,” Charli said with a wink. 

My eyes found Sunny Conway in the distance, across the room where he was surrounded by adoring fans. He held court, hands gesticulating, with Genevieve Jade giggling at everything he said. Dax and Venn were nearby, not paying him much attention, their eyes focused on the empty stage.

It wasn’t long before a robed figure walked out from behind a black curtain that hid the other half of the auditorium from view. 

The man behind the green curtain? I wondered. Everyone went quiet and rushed to their seats. Even Sunny nudged his chin to the stage and sat, cutting his tale to his friends short. 

The robed man wore the regalia of Shadowblade Academy, with the mask-and-dagger symbol etched onto his beautifully embroidered mantle. He was thin, with a long white beard that swept across his chest. He reminded me of an ancient wizard from fantasy books. He hit the stereotype well, complete with weathered skin and an indifferent expression on his face. 

He began without preamble once he reached the center of the stage. His hands folded together and he looked out at the sea of young faces. I wondered if he was reminiscing back on his own time as a Shadowblade Academy student, when he was one of those adoring faces staring up at his own future. 

“I am Headmaster Alaric Cane. Welcome to Shadowblade Academy.” He had a wispy voice, like a breeze blowing through a swampy willow tree. It was exactly what I expected from an ancient mage.

“The majority of you are Ghosts, which is what we call cadets, or first-year students. The others in attendance simply must like to hear me talk.” A few eyes glanced at faces like Sunny’s and Genevieve’s, and the two of them let out hollow chuckles. Judging by the looks on their faces, they didn’t like being called out. 

Good point, Al. If they’re not first-year students, why the hell are they even here?

“If you’re in this room, listening to me drone on, it means you’ve passed your initiation trial. Congratulations.” There was a small smattering of whoops and claps among pockets of students, but Headmaster Cane shut them up with a stern glare. “This first semester at Shadowblade Academy is your Ghost-year. If your merits prove you worthy, you’ll become Phantoms. It’s our little way of keeping a hierarchy in order. Your professors will get you up to speed on other terms you’ll hear across the Academy. I’m here to welcome you in a broader sense.”

I gulped as he paused. He said if our merits prove us worthy, we’ll advance . . . but what if we aren’t proven worthy? What happens to us then? He conveniently left that part out.

“Supernatural beings are powerful,” he said, voice dropping lower. “Sometimes too powerful. Especially for our human . . . allies.” 

The way he hesitated before saying “allies” made me shiver. The headmaster gave me the creeps. He also hadn’t moved an inch since beginning to talk. He wasn’t a pacer like me.  

“That’s where Shadowblade Academy comes in. We train the people responsible for stopping the dissident, malcontent supernaturals that wish to use their abilities to cause harm. Our philosophy is one of balance: We make sure the scales do not tip in an unfavorable way.”

Headmaster Cane had everyone in rapt attention. I had no idea how often he’d recited this speech, but it made me feel nervous and enlightened at the same time. 

“We are the last line of defense against dark powers, Ghosts.” He nodded along with himself, his head finally beginning to slowly swivel from left to right across the student sea. “We work in the shadows, and often use dark powers ourselves. Sometimes we must fight fire with fire, you see, to have any chance of maintaining equilibrium among our kind.”

The headmaster’s head tilted forward, his eyes piercing into the students at the front row, no doubt sending shudders through them. “Many see us as traitors among our own kind. If we are to keep this uneasy truce between humans and supernaturals intact, we take the hard, necessary path. We don’t do it for accolades or rewards, but for fairness and balance. Do you understand?”

My throat was dry as I answered, my voice a single monotone utterance among the other hundreds of monotone utterances in the room: “Yes, Headmaster.”

“Good. During your stay at Shadowblade Academy, you will be asked to do things you won’t want to do; things that may go against the grain of your character. You will be pushed in ways you’ve never been pushed before. But the majority of you asked to be here, and we only take the best of the best.” 

Guess I’m part of the silent minority in that, eh?

“You wished to be here, which is why you applied after your undergraduate studies at Briarwitch, Banehearth, or any of the other supernatural academies. You didn’t want to become magical accountants or wealthy CEOs. You were chosen because you showed a spark of something different from your kinsfolk. Something . . . less predictable and more malleable. Wicked, even.” 

After he made a few students gasp with how hard he said “wicked,” he paused and unfolded his hands.

“You will learn to hone that wickedness and turn it into something useful. A weapon for the greater good. If you cannot learn to hone that fire, you will be stopped, just like the very people we are trained to stop. Perhaps by your peers. Perhaps by your best friend.”

His little spiel put everyone on edge. Suspicious eyes moved left and right from the cadets around me, as if debating which friend would backstab them. If nothing else, Headmaster Alaric was a master of scaring the shit out of people. I was not immune to that—the longer he explained the Academy’s purpose and what we’d be doing, the more I wanted to bail. Every fiber of my being was telling me to get out of Shadowblade Academy while I still had the chance.

But I don’t have the chance, do I? They’ve already said as much: I can’t leave. I clamped my jaw and steeled myself. No, I came here for a reason. To find Myria. I intend to do that. I can’t let this Gandalf lookalike scare me into submission. I’ll do things my own way.

The headmaster seemed to be winding down, and thank God for that. His entire audience looked tense as hell, shoulders stiff and postures rigid. Only Sunny, Dax, Venn, Genevieve, and a few others I spotted seemed relaxed and took everything in stride. Then again, they’ve all been through orientation before.

“As you can undoubtedly see,” Headmaster Alaric said, twisting his hands, “trust is hard to come by here. It is earned. For that reason, you must begin your studies selfishly. In it for yourself. You will learn to trust actions rather than words or intentions. These things might sound counterintuitive to your nature, but in the end, the best of you will become true shadowblades . . .”

I gulped as he trailed off. He didn’t smile at the students after his solemn proclamation, or give any reassurance whatsoever. He simply glided the way he’d come in, behind the curtain, leaving everyone stunned. 

I wasn’t sure if we were supposed to clap or hoot or boo. No one did anything for a long, extended moment, until Sunny and a few of the older classmen stood and started heading for the aisles. 

“Goddamn,” I said to Charli once we were standing. “That man is intense.”

She nodded profusely. “I didn’t know what to expect, but I know it wasn’t that.”

“He painted shadowblades as some kind of supernatural police force. Is that what we’re training to be, Charli? Freaking cops? Because I really don’t like the sound of that.”

“What if we got magical batons?” she asked, bobbing her eyebrows. 

“Okay, that would be pretty sweet.”

We reached the main hallway, ducked out into the mass of exiting students, and managed to leave Grimmer Hall without drawing attention from my rivals.

“It’ll be okay, Coralia,” Charli said once we got outside. Her optimism was as surefire as ever. It felt nice to be out in the sun, away from the darkness of that musty auditorium. I could feel my spirits lifting already.

No wonder that place is called Grimmer Hall, man. It’s grim as fuck! 

“We’ll have to stay by each other’s side,” she said, giggling and nudging her shoulder against mine. 

Bruce hissed as he wobbled on his perch—my shoulder—and I laughed. “Sounds like a plan, Charli.”

She took my hand in hers and started pulling me in a random direction. “Now come on! Let’s get your syllabus, books, and see what classes we have together!”
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Chapter 11
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Coralia

IT WAS MY FIRST DAY of class and I was more nervous than a bimbo in stilettos strutting over a sewer grate. 

I had my books, a backpack, and a small, furry feline stuffed in said backpack. I didn’t trust Genevieve Jade, which meant I wasn’t about to leave Bruce Kittenson unattended in our dorm room. 

Sure, Genevieve had class also, but who knew when she might pop into the room with the sole intent of terrorizing my tireless protector? I couldn’t leave Brucey to fend for himself while I was at class. 

Luckily, Genevieve hadn’t stayed in the room the night before—probably bumping uglies with Sunny again—so I managed to get some good sleep. I’d have no complaints if those two buttholes kept each other company all semester long, because it meant their attention wasn’t focused on me. 

I left the top of my backpack unzipped as I hiked down a winding, stone footpath to my first class. Brucey had his little head popped out of the backpack hole, inspecting everything around us with the pure indifference God only gifted cats. 

My first class was called Alchemy. Pretty self-explanatory. We’ll probably be dealing with chemistry and potions and math. I’m game. After that, if I survived, was Physical Intent, whatever that meant. Then Shadow Manipulation. Shadowwalking rounded off my schedule. 

I couldn’t wait for the last two. I wanted to dive into the nitty-gritty of what it meant to become a shadowblade. 

Headmaster Cane’s school-wide speech from the day before had rattled me. It played rent-free in my head. I figured the ominous lecture had been intentional, so he could separate the wheat from the chaff. That didn’t make his words any less foreboding.

The stone path led through the lush, green park, which was filled with willow trees and ponds. A few students schmoozed around the romantic, secluded spots, apparently deciding that ditching their first day of class in favor of trying to get laid was sensible. 

The park dragged on forever. When I finally emerged out of the foliage, the sun made its first appearance of the day, cutting through the clouds overhead. It was a brisk day and the sun’s rays added some much-needed warmth to my bones. 

I checked my academy-provided map and walked into a clearing filled with the same nondescript white buildings I’d seen my first night. When I thought I pinpointed the correct building, I held the map over my shoulder and said, “What do you think, Mr. Kittenson?”

He purred in my ear. 

I nodded firmly. “Right. Agreed.”

I watched from afar as students funneled into the various buildings. We were in the southern quadrant of the school, where the first-year classrooms were located. I knew I was in the right place because other students looked pale, tired, and generally as anxious as me when they entered the buildings. 

I took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing, Brucey. Keep a low profile, okay?” Stuffing the map away in a side pocket of my bag, I instinctively pulled my black-and-red checkered skirt down to my knees and flattened it to make myself presentable, then clutched the straps of my backpack for dear life. 

I shouldered into a couple students as I entered the building. Jeez, does no one here have any concept of personal space? I thought, irritated. Headmaster Cane’s words from the day before replayed in my head: “Begin your studies selfishly. In it for yourself.” 

I continued to my class and stood outside, mentally preparing myself. Charli had the same class, which gave me comfort. What I didn’t know was whether bullies like Genevieve or Sunny were in there, and that gave me pause. 

Eventually, I put on my big girl panties and pushed my way into the room. I can’t let them dictate my life or scare me. Momma didn’t raise no bitch. I mean . . . momma didn’t raise me at all, really, but the sentiment stands. 

A wave of welcomed heat washed over me as my eyes took in the room. Tables were set up for standing, with scarcely any chairs. Students stood around the tables, two to a table. Test tubes and measuring equipment littered every surface.

Ah, yes. Alchemy. It looked exactly like a high school chemistry class, which had me letting out a sigh of relief. At least it’s something I’ve seen before. I’d been worried I’d be met with severed wolf’s paws or dragon heads or some morbid shit.

My eyes scoured the room until I found Charli near the center of class. She waved at me enthusiastically, a big grin on her face. It was physically impossible not to smile back. My smile fled when I noticed a few students giving me grueling stares, and I thought of Headmaster Cane’s speech again. I really hope Charli’s innocence and sweetness don’t screw her. I don’t think she has the word “selfish” in her vocabulary. Honestly, she looked and acted like a bully’s perfect prey. If the high-school-looking classroom was anything like high school itself, I knew she would probably be in for a world of hurt. 

I’ll protect her as best as I can, I vowed right then and there. Then I moved to the empty spot at her table and stood behind a myriad of tubes and equipment.

Charli winked. “Glad you found it, Cor Cor. I was starting to get worried.” 

I raised a single brow, smirking with amusement. “Cor Cor, huh?”

She blanched, eyes widening. “Oh no, is that not okay?”

I chuckled. “No, no, it’s fine. I just haven’t heard that one before. It’s cute.”

Pink flushed her freckled cheeks and her terrified expression morphed into a shy, happy one. I suspected she couldn’t hide her emotions even if she had a gun to her head. My cynical ass pegged it as an immediate weakness in a place like this. Then again, I only have a dickbag and a twatwaffle to go off of. Maybe the other students aren’t all bad here. The looks I’d been getting so far didn’t give me much hope. 

“Why do you look unhappy, Cee Cee?” Charli asked with a tinge of sadness.  

I realized I was frowning and got rid of it. “Oh, it’s nothing. Let’s stick with Cor Cor, yeah?” 

She giggled. “Okay, chief, my bad. Thought I’d give other ones a try.” 

Her expressive eyes grew large in her head as she faced the front of the class. I followed her gaze. A woman entered from the side door and swept in, stealing all the oxygen in the room. The quiet chatter shut down immediately as she took her spot at the front of the class. 

She strutted with utter confidence, her long black overcoat swishing against the backs of her knees. Her dark hair was tied in a ponytail over one shoulder, and she was tall as hell with an impressive physique. The clicking heels she wore made her calves look like they’d been carved by Ancient Greek sculptors. 

I was impressed before she even opened her mouth. She was attractive and maybe in her thirties—at least in human years. You could never accurately guess in a place like this. 

I had expected the professor of a science class to be a bespectacled old hag or stuffy, tweed-sweater-wearing dude with a combover. I had not expected Serena freaking Williams.

“Welcome, Ghosts. I’m Frilly Hawkins. Professor Hawkins to you. I’ll let you know if you’re doing well enough in class to start calling me Frilly. Don’t get your hopes up.” 

The fast-talking professor stood behind a raised table similar to ours. I was getting a no-nonsense vibe out of her, mixed with a hint of sass from the way she called us out right from the get-go.

“This is Alchemy,” she said, then flipped her ponytail over the opposite shoulder. “If you don’t recognize that word, you’re in the wrong class. Even if you do recognize that word, you still might be in the wrong class.”

No one said a thing. We all just blinked. 

“That was a joke.”

Students chuckled nervously. There were about thirty of us, which made the wave of staccato laughter sound choked, like we were being tortured by our least favorite uncle’s Thanksgiving jokes. 

“Hm. Tough crowd.” Professor Hawkins slid to the side of her table with the beakers and test tubes neatly arranged. “Once my TA gets here, we can begin.” She glared at the door as if its very sight offended her. “She’s late.”

She glanced up to the sea of rigid students. If all of us had come in here feeling nervous, Frilly Hawkins wasn’t doing a damn thing to alleviate those nerves. 

“Can anyone tell me why alchemy might be important to a shadowblade?” she asked. 

No one responded, everyone’s eyes veering to the student to their right or left.

“A raised hand will suffice. I won’t bite.”

Charli hesitantly raised her shaky hand, and I nearly gasped aloud. Maybe I was wrong—she’s got bigger balls than me! 

“Yes?” Professor Hawkins said. Every eye in the room swung in our direction and I felt my cheeks burning, which meant Charli’s were probably volcanic. 

“Um . . . poison?” Charli squeaked. 

“Excellent. Among other things, like healing, recovery, salves. But first and foremost? Poison. Shadowblades don’t do a lot of healing, but they do a fair amount of incapacitating and killing.” Hawkins nodded firmly. “Your name?”

“Charli, ma’am. Um, Charli Fairfax.”

The professor cocked her head slightly. “Charli Fairfax. I like it. Sounds like an Old Western name.” She gave herself a humorless chuckle. “Charli Fairfax, you’re my new favorite student. You can call me Frilly.”

A few gasps filled the air, probably from the more scholarly ass-kissing bunch in the room who had hoped to be the teacher’s pet.  

“Yay! Really?” Charli squeaked. 

“Yes.” The professor clicked her tongue. “Until someone else tops you and steals the accolade. Do you understand, Charli Fairfax?”

Charli gulped. “I think so, Professor, erm . . . Frilly.” 

I clamped my jaw, the subtext of Professor Hawkins’ words angering me. She was pitting us against each other from the onset, seeing what we could do to become her “favorite.” I had to admit, it was a smart way to motivate the students. It was also entirely cutthroat. 

It’s gonna be like that, huh? 

The door opened. Eyes swung to the side.

“Look who decided to finally show up,” Professor Hawkins said. “The teacher’s assistant with a knack for being tardy.”

“My bad, Prof,” the TA replied. She stood at the door, surveying the students with a scowl, her arms crossed over her ample chest. 

My stomach dropped to the hem of my silly skirt. 

The professor swept her arm out. “Students, please welcome your illustrious TA: Phantom Genevieve Jade.” 

* * *
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I GENTLY POURED A BLUE liquid into an empty test tube—or a culture tube or centrifuge tube as Professor Hawkins called it. She wanted us to get up to snuff on our high school chemistry, reminding us about acids and alkaline and all that fun stuff. 

My eyes were about two inches from the opening of the tube, my tongue sticking out the side as I concentrated and poured in the liquid without missing a drop.

“Trying to blind yourself on the first day, Ghost?” a derisive voice said next to me. “Not that I would mind,” it finished in a whisper close to my ear. 

I glanced over at Genevieve and narrowed my eyes, standing upright. I pulled my shield mask up over my face. “I’m wearing a mask, Genevie—”

“Miss Jade.” 

My teeth gnashed together. “I’m wearing a mask, Miss Jade. Isn’t that enough?”

“Follow protocol,” she snapped. 

Without turning away from her—I wouldn’t give Genevieve the satisfaction of seeing me back down—I slammed my shield over my face and held my hand out to Charli at my side. “Give me the red shit, Charli.”

“You mean the manganese?” Genevieve said in a syrupy, sickeningly sweet tone. 

“I mean the red shit.”

I could hear Charli stammering beside me, caught off-guard by my little face-off with our illustrious TA. Test tubes clanked in Charli’s hands as she pushed one into my open palm. 

Genevieve let out a snort and shook her head, sauntering away through the aisles of the tables to go terrorize some other students. Or maybe she reserves that luxury just for me. 

Charli leaned in close to whisper, “I’m not sure I like this head-butting between you two, Cor Cor. She’s scary.”

I scoffed and leaned forward to pour the red shit into the blue shit. “She’s a puffed-up snob, Charli. Like all bullies. You can’t let her get in your head. That’s where people like her live.”

“Ah.”

“She’s more T&A than TA.”

Charli barked a loud laugh and clapped her hand over her mouth when Genevieve spun her head around to leer at us. I was pretty sure she hadn’t heard me or else she would have been raising hell. She continued prowling through the aisles. 

I moved onto the next test tube while the one I’d just mixed fizzled and did its thing. 

“You’re kind of a badass, aren’t you Cor Cor?” Charli asked.

“No, hun, I just don’t like putting up with shit. You’ll know when—”

“Oh. My. God!” Charli’s voice raised an octave, which meant she was basically in falsetto range.

I cringed as realization dawned on me. My eyes scanned the floor where my backpack was set against the table legs. The unzipped top hole was empty. 

Shit.

“Look what the itty bitty kitty committee dragged in!” Charli cooed. 

That’s when I noticed Bruce Kittenson had escaped his backpack jail and was sauntering on top of the desk, prancing with the test tubes between his legs. 

Fuuuck. My heart hammered. “B-Bruce, what the hell!” I scolded in a harsh whisper. I reached out to grab him, but he dodged me effortlessly and scooted across the table to Charli’s side. 

Charli’s squeal of delight turned into a horrified gasp as Bruce bumped into a half-filled beaker and sent it teetering on the edge of the table. 

My new bestie tried to catch the beaker, but as I’d noticed after running into her books-first in the dormitory, she was a bit clumsy. The beaker would have been better off if she hadn’t fussed with it. Probably wouldn’t have even fallen. 

I could see my future flashing dismally in my eyes as it started to tumble and Charli basically helped it on its way down.  

And, of course, who had to be walking down the aisle on Charli’s side at that exact moment?

Charli snagged the tube as it was halfway to the floor, but her momentum kept it going sideways and it ended up looking like she’d just tossed the remnants of her wine glass in someone’s face.

“Someone’s face” in this instance was the back of Genevieve Jade.

Charli let out a short-lived wail. 

Genevieve froze, body tightening as the liquid—which was harmless because we were still in “study” mode—splashed on her. Her hands flew up in the air like a bank robber had pulled a gun on her. 

All action in the room stopped. 

My heart went into overdrive, blood rushing in my ears. 

Genevieve slowly wheeled to find Charli still in her “it’s over between us!” pose. 

Bruce Kittenson languidly swished his tail, the pure indifference locked on his face.

“Why . . . you little bitch,” Genevieve sneered through gritted teeth, her eyes turning into fiery pits. 

“Oh my g-gosh, Genevie-vie, I’m so sorry!” Charli protested, close to tears. 

“You don’t get to call me Vivi, you little—”

“Hey! What’s going on back there?” Professor Hawkins called from the front of the class. 

I knew Charli or me or both of us were about to get it bad.

“Nothing, Professor,” Genevieve said in her mock sweet voice. “Just had a little spill.”

My brow furrowed. Why the hell didn’t she just throw us under the bus?

“Okay, well—” The professor’s eyes bulged and she pointed. “Is that a fucking cat on the table? Charli, is that your cat? You were supposed to be my favorite!” 

Tears streamed down Charli’s face. She looked left and right and stammered, her brain undoubtedly short-circuiting. 

“It’s not hers, Professor!” I screamed in her defense. “It’s—”

“I don’t care whose cat it is! No cats aloud in the laboratory! Spirits above, do I have to write a fucking sign? I thought it would’ve been obvious this isn’t a cat-friendly zone.” She muttered to herself and went back to whatever she’d been doing.

I snagged Bruce, hugged him firmly, and petted his little head. 

Genevieve leaned in close, her pointer finger an inch from Charli’s face. Her voice fell so only we could hear her. “I’m going to make you pay for that, ginger.”

So that’s why she didn’t throw us under the bus. She has her own devious methods of punishment to dole out . . .
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Chapter 12
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Coralia

I WALKED OUT OF CLASS with a mortified Charli in tow, my arm wrapped around her shoulder. Bruce was firmly tucked away in my bag. 

Charli still sniffled—even half an hour after the incident with Genevieve—and I felt horrible for the poor thing. “It’s okay, Char, everything’s gonna be all right,” I said, trying to console her. “Maybe Genevieve will forget about it?”

Charli’s bottom lip trembled. “If I get murdered, please take care of my ficus. I love that plant. We both know Genevieve Jade will never let me live that down, Cor Cor. Embarrassing her is like a cardinal sin, y’know?”

She might have been a little overdramatic. “I’m such an idiot for bringing Bruce with me.”

“N-No! I love him. I just wish I had more spatial awareness and stuff.”

I gave Charli a sad smile, hugged her, and took my arm off her shoulder so I wasn’t smothering her. Maybe she wanted me to smother her? I wasn’t the touchy-feely type—I could only do it for so long. I felt bad about getting her in trouble, but I knew she’d be fine. She was a smart cookie. And given her determination to be a good student, I knew she’d be referring to the professor as “Frilly” once again, before too long.

We left the assemblage of white buildings and headed northeast to our next class together, Physical Intent. It was located in a domed building shaped like a football, on the eastern fringe of the huge park that sat in the middle of campus. The top of the dome appeared to be adorned with a big white tarp, and the area was much less crowded than the white-building district.

“That’s where we’re going,” Charli said, pointing at the dome and pointing out the obvious. “The Gable Training Facility. Or the dojo, as students call it.”

My brow pinched together. “Gable? That name sounds familiar.”

“Oh yeah.” Charli nodded profusely. “Do you know Donovenn Gable? It was built by his predecessors or something. Or maybe they just paid to have their name slapped on the awning. Capitalism, y’know?”

“Yeah.” I was a bit speechless, hearing that Venn Gable—the man who had kidnapped me to bring me here, yet the only one other than Charli who had treated me with any sort of kindness so far—had his name etched in the annals of Shadowblade Academy. “Is Venn sort of a big deal?”

“I guess so. I mean, I don’t know his family history, but he doesn’t get treated like a celebrity. Not like Sunny Conway or Genevieve or Finley Winston.  So I’m not sure.” 

Maybe I’ll have to ask him if I run into him again. I can’t forget why I’m here—to find clues about my missing sister—and any intel in that regard might help. “Finley Winston?” I asked. It was a name I hadn’t heard before.

Charli gave me a tiny smile. “She’s something of a legend here. An upperclassman. People say she’s the best student the academy’s ever had. Even better than Ezekiel Caffrey.”

One side of my mouth curved. “Sounds like you’re fangirling pretty hard there, Charli.”

Her cheeks burned bright. “I just respect her!”

I patted her on the back, still amused. It was pretty obvious to me when someone was smitten, especially when their face lit up like a Christmas ornament every time they got embarrassed, like Charli’s did. “Okay, hun.” 

She grumbled something to herself. 

“How do you know so much about Shadowblade Academy in the first place, Char? You’re a first-year student like me. Do you have family that went here?”

Her embarrassment fizzled. “Nope. I just did my homework.”

My eyebrows jumped. “How? I thought this place kept all their secrets in-house. Are you saying you can just, like, Google whatever you need to find out?”

Charli snorted. “No, silly. I tracked down leads and harassed people until they told me what I wanted to know. I was obsessed with this place when I was an undergrad at Briarwitch Academy.” 

Interesting. Charli’s an amateur sleuth also—probably a better one than me. Though I can’t imagine her “harassing” anyone. Her version of harassment is probably asking someone if they want to buy Girl Scout cookies. 

“You went to Briarwitch Academy?” I couldn’t stop myself from prying Charli for info. Everything she said led to more questions. She was far-and-away the best source of knowledge I’d yet found at the Academy. 

I felt a little guilty for probing such a nice girl, since I had an ulterior motive. Then again, I told myself I wouldn’t involve her in whatever diabolical shit I eventually found out, if I found anything at all.

“Yep, sure did,” she said, beaming. 

“Damn. Lucky you.” I turned away and scratched my chin. It was my turn to feel embarrassed. “I’m a bit, uh, new to all this stuff. Sorry for asking so many questions. I don’t even know what ‘manipulating shadows’ means.”

“That’s why we’re at school, silly.”

I smiled at her infectious grin. Our conversation had brought us to the dojo, where students were filing in through the airy entrance. 

My smile died on my lips as I recognized more than a few faces making their way into the training facility: Venn, Dax, Genevieve . . . 

“Fuck. They’re here.”

Charli bit her bottom lip so hard it looked like it might start bleeding. “Oh gosh. This isn’t good. This is supposed to be a class for Ghosts! What are Phantoms doing here?”

I mentally steeled myself. I just had to keep telling myself I wouldn’t let anyone’s pettiness ruin my day. For Charli’s sake, I reminded her too. Running my hand over her bony shoulder, I said, “Keep your head up, Char. We got this. Remember, we can’t let them get in our head.” 

“Because that’s where bullies like to live,” she finished, nodding with an air of determination. 

“That’s right, my friend. Spoken like a true baddie.”

* * *
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CHARLI AND I FOLLOWED the crowd of girls heading into a locker room. It was a state-of-the-art facility with a sauna, showers, massage chairs—all the amenities I could have hoped for in a gym. 

As we shuffled into the large room, Charli told me that Physical Intent was the name for physical combat class—because the “intent” was to do physical harm—which had me a bit worried. I was an active girl, marginally in shape, and I never backed down from a fight, but who knew what sort of martial arts these supernaturals had under their belts?

I honestly had no idea what I was getting myself into. I tried to brush my worry aside. Wallowing wasn’t going to help. There was nothing I could do except show no fear. I figured the professor—coach?—wouldn’t let anyone get too injured.

The young women in the locker room started stripping down to their bras and panties, completely unfazed by the partial nudity. It made sense, because most of the girls were toned as hell and had enviable physiques. 

By contrast, I was curvier than most, while Charli was definitely thinner and more petite. We stood out as the odd couple.  

Some of the girls chatted with one another as they changed into their Academy-provided black suits. Genevieve was located on the other side of the room, luckily, and was talking with a few people so she didn’t notice Charli or me as we scurried in. 

The black suit hanging from the locker in front of me was basically a skintight onesie, almost like a wetsuit. It felt firm but elastic to the touch and had a strange, glimmering sheen when I turned it in my hands. 

“These suits are magically enhanced,” Charli told me. “Enchanted for protection.” 

“Whoa. High-tech stuff.”

“Yeah, the Academy spares no expense. One of my leads told me these bad boys cost like a hundred grand or something ridiculous to make. Each.”

I blinked, my eyes like saucers. Good God. I imagined what I could do with a hundred grand if I managed to smuggle one of these outside the school. I wouldn’t have to work for years. 

“I’m also pretty sure they’re enchanted to zap anyone who tries to leave the dojo with them,” Charli warned, as if reading my mind. “But that could just be an old wives’ tale.” 

I quickly changed out of my skirt and shirt and started stuffing my body into the suit. I wasn’t shy about my body, but I didn’t want to be bare for too long, or give anyone a chance to—

“Spirits above, ladies, look at the dump truck on this one,” a familiar voice mockingly said behind me. A few cruel chuckles danced around her—undoubtedly her girl gang having a laugh at my expense. If Mean Girls had taught me anything, it was that every bully had a posse.  

I rolled my eyes and turned to meet Genevieve’s haughty smirk. Of course she had managed to catch me when I’d been peeling the suit up over my butt. It wasn’t my fault all the gear in the damn school was meant for runway models.

I also wasn’t about to be body shamed by the bitch. 

“You say that like it’s a bad thing, Genevieve,” I said. “Or are you just jealous you don’t have a badonkadonk to bring all the boys to the yard?” 

A twitch of her upper lip made me realize I had gotten her. She tried playing it off with a snort. “Bitch, what do I have to be jealous about? Have you seen these tits?” 

Well, she was standing in her bra, prominently pumping out her chest, so, yeah, I’d say I’d gotten a pretty good look at them. 

I shrugged nonchalantly, unbothered. “Pretty sure I have you beat there, too.”

Her face twisted again then quickly smoothed out before she could lose her cool.

For being a bully, it’s surprisingly easy to push her buttons. Guess it comes with the insecure territory. 

Her friends had stopped laughing. Since she’d lost her audience and it was clear she wasn’t going to win with me, Genevieve turned her ire on Charli. “And this clumsy little one.” She sneered and took a step toward us. “Shivering like a drenched rabbit. Pest control called, little girl—they want their mosquito bites back.”

She cackled. Her friends joined her, right back in it. 

“Don’t pick on her,” I snapped angrily. Who the fuck even are these chicks? Don’t they know this is a school for assassins? They’re really asking for it.  

Charli folded her arms over her chest, a sad expression filling her face that broke my heart.

“Skinny Dee and Fatty Dum over here,” Genevieve finished.

“You’re pathetic, Genevieve,” I said.

“Come on Vivi, class is about to start,” one of her friends said. 

The mean girls sauntered past us. The other girls in the locker room parted the seas to make way for them. I stood in their way but pivoted at the last moment to let them through. 

I would’ve hoped a dangerous, specialized academy like Shadowblade would have outgrown the need for bullies. Alas, some things never changed. 

“I hope you’re ready for your payback, little girl,” Genevieve said over her shoulder at Charli, punching a fist into an open palm. 

Then they were gone, and Charli slapped her locker.

“It’s okay, hun,” I said. “Don’t let them get to you. They’re still stuck in their high school ways.”

“I suck at standing up for myself. I wish I was as strong as you, Coralia.”

“Hun, I bet you’re stronger than me in ways we don’t even know.” 

She gave me a small smile and nodded appreciatively. “Thanks, Cor Cor.”

“Now let’s get out there and kick some ass, eh? We’re not gonna let those biddies bring us down, are we?”

“Nope!” 

I had always been the younger sister in my family, with Myria around; the black sheep of the family where Myri was the golden child. Now I felt like I’d gained a new little sister, and I had to admit, it felt righteous. 

* * *
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THE DOJO WAS A BREEZY, open space that let in a lot of sunlight through the transparent, tarp-like ceiling. All the students—guys and girls alike—stood on a soft blue mat that was like the kind you’d find at any martial arts dwelling. I hoped it was as magically enhanced as the suit I wore.  

I was surprised to find Jace Hudson standing at the front of the class. On one side of the blue mat were the Ghosts, and across from us stood the students like Genevieve, a couple of her friends, Venn Gable, and Dax Kilmeade. 

My eyes lingered on the upperclassmen guys in their black spandex, drawing a blush to my cheeks. Lord help me—I thought the suits left little to the imagination for the girls! The sculpted muscles, the ripped bodies, the hefty bulges . . . is this intentional, letting us see which guys are packing so we’ll get distracted and mess up? 

I supposed I shouldn’t have been surprised many of the supernatural young men at the Academy looked to be smuggling anacondas in their suits. There’s a reason everyone here is so confident. Seems they’re the “cream of the crop” in more ways than one.   

I had to avert my gaze to the mat to keep from springing a leak. Luckily, Jace Hudson started talking to draw everyone’s attention away from the eye-candy, though he certainly had a bit of candy going on himself.

“Welcome to Physical Intent. I’m Professor Hudson.” He cracked his knuckles and twisted his neck this way and that. He was dressed in more appropriate garb, still form-fitting but not as eye-popping as the students’ outfits.

He paced in front of the two groups like a drill sergeant. The Ghosts and Phantoms faced each other, rather than him, making it seem like he was preparing us for civil war. 

“In this class you’ll learn the combat skills necessary to do your jobs as shadowblades. Most of you know how to fight from your time at your undergrad academy.” He glanced at me for a moment and I felt myself get smaller. “Here, though, you will learn more advanced techniques—styles from Jiu-Jitsu, Ninjutsu, Aikido, and other forms from around the world. This world in particular.” 

Guess we won’t be learning Fae-Jitsu. For shame.  

“Mainly, styles that focus on momentum, energy, grappling, and balance. Shadowblades are inherently stealthy. We operate in the shadows, of course, and therefore are understated in our attacks and defenses.”

Looking around at the other girls, and then myself, I died a little inside. I wasn’t as, um, “understated” as the others. No wonder everyone’s so lean and fit here. Have to be little to get in those nooks and crannies. Can a more voluptuous girl like me even make it at a place like this? 

Goosebumps crawled up my arms. I was finally getting to the good stuff, and I couldn’t wait, though I was a little scared. I knew I’d be sore as hell the following day. I wanted to learn how to throw someone on their ass by using their own momentum. Sounded badass.

Professor Hudson talked a good game. “Sometimes we will use weapons, but you must learn how to defend yourselves unarmed. Weapons are flashy and noisy, generally speaking. Given the tasks shadowblades are required to carry out, it is much more beneficial to suffocate a man to death than stab him and give him a chance to scream and alert others. I’m sorry if the mental image is gruesome, but you’ll have to get used to it. Otherwise, I fear you’re in the wrong school.”

Students chuckled—the Phantoms more than the Ghosts. They had already been through this before. Venn, Dax, and especially Genevieve and her girl posse carried themselves with an air of self-importance—an I-know-something-you-don’t expression that made me want to karate chop their throats. 

I, for one, wasn’t turned off by the violence Jace Hudson was depicting. I had a feeling no one else was, either—except maybe Charli—because this was like Navy SEAL training. There was no easy way to go about it. No reason beating around the bush.

I was very curious about the specific people shadowblades were ordered to kill. Headmaster Cane said the “dissident” and “malcontent” supernaturals, but who are they, exactly? Are we talking students from other schools? Freaking demons and gargoyles and shit? Supernaturals in powerful positions that have infiltrated human governments?

The possibilities were endless. I figured I’d find out if I actually passed the classes required to become a full-fledged shadowblade. Then again, I didn’t think I’d ever get there, because my main purpose was to find my sister. Once I knew she was safe, I’d try to restart my life back home.

I needed to remind myself I wasn’t here to make friends; I wasn’t even here to pass classes, but I needed to fake it well. I was here to infiltrate and find out information.

Professor Hudson shifted gears after his violent little spiel. “When you’re here, Ghosts, I want you to forget everything Headmaster Cane told you at orientation.” As he paused, I scanned the students and noticed many of them had raised eyebrows. 

That’s a ballsy statement.

Professor Hudson held his hands up to explain. “I have the utmost respect for Headmaster Cane, first and foremost. He is my superior and boss.” His beard twitched as he smiled. “So don’t try to get me fired.”

A few more chuckles came from the Phantoms. 

“He told you to begin your studies selfishly. For the most part, I agree. But in Physical Intent, you are encouraged to let that philosophy go. Contrary to what the headmaster told you, being a shadowblade isn’t all about being ‘in it for yourself.’ It’s about teamwork, as you’ll come to realize.”

Professor Hudson held up his black-gloved hand, fingers extended, the back of his hand facing us. “Shadowblades work in groups called Gloves. There are five Knuckles to a Glove. Each of those Knuckles represents a person—you.” He closed his fingers into a fist but kept it raised. “Each Knuckle has a purpose, which we’ll get into deeper in this class. As a team, you work together to make sure your ducks are in a row; to make sure you don’t fail; to have each other’s backs. Five Knuckles are better than one, Ghosts.”

He paused for a moment to let us mull that over. I was surprised to hear what the shadowblade strategy was all about, yet happy I was finally learning the lingo.

“This concept of teamwork—Glove teamwork especially—plays out in other Academy ventures, such as Shadowball.”

A few students whooped, gave each other knowing nods and smiles, and one guy said, “Hell yeah.”

Um, what the fuck is Shadowball?

The professor waved the thought away. “That’s neither here nor there. As you advance through your classes, the teamwork aspect will become more apparent. I’d like to give you a preliminary look into it with Physical Intent. 

“To that end, we will be creating pairs. First-year Ghosts will partner up with upperclassmen Phantoms, with the Phantoms acting as tutors.”

Everyone started looking around, confusion on their faces. The Phantoms seemed just as befuddled as the Ghosts. I eyed Charli and we frowned at each other—we’d be getting split up before the fun even began. 

Jace Hudson clapped and drew everyone’s attention before we could get carried away. “Today, Phantoms will sit aside and examine the Ghosts on their skill sets, expertise, and prowess. And to see who they might gel with. Ghosts, you will be stretching, then sparring one another, to showcase your qualities to the Phantoms. At the end of class, Phantoms will choose their trainees.”

At the mention of sparring, my stomach dropped. We were being used as punching bags for the upperclassmen to judge, scrutinize, and possibly ridicule.

I met Charli’s gaze—worried expressions for both of us—and in unison we looked across the way. 

Genevieve Jade’s eyes practically sparkled with malice.
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Chapter 13
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Coralia

I STARTED STRETCHING with Charli. I wanted to make sure I was loose and limber and wouldn’t pull anything in the sparring session.

To be honest, I didn’t even know what “sparring” entailed. While seated on the mat and leaning over to touch my toes, I peeked under my extended arm to where I heard students grunting nearby. Their scuffling drew the attention of a few Phantoms, including Dax and Venn. 

Two guys grappled on the ground, contorting their bodies to try and pin one another. They had gotten a head start, probably wanting to get the scouting period over and done with.

On another section of the mat, two girls were going through motions I vaguely recalled as the “Judo chop!” move from Austin Powers movies. 

It became clear to me, quickly, that I was out of my element. I didn’t have a single iota what these people were getting into—martial arts, wrestling, street fighting. I’d gotten into a few fights in my day, which basically amounted to flailing and swinging my arms in the hope I’d connect with my adversary’s jaw. 

I’d never gotten into anything like this. These people were clearly trained. 

I moved my eyes further to the side and found Genevieve staring daggers at me from across the room. Eyes bulging, I turned away and ducked my head, trying to make myself shrink in my own skin. 

“Don’t worry, Cor Cor,” Charli said, seated across from me. “We’ll get you up to speed.” She gave me a kind smile. 

I guess it’s her turn to pump me up. We could all use it every now and then. “Thanks, Char.”

We stood, did some arm stretches and some wide-legged exercises. I was basically trying to stall for time.

Then a voice behind me made my skin crawl: “Charli Fairfax, I challenge you to a sparring match!” 

A shiver sprinted up my spine. Genevieve Jade was loud enough for the whole dojo to hear. A few people glanced our way, though most of the students kept their distance and stuck to their own business. Wisely. 

Charli paled like an actual ghost.

I faced Genevieve. “Didn’t you hear the professor? Phantoms are supposed to sit this one out and watch.”

She folded her arms under her chest and raised her chin. “I’m not talking to you, Fatty Dum. Skinny Dee and I have unfinished business. She’ll be my trainee.” 

Charli threw up her arms in frustration, biting her lip. “Genevieve, it was an accident!” 

We had drawn more attention from other students. Bully Bitch Jade had made a scene on purpose.

Professor Hudson came striding over. Behind him, Venn Gable and Dax Kilmeade watched with interest but stayed out of it. 

“What’s going on here?” the bearded professor asked, eyeing all three of us in turn.

“I would like to personally test this Ghost’s skills, Professor,” Genevieve said, pointing at Charli. 

Jace furrowed his brow. “That’s not the assignment.” 

“I’m aware, sir.”

Taking a deep breath, the professor scratched his forehead. He seemed exasperated already.

I’m sure this isn’t the first confrontation he’s had with BBJ.

“Why?” he asked simply.

“You want to know the truth?”

“I can think of nothing more I’d like to know.”

“She purposefully attacked me in alchemy class.”

“It wasn’t on purpose!” Charli piped up. “I swear!” 

Jace set his jaw. “Miss Jade, how did this girl—who looks on the verge of tears and has probably expressed her regret and voiced numerous apologies since the event—attack you, exactly?”

“She threw a tumbler of chemicals on me.” 

Jace raised a brow. Uh oh, not a good sign. “Were you burned or otherwise harmed?”

Genevieve scoffed. “It’s the principle, Professor. What if those had been deadly—”

“But they weren’t deadly chemicals,” Jace butted in, “because it’s the first day of class and I know Professor Hawkins uses placebo solutions on the first day.”

“It’s the principle, Jace!” Genevieve screeched, closing her hands into fists. 

The professor paused again. All eyes were on our debacle taking place. Students weren’t even training. I didn’t like that Genevieve thought she was on a first-name basis with the professor.  

“How will your dignity ever recover?” Hudson asked dryly. 

“Precisely.” 

Obviously, Bully Bitch Jade hadn’t caught the sarcasm dripping off his words. She’d heard what she wanted to hear. 

“I will not force this Ghost to spar with you, Miss Jade.” The professor folded his arms and turned to Charli, who looked ready to flee her own skin. “It’s your decision . . . Miss Fairfax, was it?” 

Charli’s eyes pleaded with me while everyone else scrutinized her, before turning to her aggressor. Her big eyes implored reconsideration, but Genevieve was having none of it. 

I understood Charli’s dilemma: If she backed down, everyone would think she was a pansy. She’d be stuck under her bully’s thumb in the dominant-submissive dynamic. She’d never hear the end of it.

If Charli didn’t back down, well, who knew how she’d end up?

Before I could even stop myself or think of the ramifications, I grunted, “I’ll do it.” 

Genevieve and Professor Hudson faced me, all four eyebrows rising high in surprise. 

I blinked, realizing what I’d just said. I understood it might’ve hurt Charli more than helped her, letting me take her battles for her. She might be thought a clinger and worthless on her own merits. But she was clearly scared, she was my new best friend, and I wasn’t about to let a walking Louis Vuitton advertisement stomp all over her.

Plus, I had some payback of my own to exact on Bully Bitch Jade.

“It was my fault,” I explained. “My cat knocked over the beaker that landed on Genevieve.”

Jace cocked his head. “Your cat knocked—wait, what?” He waved his head and hands at the same time. “You know what, I don’t care. Miss Jade, will a sparring match with Miss Hargrave appease your need for retribution?”

Genevieve’s voice was serpentine. “Oh yes, Professor. It absolutely will.”

* * *
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I CRACKED MY KNUCKLES, trying to act like a badass, but inside I feared for my life. Standing across from me on the mat was my very-quickly-acquired nemesis, and she looked mean as fuck. 

Charli had tried to talk me out of it, saying, “You shouldn’t have to take the lashes for my misdeeds,” and I’d told her she needed to stop reading Regency BDSM novels because she sounded like a protagonist from the 1800s when she talked like that. Also, I saw no other way out of our predicament. 

We couldn’t back down. As a unit. It just wasn’t in me, and Genevieve was due for some karma. I still hadn’t gotten over the shadow-tentacle incident from my first night at the Academy. I felt violated and needed revenge.

The jury was still out on the chances of me exacting said revenge, however.  

Professor Hudson stood between us. “No spells, no shadows. Keep it light, yes?”

We both grunted. He stepped out of the way. 

I felt like a samurai zeroing in on his opponent’s battle stance. Truth was, I had no idea what I was doing, so while Genevieve twisted herself into some Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon bullshit, I just ran at her. 

I wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible.

Students cheered as I charged her. Apparently, this sort of gladiatorial excitement was rare. It was clear we weren’t going to “keep it light.”

Genevieve read my move from a mile away and slid out of the way. 

I stumbled with my fist flying, the momentum carrying me past her.

Fuck!

I tried to spin around before I ate shit, but then something thudded into my side and my innards constricted. I thought I was going to piss myself. I yelped as Genevieve recoiled from the punch to my gut and gave me a lopsided grin to add insult to injury. 

Staggering, I took a moment to steady myself. I tried to draw on my reserves to keep me afloat. Adrenaline pumped through my veins, staving off the pain from the kidney punch.

I wanted to wait for Genevieve to come to me, but clearly that wasn’t going to happen. I was the vexed one, while she had all the patience of a venomous turtle. 

As I approached—a bit slower this time—she lashed out and I managed to dodge backward, my eyes bulging as her knuckles grazed my nose. My mouth made an “O” of surprise at my own ability to dodge. 

It was a short-lived triumph. Another punch came to my side. The good side. As I staggered to one knee, I realized she’d been feigning the whole time with her haymaker, to set me up.

Students let out “oohs” and “ahhs.” My lower extremities felt suddenly wobbly and a bit useless. 

“F-Fucking bitch,” I growled through clenched teeth. 

She motioned me forward with her palm like Neo in the Matrix, and I rolled my eyes and spat, “Yeah, yeah, hoe, I’ll be there in a sec.” I bowed my head to make it look like I was meditating, to try and throw her out of rhythm. 

Then I lunged forward, pouncing out of my kneeling stance like a cheetah. Or so I thought. 

I tried to wrap my arms around Genevieve’s narrow waist to bring her to the ground, where I hoped my bigger weight would help me. That also failed.

She spun around me like a ballerina and I spun with her, dizzying myself while I tried to keep her in front of me. At least if she was in front of me, I could see what—

The whole world somersaulted and I was staring up at the white tarp of the dojo ceiling. “Oh fudge,” I breathed.

All the air whooshed out of me as I landed on my back with a harsh thud. Something inside me sounded like it cracked. I wasn’t sure if she had tripped me or literally spun me through the air using my momentum, but I did know it hurt like fuck. 

My body deflated, the fight leaving me. I could only take in shallow, ragged breaths. I thought I vaguely heard a screech from Charli in the stands—my one supporter—while the rest of the students laughed.

For good measure, Genevieve literally kicked me while I was down, but my back and spine hurt too badly for me to really feel it.

She raised her foot to finish me off. I was seeing stars and couldn’t defend myself even if I wanted. I closed my eyes, resigned to my fate, not wanting the bottom of her shoe to be the last thing I saw. And my dumb ass thought the professor would intervene before I got my trachea crushed by this bitch’s foot. Foolish gir—

“That’s enough, Vivi.” The voice was decidedly not Professor Hudson’s.

My eyes snapped open. I raised my head. 

Venn Gable stood a few feet away, separated from the rest of the gleeful audience who had just watched me get my ass kicked. 

“This isn’t your fight, Venn,” Genevieve snarled, slamming her foot down an inch from my head. 

“I’m making it mine. Come on, you’ve proven your point. No one’s going to embarrass you again.”

Well, let’s not get too hasty . . .

My lungs were finally starting to take air again, but everything hurt. I still had no idea what Genevieve had done to me. My eyes moved to the side, where Professor Hudson was standing behind all the students, arms crossed as he studied us, no doubt to see how we would take care of the situation.

It reminded me of one of my most hated quotes in all of retail: “Team building exercise.” What the hell, man? Take control of your class! My bid for vengeance is over! My siege has failed! I sound like I’ve been reading the same trashy romance books as Charli, and I might be concussed!

The edges of my vision went dark. I really wanted to see the outcome of my little brawl with Genevieve, if it could be called that, but I wasn’t sure I had it in me. 

“Fine,” Genevieve finally said. She stared down at me. “You got off easy, worm food.”

I let out a sigh of relief and agony.

As she walked away, Venn stood over me. He reached a hand down. 

My eyes first landed on the impressive bulge between his thighs. It was like right there and I couldn’t stop myself. I was on my back, staring up between his legs, and he was lending me a helping hand. But I felt like the only thing that would help me in that moment was seeing that swinging dic— 

No . . . that’s not right. Fuck, Genevieve scrambled my brain. That’s not what I meant to think. “Cock and balls,” I sputtered, feeling dizzy and discombobulated. 

Venn had an amused smirk on his lilac face, his hand still outstretched. “What’s that, Miss Hargrave?”

I tried to move my body to stand, and failed. “I-I don’t think I can walk. I think she broke my back.”

“You wouldn’t be moving your neck or extremities if you broke your back. You’d be much worse off, and you wouldn’t be begging for cock and balls.”

“E-Excuse me?” 

“Nothing. Do you want help or not?”

“Okay.”

He knelt down and picked me up in a bridal carry, with little more than a grunt. My head pressed against his firm chest, his broad shoulders seeming to keep me protected and boxed in. All other thoughts and visions of the sparring students vanished as Venn’s scent of crisp rain and roaring thunderstorms played like déjà vu to my senses.

He smiled down at me. “Well, isn’t this familiar?” 

I quirked my brow. “Huh?”

Oh, right. The first time we met he was picking me up just like this . . . stealing away my paralyzed body from my home. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 14
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Dax

I WAS INTRIGUED ABOUT Coralia Hargrave, to say the least. While Donovenn and Sunder were on opposing sides concerning her, I’d remained firmly on the fence. Up until her “sparring match” with Genevieve Jade. 

Now I was leaning a certain way. 

I supposed Donovenn and Sunder’s conflicting opinions of Coralia made sense, given their personalities. Even if it was driving a wedge through the sad remnants of our Glove. 

Donovenn was the most jovial Unseelie Fae I’d ever met. He had come from an unfortunate background, but hadn’t we all? He was the epitome of the adage that the people who had been through the worst circumstances were oftentimes the most sympathetic and understanding. 

Before knowing him, I hadn’t thought such a thing possible from the dour Unseelie. I was fascinated with the silver-haired, lilac-hued fae. Being the subpar conversationalist I was, I’d never managed to sit down and ask him what made him tick, why he was kind, or why he appreciated Coralia Hargrave after little more than a passing glance. He knew nothing about her. 

Perhaps he had an ulterior motive. 

Sunder, by comparison, was an intimidator. He had come from a long line of cutthroat, ruthless tyrants—first princes and kings, and then powerful businesspeople and politicians in modern times. Being a vampire, he had been around for quite some time. He was still in his infancy as a bloodsucker, and I hoped he would brush off whatever chip he had on his shoulder before he became an actual tyrant himself. 

His nickname, Sunny, was a twisted irony, given his disposition. The man couldn’t be out in sunlight for more than a few minutes without feeling ill, and his demeanor was decidedly un-sunny.

And then there was me. I had come from a poor, unsophisticated clan originally located in the jungles of French Guiana. After much persecution, my ancestors migrated to the more temperate climate of the Appalachian Mountain forests prior to my birth. 

I knew what struggle looked like just as well as anyone, and understood the risks one must take in order to survive and thrive.  

When Headmaster Alaric Cane had invited me, personally, into Shadowblade Academy, my faction had been elated. I owed my future to the Academy, which was why I had always toed the line and was seen as more formal than the other Knuckles in Hudson’s Glove. 

Any rewards from my assignments would go back to my faction. I lived a meager existence and was fine with it. 

Despite Donovenn and Sunder’s differences, I had come to love them like brothers—even if I didn’t always show it. We were part of an elite unit. 

Then we lost Quentin Argyle and Myria Hargrave, our brother and sister, and became, well, a Glove without a hand. Empty shells. We still had a capable Wrist—the person responsible for guiding us; the one who gave us assignments—in Jace Hudson, but we were all struggling.

Perhaps that was where the animosity between Donovenn and Sunder stemmed from: Donovenn held onto a glimmer of hope, being an optimist, that Coralia Hargrave could fill the empty hole inside us, since she was the sister of one of our former Knuckles. Meanwhile, Sunder was too attached to Myria to let her go. 

I was less emotional than either of them. More reserved and calculating. It was why I made such a good scout and tracker. I didn’t share Sunder’s bombastic traits or Donovenn’s headstrong ones. 

But like my brothers, I was loyal to a fault. That concept changed my opinion while watching Coralia Hargrave battle a much stronger, more skilled opponent in Genevieve Jade. 

I saw potential. 

Coralia had the fighting spirit of a war goddess. Her unwillingness to back down or give up, even in the face of obvious defeat, was inspiring. Perhaps she really had thought she stood a chance—that she was going to win and be the heroine of the day. 

I didn’t believe being a “heroine” was in Coralia’s mind at all. She simply had grit, and wouldn’t be subjugated by tyrants, except by force. 

That’s what made my eyes gleam while watching her getting tossed around the dojo mat like a ragdoll: Her unflinching loyalty to her friend. Even a friend she had only just met. Loyalty that we, the Knuckles of Hudson’s Glove, shared with one another.

I was relieved Donovenn put a stop to the fight before I had to. It was in his nature, and I suspected he would. 

I watched the bout from the shadows, my preferred location. During it, I eyed Wrist Hudson out the corner of my eye, wondering when he’d put a stop to it. His arms were folded like mine, eyes dark and unreadable to most . . . but readable to me. 

He saw the same things inside Coralia I did. At least I liked to think so. He wanted to see how his Glove would react to the situation. 

Donovenn, Sunder, and I were Wrist Hudson’s people. After our Ghost-year together at Shadowblade Academy, along with Quentin and Myria, we had formed Hudson’s Glove. He was our leader.

In my mind, Wrist Hudson wanted to see if we still had the drive and wherewithal to be a Glove and stop the sapling of tyranny before it bloomed into an unwieldy tree. In that respect, Genevieve was the sapling. 

Despite Shadowblade Academy’s grim name, we had to remember the assassins being trained here were honed to fight against oppression and terror. We weren’t meant to be the oppressors, but rather the rebellious sect who questioned them. 

It seemed like a concept lost on Genevieve Jade, and even Sunder Conway at times. But not Donovenn Gable, and for that I felt proud of my brother. 

Coralia Hargrave would not replace her sister Myria, who had been a force to be reckoned with in her own right. 

But perhaps Coralia would become something else entirely: the thread that sewed Hudson’s Glove back together.

* * *
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AFTER DONOVENN LEFT his family namesake’s training facility with Coralia cradled in his arms like a babe, sparring resumed. 

I watched for a while so my intentions didn’t seem too obvious, though my mind was already made up. Halfway through class I slid behind everyone and spoke a few words with Wrist Hudson. 

He nodded to me after we were finished talking, giving me the go-ahead. 

Before leaving the dojo, I spotted Charli Fairfax sitting alone in a corner of the huge room. She was wiping tears away. I stuttered at the door, hesitating, and then approached her. While I’d never been a sentimental man, I knew how hard guilt and blame could ruin a person’s conscience.

Standing over her, I reached down. “Take my hand, Miss Fairfax.”

She blinked big eyes at me, her freckled cheeks slick with drying tears. She showed no judgment on her face, just curiosity. “E-Excuse me, sir?”

“You needn’t refer to me as ‘sir,’ unless you would prefer I call you ‘ma’am’ or ‘dame’?” 

A small smile grew on her face. “I mean, if you’re offering . . . I wouldn’t mind.”

I gave her a wry smile of my own. “Very well, Dame Fairfax. Come with me.”

She giggled then cocked her head, still unsure. One didn’t become a shadowblade trainee without some measure of suspicion written into his or her DNA, so I respected it.

Tentatively, she took my hand and wobbled to her feet. “Who are you and where are you taking me, sir . . .”

“My name is Dax Kilmeade. I’m going to take you to your friend.” 

“Cor Cor?!” she asked excitedly, hope budding on her innocent face. 

“If I’m correct to assume ‘Cor Cor’ is Coralia Hargrave, then yes.” I nodded. “Cor Cor.” 

“Okay! You can do that? Leave in the middle of class?” 

“I’ve received permission from Professor Hudson.”

The excitement fled her face as we made it to the door of the dojo. She stopped walking, shaking her head, and doubt clouded her features. “Wait, she probably doesn’t want to see me. I’m to blame for all of this.”

“I believe she did what she did for you, Dame Fairfax. Not because of you. If that makes sense.”

“I . . . I think it does.” She mulled over my words. “Okay, fine—wait!” The excitement came roaring back, eyebrows creasing. “I have to get Bruce Kittenson!”

“Bruce . . . what?” I began to ask, but she was already jogging to the women’s locker room.

I scratched my head and furrowed my brow. When Charli returned a moment later with a backpack that moved and bulged from the inside, I didn’t ask questions. It wasn’t my place. 

“All right,” she said with a wide smile. “Now I’m ready, Mr. Kilmeade.” 

“Dax is fine.”

“Okay, Mr. Dax.”

I gave her a stern glare, narrowing my eyes.

She giggled, blushing. 

Then we were on our way to the infirmary. 

I couldn’t let Donovenn bask in his chivalrous rescue alone. He wouldn’t be able to fit his head through the door if he was left to his own devices for too long. 

I chuckled to myself. Maybe he’s more similar to Sunder than I originally thought. 

* * *
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“SHE’S SLEEPING NOW,” Donovenn told me when I entered the hospital room with Charli. “She’ll be fine. She over-exaggerated the extent of her wounds.” 

Coralia lay on a gurney with a blanket over her body, chest rising peacefully with each breath. “I was trying to sleep. It isn’t gonna happen with all the stuffiness and talky-talk going on,” she murmured sullenly, eyes still closed. 

She was right: The small room had become rather cramped with Donovenn, me, Charli, and whatever terrifying creature Charli held captive in Coralia’s backpack. 

“Cor Cor, you’re awake!” Charli squealed. She pushed past me and Donovenn to crouch next to Coralia’s hospital bed. 

Coralia’s eyebrows clenched for a moment at the jarring sound of Charli’s squeal. When she opened her eyes, she smiled softly to her friend. “Charli, you’re here.”

“So is Bruce Kittenson!” Charli cried out happily, holding up the backpack. Muffled meows and scratching sounds emanated from within, and I went on high alert. 

Right, I forgot Coralia Hargrave has a cat as a pet. A pity.

Charli unzipped the top of the backpack. A white feline leaped out, plopping itself on Coralia’s chest.

She winced. “Ow! Brucey, come on, man. I’m wounded here. Don’t hit a girl when she’s down, dude.” 

Bruce did not seem to care. I knew all too well what that felt like. 

Charli swept the cat off Coralia. She hugged him tight against her thin body. “Cor Cor, are you mad at me?”

“No, hun. How could I be? I got into that shitstorm myself.” She let out a raspy cough. “Genevieve really gave it to me. What kind of Kung Fu badassery did she even pull? Never mind, I don’t want to know. It hurts to think.”

Her mind seemed awhirl. 

“She’s still a bit loopy,” Donovenn told me. “Dr. Merryman gave her pain medication.”

“You know I can hear everything you’re saying, right?” Coralia asked. “Now you’ve called me loopy and an over-exaggerator.” 

“Hopefully those two afflictions aren’t permanent,” I said.

Coralia narrowed her eyes at me. “Ah, the quiet creepy one has jokes? Who would have thought?”

I firmed my lips. “I’m not creepy.”

“Creepiness is in the eye of the beholder, Dax.”

Charli scrunched her brow. “You two know each other?”

“Hardly,” Coralia said. “He helped stuff me into a prison cell when I first got here.”

Charli’s shoulders sank. “For the initiation? Yeah, that was no fun.”

“Try being paralyzed right before it. Like, literally.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Coralia sighed. “What are you all doing here? Not you, Charli—you’re cool. But you two guys? I’m fine.” 

I said, “I’ve come with an offer.” 

“Oh God, are you gonna ask me to join your creepy shadow cult?”

“What? No.” My brow furrowed. She was good at throwing me off, which gave me another reason to bring her into the fold. “I’m here to offer my services as your tutor in Professor Hudson’s Physical Intent class.”

The room went dead silent. 

Donovenn’s head was the first to whip around. “Wait, what?” 

Coralia blinked rapidly, her eyes big in her head. “Um, I’m with him,” she said, pointing at Donovenn. “Did you not just see Genevieve wipe the floor with me?” 

I bowed my head. “Indeed, I did.”

“Then why would you want to train me? I’m a leper here already. I don’t have the skill set someone like you is looking for.”

“Frankly, Coralia, you have no idea what I’m looking for,” I blurted. Being a loner, or a “leper,” I related to her, though it wasn’t like me to voice my inner thoughts. Composing myself, I cleared my throat. “Skill and technique can be taught. What you have inside you can’t. That’s what intrigues me, Coralia.”

“Whoa,” she murmured. “Okay, Mr. Miyagi.”

“Pardon?”

“The Karate Kid?”

I shook my head.

She flapped a lazy hand at me, facing Donovenn at the end of her bed. “Venn, what do you think of this proposal?”

“I’m . . . surprised,” he said. His eyes hadn’t moved from me, as if trying to read my mind. Good luck, Donovenn. “A little pissed he got to it first.”

I shrugged. “Coralia will need help in more than just physical combat aspects, Donovenn.”

“Hey, are you saying I suck at everything?” Coralia asked, trying to sit up. She coughed, grimaced, and flopped back down. “Ugh. No, it’s cool. You’re right.”

“So?” I said. “I’ll only make the offer once.” 

All eyes were back on Coralia. She was getting flustered. Or was that pink blush on her cheeks from embarrassment? 

A long pause drifted through the stuffy room. Eventually, she tossed up her arms. “Okay, okay, fine! Damn, y’all are hardasses around here.” 

Charli squeaked for some unknown reason, startling the resting cat in her arms. “Yay! You have a sensei, Cor Cor! Did you hear that, Mr. Kittenson? Coralia has a Mr. Miyagi.”

Donovenn frowned. Not to be outdone, he said, “If you’re gonna do that, Daxy, then I’ll be your Alchemy tutor, Cor.”

Coralia’s eyes bulged. “R-Really?”

“Spirits know you need it,” he mumbled. 

Given his background, I knew Donovenn would make an excellent tutor in that respect.

“I’ll teach you spellcasting basics, babe!” Charli wailed. “We’ll get you up to speed real fast.”

Coralia was at a loss for words. She stared blankly at the three of us. “You guys, that’s . . .” When she trailed off, she closed her eyes, letting her head sink into the pillow. “Can we reconvene in a little bit? I think Dr. Feelgood is right after all. I need my beauty sleep.”

“It’s Dr. Merryman,” I said.

“Whatever. Goodnight.”

I grazed my hand over my head and shrugged. Donovenn stood and joined me at the door. 

I supposed it was as much as I was going to get out of the young woman, but I was fine with that. 

Against all odds, Coralia Hargrave had endeared herself to me during her fight with Genevieve Jade. I liked to think I had endeared myself to her as well . . . if only marginally.
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Chapter 15


[image: image]


Coralia

I AWOKE SOMETIME LATER, briefly, and vaguely remembered seeing through my heavy, gummy eyes that I was alone in the infirmary room. I finally had time to rest, perhaps for the first time since getting to Shadowblade Academy. Genevieve Jade had not only worked me over in class—I’d dreamt of her sneaking into our dorm room and knifing me in my sleep, which led to a lot of tossing and turning. 

The first day of class had been a whirlwind, and I’d only made it to two classes. When I awoke, I had no idea what time or day it was. I remembered I had two more classes to go to—Shadow Manipulation and Shadowwalking—the two I’d been looking forward to the most. 

When I tried to get out of the gurney, my head swam. My muscles protested and my bones creaked. With a grimace, I groaned and dropped back to the bed. “Maybe just a few more minutes . . .” I told myself, my eyelids already getting droopy. I yawned once and was promptly out again, for another indeterminate amount of time.

In my fugue, I wasn’t aware what was real and what wasn’t. Was everything that had transpired before Dr. Feelgood’s drugs took hold part of the real world, or were they a dream?

No, no, no. Why would Dax Kilmeade and Venn Gable offer to tutor me in anything? It makes no sense. 

Then again, Sunny didn’t offer shit, so it seems all is right in the universe in that respect. If that asshole had proposed teaching me the ins and outs of the Academy, I would know I’m dreaming.

So maybe it all actually happened?

Dax was going to be my Physical Intent tutor. Venn had pledged himself as my Alchemy tutor. It was baffling to say the least. 

My mind drifted to something more questionable: how intriguing those three were. 

Even Sunny, despite being a grade-A A-hole. The tall, long-haired, fit vampire defiled me, sucking the blood from my neck like it was nothing. Does that mean he’s attracted to me? Or was it simply a show of dominance? Because maybe he’s the kind of man I wouldn’t mind taking control over me, putting my snappy mouth in its place . . .

And Dax. He looks at me like I’m either his next meal or his next target. Am I making a mistake, getting close to him? Allowing him to teach me something so “intimate” as physical combat? I mean, I wouldn’t mind seeing what his dark skin looks like covering my pale flesh, but . . . 

Venn might be more my speed. He can match my dark humor and seems the most interested in what I have to say and what I do. He’s the most honest with his emotions, and that goes a long way for me . . .

Handsome faces funneled in and out of my vision, swirling on the wings of a tornado. The men smiled at me one by one, flashing their pearly whites before dissipating and morphing into the next delicious man down the line.

Those heads shifted into body parts, my mind’s eye taking in every inch of their built muscles, their powerful arms, their brick-like abs. Powerful auras radiated from each man—different colors that made no sense to me. All I knew was the colors made them resplendent, alpha avatars. 

Why am I so drawn to them?

The auras twisted back into memories of reality: lying on my back and staring up at Venn’s outstretched hand; the mound my eyes landed on between his legs; the strength with which he carried me, like I weighed nothing at all; the cocksure smile.

Yes, so cocksure. 

All these men shared something I wanted a piece of, swinging fat and loose between their thighs—

Oh my God. Horny alert! Horny alert! 

I need to wake up! 

Wake. Up. Girl! 

My eyes snapped open. I found myself breathing raggedly in a fetal position, on my side, staring at a wall. A blanket lay over me, covering my body in ooey-gooey warmth. Mmmm, so warm. Like pancakes and bacon. No wonder my libido’s gallivanting around unchecked. 

Not only had I not been laid in God-only-knew how long, but I’d had all these sexy men thrust in front of me at the same time. Men who put the regular-schmegular guys from the Crust to shame. 

My face felt flush. I got control of my breathing as my eyes started to open. It was then I realized, to my dismay, that my hands were stuffed between my fleshy thighs, fingers hooked inside my warm, wet center. My digits were sticky with my own arousal, the lust of my wet dream coming into full focus as reality faded in around me. 

My eyes widened and I pulled my fingers out of myself. Pancakes and bacon, my mind said, the final remnant of my lewd dreams dying out in a breath of yummy food and syrup. 

I rolled onto my back with a sigh—

And nearly jumped out of my skin. My heart stopped for a beat as two figures loomed over me on the other side of the gurney: Charli and another girl I’d never met before. 

I hiked my blanket up to my neck, frightening embarrassment scalding my cheeks. I had no idea how much of that Charli had seen.

She stared down at me with a wide smile, as she was wont to do, and had a hand on the shoulder of the girl next to her. “Yay, Cor Cor, you’re finally awake. You okay? You were squirming a bit th—”

“Pancakes and bacon!” I blared, mortified. My new bestie had almost barged in on me scratching my turntable like a DJ. “I’m f-fine. Uh, who’s this?” My eyes flicked over to the blondie next to Charli—anything to get the attention off me. 

“Oh, this is Mya. She’s my roommate.” 

I furrowed my brow and started to prop myself up, keeping the blanket over my body. “Oh . . . kay. Hi, Mya. I’m Coralia.” 

“I know.” Mya’s tone seemed a bit sassy, which was odd coming from her sweet face.

“I made an executive decision, Cor Cor, and Mya has agreed,” Charli informed me with a sage nod.  

“Agreed to what, exactly?” I felt so damn confused and vulnerable with my kitty still throbbing beneath the covers. Speaking of kitty, I thought, and found myself scanning the bare room—behind Charli and Mya; leaning over to inspect under my gurney. “Where’s Brucey, Char?”

“Don’t worry, he’s safe back in our room.” She gave me an exaggerated wink. I could tell it was taking every bit of strength for her not to explode with excitement. 

“He’s—huh? Wait, I’m still confused. Slow it down for me.”

“We’re switching roomies!” Charli squealed, clapping enthusiastically. 

I tilted my head. “We are?”

“I want to train with the best,” Mya said, her blue eyes gleaming. “Genevieve Jade is the best. We’ve already gotten the okay. It’s happening, so don’t try to stop it.”

“Why . . . why would I try to stop it?” My flat tone picked up. “That’s, like, seriously the best news I’ve gotten since I came here!”

“Yayyy!” Charli cheered. She pumped her little hands in the air. 

I sat up sharply. “You’re seriously telling me I won’t have to room with that damn harpy anymore?”

Mya mumbled, “It can’t be that bad . . .”

“Nope, you and Brucey are staying with me now!” Charli butted in. “It’s all worked out, like Mya said. Now that we’re roomies, I can help you learn the basics of spellcasting! The stuff you would have learned at, like, Briarwitch Academy, had you gone there.” 

My mouth fell open. I didn’t know what to say. I’m going to be a wizard? Or something? A sorceress? 

I mean, I was told I do have powers, so why not?

Making sure my downstairs was safely hidden, I lunged out of bed and wrapped Charli in a hug. We did Ring-Around-the-Rosie near Mya, who suddenly didn’t seem too stoked on the switch she’d made.

For me, things were looking up.  

* * *
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“I NEED PANCAKES AND bacon,” I said as I walked out of the infirmary with Charli. Nighttime was fast approaching on the pink horizon. “Jeez, how long was I out?”

“A few hours. I think your body needed sleep more than anything. Doctor said you’ll be fine.”

“Well that’s good.” I glanced over and saw she was brimming with energy. She couldn’t hide it from her cherubic face. With a crooked grin, I wrapped my arm around her neck and brought her in close so I could smoosh her. “Get over here, pixie stick.” 

She giggled in my grip and stuffed her face in my sideboob, getting remarkably comfortable in a few short seconds. 

“Thank you so much for everything you’ve done, Char,” I said in a low voice, in her ear. “You don’t know what it means to have someone on my side.” 

She pulled herself away. Her eyes looked dewy. “Are you kidding me? You got your butt kicked so I wouldn’t! That’s the nicest thing anyone’s done for me.”

I chuckled and scratched my head. “Yeah, well, I didn’t really think that one through.”

“Did you really think you could take Genevieve, Cor Cor?”

“I hoped so,” I admitted.  

“She’s well trained. But we’ll get you up to speed, and you won’t have to worry about her harassing you in your own dorm room.”

“Thank the Spirits! As you all say.” 

Charli put her arm around my waist and canted her head on my shoulder as we kept walking into the night, across campus. “Now come on, let’s get you some pancakes and bacon. The mess hall is up ahead.”

At mention of breakfast foods, my stomach dropped. I slowed my roll as a wave of sadness and nostalgia bellowed inside me, coming up out of nowhere. 

Charli felt my abrupt mood change and gave me a concerned look, slowing alongside me. “You okay, boo?”

Bottled memories came roaring back unfiltered—being the brunt of my mom’s scorn; going out on my own as a teenager; working at Lindon’s thrift store; working with Marlow . . .

Ah. So that’s why I was dreaming of pancakes and bacon.

“I miss my bestie, Charli.”

“I-I’m right here, Cor Cor.” 

I blinked away tears suddenly blurring my vision. “I mean my one back home, hun. I’m sorry.” 

She took it in stride, the trooper. “Oh, it’s okay. We all had lives before Shadowblade Academy.” She tried to play it off but I could tell I had inadvertently hurt her. 

I felt like a sack of shit for doing that to such a kind spirit. “Yes, we all had lives,” I muttered, “and I was ripped away from mine.”

“Who is she?” 

“Her name is Marlow.” I gave her a fond smile. “She makes the best bacon with the perfect amount of crunch. I miss it. I miss her.” 

“I understand, Cor Cor.”

“I guess I’ve been too caught up in my own whirlwind of shit to remember I have a life—albeit a crappy one—back home.”

“Where is home?”

We resumed walking toward the mess hall, because nostalgia or not, a girl needed to eat. 

“New Orleans. Well, near it. We call it the Crust. And yes, it’s exactly like it sounds.”

With a small chuckle, Charli said, “Sounds nice.”

“Where’s home for you, Char?”

She flapped a hand at me and, for once, the enthusiasm on her face died. My heart ached from the look I saw. “Far from here.”

I didn’t pry. I knew when someone didn’t want to talk about it, and Charli’s body language was the most unmistakable thing I’d ever seen. Her honesty and authenticity were partly why I liked her so much.

She wore her heart on her sleeve, like me. Except her heart was way bigger than mine.

“We’re gonna have fun as roomies, Cor Cor,” she said, changing the subject. “I just know it.”

I smiled. “I bet you’re right, Char.” My mind shifted back to Marlow and my smile disappeared. For a moment, we walked in silence while I reminisced. Then I said, “Say, Charli, do you think I could visit her?”

“Marlow?”

“I left on such a whim. She doesn’t even know where I’ve gone and I bet she’s freaking out. Probably has an Amber Alert out for my ass.”

The sadness came back to her face. “Oh, Coralia, I don’t . . . I don’t think so. Not while you’re at the Academy. Haven’t they told you?”

I sighed dramatically. “Yeah, yeah. ‘If I told you, I’d have to kill you’ and all that.” 

“It’s dangerous, y’know?” 

Frankly, I couldn’t believe she was defending the Academy on this. Perhaps she knows something I don’t.

“It could put your friend at risk,” she explained, likely sensing my frustration. “If your friend has knowledge of this place, it could get her implicated or even killed. At least that’s what they say.”

“Mhm.” I gave up. A feeling of defeat washed over me. “Can’t even send, like, a messenger pigeon or something? I mean, I’ve seen no cell phones and I doubt there’s service wherever we are. I haven’t even seen gates to this place!” 

Before I could get too wound up, Charli ran a hand down my back. “I don’t think they have messenger pigeons, boo.”

“I know. I was just kidding.” I glanced at the monolithic cathedral of Grimmer Hall far off in the distance to my right. “Messenger . . . ravens?”  

Charli giggled. “Makes more sense for this place.”

“What about portaling? The way I was brought here was through a shadow portal of some kind.”

Fear flitted across her freckles. “Well, I guess that would be possible—”

“What about portaling without anyone knowing?”

“Oh, Cor Cor, that sounds dangerous. You’d get in so much trouble! Plus, I don’t know how to portal. You’d have to ask an upperclassman, I think, and I don’t think any of them would risk getting in trouble for—”

“Oh really?” I cut in, mind wandering. I currently have two upperclassmen vying for my affection as we speak. Or so it seems.  

I needed to catch a Phantom? 

I bet I can do that.  
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Chapter 16
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Venn

I SAT ACROSS FROM HEADMASTER Cane in his conference room in Fort Nocturnus. As usual, I was spooked and nervous about meeting with the wizened old man. Other than being scary, I worried about disappointing him—not because I feared for my own life, but because I knew what he was capable of. 

Since coming to Shadowblade Academy, Headmaster Cane had become something of a father figure to me—a father figure which, honestly, I had never asked for. He was overbearing, demanding, and watched me like a hawk. Then again, he watched everyone at the Academy like a hawk because that was his job. 

I felt I was a bit of a special case, however, because of my background. He gave me more attention than others. 

In a school full of assassins, Alaric had to be top dog. He might have been older and more wrinkled than in his heyday, but he still had an utterly commanding presence that chilled me to the bone. 

We stared at each other for a long time, his steely eyes boring into me as if he could see my soul. The ancient mage folded his bony hands into a steeple on his desk, his white beard brushing across the surface. His thin lips were folded and I felt the overwhelming need to fill the empty silence with words. Any words. 

I resisted, knowing it was part of Headmaster Cane’s strategy. He had showed me you could get more out of a person simply by staying quiet, listening, and waiting for them to open their big mouth. “People want to talk,” he had once told me. “You need but listen between the silences.”

The thick, heavy quietness became constricting and immense, like a heavy layer of fog I couldn’t see through. 

“Do your Glovemates know you’ve been talking to me?” he asked at last.

“They were present when Wrist Hudson first told me you wanted to speak with me. I lied about the subject of our talk.”

“They don’t know you’ve been watching Coralia Hargrave for me?”

“No. Should they, sir?”

Alaric gave me a quick shake of his head. “I don’t want this to get in the way of their studies.” 

What about my studies, old man? This whole farce is stressing me out! 

I was not the Unseelie fae Alaric Cane thought I was. I was not a fae predisposed to keeping secrets and taking part in dubious activities. Those were things my people were known for, yet I had managed to shirk those tropes. 

It hadn’t been easy.

“It’s been a few days since your assignment, Donovenn. Do you have anything new to report to me?”

I hesitated. “Honestly, Headmaster, I don’t know, because I’m not sure what you’re looking for.” 

The headmaster raised a white brow. 

“Am I looking for something suspicious?” I asked. “Does the girl mean something to Shadowblade Academy, and you, that no one else is aware of?”

“Those aren’t important factors, son.”

How couldn’t they be? “Then no, I’m afraid to say I don’t have anything new to—oh!” I veered tracks as a thought rolled over me. “Coralia recently switched dorm rooms. She no longer stays with Genevieve Jade, and instead is bunking with Charli Fairfax. The two have become quick friends.”

“Do you know the circumstances regarding that switch?”

“Honestly? Genevieve Jade is a mean-spirited bully. Coralia is lucky Charli’s roommate was looking for that kind of personality trait in a tutor.” 

Headmaster Cane nodded slightly. “Yes, Miss Jade has always been a rowdy one. She is hellbent on maintaining attention around herself.”

“So I’ve seen.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about her.” 

“Worry, sir?” Who said anything about worry? “Should I be worried of, um, Coralia, instead?” I leaned forward in my seat, no longer able to stand the incessant thumping of my boot on the floor.

“No,” Alaric said, waving me off with an incredulous look on his face, as if it was the furthest thing I should’ve been concerning myself with. “Her powers are unlocked, but I haven’t heard of progress in her abilities. She’s slow-learning.”

“She’s only known she’s one of us for a matter of days. Sir.” It felt strange defending Coralia. My mouth spoke for me, opening before my mind could stop it. Trying to recover, I added, “I believe it’s best to give her some time. She will come into her own.”

“One can only hope. Do you believe Miss Jade and Miss Hargrave will continue to butt heads now that they aren’t roomed together?”

Another shrug. I was full of them. “I don’t know, sir. It’s entirely possible. Genevieve has a vendetta against all humans, it seems. She was the same way with Myria, Coralia’s sis—”

“I know who Myria Hargrave is, Donovenn.” He snapped the words out angrily, which surprised me. “Speaking of which, has Coralia mentioned her sister at all?”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

“See that you’re around her if she does.”

“Yes sir. Again, is there anything specific I should be looking—”

“I’m curious to know if she wonders about Myria’s absence and whereabouts.”

“They’re sisters, sir. I’m sure she does. Wrist Hudson has told Coralia that Myria is on a mission somewhere.” I frowned, frustration boiling inside me. “Which I’m assuming is a lie.”

Alaric bowed his head, swishing his beard across the desk. “I’m afraid so, son.”

“We have no idea where she is?”

With a flare of his nostrils, the headmaster said, “I have some ideas, but I will not speculate. This is information only you are privy to, understand?”

I tucked my chin. “Yes sir.” It felt special knowing I held a secret with Headmaster Cane that no one else shared. 

Clearly, the headmaster was suspicious about Coralia, for some reason. I couldn’t out-and-out ask why, because I was supposed to simply be a vessel for his demands—a body for him to order around. It wasn’t my place to ask questions, especially ones that might anger him.

He still had leverage over me. I wasn’t foolish enough to dig myself into a position where I’d have to face Alaric Cane’s wrath. That was a fool’s errand. I needed to appease the headmaster, which meant I needed to be a better spy. However, it was becoming increasingly difficult to do that. I had compromised my integrity by falling for the girl. 

It was something no one could know. 

Ever since seeing Coralia “fight” Genevieve—if it could even be called that—and perhaps before, I had found myself drawn to her. Drawn to her in a way I’d never been drawn to Myria, even when she was one of my closest comrades in Hudson’s Glove.

There was something light and airy about Coralia that attracted me to her. An indifference to what anyone thought about her. She was so unlike the stuffy academics and prideful students of Shadowblade Academy. So different than even her sister. 

Through all of her grim humor, explosive curiosity, and dark style, Coralia had an easy confidence that must have been fostered over years in the human world. Perhaps she had been shaped by tragedy, like so many of us. I couldn’t articulate exactly what it was about her—I just knew Coralia Hargrave was magnetic. Her pale, lively beauty also didn’t hurt.  

The thought aggravated me. If I’m going to be a good shadowblade once I’m done with the Academy, I have to learn to separate my emotions from my job, I told myself for the thousandth time. I can’t get attached. 

Damn me for getting stuck in this position! 

“The look on your face, Donovenn. You have something you want to tell me.”

I glanced up from the desk, eyes flashing wide. 

Headmaster Cane had said it as a statement, not a question. 

I had no idea how long I’d been silent. Shit. Stupid, daydreaming in front of the most observant man in the Academy. I came up with the first thing I could think of—something I’d been saving and thankfully could use as an ace in the hole. “I’ve offered to be Coralia’s Alchemy tutor, Headmaster. We’ve scheduled meetings at least once a week.”

After a beat of silence, he gave me a nod. “Ah. Maybe you are taking this assignment more seriously than I originally thought.”

I bowed my head. “Of course, sir. I am here to serve.”

“Well, I want you to serve better.” His voice threaded between anger and exasperation. “Make it two meetings a week. Try to involve her in things to get closer to her.”

“Yes sir.” 

With that, I was dismissed. 

I still had no idea what Alaric Cane was searching for. All I knew was my job had become more difficult—in just a few short days—the more I’d gotten to know Coralia Hargrave. And I’d barely even skimmed the surface.

I dreaded thinking about how I’d feel the next time I was asked to report to Headmaster Cane. Because I knew what this school was, and what students were trained to do. I wasn’t foolish.

I wouldn’t be a simple spy forever. 

I knew what Headmaster Cane would eventually ask me to do . . . and the proposition of that scared me more than the headmaster himself. 

* * *
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I LEFT FORT NOCTURNUS and rushed across campus. The problem with the clandestine meetings with the headmaster, and not being able to tell my brothers about them, was I always had to come up with a silly lie in order to see him. 

This time, I had told Dax and Sunny I was trying to get with a girl at the mess hall. “Mess around at the mess hall,” Sunny had joked. 

We had a Glove meeting and I hated being late, but it couldn’t be helped. I would tell the guys I had failed in my lustful mission, and that would hopefully be that.

I made my way across the green parkway as a shortcut, wrapping my thin jacket tight around my body. It was a cold night and the air burned my lungs. The chill reminded me more of the unforgiving Unseelie Court than the human realm. 

I took a deep breath when I got to the Gable Training Facility. Thanks to my last name, and Jace Hudson being our Wrist, our Glove used it to stage meetings and train afterhours, which definitely gave us an advantage over other Gloves.

And why not? What had Headmaster Cane said? “Be in it for yourself.” Shadowblade Academy was ruthless and cutthroat. My brothers and I would take any advantage we could. 

Dax and Sunny were inside the dojo conversing, their voices carrying across the large, airy room. 

I perked my brow as I walked in and locked the door behind me. Sunny was drawing some kind of schematic on a whiteboard, his body language animated. He had a list of names circled, and then positions on a field where those names might correlate. 

Dax sat on the blue training mat, poring over a few slips of paper in his hands. His body posture told me he was vexed.  

“What about Benji Gamlet?” Dax asked, his head moving from the papers to the whiteboard where Sunny stood.

Sunny scoffed. “Gamlet? You mean mashed potato brains?” He crossed the name off the board with a red felt marker.

“He scored well in Physical Intent.”

“He’s also two sandwiches short of a picnic, Dax.”

I chuckled as I came up behind them. 

Sunny’s eyes narrowed on me. “Ah, the prodigal son returns. Tell us of your conquest.”

I shook my head and tried to make my best disappointed face. “There was no conquering.”

Dax said, “Your escapades couldn’t wait until after this meeting?”

I glanced down at him. “I saw an opening and took my shot.”

“And missed, apparently,” Sunny sneered. 

“Yep.” I gave him an innocent smile. “Guess not everyone can flirt and canoodle like the great Sunder Conway.”

Sunny took an exaggerated, mock bow. “Thank you. The skill takes hard work.”

“Yeah, a skill honed over decades,” Dax grumbled.

Sunny said, “It’s not my fault I’ve had more time to, as Venny so eloquently put it, canoodle.” 

I stuffed my hands in my pockets. “Okay, okay. What are you guys up to? Looks like Shadowball prep.”

“We’re at our wits’ end, Donovenn,” Dax said. He stood from the mat so I didn’t tower over him. 

“Nonsense,” Sunny replied. “I’m just getting started. I could do this all night.”

“Yeah, because you’re up all night,” Dax snapped. He put his thumb to his own chest. “This Phantom isn’t a vampire. I’m on a normal sleep schedule.”

“Now you know the secret to my charms,” Sunny said, winking. “I have more nighttime experience, if you will. It’s not my fault I—”

“Enough,” Dax growled, slicing a hand through the air. “Let’s get onto the next name.” 

I carded a hand through my silver hair. “What is it you guys are trying to do, exactly?” 

“Wrist Hudson came to us,” Dax said. “Shadowball season starts in a few short weeks and we’ll have to sit it out if we can’t find two Knuckles to fill in.” 

I frowned. “Shit. Two Knuckles as good as Quentin and Myria?”

The room went silent. Dax bowed his head somberly. 

“No,” Sunny said. “Just good enough to play.” 

Dax raised his chin. “What about Finley Winston?”

Sunny barked a laugh. “Are you kidding me? She’s the main squeeze for Hawkins’ Glove. She’d never turncoat. Frilly has her by the short and curlies.”

It was a shame, because besides being one of the most lauded students at Shadowblade Academy, Finley Winston was also a badass Shadowball player. 

Dax trilled his lips like a flapping horse. “Wish we had Quentin here. He was always better at strategizing this shit.” 

After another somber silence filled the room, they got back into it, returning to their list of candidates. I let them bicker for a little while longer, eyeing them but saying nothing. Meanwhile, my brain was brewing. 

I knew one man in particular would hate what I was cooking up. 

“Look,” I said, cutting into one of Sunny’s soliloquies. “Forget being two sandwiches short of a picnic. We’re two fingers short of a Glove and we’re in pretty desperate shape.” 

They both turned to me. Dax looked blank, Sunny looked suspicious. 

“We need to fill the spots fast,” I continued.

Sunny sighed. “Yes, comrade, which is why we’ve been squabbling about it for a fucking hour. What’s your point?”

Headmaster Cane’s words played in my head. “Well, we need someone moldable, who can fit into our scheme, right?”

They both nodded. Now Sunny looked even more suspicious, his wispy brow raised high on his smooth forehead. For some reason, my heart started thudding harder in my chest. 

“I’m gonna throw a name out there.” I locked eyes with Sunny. “But I’ll tell you right now, you aren’t gonna like it, sunshine . . .”
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Coralia

I STOOD ON THE GRASSY meadow of the park, alongside my classmates. It was the middle of the afternoon, the sun beating down overhead, casting long shadows on the field. A swift breeze swept the grass, blowing my hair around my face.

I made the intricate hand gestures I’d been taught, that had since become muscle memory, then extended my hand toward Charli’s shadow in front of me. 

Nothing happened. 

The wind blew again. I huffed and dragged my hand through my hair, getting it out of my face. Grunting in exasperation, I stamped my foot. My eyes scanned the other Ghosts, all of whom were manipulating shadows and progressing in their studies. 

Some students could get their shadow to act independently from their body, making limbs creepily move in a macabre dance. Charli had managed to mold my shadow into a formless blob, which frightened me because I felt like it was strangely attached to my body, like a piece of me had been momentarily transformed.

The first time Charli had morphed my shadow, we had cheered and hugged each other.  

But that had been nearly three weeks ago. 

It was crazy how something I’d never paid much attention to my whole life—my shadow—was now becoming the center of my world.

The frustration was mounting and I was reaching a boiling point. I should have been able to do something by now, yet every time I made the incantations toward a shadow, nothing happened. 

Every once in a while I felt a spark of something inside me, clawing at my belly when I did the signs and motions, as if untapped energy wrestled inside me, wanting to get out. Apparently I was a horrible conduit though, because thus far I couldn’t even move a shadowy pinky. 

Something wasn’t clicking. Either I wasn’t doing the movements right or I was a maladapted Abnorm. I feared that my captors and the headmaster had been wrong about me.

Why can’t I tap into my power? 

Professor Gareon Lews, the lean, handsome professor of Shadow Manipulation, was supportive but not very helpful. As he circled around the students, giving them words of encouragement and applauding them on their successes, he came to me and frowned. It had been like that every day now, and I was getting tired of failure. 

“Keep trying to draw within yourself,” he said. I attempted to clear my mind until there was nothing left but air between my ears. He continued: “Let me see your motions,” and I repeated the spell with no success. Then he grunted, pushed his frameless glasses up his thin nose as he studied me, and had no further suggestions. He turned away, the coattails of his trench coat waving in the breeze, and I watched him go aid another student, a hopeless sinking in the pit of my stomach. Ad nauseam. 

It was so aggravating it made me want to strangle someone. Gareon Lews was supposed to be knowledgeable on the subject. He probably was, and it was just that he’d never run into this issue before. Anyone who came to Shadowblade Academy had been vetted. 

I was starting to think I didn’t belong, which also angered me. Having students like Genevieve say I didn’t belong was one thing, but for my own actions—or inactions, rather—to prove her right was almost too much.

At this point in the semester, I was ready to take the midterm, flunk out, and call it a day. Go back to New Orleans and reclaim my job alongside Marlow at Lindon’s thrift store, and get back to my meager life. 

The main thing keeping me from doing that was my damn pride. I couldn’t bring myself to give up. Charli was a great cheerleader and, to be honest, things had gotten a lot better, overall, since my poorly-planned fight with Genevieve Jade. 

Things hadn’t been horrible since I’d started rooming with Charli. I kept my distance from Genevieve and Sunny. For the most part, they let me be. It brought my stress levels down tremendously. 

Now I just need to get these fucking shadows to move! 

Class ended and I let out another heavy sigh. Charli jogged up to me with a sad pout. She wrapped an arm around my waist. My shoulders slumped as we walked off the fairway, the grass still swishing in rhythm behind me. 

The days had been beautiful over the past week or two. The Shadow Manipulation course was taken at a particular time in the day when the shadows were just right—big, hearty silhouettes that should have been easy to manipulate. 

“How the hell can Genevieve wrap tentacle shadows around my legs like an alien porn monster and I can’t even get a wiggle out of a wall shade?” I whined as we moved from the grass to the pavement. 

Charli patted my back. “You can’t compare yourself to anyone, boo. Especially not Vivi Jade. She’s been training since Briarwitch Academy. She was destined to be a shadowblade even as an undergrad.”

“It’s not fair.” 

“I know, Cor Cor. You just have to fight your own battles. I hate to say it, but Vivi isn’t your enemy here.”

I glanced at her out the corner of my eye. “Are you about to tell me I’m my own worst enemy?”

She blushed and shot me a sheepish smile. “I was trying to avoid saying it.”

“I appreciate that.”

We continued toward the mess hall. Shadowwalking was our next and last class of the day. Obviously I was having just as many problems there as I was in Shadow Manipulation. If I couldn’t shape a shadow, how the fuck was I supposed to walk across them? 

I was pretty sure my root problem was connected: I simply couldn’t access my power. I came in here with such promise. Now I’m sputtering out like a spent candle. No wonder Genevieve hasn’t been fucking with me, she doesn’t even need to do anything for me to humiliate myself! Staying quiet and watching me flounder is making her look like a genius right now—like she was right about me the whole time. 

Humans weren’t meant to be at the Academy. 

I blinked hard to shake my head of the thoughts. Charli was right: I needed to stop comparing myself to Genevieve, and instead try and do better the next day.

A thought came to me as we reached the doors of the mess hall. “Since when have you been calling Genevieve ‘Vivi,’ huh? I thought only her friends called her that.”

Her freckled cheeks stained red. “Well, we’ve come to a sort of understanding . . .”

My eyes widened as she trailed off. “You have?”

She snorted and a high giggle escaped her lips. “No. I just don’t give a heck anymore.” She beamed at me. “I learned that from you, Cor Cor!”

I let out a humorless chuckle. “Great. I guess I’m not completely useless then.”

* * *
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“MISS HARGRAVE, DO YOU remember what shadowgates are?” Professor Avery asked. I wasn’t sure if it was a rhetorical question, because we’d been over it every day since the course started. 

“Um, yes, Professor. They’re the roads between the worlds.” 

The diminutive woman chuckled. “You make it sound like a pseudoscience when you put it that way, girl.” 

Eva Avery was verifiably tiny. She wasn’t more than five feet and barely came up to my chest. I wasn’t convinced she wasn’t just a tall halfling. She could be a bit condescending, yet she made a great Shadowwalking professor because of her stature and her sneaky demeanor. She always snuck up behind me like a ninja, which usually startled me when I turned around and she stood there like she’d been there the whole time, examining me as I failed to move through shadows. 

If trying to hand-gesture shadows into animation was embarrassing, then trying to shadowwalk unsuccessfully was positively mortifying. All I did was step, stamp, and stomp on various patches of gray. I looked and felt idiotic.

After patronizing me for repeating verbatim what she had originally called “shadowgates,” Professor Avery clasped her hands in front of her. “Think of a shadowgate as a puddle on the street. When the earth shakes, the puddle trembles, as do all the other puddles around it. And why is that?”

“Because they’re connected?”

“Precisely. Because the puddles are connected in ways we cannot see—linked by the earth itself. Or, often linked by small streams of water which advance from one puddle to the next, yes?”

I understood her puddle metaphor well enough, but I wasn’t sure how it would help me. I also wasn’t sure how truthful her statement was, because weren’t puddles independent of each other? Same with ponds?

I wasn’t about to argue with the professor. Clearly she was trying to make a point.

“That connecting line is what tethers the puddles together. Shadows are connected by tethers as well, except the tether resides in your mind, rather than in the earth.” She tapped her temple. “The thread between the shadows is what we call the ‘gate.’ It’s what controls advancement through them. The mental thread is also why it’s difficult for a shadowblade to pass through shadows they’ve never seen before. There’s no connection there.”

The professor threw her small arms out wide, gesturing at the classroom. Unlike Shadow Manipulation, the class took place in a room where the shadows were artificially created using light sources. It made for an easier shadowwalking experience for the students.

So far, only a few of the students had been able to pass from one shadow and emerge from another, even if they were just feet apart. Charli wasn’t one of them, though she seemed on the cusp of getting it. Frustration twisted her little features. Apparently it took a lot of concentration—which we both lacked, it seemed. 

I felt a bit of relief in knowing I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t shadowwalk. It was tough for everyone, more advanced than anything else the Ghosts had tried yet, which didn’t bode well for my chances of success. 

I tried to absorb all of Professor Avery’s words from her monologue. She had thrown a lot at me and I felt like it was some sophisticated stuff. Is this why my shadow powers aren’t working at all? I don’t have the “tether” she’s speaking of?  

“Find the thread in your head and the shadows will come to you,” she said, somewhat confirming my thoughts.

I nodded. “So this tether, or thread, Professor, is the ‘road’ you spoke of in your first metaphor?” 

Her head bobbed left and right. “Yes and no. The road is the thread in your mind that connects shadows, yes, but it’s also an actual road. It’s not a metaphor. When you move from shadow to shadow, you travel that road. It’s where your body goes while you’re absent from the material world here.” She smiled at me like it explained everything. 

I felt more confused. She had added layers and I couldn’t keep up. Maybe I’m in a food coma after eating my weight at the mess hall with Charli. I thought it was the end of the conversation.

Then she said, “As you’ve seen in this class, careless or inexperienced students oftentimes find themselves emerging from the same shadow they vanished into. They lack the connecting tether and end up right where they started. So remember: You must be careful.” 

“Careful about what, Professor?”

“About falling off the road, of course!”

My eyes bulged. “Um, and where does that lead?” 

“To the Spectral Realm, my dear. The other world in the ‘road between worlds’ phrase.”

“God help me,” I muttered.

“Oh, God can’t save you. If you Slip into the Spectral Realm, you might have a hard time returning.” She flapped a hand at me like it was nothing to worry about, but inside I was losing my shit. “We’ll talk all about that later in the semester. I’m jumping ahead. For now, take it slow like the other students and everything should be fine. Just be cautious where you step.” She smiled, nodded, and walked off, leaving me dumbfounded. 

Be cautious . . . where I step?

Shit, I’m not even sure I want to shadowwalk anymore!
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Coralia

WEEK FIVE. A PALPABLE wave of excitement had been buzzing through campus as students prepared for the upcoming Shadowball season. It was starting before midterms, in a few weeks. 

In the mess hall, in classes, and even on my walks through campus, I overheard my peers debating the strengths and weaknesses of each Glove, or team. They made bets on which individual players they thought would be all-stars, have breakout years, or flounder in obscurity in the upcoming season. 

I had no idea what the sport entailed, and didn’t really care. Big surprise: I’d never been a jock or a cheerleader. I’d been more of a nerdy, arm-warmer-wearing theater kid throughout my formative years. As a kid, I’d preferred the newest episode of Naruto rather than Sunday Night Football. 

While the excitement bloomed, I hermitted in my room, trying my luck at activating my magic. I was still having no success in the shadow arts. But, as spring started to shift into summer, signaling the Shadowball season, and the campus park became a spectacle of colorful wildflowers, something inside me changed. 

I found my first bit of success on a chilly Friday evening. Classes had ended and I retreated to the mess hall to pick up a hot dinner to warm my weary, frustrated bones. I went alone, which meant my head was on a swivel, on the lookout for bullies. Genevieve, her girl gang, and Sunny were all absent, which eased the tension out of my shoulders and let me relax a little.

After ravenously chowing down my spaghetti and magical meatballs, I made my way back to the dorm, where I had a scheduled study session with Charli. Spirits bless the girl for agreeing to meet with me on a Friday night. She could have been out with her magical friends instead. Unlike me, Charli was quick to make friends because she was so bubbly and contagiously sweet.

I made my way up to the third story of the dorm and was about to let myself in when I heard a loud crash coming from inside. 

My body jerked, muscles flexing as I reached for the doorknob. Yowling reached my ears, and I calmed down, smiling at the sound of Bruce Kittenson. Dirty rascal’s up to no good, knocking things off every countertop.

I opened the door. My mouth fell open. 

Brucey had the zoomies. He hopped off our tiny couch, claws scratching the leather, and catapulted to my bed. From there he leaped for the desktop at the foot of my bed, sending papers flying in the air like a hurricane. 

What made my mouth fall open was that something chased him—a little, golden-orange . . . fox? Its long bushy tail propelled the animal as it nipped at Bruce’s heels, jumping everywhere my cat went. While Bruce yowled playfully, having the time of his life, the fox yipped and made little snickering sounds of its own. 

My first thought was to check the windows, to see if they were open and I’d let in a transient forest creature. 

They were closed. 

I shut the door behind me and both critters paused their raucous chase scene. Bruce’s head whipped to me from my desk, his expressive face a mixture of fear and curiosity, knowing he’d just been caught red-handed. 

The fox bumped into Bruce’s behind and sprawled onto its side before kicking its blackened legs and sitting up straight as a board. Its big eyes looked familiar, and I let out a gasp as they locked onto mine.

“Just what the hell is going on here? Brucey, explain yourself! Who is your friend?”

With a scared huff, the fox jumped from the desk and blurred past me to the other side of the room. It hopped onto Charli’s pink bed and buried itself under the polka-dotted blanket. 

My brow pinched together as the little creature wriggled under the covers, invisible to my eyes. Then a bigger shape took form beneath the blanket.

Seconds later, a little head popped out from the top of the covers. Charli’s curly orange hair was the first thing I saw, before her tomato-tinged face hit me with a shy smile. “H-Hi, Cor Cor.” 

I looked at Bruce, then back to her, my finger pointing. “Wait a sec. You’re . . .”

“Sorry. I forgot we had practice today.” Her little hands cupped the covers, keeping it raised to her chin. “Could you turn around so I can get dressed?”

I blinked and gave her a dumb nod. Once facing the door, I rested my forehead on the surface and heard rustling behind me. “You’re a fox, Charli?”

“A fox shifter. Yes.”

“That’s . . . adorable. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It never came up, boo. Okay, you can turn around now.”

She was getting a white tank top over her skinny body when I turned. She’d thrown on sweatpants, and finished by wrapping herself in an oversized coat. Sitting on her bed, she submerged deep into the coat, until she was just a blob sitting there with a little head poking out. 

I scratched my head. “Do you have some kind of, uh, affinity toward Brucey?” My eyes veered toward my scandalous cat, who stared at me with cool disregard now that playtime was over. 

“Huh? What do you mean? I just think he’s cute.” 

I could have taken that a number of ways. I said the first thing that came to my mind: “You didn’t let Bruce, um . . . you know.”

She cocked her head in confusion. I wasn’t even able to finish the thought because it was too dirty and Charli was too pure. For a moment, I didn’t think she would catch on, but she finally did. A deep scarlet blush bloomed on her cheeks. “What! N-No! Gross, Cor Cor!” 

I waved my hands frantically at her. “Sorry, sorry! I just don’t need a whole bunch of kittens running around and, wait, would that even work? Probably not, huh?” I couldn’t stop my word soup. 

“Please stop!” She clenched her eyes shut. “My mind is forever tainted.”

“Yeah, I have that effect.”

“Can we just get to studying?” 

“Yes. Please.” 

For the next hour, she showed me incantations from Briarwitch Academy—“basic magic” as she put it. She spoke strange, foreign words in a low volume, did the hand movements, and I followed her word for word, signal for signal. 

A small stream of water spilled out of her fingertips and wetted the carpet next to her bed. “Oops,” she said, then repeated the phrasing, slightly differently. The water twisted from her fingertips, circling around in a double helix. It whipped toward the ground without breaking free. “I’m a little rusty.”

I stared in awe as the point of the water daubed the carpet and then sucked back in toward her hand.

Charli had been showing me her magical powers for the better part of five weeks. It never ceased to amaze me what she could do. She was able to create turrets of wind that could snuff out a candle or slice through leaves; water whips that arced through the air; barriers of fire that shielded her fist in flames.

She called it “spellweaving,” and had taught me about the three basic schools of magic. “Spellswords create offensive magic like fireballs and tidal waves and stuff. Spellshields use those same elements to create defensive magic like barriers of fire and walls of ice. Spellweaving is sort of a combination of the two. A spell user’s school is decided by the Reckoning Stones at Briarwitch Academy, but it’s more for show than anything else—you don’t need the Stones to choose for you. The power is inherently inside every supernatural.”

Charli told me each user was limited to a single school, “Except Dawn Rose, of course. She was a famous student with an ancient bloodline that belonged to all three schools.”

I’d heard of her, vaguely. “Sounds powerful.” 

“Uber powerful,” Charli agreed. “She also had some other powers. I’m not sure how to explain them or what they do.”

I wanted to meet this Dawn Rose. I wonder if she can teach me something about myself, given how strong she sounds. “Where can I find her?” I asked. “Is she still at Briarwitch, like, as a teacher or something?”

“Oh no, her purpose is supposedly much bigger than that. Last I heard she was traveling the world trying to undo cursed supernaturals.”

“Cursed supernaturals?”

“The Turned. They have some sort of affliction that renders them mindless,” Charli said. Her face twisted into a frown. “They can be found wandering in the forests and mountains and anywhere civilization hasn’t touched, but their numbers are dwindling in recent years, thanks to Miss Rose. She’s only one person though.”

“These Turned sound dangerous.”

“They want to eat your brains.”

I gasped. “W-What?!”

Charli giggled. “Just kidding, boo.” Her giggle died on her lips. “Well, I think . . . I’m not too sure what they’re all about. Anywho! Let’s get back to it. Here’s the incantation for . . .”

Her words trailed off in my ears. She showed me another small magic trick, but I was hardly paying attention. I knew the movements and gestures by now. That wasn’t the problem.

Jeez, I wonder what I could have learned at Briarwitch Academy, I thought, feeling sad. I had jumped the line from undergrad to graduate school, and now I was seeing the difficulties of doing that. I was ill-equipped compared to my peers. It’s no wonder I can’t do shit around here. I didn’t have the proper line of training! 

“Okay, ready?” Charli asked, drawing me back to reality. Her legs were crossed on the bed. 

I nodded confidently. Inside, the forlorn feeling ripped at my gut, driving me into a depression because I knew how the outcome of the little exercise would end up. No matter how hard I tried, no matter what I did, it didn’t make a difference. Bless Charli for her optimism, but we were grasping at straws—

“Coralia!” she squealed. 

“Huh?” My eyes went to my outstretched palm, where I’d mimicked the maneuver her hands made. 

Sparks shot from my fingertips. 

My mouth slowly popped open, eyes widening in disbelief. 

A small lick of flame slithered out of my palm, inching toward Charli in a growing cylinder. It crackled and sizzled, growing until the pillar of fire nearly touched my fingertips. 

“O-Oh my God!” I stammered. 

Immediately when I freaked out and snapped back to reality, the flame sputtered and vanished. A puff of smoke swirled in the air and dissipated.

Charli let out an excited yelp and pushed herself into me, throwing her arms around my body in a lung-crushing embrace. “You’re a spellweaver like me, Cor Cor! Like most shadowblades, really. You can do it, boo! You’re a real magic user!” 

I was too stunned to speak. 

Holy shit. I did it. 

But how?
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Coralia

THE NEXT DAY, I WAS too excited to sit still. I could do magic! Even though it was a paltry excuse compared to everyone around me, I had been ready to throw in the towel. I’d take what I could get. 

I wanted to meet up with Charli at all hours of the day and practice my spellweaving. She had her own life and things to study, though, so I went to the academy library in the boring white-building district, grabbed some old tomes on basic spellcasting, and did my own research. 

I became so engrossed in my studies, I completely lost track of time. Day turned into night. Students funneled in and out. Yet I stayed. On a Saturday night.

Copying passages into a notebook, I wrote down hand signals, gestures, incantations—everything I could find that would further my abilities. I became obsessed. And here I thought I’d just be able to go back to my regular boring life after finding my sister. That I had no powers to speak of and this was all just a big farce. 

With my newfound knowledge, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. What I really wanted to do was somehow extrapolate all the information I’d learned about spellweaving into shadowcasting. I was playing catch-up. 

Obviously, after the first spark of fire in front of Charli, I had immediately tried my hand at shadow manipulation. Sadly, I had the same result as usual, but this time I didn’t let it bring me down too badly. 

I needed something to jumpstart my shadow abilities—if I really had them—because midterms were right around the corner. If things didn’t change fast, I was screwed. I’d flunk out of the Academy before I even had the chance to see what I could do. 

A low grumbling reached my ears and made me sit up. I’d been scrunched like a goblin, poring over books and writing notes, for hours. Blinking my dry eyes, I scanned the quiet library and saw it was mostly empty. Someone was shuffling through books behind me, but I didn’t have the energy to turn around and see who it was.

The grumbling happened again and I furrowed my brow. My hand went to my belly. The grumbling is . . . me. Holy shit, when’s the last time I ate? I had been going for hours without fuel.

“You won’t be doing much learning if you’re in the infirmary from malnourishment,” a voice chirped behind me. 

Venn Gable rounded my chair and came to my side, perching on the edge of my table with a smirk on his pretty face.

I scowled at him. “Where the hell did you come from? Have you been following me?”

He raised a palm. “Calm down, turbo. You’re hangry.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Your roommate told me where you were.”

“So you have been following me.” My scowl deepened. 

He lifted the book in his hand. The cover read Alchemical Compounds III. “You missed your tutoring session with me.” 

My scowl flattened, embarrassment taking over. “Shit.” I averted my eyes and scratched my neck. “I, uh, guess I got carried away. That was tonight?” After his small nod, I scoffed. “Whose bright idea was it to schedule our tutoring on Saturday nights?”

“Yours.”

My face sank further and my cheeks burned. “R-Really? I don’t remember that.”

The heavy textbook thudded on the desk next to me. He folded his corded arms over his chest. “That’s your defense, Cor? We’ve been doing it for three weeks.”

I was backpedaling and had nowhere left to run. I hated being caught. Honestly, I felt bad for missing my meeting with Venn, especially since he was one of the only Phantoms I could actually stand.

“Rain check?” I asked sheepishly.

He clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Nope. You have to remember, the midterm isn’t only about shadowcasting. You need to show aptitude in all your courses.”

“But Venn, you don’t understand!” I exclaimed, earning me a harsh “shhh!” from the librarian across the way. I leaned forward and repeated myself in a whisper: “Venn, you don’t understand. I just found out I can do magic. I’m a spellweaver. I need to—”

“Look, I know alchemy isn’t as explosive or sexy as the other stuff around here, but it’s still essential to becoming a shadowblade.”

Seeing him use the word “sexy” cut me short. I found myself zeroing in on his full lips, studying the way they moved when he spoke. He was a beautiful man, and that light lavender hue of his skin tone was so unique and alluring. 

I snapped myself out of it when he realized I was eagerly watching him, no doubt looking like a perv. I found myself squeezing my thighs together beneath the table, alarmed at my sudden horniness. Shit, I need to get out of here. 

“Okay,” I blurted. “When do you want to do it?”

“No time like the present,” he said, flashing another charming smile. He picked up the heavy textbook and wagged it in my face. “Come on, we’ll get dinner first.”

* * *
[image: image]


AN HOUR LATER, WE HAD eaten and I was starting to see straight again. I didn’t feel so cross or loopy, and was actually looking forward to working with Venn. 

We had done a few tutoring sessions together, but they’d been pretty harmless so far. Nothing of note passed between us other than me staring at him like a hungry wolf every so often. I wanted to run my hands through his silvery hair and, on some occasions, I wouldn’t have minded finding out if the carpets matched the drapes.

From the mess hall, Venn walked me to the Gable Training Facility. Once we got to the dome, he bobbed his eyebrows. “Care for a little B&E?” 

“Uh, what?”

Seconds later, he opened the locked front door. My heart started pounding in my chest, thinking we were doing something wrong, until I saw him sneakily try to pocket a key without me noticing. 

I gave him a flat look. “It’s not exactly breaking and entering when you have a key, Venn.”

He smiled and walked inside. Once he turned the lights on, I was shocked at how vast the place really was. Of course, I’d been in the dojo plenty of times, but when it was vacant it looked like an indoor soccer stadium. 

“So your family built this place, eh?” I asked as I followed him to a small table on the other side of the room. A whiteboard stood next to it, with some names scrawled on it in dry-erase marker. 

“That’s what they say,” Venn said cryptically. He reached into a backpack lying against the board and started pulling out empty test tubes, beakers, and liquids. 

I raised my eyebrows. He had a backpack stashed here? So, he was planning on taking me here. Is he trying to impress me or something? And how the hell did he get his hands on all that stuff from the alchemy class? I assumed getting us into the dojo wasn’t his first “B&E” of the night.

Though I tried not to show it, he was doing a pretty good job of impressing me. I wanted to ask why he’d waited to take me here, but something he’d said caught my attention. “‘That’s what they say,’ Venn? I mean . . . did your family build it or not?”

He gave me a lopsided grin while continuing to set up the tubes on the table. “My family is a big Academy donor, Cor. I have nothing to do with it.”

I crossed my arms. “So the Academy does business with the Unseelie fae?”

His brow quirked, annoyance chasing across his fine features. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

I let my hands fall, again trying to backpedal. “Oh, nothing. Sorry, I didn’t mean for it to come out that way.” I cursed myself for sounding so snooty. “I just thought the Unseelie fae were—”

“Evil? Universally hated?” 

I gulped and gave him a tiny, embarrassed nod. 

To my surprise, he didn’t get angry. After a beat, his furrowed brow leveled out and he broke into another customary grin. “Then I guess I should be happy Alaric Cane and the Academy saw past the prejudices, huh?” He waved a hand at me like it was nothing. “Besides, it’s not like I get any perks with my name slapped on the gable.”

I stretched my arms out wide. “I mean, we’re here, in the dead of night when no one else is around, aren’t we? That seems pretty, um, perky.”

“I don’t have that key because I’m a Gable, hun. I have a key because I’m in Hudson’s Glove.” He gave me a wink that set my insides on fire.

I looked away and shrank within myself. I barely heard anything he said after calling me “hun.” The embarrassment must have showed on my face, or he must have caught himself too late, because when I glanced over at him, his light purple skin had darkened. 

“Sorry,” he said, clearing his throat. He turned his attention to the table, peering at it like the vials and liquids were the most interesting things on the planet. “Should we get started?”

I inched in to crowd around the table. I had to move the whiteboard a little bit to make room, awkwardly grabbing it with both hands to lift. His voice trailed off behind me: “Now then, where did we leave off . . .”

I stifled a gasp as I backed away from the whiteboard. My name was written on it in orange, alongside some other names. Most had been crossed out in red, except for my name, Genevieve’s, and a couple others. I scanned the board quickly. To the right of the names, a rectangle had been drawn. Arrows pointed at different spots on the rectangle. I didn’t know exactly what I was looking at—there was no headline saying “Secret Plans” or anything—but I knew a sports field when I saw one. 

It looked like schematics and positions.

“Um, Venn, what is this?” When I turned to him, he looked alarmed. 

“Oh, about that. It’s nothing,” he said, entirely unconvincingly. “It’s, uhh—”

“What the fuck are you two doing here?” an angry voice boomed from the entrance of the dojo.

The voice was so loud and abrupt my whole body jerked. I gasped, stumbling as I turned, falling back into Venn. His strong arms wrapped around me instinctively. Protectively. His smooth face came dangerously close to my neck and heavy breathing caressed my nape. Even fully flexed, inside I felt warm. His crisp, rainy scent invaded my senses and I couldn’t help but take a big whiff of his essence. Venn’s wiry biceps fit perfectly around me, pushing in my sides, though he didn’t cop a feel or anything untoward. Venn seemed too respectful for that, even in a state of distress.

Sunny Conway stormed in our direction, fury on his pale face. The man towered over me and Venn. He wore a dramatic red cloak that swished behind him with each angry step, in rhythm with his long blond hair. It made him look like he’d just stepped out of the Victorian era. 

Venn let go of me and a sense of longing swept through my body at the loss of his touch. I couldn’t explain it. 

He pushed himself in front of me in a valiant stance of protection. “We’re studying alchemy, Sunny.”

“Here?” Sunny growled, stopping when he was ten feet from us. He was imposing in his cloak—even more so because of his ripped muscles. He might have been a pasty vampire, but he wasn’t a skinny fucker by any means. In my opinion, his porcelain sheen only made him more devilishly handsome.

It was too bad he was such an incorrigible asshole. 

“Yes, here, Sunny,” Venn answered. I’d never seen his voice so strained and angry. I could tell it was all he could do to match energy with Sunder. “My name’s on the goddamn building.”

I hid my smirk, noticing he’d contradicted himself about having “perks,” once it suited him. 

Sunny thrust a finger toward Venn. “This isn’t a motel where you just bring around any floozy you want. You don’t see me gallivanting—”

“Hey, who the hell you calling a floozy?!” I blurted.

He ignored me, and Venn kept his body shielding mine. It pissed me off that I was being ignored, but I understood these two needed to hash it out. 

“This is supposed to be the command post for our brotherhood, Venn, of which she is not a part of,” Sunny spat through clenched teeth. 

Oh, excuse me. Not his bestie—his “brother.”

I could tell it was taking everything within Sunny to keep his temper from exploding. I knew it because I often had the same problem. 

I didn’t know why Sunny was taking it so badly. And, if Venn had known our discovery would elicit such an angry response, why had he even brought me here? And what the fuck are they scheming with my name on that board?

“I’m disappointed in you, brother,” Sunny finished, exhaling. His stiff body drooped, shoulders falling. He no longer looked angry, but rather dispirited. 

For a split second, I actually felt bad for the guy. Yes, he was a raging butthead. But maybe he thinks of the dojo as his own personal man cave—something more important than it actually is. Maybe he feels ownership over it with his friends.

Sunny marched away the way he’d come in. He left us both dumbstruck.

“Shit, I should go,” I said. I started toward the door. “I don’t want to get in the middle of—”

“Wait” Venn gasped, and I couldn’t stop myself from turning around. He was reaching out to me, a look of frustration or anxiety on his face. “It’s not—it’s. Gah. Sunny, he just . . . he’s taken the breakup badly. That’s all.”

“The breakup?” 

“Of Hudson’s Glove. Not the breakup, but the, you know, severing. When we lost your sister and Quentin, we . . . well, we haven’t been the same since.” He let out a heavy sigh. “Just give him a chance. I guess that’s what I’m trying to say. Please.” 

Although he was scattered and floundering, I understood. Venn, Sunny, and Dax were all trying their best to keep their friendship together after losing two of their own. I empathized with poor Venn. Clearly he and Sunny didn’t see eye-to-eye on everything. Namely, me.

After his brief mention of my sister, I wanted to circle back to her—to probe for info about Myria. But I didn’t think it was the place or time. 

Instead, I gave Venn my softest nod, knowing he was in pain. “I understand, Venn. I’ll try. But why do I have a feeling this little debacle is going to bite me in the ass down the road?” 
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Chapter 20
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Sunny

GENEVIEVE WAS ON HER knees between my legs, palms flat on my thighs as her head bobbed on my cock. She made obscene slurping sounds as she throated as much of my dick as she could manage, gagging and choking herself on my length. 

I could tell by the way her fingers flexed, gripping at my flesh, that she was struggling to pleasure me. If there was one thing I knew about Vivi Jade though, it was that she never wanted to disappoint her daddy.

It was too bad for her I didn’t reciprocate her feelings.

The girl globbed onto me whenever she had the chance. She hung off my arm and batted her fake eyelashes at me like she thought the world of our relationship. In public, we looked like a perfect couple—two beauties with insatiable libidos killing it at the shadowcasting game every day before fucking like jackrabbits every night. In other people’s eyes, it was a forgone conclusion our babies would be gods.

The truth was more nuanced. For one, I was pretty sure she was fucking half the school. I couldn’t prove my suspicions, but that was only because I honestly didn’t care enough about us to try. 

For me, our “relationship” had been formed on false pretenses from the beginning. Just like Vivi, I was a conniving son of a bitch—perhaps that’s why we seemed so perfect for each other—and I had an ulterior motive. 

Namely, Genevieve had always hated Myria Hargave. Myria had been like a sister to me before her disappearance. She’d been the little sister to all of us in Hudson’s Glove, which was partly why I was so pissed Dax and Venn didn’t seem to give a shit about what happened to her. 

By contrast, Genevieve was a jealous creature. I was sure she thought me and Myria had been an item. My mind had never skated in that direction because, in my opinion, you didn’t fuck up the family dynamic by involving sex. Nothing good could come of it. 

Now that Myria had vanished, Vivi had me all to herself . . . 

I flared my nostrils as one of Genevieve’s hands moved from my thigh to cup my heavy balls. She curled her fingers around gently, lightly squeezing and forcing a grunt from my lips.

I had to admit, despite whatever other reasons I had, Vivi was a good body to fill when I needed release, such as I did this evening after stumbling upon Venn and Coralia in the dojo.

Her lids opened, dark eyes flashing as they stared up at me, as if telling me to control her. That I owned her. Her lips stayed suctioned to my veiny shaft like a vacuum as her head rose and fell. 

Finally, she sat back and my cock left her mouth with a pop. She panted, tongue out. “Your cock is so big, daddy.”

“So you’ve told me,” I muttered. 

She said nothing and went back to work, parting her full lips to take my cockhead in her warm mouth. 

My dispassion was unavoidable, even though I was receiving an energetic blowjob from one of the prettiest girls at the Academy. If, by chance, she wasn’t fucking half the school, I knew most of those guys would have killed to be in my position.

I was too distracted to care. As a Conway, I had been raised not to care for others’ feelings. People were a means to an end. Namely, sustenance. Wealth and power had always been near the top of the totem pole, but those things came second to survival. 

Wealth and power allowed one to live a life of luxury and ease. My family had lived like the world was their oyster. And when you lived for so damn long, it made sense to want to be carefree.

But I wasn’t born a Conway. No one was. We were made. My memory of my past life had faded after a few decades of being a vampire, but a hint of it was always there at the back of my mind, niggling and annoying.

I needed something more than sex and blood to fuel me. 

My background was dark. It wasn’t something I liked to talk or think about, but, in short, I had promised myself to never be at the bottom of the food chain again. Fuck the Conways and the Jades and the Academy—I needed to be true to myself for me.

I had been trying to learn to throw aside the awful traits that had plagued me for years. Indoctrination took a toll, and it was hard to shed so much hate. 

Slowly, I’d been making progress. Venn and Dax would verify. 

Then Quentin died and Myria went missing shortly after. The brotherhood we’d built fell apart all around us. I believed we were still lost, trying to fill the void in our souls in whichever way we could.

Maybe that’s why Venn is trying to get so close to Coralia—because she reminds him of Myria, but in a good way. Unlike me, where Coralia brings up painful thoughts, she’s nostalgic to Venn. 

Even Dax seems to want to help her. He’s emerged from his ever-present shell more in recent weeks than I’ve seen in a long time.

So why does Coralia frustrate me so much?

And why can’t I stop fucking thinking about her?

“Spirits save me!” Genevieve gasped, reeling back from my dick with spittle running down her chin. My aching unit stood like a pillar, angrily throbbing as it covered her face. Her eyes widened. “You just got even harder, daddy.”

“Did I tell you you could stop?”

The frustration inside me was boiling. I didn’t want to admit it, but I knew what I’d been thinking about when my erection had stiffened in her mouth. 

And it wasn’t the sloppy blowjob Vivi was giving me.

Genevieve licked a dab of precum off my tip. Her tongue slowly trailed down the underside of my shaft, savoring my taste. She licked the crease between my balls and mouthed each one in turn, sniffing as she inhaled my musk and lost herself. 

My long cock draped over her forehead and ruffled her jet black hair. I stared down at her, unable to keep the scowl from my face. Her ministrations felt good, sure, but I had other ideas in mind. 

I couldn’t lollygag with the seductress any longer. I needed to clear my head. “Enough,” I said through gritted teeth. I fisted her hair and yanked her head back. She separated from my nuts with a gasp and a frightened look in her eyes. “Bend over the bed.”

She nodded desperately. “Y-Yes daddy, of course.”

Vivi stood as I released her, wobbling toward the bed like a newborn doe. She wore a hip-hugging miniskirt that went halfway down her curvy thighs, and a black halter top that showed off her flat belly and her full, bouncing tits as she stumbled along. 

When she was bent over the bed, her hands flat on the sheets, she pumped her ass out toward me and threw a timid look in my direction over her shoulder. The bottom curve of her luscious ass cheeks peeked out beneath the hem of her skirt. “Like this, daddy?”

I stroked my cock a few times to keep myself hard, then stood from my chair with only a grunt to answer her. Her eyes sparkled, taking in my glistening erection as it bobbed to and fro while I walked to her, still wet from spit and precum. Her shimmering eyes perused my muscled physique and a smirk came to her lips. 

Her smirk vanished when I roughly pulled her miniskirt up over her ass and bunched it against her narrow waist. Her bubble butt bounced free from its confines and firmed up beneath my cock. 

I pushed my dick between her ass crack and slid my sticky length over the strip of her thong that barely covered her asshole. 

Vivi moaned, hanging her head down in front of her. In a throaty voice she begged, “Please, daddy, fuck me! Fuck your little girl good and hard.”

I slid aside her panties and palmed her damp center, feeling how slick and wet she was for me. My fingers probed her pussy and she let out another groan. 

“It’s not enough, baby. Plea—”

Her voice cut out on a gasp when I slammed forward with a harsh, fleshy clap. My cock plowed into her, breaching her entry easily. Her pussy tightened around me as I fed myself into her and tried to dig in to the hilt. 

I grabbed fistfuls of her fleshy ass cheeks and pumped my hips back and forth, not giving her any chance to breathe. 

Her legs trembled as I had my way with her. Her forehead landed on the bed to try and make herself more comfortable, so her shaking arms didn’t have to hold her up.

Face down, ass up for me to devour, just how I liked her.

My first thrusts were slow and strong, making sure she got a feel for what I had to offer. When her pussy started to loosen as she became used to my girth and length, I sped up the pace, keeping her on her toes. 

She moaned like a bitch in heat, her voice staccato jabs of pleasure. 

As I got more into it, I spanked her. 

She yelped. “Yes daddy, more! Harder!” 

I leaned forward and fisted her dark hair in my palm, then yanked her head back toward me. Her voice cut out on a choke. “Quiet, you little slut.”

Vivi’s moans became whimpers, her dark eyes staring aimlessly up at the ceiling as I roughly fucked her, bringing her ass back to clap against my hard hips with every thrust.

I closed my eyes, finding my rhythm, and when I opened them I was no longer staring down at Genevieve Jade, my prey. 

Her ass was fatter, her body fleshier, curvier, and softer. My eyes roamed up the pale skin of her backside and I found I was clutching at black hair streaked with red. 

I stifled a gasp. 

My cock pulsed, throbbing inside her. 

Vivi yelled and tightened her snatch against my shaft, warm wetness flowing around my length as she trembled and came. 

My eyes widened, realizing what was happening, and I desperately pulled out of her just as I shot hot, sticky ropes of cum across her ass and lower back. 

I let out a ragged breath when I was finished, then a deep sigh. Vivi stood there like a trembling mannequin, legs spread far apart, my seed dripping down the curve of her buttocks. 

She rolled onto her back and kept her legs apart for me to see how red and raw I’d made her pussy. She let out a contented purr and gave me a tired smile. “Mmm, that was hot, daddy.”

I blinked at her then retreated to my chair across the way. I sat, dumbfounded, in disbelief that a vision of the woman I despised had caused me to explode so quickly.

Coralia Hargrave. The replacement sister. The girl who shows up out of nowhere and steals the attention of all of Hudson’s Glove, like she owns us. Like we are putty she can mold to her liking.

Damn it all. I won’t allow it!

“Is something wrong, Sunny?” Vivi asked. “Did it not feel good?”

I raised my head, slack-jawed, and shook the thoughts from my mind. “No, it was fine. You have to go.”

Her eyebrows knitted together. “I . . . I can’t stay?”

“No.”

“But I-I always stay,” she said hopefully. The hope quickly turned to anger, her face contorting. “Who else are you fucking?”

I cocked my head. “What?”

“I said—”

“It’s none of your concern, Genevieve. I could ask the same of you, couldn’t I?”

Something like guilt crossed her face. She quickly dashed it away, resuming her angry glare. “So you don’t deny it?”

“I don’t owe you anything, Vivi.” 

Her mouth fell open. “I sucked your cock for half an hour and let you rail me doggystyle and you don’t owe me anything?” 

“No.”

The scoff she let out was a well-perfected sound that could have put the pettiest people on the planet to shame. “Asshole. You’ve got some fucking nerve—”

“I need a night to myself, Vivi,” I said. “To recharge.”

She grumbled and shot up, flattening her miniskirt over her toned legs. She hadn’t even cleaned herself off, but I didn’t want to stop her rampage out the door. “You sound like a big fucking pussy, you know that?”

I said nothing. 

She gathered her purse and rolled her eyes. “Now I have to put up with that soggy ass Ghost staying in my room. She’s fucking annoying. Worse than that Coralia bitch, if that’s possible—”

“Don’t,” I growled.

She cocked her head. “What, call her a bitch? Are you kidding me?”

“You don’t need to call everyone names, Vivi.”

“You’re one to talk, big guy.” She let out another bothered scoff. Then her eyes narrowed. “Wait a sec. You can’t be serious.”

“What?”

“You’re fucking her? The replacement?!” 

I put my head in my hands, sighing. “No, Vivi. That’s not happening.”

She let out a sound of contempt. I didn’t care if she didn’t believe me. “You’re a self-righteous asshole, Sunny Conway.” 

With that, she stormed out of the room. 

“Takes one to no one,” I muttered to myself after she slammed the door closed. It was true—I’d been hanging out with Genevieve too much recently, letting her shitty attitude rub off on me. Which wasn’t good when I already had a pretty grim attitude to begin with.

I frowned. You know you’re in pretty bad shape when Genevieve fucking Jade calls you a self-righteous asshole. Shit, man.

* * *
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I AWOKE NEXT DAY IN the late afternoon, and felt more pissed off than when I’d gone to sleep in the early hours. I cursed myself for my momentary weakness—my lapse of judgment that had caused me to anger Genevieve. 

I needed to stay on her good side. As manipulative as it was, the ends justified the means. 

She had answers I needed to pry from her. So now I need to go through the effort of winning her back. Spirits shackle me, I’d rather drag my balls through glass.

Out my window, I saw the sun was beginning to set. I usually woke in the later hours of day—vampires were, by default, night owls. I could be out in the sunlight, but not for too long before I started feeling like shit. If I sunbathed, it meant the infirmary. If I stayed out all day, it meant an ashy death. 

I needed a walk to clear my head. The rigorous fucking from the night before hadn’t done the trick. 

I need to feed. The lack of blood in my system was starting to make me feel more ornery than usual, and that was saying something. 

I left the dormitory in a hurry, wrapping my red cloak around my body in case the sun became too overbearing. I didn’t give a shit what people thought about my cloak. It’s not my fault everyone else is a fashionless peasant.

Once I was on ground level, I headed toward the park. I knew I could find some unsuspecting Ghost there, probably a female, who wouldn’t bat an eye when I took her blood. I was arrogant, but there was a reason for it: I drew men and women to me like flames to a moth. If it meant getting closer to an upperclassman, especially one of my stature, and feeling like they had “made it” and that I “owed them one,” then they would do anything for me.

It was just my shitty luck that, before I reached the park, I spotted Coralia and her little friend Charli leaving the mess hall together, headed in my direction. They were chatting and chuckling and getting along like a couple of old housewives. 

For some reason it sent my rage to new heights. I curled my hands into fists at my sides. If I was being honest, I knew why I was so enraged: Coralia had invaded my mind mid-fuck and nearly cost me everything the night before.

I needed to teach the little cuss not to get in between me and my plans. Though her “invasion” might have been inadvertent, I couldn’t abide that. She might not have known it, but she was ruining everything.

Coralia had my brothers by the balls and acted like the whole Academy was a walk in the park. Like the world is her oyster. Just how my damn ancestors thought. 

Gritting my teeth, I blurted out, “Coralia Hargrave!” We were easily fifty feet apart, yet my voice carried on the wind. 

Her head shot up like a meerkat, alarm written plainly on her pretty face. When she glanced over and saw it was me, she blanched. She turned on her heels, Charli joining her, and started beelining in the opposite direction of me. 

I gritted my teeth harder, until it felt like they’d crack. Bitch thinks she can avoid me? That she can just run away from her problems? I’m not a problem you can run away from.

I took a few steps toward her. She picked up her pace.

Sighing, I shook my head. You want to play games? I’ll show you a fun one.

I spotted a shadow near me—a long one cast by a nearby tree on the edge of the park. Narrowing my eyes, I noticed Coralia and Charli were heading into a sea of murky umbrage the setting sun created.  

Flicking my wrist, I made a jerking motion with my right hand. 

Coralia stepped onto a shadow—

And disappeared into it like a spaceship going through a black hole. As she was swallowed up by the shadow, only the tail-end of a gasp gave any inclination that she had once stood there. 

Charli screeched, looking frantically around her. She put her hands to her head in alarm. 

I smirked and stopped walking, eyeing the tree’s shadow next to me. “I can do this all day,” I said to myself, feeling smug. 

I waited. Blinked. 

Charli came charging over, her tiny face scrunched with pure wrath.

My brow furrowed as the seconds passed. I eyed the tree’s shadow again.

“You big freaking butthead!” she cried, throwing fists in the air as she reached me. “I’d never say this to anyone, but you’re a big . . .” she trailed off, no doubt trying to think of her meanest, most vulgar quip. “. . . animal! An atrocious, rotten, self-absorbed beast!”

I looked down at the little spitfire. 

“Why are you so mean to her?” Charli wailed. “What has she ever done to you?!” 

My eyes veered back to the shadow. It had been way too long. “She’s . . . supposed to appear out of this shadow.”

Charli’s fury simmered. Tears welled in her eyes. “S-She what? Where is she then?”

It was supposed to be a joke. A mean-spirited one, sure, to rope Coralia and bring her to me so I didn’t have to chase after her. “It was a shadowgate,” I explained, panic starting to burst inside me. 

“Yeah? Well you must suck at it, tough guy, because I don’t see her. Where’s my bestie, Sunny?!”

“. . . Fuck.”
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Chapter 21
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Coralia

I FELL INTO ABSOLUTE darkness. My body felt weightless, yet there was a familiar sensation surrounding me, like I had been here before. 

It was too bad I had no idea where here was. 

My eyes worked. I could see. I had no frame of reference and the pitch blackness scared me. It enveloped me like a blanket, not giving an inch.

Seconds passed in the void. I wanted to scream out but no sounds left my mouth when I opened it. 

Then my feet hit something concrete. Solid. 

I gasped and started running—no, that wasn’t right. I wasn’t running at all. Some invisible force was pulling me in a direction. 

The darkness around me faded to a deep, shimmery, purple hue. Black shapes appeared against the purple “sky,” smudged silhouettes all around me. 

A whispering voice came to my ears, unintelligible and pinched, like a muffled radio speaker talking through a vacuum. The voices flowed in and out of my ears. It frustrated me not being able to understand what they said. 

The pull was drawing me closer to them. 

I squinted and noticed two black figures, nearly formless, where the voices were coming from. Though their faces were blotted and unreadable, my eyes bulged when I recognized their physiques: one small, one tall. Their body language told me they were arguing—or at least the small one was yelling, arms flying all over. 

Charli and Sunny! 

With new understanding, my head reeled, eyes scanning the purple horizon. The black shapes I’d seen at first were buildings and trees and everything that had been around me in Shadowblade Academy, near the edge of the park. 

I blinked and stared ahead, where the shadow was pulling me . . . toward another black hole. 

I had just fallen through one black hole. I did not want to go through another. I had no idea where I’d end up.

The world had twisted into dark, filmic tracing paper over everything I knew to be real—a heat-seeking pattern I could focus on, except in hues of purple and black instead of red, orange, and yellow.  

Heart racing, I tried to calm myself. I attempted to do what my professors had taught me: clear my mind. With the nerve-wracking pull drawing me closer to the black hole, it was difficult. 

When I was mere feet from it, something snapped. The hold on me loosened. I took the opportunity to step left, out of the trajectory of the invisible force. 

The world broke and I stumbled into more blackness—another downward freefall through nothing.

This time when I screamed into the void, I could hear it in my own ears. 

* * *
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MY SENSES WERE ALL there, in working order, but I was confused. I blinked a couple times to acclimate myself to my new surroundings.

Which didn’t seem new at all. Again, familiarity struck me. 

I sat on a velvety red couch, my eyebrows scrunched. Biting my lip, I looked around the vague room. The murky darkness around me started to dissipate like fog, until it became clear I was in an actual place, not a vague limbo where I didn’t know which way was up or down.

Why does this room give me such déjà vu? 

The antique wallpaper, the couch, the floor—I recognized it all.

That’s when the door opposite me opened and a familiar man stepped through. Tall, ruggedly handsome, with shaggy black hair sweeping his shoulders. 

“You!” I yelled, pointing a finger as I jumped up from the couch. 

His eyebrows arched in surprise. “Oh my, you’re back.” He stepped toward me, scratching the dark stubble at his chin. “Two times in . . . how long has it been? Well, it’s no matter. I don’t get visitors often.”

“Visitors? What the hell is this place?” I threw my arms out wide. “Last time I was here, I was dreaming. You’re made up,” I accused. “You’re not real.”

He closed the gap between us with a long stride. “Would you like to touch me to see if I’m real?”

You look sexy as sin, but I don’t exactly trust apparitions. “No,” I said flatly, crossing my arms over my chest. “I just want to know what’s going on.”

“You must have Slipped again.” His voice was like honeyed wine, bringing a pulse of warmth just below my skin. 

“Slipped? With a capital S?” 

“Quite right.”

I raised my chin defiantly. “At least I know what that means this time.”

“Do you?” he asked, cocking his head. “Why do you look so confused then?”

My face fell. “I’m not confused! I’m just . . . okay, I’m a little confused. Are you evil?”

“Depends who you ask.”

“Who are you?” 

“No one. Just a lost soul. Does it matter?”

“You have no name?” 

He tapped his chin in thought. “Let’s see, you can call me . . . Moonwalker.”

I barked a quick laugh, snorting. “Um, absolutely not.”

“Why not?” The slight pout of disappointment on his chiseled face was a bit endearing. 

“Because that title belongs to only one man. And you’re not him.”

“Who does it belong to?”

I couldn’t believe I was entertaining this guy. “Never mind. Tell me you’re not human without telling me you’re not human.”

“I don’t understand. What makes you think I’m not human?”

“Because you don’t know who Michael Jackson is, man. The King of Pop?” I shrugged away his discerning glare. “No, I’ll call you . . . Dreamwatcher.” 

His head canted, giving him an alien expression. “Well, that’s not exactly what’s going on, but if it floats your boat—”

I cut him off with a hand. “Just tell me what I’m doing here.”

He crossed his muscled arms over his chest. “I was hoping you’d do the same, lass. It’s not very often I see the same person twice in the Spectral Realm.”

My heart stuttered. “The Spectral Realm?”

“The realm of lost souls? I thought we just went over this.”

“Please, tell me more,” I begged. “Is that different than where I just was?”

“You mean your material plane? Yes. Or do you mean the Shadow Realm? Also yes.”

I groaned and tipped my head back in frustration. “Oh, God save me and choke me.”

“God can’t save you here, lass.”

My head snapped forward, more déjà vu rocking me. 
That’s what Professor Avery told me, verbatim, in Shadowwalking class. I tried to rack my brain to recall what else she’d told me. Tethers between worlds . . . roads . . . jeez, she said so much in such a short amount of time. 
At that moment, I wished I was a better student. I asked, “Why can’t God save me, Dreamwatcher?” 

He thrust a stern finger in my direction. “You believe in Him?”

I bit my lip, shrinking. “Let’s assume I do.” 

“We’re going to workshop that ‘Dreamwatcher’ name, by the way, missy. God can’t save you because we’re all stuck here. Most likely, you were traveling between two shadows in the Shadow Realm—”

The purple-and-black blanket over the world?

“—and you Slipped. Which brought you here.”

My stomach dropped to my shoes. “Does that mean I’m . . . stuck here? Like you? Can I ever get back?” 

He gave me a tiny smile. “Only time will tell.”

“Fuck. No! I need to get back. This isn’t how it was supposed to go. I was just finding my powers, finally!”

He gestured vaguely at the room, which looked rather pedestrian and boring. “You’ve been here twice, girl. Not many can say that. I have a feeling your purpose is bigger than all of this . . . nonsense.”

I stopped my ranting and tried to read him between the lines. For a spirit, he was rather nice. Or at least encouraging. “Why do you say that, Dreamwatcher?” I almost giggled when his jaw ticked at the little nickname I’d given him.

“Because you’re much more powerful than when you first came here,” he said simply. He took a seat on the edge of the couch. “When you first arrived in my humble abode, your powers were on the cusp of discovery. Now, your power is burgeoning. Unless you’ve aged down, and years have passed since you were last here—”

“They haven’t. It’s been a month or two.” 

He clapped lightly. “There you go then.”

“How can you tell my powers are unlocked?”

“Because lost souls have powers of our own.” He ran a hand through his shaggy hair, looking a bit shamefaced. “Though corporeality isn’t one of them.”

“So I can’t touch you? What was with that creepy ‘let me touch you and you’ll find out’ bullshit?”

He chuckled. “I like to see how people react. You’re funny, lass. You remind me of someone I once knew.”

“That’s great. If I have these ‘powers,’ why can I hardly utilize them? It’s like they’re the last chip in a Pringles tin and I can’t get it no matter how hard I reach.”

“Patience, lass. You’ll get there.”

“When?”

“After you leave here, I reckon.”

I plopped down on the couch, totally vexed. “Well that’s not helpful.”

“Maybe this will be,” he said, groaning as he popped up from his side of the couch. Dreamwatcher towered over me. I had to admit I wasn’t scared of him anymore. The initial surprise had made me wary, but now he didn’t seem half bad. And he’s definitely nice to look at. 

My eyes went heavenward, to his face, with a pleading, puppy-dog look.

He reached down and touched my shoulder.

I felt it—rugged, callused fingers made my skin prickle with anticipation, goosebumps breaking out all over me. 

I gasped and noticed the surprised twitch of his brow. His shock definitely didn’t help calm me down. 

He pulled away from my shoulder like he’d touched fire.

I glanced over where he was looking, on my arm, and saw it was . . . fading. My literal fucking arm was losing consistency, becoming transparent, showing the couch behind it. My jaw dropped, heart starting to hammer against my ribcage again. “Holy shit! What did you do?!” 

“I guess it’s time for you to go already.”

I whimpered as more of my body faded away. I had lost both my hands. “Oh God, am I dying?” I stared at the nubs of my arms, which were also vanishing. 

If this is death, at least it’s painless. 

“Sorry, guess I was wrong. I . . . didn’t know I could do that.” He chuckled nervously and gave me a lopsided smile. “I’m sort of new to this whole thing too, in a way.”

And here I’d thought he was some sort of wise, ancient apparition, like an oracle or truth-teller that could prophesize my future. In actuality, Dreamwatcher was only one step above me on the clueless scale. 

“Dammit!” I cried, just as the disappearing act enveloped my torso and neck.

“Until next time, stranger!”

“W-Where will I go?” I asked frantically. My mouth disappeared a second after.

“Through the first shadowgate that brought you here, I suspect. I hope.” 

* * *
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MY EYES TORE OPEN, fear flitting through my body. Darkness swarmed all around me, a sliver of light slicing in overhead. I was on my stomach, on hardwood floor. 

When I groaned and raised my head, I felt dizzy and loopy. I put my hand to my temple and squeezed my brow, trying to force my brain back inside. 

I took in my surroundings.

And my mouth fell open for the millionth time that evening.

The moon beamed in through a window to my left, creating the murky lance of light overhead. There was an undisturbed bed to my right. Familiar smells reached my nose, coming from down a hall behind me. 

Lovely, orgasmic smells I couldn’t help but inhale with a loud sniff.  

Sizzling bacon and pillowy pancakes. 

The first shadowgate . . . not the portal Sunny used on me. The first portal I ever went through, when Venn stole me from here! 

I was back home. In the Crust. In my own room.
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Chapter 22
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Coralia

AS THE HAZE OF THE portals wore off, excitement filled me. I found myself smiling. I got to my feet, wobbled for a second, and then stared down the narrow hall. Shadows played on the wall at the end of the corridor, coming from the kitchen. Human-shaped shadows.  

A million thoughts swirled through my mind. There was so much I wanted to tell Marlow—so much I needed to explain to her! I went through a checklist in my head. I would tell her I hadn’t meant to leave her so abruptly, and that I’d been kidnapped.

No, scratch that. I don’t want to alarm her. If I was kidnapped from here, what’s stopping her from thinking she can be taken, too? 

I knew it would be a shock to see me. I needed to play things smart and not give too much away. Undoubtedly she’ll ask if I’ve found anything out about my sister’s disappearance. 

I frowned at the thought. Because I hadn’t. Truth be told, I was just as clueless about Myria’s whereabouts as I’d been at the start of the semester. I’d gotten so caught up in the whirlwind fantasy of Shadowblade Academy, that I hadn’t even been able to find a single freaking clue. 

So far, I had failed Myria. 

When I get back to Shadowblade, I’ve got to really put my nose to the grindstone. No more lollygagging and fawning over hot dudes or worrying about my damn midterms. 

I mulled the idea over, a steely resolve settling in my belly. Then it transformed into anxiety. “When” I get back to Shadowblade? More like if I do. 

I had no idea how to get back there. I still didn’t know where the Academy was located, and it wasn’t like I could just waltz in even if I did. 

Surprise settled where the anxiety had been. I couldn’t believe I was thinking about Shadowblade Academy with such conviction. Like there was nothing else for me to do except get back there. Once upon a time, I couldn’t wait to get back home, to my normal life. 

Now things had changed. After finding out I could spit fire from my palm, and researching more, and succeeding in making some alchemical potions, and getting closer to Hudson’s Glove, I realized I was all-in with the Academy. At least until I find Myria. 

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. First thing’s first. Got to let Marlow know what’s been going on.

I took a deep breath in preparation, then started shuffling down the hallway as quietly as I could on the rug. 

Voices from the tiny kitchen filtered in through the corridor. Two voices—one definitely belonging to Marlow, and the other one male. 

My crooked smile turned upside down. Hesitantly, I slowed my roll. Dread coursed through my veins in waves, making my head spin. I pulled up short, halfway down the hall, and Charli Fairfax’s words from before abruptly flashed in my mind: “If your friend has knowledge of this place, it could get her implicated or even killed. It could put your friend at risk.”

My eyes stung. I blinked the pain away. Like a scared coward, I pushed myself up against the wall, and a harsh truth came to me: How can I possibly tell Marlow anything that’s happened without sounding crazy, and without involving her in all this?

I’ve been gone for weeks and weeks, without word. I wanted her to jump into my arms, to hug it out like besties did, but I wasn’t so sure that would happen. 

In the beginning, Marlow had desperately wanted to help me find Myria. She’d been tired of the boring old Crust life, as she’d put it. 

Could I convince her I hadn’t purposefully abandoned her—leaving her here alone to pay rent and possibly find a new roommate? I mean, there’s someone else in that kitchen right now. I can hear them. 

Had I been replaced in my own home?

And, the most pressing question of all: Would telling Marlow about Shadowblade Academy change anything I’d done? Or would it only put her in needless danger?

If I was her, I’d think I sounded batshit insane. I mean, really, shadowgates and fox shifters and faeries and ancient, magical powers? Marlow vaguely knew about “Abnorms,” but not the true depth of the supernatural world and the level in which it permeated our human one. 

The fear of rejection froze me to the floor. The risk made me realize I couldn’t do it. For Marlow’s sake, I couldn’t jeopardize her life just because I wanted her to know I wasn’t a shitty person; that I had meant to involve her, but plans had changed. 

At the end of the day, Shadowblade Academy was homebrewing assassins. If their main law was that anyone outside of the Academy couldn’t know it existed, and they found out what I’d done by telling Marlow, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind they’d send a killer after her. 

I craned my neck to stare up at the chipped ceiling of our little shotgun abode. It had served me well while I’d lived in the Crust, but until I was positively done and over with Shadowblade Academy, I couldn’t let anyone know I’d been back here. 

I fought back tears and listened against the wall, hearing the echoes from the kitchen.

“Breakfast for dinner, babe? Really?” the male voice chuckled.

I recognized the voice. It made me furrow my brow in disbelief. No fucking way. Brad . . . from Lindon’s? The same Brad who tried to ask Marlow out “no less than eight times,” according to her? Was she really just playing hard-to-get all that time? 

“Shut it,” Marlow snarled, but there wasn’t much bite behind her words. If anything, she sounded sad and a little nostalgic. “It was Coralia’s favorite.”

My bottom lip trembled and tears spilled from my eyes. I couldn’t sniff or make a sound for fear of being caught, and I couldn’t keep in my emotions. 

“Oh.” Brad grunted. After some fork-on-plate scraping and a crunchy chomp, he said, “Did you ever find out what happened to her?”

“Nope. She just up and disappeared. Left me a little note, but it didn’t even sound like her.”

It’s because it wasn’t me who wrote it. Venn wrote the note—“Off YOLOing,” or some bullshit. 

Brad let out a little harrumph. “Well, if it was me, I’d stop thinking about her. She abandoned you.”

“Shut up, Brad.” 

Yeah, shut up, Brad.

Marlow’s tension was like a taut rubber band ready to snap. “I’m sure she had her reasons.”

I didn’t mean to abandon you, honey! I was kidnapped! 

As they went back to their food, eating in stiff silence, I retreated toward my room before I had the chance to become a blubbering mess and risk detection. I stalked through the hall like a mouse through a shipwreck, and felt terrible for abandoning Marlow once again.

I debated leaving another letter for her on my old bed, but decided against it. That would only spook the shit out of her. 

I closed the door to the room, leaving it slightly ajar, and then went to the window and cracked it open. Seconds later, I pushed myself out into the sticky New Orleans evening. 

I closed the window behind me and hurried away from the condo. It was only when I had put enough distance between myself and the house, and thought I’d eluded discovery, that I broke down on the street and sobbed.

* * *
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AN HOUR OR SO LATER, my tears had dried up. My spirit felt weak and my heart felt hollow. With my shoulders slumped and my head bowed, I aimlessly wandered the Crust. 

I realized I was making my way, however subconsciously, to Jose’s Ranchero. Probably because I need to drown my sorrows in booze.

Jose’s was the scene of my twenty-first birthday—the catalyst, when everything changed in my life. It was where Sunny had first tried to capture me in the alley, like a crazed stalker, but I had fought off his advances.

Now I’d found myself in the exact same place, sent back by the same man. Fucking fool, that guy. 

Unless this is all just a test? The thought perked my head up. What if the Academy knows I’m here, and they’re just seeing how I react to being plopped back into the human world?

A second later, I scoffed at the idea. 

No, Sunny Conway doesn’t have that much foresight. He was just trying to bully me, as usual, and fucked up this time. 

I passed by Madame du Mond’s psychic parlor, which was closed. As I walked by, I found myself trying to think back on the woman’s eerie prophecy. I hadn’t thought about it in a while. 

It took just a few seconds to recall the omen:

“Six dark ways to reach the abyss.

Five knuckles to complete the fist.

Four years’ time to slit the wrist. 

Powers and troubles come in threes.

Two twin souls miss the forest for the trees.

One dark day to be tainted and free.”

Once I replayed it on a loop a few times, my eyebrows jumped. I slowed my sad, leisurely walk, realizing some of it made sense now. Where I had once thought of it as a jumbled mess of nonsense, now the Madame’s words fit into what I knew about Shadowblade Academy. 

“Five knuckles to complete the fist,” I said aloud. It takes five “Knuckles,” or students, to make a “Glove,” or team.

“Six dark ways to reach the abyss.” That must be alluding to the different schools of shadow magic—shadow manipulation, shadowwalking, and others I haven’t learned about yet—that allow you to draw on the Shadow Realm. 

“Four years’ time to slit the wrist.” Alarm pulsed through me as I repeated that line. The “Wrist” is the professor-leader of each Glove. Such as Jace Hudson. The words sounded foreboding. Does it mean something bad is going to happen to Jace in four years? I needed to ask him or alert him.

For the moment, I still couldn’t decipher the second half of the omen. But it made me giddy and antsy to know I had possibly uncovered some of it. 

I poked my head up from the street and saw Jose’s Ranchero was only two blocks away. I had made it.

“Coralia.”

The voice behind me stopped me cold. 

I slowly turned to find Venn Gable twenty paces away, his hands shoved into a fluffy jacket. The hood over his head not only hid his lilac skin, but made his expression unreadable. The man struck quite a dramatic figure in the New Orleans night, with orange lamplight highlighting him like a statue. 

My pulse spiked. “Venn,” I croaked. My voice came out raspy and weak, most likely because I hadn’t used it in hours and I’d been crying.

I debated running, solely because my fight-or-fight was telling me to. It irked me that I couldn’t read his face to know if he was disappointed, angry, or if he saw me as a threat now that I was wandering human grounds after staying at his precious Academy.

When he stepped toward me and my body inadvertently flexed, he stopped and put his hands up. “I’m not here to harm you, Coralia.”

I sneered. “Did they send you because you’re the nicest and the closest to me?”

He cocked his head, surprise shadowing his face. “What? No. I came on my own volition.” 

“Why?”

His gaze looked worried—not for me, but possibly for my sanity. “Um, to bring you back, of course.”

“Am I going to be punished if I go back, Venn?”

He shook his head. “No, hun. I’ll make sure you aren’t. You did nothing wrong.” 

There it was again: “Hun.” My defenses broke, and I didn’t even hear the rest of what he’d said. My resolve shattered and I suddenly felt like a vulnerable little girl. Heavy emotions rolled through me as my inner strength toppled like a house of cards. 

I gave him puppy-dog eyes and sniffled. I couldn’t believe the knot of excitement dancing inside me, seeing him in the Crust. The same man who had forcefully taken me from here. 

In such a short time, Shadowblade Academy and its strange inhabitants had become the great obsession of my life. 

Before my mind could tell me to stop, my feet carried me toward him. I rushed into Venn and he swept me up in a tight embrace as our bodies collided. When I wrapped my arms tight around his torso, he let out a soft gasp. 

“Oh, Venn,” I whispered, pushing my cheek against his strong chest. “Please take me back.”

“Really?” he said, his body language stiff. “I thought you’d put up more of a fight than this.”

I shook my head and stared up into his purple eyes. “I’ve seen enough of this place.”

“Of ‘this place’? You mean your home?” 

Another tear trickled down my cheek. The last one, I vowed, I would give to this disastrous world and my disastrous return to it.  

“That’s just it, Venn. I’m afraid I don’t have a home anymore.”

His smile was soft and gentle. “Then make a home with us, Coralia.” 
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Chapter 23
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Venn

I FELT NAUSEOUS AFTER dropping Coralia off at the women’s dorm so she could reunite with her best friend and her cat. It wasn’t until I started walking away in the brisk night that I realized I was losing my shit. 

The way my heart had thrummed when she’d wrapped her arms around me. How my pulse had spiked when she stared up at me with those big, vulnerable eyes, filled with pain. It all led me to one thing: I was falling for Coralia Hargrave. Hard.

And yet, the sensations made me feel like I was a traitor, because she didn’t know my affection for her had stemmed from false pretenses. 

When Coralia’s power signature had been noticed by Headmaster Cane, Hudson’s Glove had been put in charge of bringing the girl to Shadowblade Academy. In a case of “keep your friends close but your enemies closer,” I assumed, I had brought her here to keep her out of evil hands. But I knew Alaric Cane had an ulterior motive. The crafty son of a bitch always did. And now I worried I had dropped Coralia into the very evil hands he had been warning about. 

I acted as the headmaster’s spy, but how long would I only be a spy? The Academy trained killers. I was one of them. I feared what Alaric would eventually ask me to do. No, not ask, but demand. She would be deemed too great a threat to the Academy, for some arbitrary reason or other, and she would need to be killed. 

What threat did Coralia really pose to the Academy? She could hardly weave spells. She could manipulate shadows about as well as she could fly. 

The only threat Coralia posed was to my heart. Namely, stealing it.

My gut told me she would become just another “assignment” for Ghosts and Phantoms to carry out. Another statistic to keep the “evil” supernatural population down, and Shadowblade Academy as the top manufacturer of killers across the land. 

In fact, Sunny’s little debacle—accidental or not—would likely be justifiable cause for her life to be forfeit. Academy secrets couldn’t get out, right?

Historically, the “final assignment” of a Ghost or Phantom’s semester was to utilize the skills and abilities that had been learned throughout the year, but in real-world practice. Essentially, to assassinate someone the Academy didn’t like. They never told you why, or what the target had done, until it was too late. As a student wanting to become a shadowblade, you had to follow through with the order or risk an untimely death yourself. 

Cadets here couldn’t wilt like flowers. They couldn’t crumble under pressure. We all knew what we were signing up for when we came to Shadowblade Academy, and the “final assignment” was to put your money where your mouth was. To make sure you were capable, worthy, and most importantly, loyal. 

When Sunny, Dax, Quentin, Myria, and I had been Ghosts, we had been given just such an assignment. A “team exercise,” really, to see how we gelled. From there, we had become a Glove, with Jace Hudson as our Wrist, leader, and commissioner.

The mission the five of us had taken part in wasn’t one I liked to dwell on, because we had failed spectacularly . . . but not badly enough to get kicked out of the school. Our conviction had been there—we went in knowing what we needed to do—but the information had been faulty, our execution sucked, and the job had ended up a failure. We’d been deemed worthy, capable, and loyal, despite our failure, and we’d given the Academy plenty of new information.

Information that, I suspected, would turn into new “assignments” for cadets eager to impress. 

And so the wheel kept turning.

I prayed Coralia hadn’t inadvertently put herself in the crosshairs and become one of those “assignments.”

I was conflicted because I owed Headmaster Cane my loyalty. I owed the Academy my allegiance. He had accepted me despite my past, thinking he could mold something out of me. 

The Academy had become my place of atonement for my past sins in the Unseelie Court. 

And yet, as I walked down the brisk cobblestone pathway through the dimly-lit park, toward the men’s dormitory, I wondered how much allegiance I really owed Headmaster Cane, Wrist Hudson, and all the rest. 

They were using me. I’d always known it, and up until recently, I’d had no problems with it. I was a tool, like all shadowblades, to be used at their disposal. I played the part of good soldier boy well. 

Now things had changed. I could no longer throw aside my feelings for Coralia for the sake of the mission I had to carry out. She had become the chink in my steely, oath-bound armor, and it threatened to tear down the very identity I’d been building up since coming to Shadowblade Academy. 

I was so pissed at Sunny for what he’d done. With his cruel little joke, he had put Coralia’s life at risk. It was ironic I was angry at him, given I’d been spying for the headmaster all this time. 

It also sucked ass I had no one to turn to. No one to ask for advice. My operation was clandestine and I kept it close to the chest, at Alaric’s behest. Why me? I often asked myself. Why did the headmaster choose me? Because I’m likable? Because he wants to test my resolve? Because he knows I’m a sucker for a pretty face and a sad story? 

I still didn’t know specifically what I was supposed to be watching for with Coralia, other than to keep an eye on her in case she turned out to be . . . what . . . evil? A double agent of some kind? 

The idea was ludicrous. Coralia was by no means innocent—she had a tongue like a barbed-wire fence, and could be unruly. Even if she wasn’t innocent though, she was pure. She had the courage of a lioness.  

I felt lucky I’d been able to find her in her hometown, floating around her old haunts. It had pained me to see her so broken when I finally laid eyes on her, because that wasn’t her. She had probably weighed her options and decided she couldn’t return home without risking her friends and family. Although I would never ask, I liked to think she had avoided her loved ones, and was left to stalk familiar grounds like a ghost. 

It was a feeling I knew all too well. Like her, I couldn’t return to my past in the Unseelie Court. The difference was I didn’t want to, whereas it had obviously pained her to come to that realization.

Everyone at Shadowblade Academy was fucked up in one way or another. You didn’t become a damn assassin because you were a happy person. We all had dark backgrounds.

Seeing Coralia in that sweltering city night had made me want to dive deeper into her origins. I wanted to know everything about her. I wanted to help her. 

The last thing I wanted to do was fucking kill her, but I knew the “ask” was coming. 

At that moment, I didn’t know which one would win out: love or loyalty.

* * *
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MY FEET BROUGHT ME to the men’s dorm, but not my room. Before my mind could reconcile what I was doing, I was standing in front of Sunny’s door, seething and gnashing my teeth together. Working myself up.

I burst in without knocking, not caring if he was with Genevieve or jerking off or studying or anything else. He needed to answer for what he’d done. He was the only person I could think of at that moment to take my frustrations out on.

Sunny jolted up from his bed where he’d been sitting. His hands flexed into fists when he stood, eyebrows arching menacingly, probably thinking he was under attack. He saw it was me and his posture loosened, yet he fixed me with a suspicious gaze. 

“Brother, we need to talk,” I blurted, anxiety running through me. 

“Ever heard of knocking, Venn? What if I was—”

“I don’t care. This is important.”

He flared his nostrils. The tall vampire didn’t like being interrupted or talked down to. “What is it?”

“You’ve grown wicked, Sunny.” I exhaled sharply. “Using your powers to harm.”

He said nothing, firming his lips into a thin line and crossing his arms over his chest, defensively. 

I vaguely gestured at his room. “I don’t know what your obsession with Coralia is, or if Genevieve Jade has something to do with it, whispering sweet nothings in your ear. But the cruelty has to stop.”

Sunny’s upper lip peeled back in a snarl. “I’ve grown cruel, Venn?” he said in a sinister tone. Then he exploded, jamming a finger toward me. “Well you’ve grown soft! That’s what these powers are for, brother. You think we’re becoming shadowblades to help people? Don’t be naïve. We’re becoming shadowblades to kill people!” 

Hearing him speak so savagely, so aggressively, made my heart sink. Sunny Conway had always been disagreeable, but this was a new side to him I hadn’t seen. I hated it. And this was coming from an Unseelie fae—generally speaking the most disagreeable beings from any realm.

The tension sizzled in the air between us: me in the doorway, him standing mere feet away in front of his bed. It was palpable energy begging to break. 

He looked so close to losing it. Enraged. It made me think of things in a different light, judging his past bouts of anger. My eyes flared. The obsession he has isn’t with Coralia, but with Myria. It’s always been that way. He’s always been pissed about how her disappearance was handled.  

Knowing that, I tried a different approach. “Torturing Coralia won’t bring Myria back, Sunny.”

His jaw ticked. “How would you know what would bring Myria back? You don’t seem to care that she’s missing at all!” 

Something inside me snapped. How dare him! Enough was enough. A red curtain fell behind my eyes—a visceral sensation I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

I lunged at my brother, closing the gap in a heartbeat, my fist flying toward his face. 

His vampiric speed helped him bob out of the way, ducking his head. At the same time, his hand curled into a fist and he jabbed me in the side.

I grunted and twirled, knowing I’d need to contrast his blinding speed if I wanted to have a chance at victory.

He was faster, but I was craftier.

When he tried to punch me again, I pivoted behind him and flicked my wrist, launching a shadow at him from the lamppost in the corner of the room.  

Sunny growled and backpedaled from the leaping arm of darkness. 

I let the shadow die and our positions had switched—me in front of his bed, him in the doorway. His amber eyes flared with fire. I knew his bloodlust had taken over. A lesser opponent would have been overwhelmed, but it was something I knew I could use to my advantage. 

When he charged, I was ready. I put my hands up and twirled my wrists. A murky circle of black ripped through reality’s fabric in front of me. 

He couldn’t stop his lunge in time. Sunny barreled face-first into the shadowgate, which I directed out the door, at the nearest shadow I could see, on a wall in the hallway. 

He appeared seconds later, tumbling out of the wall-portal still lunging. His head smacked against the door to his room. He staggered to his knees and bent into a fighter’s stance. 

I could do it all day—sending him through an endless loop of shadow portals—if he wanted to keep trying to tackle me. He might have been the aggressive, offensive one, but I knew how to control my magic better and was a more defensive fighter. Typically, it was what made us such a deadly combo. 

“Coward,” he growled, which only incited my frustration even more. If only he knew the extent of the cowardice I felt in that moment, not because of him, but because of everything I’d been thinking about concerning Coralia.  

The single word sparked my wrath. I gesticulated and molded the black circle in front of me. Spindly tendrils like spider legs curved in from the sides of my circle. My shadowgate became a physical manifestation of limbs, which I launched toward him. 

Sunny spoke under his breath and gouts of flame leapt from his fingertips. When the shadow tentacles connected, they singed, causing the blackness to curdle and sizzle out. 

My eyes bulged, not expecting him to make quick work of my shadow. I prepared another casting, but he was already halfway across the room, charging once more.

He tackled me and we flew over his bed as one. Before my head had a chance to smack the wall behind me, I muttered an incantation, and then we were both flying through a shadowgate on the wall.

We ventured through the Shadow Realm together, weightless in the fuzzy purple and blotted darkness, letting the pull guide us. I tried to twist out of his grip while we traversed the plane, but he was too big and strong. 

We exited the portal out the same shadow I had first sent him through, and his weight crashed onto me on the floor of the hallway. Air flooded out of my lungs. 

He raised his hands to rain haymakers on my face, and it took everything I had to dodge and weave his attacks. 

Gasps filled the hallway. Students were coming out of their rooms, likely alerted from our loud brawl and the sounds and smells of magic. No one stepped in to intervene. They weren’t going to risk the ire of the Phantoms by butting their noses in.

It didn’t bode well for me. I prepared for my beating. 

Sunny’s fist came crashing down and I raised an arm to defend—

A whoosh of wind sent him sailing off me, crying out. My lungs expanded with air as his weight lifted off my chest. 

Sunny crashed a few feet down the hallway. I rolled to my hands and knees to look at our new attacker. 

Murky tendrils snuck in from the walls and snaked around my arms and legs, locking me in place. Down the hall, Sunny was similarly immobilized. 

“Enough!” Wrist Hudson stood before us, arms extended, palms flattened. He kept us both in place with his experience and prowess alone. 

Sunny seethed for a moment longer, teeth bared. I let my anger out in a long, shaky breath, incapacitated by Jace’s shadow manipulation. When Sunny finally calmed, realizing his Wrist was commanding him, we shared a surprised look. 

I had never fought my brother before. Not outside of training, and certainly not in anger. How did it come to this? What does it mean for our future as a Glove?

“I don’t know what started this little rumble in the hallway,” Jace said, “but I won’t have it. That’s what we have the dojo for. Take your aggressions out there, Phantoms. Is that understood?”

Sunny and I nodded glumly. “Yes, Wrist,” we said in unison.

Jace lowered his hands. The shadows restraining us slithered off our bodies and retreated to the walls. 

All three of us let out labored breaths. Students filed into their rooms at Jace’s orders. 

“Now then,” the Wrist said, his beard twitching. “Sunny, you are to come with me. Headmaster Cane would like to speak with us.”

“Us?” Sunny asked. “Including you?”

“It appears so. Venn, you can tag along if you’d like, but I don’t believe this meeting concerns you.”

“What about Dax?” I asked.

“He’s away from the Academy at the moment.”

When he said nothing more, Sunny and I glanced at each other again. First I’ve heard of that . . .

Sunny shoulder-checked me as he walked by. Rubbing the back of his neck, he said, “What does this concern, sir?”

“I assume the headmaster found out about your debacle with Coralia Hargrave.”

“Shit.”

They started walking away and my pointy ears perked up. “Wrist, you said I could join you?”

Jace shrugged. “If you’d like.”

“Good. We are a Glove, after all,” I spat loudly, trying to emphasize the point for Sunny. “If it means anything anymore.”

Sunny scoffed and shook his head. “Of course it does. Brothers fight. It’s what they do.”

“Is that your version of an apology?” 

Sunny shrugged nonchalantly, which only flared my frustration. “Should it be? You swung at me first.”

Fucking asshole. I frowned. He’s right though, isn’t he?

“Venn, are you coming or not?” Jace interjected, arms folded. 

“Oh yes, Wrist.” I wouldn’t want to miss this for the world.

* * *
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“SUNDER CONWAY, YOU’VE harmed the integrity of Shadowblade Academy with your little stunt earlier this evening.” Headmaster Cane’s voice was pinched and annoyed. He was dressed in a fuzzy black robe that swept the floor, a nightcap on his white head. “And you’ve also roused me from my slumber,” he grumbled. 

I wasn’t too surprised Alaric Cane had discovered Sunny’s “little stunt” so swiftly. I hadn’t snitched on Sunny—brothers didn’t do that—yet I knew Alaric had eyes and ears everywhere. As the chief of the Academy, he had to. 

The three of us stood before the headmaster in his office, our hands clasped behind our backs. The very picture of subservience. 

“Have you anything to say in your defense, boy?”

“No,” Sunny said flatly. “I apologize for my transgression, sir. I don’t know what came over me.”

I do. 

Alaric hummed, clearly not content with Sunny’s answer.

Jace Hudson said, “Headmaster, as Wrist of these Phantoms, I take responsibility for their actions. My own negligence allowed this to happen.”

“Admirable, Professor Hudson,” Alaric said, “and true. I will get to you in a moment.” He cleared his throat. “When students depart campus, heads filled with the secret knowledge of this place, the entire fabric of our institution is put at risk. Do you three understand that?” 

“Yes sir,” we all said in unison. 

The headmaster’s eyes fell on me and my blood ran cold. “Which brings me to you, Donovenn Gable. You left campus yourself to retrieve the departed Ghost, Coralia Hargrave. Is that true?”

Sweat beaded my brow. “Yes sir.” I thought this meeting didn’t concern me?!

Alaric let out a “hmm,” and nodded, stroking his white beard. “As I understand it, however, you only left to retrieve the cadet. Also true?”

I nodded. 

“Then you will not be reprimanded for your actions. You might have saved this Academy embarrassment.”

Relief flooded through me. I didn’t need to point out that students often left campus, despite the rule, when they took part in their final assignments. The five of us in Hudson’s Glove had been off campus grounds before. Dax being on a mission outside the Academy at the moment was another perfect example of the hypocrisy. However, those situations were under very specific circumstances, and they were closely watched.

As long as a student was away on the Academy’s time, it was fine. If they slunk off on their own, that’s when things got hairy. 

Headmaster Cane’s beady eyes landed on Sunny. “Mister Conway, for your indiscretion, you will spend a week in the initiation cell. Is that understood?” 

Sunny’s shoulders slumped. He opened his mouth to retort. I felt Jace’s elbow rib him in the side and Sunny quieted, giving the headmaster a glum nod instead. “Yes sir, I understand. I hope I can regain your trust in me.”

The headmaster grunted. “Professor Hudson, this event does not reflect well on you. Know you are on thin ice after today. A mark has been put against your record. Do not let your Glove get out of hand again, understood?”

Jace nodded. “Yes sir.” 

I felt bad for Sunny. Does the punishment fit the crime? Who knows. Either way, he’d be fine in the initiation cell. It was a short prison sentence. I just hoped he came out of it a changed man, however unlikely that was. 

As for Jace, I didn’t know what to think. He always seemed stoic in his reactions, unflappable, yet I could tell the decision hurt him by the way his jaw clenched and his brow twitched. He had only ever done good for the Academy. I felt his penalty was undeserving. 

My main concern was for the Glove itself. We had already become a mangled hand, rather than a unified fist. 

Now I worried our squad was knocking on death’s door.
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Coralia

THINGS HAD CHANGED since my return to Shadowblade Academy. I felt a new, fierce determination that had been lacking before. I wasn’t going to wallow in despair or let the bullies get the better of me. 

Three things lived rent-free in my head these days, vacillating in importance: Finding Myria, Sunny’s absence, and Venn.

I had vowed to explore Myria’s disappearance with renewed vigor. The problem was I didn’t know where to start with my search, who to talk to, or what questions to ask. 

As far as Sunny Conway, he’d been reprimanded since my return. It gave me a week of unrestricted time to attend classes and roam the campus without fear of being terrorized. Even Genevieve Jade kept her distance. Maybe she’d been told I was off-limits until Sunny returned from his punishment. 

I worried Sunny would resent me even more once he came back from his prison stay. The thought freaked me out. 

And finally, I couldn’t get my mind off Venn. The Unseelie fae surprised me in numerous ways. He had been the one to come searching for me while I ambled through the Crust in a sorry state. He had given me the boost of confidence I needed to make it in a place like Shadowblade Academy, where I felt severely underprepared and outmatched. The few times I’d felt his touch, my body had reacted by zinging with nerves and sweaty anticipation. 

Honestly, everything about the man sent me into a tizzy: His interesting lilac skin and those fascinating violet orbs which hinted at a life of sadness. The way he could sweep me off my feet, effortlessly, and had done so on multiple occasions. His talkative nature and the kindness he’d shown me. The aphrodisiac scent of morning rainfall and misty thunder permeating off his skin like a drug.

He utterly intrigued me. I was starting to think of him more as the days went on. So much so, it was starting to cause problems in my daily routine. When Venn’s mischievous smile flashed in my mind, I found myself tensing with excitement, my thighs squeezing together while my heart pitter-pattered erratically.

“Are you still with us, Cor Cor?” 

Charli’s squeaky voice brought me back from my daydream. I blushed, facing away from her so she wouldn’t see.

“You’re flexing your butt,” she pointed out, which only made me cheeks flare harder. “Try not to, uh, try so hard.”

Luckily, she’d misread the catalyst of my anxiety and tenseness. She thought it was mere frustration from my shadowcasting practice, rather than my dreamy fantasies of Venn. 

I pushed him out of my mind, as hard as it was, and nodded my understanding to Charli. My palms were out, frozen in place, arms stretched in front of me as I stared at the lamppost in the corner of our room. I peeked over at the open textbook on my desk, making sure I had the incantation right.

Seconds later, the thin shadow on the wall twitched. I gasped and repeated the incantation, focusing harder on the shape of the shadowy line, which was thrown by a skinny lamppost on my desk. The twitching turned into slithering, as the shade curved in on itself like a snake. I slowly circled my fingers into my palm and the shadow followed the gesture, contouring into an S shape before my eagerness caused me to lose my focus. The snake untwisted and snapped back into its natural, beanpole form.

Charli squealed behind me at a dog-whistle decibel. She clapped wildly and jumped to her feet. “Yaaas queen! You’re doing it! I swear, you’re getting better every hour.”

I let out a shaky breath and wiped the sheen of sweat off my forehead. I turned to her just in time to catch her leaping at me. She wrapped me in a hug and we laughed.

Charli was right: I was getting better. Since returning, my abilities had boosted along with my confidence and drive. Ever since jarring free of the Spectral Realm, and my encounter with Dreamwatcher, everything seemed to come easier to me. 

Something inside had clicked. I couldn’t help but wonder if my encounter with the handsome, spectral apparition had caused the growth. Perhaps touching me, after he thought he couldn’t, ignited my powers somehow?

I didn’t have any logical explanation for it. I wasn’t going to question my newfound abilities. The only thing that mattered was I could shadowcast now, where before I’d been unable to. Not very well, of course, but practice was making me better. And Charli was the most patient, encouraging teacher I could have asked for.

After wringing my hands out like I had just punched a brick wall, I found Bruce Kittenson watching me. He perched languidly on the bed, an unimpressed expression on his little face. 

“Oh come on, Brucey. That was pretty cool. Admit it.”

The cat tipped his chin to stare at the stucco ceiling. 

I plopped down on the edge of the bed where he’d made his nest, and ran my hands over his soft fur. “Are you still making a big fuss about that? It’s been three days since I’ve been back!”

“Mrow.”  

“I didn’t mean to abandon you.” I picked him up to hold in front of my face. 

“Tssss.”

“It was Sunny,” I said, nodding emphatically. “If you’re gonna bite anyone, bite him. Please don’t give me that look. I’m tired of it.”

Clearly, I wasn’t going to win with my kitty. He let out another hiss and I dropped him. He dashed under the bed to hide, and my heart sank. I might have been neglecting Mr. Kittenson, even though I hadn’t meant to. Hard not to when I’m surrounded by people like Venn Gable and Sunny Conway, stealing all my focus, and I’m trying to learn to be a shadow wizard and assassin, and I’m being bullied and sent flailing into other worlds! Plus there are midterms coming up.

“You’re being a big baby,” I groaned, feeling defensive. His scolding, muffled mrow from under the bed didn’t make me feel any better. 

“He’ll come around,” Charli said, joining me on the bed. She gave me a sheepish smile. 

“Maybe you could . . . talk to him? You know, when you, uh, shift into a fox.”

Charli tilted her head and giggled. “We don’t exactly communicate in that way. We can’t talk to each other telepathically or anything.”

“Oh. And you don’t speak the same language I’m assuming?”

Another giggle. “No, silly. Our means of communication is more . . . instinctual. It’s an impulse. An animalistic urge.” 

I shot her a roguish smile. “That sounds vaguely sexual, Charli.”

Her freckled cheeks lit up like a Christmas light. “O-Oh, no! I didn’t mean—”

I laughed and looped my arm around hers. “I’m just teasing, honey.”

“Oh.” Her blush faded. “Thank the spirits.” She tilted her head on my shoulder and we sat in silence. I’d been back only three days, yet I felt more at home than ever before. Is this what Venn meant when he said to make a home with us? Or did he mean, um, specifically him?

I couldn’t complain either way.

“Hey, Cor Cor,” Charli’s little voice piped up. “What was it like being in the Shadow Realm?”

My brow pinched together. “It was like a blanket over the world. A dark quilt that blotted out all the shapes I’d come to recognize—you, Sunny, the park, the buildings.”

“Whoa.” 

I had forgotten Charli hadn’t been able to shadowwalk either. She was close, it seemed, and before long I knew she’d have it. 

“Was it scary?”

“A little. Not as scary as the fall to the Spectral Realm though.”

Her head lifted off my shoulder. “The Spectral Realm?”

“Yeah. Professor Avery hasn’t gotten to that one yet, I guess. Maybe she’s saving it for after midterms.”

“You mean there are two worlds? Are they, like, stacked on top of each other?”

“It’s the place you go when you Slip.”

“Oh! Professor Avery has mentioned Slipping.”

“Yeah. There might be more worlds for all we know,” I said with a shrug. It felt nice being the one with information for once. Charli was as excitable a student as she was a teacher. The girl had a thirst for knowledge. 

At the imploring gaze from her big eyes, I continued. “The Spectral Realm was more . . . human, for lack of a better word. It wasn’t like the world was shadowed in darkness, but rather, the world twisted on its axis. It was its own place, with couches and walls and such. I even met someone there.”

“Who?” 

Hesitance prickled up my spine. How much should I say? I suddenly wondered. I came to a quick decision, because not only did I trust Charli, I was also eager to talk about my adventure. “A handsome man with long black hair. I called him ‘Dreamwatcher’ because he said names were useless there. He didn’t ask for mine.”

“Whoa, that’s crazy. Do you think he was real?”

“Who knows? I mean, he seemed to think so. He called the Spectral Realm the place for lost souls, where they go to roam endlessly.”

“That’s kinda sad sounding.”

“I know, right?” 

Charli stroked her chin, eyes narrowing in deep thought. “If that’s where lost souls roam ‘endlessly,’ how did you escape, Cor Cor?”

“I’m wondering the same thing myself, Char. No idea.”

“Spooky.” 

“Very.” We paused for a beat, both of us lost in our thoughts. I broke us out of our fugue, saying, “It’s strange, but I feel like my ability to shadowcast has come from being in that place, Charli. Like Dreamwatcher awakened something inside me, or made my psyche click in a way it hadn’t been clicking before.”

“I believe that,” Charli said with a firm nod. “It sounds mystical and eerie, yet magic is often unexplainable. That’s the beauty of it.” She beamed at me.

I matched her infectious smile and pushed back against my headboard, drawing my knees up. “True. I like that. I finally feel like I might not spectacularly fail the midterms.”

“You’ll do fine.”

“It’s only because I have such a good teacher.”

She blushed, averting her gaze with dimples forming in her cheeks.

I reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, drawing her attention to me. “Char? If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to keep what we just talked about between us for now, okay?” 

“Of course.” She nodded diligently. “Your journey to the Spectral Realm is not my story to tell, Cor Cor.”

I wasn’t sure why I wanted to keep Dreamwatcher a secret from anyone else. Maybe it was because he gave me a sense of purpose and ownership, like I finally had a secret no one else at the Academy had. He was forbidden knowledge until I let his existence be known, which I would do at a time of my choosing.

I had a hunch there was something important about him—that I just didn’t know the specifics yet. Why else would Slipping having brought me to him both times?  

Or, maybe I didn’t want people to know about Dreamwatcher because I wanted to keep him all to myself. 

* * *
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I LEFT THE MESS HALL with a sandwich tucked under my Academy jacket. It had been a breezy day, and a successful one as far as my classes went. 

The honeymoon period from my visit to the Spectral Realm and my return to the Academy hadn’t vanished yet. Resolve tingled in my bones, and a niggling thought stayed in my head. I became determined to change the trajectory of my time here.

I couldn’t live my life in fear of others. Not after finally seeing my hard work paying off. I didn’t want anymore hiccups to bring me down. No more backpedaling—I would only move forward.

To that end, I made my way toward Fort Nocturnus, the bureaucratic center and looming castle near the cathedral-like Glimmer Hall. 

No one guarded the entrance to the castle, which I found peculiar. After taking a long look at the stone spires and medieval ramparts overhead, I took a deep breath and entered the courtyard.

A few students and faculty mingled around the entrance of the castle. No one batted an eye as I walked in, which led me to believe the fort—at least the first level—was not as off-limits as I’d believed. 

Huge, sculpted gargoyles leered at me in the courtyard. Cherubic fountain statues nestled between the gargoyles, creating an unnerving contrast between the two sights, like light and evil playing off each other.

I made my way toward the basement cellar and the jail cells. Since I’d been there before, I knew the way. It made my skin crawl, bringing back dreary memories as I moved from the elegant red carpets of the first level to the damp, stony underbelly of the cellar. It was like walking back in time to the Middle Ages.

A man stood guard at the first room before the jail cells. Dressed in a black cloak and blackened leather vest, he was the very picture of a dark warrior. When I entered the room with a confident stride, he asked, “What are you doing down here, ma’am?”

“Wrist Hudson wishes for me to see the prisoner.” I raised my chin.

“We don’t hold prisoners here,” he answered. A black mask covered half his face, his voice muffled. 

I nudged my chin toward the familiar red cloak hanging from a coat rack behind him. “That would suggest otherwise, sir. I know who it belongs to.”

“We hold penitents here.”

“That’s very religious of you.”

“What is it you want, young lady?”

“To see the penitent you’re holding. Wrist Hudson wants to make sure he does not fall by the wayside with his studies while he’s cooped up in here.”

The guard paused a beat. “What if I think you’re lying?”

“Then bring it up with Wrist Hudson. If that’s the case, I’m sure I’ll be a penitent myself before too long.”

He let out a muffled chuckle. Then he stepped aside. “Maybe I’ll do that. For now, just be quick about it. As I said, the young man is not a prisoner.”

Call it whatever you want, buddy. If he can’t leave . . . I call that a prisoner. I nodded and marched past the guard before he changed his mind. Passing the lit torches on the wall, I stopped once I reached the initiation cell. 

Sunny Conway sat against the back wall, head tipped against the stone. Veiny arms draped over his drawn knees. He looked relaxed compared to his usual noble demeanor. Not defeated, just bored. His eyes opened before my feet came to a halt. “Ah, what is this? A visitor?”

“Hello, Sunny.” A shudder ran through me. I reached into my jacket and took out the sandwich. “I’ve brought you some food.”

He cocked his head. “The human girl shows pity on the poor vampire?” 

I wrinkled my nose angrily. “I have a name, Sunny.”

“I’m aware.”

“Say it.”

“Coralia?” he muttered. “It’s not like your name is a curse. Or maybe it is, since my Glove has seemed cursed ever since you first arrived.”

I poked the sandwich through the bars in the cell, wagging it. “So you don’t want the food?”

“If that’s what you think it will take to ‘break bread’ with me, you’re sorely mistaken.”

I shrugged and pulled the sandwich in, starting to unwrap it. “Fine. I could eat more.”

He glanced up and down my curvy body. “I’m sure you could.”

I bristled. “Fuck you, Sunny.” 

I immediately regretted my outburst. I’d come here to try and learn why Sunny despised me so we could fix it. To kill him with kindness. The new strategy had been on my mind all afternoon. I didn’t want to screw it up by letting him push my buttons so easily.  

He chuckled. “Do you honestly believe a sandwich will satiate me?”

“I have no idea.”

“It won’t. No, unless you want me drawing on your blood again, suckling at your neck . . . perhaps you miss that arousing sensation, and that’s why you’re really here?”

I gritted my teeth, hands flexing. I couldn’t stop the warmth that gushed inside my belly, my body betraying me. “You’re a dick, Sunny.”

“And you sound bitter, princess.”

“Says the guy snapping at me from inside a jail cell.” I tucked the sandwich away in my jacket. Smugness filled me when I saw the vein in his forehead pulse. 

There was a moment of silence as he leered at me. He filled it before I could deviate from our animosity, speaking in a lazy tone. “What do you want from me, princess? I’m busy.”

“I want to know why you hate me!” I blurted. 

He said nothing, leering at me through those amber eyes dancing in the shadows.

“I was hoping we could let bygones be bygones,” I added in a hopeful voice. “Put our differences aside.” It was silly of me. I knew Sunder Conway preyed on hope and weakness. They gave him strength and power.

“I’m sorry to dash your dreams,” he sneered, then turned away to face a wall.

I backed away from the bars. My first interaction with Sunny, since the shadow sinkhole incident, was clearly a bust. 

But what should I have expected? He obviously believed I was responsible for putting him in there. 

I wouldn’t let his rude attitude discourage me. I would just have to try again another time, perhaps when the wounds of that event weren’t so fresh and tender. 

I left him with a parting word, hoping it would sink in. My hands gripped the bars and I leaned my head forward. “I’m not the reason you’re in here, Sunny. You are the reason you’re in here.” 

Sighing, I walked away. Before reaching the curve in the hallway, I glanced at him over my shoulder. “But I think you already know that.”
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Sunny

CORALIA CAME TO VISIT me the next day. And the next. And the next. For the final four days of my “penitence,” she slogged through the murky hallway in the basement of Fort Nocturnus, hoping to find some kindness inside me.

Each time, she was rebuffed.

No matter what I said to the girl, or how much I pissed her off or saddened her, she always came back with renewed determination the next day. Usually, she tried to bring me a peace offering of some kind: food, one of my textbooks for class, a bottle of wine she’d swiped from a fellow student. None of it worked. Well, I took the wine so I could drink away my boredom one night. 

I didn’t know how to tell Coralia Hargrave that I didn’t hate her, no matter what she thought. Yes, she frustrated me, but that was only because she reminded me of her sister. Besides being similar in appearance, her actions were also starting to mirror Myria’s. 

The kindness she showed me was the last straw. 

It was hard to carry on my façade of dismissal whenever her pretty head poked around the side of the hallway. Seeing her made my body do things, though I kept my excitement hidden behind my aloofness. I started to look forward to our little chats, if only because it was so damn boring inside the initiation cell. 

If I was being honest, I knew she was doing more than simply saving me from boredom. She was restoring my faith in humanity, which I had thought to be lost long ago after being changed into a monster. Her unflinching resolve to make friends with me—her tormentor and attacker—was beguiling. It showed integrity and willpower I hadn’t noticed was there. 

Also, not being around Vivi was helping. The break from the snide bimbo was nice. She had frequently whispered poison in my ears about Coralia, just like she had Myria before her; like she had all humans. 

But was Genevieve the one coming to visit me in jail day in and day out? Was she the one trying to fill me with hope and positivity? No. 

Coralia was the only person who visited me. Even my Glovemates kept their distance. Dax, I assumed, was still away, while Venn was still angry with me. 

I eventually needed to make nice with Genevieve after my blunder from the week prior. I had uses for her. There was a reason I called her to my bedroom all the time, and it wasn’t just because she was a pleasant body to fuck. Though filling her mouth with my thick cock and watching her eyes roll back as I savagely stuffed her gullet, finally shutting her up for a few blessed minutes, was quite satisfying. 

Despite all that, it wasn’t Vivi I imagined at night during my imprisonment. I had no explanation for it. I hadn’t been attracted to Myria, so why did Coralia arouse me so? 

Maybe it’s because they’re different people, you big dumbass. 

It didn’t help my moody disposition by being a dick to myself all the time, but there it was. Myria was kind and supportive. Coralia is sharp and witty. They’re both beautiful, but what kind of person have I always been attracted to? 

Not the nice ones. Not the innocent ones. 

The ones who fight back. The ones who struggle and have struggled—something I relate to. The ones who visit me in jail, even though I’m the cause of their misfortune . . .

It was my final day in the cell. I’d had plenty of time to think. Plenty of time to scheme and plot my next moves. Once I got out, I would lure Vivi back to me. I would alleviate the tension between me and my brothers, and show them I was a changed man. Even if it was fake. 

Is it fake though? The first evening Coralia came here, I chased her out with my barbed tongue. Every night since, she’s stayed longer. I’ve said more words. We’ve conversed. 

Her parting phrase that first night has stuck with me. I thought of it the entire next day: “I’m not the reason you’re here, Sunny. You’re the reason you’re here.”

Of course I knew that. If I hadn’t wanted to play a cruel joke on the girl, I wouldn’t have gotten into this mess. 

On night six of my confinement, she’d told me she went to the Spectral Realm thanks to me. She had seemed excited about it, though she wouldn’t explain why. Once returned, she was able to manipulate shadows easier. It had irked me when she thanked me, however sarcastically, for giving that to her. 

I stayed silent about my supposed loathing for the girl. But my walls were crumbling. She was getting to me.

And now, when I stared out through the bars, trying to peek around the corner of the hallway, I was frustrated she hadn’t shown herself yet. It was getting late. Every night prior, she had arrived before my meager evening meal. 

I had already eaten tonight.

Will she abandon me on my final night in custody? Has she had enough of my venom? And why the fuck do I care so much if she shows up or not?

As if reading my mind, I heard the telltale sign of shoes on the stone floor, out of sight, down the hall.

Blood filled my cold, dead heart. I had to tamp down my giddy anticipation. I jerked away from the bars and headed to the back wall, and then sat down to resume my disinterested lounging before she showed up. 

I couldn’t let Coralia see how much the mere sight of her affected me. 

When she strolled into my view, I let out an exaggerated sigh and rolled my eyes. “Don’t you have anywhere better to be, princess? This is getting sad.” Even if, inside, I yearned to hear what she had to say. 

Coralia folded her arms under her ample chest. “You look like you could use some company.” 

The corner of my lip twitched. “Just because I’m alone doesn’t mean I’m lonely.”

She barked a laugh. “Coming from a man like you? A total attention whore? Sure it doesn’t.”

My scoff turned into a chuckle. She averted her gaze at the sound, and I spotted a tiny, shy smirk of her own. It was adorable when she became embarrassed because it was so uncommon.

These back and forth barbs had become a regularity since she’d started showing up. It was a dangerous game we were playing, and I was starting to think she recognized it too. When she blushed and turned away, her eyes would linger for longer and longer with each passing day.

Still, I enjoyed these meetings. I liked a woman who showed some spine and fire. As arrogant as it sounded, I grew tired of people either treating me like a nobleman or a god. Girls like Vivi, who called me “daddy” and worshipped the ground I walked on . . . as long as I was fucking her well and not pissing her off. Genevieve was fun to dominate, but I had a feeling I would enjoy disciplining Coralia even more. Straddling her curvy body, pinning her hands down above her head as I ravish her and make her moan my name . . .

The lewd thought made my cock quiver against my thigh. I had to reposition myself to get comfortable on the cold stone. For a moment I thought I saw Coralia’s eyes wander between my legs.

Could have been wishful thinking. 

She tucked a few strands of black-and-red hair behind her ear and leaned forward toward the bars, eyes narrowing. “What goes on in that wicked head of yours all day, Sunny? While you’re in here.”

I cocked an eyebrow, slanting my skull against the wall behind me. “You wouldn’t want to know, princess. It might just blow your mind.” My words came out low and throaty, just to see how she’d react.

Another flash of embarrassment crossed her features as she focused on my lips. She quickly fixed the expression, but not before I’d dragged my tongue over my lips.

“Try me,” she said, voice wavering. 

There were so many ways I could have answered. The low-hanging-fruit response was to tell her all the ways I would one day ravage her sweet cunt and lick her pale, voluptuous body into oblivion. How I would suck the blood from her supple veins until the tingling drain dragged her to orgasm, making her weak and needy, before I filled her back up with my white-hot essence.

“Sunny?”

The daydreams faded and my head jerked to face her. “What?”

“Where did you go?”

I frowned. “Nowhere important. What was the question?”

She chewed her lip. “Now I’m worried about the answer, seeing you lose yourself like that. I asked—”

“Ah, right,” I cut in. “What I think about all day. If you want the honest truth, I think about your sister.” It wasn’t a lie, per se, but I’d been thinking about Myria less and less the more I saw Coralia.

The realization of that dismayed me. 

Coralia’s face lit up, her posture stiffening like a board. “Y-You . . . Myria?”

I nodded lazily. 

There was a curious yet triumphant twinkle in her eye, as if she thought she’d finally gotten to the crux of her trial. That she’d finally come to the point of all these late-night rendezvous in my prison cell.

The strangest feeling tugged at my insides: Hurt. 

I would have never expected to be disappointed that she hadn’t come to see me—that it was all just a ruse to probe information out of me. My anger, which always boiled close to the surface, swelled. I tried to keep it down, thinking, Why else would she come here? I can’t be a fool and think this woman—one I have not tried to hide my distaste for—would actually care for me. Not after the way I’ve treated her. I know I would never be so forgiving.

“Did you love her, Sunny?” 

I flared my nostrils. “You speak of her in the past tense like everyone else. As if she’s dead.”

Coralia squatted so she was at eye-level with me. “Well, couldn’t she be?”

“I don’t believe that.”

“You didn’t answer either question.”

“Sorry, what was the ques—”

“Please, Sunny,” she begged, and damn if it didn’t look exquisite coming from her full, red lips. “I have to know.”

I paused for a beat, staring her down, curving my eyebrows. “What is it you think you want to know, princess?”

“Did you—do you love Myria?” 

“I imagine I love her as you do. Like a sister.” I tossed my long hair out of my eyes. “Certainly not how Vivi thinks I do . . .” I muttered, trailing off. 

“Why?” 

I raised my head, giving her a blank expression. That one simple word, that simple question, awakened so many memories inside me. It was difficult to answer. 

Never one to give a straight response, especially while I was working out my emotions, I replied, “How well do you know Myria, princess?”

She shrugged, taking a seat on the cold stone floor. Muddying up her pants to get closer to me. “I only know as much as she showed me while we were growing up.” 

“And how was that? Growing up together?”

She rubbed the back of her neck. “We were competitive. Then her powers came and she was the golden child. I was the black sheep.”

My lips curved into a grin. “Sounds about right.”

“She never treated me like a leper though. That was my mom and . . . why am I telling you all this?” Her head snapped up from her deep reminiscence. 

“Was Myria kind, Coralia? To you?”

“Yes.”

I bowed my head knowingly. “Here, she flourished. In a place that is forever unkind, that teaches students to harness their hate and anger and use them to kill, Myria was a breath of fresh air. A sunflower in a field of wilted weeds.”

Coralia’s mouth formed a small “o.” Are those tears glistening in her eyes? As if she never noticed these things about Myria, or heard them said aloud before?

She was rendered speechless. So I continued, drawing deep within my memories to recall Myria’s fresh face and sweet smile. “Myria vowed to help me find someone in my past life, once we finished the Academy together. She promised to accompany Venn to the Unseelie Court, to convince his family to take him back. She swore to reconnect Dax with his roots and help Quentin remember his past.” 

I cleared my throat, keeping my nostrils flared so I could keep my emotions at bay. The painful memories startled me with their power as the words left my mouth. “You see?” I asked, blinking at the wonder in Coralia’s eyes. “Your sister was the heart of Hudson’s Glove. The ultimate support member, filled with lofty ambitions and goals.” 

“Holy . . . shit.” Coralia’s breath came out ragged as she sagged.

I sniffed, trying to stave off my sentimentality before it overwhelmed me. “It was one of the reasons I could never fall in love with her. She was too sweet for this place. Too sweet for me. Too . . .” I gestured in the air, trying to find the right word. “Lovable.” My expression turned mischievous, the corner of my lip tilting. “I need a measure of loathing in a woman.”

My eyes locked with Coralia’s for a split second, and I was certain she saw the savage animal inside me, eager to get out. 

Coralia’s voice was barely more than a whisper. “That sounds . . . unhealthy.”

I threw my head back and laughed, surprised by her response. “Yes, well, Myria understood. None of the Knuckles in the Glove wanted to ruin the good thing we had by trying to bed the girl.”

“What happened to that good thing?” 

I narrowed my eyes. “I think you already know the answer to that. Look where I am.” I threw my arms out wide. “Where’s Dax?”

“I don’t know.”

“Exactly. And Quentin?”

“Um . . . dead?”

“And Venn? He’s off trying to glue together the schism in his soul, in his own way.”

“How?”

“By loving you.”

Coralia gasped and slapped a hand to her mouth, like it was such a big shock to her. 

I wanted to sneer. How could she be surprised by that? You didn’t need to know Donovenn Gable well to understand the starry look in his eyes whenever he saw Coralia; to understand he wore his heart on his sleeve. 

“It drives me insane,” I snarled, jerking my gaze away from her, “that those two don’t seem to care about Myria the way I do. The way we all should! It’s clear she was the real glue that held us together, all along. Now our Glove is broken.”

Coralia chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m sorry, Sunny. For all of it. I . . . didn’t come here to be the replacement for my sister.”

“I know, girl. No one plans that sort of thing.” I waved a hand at her. “You had no choice in coming here.”

“Well, not exactly.”

My eyebrows jumped. 

“I mean, sure,” she backpedaled, concern etched on her face, “you guys kidnapped me. But I wanted to come here. It was my plan to find Shadowblade Academy, even though I didn’t know it existed.”

“Why?” 

“To find Myri.” 

I inhaled a sharp breath at her admission. 

She leaned forward, resting her forehead on the cold bars and clutching them in both hands. “Please, Sunny, let me help you find her.”

I saw a flash of it then: the couple we could become. Amateur sleuths determined to share clues and leads and find the missing girl. It seemed so lovely. So picturesque and tidy in my head.

Yet I knew it was a farce. I already had leads of my own, and I couldn’t involve Coralia. I wouldn’t. Not if things ended up getting bloody and violent. 

Coralia couldn’t be mixed in with the wrong crowd.

And I was most assuredly the wrong crowd.  

I put on my customary frown, masking the hurt that clawed inside me. For the first time in a long time I felt vulnerable and . . . weak. 

My steely wall rose up around my aching heart. “I’m sorry, princess, but that’s impossible,” I said decisively. “This is Glove business. Even if you are Myria’s sister.” I looked away from her, unable to lock eyes with the pain settling there. “I’ll have to insist you leave me now. And don’t come back.”
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Coralia

MY HEART FELT HEAVY at the rejection from Sunny. It made me sadder than I’d expected. I shouldn’t have anticipated anything less, going to visit him on his final four days in the initiation cell. I had been so close though, to learning more about Myria’s disappearance and joining the search. His acceptance of me had appeared to be on the tip of his tongue before it came crashing down. 

Still, even if he wouldn’t let me join the Glove, I’d learned a few valuable things. One, Sunny wasn’t as wicked as he first came off. He cared about Myria, more than anyone else in the Glove did, supposedly. He spoke of her like she was a goddess he worshipped. 

And here I’d thought the only person Sunny worshipped was Sunny.

It made me proud knowing Myria had become such a fixture of Hudson’s Glove. She seemed like a precious member of the group. If that’s the case, why don’t Dax and Venn speak of her with the same reverence Sunny does? Why do they hardly mention her at all?

The friction between the Glovemates was something I didn’t quite understand, as if they all had different ideas about what they were supposed to be. Their collective identity. 

Thoughts of Sunny, Myria, and Hudson’s Glove carried me into next week, but I had little time to ponder them.

Midterms had crept up on me. 

On the morning of my tests, I woke up feeling frustrated. I scolded myself for how little I’d uncovered since coming to Shadowblade Academy, and the semester was already halfway through. Granted, it seemed I was finally starting to push the envelope open.

In my mind, it wasn’t enough. I needed to do more. I needed to be more aggressive and proactive.

Sunny avoided me the entire week from when he was let out to the day of the midterms. I took my frustrations out on my studies, practicing my shadow manipulation. Charli said I was showing promise. With Venn, I went over alchemy formulas. He was pleased with my progress. No one saw or heard from Dax, which was odd because he was supposed to be my Physical Intent tutor. When Venn brought up Dax’s absence to Jace Hudson, the Wrist gave the same boilerplate response: “He’s away on a mission for the Academy.” He would say no more on the subject. 

Tension was rising between Venn and Sunny. They didn’t seem to converse much. And they had been like brothers before I showed up! I desperately hoped it wasn’t me keeping them at odds. 

After waking, I took a quick shower down the hall. After dressing in my black-checkered Academy uniform, I poured some kibble out for Bruce Kittenson, who had finally come around over the past week and started to love on me again. At least someone was. 

As I sat on the edge of the bed pulling on my boots, he rubbed the side of his head against my thigh with a low purr. I gave him a scratch behind the ear and a boop on the nose, smiling. “Wish me luck, Brucey.”

I stood and checked myself out in the mirror to make sure I was presentable. Flattening my skirt and top over my body, I wrung my hands out and took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. 

Minutes later, I was downstairs with Charli, munching on an empanada as we walked toward our first class together. Heavy quietness joined the morning fog as we marched toward Alchemy class, giving our trek a gloomy, ominous feel. 

“Don’t worry, Cor Cor, you’ll do great,” Charli said, noticing my anxious vibe. 

I gave her a weak smile. “Same to you, Char.”

What she didn’t know was that my nerves were due to everything except the midterms. At least for my first test, I had an ace in the hole. 

* * *
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PROFESSOR FRILLY HAWKINS paced around the desks of the laboratory, examining students with the stern demeanor of a commander on a battlefield. The tall professor had her hands laced behind her back, her posture rigid, her lab coat swishing. She made every Ghost nervous with her mere proximity.

Silence lingered over the room during the test, with only the clacking of Hawkins’ heels and the trembling clatter of vials filling the space. The task was a solo one, which meant absolutely zero student interaction. 

We were supposed to craft the best, most useful poison or potion at our disposal. In theory, it was a simple test, but the execution—measuring the perfect amount of liquids, mixing them right, and not screwing up—was where things could get dicey. Afterward, we were to be graded on the efficacy of our alchemical composition and any mistakes we made in formulating the compound.

As we neared the end of the hour, I topped off my compound and watched as an inky black cloud spread in my tube’s dark green liquid. Then I stood with my hands folded on the desk, waiting patiently for Professor Hawkins. I felt like I was on Master Chef.

Before long, she came over with a kit and set it on my desk. The kit had droppers and six little Petri dishes. She dipped into my liquid, dribbled some into a dish, and mixed it with her own compounds. She repeated the process in her other dishes, using different compounds to turn the smokey-black liquid yellow, blue, and even pink.

At the sight of the pink liquid swirling in her dish, she cocked an eyebrow. She reached over to my notebook and read my bullet-point recipe. Then she retested the liquids, clearly surprised at what she was seeing. I simply stood there studiously, trying to hide my smirk.

Finally, she said, “Umbralmera, Miss Hargrave? You made Umbralmera?”

I nodded diligently. “Yes, Professor.”

“This is considered a ‘lost’ poison, Coralia. How did you make it?”

Stone-faced, but with my heart hammering, I said, “I had a good tutor, ma’am.” 

Her head tilted. “A good . . . ah, right. Donovenn Gable, the Unseelie. Did he fail to mention Umbralmera is found in its natural state in the Unseelie Court, and only there?”

My stomach dropped. He had failed to mention that.

Professor Hawkins crossed her strong arms over her chest, giving me a discerning stare. “It is exceedingly difficult to craft correctly. Here, you have a suitable chemical structure. The substance’s absorption rate is above average, given the tools you had to work with. Detoxification would be slow, agonizing, and most likely deadly.”

I blinked. My eyes glazed over at her explanation. 

“Essentially, it’s an excellent alchemical composition, Miss Hargrave. Given its rarity and difficulty to craft, you did well. Congratulations.”

A smile broke out on my face. Before I could say anything or celebrate my victory, Professor Hawkins cut me off with a raised finger. 

“However, you will be docked for utilizing a lost, ancient poison, rather than the typical compounds we have gone over in class. We don’t use Unseelie formulas.”

My smile fell just as fast as it had come on. 

“In short, Miss Hargrave, you’ve passed your midterm, but you need some work on your discretion.”

Dammit. How is it possible that I pass my midterm and still get in trouble? Venn, you and I are gonna have to have a little talk about this. 

* * *
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FOR MY Physical Intent class, I had been working without a Phantom tutor for the past couple weeks while Dax had been absent. Charli sparred with me, but she couldn’t teach me the necessary styles an upperclassman could. I knew I was going into the midterm punching above my weight class.

As I changed into my super fancy, glossy-black, body-hugging, fae-tech onesie, I pushed my forehead against my locker. 

Genevieve Jade walked by and said, “Good luck fighting a literal ghost, worm food,” and then snort-laughed with her goons as they exited the locker room.

I left with Charli, who split off with her designated Phantom, but not before giving me a pout of pity. 

I glanced over at the men’s locker room to see the guys filing out, and then turned my attention to Professor Hudson at the front of class. My brow furrowed and I did a double take back to the men’s lockers.

Dax Kilmeade meandered out, fastening his gloves. 

Excitement zinged through my limbs and my energy went from zero to a hundred. I nearly squealed, but managed to contain myself. He’s back! 

Dax spotted me, gave a curt nod with his emotionless mask of a face, and approached.

“Look who decided to show up,” I said. 

“Couldn’t let my pupil do her midterm alone.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Yeah, well, if I pass, it’s no thanks to you.” 

He frowned, his dark face flickering with a look that told me he was sorry, or doubtful.

I felt I had to explain, seeing his expression. “You haven’t been here, Dax. You were supposed to teach me all the things. Now I have people like Vivi Jade barking up my ass, and even the other Ghosts who are well past me, and I have little to show for it. Little to defend myself with.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been absent, Coralia. It couldn’t be helped. I’ll make it up to you.”

“How?”

“By pushing you hard for the second half of the semester.” 

I gnashed my teeth and nodded succinctly. It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear—my second half was going to be harder than the first? Damn. “Where have you been?”

“I can’t say. It’s classified.” At my frown, he added, “I have to be going back soon, in fact. So shall we get on with it?”

We took our positions on the mat, striking our battle stances. The midterm was supposed to show how much we’d grown as combatants since the first week. Not how well we could kill, per se, but how much we had developed. 

For the most part, the Phantoms went easy on their pupils, while Professor Hudson watched intently and made little comments here and there. 

Dax was not like most Phantoms. He gave me no quarter. Within two minutes, he’d put me on my ass twice. I was a panting mess, my hair disheveled, my tailbone hurting, and my side aching from getting smacked.

Finally, I managed to stay standing by our third skirmish. I avoided his swift attacks, pivoted, then went on my knee to try and trip him. 

When I glanced up, he was on the other side of me and kicked me over like I was nothing more than a domino. 

I groaned, dizzily staring up at the tarp ceiling. His hand came into my vision, reaching down to help me up. “When you dodge like that, keep your eyes on your opponent. Don’t move them to the ground. That’s not where your enemy is.”

I winced as I sat up. “Got it, chief.”

As I wobbled to my feet, Professor Hudson came to stand next to us. “Report, Phantom Kilmeade.”

My heart sank to my stomach. I had just gotten my ass handed to me and I knew Dax was too trustworthy and strait-laced to lie for me or buff my ego. 

Dax took a rigid stance with his hands behind his back. “Ghost Hargrave has shown great advancement in her physical prowess. I daresay she’s shown more growth than any other Ghost, if only because she came into Physical Intent far behind the curve, not knowing a thing.”

I blinked, shocked. Dax was a man who seemingly couldn’t lie. Does he really mean it?

“Very well, Dax,” Jace Hudson said a bit more easily. “What are her problem areas?”

“Basically everything. But like I said, she’s shown great progress.”

Jace turned to me with a nod. “Good work, Ghost.”

I had mixed feelings about the whole thing, but I had passed. I was grateful. 

How the hell is it that Dax and Professor Hawkins can both give me a pass but also chastise me at the same time? 

* * *
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SHADOW MANIPULATION with the handsome silver fox, Professor Gareon Lews, went well. Charli had helped me work on my technique since I’d come back from the Spectral Realm.

Shadowwalking was a bit of a dud, but I wasn’t the only one in that. Only half of the students could walk between shadows, and couldn’t do it at will. Apparently, I could only do it when a bully was sinkholing me into limbo. 

It didn’t matter much, because the grade on the Shadowwalking midterm was based on our knowledge, rather than our performance. 

All in all, I exceeded my expectations—and the expectations of my professors, I wagered—on my midterms. I breathed a huge sigh of relief afterward and met up with Charli at the mess hall for a well-deserved dinner. 

The whole place was raucous. Students congratulated and cheered each other. The vibe was happy and fun.

Seeing Sunny Conway striding across the room toward me, however, sucked out all the fun. Sweat broke out along my brow as he beelined for our table. My foxy fox shifter bestie had dilated pupils. She turned away to focus on her cheeseburger, leaving me to deal with Sunny alone.

I hadn’t talked to him in a week, since the final day of his “penitence.” He towered over me. Students turned to stare and whisper gossip. 

“I heard you passed,” he said, voice deep.

“Yup,” I croaked, trying to act nonchalant. I kept my gaze averted, because I knew it would give me away if I stared at his chiseled body. 

He gave, what I assumed, was a congratulatory grunt.

“Thanks.”

A beat of silence passed. He didn’t move, and I debated asking what he wanted. But I stayed my tongue. 

“I’ve been talking to Venn. And Dax, since he returned for midterms.”

“Okay?” I glanced over at him—just a quickie. 

He pinched the bridge of his nose, clearly irritated. “And I want to . . . invite you . . . to join our Shadowball team.”

My insides did a tumble. “W-What?”

Venn came bursting out of nowhere, running up to stand behind Sunny. “Cordially, Sunny. Spirits save me. You’re supposed to say ‘cordially invite you.’” 

Sunny sneered, tossing a glance over his shoulder. “Do you want to fucking do it?”

“No, no, you’re doing great,” Venn said with a wide smile directed at me. He winked and my tumbling insides started melting. 

I was so damn confused. “What’s going on? Is this because of our little chats in—”

“No,” Sunny interrupted. “It’s because we need two teammates to fill the team, in order to compete this season.”

“Surely there are others who are more qualified? I don’t even know how to play the damn game.”

“We’ll teach you. Do you want it or not?” Sunny finished with a near-snarl, clearly uncomfortable in this position. 

“Yes,” I said automatically. Then my curiosity got the better of me. “Can I ask who the other person you’re inviting is?”

His snarl shifted into a devilish smirk. “Of course, princess. It’s someone you’ll get along with great.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 27


[image: image]


Coralia

I DOUBLED OVER, HANDS on my knees, wheezing. My lungs were tight. My calves, thighs, and butt burned. I was using muscles I wasn’t used to using, and my inadequacy was showing. 

I was a fighter, for sure, but there were some things you simply couldn’t fight. Such as inexperience. I had lost a little weight, replaced it with muscle, and had become more toned since coming to Shadowblade Academy, mainly due to my Physical Intent class. Yet I struggled to run the length of the field because so much happened from one side to the next. It was like running through a warzone with mortars going off all around me.  

In short, Shadowball was fucking chaos.

Following my midterms, the next few days leading up to the weekend were spent trudging to the field in the middle of the park green, learning the rules of the game, and getting my ass schooled. After midterms, students were given three days off from coursework, plus the weekend. It was like a mini holiday. 

While Charli was out gallivanting with friends, and Bruce Kittenson was rolling around lazily in my bed, I had to work up a sweat on the Shadowball field.

I regretted accepting Sunny’s invitation, at least at the beginning. I had been so eager to please and reconcile our estrangement that it hadn’t dawned on me what I’d be getting myself into. 

Shadowball, at its core, was like soccer. It was soccer with magic, which was annoying and pretentious as hell. 

Games took place on a rectangular field with goals at either end. So far, so good. I understood that. There were five players to a team, with four on the field and one manning the goal. The positions even had soccer-sounding names like striker, goaltender, rover.

Every match took place during daytime, which was an important factor that made all the difference. It was called “Shadowball,” after all, because shadows were utilized. Depending on where the sun was lined up, the shadows on the grass completely changed the layout of the game. In fact, the layout could easily shift during the game, and it was hectic. 

For the sport, shadows on the field were called “patches.” Players were not allowed to portal into the patches, but the ball could, which meant it was constantly disappearing and reappearing, moving around the field. No hands were allowed to touch the ball. The person kicking the ball into a shadow was not allowed to be the next person to touch it. 

As a final “fuck you” to those, ahem, less adept at shadow manipulation, the shifting patches could also be manipulated to become mobile, to be used as defensive or offensive obstacles. 

During the last run, it went down like this: Hudson’s Glove was doing a five-on-five scrimmage against Lews’ Glove. Dax sat in our goal. Sunny played lead striker and Venn played rover near the backfield. When an opponent got past me in the middle, Venn swooped in to stop him. He kicked the ball into a patch—meanwhile, Sunny and the opposing defender were sprinting toward an unmanned patch on the other side of the field. When the ball Venn kicked disappeared and reappeared near Sunny, the vampire outmaneuvered his opponent and got to it first. 

I shot up the right side of the field to get in a support position if Sunny needed to pass it off.

The vampire was in a dead sprint against his opponent, veering toward the goal. The opponent brought a tree-branch patch to life and it clawed at Sunny’s legs. He leaped over the knee-high clothesline but lost the ball in the process. 

I sprinted after it, chasing the defender. Before I could get there, something invisible tugged my legs and I somersaulted onto the green, head over heels. A rogue shadow had tripped me and suddenly the blue sky was rolling up and down. I had no idea where the shadow had come from. 

The defender easily scooted the ball past my face-down ass-up body and passed it to a teammate. When the opposing striker went to take a shot at our goal, Dax leaped horizontally. The ball was going to go in just past his fingertips—

Our faithful goaltender manipulated an inky shade out of nothing and flicked it toward the ball, at the last second, as he crash-landed on his side. The small void swallowed up the ball and sent it materializing above a patch at midfield, twenty yards away, thus keeping the back of our net empty.  

As all that was happening, I rubbed my scraped knees and wobbled to my feet. 

That’s when I saw Genevieve Jade smirking cruelly at me from the other side of the field. I knew she’d been the one who sabotaged me and made me fall and look like an idiot. 

Because of course the fifth man on the team Sunny had invited was Genevieve fucking Jade. 

* * *
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“I STILL DON’T KNOW why you let this one on the team,” Genevieve sneered, jutting her thumb over her shoulder at me. “She’s useless.” 

Our happy little group loitered on the sideline after the scrimmage with Lews’ Glove. The match had ended in a tie, two-two. I was sitting and panting, legs spread out, arms stretched behind me, but her words nearly brought me to my feet. Perhaps if I wasn’t so damn exhausted.

I scoffed. “Maybe if you weren’t undermining your own teammate—”

“What are you implying, little imp?”

“You know exactly what you did, Genevieve! You tripped me with a fucking shadow!” 

She lifted her chin defiantly. “Can you prove it?” 

“No, but—”

“I did nothing of the sort. I don’t know who gave you the pity-invite, but you don’t belong on this field with the real players.” 

“Enough,” Sunny growled, stepping between us. He leered at Genevieve. “I invited her, Vivi. If you have a problem—”

“I do have a problem—”

“—take it up with Jace. He’s our coach.”

“Wrist, professor, coach . . .” Genevieve said, trailing off. “What other aspects of your life does Jace Hudson control, Sunny?”

He didn’t dignify that with a response. The tall vampire put his hands on his hips and stared Vivi down. He stayed silent, body tense. The man looked delectable in his jersey shorts that only went to mid-thigh, showing off every dip and bulge of his toned legs. It was hard keeping my eyes off his taut butt as he scolded Vivi, which gave me a stirring tingle inside. When he ran down the field with his long golden locks flowing, it made my heart do cartwheels. Dax and Venn wore the same gear—we all did—and it highlighted their impressive, masculine physiques just as nicely.

“Look,” Venn said, putting his palms out in a motion of surrender. “We need to be a cohesive unit like Hudson’s Glove used to be. Otherwise we won’t win a game this season. So why don’t we try to work out our differences and—”

“We’re not Hudson’s Glove without Quentin or Myria,” Sunny snapped. 

At that, I glanced over and saw Genevieve stiffen. Her face twisted at mention of my sister’s name.

“You have to stop living in the past,” Venn explained, which was entirely the wrong thing to say to an angry guy like Sunny Conway—a guy who also had a much longer past than the rest of us. “We have to at least act like a team or we’re screwed. Can we all agree on that?”

“Agreeing is one thing. Doing is another.” Our eyes turned to Dax, who stood off in the corner, examining us. “Actions speak louder than words.”

“Thanks, Confucius,” Venn mumbled, shaking his head. 

I felt bad that Venn’s optimistic pep talk turned south. Something inside me wanted to defend him. I narrowed my eyes on Dax, who probably didn’t deserve my ire after vouching for me during the Physical Intent midterm. “What happens when you leave again, Dax? You’re our goalie.”

His lips firmed. “I’ll be back before our first game. We have a couple of weeks yet.”

Sunny cast a wary glance at Dax. We were all dying to know where he’d been running off to on the Academy’s dime. Instead of pressing the issue for the fiftieth time, Sunny addressed the rest of the group. “Vivi and Coralia, you two will have to learn to get along. If not ‘get along,’ then cooperate. Venn is right about one thing: We won’t win a game if we’re squabbling with each other.”

Maybe you should have thought about that before you invited your bitchy girlfriend, the bimbo bully, to the team. I fumed, keeping my mouth shut. My words would only reignite the petty arguments, and I was too tired for that. 

After a long bout of silence, I let out a heavy sigh. I’m not innocent in this, I guess. I can’t act like a spoiled child every time things don’t go my way. Perhaps the first step to adjusting to Vivi’s vicious barbs is to let them roll off my back. She feeds on the reactions. If I don’t give her an audience, maybe she’ll back down. I remembered learning a similar lesson as a toddler . . . which was how I saw Genevieve: a mean toddler in a busty, overconfident body.

The thought made me chuckle to myself.

“What?” Sunny shot, breaking the awkward silence that had been building.

“Nothing,” I said. “You’re right. Venn’s right.”

“I take it you’ll be apologizing for besmirching my honor then?” Genevieve chided. 

I bit my tongue to conceal my snort. “Absolutely not. Besmirch your honor, Vivi? Really? Did you just step out of Medieval Times?”

Venn chuckled. Sunny smirked. Genevieve’s jaw clamped, the muscles bulging.

“Did you blow Lancelot before leaving King Arthur’s court? Or is Sir Gawain more your speed?” 

Venn’s chuckle turned into full-blown laughter. Sunny shielded his mouth with his hand, but couldn’t hide the rumbling of his shoulders. Even Dax cracked a shiny smile. 

Genevieve looked ready to invoke the wrath of the gods on me, the vein in her forehead pulsing. 

Dammit. I couldn’t help myself. Not two seconds after I said I was going to act like the adult. I put my hands up before Genevieve could pounce on me. “Look, I’m sorry, okay? That was mean. I apologize.” At least I can recognize when I’m being an ostentatious bitch, unlike some people. I hoped my lackluster apology was enough, and that it could be used as an umbrella apology for “besmirching” Vivi’s “honor.” 

Genevieve stared at me, nostrils flaring. It was like she hadn’t heard a word I’d said after my little Knights of the Round Table jab. “Humans are the fucking worst,” she snarled. Then she strutted off the field.

Sunny gave me a pointed glare, his eyes glittering from chuckling. He took off after Vivi and left me, Dax, and Venn alone. 

“You’ll never win her over if you fight fire with fire,” Dax said.

“Maybe I don’t want to win her over, Dax. Maybe we just aren’t meant to be friends? Not everyone has to get along.” I stood with a groan, all the pooling blood in my body rushing to my head.

“Yes, and I know that as well as anyone,” he said. “For the sake of this team, however, I’ll ask you to try.”

Says the guy in the middle of a disappearing act. “Fine. I’ll try, Dax. For you.”

He nodded in apparent thanks and took his leave.

Once Venn and I were alone, the fae rubbed the back of his neck and ran a hand through his silver hair. His shoulders rose to his ears. “I dunno, I thought that was hilarious.”

I shot him a lopsided grin. “I wish everyone had your sense of humor, Venn.”

“So do I.”

We walked off the field and out of the park. The sun was beginning to set, painting the horizon in a vivid orange-pink smear. I noticed our lengthy stroll through campus, with the sunset overhead and the air crisp and the tension heady, was kind of romantic. 

I watched him out the corner of my eye. Slowly, my eyes trailed to the empty hand at his side. I bit my lip and took my shot, gingerly sliding my hand into his and threading our fingers together. 

He flinched, the expression on his face surprised, but it quickly mellowed out and his body language loosened. 

We walked hand-in-hand to the women’s dorm. When we got to the door, we stood facing each other. “Thanks for being on my side, Venn.” My voice was unexpectedly low and throaty. “It means a lot to have a friend. To have someone believe in me.” It was hard to fight back the feelings blooming inside me. 

A startled expression kneaded Venn’s brow for a split second. He opened his mouth, hesitated, closed it, and tried again. “It’s no problem, Cor.”

His raincloud scent was close enough to taste. I watched his full lips for a sign, and his eyebrows arched in a sad way. He cleared his throat and took his hand away from mine. As our warmth separated, a sense of longing and disappointment rattled my nerves. 

He nodded to me, wheeled, and then I was watching him walk away. I waited to see if he would look back over his shoulder at me. 

It never happened. 

What was that all about? I hadn’t expected him to become so abruptly withdrawn. It made me wonder if there was something about Venn I didn’t know; if he was hiding something from me.

Heading inside the dorm, I shrugged. We all have our little secrets, don’t we?

* * *
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THE BED IN MY ROOM swallowed me whole, cocooning me like a burrito. With the exception of a napping Bruce Kittenson, I was alone in the room—Thank the spirits—and knew sleep was close at hand after the rigorous day.

Then the door to the room creaked open and I opened one of my eyes. 

Charli came in giggling, her dimples on full display from her wide grin. “Oh, Cor Cor! You’re back. How was it? You look tired.”

Yes, as if my enchilada arrangement hadn’t hinted at that. Wrinkles lined my forehead. “Please, Char, a little quieter . . .”

Her loud voice hushed into an exaggerated whisper. “Right. Sorry. I’m just excited.”

I knew she was waiting for it, so I opened the floodgate for her. “Why?”

“There’s a party tonight! To celebrate the end of midterms. Letting loose. It’s Friday, y’know? Mya told me about it just now.” 

“A . . . party? I didn’t know shadowblades partied.”

“Heh, silly. Shadowblades might not, but Ghosts and Phantoms do! I guess it’s something of a tradition here. You should come.” My bed creaked and sagged as she sat on the edge of it. “Get yourself out of this stuffy room for a night.” 

“Really? That’s sweet, Charli, but I don’t know if that’s a good idea.”

“Of course it is! I’m inviting you. No one will mess with you if you’re with friends. Besides, it’s in the woods surrounding campus. You’ll need a guide.”

I blinked. “The woods? Oh yes, of course. The woods. Doesn’t sound like a place where anything terrible will happen at all.”
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Chapter 28
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Coralia

CHARLI WANTED TO LEND me one of her pretty dresses to wear to the party, but there was no way I was fitting into it. My boobs would have literally popped the buttons of her quaint, skinny-person blouse. Maybe that was the point. 

I desperately needed to go clothes shopping if I was going to be stuck at Shadowblade Academy for the foreseeable future, and there were extracurricular activities like pagan, woodland parties going on. Up until then, I had gotten by using the three or four Academy-provided uniforms, since I never left the damn place.  

Charli did let me use some of her makeup, however, and that was nice. It was the first time I’d gotten dolled up since my twenty-first birthday. And remember how that ended? I asked myself drearily.

“Don’t look so glum, Cor Cor! This will be fun. You look beautiful.”

My eyes found her in the mirror, over my shoulder. I smiled at her infectious grin. In the past, her constant bubbliness probably would have annoyed me because I was a Debbie Downer. At Shadowblade Academy, it was refreshing. “You do too.” 

She blushed as pink as her shoulder-less, bubblegum sheath dress. It was loud and fit snugly against her slender frame, showing off her enviable, slight build. Her orange hair was fluffed and expertly curled, the orange strands falling wildly over her pale shoulders. If not for her pink knee-length dress, I’d have thought she was a forest nymph in the flesh. 

I wore a more demure outfit, since I didn’t have many options. I made the checkered Academy skirt work by pairing it with a silk blouse Charli had snagged from a friend of hers. The slightly off-red hue paired well with the red-and-black checkers of my skirt and hair, and it had little silver accents to complement the color scheme. 

Charli was loud enough for both of us.

After I finished touching up my face with some light mascara—nothing like the full wings Charli had slicing from her eyes—she put a hand on my shoulder. “Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.” 

“Then let’s just go out there and have some fun, y’know?”

* * *
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CHARLI WHIPPED OUT a crumpled piece of parchment from her tiny clutch. Her forehead creased as she read it. 

I looked over her shoulder to try and decipher what she was looking at, which was impossible. The writing had what looked like hieroglyphs and ancient characters all over it. “Uh, what’s that?”

“Directions.” She pouted. 

“That’s definitely no Google Map I’ve ever seen.”

“Portal directions,” she explained. 

“Oh.” My blood ran cold as I recalled the previous times I’d been in a portal. They didn’t induce happy feelings. Other than meeting Dreamcatcher, shadowwalking always seemed to go sideways. I didn’t mix well with portals. 

Charli and I had made it to the eastern side of campus, past the Gable Training Facility. Passing the dojo made my pulse spike and brought a prickle to the back of my neck. It made me think of Venn, with his family name on it. I wonder if he’ll be at the party?

After the dojo, we were camped out next to a building, looking sketchy in our outfits as we hid out of lamplight. From there, Charli said we needed magic to get off campus because huge, high walls with guards hemmed us in. Sounded like a prison to me.

It suddenly dawned on me that this little woodsy celebratory “party” was likely not sanctioned by the Academy. I piped up, saying, “Damn, we’re gonna get in big trouble, huh? You didn’t tell me that when—”

“No, no. You worry too much, Cor Cor.”

“And here I thought you were an innocent little wallflower, Char. When you’re actually a devious little delinq—” 

“Oh, here we go!” her excited whisper cut me off. “Port thirty-four east, two in the grove.”

“Huh?”

“It’s the portal that correlates to the party. The shadow we need to walk through. These maps can get a bit confusing.” 

“Um, are you gonna be able to bring us in? I’m not exactly looking for another Sunny episode where I Slipped into oblivion.” 

“Yeah, and into the arms of a dashing himbo.” 

I blinked, barely able to contain my laughter. “Himbo, Charli?”

Her cheeks blossomed pink. “Sorry.”

“Are you sure you can do this? Shadowwalking, I mean? It seemed a bit spotty—”

“I passed the midterm, Cor Cor. I can do it.” She nodded decisively, and it was the most confident I’d ever seen her. “Take my hand.”

I did. As we stepped into the nearest shadow, the world shielded itself in a purple layer. Trees and buildings became blotted smudges. Familiar anxiety flooded through me. 

Charli was nothing more than a shape I held onto for dear life. The dark, mystical world around me buzzed on both sides as I noticed we were moving much faster than our feet would have dragged us. Rather than being slowly pulled toward a shadow like last time—when I had resisted the sensation—Charli was moving us at lightning speed. 

I had no idea how long the transfer actually took, but it felt like a matter of seconds before we were in a pine-smelling, earthy copse, surrounded by trees. Adrenaline set me on high alert as we stepped out of the shadow of a birch tree. The forest we found ourselves in was thick, chirring with insects and wildlife. Canopies blocked the moonlight overhead, with thin rays of the dim light snaking in through the branches.

“Spirits blow me,” I muttered, head twirling. “You did it, Charli!”

Staying quiet, she nodded. Considering her successful shadowwalk, I wondered why she wasn’t more celebratory. “This way,” she said, unlatching her hand from mine. She jogged through the trees, making sure to bob and weave between branches so her frilly dress didn’t get dirtied or ripped. “This place gives me the creeps.”

Somehow she seemed to know where she was going, and she did it in heels for God’s sake. I was stunned. I followed as closely as possible, scared to lose sight of her. She was a woman on a mission.

Minutes later, the first signs of life hit us. Little red candles, ensconced in crystal bubbles that hung from tree branches, lit our path. It was like a magical faerie runway, or a moonlight ritual sending us to our grisly deaths. I got both Peter Pan and American Horror Story vibes. 

Following the candles, sounds rumbled to our ears. The incessant, nerve-wracking clicking of the forest—noises that told us we were constantly watched—died and gave way to laughter and chatter. 

The heavy “cabin in the woods” atmosphere turned into a “cottage in the forest” one. Those were two very different things, in my mind. Things got lighter, both in tone and actual brightness. 

We popped through the foliage and came to a clearing in the woods, and that’s where, and when, the party really started.

* * *
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I WATCHED AS A STUDENT did a keg stand without any help. Well, he probably had magical help to keep his legs slanted high in the sky. 

My eyes dropped to a group of people playing a game with flares shooting out of their fingertips, similar to a Roman candle war. They ran around like headless chickens.  

Ghosts and Phantoms alike laughed, reveled in their stories, and gossiped. For the first time, it seemed, they were able to let loose after the ordeal of the midterms and first half of the semester was behind them. I recognized some people, such as a kind student named Benji Gamlet, and Charli’s first roommate, Mya Todden—who was now Genevieve’s roommate and, I suspected, minion. Luckily, I hadn’t seen Vivi yet. 

I also hadn’t seen any of the men I’d hoped to see, namely Venn, Sunny, or Dax. Those three called to my inner being in a way I couldn’t articulate. They made me feel things no human man had ever done. Certainly no one from the Crust.  

I sipped on a hoppy beer in a red cup, trying to make myself comfortable. And failing. I stood alone in the clearing. Off in the trees, I could hear low, muffled conversations between students who were either antisocial and didn’t want to be seen, or wanted to hide whatever they were doing. 

Charli had escaped into a group in the clearing. Seeing her jive and giggle with her peers made me smile. She reminded me of Marlow back home. In her element. The life of the party.

“Hey there.” 

The voice behind me made my heart leap to my throat. Recognizing it, I was already breaking into a smile before I spun around.

Venn Gable looked dapper in a black swallowtail coat that gave him a distinct leading-actor-in-a-French-film-noir quality. The coat hugged his frame and strained against his biceps. The dappling moonlight made his light lavender skin glow and his silver hair shimmer.

He looked radiant. Seeing him smiling coyly at me, like he only had eyes for me and I was the one person he had hoped to see here, made me feel important and special. In a place where I had felt decidedly un-special, practically all the time, Venn managed to topple that lonely feeling with a simple gaze. It tied my stomach in knots.

My face fell as I remembered earlier that evening: a romantic walk; holding hands; dismissal.

He saw the look in my eyes and reached out, cupping my chin and tilting it so I was staring up at him. Lightning pinged through me at his touch, which morphed into warmth spreading through my limbs. “I’m sorry for earlier today,” he said, voice low. He sounded more serious than usual. “I get lost in my own thoughts sometimes.”

I gulped, nodding into his palm. My eyes fluttered from the heady sensation of his touch. “I-It’s okay. We all do.”

“Yes, true. My thoughts are dark though, Coralia. They’re a burden I don’t wish to share with people I care for.”

My brow arched hopefully. “Are you saying you . . . care about me, Venn?”

His smile broadened on one side. “Of course I do. Isn’t it obvious?” 

I chuckled like a nervous schoolgirl. My hand dragged over his knuckles on my face. I inhaled his rainy scent on a crisp breath and exhaled slowly. “You can never be too sure.”

“Well, I do.”

We stared into each other’s eyes for a long time. My heart started to race. The sounds of laughter and conversation all around us drowned away. His royal purple eyes, I noticed, were flecked with silver. They were some of the most unique, intriguing eyes I’d ever seen. Then again, Venn was one of the most unique, intriguing men I’d ever met. He was kind where others were cruel. He defended me where others bullied me. He helped me where others hurt me.  

“Shit,” I groaned, realizing what was happening to me. The warmth inside bloomed into white-hot heat. 

He cocked his head, fixing me with an amused smirk. I expected he could read my flushed face like a book. 

“Want to take this somewhere else?” I asked, tossing my drink. 

His smirk turned devious. “I thought you’d never ask, hun.”

We retreated from the clearing, into the thicker foliage nearby. He took my hand and led me along like a puppy, out of eyesight and earshot of anyone else. Once we were far enough away from the party, he turned around to face me. 

His visage had darkened by the lack of light from the candles and moon. It made everything more exciting and mysterious. Tree limbs jutted out to poke us and keep us on our toes, even as he caressed my chin with the pad of his thumb. 

He moved within an inch of my body, his strong presence engulfing me. My breath hitched in my throat as I lifted my gaze to his beautiful face. 

Venn’s lips danced over mine, his warm breath whispering invisible promises on my skin. I could taste the fresh hint of citrusy hops on him, and I had no doubt he could smell the same on mine. It wasn’t the booze that made me so heady and dizzy—it was Venn himself, making me hot and bothered without even trying. Inside, every nerve was on edge, ready to explode at a moment’s notice. At a moment’s touch. 

His arm curved around my side, brushing against the lower swell of my breast, either intentionally or not. His hand found my back and massaged, while his chest squished against mine. 

“Venn,” I breathed. My nipples pebbled against his broad, strong pecs. My arms took on minds of their own, hands starting to travel over his figure as he felt my curves. “You said you think dark thoughts.”

He grunted, tucking his head into the nook of my neck. He peppered my neck with kisses that made me squeeze my thighs together to keep from losing myself. I rolled my head back on my shoulders to let him continue his adventure to the front of my neck, where he dabbed his lips against my collarbone. 

“Not right now I don’t,” he said, voice pinched.  

I nodded in agreement. The desire inside me set off every repressed feeling I’d had since coming to Shadowblade Academy. He was igniting a fire within me that I hadn’t touched in long, long time.

I wanted to stay true to my task. I also knew there was a time and place for everything—that it was okay for me to let go every once in a while. If I didn’t want to burn out and crash, I needed to find time to relax and embrace the simpler pleasures of life. 

Venn was my ticket into that sensory mode. 

He pulled back momentarily, lips leaving a scalding, invisible tattoo where they’d touched my skin. I felt needy at his departure. Greedy for his touch. My fingers tightened around his biceps, brow furrowing in frustration.

“Coralia,” he said, something like guilt crossing his face. “I need to tell you something.”

I flared my nostrils, went on my tiptoes, and wrapped my arms around his neck. “Not right now you don’t,” I said, echoing his sentiment from moments before. 

My lips crashed against his to steal the words from his mouth. I swallowed his breathless gasp and slid my tongue inside him, trying to assert dominance when I had no right to. 

He fought back, tongue battling expertly against mine in a duel I could have engaged in for ages . . . if the rest of my needs weren’t so pressing.

One hand gripped eagerly at his side, while the other carded through his hair. He tangled his fingers in my locks and gripped tightly, making me moan into his mouth. His other hand skimmed my spine and back, falling on the curve of my ass. He cupped my flesh through my skirt and sent me reeling. 

I backpedaled into a tree with an “oomph,” not removing my lips from his a single time. We were still in our epic fight for carnal dominance, and I was losing. It made no difference to me—I was suddenly so horny from his roughness I would let Venn Gable do anything to me. My mind filled with the possibilities.

I propped myself up on a butt-high branch, thick and sturdy enough to handle my weight with my feet still on the ground. 

Venn saw the position I was taking and lifted his brow. “Are you sure?”

I tugged at his coat in response, pulling the front of it free from his slacks. “Yes.” I parted my legs and wrapped them around his calves, forcing him toward me. 

“So eager,” he said with a typical Venn smirk. So mischievous and knowing. 

“I can’t help it. I need you.” My heart galloped against my ribs, and even harder when his hand pressed against my breast and dipped into my blouse. 

He teased my hard nipple, expertly tweaking it so the hint of pain lapsed into pure pleasure. At the same time, he pulled my blouse off my shoulders on the other side, exposing me, and brought my full breast into his mouth. His tongue laved my nipple as he fingered the other, and all I could do was lean my head into the crook of his neck and moan softly. 

My knee found his crotch and the hard mound straining to get free. 

I couldn’t believe how quickly things had transitioned—from a kiss, to a hot embrace in the woods, and hopefully more. 

The distant, faint sounds of the party dragged on, but our concentration was elsewhere. I couldn’t get my hands off him. He couldn’t get his tongue or fingers off my tits, and it made me smile with satisfaction, knowing I was the sole object of his desire. “I want it,” I said greedily, pulling his head up from his lusty excursion in my bosom. “Give it to me, Venn.”

“Yes ma’am.” He licked his lips. Seconds later, the clank of his belt buckle drew my eyes down. 

His pants fell halfway down his thighs. His cock sprang up, heavy and thick, with the most beautiful purple hue I’d ever seen. The sight of his big beautiful dick made my mouth fall open. The dark tip, dripping with his arousal, had me licking my lips in anticipation.

“I’m already so wet,” I explained. “I—I don’t know what’s come over me.”

He reached between my parted legs, running his palm over my warm inner thigh. When his digits reached the apex of my legs, my toes curled. He palmed my folds through my damp panties, toying with me. The knot in my belly fluttered like a million butterflies flowing through the sky. 

“Yes,” he agreed. “Yes you are.”

His finger curled the hem of my panties and slid it aside. He stared lustfully at my pink, glistening pussy in the darkness. I saw a gleam in his eye. 

Gripping his fat cock at the base, he trudged forward, squeezing between my pillowy thighs. “Are you—”

“Don’t ask again, Venn,” I growled, then abruptly reached down to clutch the head of his cock. His arousal smeared against my palm and he grunted thickly. 

The fae surged forward, keeping my panties slid, and fed himself into me. 

My head rolled back against the tree branch as he breached my entry and filled me with his girth. A surge of exquisite sensations tumbled inside like falling dominoes, going from my core up to my flushed face.

I moaned and clasped the back of his neck, urging him forward. My other hand twisted to find his taut ass so I could hold him completely against me.

Venn used my natural wetness to glide inside, filling me to the brim with his size. With a few short pumps, he had bottomed out, and then he was rolling into a rhythm that had my legs lifting off the ground. 

Knees bent, I hugged Venn tight as he fucked me against the tree, in public, in nature. It was humiliating but oh-so-hot to be doing it where any passing student could have caught us. I was embarrassed at being the instigator. But the dirty satisfaction felt even better. And the vying emotions roiling through me had no chance against my unbridled lust. It trumped all.

Feeling his impressive length punching into me set my mind at ease. Before long, I had no thoughts at all swirling about. The bestial need to get off controlled my every pant, moan, and movement. 

I locked my legs around his ass, pushing to help him fuck the moonlight out of my gaze.  

A cracking sound caught my attention—the branch I was sitting on was about to break from my weight, and gods what an embarrassing situation that would—

The branch snapped in half and I yelped.

Venn’s hands masterfully cupped both my ass cheeks and kept me aloft on his length. I let out a breathy, disbelieving chuckle as he carried me and continued to work me over, shoving my back against the sturdier tree trunk beside me.

“Fuck, Venn, that was smooth,” I grunted, hugging him. The fireworks were loading up. Any minute, they would erupt, and I had no say in it. I could feel the pressure building to an epic crescendo. 

Venn stayed mostly quiet in the darkness, opting to listen to my soft moans rather than get us caught by passersby. 

His hips bucked and I felt him swell inside me. My eyes widened as his turgid length spread my insides apart and bulged my stomach. 

My mouth popped open and I let out a breathless cry of joy. Eyes rolling to the back of my head, the wave crashed against my insides and broke, sending ripple after ripple of ecstasy swimming through me. 

My legs trembled. If it weren’t for his hands cupping my fleshy rear, I would have staggered to the forest floor, reduced to boneless putty. 

He withdrew at the last second, the crown of his impressive endowment flaring. With a single pump of his hand, he launched a rope of cum on the tree trunk, just below my dripping pussy, between my legs.

I gasped as he exploded, veins protruding in his neck and arms. His cordial demeanor shifted to something terrible and terrifying for a split second. Once he had spurted himself to his natural, satiated conclusion, he fell back into a normal expression. 

His eyes became half-lidded. 

I trembled for a few more seconds, the aftermath of our steamy jaunt still affecting me. Then I laughed and hugged him, both of us with disbelief in our eyes at how swiftly things had escalated. 

After a final kiss, I withdrew slightly, keeping our lips just a hair’s breadth apart. “Now then,” I murmured dreamily, staring up into his silver-flecked purple orbs. “What was it you wanted to tell me?”

He blinked and searched my face, expression blank as a slate. Sweat beaded his upper lip from our vigorous romp. After a beat of silence, his face twisted into a mellow smile. “Never mind, hun. I don’t remember.”
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Coralia

I FELT MORE CONNECTED to Venn than ever. 

Our tryst had been quick. Thoughtless. Our hands and bodies had done all the talking necessary. We sat on the ground afterward, backs against the tree, hiding from the rest of the party. We basked in the afterglow, our spirits swirling together. Our heavy breathing began to fall back to a normal rhythm. 

My hand found his. My head lazily propped against his shoulder as I stared out at the darkness and the tendrils of moonlight making their way through the trees. 

“So, those dark thoughts . . .” As I trailed off, I felt his body shift against mine. Rigid discomfort. A topic better left unsaid, but he’d opened the gates. My curiosity was piqued.

“Yes?” he asked.  

“The tincture you taught me to make for the Alchemy midterm was an ancient, lost poison, Venn. Professor Hawkins told me it was something wicked from the Unseelie Court.”

“And? All poisons are wicked.”

I tried to gather my thoughts to figure out what I was attempting to ask. “I assume your ‘dark thoughts’ have something to do with that. It’s all connected, isn’t it? What . . . where do you come from?” I tilted my head to look up at him with wondrous eyes. “What’s your story, Donovenn Gable?”

“Are you sure you want to hear my sob story, Coralia, after such an amazing time?” 

I gulped. Am I sure? It was a good question. My curiosity wouldn’t be sated though. “Yes. Please. If I’m going to fall for a man, I want to know what makes him tick.” 

His eyes flashed wider, a darker purple coming to his cheeks. “You’re falling for me?”

I tilted my head, rolling my eyes. What do you think, buddy? “Let’s not look too deeply into that, okay? I’m just wondering.”

“Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “Where to start?”

“I guess you could start at what brought you to Shadowblade Academy?” I scooted my butt on the undergrowth, crossing my knees and giving him my undivided attention. 

Venn lounged in a lax position, his back against the tree. A jaw tic showed me something akin to doubt. He took on a faraway gaze, staring past the canopies and beams of murky moonlight. “Tragedy in my homeland,” he said, voice filled with things unsaid, probably for a long time. 

I tried to break the tension. “Can relate. You mean the Unseelie Court?” 

He nodded. “The Gable name is powerful in the Fae Realm, Coralia. Influential, if not for all the wrong reasons.” 

“How so?”

“I come from a long line of politicians and back-alley dealers. Then again, many Unseelie are like that. King Magus and Queen Delphine Tenebris, the leaders of our people, practically encourage it.” 

“Is that why people think of Unseelie as evil and wicked?” I bit my lower lip nervously, worried I would offend him. “Compared to the Seelie, I mean.”

“I think that has more to do with our darker skin, as opposed to their lighter hue, and the inherent racism that comes to mind with those qualities,” he murmured, shaking his head. “That’s a whole different topic though. In the Fae Realm, Unseelie and Seelie consider the other ‘evil’ insomuch as they fight against one another. The idea that Unseelie are automatically diabolical is misguided. A very human, colonizer’s way of thinking.” 

“Shit, I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. You didn’t know.” He put a gentle hand on mine. 

I felt shitty for jumping to conclusions based on what amounted to gossip. Then again, how else was I supposed to know? I had to ask an Unseelie himself, and I was happy he didn’t think less of me for my assumptions and ignorance.

“Anyway,” he went on, “I wasn’t like my wheeler-dealer parents. They could scheme and build all the wealth and status they wanted. I wanted nothing to do with it.” 

My eyebrows danced up and down and I gave him a smirk. “A little rebel, eh?”

“You could say that. A rebel in an already rebellious, chaotic land. I was more of an anarchist. I made friends with other likeminded people—ungovernable teenagers, in the human sense.” At his side, Venn spun a thin vine in his fingers. He plucked a wilted flower and put it in his lap. Staring down at the flower, his expression looked forlorn. “One thing I was good at was botany.”

My brow scrunched together. That’s a strange thing to admit. Wait. “Is that why you’re good at making poisons?”

“Yes. Botany, herbs, natural remedies—I had a knack for anything having to do with plants and extracts. Before long, I was growing and making narcotics for my little group of delinquents. We wanted to tune out the noise of our parents; of our political system; of the wars.”

It was a story eminently relatable to a human such as me. Although I’d been lucky enough to avoid drugs, for the most part, I knew people who hadn’t. The results almost always ended in tragedy. With Venn’s little tidbit, I had a good idea where his story was going.

“My zest for nature twisted, and I twisted with it. My panaceas and medicines became dangerous drugs. I became better at synthesizing.” He looked away, shame written on his cheeks as clear as day. “My best friend was the biggest addict in our troop. We hatched grandiose plans, usually in our hazy fugues. Before we could enact any of them, he died.” Venn tore his gaze to my face, his purple eyes brimming with unshed tears. “Killed from my drugs.” 

“Oh Venn,” I gasped. I ran my hand down his bicep. “I’m so sorry.”

“Garlock’s family mingled with mine, which meant they were at the top of the hierarchy. His death wasn’t something that could just be swept away. I was going to be punished, eye for an eye.”

Cold fear crept up my spine, goosebumps breaking out along the back of my neck. “The Unseelie were going to execute you?”

He nodded. “Until Alaric Cane showed up.”

Confusion traced my fear. “The headmaster?”

“My parents were huge Academy donors, as you know.”

“Ah. Name on the dojo and all that.”

“Right. Alaric offered them an ultimatum: Let me come to Shadowblade Academy. He said he would snap me into shape, because he saw great promise in me as an expert alchemist—an exceedingly rare quality for shadowblades. If I ever fucked up, he would send me back so they could dole out my punishment.” 

“Whoa. Harsh.” 

“In taking me under his wing, Headmaster Cane also put me under his thumb.”

“That’s understandable.”

“No, you don’t get it. He makes me do things I . . .” Venn trailed off, shaking his head. “Never mind. We can get to that later.”

His words, and the quick deviation from his train of thought, frightened me. What does he make you do, Venn? 

“Headmaster Cane found a scapegoat for Garlock’s death, so my family was spared the humiliation of their murderous offspring. They remained in the Court, unscathed. I was disowned in all but name.”

“Spirits fuck me, Venn. That’s terrible.”

“And now I’m indebted to the headmaster.” He chuckled humorlessly, shaking his head and rolling it back on his shoulders. “He raised me out of the shadows, but I had to find other people to help mold me into a better person. Which is why finding people like Dax, Sunny, Quentin, and your sister, was so special to me. They became my new family.”

His story made me want to cry. At mention of Myria, I found a glimpse of an opening. I felt guilty for prodding, but I had to take advantage of the new trajectory. “Can . . . you tell me about Myria’s time here, Venn? I feel so lost about her. Sunny keeps everything so close to his chest.”

Venn scoffed. “And he thinks Dax and I don’t care about her, even though he knows that’s bullshit.”

My stomach did backflips. “Yes, he said that to me when I visited him in the initiation cell.”

Venn cocked his head. “You visited him?”

I shrugged, a blush coming to my cheeks. “I thought he would have told you. I . . . I just want to be allies with you guys, like Myria was.”

He grunted. “Fair enough. As for your sister, Alaric and Jace have told us to leave it alone, so that’s what I’ve done. Of course her disappearance burns inside me, but I don’t have Sunny’s luxury of invulnerability, in the sense that if I fuck up here, it means my death. I get sent back to the Unseelie Court. You see?”

I bowed my head. “Yes, I understand now. I never doubted your camaraderie with Myria.” I scratched my cheek. “Or Quentin, who I haven’t learned much about.”

“A good guy, Quen.” Venn’s lips tugged into a tight smile. “Also the reason our Glove broke. Or at least the catalyst for it.” 

“How so?”

Venn sighed and flapped his lips. “I’m probably telling you too much, Coralia. I haven’t blabbed this much to someone in . . . ever.”

“Please, Venn,” I begged, giving him puppy-dog eyes. “If I’m going to find Myria, I feel like I need to know this stuff.”

“That’s your goal then? Finding Myria?”

“Yes.”

He paused for a moment, the chirring insects of the forest swarming all around us and seemingly building. “That’s admirable, hun. I can’t say I agree with it, but I respect it.”

“Will you help me?”

“Of course I will.”

“Even if it means . . .”

“That I get in trouble?” He winked and grinned. “I just won’t get caught.”

I matched his smile, my heart soaring. I felt like we were finally on the same page. Everything was happening so fast—I was learning so much. I didn’t want to leave our little nook in the woods. I could have spent the entire night there with Donovenn Gable. 

After a lingering silence, Venn said, “When we took our Ghost final as a unit—as Hudson’s Glove—we were sent off campus, as is customary. We were sent to kill someone, though the Academy never tells us why we’re killing them or who they are in the grand scheme of things.”

“Sounds like Alaric Cane has some shady plans of his own.” His words made me nervous.

“Oh, definitely. The man is always up to something. I don’t think he’s evil though, just watchful.” He coughed into his hand and flicked the flower in his lap to the ground. “Shadowblades are meant to take out the ‘problem children’ of the supernatural world.”

“Right.” I still couldn’t imagine becoming a murderer-for-hire, and yet I was a few months away from doing just that. To pass my final and become a Phantom, I needed to do whatever my superiors told me. 

I wasn’t sure I could intentionally kill someone in cold blood. Actually, I was pretty damn sure I couldn’t.

Venn’s voice brought me back to him. “The ‘hit gone wrong.’ We went into it less prepared than we should have. Well, I suppose Wrist Hudson takes the blame for that. He was supposed to guide us, and he guided us into an ambush.”

“Shit.”

“We were attacked by these . . . demonic creatures. Things I’d never seen before, with big black wings and leathery skin. We panicked and scattered.” Venn firmed his lips, jaw clamping down as a dark cloud framed his eyes. “One of the bastards got to Quentin and shoved him off a building rooftop, many stories high. No one could have survived that fall.

“When we got back to the Academy, we were broken. Hudson’s Glove was finished before it had truly begun or shown its potential. The sadness at losing Quen was overwhelming, but your sister took it the worst. Myria was different. She was kinder.” 

“I know,” I said sadly, my shoulders slumping. 

“She went back to the scene of the ambush, days later, without any of us knowing. She said she found something there—something that proved Quentin was still alive. She only told Sunny, at first, but he told me and Dax—not what she found, just what it meant. I still have no idea what she found, actually. Myria was always closest to Sunny.”

“Which I find so strange,” I muttered, “seeing as that they’re so different.”

Venn chuckled. “Opposites attract, right?”

“But Sunny said they never—”

“Oh, sure. I just mean they were close. I don’t think any of us wanted to taint the Glove by, uh, trying anything with Myria.” He cleared his throat and sat up. “Anyway, it all gets a bit hazy from there, Coralia.” Venn’s hands moved in a circle, eyes squinting like he was trying to see through a fog. “Your sister kept arguing with Sunny, saying they needed to go looking for Quentin. We all wanted to help, but Myria was the strongest-willed of us. The guys were trying to toe the line which, in hindsight, I feel pretty spineless about.

“And so, one night, Myria left by herself. In the darkness. And we haven’t seen her since.”

Venn went quiet. The abruptness of the end of his story left me pining for more. Wait, that’s it? That can’t be it! It was a story without an end. Everyone had made things sound so set-in-stone, when really it was anyone’s guess what had happened.

I couldn’t accept that. I understood why Venn wanted to fly under the radar—if he screwed up, even once, he was toast. The remaining members of Hudson’s Glove were worried about the consequences of disobedience and insubordination. 

But I wasn’t.

When Venn turned to me, I felt he could read the eagerness and anxiety written on my face. “I’m sorry I don’t know more—”

“It sounds to me like both of them might still be alive, Venn.”

He winced and frowned. “Or dead, Coralia. Like I said, no one could have survived the fall Quentin took. And it’s been months since Myria vanished—”

“I get Sunny now,” I said. Suddenly, I was on my feet, pushing a branch out of my face as it whacked me on the shoulder and pissed me off. 

Venn stared up at me, looking like he’d just been struck. “I’m sorry, Coralia. Are you . . . angry with me?”

“No, Venn, but it sounds like I need to be talking to someone else about all this.”

For some reason, I wanted to get out of the forest. It was as if my blood itched and I could feel every tick and insect crawling on my body. The discomfort came on like a storm. A pressing need to find out more about Myria. “I appreciate you telling me everything, Venn. Now I have to go. I have to find Charli to get me out.”

He went to his feet. “But Cor—”

My hand snapped out, palm near his face. “Whatever it is you’re dying to tell me, it has to wait. I can’t be here anymore.” My bones were urging me to move, so I did. After a shiver, I hurdled through the branches and trees and found my way back into the clearing. 

I left Venn looking dumbstruck and sad, which I regretted. But my mission had just taken a new turn.

I could no longer ignore what had driven me to Shadowblade Academy—why I had come here in the first place. 
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Venn

MY HAND INSTINCTIVELY reached out for Coralia as she took off. She vanished into the trees without a second glance. 

I wanted to chase after her. I wanted to tell her how I felt about everything we’d just done, and everything I hoped to do in the future with her. 

Over the past hour, things had irreparably changed. Our lovemaking had been sudden, magnetic, and cosmic. Coralia Hargrave was not afraid to take what she wanted, and she had wanted me. 

Which worked out, because the feeling had been mutual. So damn mutual. 

I wondered what she thought of our little jaunt in the woods, and how she thought of me after I spilled my guts to her. Did she enjoy it as much as I did? Because I’m ready to profess my fucking undying love for that damn woman, and I still hardly know her. 

I wasn’t sure if I had made a drastic mistake in opening my big mouth, talking about my upbringing and dark past as an accidental murderer, how Headmaster Cane had saved me, and how Hudson’s Glove had failed before we’d even gotten started. 

Coralia running off made me ponder if she was as carefree and freewheeling as she seemed. If she feels the same love I feel, she would have asked me to come with her, no? 

Or, what if it was all a ruse?

My eyes widened as terrible thoughts formed in my head: Coralia as a spy. A double agent of some kind. Who would she be working for? Why would she dive into Hudson’s broken Glove to find her answers? 

I leaned back against the tree, crossing my ankles and folding my arms. I tucked my chin toward my chest and racked my brain. There has to be a reason Headmaster Cane has asked me to spy on her, right? He obviously knows more than I do about Coralia . . . but not enough. Which is why I know he’s going to order me to kill her, sooner or later. 

Guilt flooded through me, creeping up my spine like a physical entity. I shuddered, abruptly feeling like a total piece of shit. 

I had tried to say the words. Tried to explain what I actually was. And I had failed miserably. Each time I’d been ready to spill my darkest secret—that I only got close to her so I could spy on her—something had come up. First it was the sweaty session under the canopies. Then it was her eagerness to leave and learn more about Myria. 

The irreparable change I felt came from within. My feelings had never lessened for the woman, but now they burned with an intensity that scared me. 

With sudden surety, I knew my mission as a spy was a farce.

I might have “only gotten close to her” because I’d been ordered to . . . in the beginning. Now I wanted to be close to her because her spirit called to me unlike any woman I’d ever met. 

The soft, vanilla scent of her skin. The heat of her hands on my flesh, legs wrapped around my waist. The fierce loyalty she showed her sister and friends. The unimaginable beauty within and without. They drew me to her, calling to me like a siren on a lagoon’s banks. 

Singing . . . pleading . . . warning. 

Coralia can’t be a spy. I’m the fucking spy. The thought hit me decisively. She is just concerned about her sister, and she’s not wrong to be angry with me and point out that nothing really adds up.

I had only taken Myria and Quentin’s disappearances at face value before. Coralia showed me the error of my ways, and how that was a faulty way to think.

After all, we were at Shadowblade fucking Academy. Even the shadows had agendas here. Nothing was what it seemed—least of all Quentin’s death and Myria’s vanishing act. 

When Coralia said she needed to be talking to someone else . . . to Sunny . . . jealousy and self-doubt had rippled through me. I’m not worthy to help her, because I already failed to help Myria when she needed it most. 

Coralia made it clear to me what a spineless bitch I’d become; how I’d only worried about myself and not my Glove. 

The team was my family. Family fought and squabbled, but at the end of the day we had each other’s backs. How can I ever call myself a Glovemate if I try to forget about Quentin and Myria and let sleeping dogs lie, as Wrist Hudson and Headmaster Cane prefer? 

Quentin and Myria are my brother and sister, just like Dax and Sunny. 

I had been playing it too safe for too long, following orders like a good boy and doing what was asked of me. I’d never had a reason to step out of line before—the consequences of disobedience were simply too dire.

But now I had a reason.

And she had just spirited away from me to pursue her detective work, after giving me one of the most memorable moments of my life.

Recalling the heart-pumping time we’d had, like a couple of steamy exhibitionists uncaring about who saw us in the open—just hungry, greedy, voracious animals lost in the throes of lust—made me realize what I had suspected all along. 

I jolted up from the tree, clenching my fists at my sides, my passion and drive reignited.  

Who am I kidding? I could never harm a hair on Coralia’s body.

I needed to go to Headmaster Cane and tell him. Make him understand. I needed him to know I was finished being his fucking lackey. If it led to my suspension, expulsion, or worse, I didn’t care.

Fear wasn’t going to drive me any longer. 

I needed to stand by my convictions, once and for all. Even if she thought me weak and didn’t see me the same way, I loved Coralia Hargrave.

I was ready to do anything to prove that to her.  
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Sunny

SEATED ON THE EDGE of my bed, I stared down at the object on my lap. The Academy was practically empty outside, most of the students partaking in the traditional after-midterm celebrations in the nearby woods. I had been invited, but I was in no mood to party.

I was busy having a dark night of the soul, reminiscing on past times with my Glove, before things had fallen apart. Things had seemed simpler just a year before. 

Before Coralia showed up. 

If I was being honest with myself, I couldn’t blame the younger Hargrave sister for the crumbling of my team. It began before that, with Quentin’s death and Myria’s disappearance. She simply showed up at a strange time, making me suspicious and aggressive.

At first, I thought Coralia arrived as a replacement. When Headmaster Cane ordered we take her from her human trappings, I assumed he meant to insert her into our lives to make us forget Myria. Which would never happen. 

It pissed me off, seeing the similar features of the new Hargrave sister, which reminded me of the old sister I appreciated so much. The whole affair made my attempt to capture her in that alley half-assed. I preferred she stay away from my people. 

Now I knew better. Coralia came on her own volition. She wanted to be here, not to replace Myria, but to search for her. So far, she was the only other person I could recognize who wanted to know the answers. Wanted to learn the truth.

And I had shunned her. I had ridiculed her, bullied her, turned my back on her when she showed me nothing but kindness and understanding during my imprisonment in the initiation cell. 

Inviting her to join the Shadowball team had been a cheap ploy I was sure she saw right through. A weak reconciliation. Even then, I resisted letting her in. 

Why must I be so defensive? What has she ever done to me?

Shadowblades were meant to be secretive. It came with the territory. Letting someone know our innermost secrets gave them an entry-point into our lives. From there, the gates opened to despair, disappointment, and, ultimately, betrayal. 

My fingers trailed over the black glove resting on my lap. The irony wasn’t lost on me. It was the last remnant of Quentin Argyle, my Glovemate, found by Myria when she went back to the site of Quen’s death and discovered it on the pavement where he’d fallen. 

Myria told me she found no signs of blood spatter. No crumpled body. Only this glove. 

When she came to me with it, she said it proved Quen was alive. I wanted to believe her, yet I couldn’t let my true feelings be known at the time. I had told her to keep quiet about things like that. If the higher-ups at the Academy learned we were snooping around following our final Ghost assignment, we would have both been expelled. Or perhaps executed.

As far as the official report, Quentin Argyle had died at the hands of a demonic entity during our assignment. During the “hit gone wrong,” as we called it. 

His death opened a cavernous hole inside the remaining Glovemates. We became less trusting of each other. Venn and Dax wanted to know what Myria and I were up to. We wouldn’t tell them, because we wanted to keep them “safe,” but they wouldn’t have understood that. 

I respected Venn and Dax’s audacity. 

In hindsight, I realized Myria’s words had been a cry for help. She hadn’t just been telling me Quentin was still alive—she had been warning me she was going to do something about it, and that I could help her if I wanted. Either way, she’d had her own plan. 

I wished I had seen the signs at the time. I wished I had done the admirable thing and joined her. 

Yet, back then, I was weak. If I knew then what I knew now—that losing Quentin would mean losing her as well—I would have joined her in a heartbeat. I would have spearheaded the fucking search party. 

As far as Myria had been concerned, rescuing Quentin meant bringing the Glove back together. It was as easy as that. We might have even uncovered Academy secrets in the process, or exposed some dirty truths.

I waited on the edge of my bed for what seemed like hours. I knew the woman would show up eventually. 

Coralia Hargrave had etched herself into the fabric of our Glove, whether I liked it or not. She had gained traction, seducing Venn and Dax and, in some ways, even me.

When my thoughts had run dry, circling over and over and pissing me off the more I thought of all the ways things had screwed up, a knock at my bedroom door jerked me from my memories. 

I lurched off the bed, tucked Quentin’s glove into my pants pocket, and stormed over. With a deep breath of preparation, I swung it open. “Hello, Vivi.”

Genevieve’s dour face lit up. A haughty smirk came to her smooth cheeks and she pumped her hip out to rest a hand there. “Had a change of heart, Sunny?”

“I invited you to the Shadowball team, did I not?”

She scoffed. “Only to soothe my anger. We both know that . . . daddy.”

My lip tugged into a smirk. Old habits die hard. I stepped out of the doorway and motioned her in. “Please. I want to apologize for the way I acted before.”

“You mean like a total asshole, even when you had your cock stuffed halfway inside me?” 

I cringed at her lewd remark. She had called me a cheater and a liar, thinking I’d been fucking Coralia. At the time, even the thought of that couldn’t have been further from the truth. 

But here I was, the one apologizing, for doing nothing more than standing up for Coralia’s honor. 

Now why can’t I do that when the princess is around me? Why do I have to wait for this floozy to pop off before I speak up on Coralia’s behalf?

Genevieve stepped inside the room and closed the door. She sashayed to my bed, plopped down, and crossed her legs. Propping her arms out behind her, she pushed her tits out and gave me a wicked sneer with half-lidded eyes. 

If she hoped I would ogle her deep cleavage and manhandle her delicious body—that that’s how things were going to play out tonight—she was about to get a rude awakening. 

Yes, I was apologizing to her. Yes, I had invited her to the Shadowball team to placate her ire. But it hadn’t been for nothing. It hadn’t been so I could get my dick wet one more time. 

“So, what’s on the menu tonight, daddy?” Her crossed legs fell open, showing me the menu, giving me a not-so-subtle clue what was on her mind. 

I couldn’t help but sneak a peek under the darkness of her miniskirt. I had to clamp my jaw down when I noticed she wore nothing underneath. Her bare slit rubbed across my sheets, exposed as her skirt hiked up to her hips.

“Looks like you have an idea,” I said, perking an eyebrow. 

She chuckled in a dark way. “Of course. I always know how to treat my man, especially when he comes crawling back to me.” 

I took a step toward her. She leaned back in a leisurely way, exposing more of herself as her legs spread further apart. She was telling me to take her, and it was damned hard to resist my baser instinct. 

I could have ravaged her across the bed, all night long. I could have had her screaming my name and moaning with delight as I pumped her full of my cock.

But Genevieve Jade did nothing for me these days. My eyes were firmly glued elsewhere and, if anything, Vivi had been one of the catalysts that had twisted me into such an angry asshole. She was manipulative and hateful. 

She’d hated Coralia right from the get-go, just as she had hated Myria before her. Or, rather, she’d been jealous of Myria because of all the time we spent together. 

I had been saving up this moment for months. Getting closer to the snide bitch, fucking her six ways to Sunday while I worked my ulterior motive on the side. Ironically, even though Vivi regularly opened one set of lips to me, she kept the other lips tightly shut. She had remained secretive about this, not being the babbling gossip queen I assumed she would be. 

I was going to pry open those lips, no matter what I had to do.

Now that the moment was upon me, I hesitated. All my work—putting up with her bullshit, hanging around her, acting like I was her boytoy that would do whatever she wanted—came flooding back and made bile rise up my throat. 

I took another step forward, towering over her. She stared at me with a knowing expression, thinking she had won.

I pushed forward, shoving my body against hers until she was forced to recline on the bed. My arms framed her face, keeping me aloft as I stared down at her. 

She smiled and licked her puffy lips, face inching closer to mine, ready to make heated contact. 

With one hand, I reached into my back pocket. 

When I produced the black glove and held it in front of her face, I noticed a flicker of doubt cross over her fine features. 

“Remember this, Vivi?” 

Her forehead creased. “Huh? What’s that?”

“Don’t play dumb, pet.”

Angry recognition replaced the glazed, lustful look in her eyes. “What the hell is going on, Sunny?”

She tried to wiggle out from beneath my bigger body. 

My hand closed around her neck and forced her back down. Her eyes bulged, filling with panic. 

I leaned close and licked the side of her face, from cheek to ear. As she shuddered beneath me, my warm breath found her shell in a whisper. “I know you had something to do with Myria’s disappearance, Vivi. You can’t lie to me.” 

“Y-You’re crazy!” she gasped.

I hadn’t applied much pressure to her throat yet, but I knew it was inevitable. She wouldn’t be getting out from under me until I had some answers. 

“You were jealous of my friendship with Myria. I caught you spying on us, all the time. Even after you and I started dating, your jealousy made you wicked and untrustworthy.” 

“All this time? You’ve been . . . playing with me all this time?”

“I can’t say it hasn’t been fun,” I growled. When I bared my fangs, the color drained from her cheeks.  

I dipped my head and stuck my teeth into her neck. The arousal hit me full-force once her blood began to siphon into my gullet. My cock hardened in my pants and bulged between her thighs. 

She squeezed her legs against my hard-on. “O-Oh fuck, you . . . you freak.” Groaning, she couldn’t stop from wrapping an arm around my neck. She pushed herself into me as I drained her. 

Perhaps she thought all this was foreplay. 

What she didn’t know, perhaps, was I was willing to drain her dry if she didn’t give me answers. 

When I snapped my face up from her neck, I licked the blood from my lips. “The night Myria left Shadowblade Academy to go searching for Quentin, you and I were supposed to be together.”

“So?”

“Something came up. Last minute. You said your plans had changed, that you couldn’t meet. I’ve never known a time when Genevieve Jade couldn’t fuck. It’s in your blood.”

Her eyebrows arched. “Get your hand off my neck, Sunny. I’m warning you—”

Instead of doing that, I squeezed tighter. Her face reddened. “Tell me, you fucking bitch.” 

“T-Tell you what?!” 

“What you did to Myria Hargrave!” 

“You’re insane, Sun—p-please, I can’t breathe!”

“Tell me the fucking truth!”

I couldn’t see past the red that had fallen over my eyes. My anger was absolute, all the memories of Genevieve spying on me flaring to life inside my mind. Staring down at her struggling face was like staring down at a stranger.

She blinked rapidly, mouth opening on a silent scream. My hand tightened. Her red face started to turn a rare shade of purple.

Vivi’s eyes widened. She had no oxygen.

A knock came at the door behind me. “Sunny?” 

I snarled like an animal and dashed a look over my shoulder. 

“H-Help!” Genevieve gurgled through my loosened hold. She raised an arm and punched the wall behind her. 

I clamped my hand over her mouth to shut her up. I was lost in a vampiric throe, unable to control my hunger or my rage. 

The door burst open. 

Coralia charged into the room. I glared daggers at her over my shoulder. The pale shock on her face told me I must have looked like an absolute monster—a savage animal with blood running down my chin, a rictus grin, and flaming red eyes. 

“Sunny!” she shouted. Her eyes dipped to the body writhing beneath me. “G-Genevieve? Oh fuck, oh shit.” 

Genevieve flopped as she used all her strength.

“Sunny, stop it!” Coralia screamed. “You’ll kill her!” 

“For . . . Myria . . .” I squeezed past gritted teeth. 

“Not like this!” she yelled, and then her arms were moving. 

I removed my hand from Vivi in a hurry, turning to defend myself. The woman beneath me started coughing violently. 

My hand flew up—

Too late. 

A shadow wrapped around my wrist and yanked it back, shot out from the wall. With her other hand, Coralia controlled an inky black web to push my shoulder and throw me off Genevieve. 

I flew to the floor and tried to get up but couldn’t—the two shadows from opposing walls were stretching my arms akimbo. 

“This isn’t going to be like last time I met you two together,” Coralia growled. Her voice sounded different, hardly recognizable. Her body positioned in a fighter’s stance. With her arms extended, she controlled the shadows to coil around me until I was immobile. “I’ve gotten stronger.”

It was true. The “last time” she spoke of, Genevieve had bullied the poor girl and I’d fed on her. Now, Vivi was hacking up a lung in a fetal position and I was caught with my pants down, unable to move against the shadows. 

“You don’t know what you’re doing, Coralia!” I roared. My head lurched from side to side, but Coralia had good control of the spell. I couldn’t budge against the manipulated blackness.

Finally, Vivi managed to wobble to an upright position. Standing over me, she slapped me hard across the face, whipping my head to the left. “You fucking asshole!” she screeched, massaging her neck with her other hand. 

I growled at her like a beast. 

She reeled back to slap me again—

A launching shadow from the floor caught her wrist midway, holding her in place.  

“Not so fucking fast.” Coralia’s voice was deep and broody. “After all the shit you’ve put me through, Vivi, you think I’m just gonna let you get a free pass? No. We’re going to figure this out together.”

Coralia had managed to immobilize me with one hand and Genevieve with the other. I could have possibly broken out of her tendril hold, but my anger flooded out of me in an instant. My jaw went slack.

I was finally seeing Coralia Hargrave unleashing her power. All it had taken was to walk in on what appeared to be a murder-in-progress. 

Just as the admiration inside me grew, Vivi spun and clutched the shadow around her wrist with her free hand. Her palm glowed orange. Sizzling flames inched along the shadow’s snakelike, physical form, toward Coralia. 

Coralia dropped her manipulation in an instant and the flames dissipated with the tendril, puffing into thin air. 

Vivi scowled and flattened her palm at Coralia in a counterattack. 

That’s when I broke through the inky binds holding me. I flexed, ripped, and charged, smacking Genevieve’s hand out of the way just before a curl of wind shot out from her palm and gusted across the desk next to Coralia, sending papers billowing into the air. 

“S-Shit,” Coralia gasped. She clearly hadn’t anticipated retaliation, or planned for it. 

I bear-hugged Vivi from behind, pinning her arms against her, my arms wrapping under her breasts. 

“You fucker!” She flailed her legs and tried to headbutt me with the back of her skull. “Get off me!” 

“Do you really want me to tie you up, Vivi?” When her eyes flickered, I added, “Yeah, you probably would like that. Just calm down. You won’t take both of us.”

“Screw you, traitor! I trusted you!” 

Her body went slack in my grip, all at once. Defeated.

I didn’t trust Vivi at all, so I remained holding her, my breath dancing over her neck. I could see goosebumps breaking out along her nape. Despite everything that had happened, she was aroused by my presence and the way I dominated her. Her body couldn’t lie. 

If I had been alone, and my thoughts hadn’t been firmly locked on Coralia, I might have considered smooth-talking my way into her panties, bending her over the bed, and ravaging her right then and there. Just to teach her a lesson. 

Coralia cleared her throat, drawing my attention. “What’s your plan—”

“Where did you lead Myria, Genevieve,” I growled in her ear. “Tell me, and this will all go easier.”

For a moment, there was only silence. The fluttering papers feathered to the ground.

Vivi’s dark chuckle filled the silence. “Oh Sunny, you big idiot. I didn’t lead Myria anywhere. You truly think I’m that vile?”

Coralia raised her hand. “Do I have a vote?”

“I don’t trust you, Vivi. Tell me the truth: Why did you disappear from the Academy at the same time as Myria, but only you returned? I’m sure you can see how that looks.”

“My jealousy doesn’t run deep enough to kill the girl, asshole. Even if she is a scummy human.”

“Just answer the fucking question!” I bellowed, squeezing her and making her limp body stiffen in my arms.

“I didn’t lead her anywhere, Sunny, I followed her!” she blurted. “To see what mischief she was getting up to! I know humans are always up to no good, sticking their noses where they don’t belong. So I tailed her shadow.”

Coralia harrumphed. “Sticking their noses . . . says the girl who stalked my fucking sister like a creep. Why do you hate us so much?”

My eyes shot over Genevieve’s shoulder, landing on Coralia. With a tiny shake of my head, I said, “A story for another time, princess.”

She frowned. “Fine. You said you followed Myria, Vivi? You’re going to show us exactly where.” Coralia loomed over Vivi, finger thrust inches from her eye. Her seething voice even shot a shiver through my cold body. “And if you try to lead us astray in any way, I’m gonna bitch-slap you so hard those fake puffy duck lips are gonna deflate.”

* * *
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THE THREE OF US STEPPED out of the shadowgate. Luckily, it was the one night where the Academy faculty looked the other way concerning missing students, so we didn’t have much to worry about. Wrangling up all those kids from the woods would take the spotlight.

As we walked out from the shadow on the wall, Genevieve stumbled. I reached out to hold up her shaky body. She doubled over and started panting, hands on her knees, exhausted from the exertion of facilitating the journey to get here. 

I let her rest a moment, my eyes roaming the eerie, dark scene. Weeds sprouted from jagged lines in the concrete, creating blocks of impassable growth that latched to the pavement like mold. Vines slithered up the sides of crumbling buildings and twisted around busted lampposts. Cars riddled with spider webs, broken windshields, and dented doors lined the streets.  

Nature had begun its slow descent to reclaim this city, turning it into a nightmarish vision of abandonment and dilapidation.  

There wasn’t a single living soul in sight. Given the plethora of umbrage cast by all the tall structures, that fact didn’t give me much solace.  

“Spirits twerk on my tits,” Coralia gasped, spinning. “Where the hell are we? It looks like a dystopian hellhole.”

Even in the dim moonlight, which barely grazed the tops of the buildings in the distance, I immediately recognized the location. I was shocked it had degraded so swiftly. 

“Back where it all began,” I said vaguely. My hand pointed far off, to the top of a decrepit structure. “That building is where Quentin plummeted to his death . . . and where Myria came to look for his remains.” I spun on Coralia and narrowed my eyes. “Keep your wits about you, princess. This place isn’t safe.”

She took my ominous timbre in stride. “No shit, dude. The whole Walking Dead vibe is sort of a dead giveaway. No pun intended.”

I grunted and nudged my chin at Genevieve, who had finally regained her bearings and breath. “Then let’s go. Lead on, Vivi. Take us to where you last saw Myria.”
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Dax

I TOOK THE VANGUARD position in our Glove’s bird formation. As the spearhead of the operation, I was tasked with scouting out any obstacles or problems that might lie ahead. Though I played goaltender on the Shadowball field, I acted as the forward on our missions, because of my stealth and speed. 

I skulked through the winding, desolate streets of Asberald City, wondering why Shadowblade Academy had brought us here. It was a city on the outs, with crumbling infrastructure and a stench of stale oil. But our Wrist, Jace Hudson, had ordered us here to find our target. 

We weren’t about to disobey our leader’s direct command—not when our futures at the Academy rested on this mission. If successful, we would advance to become Phantoms, one step closer on our road to becoming full-fledged shadowblades. 

Failure was not an option. 

Donovenn acted as our communicator, having employed his fae mind-link to keep in touch with Wrist Hudson back at the Academy. He had nested at the top level of a building a few blocks back, keeping a bird’s-eye view of our approach. If anything went wrong, he would get word from Hudson to abort the mission and send the signal for us to escape. 

Sunder and Quentin were our strikers, on either wing of the formation, just a block behind me. Once I gave the all-clear and the go-ahead, they would emerge and do the dirty work. If all went well, we would be in and out within five minutes. 

Myria flitted on the peripheries, making sure communication between the Glovemates didn’t become stilted. She also acted as a last line of attack in case Sunder or Quentin failed on the first strike. She was our rover. 

In my mind, sending the five of us to extinguish one target was overkill. But who was I to know what we were getting into? Who we were dealing with? I simply followed orders. If Wrist Hudson had deemed it necessary to employ the entire Glove, so be it. 

My initial advance caught nothing suspicious or unexpected. Using my keen nose only picked up traces of oil, plants, and machinery long been left to rot.

I passed through the shadows, keeping in the darkness of a building’s facade, turning the corner to the next empty block. I slipped between two beaten cars on the side of the road, perking my head up over the hood of one to look ahead.

When I sniffed, a new stench rocked my senses. It was foreign, which was the first sign of danger. 

A silhouette passed through a window of a building across the street. At first alarmed, I settled when I caught a glimpse of Quentin sneaking his way through debris. He was moving too far ahead on the position. Sunder, who occupied the other street, was still out of my sight like he was supposed to be.

Quentin must have been antsy to get a head start. 

I tried to reach into the fae mind-link we all shared to tell him to back off, but I wasn’t adept at using the power so I struggled to communicate. 

Before I could say anything, a man walked across the street in front of me, appearing out of my peripheral.

Our target. 

I clamped my jaw and narrowed my eyes. He was tall, lanky, with slicked-back hair the color of a raven’s feathers. He moved swiftly, away from me, gliding like a specter over the dead streets.  

“Target sighted,” I managed to say through the mind-link. “Solitary, brisk pace, third street east from Donovenn’s nest.”

The man veered to the right, nearly out of sight as he made his way to the next street over. I stepped out from behind the cars sandwiching me, to tail him. 

That’s when I saw a profile view of his face, and I skidded to a halt. My brow went high, familiarity haunting me.

I vaguely recognized the man as an outsider who frequently dealt with my family in the Appalachian rainforest. A new arrival, my pack had told me, once I reached the age to join my family’s ventures. 

It took a moment to recall his name: Luciano Rockford. An elder wolf shifter from the other side of the country. My pack did business with him.

Hesitance made me neglect telling my Glove of the man’s identity; of the fact I recognized him. We weren’t supposed to know our targets, so I wasn’t sure if knowing Rockford would get me in trouble with the Academy. 

So I stayed quiet and followed once he turned a corner out of my view. Before long, he would cross paths with Quentin, who was clearly angling to get the best jump on the shifter.  

A howl reached my ears, coming from that direction. My blood ran cold, momentarily freezing me in place.

Elder wolf shifter . . .

Wolf shifters never traveled alone. 

My heart kicked into overdrive and I sprinted to where Luciano had disappeared from my vantage. 

“Quentin, fall back!” I urged in my mind. “Ambush!” 

Scuffling sounds hit me. Grunts, thuds. The sounds of combat.

I careened around the corner and found Luciano sprinting down the way, still in his human form, putting distance between us. 

Between me and Luciano, Quentin fought off two wolves attacking him. I jumped into the fray to help him.

“Sunny, advance!” Myria yelled in my head. 

She burst out of her hiding spot and emerged from a building half a block up. More wolves jumped out from the shadows. 

Sunder appeared a moment later from the left, moving at blinding speed to help me and Quentin with the wolves. 

As Sunder and I worked in tandem to fend off the beasts, my head moved on a swivel, realizing Quentin was gone from the melee. 

I gazed ahead, eyes widening. He chased after Luciano Rockford as the rest of us battled the elder wolf’s entourage. 

Luciano dipped into a building. 

Quentin was hot on his heels.

I lost sight of them both and had to turn my attention back to the fight at hand. I raised my arm to take a vicious bite from a wolf, spinning out of the way at the last second.

Sunder flew in and kicked the wolf, launching him ten feet away. His hands moved in a flurry to wisp shadows out from the street, wrapping them around our enemies—enemies which seemed to be multiplying by the second. 

“No visual on Quentin!” I shouted. 

“Get after him!” Donovenn demanded in my head, his voice the loudest due to him being in control of the mind-link.

I ran toward the building where I’d lost Quentin and Luciano.

That’s when the foreign, spoiled smell that had teased me earlier turned into an overbearing stench. 

Powerful wind gusted overhead, nearly knocking me over. I tipped my head to see a huge, monstrous creature appear out from behind a dilapidated structure. Leathery black wings kept me at bay while it took to the sky. The monster gave me a passing glance, its eyes gleaming red, dark fluids drooling from its grotesque mouth.

“What the fuck is that?!” Myria shouted somewhere behind me.

A strong beat of its wings took the beast skyward, flying toward the upper level of the building Quentin and Luciano had disappeared into. 

I ran into the building but was slowed by the staircase. I had no wings to carry me. My feet hopped the winding stairs three at a time, until my thighs burned. 

When I burst out of the top level, I ran out onto a rooftop. My eyes landed on Luciano and Quentin staring face to face.

Luciano Rockford gritted his teeth, knotting his hands into fists.

Quentin advanced, hands glowing with energy. 

“Quentin! fall b—”

The black-winged monster whooshed in from the side, flying in out of nowhere. It hoisted Quentin clean off the ground, picking him up like a ragdoll before flying past. 

My stomach dropped, fear cutting through me. 

Quentin’s yell died as the monster deposited him over the edge of the building, dropping him out of sight.  

My jaw popped open. Speechless, I stared at Luciano across the way. He brushed himself off and frowned at me.

A static sound jarred my brain, discombobulating me. Wincing, I screwed my eyes shut.

When I opened them, Luciano had vanished. 

“Q-Quentin,” I croaked in the mind-link. 

“He’s gone,” Donovenn said. “I felt him leave the mind-link. That was the crashing sound in our heads.” 

“Fuck,” Sunder cursed. 

“No!” Myria wailed. “We have to find him!”

“It’s no use,” I replied, voice glum. “He went over the side of the building. That . . . thing pushed him off.”

“Abort the mission,” Donovenn ordered. “I’ve just received word from Wrist Hudson. This has gotten out of hand. Get out of Asberald!”

* * *
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MY EYES RIPPED OPEN. Sweat lined my forehead and upper lip, the flashback bringing guilty, shameful thoughts to mind.

I hadn’t thought of the “hit gone wrong” in quite some time. With a single wrench in our plan, everything had gone to shit. We had reacted rather than responded, and it had led to Quentin’s unnecessary death. 

I’d blocked it out, trying to forget how we had failed so miserably. 

But now that I found myself back in Asberald City, it was impossible to ignore the past. Déjà vu tormented me as I snuck around the buildings, cars, and lampposts, even more destroyed than they’d been a year prior. 

What used to be a city on the outs was now fully abandoned. Nature had taken over, perhaps at the behest of that black-winged monster. After all, who would want to live in a place where that was roaming around?

Now, after so many days of covertly searching at Headmaster Cane’s orders, I had found myself back at this wretched place. 

My search had led me here for a reason. I was sure I’d find what the headmaster was looking for somewhere in this city. Tracks and scent had led me here. 

Perhaps the shadow of that leathery demon would provide me the clue I needed to finally be rid of my obligation to the headmaster. He had chosen me for this mission for my discretion. For my expert tracking skills. For my allegiance to him and the Academy.

The nightmares of our final Ghost mission still troubled me, unbeknownst to my Glovemates. As much as I tried to push away the thoughts, I had been the last one to see Quentin before his untimely demise. I had witnessed the demon tackle him and throw him off the edge like nothing more than a toy. 

And, worst of all . . . I still kept a secret of my own. 

No one knew I’d recognized our target that evening. Luciano Rockford’s handsome mug possessed my thoughts. 

I hadn’t gotten a chance to retreat to my Appalachian forest homeland, but I would after this semester at the Academy. I would ask questions and find answers: What did Luciano Rockford mean to our people? Why were my people interacting with him—a target of Shadowblade Academy?

Nothing about the situation sat right with me. 

I wanted to tell my Glovemates about the man’s identity, but I wondered if doing so would incriminate me somehow. Would identifying Luciano Rockford make me guilty of something I didn’t even know about? 

I had to play it smart. For now, I had to finish Headmaster Cane’s mission. I wanted to get back to the Academy. I missed Donovenn, Coralia, and even Sunder. 

Once I found the location Headmaster Cane had commissioned me to find, everything could resume back to normal. My job would be done. I’d be able to wash it clean from my conscien—

I jolted up, a faint smell wafting on the breeze and tickling my nose. 

The soft scents of vanilla, fir trees, and summer skies. They mingled with familiarity, the vanilla hitting me the hardest—an intimate, powerful aroma causing a warm sensation to bloom inside my belly. 

It was a fresh fragrance I’d become attached to ever since my close-quarters training with a certain someone in Jace Hudson’s Physical Intent class. 

“Coralia?” I whispered, tilting my head.

A dark stink cut through the blended odors.

Spirits save me, I tire of these familiar smells!

I would never forget this particular reek: spoiled, rotten, evil. 

“Coralia!” I gasped. 

I burst free from my hideaway and took off toward the scent. My feet wouldn’t carry me fast enough. My body began to shift as I ran headlong into the wind—

Wind I could feel pulsating with danger.
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Coralia

GENEVIEVE KICKED A crumpled Coke can out of her way and stopped walking. Hands on her hips, she tipped her head to stare up at the large empty building in front of us. “This is where Myria went. I followed her here.” 

The building had a faded gray surface, built of steel corroding into an ochre, rusted tinge. The windows were all blown out, some jagged glass still visible. It stood at least ten stories high, like many of the buildings in this ominous, deserted cityscape.

“The ambush . . .” Sunny muttered, trailing off.

I looked over my shoulder. “Huh?”

“Nothing.” He stepped up beside us, moving at a languid pace. His eyes darted with a suspicious glint. “She went into this building?” 

“No,” Genevieve answered. She pointed at the ground. “She stopped right here.” She thrust a thumb over her shoulder. “I was hiding across the street while I watched her.”

“Okay.” Sunny caressed his clean-shaven chin, a pensive look on his face. “Then what happened?”

“Then the portal opened.” 

A creeping chill ran up my spine. My head whipped over to her at the same time as Sunny’s. 

“What portal?” we asked in unison.

Genevieve’s shoulders bobbed. “It wasn’t a shadowgate. It was like fabric ripping the air open. The kind of portal a Briarwitch alum uses.”

I asked, “What happened when the portal opened, Vivi?”

“Myria started . . . talking to herself.” The way Genevieve said it told me she wasn’t sure what she had really seen. “She mumbled. I couldn’t hear her from where I was hiding, except at one point. I remember her saying, ‘Yes, I would like to find Quentin.’ It stuck out because it was loud and echoed off the walls of the buildings.”

“Like she was answering a question,” I muttered, biting the inside of my cheek anxiously. 

“Sure. But I didn’t see her talking to anyone.”

“Or a command,” Sunny added. When I raised my brow, he explained, “This has the hallmarks of a possession.”

“A possession?” Fear coiled tight around my heart. 

“It sounded like she was doing what she came here to do,” Genevieve said, her voice nonchalant. 

“Exactly,” Sunny rumbled.

“She stepped into the portal right after that and disappeared.” Her words lingered, an ominous weight to them.

“Sunny,” I piped up, “what do you mean by a ‘possession’? You think Myria was, what, brainwashed?” 

“Or convinced. Conditioned. Persuaded to do something she thought she already wanted to do, as Vivi said.”

“Expand on that.”

“If what Vivi is saying is true—”

“It is,” she snapped.

“—then it sounds like Myria was lured away from Shadowblade Academy by an unknown presence. By a promise. Perhaps a voice in her mind. She was told to come here, to the sight of Quentin’s disappearance, and was offered something in return for stepping into that portal. Of course, this is all conjecture.”

Something about his theory rang true in my soul. It upped the creepiness factor of this eerie, haunted place tenfold. “What would they have offered her?”

“I don’t know.” His jaw muscles tightened, anger flashing across his eyes. “Whatever the promise, it was most likely a ploy to capture her.” 

“Who would have a power like that?”

“Spirits only know,” he sighed. The vampire looked troubled, as if he’d only just realized we were in over our heads. 

There was something he wasn’t telling me. 

Trying to settle the fear pumping through my veins, I chewed on my lip and searched the area around me. My eyes followed Sunny, who prowled around the base of the building, eyes on the ground.

“What are you looking for?” I asked. 

“A sign. A clue.”

“Like what?”

“A shadow out of . . .” He stopped, then brushed debris and garbage out of the way with his boot. “Place.” 

“I told you,” Genevieve said, “it wasn’t a shadowgate on the ground. It was a magic portal hanging in the air.” 

Sunny ignored her and squatted to inspect what he’d found. Fidgeting, I went and stared over his shoulder at the black circle etched into the ground. Its penumbra was lighter than the core—a dark, solid gradient on the cracked pavement, like the circle had been drawn by chalk and then inked inside the lines.

Sunny’s eyes scanned the nearby lampposts and buildings, then back to the circle, to see if he could find anything that would have cast the shadow.

“That isn’t supposed to be there,” I choked, confirming Sunny’s suspicion when he nodded. 

Abruptly, he jolted to his full height, nearly knocking into me. His nostrils flared and he put his arms out, backing away from the building and the circle. “Stay back,” he growled. 

“What’s wrong?”

A low buzz rang through the air. Or was it just happening in my ears? Whatever it was, it hadn’t been there a second before—almost like Sunny had activated something by brushing the shadowed circle clear of debris. 

His stretched hands curled into fists, body flexing and head swiveling. Goosebumps trailed up my neck and arms.

“Sunny, earlier when you said ‘the ambush’ . . . Venn told me about it,” I whispered. The buzz in my ears grew louder, accompanied by a faint rotten smell, like sewage. I screwed up my face. “About your final assignment as Ghosts. As a Glove. What did you mean—”

“This is the spot Quentin fell when he was tossed off the building. That shadow. I could probably triangulate his landing right there.” He was looking more and more bestial as the seconds passed, peeling his upper lip back and baring his teeth as he tried to keep his arms in front of me and Vivi. 

“You no longer think he was killed?”

Before Sunny could answer, a harsh ripping sound broke my train of thought. I inhaled sharply as a jagged slit cut through the sky in front of us, right over the shadowed circle. The slit cleaved open, and I realized the buzzing hadn’t been coming from inside my head, but from that fuzzy, static-like apparition. 

A cloven foot stepped out of the portal, followed by a furry leg. 

Genevieve yelped. 

“Stay back!” Sunny roared. He put his hands together and they glowed with fire. The air around me grew sticky and heady, zapped of oxygen. 

Before the entity from the portal could step all the way through, Sunny launched a fireball from his hands, the evocation like a comet trailing through the night sky. 

It burst on the monstrous leg and dissipated into smoke. The rest of the creature stepped through, the portal staying open behind him. 

My mouth dropped.

Giant black wings spread out behind it, ragged and spiny, covered in leathery skin. Sunny was a tall guy, yet this beast had a few feet on him. Ripped, veiny muscles bulged from its grotesque, naked body. Trapped in the darkness of its monstrous face glowed two red eyes.

A literal fucking demon. The stuff of nightmares.  

The monster screamed, two vicious voices coiling together—one ragged and raspy, the other guttural and ferocious.

When it turned its crimson gaze on the three of us, I stumbled backward.

Vivi stepped up beside Sunny, both of them starting to summon magic from their reservoirs. Tongues of fire spit from Sunny’s hand. Sheets of ice flowed out of Vivi’s as she aimed at the creature’s feet to try and freeze it to the ground. 

Just as quickly as the beast was tangled in crystalline ice patches, it broke free and lumbered toward us. The monster stepped away from the portal and the gate flickered.  

“Fuck!” Sunny yelled. 

Another winged beast rocketed into our world, this one already moving at full speed through the air, headed right for us.

Sunny and Genevieve moved in tandem, rolling left and right, respectively, to avoid getting bulldozed by the flying entity. 

Being the scared dumbass I was, I just stood there, stunned, watching my impending doom as those terrifying red eyes grew larger. 

“Coralia!” Sunny wailed.  

I winced, body deflating as the demon’s hands came out with dagger-sharp talons ready to rip me to shreds. 

Well fuck me stupid. I guess this is how it all—

A black blur streaked through the sky mere feet in front of me, crashing into the flying demon from the side and knocking it off its trajectory. 

—ends? 

My mouth made an O, eyes following the demon as it tumbled to the ground and rolled over its wings.

The black blur launched off with a growl, baring fangs as it raised its hackles. Giant paws came down to batter the demon’s face. 

I squinted in confusion. Where the fuck did the black panther come from?! 

The monster defended itself, taking serrated claws across its arms, and then roared in the big cat’s face and smacked him off its prone body. 

“Dax!” Sunny yelled. I glanced over and saw the vampire on his feet, body going taut as his red cloak swayed behind him. He looked ready to take to the sky himself, the presence of the panther reinvigorating him.

That’s . . . Dax?

I almost broke out laughing as everything fell into place: Dax’s fear of my own kitty, Brucey. A battle of wills, an assertion of dominance. The way he kept to the shadows. His dark, midnight skin, an identical hue to the fur, and those dark eyes tinged in yellow.  

Dax was a panther shifter.

But where the hell did he come from? I couldn’t think on it for any length of time. Dax was circling the demon, dodging strikes and nipping at its dark body, but the monster only looked slightly inconvenienced. 

Even though Dax had saved me, we were far from winning this thing. 

I recalled my lessons and drew within myself, conjuring up shadows from the umbrage around me. The dark limbs cascaded through the air and wrapped around the demon’s arms as it moved to attack Dax. 

A smirk came to my face when I felt the tension hold on the demon, keeping him at bay. Within two seconds, the tension snapped—the demon moved through the shadows like they were nothing—and my smirk turned into another look of disbelief. Fuck! It can move through my manipulations? Almost like it’s made from shadows itself!

I quickly tried to summon more shadows to do my bidding. Something knocked me in the back and I stumbled forward, losing my concentration. 

Dax went flying, rolling onto his side before popping up, a ragged gash across his hide. 

I glanced back to see Sunny had bumped into me. He was fending off his own demonic entity in hand-to-hand combat, putting on quite a show as he moved like a hellspawn, fists flying in a blur. The slower, winged creature couldn’t keep up, yet I knew it would only take one massive swipe of those knifelike claws to put the vampire on his ass.

Dread pulsed through me. We aren’t going to win this. We have to run. “Abort!” I shouted suddenly, my voice speaking before my brain could compute what was going on. “We need to flee!”

Genevieve stepped close to the portal and raised her hands. Lightning glowed in her palms. She steadied them forward like she was about to send a bolt of electricity through the portal itself. 

Is she trying to break it? Wouldn’t that trap the demons here? You dumb bit—

Her blood-curdling scream cut me off. 

I slapped a hand over my mouth as a gruesome hand emerged from the portal and wrapped around her arms, silencing her spell and holding her in place. 

“Genevieve!” I screamed.

My feet propelled me forward. Sprinting, my arms waved frantically as I tried to draw the emerging monster’s attention. The third monster, when we were already struggling with two.

Vivi writhed frantically, body twisting as she tried to break free from the beast. 

I drew out energy into my palms, planning to burn this bitch like a gas stovetop. 

I was ten feet away. 

Five.

For a split second, Vivi’s face locked onto mine, the pure horror there stamping itself onto my memory.

Two feet away.

Then Vivi was gone, the fight giving out of her as she was plucked and dragged into the flickering portal. 

“Nooo!” I brought my flaming hands down on nothingness—on the place where the demonic arm had been just milliseconds before. 

I stared into the opaque haze of the portal. 

Spirits grant me the courage to run into this thing blind! 

I couldn’t do it. My feet were rooted to the ground, fear tightening my bones. 

The wind was knocked out of me from the side—Sunny colliding with me, tackling me to the ground. 

I glanced up, over his shoulder, just in time to see the demon he’d been fighting fly into the portal and vanish. 

Sunny had saved me from a much nastier collision with the retreating monster. 

Seconds later, the demon Dax had been fighting floated into the portal and disappeared as well.

By the time I sat up, rubbing the bump on my head, the portal blinked, the jagged rip in the fabric of reality shrank, and the gate fizzled away.

Silence followed—a beat of quietness so profound and lengthy, I could hear the second-by-second pumping of my heart, beating against my rib cage, until it began to slow down. I fixated on the rush of blood in my ears, the labored breathing in my chest, as they began to fade away and the adrenaline left my body.

“Son of a bitch!” Sunny pushed to his feet. He swiped hands where the portal had been, but it was no use. 

Worse still, it wasn’t a shadowgate he could just hop into. He couldn’t sinkhole into this shadow like he’d done with me. This had been a portal made for a specific reason, by a specific person or thing, and I had no idea how we were ever going to replicate it or find out where it went.  

Dax’s low purr sounded in my ear. Close to tears, I rubbed a hand across his powerful neck as he nudged his head against my shoulder. “Oh Dax,” I whimpered. “You saved me.” My eyes tipped to Sunny. “You both did.”

Sunny spun, eyes alight with fury. “But we couldn’t save Genevieve.”

Guilt swam through me like a waterfall. “We shouldn’t have come here. We were unprepared. I shouldn’t have pressed Vivi so hard—”

“Quiet, princess.” Sunny reached down with a hand. I looked at it for a second before taking it so he could help me to my feet. “We’ve opened up the floodgates. We needed to come here to find your sister.” 

I appreciated his optimism, but it only made the hurt worse. “Yet we don’t have my sister. Or Genevieve, now.”

“These bastards won’t be able to hide anymore. We’ll take this to the headmaster.”

For some reason, the thought of that didn’t make me feel any better. If anything, it made my skin tingle with doubt. 

“We’ll find both of them, princess,” Sunny said, giving me a firm nod, his lips folding tight. “I promise.”
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Chapter 34
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Coralia

BONE-DEEP EXHAUSTION hit me on the way back to Shadowblade Academy. The after effects of the battle, drawing into my power, and being terrified, swarmed me all at once. We had the same number of people as when we’d left, but we’d lost a woman and gained a man.

It turned out Dax’s wound was worse than he’d let on. Once he shifted into his human form, he found some rags on the nasty ground to cover himself with—disappointing, that—and limped over to us. Given Dax’s modesty, it made sense he’d clothe himself after shifting, though I doubted he would have if it were just him and Sunny alone. 

Truth was, I wouldn’t have minded an indecent snapshot of the man. 

I put aside my crazy, lewd thoughts once I saw the rags he pressed against his body quickly staining with blood. 

Sunny took Dax’s arm over his shoulder to help the shifter walk. “We need to get back, stat.” 

Because of Dax’s need for medical aid, I pushed on despite my weariness, hurrying after the limping panther shifter and the ornery vampire. Trailing a few feet behind them, I briefly paused to notice how endearing they looked, the two of them lockstep, arm-in-arm, aiding one another. A true show of brotherhood.

I wish I had seen this sort of camaraderie from Sunny to begin with. Maybe we wouldn’t have gotten started on such a bad note.

The vampire had been slowly coming around, it seemed, but I still wasn’t too sure about him. I didn’t know if he liked me or if he saw me as a nuisance and simply put up with me. 

I jogged up to them as my thoughts faded, not wanting to be alone in the demon-infested city for even one second. Glancing out the corner of my eye, I saw the defeat written on Sunny’s face. He looked paler than usual, his face covered in sweat. Dax tried to hide his grimace from the pain he felt, though he couldn’t hide the blood trickling down his side and leg. He was in a lot of agony.

As we walked, I cleared my throat and tried to rally us. “We’ve been beaten and bruised, guys, but we haven’t lost. Let’s not forget that. We’re still not out of the fight.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, princess,” Sunny groaned. “We still lost Vivi.” 

I frowned. 

“She’s right,” Dax said, coming to my defense and wincing as he spoke. “Just like the failed hit, we’ll be able to glean information from this, Sunder.” 

“Like what?” Sunny twisted his face as he stared straight ahead and led us through the dark, winding streets. “We didn’t know what that fucking demon thing was back then, and we still don’t know now. The only thing we know is there are more of them than we thought, which isn’t very promising.”

Okay, so Sunny Conway’s optimism was on a case-by-case basis. Given the fact we had just gotten our asses handed to us, I totally understood his anger.

“We’ll get answers this time,” Dax assured him. “We didn’t know the questions to ask back then. We were told to keep quiet about all that happened. Not now. They can’t keep us in the dark after this. Excuse the pun.”

I smiled, because it was the first time I’d ever heard Dax loosen up. The fact it came when he was injured and we’d just suffered defeat was baffling to me. 

Sunny rolled his eyes, clearly not placated. “Don’t you get it, brother?” He stopped walking, straightening long enough to prop Dax’s draped arm better on his shoulder. “We defied Academy rules coming here. You saw the shitstorm it caused when I accidentally gated Coralia off campus. We can’t bring this to the higher-ups. Being the goody two-shoes you are, you should know that the best.”

“Goody two-shoes?”

“Moral fanatic? Brownnoser? Do those work better—”

“Guys . . .” I squeaked, trying to edge my way in. “Let’s not get carried away, please. We’re all tired. Morale is low.”

Expectedly, they both ignored me. 

“Are you alluding to my mission outside campus grounds, Sunder? The one Headmaster Cane sent me on?”

“Yes,” Sunny sneered. Keeping Dax’s arm draped over his shoulder, gripping it tightly, made the scene of them fighting inches from each other’s faces comical. “Sorry if I was being too vague.” 

“If that’s what you’re worried about,” Dax said, “don’t you think my extracurricular activities for Shadowblade Academy would grant me some sort of leeway concerning this night run?”

“For you, maybe. Not for us.” Sunny tossed his chin my way. 

Dax’s eyes narrowed. “I can tell you’re frustrated, Sunder. Speak plainly.”

They stared each other down, Dax finally letting his arm fall from Sunny’s shoulder. Their burly chests were inches apart. 

My wide eyes veered from one to the other—pale face, dark face. Pale face, dark face. Somehow, I felt a little dirty watching the brotherly spat. 

Unless they end up kissing. That’s a dirtiness I can support. I jerked my head at my thoughts. Where the hell is it all coming from? Oh, right. Just a few hours ago I was having salacious, sweaty sex in the woods with the other member of this little triangle. I’d nearly forgotten about it due to everything that had happened since then. I had to put the thoughts of Venn’s hard cock pumping into me on the backburner, because Sunny’s next words were the loudest yet.

“Where did you go?” he demanded. 

Dax furrowed his brow. 

“Where did Headmaster Cane send you?”

“You know I can’t tell you that until I report to the headmaster and he gives the okay.” There was a slight tinge of shame on Dax’s face as he averted his gaze. 

I could tell he didn’t feel good about keeping secrets from his Glovemate, but he had obligations to uphold and he was nothing if not an honorable man. 

Rather than exploding on him, Sunny deflated once more, his shoulders slumping with disappointment. “There. You’ve proven my point. You’re Cane’s fucking flunkey.”

Dax’s face shot up, the shame gone and replaced by a bestial mien that reminded me of his shifted form. “Take that back, Sunder—”

“Guys!” I shouted, feeling the need to intervene. “Guys!”

When I repeated it louder the second time, their eyes shot over to me, as if only then realizing I was still standing there. 

“I think you’ve argued long enough.” I put up my palms, trying to get everyone to pump the brakes. “I’m making an executive decision: We get back safely to the Academy, bring Dax to the infirmary, and then you guys can dish it out as long as you want. Preferably when I’m not in the room. I don’t fancy watching Dax bleed out here in this terrible place.”

For the longest time, they both said nothing, staring at me like I was a tasty morsel or something they wanted to spit out. I thought I saw a glint of a smirk tug Sunny’s lips, but it could have been the play of the moonlight. 

“You’re right,” Dax said. “I apologize. This is neither the time nor place for this. We’re all tired, as you said.”

I raised a brow. “You heard that? And here I thought you weren’t listening to me.”

“There’s a difference between ‘not listening’ and ‘not responding,’ Coralia.” 

I rolled my eyes. To Sunny, I said, “And you?”  

The vampire made an exaggerated bow, his cloak swishing dramatically as he tried to hide his smirk. “As you will it, princess.” 

I grumbled under my breath. At least we kept on. After a few streets, we found the shadow that had brought us to the abandoned city. 

“Fuck.” Sunny stood over it, eyes closed. 

“What?”

“I’m too drained to shadowwalk. I can’t draw the portal open.” 

Nervousness cycled through me. I spun on Dax. “And you’re too wounded.”

The shifter nodded glumly. “You’ll have to do it, Coralia.”

Embarrassment joined my anxiety, darkening my cheeks. “I . . . I can’t. That was one part of the midterm where I, uh, didn’t do so well.”

“We will show you how.” Dax gave me an assured nod.

To which Sunny snorted. “Like hell we will. This is no time for a tutoring session.”

“Then what do you propose?” Dax shot back. 

Sunny’s eyes locked on mine. I saw the amber irises flare, the smirk he’d been hiding twitching his upper lip. “I’ll have to feed. That will give me enough energy. And since you’re already bleeding out, Dax . . .”

I blinked, his suggestive tone washing over me. I shivered, trying to fight the creeping alarm that told me to run away from his hungry gaze.

Because the shiver wasn’t only borne out of fear. 

I bit my lip in shame as my heart pitter-pattered, realizing part of me longed for Sunny Conway to put his mouth on me . . . in any capacity. 

* * *
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IN A WAY, VENN HAD reawakened my sexual spirit. He had stirred to life what had been asleep since before my days in the Crust. 

Now, I had a mind to think Sunny planned to feed it. To gorge on my newfound lust. Maybe even satiate it.

Before his elongated fangs made contact with my skin, Sunny’s strong hand curled around my body, clutching my spine and making my body go haywire. 

I squeezed my legs together and braced myself, trying to stave off the growing anticipation and heat building inside me like a furnace. The humiliating dampness that stained my panties. 

His hot breath tickling the nape of my neck didn’t help me fight off the sensations. Scary memories of the first time he’d done this racked my body. 

“Don’t be scared, princess.” His lips brushed across the shell of my ear in a whisper. “You’ll enjoy this even more than I will.”

Before I could open my mouth to argue, the tips of his fangs sank into my soft flesh. My head tipped back on a moan. I screwed my eyes shut and it took all the willpower inside me to not let that moan escape my lips.

He held me there, standing, body entirely too close and emanating heat off his rigid core, transferring the heat over to mine until it felt like we were one—a symbiotic transference that just felt right. 

His lips made a light sucking sound. A warm pulse thrummed through me, just under the surface of my skin, lightly tapping my veins like a thousand tickling needles. I could feel my essence being devoured, the exhaustion that had plagued me reaching new heights.

It made me want to fall asleep. Just sleep in his arms.

A heady knot of desire bloomed in my belly, flipping and making my stomach drop to the apex of my thighs. Sweet, cozy sensations drifted in and out, embalming me in a swelter I couldn’t fight off.

It was an incredible, unique feeling. One I couldn’t hide from my face as I stuck my tongue gently between my teeth. I could have gotten lost in it forever—a lazy river I floated down until I reached the horizon. 

Something told me to fight, though, and that’s when panic sliced through me like a blade, alerting my senses. 

When I opened my eyes, dizziness swam in my vision. Three sets of handsome vampire faces fed on me, faces nestled just above my cleavage. Sweat drenched my brow. My knees wobbled, barely able to hold me up.

“That’s enough, Sunder,” a faraway voice floated in.

It felt like I’d been getting devoured for hours. 

“That’s enough,” the voice said more emphatically. “She’s too weak from fatigue.”

A moment later, the lightheadedness swallowed me whole. Darkness started to crowd around the edges of my eyesight, creeping toward the middle. I felt weightless, my body numb, like I was floating through air. The pulsing ecstasy between my thighs was growing to a massive orgasm that would explode any—

The vying sensations died. All at once. My vision chased the darkness away and my half-lidded eyes opened. I still felt lightheaded, but no longer entranced. 

The fugue was gone, replaced by immeasurable tiredness. I noticed Sunny standing in front of me, towering, shoulders squared with color in his cheeks. He gave me a wicked grin that would have made me climax if I’d only had the strength to. I was ready to burst. 

I judged the look on his face, the blood he greedily licked off his lips. “Y-You definitely enjoyed that more than I did,” I lied. 

His grin stretched, gaze still hungry. “Did I? Are you sure about that, princess?”

Dax’s voice called out as darkness enveloped me, just when I’d thought I was out of the woods. He’d been right: Sunny had flown too close to the sun and I’d been too exhausted to take it. 

When my eyes opened, briefly, I felt strong arms cradling me in a bridal carry. I had no idea how much time had passed. My legs, bent at the knees, bounced over the crook of a chiseled arm. 

I blinked up at the underside of Sunny’s chin. He hadn’t noticed I’d woken up, so I gently closed my peepers again before the ache behind my eyes could become overbearing.

Neck craned sideways like I was unconscious, I peeked out and saw a familiar white, domed building. 

The Gable Training Facility. 

We had made it back. 

What a trio we were, struggling to limp into Shadowblade Academy. 

But we had made it. 

Now we need to lick our wounds, figure out what the fuck is going on . . . and punish those bastards.
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Chapter 35
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Coralia

I JOLTED AWAKE SOMETIME later, dark nightmares chasing me out of my dreams. As they faded, the specifics of the nightmares slipped away. 

I squinted up at blinding white LED lights. The intensity of the light gave me an immediate headache, their brightness blurring my vision with stars.

I closed my eyes and breathed heavily, trying to focus on my body. A quick self-analysis told me everything seemed all right. I could feel all my limbs. I was massively dehydrated, with cracked lips and a leathery tongue, but I was alive. 

A beep brought my attention to the right, where an IV machine did its thing, the drip-bag stuck into my arm. My eyes widened as I wondered where I was and what had happened.

“The infirmary,” a soothing, deep voice said to my left. I craned my neck and caught Dax giving me a small smile from a hospital bed next to me. “Again.”

“Ugh.” 

“Are you all right?”

My forehead creased when I rubbed my temples. “This headache is brutal. I’ll be okay. How about you?”

“Sunder took too much from you,” he said, ignoring my question.

“Took too . . .” I trailed off, vague memories cascading like a waterfall: shadowwalking through portals with Sunny; fighting demonic bastards; Vivi getting taken from us; the heady, lustful sensation of Sunny feeding on me like I was his toy. “So those demons were real? I had hoped they were nightmares.”

“Unfortunately not.”

We let a peaceful silence fall over the room, which was only big enough for our two gurneys and perhaps a couple visitors. It was the first moment of quiet I could remember in at least twenty-four hours. “What a doozy of a day,” I mumbled to myself.

“Do you remember when you first came here? To the infirmary?”

I snorted, which hurt my sinuses. I promised not to do it again. “How could I forget? Genevieve had just handed me my ass.” 

“After you stood up for your friend.”

My lips folded, tongue pressed against my bottom teeth. “Yeah, well, how valiant of me to get fucked up in the name of loyalty.” 

“It is valiant, Coralia. I’ll never forget you doing that. I doubt Charli Fairfax will either.” 

“It was nothing. I was probably just trying to make a name for myself.”

I could feel Dax’s eyes boring into me as I stared up at the bright ceiling. “You don’t actually believe that.” 

No, I didn’t. What did it matter? What was he getting at?

Before I could ask, Dax said, “Donovenn was right, Coralia. There’s something special about you. Don’t tell Sunny, but I think it’s a specialness even your sister didn’t have.”

“Doesn’t have,” I snapped. 

“Pardon?”

“She’s not dead, Dax. Don’t speak about her in the past tense.” 

“My apologies.” He turned his head to stare at the ceiling.  

I had only snapped because his compliments made me uncomfortable. I wasn’t good at taking them. The silence that lingered this time was less companionable, begging to be filled. 

“Venn.” I groaned, recalling the event leading up to the debacle at Asberald City—the torrid lovemaking in the forest. “He said that about me?”

“It was why he was the most enthusiastic about finding you and, erm, bringing you in.”

“You mean kidnapping me from my home.”

“Yes.”

I smiled wistfully. It was a nice thought, imagining Venn cared for me more than just being a good lay. 

Dax continued. “I believe Donovenn is smitten with you. Actually, I know he is, because I can smell him on you.”

My eyes bulged. “Y-You—what?”

“It’s not any business of mine. I won’t be telling anyone. Namely Sunny. He is a possessive, angry one.” He winked. “Panther shifters have an excellent sense of smell.”

Spirits finger me—he can smell the sex on me? Is that possible after all I’ve been through since the forest? “Why are you telling me all this, Dax?”

“I’m not sure. Perhaps so you don’t sink into a depression. I know you blame yourself for Genevieve’s disappearance, when it was not your fault. If anything, Sunny shoulders the burden the most.”

Well, he was right about me blaming myself. How could I not, after I’d basically taken Sunny’s side—the man who had been freaking strangling the girl when I walked in on them—and forced Vivi to show us where she had followed Myria?

My sister’s disappearance had trumped all reason. I’d seen an opening into possibly locating her and had taken it, despite Genevieve being the rare victim in that situation. Subconsciously, it probably hadn’t helped that I disliked her, also. That had made my decision easy. 

Yet Dax had the audacity to call me valiant. If only he’d known the truth of what I’d done. What I’d partaken in.

He said something in a low voice but I was too lost in my thoughts to hear him. The words, however, filled me with a cozy vibe. “What was that?” I asked, jerking my head.

“Nothing.”

“Say it. Please.” 

Dax sighed. He wouldn’t look at me. “Perhaps your wellbeing isn’t why I’m telling you all this. Perhaps I’m telling you for a selfish reason, not a selfless one: Because I’m smitten with you too.”

My heart fluttered, the gooey feeling spreading. “You are?” 

A curt nod. “I believe I have been ever since watching you stand up to Genevieve when you were still a fresh Ghost.”

I narrowed my eyes on Dax, studying his onyx skin while he stared away from me in apparent shame. He had such a beautiful complexion and such an interesting way about him. A formal, respectful man who refused to call anyone by their nicknames—even his brothers, referring to them as Donovenn and Sunder. 

There was a hint of sadness in his eyes he hid better than the others. He almost seemed sociopathic at times, able to keep his emotions behind a steel wall. Yet I had caught the shame that crinkled his eyes on a few occasions. If you studied him hard enough, you could find it there, just under the surface. 

He was a man fraught with mystery. An enigma.

I felt like I knew less about Dax than anyone in Hudson’s Glove, save perhaps Quentin, who no one really liked to talk about. 

I knew Venn’s sad back story, where he’d essentially been exiled from the Unseelie Court and disowned from his family. I knew about Sunny’s love for my sister and the pain he’d felt at seeing me come to replace her.

I didn’t know shit about Dax Kilmeade. Until a few hours ago, I hadn’t even known what type of supernatural being he was!  

His enigmatic personality wasn’t because I had interacted with him the least. I was a good read of character and knew that even if I’d spent all the time in the world with Dax, if he didn’t want to unveil himself, he wouldn’t. It was as simple as that. He had no problem keeping secrets and thoughts on lockdown.

“Can you stop staring at me?” he asked suddenly. “I’m not used to feeling this way.”

I nearly laughed. “What way?”

“Nervous.”

At that, I did let out a short bark of surprise. I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it, not sure if I could find the words. Not sure if I could explain what had just passed through my mind, because it baffled me. 

I think I’m smitten with you too, Dax. I think, in some weird way, I’m smitten with all you guys. 

The idea hit me like a bulldozer. I couldn’t imagine trying to be with all three of them. I wasn’t sure of the decorum. In my world, polyamory was looked down upon by the mainstream. It was unconventional at best, deceitful at worst.  

How the hell did this happen? I get stuck with three strange, painfully attractive men who are nothing alike, and then fall for all of them for different reasons. 

I love Venn’s infectious spirit. His positivity. His smile. His perseverance and optimism in spite of being from a race of people who are almost universally hated. He works to fight stereotypes, which is admirable. 

I love the solidness of Dax. He rescued me against the demons, literally appearing out of nowhere. He helped me after my first bout with Genevieve. I have no doubt he would do it all again in a heartbeat. Dax is someone I can feel safe with, at all times, just by his cool nature and stoicism. 

And Sunny . . . fuck, don’t even get me started on him. He’s the guy I love to hate and hate to love. Such a contrast between the almost vulnerable vampire in the initiation cell—the tortured soul—and the angry, aggressive man who holds loyalty and remembrance in the highest regard. Thoughts about my sister still make him just as pissed as they did months ago when she first went missing. If I could make him care for me like that, Sunny Conway is a man I’d love to have in my corner.

If I was ever going to bring up my feelings to the three of them—which I highly doubted at the moment, because I was definitely not there yet—how could I possibly broach the subject? 

I mean, I’ve had sex with Venn already. Does that mean he gets to “claim” me? Is that how things work with supernatural people? Or can I reach over, run my hand across Dax’s cheek to soothe his worries, and not be thought of like a disloyal slut?

Before I could gather the courage to do or say anything, the door to the room opened.

I felt like we were both thankful for the intrusion.

A bearded, salty-haired, slightly overweight doctor in a white coat walked in. He looked like any normal doctor I’d see in my hometown, complete with a stethoscope slung over his neck—definitely not of the supernatural variety who worked on paranormal patients. 

“Thought I heard laughing in here,” he said, voice deep. “That’s good.” He took one look at both of us, and when his eyes fell on me his brow pulled inward. “Ah, Miss Hargrave. How delightful of you to make your return to us.”

I frowned. 

He paused a beat, then chuckled. “That was a joke. We hope that once we see patients, we never see them again.”

“Ah. Sorry.” I gave him an awkward smile. The doctor sounded affable, but somehow he made me feel guilty for getting hurt, which was kind of shitty.

“I’m Dr. Merryman. You probably don’t remember me. You were a bit loopy last time.”

Dr. Feelgood, again with the condescension.

“You have a visitor,” he continued, and my heart instinctively tightened. “But first, let’s check up on you two.” The doctor walked over to Dax’s gurney, picked up a clipboard attached, flipped through some papers with “hmms” and “ahhs,” and then nodded. “You’ll need a bit more time here, Mr. Kilmeade. Your vitals still aren’t where we need them to be.”

“He’ll live though?” I blurted.

Merryman smiled. “Oh, don’t be silly. Of course he will.”

“I only ask because he was banged up pretty hard,” I explained, growing a bit tired of Dr. Merryman. It was hard to explain my gripe with the guy.  

“Shifters have a miraculous capacity to heal. Mr. Kilmeade won’t require a blood transfusion or surgery or anything of the sort. Just another day or two of rest.”

“Okay.” 

With that, the doctor patted Dax on the shoulder and walked over to my gurney. He checked my IV and took a look at my clipboard. “You, on the other hand, were given a blood transfusion to get you back up to speed. You’ll be fine too, Miss Hargrave. In fact, you already are.”

“I am?”

He nodded. “You’re discharged.” 

“Really?”

His nod slowed. “We need to make room for a new arrival. Poor guy was walking through the park when a ball blasted out of a tree’s shadow and smacked him right in the face. Broke his nose. Can you believe that?”

I gave him another disjointed smile. “Uh, Shadowball, am I right?”

“Quite.” He patted me on the shoulder and headed for the door. “Oh, right,” he said once there. “Your visitor.”

Dr. Merryman exited and I heard sniffles on the other side. Orange shocks of hair were the first thing I saw, followed by Charli’s tear-glistened, freckled face. “Cor Cor!” 

My eyes welled at the sight of my lovable friend. It felt like I hadn’t seen her in months, even though it had been less than twenty-four hours. Bruce Kittenson, who she wore like a tiny, furry backpack, poked his head over her shoulder and meowed at me. 

Charli ran over, arms out, ready for a huge hug. As she reached me, she paused, confusion screwing up her face. “Um, is it okay? I don’t want to hurt you.”

I put my arms out and smiled. As the un-huggable type, I would have never expected this to become who I was: a person who wanted nothing more than to feel Charli’s skinny arms give me a monstrous squeeze. 

She squealed and jumped into my embrace. “I missed you so much,” she sniffled. “So did Brucey.” 

We stayed like that for a good five minutes, slowly rocking side to side, the hug causing more harm than Sunny’s feeding frenzy, probably, with how hard she latched onto me. 

“Doctor said I’m good to go,” I said after I was finally forced to break the hug.

“Okay, great! Let’s roll.”

“Wait,” I said, finding Dax over her shoulder. He was staring up at the ceiling, but he turned at the same time and we locked eyes. I noticed the slight arch of his eyebrows, the slight sadness on his face. “I want to stay,” I said. “To keep Dax company.” 

His brow furrowed. “Nonsense, Coralia. You’ll sleep better in your own bed. Don’t worry about me.” He winced ever so slightly when he tried to sit up. 

“Nah, fuck that. We’re a team, right?”

His blink was vacant. Faraway. Then understanding dawned inside those dark orbs and a small smile came to his lips. He looked proud. “Yes, Coralia. We’re a team.”  
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Venn

IT TOOK ME ALL DAY to muster the courage to confront Headmaster Cane. 

Following the unbelievable romp in the woods with Coralia, my feelings for her grew to new heights. I hadn’t heard from her since the night before, which was not a good sign. I also hadn’t heard from my Glovemates, which left me plenty of time to think . . . and wallow. 

I had an idea how Coralia would react when I eventually told her the truth about me. She was a spitfire.

I needed her to forgive me.

Finally, I couldn’t ride my anxiety any longer. I burst into Fort Nocturnus as the sun was beginning to set. An orange haze spread through the first level of the ancient castle from the stained-glass windows. 

I made my way down the red-carpeted hallways, up a flight of stairs, and came to his primary office chambers. A guard outside glanced at me suspiciously as I approached. “I have business with the headmaster,” I said, lifting my chin high. 

The tall man, clad in the black leather armor of the Academy, turned his masked face to regard me. “He’s been expecting you.”

I suppressed a shiver and blew past him. 

The headmaster was stooped over his desk, writing something on parchment. The ink and quill he used made it seem important. Without looking up, he said, “Donovenn Gable.” 

“The guard says you’ve been expecting me, sir. Why?”

He said nothing for a moment, the soft scratching of his writing taking up all the air in the room. When he put his quill down and stared at me with his sunken, beady eyes, I couldn’t read his face through his grandfatherly beard. “It’s not a matter of ‘why,’ son. You spy for me, I spy for everyone. It’s in the Academy’s best interest.” 

The shiver I’d been keeping at bay rushed through me at his nonchalant admission. If he’s been spying on me, does he know about my woodland excursion with Coralia? I had to assume he did, even though I didn’t see how that was possible. I would have picked up on anyone watching us.

I blinked away the doubt—the pull inside urging me to flee. Steeling myself, my hands curled into fists at my sides. “With all due respect, Headmaster Cane, I won’t go through with it.”

“Through with what?” He raked a hand through his beard, interest gleaming in his eyes. 

“I won’t kill Coralia.” 

“Kill her—”

“I know it’s coming,” I blurted, cutting him off to roll into a spiel. “Shadowblade Academy trains assassins. Final assignments are exterminations used to prove our loyalty. That’s how it always is. After spying on someone, it only makes sense an extermination will be my final assignment as a Phantom. And who else but—”

He raised a bony hand, which caused my babbling to abruptly stop. My heartbeat rushed in my ears. 

“I can tell you’ve gone to painful lengths to prepare yourself for this, Donovenn. So I ask: What sort of operation do you think I’m running here?”

“Death squads, Headmaster!” 

His frown was pronounced beneath his beard. “Death squads. And who do we kill?”

I hesitated. “Those who deserve it?” Or those you deem necessary to take out, anyway.

“Quite right. And does Coralia Hargrave deserve it?”

“No.” My voice was emphatic. 

He lowered his chin. “Then why on earth would I want you to kill her, son?”

My mouth opened but no sound came out. Shock reeled me. “Huh?” was all I could come up with, utterly confused. 

“I said, why on earth would I want you to assassinate Coralia Hargrave?”

“Well, I assumed, for my final Phantom test—”

“No. Wrist Hudson has already been designated his Glove’s final test. It seems recent events have forced our hand early this year. It’s unorthodox to place the final so close to the midterm, but it can’t be helped. He will apprise his team shortly of the mission, I’m sure. Including you.”

I didn’t know what to say. I was rattled. “So I don’t have to kill Coralia?”

“Did you hear anything I just said?”

“Yes sir.” 

“Good. For now, you will continue watching her.”

“Why?”

He threaded his fingers together on the desk. “Because Coralia is more determined to find her sister than anyone else at this academy. And you are the most agreeable of Hudson’s Glove, of which Myria was a part. If Coralia finds her sister, then through you, so will I. Does that make things a little clearer?”

It did. My mouth popped open and it took a moment for me to clam it shut. All semester I’d been wanting to know why Coralia interested Headmaster Cane so much. 

It was because he wanted to find Myria Hargrave just as badly as Coralia did, apparently. Does that mean Myria has a greater purpose to the Academy than I thought? Why is Alaric so determined to find her? And how the hell am I the key to bringing this together?

I supposed I wasn’t. I was simply the tether that connected Coralia to the Academy and Headmaster Cane. Alaric needed to employ someone she could trust, and I was easy to talk to. 

I felt used, and a bit betrayed on Coralia’s behalf.

How can I feel that way though? I knew all along that what I was doing was wrong and deceitful. 

It likely hurt so strongly because Alaric had finally put it into words. He had laid it all out—or as much as he was willing to say. Which made me believe I was nearing the end of my deceptive little mission, or else he wouldn’t have given me the cookie crumbs to follow.

“Now then, you’ve already dropped the ball by working yourself up over all this,” the headmaster said. 

My brow flattened. “What do you mean, sir?”

“Coralia managed to sneak off campus.” He waved a hand at my baffled expression. “Don’t worry, she won’t get in trouble. But she is in the infirmary. So is Dax Kilmeade.”

“W-What?”

He gave me a solemn nod. “They will both be fine. However, I suggest you head down there.”

“Yes. Right away, sir.” I wheeled toward the door.

“Hold on, Donovenn.”

Hand reaching for the knob, I tossed a look over my shoulder. “Yes, Headmaster?”

“While I have you, I’d like to know what you’ve learned about Coralia Hargrave up until this point. Report, Phantom.”

You mean what can you use against her?

No, I couldn’t think like that now. Not if Alaric was truly only concerned with Myria’s wellbeing. 

Fair thoughts of Coralia sprouted up inside me: her throaty laugh, her narrowed gaze, her red-streaked hair. The undying loyalty she showed. Her bountiful curves and supple flesh when my fingers embedded in her body. The vanilla cloud of her scent that drove me into a frenzy when I inhaled her essence, just before sheathing myself inside her. 

I drew a sharp breath, looking up from the ground to blink at the headmaster, dazed. “Where to start, sir?”

* * *
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A NURSE AT THE INFIRMARY directed me to one of the back rooms, where I could hear familiar voices rising, unsettling my nerves. 

I let myself into the room and immediately spied Coralia, no pun intended. Her eyes met mine and her face lit up. My stomach did a cartwheel, agony pumping through my veins. 

“Venn!” she exclaimed, rising from her hospital bed. Before I could think of anything to say, she was hurrying over to me and wrapping me in a hug. “I’ve missed you.”

Her purring voice made the hairs on the back of my neck stand as she nestled her face in the crook of my shoulder. I put my arms around her, embracing her tightly, knowing it might be the last time I could do such a thing before I spilled all my secrets. “I wish I’d known you’d left.”

“It happened so fast. I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to tell you.”

“What happened?”

“It’s a long story.” 

I took her to arm’s length and studied her beautiful features, every inch and plane of her smooth face. Before I could let the doubt and fear swallow me whole, I said, “Coralia, can we talk . . . in private?” 

Confusion knitted her brow. “Of course.” 

As she made her way to the hallway outside, I looked down at Dax, on the gurney in front of me. “Are you okay, brother?”

“Never better, Donovenn.” 

I glanced up at Charli, sitting on the edge of the bed across the way. She gave me a tiny wave and I smiled at her with a nod. 

Outside the room, it took all the willpower I had not to fidget. 

Coralia started, eyes narrowing with a mischievous smirk. “Are you trying to find a janitor’s closet to take me to, Venn, so you can have your way with me agai—”

“Coralia, there’s something I have to tell you.” Believe me, I want nothing more than to do just that, hun. 

At the sound of my stern voice, she paused, the devious playfulness fleeing her face. “Oh. What’s up?”

Anxiety made me sick to my stomach, bile rising up my throat. Moment of truth. “I . . . I don’t know how to say this.”

“Say what, Venn?” She took a step back, brow arching with concern. 

“I haven’t been entirely truthful with you, hun.”

Her head slanted. 

My words vomited out, hands circling in the air like a crazy person. “I—we—the thing we have. Believe me, I love it. I want nothing more than to continue it because it’s the best thing I’ve ever had, and—”

“Venn. Venn. Slow down. You’re not making any sense.” She put a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Take a deep breath.”

I did. It was a good thing, too, because I would have hyperventilated had I not taken her suggestion. Bracing myself, I let it all fly. “I was commissioned as a spy before meeting you, love. By Headmaster Cane.”

“A spy? What do you . . .”

“He ordered me to get close to you. To learn about you. At first, I wasn’t sure why. I wanted to tell you all this time, but then we . . . you know. And it was so fantastic.”

The confusion plastering her face morphed into hurt, her bottom lip trembling. It broke my heart seeing her face fall like that. She took a step back. “You . . . were spying on me?”

I put my hands up in surrender. “At the start! Then I realized how much I truly cared for you. Believe me, Cor, we might have started under false pretenses, but everything that happened in the woods . . . that was all real.”

“Was it, Venn?” Her voice came out vicious. Lips firming into a line, her face contorted angrily. “You’ve got to be kidding me. All this time—all the late night Alchemy study sessions? The meals in the mess hall? Getting to know one another? It was all a lie?”

I gulped. My eyes burned. “It wasn’t all a lie, Coralia. I truly do love you.”

“Don’t.” She sliced a hand through the air. “Don’t say that word to me.” She wrapped her arms around her chest, squeezing hard like she wanted to escape. “Just what was that slick son of a bitch wanting you to find out about me, hmm?”

“The headmaster wants to find your sister. Like you.”

Her upper lip peeled back on a snarl. “I don’t believe you. If he wanted to find Myria, he would have by now. What else?”

I looked away, unable to watch the fury on her beautiful face, for fear I’d never get it out of my mind. “He—I thought he was going to ask me to do something else. But I refused. I told him I wouldn’t.”

“What did you think he—” She cut herself off, eyes widening. It was like all the puzzle pieces fell together in that moment, clicking into place. “Holy shit. He was going to order you to kill me!”

Passing nurses and patients in the hallway glanced at us, eyebrows raised. 

I leaned forward, trying to quiet her rage and reach out to her. “No! He told me that was never part of the plan.”

She flinched back, only tormenting me even more. “Bullshit! I can’t believe this.” She put a hand to her forehead, reeling. “I can’t believe you. All this time, I thought I was falling for an honest, kind man. The first one I’d met here. And it was all a lie.”

“It wasn’t a lie, Cor—”

“Shut up. No. I can’t listen to your voice anymore, Venn. I can’t stand to look at you right now.” With that, she turned to the side, striking a dismissive pose. 

My adrenaline began to settle as the truth of the matter washed over me. I knew this was the end, and there was nothing I could do about it. I had said my piece. Now I needed to leave Coralia alone, as painfully difficult as that would be. She needed to come to her own conclusions. I couldn’t stand in the way of that.

Nodding glumly, my shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, Coralia. Truly, I am.” With that, I turned to leave. 

A few steps down the hall, a voice stopped me short. 

“Just where do you think you’re going?”

My gaze lifted from the linoleum tiles to the bearded face of Jace Hudson. Sunny stood over his shoulder. “Wrist Hudson,” I droned. “Can it wait? I can’t—”

“No, it can’t wait. Not while I have all of you together. I have an important announcement for the Glove, Venn, so get your ass back in that room.”
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Coralia

I COULDN’T BELIEVE I had been duped by Venn Gable. That I’d trusted him so fully. That I’d let him fuck me! The thought disgusted me now, after what he’d just told me. 

And yet, a traitorous part of me still wanted to feel his touch. My body yearned to feel his hands on me, exploring my skin while his lips smashed against mine. 

I needed time to think. Alone. 

I had to stuff down my thoughts for another time, because Jace Hudson entered the room with Sunny’s tall form behind him, and the two of them stole my attention. When Venn slunk in behind the two of them—making the room extremely crowded—I seethed and shot him an evil glare. 

He looked dejected, unable to meet my wrathful eyes. It pulled at my heartstrings to see him so downcast, after I’d known the man to be such an upbeat presence. 

He brought it on himself, dammit. 

“I’m glad to see you’re all alive and well,” Jace said from the front of the room. His frown wasn’t aimed at me, and I turned to see Charli shrinking in the background. “Miss Fairfax,” the professor said, “if you would be so kind as to give us a moment alone.”

“Oh, no prob,” she squeaked, and rose to her feet with Brucey perched on her shoulder. 

“I’ll go with her,” I said, standing. It would give me time to—

I ran into Jace’s outstretched arm, barring me from leaving. “No, Miss Hargrave. You stay.” He nudged his chin to where I’d just been sitting.

“Why? This sounds like Glove business.”

“It is.” 

“Well, I’m not part of the Glove.”

“Even so. You’ve been a part of the goings-on of late. Too much so, I might add. Take a seat.”

Grumbling to myself, I gave Charli a helpless smile as she left the room. She took up so little physical space that her absence didn’t do much to alleviate the cramped, stuffy feeling of the infirmary room. There was too much man surrounding me: Dax reclined on the bed, quiet as usual; Sunny standing next to Jace with a surly expression, like he was co-captain; Venn in the corner, clearly wanting to be there even less than me. 

“Sunny has debriefed me regarding Asberald City. While I’m disappointed the three of you went there alone, unprepared, it didn’t come without its benefits.”

“Are you thanking us or reprimanding us?” I blurted. My temper was still hot.  

“Both.” 

I fumed. “When you say the three of us, are you talking about Genevieve? Or Dax?”

“Dax was supposed to be there. You and Sunny weren’t. I’m talking about Miss Jade.”

“Who is now missing.”

“Who is now missing,” he echoed. “Can I speak, Miss Hargrave? Or would you like to continue interrupting me?”

I shut down and wilted from his stern glare. Professor Hudson wasn’t one to be trifled with, and his huge presence scared me. He wasn’t Venn—I couldn’t blow up on him or take my anger out on the professor. “S-Sorry.”

He grunted. “After speaking with Headmaster Cane and making him understand the gravity of the situation, he agreed with me. My Glove’s final assignment has been designated.” 

Venn cut in. “So soon, sir? Midterms just happened.”

“I know. Unfortunately, this is an assignment where time is of the essence. It cannot wait.” His eyes lingered over to Dax’s prone form and gave the wounded shifter a lopsided smile. “I want to congratulate you on a job well done, Dax. You’ve served the Academy well.”

“Serving the Academy is my job, sir.” 

Of course Dax would say something like that. I rolled my eyes, creases scrunching my forehead. “What’s he talking about, Dax?”

“When I tackled the demon in front of you, I embedded a magical tracking device in his hide,” he explained. 

“We’ve been able to trail the demon’s trajectory through the Shadow Plane,” Jace added. 

Spirits hang me on a clothesline, I thought, anger throbbing in my veins. Even Dax saving me came with an ulterior motive?

“Don’t look so disheartened, Miss Hargrave. We believe the demons will lead us to Genevieve’s location. And perhaps even your sister.”

My ears perked up. “R-Really? You think they’re alive?”

“We don’t know. Which is why this mission is a timely one. If you succeed, however, you’ll excel to the Phantom class.” 

I didn’t give a shit about that. 

“Hold on,” Sunny said in his deep, rich voice. He pushed off from the wall. “She’s coming with us? That’s a bad idea, Jace.”

“It’s not my idea,” the Wrist replied. 

I leered at Sunny. “Why is it a bad idea?”

“No offense, princess, but you’re a liability.” His arms crossed over his burly chest. 

Ah, so he has just been putting up with me because he had to. Now the truth comes out. The rage knotted in my stomach was threatening to explode into a full-blown meltdown. These sons of bitches! All three of them! Just when I’d started falling for them!

“During the attack, you froze,” Sunny said. 

He wasn’t wrong. “I recovered.”

“Still. Genevieve, Dax, and I had to take time to make sure you were all right. To protect you.”

“Are you saying that’s the reason Vivi was taken? Because you were distracted trying to protect me?”

He gave me a half-lidded, bored stare. “No.”

“I think you are,” I challenged. And do you want to tell your precious Wrist why you were distracted by me? Could it be because you have feelings for me? Urges? Like when you happily fed on me like a leech? 

Sunny didn’t take the bait. He turned to Jace. “She’s not ready. That’s all I’m saying.”

I jolted up from my seat. “I was startled, sir. I apologize for it, but it won’t happen again. If this group is doing something involving my sister’s disappearance, I have a right to join them.” 

“Coralia also drew a massive shadow manipulation around one of the demons,” Dax said, surprising me by coming to my defense. “Though it didn’t hold him for long, it gave me enough time to regroup after I’d taken this wound.”

At least there’s one admirable man in this fucking room . . . when he feels like it. 

“I agree with Dax,” Venn piped up. “I think Coralia will do great. She’s ready.”

I couldn’t look at him. Though I appreciated Venn getting my back, his words in the hallway were still too fresh. 

Jace gave us all an annoyed stare, taking a look at us from one to the next. In a dry voice, he said, “I’m loving this Fellowship of the Ring situation. Truly. But my job isn’t to herd kittens. My job is to relay your orders. Coralia will join the mission because Headmaster Cane believes she is integral to finding Myria Hargrave. If she is still alive.”

Pride swelled inside me. “Thank you, Wrist.”

“I’m not your Wrist,” he snapped. “Like you said, you’re not part of my Glove. You’ve rooted yourself to my troop, so it can’t be helped. I’m not doing this because I do or don’t trust your instincts and drive, Miss Hargrave. I’m doing this because I was ordered to.”

Well, at least Jace didn’t mince words. Though they hurt, it was nice to hear an honest statement from someone—a statement I didn’t need to read between the lines to understand. “That’s good enough for me,” I said. “What’s the mission?”

“Our locator has tracked the demon deep into the heart of Asberald City. So far, we’ve only skirted the fringes of the city, so we’re not positive as to the dangers that might lie ahead. We may call in an expert to help.” 

The professor pulled a rolled parchment from behind him and rolled it out on the empty gurney where I’d been resting. Sunny, Venn, and I huddled around it. The parchment was blank, its edges frayed, looking like an ancient scroll. Jace brushed his palm across the surface. In its wake, foggy blackness clouded the parchment like spilled ink. Buildings I recognized rested in the blackness. 

“This is a shadowmap,” he said, though Venn and Sunny didn’t seem shocked to see such a thing. “Combined with Venn’s fae mind-link, the shadowmap is how I will remain in contact with you throughout the engagement.” As his hand roamed over the black cloud, the dark blot shifted and moved with his fingers, until it showed other buildings from Asberald City. 

The shadowmap was like a crystal ball for shadowblades. 

Fucking wicked. 

Jace pointed down at a specific section of the map. Over his shoulder, he asked, “Dax, will you be ready in a few days?”

“Yes sir. I should be ready before then. My wound is nearly healed.”

“Good.”

“Ready for what?” I asked. 

Jace Hudson continued pointing at the map. “You will go to this facility, to where the demon fled. That is where the locator led us.” 

As he turned to me, his solemn expression cut through my entire being. “Your mission, Miss Hargrave, is to eradicate any demon in the facility, so they’re not able to proliferate outside Asberald City. Meanwhile, you will gather information on what’s inside the building. Rescue Genevieve if you can . . . your sister if she’s there . . .  and kill the rest.” He stood to his full height, folding his arms. “Keep the demonspawn contained.”
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Coralia

“I WISH I COULD JOIN you,” Charli said, a sad frown screwing up her face. “It’s so boring here sometimes. I feel like a sidekick. I want to go on adventures too!” 

She reminded me of Marlow. On the bed across from her, I strapped on my boots and chuckled. “Believe me, Char, I’d rather be the sidekick if it meant my sister was safe and not missing.” 

She let out a heavy sigh. “I know. I’m just being silly.” A languid purr brought my attention to her running her hand over Bruce’s arched back. “At least I have you, Brucey.”

I smiled. “You two seem to have been getting close. You’ve turned Brucey from a hardened killer into a mild, lazy housecat.” 

Her cheeks flushed. “Nuh uh! He just needed a reason to mellow out.”

I still didn’t know whether something more was going on between my freaking cat and my fox shifter bestie, but I never pried and I really didn’t want to know. It was so far out of my wheelhouse, it was practically another country. 

If Brucey was content here, I was happy. And Charli had proven to be a phenomenal friend. She helped me discover my spellweaving powers, train my shadowcasting, and, most recently, get over the heartbreak of Venn’s treachery.

It had been three days since we’d returned from Asberald City. The second half of the semester was in full bloom, with everyone back in class. While students studied, I prepared for a covert war. Hudson’s Glove had to put the Shadowball season on the backburner, though we were told we wouldn’t have to forfeit the season.

I looked forward to learning more about the sport once we all returned. I couldn’t bring myself to think about the alternative—if all of us didn’t return. 

It was clearly a dangerous mission we were going on.

Truth was, we couldn’t have continued Shadowball anyway, in our current state, because we were down a player.

Over the past three days, I couldn’t stop thinking about what abhorrent things those demon fuckers might have been doing to Genevieve Jade. Those bastards had looked like the personification of evil, spawned from Hell itself. The possibility she was already dead struck me the hardest, but I refused to say it out loud for fear of making it a reality. 

My thoughts kept spiraling: Why did they capture her? What do they want with her? What terrible things are they doing to her, if not killing her outright?  

It couldn’t have been a coincidence Myria and Vivi had both gone through that freaking portal. One had gone willingly, according to Vivi, while Vivi herself had been snatched right out from under us.

It shouldn’t have affected me as much as it did. I couldn’t help it. Sure, Vivi Jade was a bully of the worst sort—a master manipulator and a bitch—and we got along like oil and water. Yet no one deserved to get kidnapped by vicious, winged hellfolk. 

My empathy was on full display during those three days, as well as my sadness over Venn, and Charli helped me through all of it.

The first night I was filled with pure fury.

The second day, I mellowed out a little. My rage morphed into profound sadness. That night was the hardest, as I cried in Charli’s arms more than once.

Between those two days, it felt like I wanted to write a scathing Yelp review about Venn. Charli convinced me to sleep on it rather than do something I’d regret, so I did, and the next day, sure enough, I didn’t want to write the review anymore. I just wanted to disappear.

By the third day, I had to forget about Venn for the time being. Our group was scheduled to venture into Asberald City tomorrow and I needed to be mentally prepared. I couldn’t let petty squabbles and romances distract me, because in this case it could lead to disaster and death. 

I had to participate with Venn, just like I had to participate with Dax and Sunny. I would be a team player and do the best I could. 

Admittedly, after three days, I longed to see their faces. Even Venn’s. I thought my anger would have driven me for at least a week, but that wasn’t the case. Because the fact was, Venn had done some things right. 

First and foremost, he had told me about his mission—he could have kept it a secret forever. He then apologized profusely. He also said something smooth: that even if our relationship had been built on a lie, it had transformed into truth. Or something like that. He had told me that what we shared in the forest that fateful evening was real. It was true. 

I hoped he was right. Even after everything, I still felt like there was a part of him inside me I’d always hold onto. It was difficult to articulate—the concept that a sliver of Venn’s soul would always rest in my heart.

I stood up from the bed, stretching my arms above my head. After groaning, I said, “Take care of Brucey while I’m gone, Char?”

“Always, Cor Cor.” She continued to pet the purring kitty, whose eyes were tiny slivers of enjoyment. 

* * *
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I HURRIED DOWN THE hall toward the conference room of Fort Nocturnus. I was late. In my haste, I accidentally bumped into a woman in a gray cloak on the way, and yelled, “Sorry, I’m late!” as I breezed past her. 

I’d been coming to the castle entirely too much for my liking recently. Jace Hudson had required my presence this evening, because the “expert” he’d alluded to earlier was supposed to speak with us about our upcoming mission.

Inside, Sunny, Dax, and Venn sat around the long table. Professor Hudson paced in front of them, looking a bit nervous. Their heads all swung my way as I made my fashionably late entrance. 

“My bad,” I said, waving my hands. “I got caught up talking to my cat.” 

Jace frowned. “I only hope you’re not tardy for the mission tomorrow, Miss Hargrave.” 

“Of course not.” I scanned the room. “Though I don’t see any experts here, so I guess I’m not too late, am I?”

He scoffed at my testy remark.

Just as I sat down, the door opened and I twisted in my seat. In walked the same woman I had bumped shoulders with moments before. My cheeks flamed and I tried to make myself smaller. 

I got a better look at the new arrival now that she was standing before us. Her wraparound gray cloak was buttoned at the front, hiding her figure. Long, chocolate hair trailed over her shoulders. She was of medium height.

To me, the woman seemed unremarkable. Beautiful, sure, but unremarkable nonetheless. In fact, she reminded me a bit of . . . me. For all intents and purposes, she appeared to be human.

“Ah, Miss Rose,” Jace said, an endearing lilt to his voice. He bowed low, which made me lurch in my seat in confusion. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“It’s not a problem, Professor Hudson.” The woman spoke with measured calm. She unbuttoned the clasps of her cloak, revealing a tight black suit underneath that accentuated her curves, similar to the fae-tech gear of our dojo at Shadowblade. 

Jace swept his arm out. “Glove, may I introduce you to Dawn Rose. You may have heard of her.”

Everyone sat up straighter in their seats, eyes widening. 

Sunny, with his usual unimpressed tone, said, “Everyone’s heard of the Absolver.”

It was true. Even I had. I started fangirling, remembering when Charli had brought her up at the start of the semester. And back when Myria attended Briarwitch Academy, before joining the secretive cult here at Shadowblade, she used to rave on and on about Dawn Rose, who had only been a few years above her at school. Myria had admired her, and she was how I knew anything about the great Absolver. 

Dawn Rose was like the Luke Skywalker of the supernatural community. She had come out of nowhere, bursting onto the scene like a phoenix, and was considered the greatest weapon against the Turned scourge plaguing our world. The mindless Turned, which sounded like classic zombies to me, still haunted the world, but their numbers had been greatly diminished since Dawn had come along. 

Now she studied us, eyes roving from face to face. When they landed on mine, I shrank. With a smirk and a quizzical tilt to her head, she analyzed me. 

“S-Sorry for running into you in the hallway,” I squeaked, feeling smaller than I ever had before. 

“It’s not a problem.” To Jace, she said, “This is the team?”

“It is, Miss Rose.”

“And how many demonspawn are you dealing with?”

“At least three.” 

She took on a pensive expression, eyes narrowing. “I take it you all can fight like bats out of hell, if you’re attending Shadowblade Academy. One of my mates is an alumnus, and if you’re anything like him . . .”

As she trailed off, Sunny spoke up again. “Yes, ma’am, Ezekiel Caffrey is just as much of a legend here as you are.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “I take it you consider yourself the leader of this group?”

Sunny was taken aback. “Huh?”

Dawn shrugged. “Well, you keep speaking up for everyone, so I just assumed.”

“Well, not exactly . . .”

I nearly burst out laughing when Sunny shrank in his seat, embarrassment clouding his face. Served him right to be put in his place like that. 

“Right. Let’s get on with it.” She moved to the table and took off her cloak completely. When she placed it on the table in front of us, it landed with a heavy, metallic clank. Something was wrapped inside the cloak, and it drew all of our eyes.

“I wish I could stay longer, or could help you with this mission, but I have pressing business of my own,” she said as she stepped away from the table. 

“It’s not a problem, Miss Rose,” Jace said. “This is a Shadowblade Academy matter. As you know, we take care of our own problems.” 

She nodded deeply. “And these monsters, they have taken two students?”

“At least.”

“One was my sister,” I said, not sure why I was speaking up. Dawn Rose emitted a sort of calmness about her that put me at ease, making it easy to talk to her despite her powerful presence. The unremarkable feeling I’d first gotten about her had immediately fled once she’d opened her mouth. 

I pointed down the table to Sunny. “And the other is his girlfriend.”

Sunny bared his teeth, cheeks reddening again. “She’s not my girlfriend, dammit.”

“Enough,” Jace boomed. He motioned politely to the Absolver. “Please, Miss Rose. Continue.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “We call these monsters Leatherwings, for lack of a better term. We are not sure where they come from, but they are entirely different than Turned. Where Turned are mindless and inept, Leatherwings are mindful and soulless. They’re both savage, though Leatherwings are clearly the more dangerous of the two.”

Dax said, “When you say ‘mindful,’ ma’am . . .”

“Contrary to popular belief, Turned are not undead. Their minds and bodies have simply been corrupted. That very fact is what enables me to worm my way into their being and clear the disease. To purge and heal them. 

“Leatherwings, however, are reanimated from the dead. As far as we understand, they have been brought back by some malignant power—a malignancy I am still trying to locate to this day—and made into powerful, winged creatures. I cannot Absolve them. Only a life-giving source, such as that of the dragoness leader Levia Sunfall, can revive them.

“Since Levia Sunfall is currently on her homeplane of Caan, we have had to eradicate the Leatherwings whenever they pop up. In fact, there is a theory that says the Leatherwings come from Caan and were brought here once the Planar Rift opened. I’m not sure that timeline adds up. Either way, I’m babbling. Killing them is a difficult thing to do.” 

When Dawn stopped talking, we were all on the edges of our seats. She certainly spoke as an expert on the subject—someone who had slogged through the shit and seen the other side. I didn’t know half of what she was talking about, yet I was astonished all the same.

My estimation of her went up tenfold. 

Her face seemed to fall a little when she spoke about her inability to heal the Leatherwings, and the need to kill them. 

This was a woman who preferred restitution rather than execution. It was why she was called the Absolver, I reckoned.

“To that end, I have brought you some gifts.” She meandered up to the table and opened up her cloak. A bevy of shining steel swords glinted underneath, lit up by the chandelier hanging over the table. “These swords are crafted from Oblyx Steel, a rare mineral found only on the dragon plane of Caan. Levia Sunfall gifted them to me. Typically, Oblyx is used to craft armor for dragonkind, and it’s also used as currency. We have made these Oblyx Sheets into weapons. 

“Their properties are highly efficient against Leatherwings. The demonspawn are practically invulnerable to fire and many other spells, so you might have to get in the trenches with them. Can you do that?”

We all nodded profusely, at a loss for words. 

“This gift is greatly appreciated,” Jace said, moving into my line of sight, “but my troop is not yet trained in fighting with weapons such as these.”

“Swords?”

Jace nodded.

Dawn furrowed her brow. “I don’t understand. You’re called shadowblades, Professor Hudson. I’ve seen Ezekiel use his slender steel better than any man in my life. It’s astounding what he can do with it.”

“Yes, well, these are cadets. Phantoms and Ghosts. Ezekiel Caffrey was an anomaly, as well as becoming a full-fledged shadowblade.”

“Perhaps this team is not suited to the task then?” Dawn asked, drawing a few gritted teeth and clamped jaws from those of us sitting at the table. 

“It is their assignment,” Jace said with a solemn nod. “The women missing are from their Glove. Their friends. Headmaster Cane has deemed it necessary.”

“Hm. Well. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

“We can do it,” Sunny growled. 

“We won’t fail the Academy,” Dax added, nodding in solidarity with the sullen vampire. 

“I’ve cooked up a batch of poisons that are sure to fuck these things up,” Venn said. 

Dawn turned to him and raised a brow. “Have you? I’d be interested to learn if your poisons have any effect on the corpse-like bodies of the Leatherwings. Please report to me your findings, Mister . . .”

“Gable, ma’am,” he said. “Donovenn Gable.”

A tight smile tugged her lips. “Ah. Gable. The Caffreys and Gables aren’t exactly—”

“I know, ma’am. Seelie and Unseelie. You know how it is.”

She chuckled. “Quite. All right, enough about all that. If I lend you these swords, will you use them?”

We all nodded decisively, determination on our faces. Hell, I had never used a sword in my life and I was practically itching to get one in my grasp. I just wished I had more time to prepare with one. I hoped combining the steel with my spells would be enough.

“Say what you will,” Jace said, pride gleaming on his face, “but my Glove’s resolve cannot be questioned.”

“Yes, you’re a steadfast bunch. That gives me confidence.” Dawn closed her eyes and seemed to get lost for a moment. “I wish I could stay and get to know each of you better, but alas, I must go. There’s an infliction near this Academy that needs to be put out.”

“Very well, Miss Rose. I appreciate you coming.” Jace bowed to the Absolver. “Headmaster Cane sends his regards.” 

“Of course, Professor Hudson. We are all united in this fight against evil.” With a flick of her wrist, she opened a portal. My eyes bulged, shocked it came so easy to her. The air rippled, tearing through on a jag, and turned into a murky doorway mingled with blue and purple. 

Before stepping through, Dawn took her cloak, plopping the swords on the table, and wrapped it around her person. She nodded to each of us then put a hand on my shoulder. “Keep an eye on this one, Professor.”

“Pardon?” Jace asked, head tilting.

My heart thumped. “Excuse me, ma’am?”

“What is your name, young lady?” she asked, staring down at me.

“Coralia Hargrave, ma’am.”

“Coralia Hargrave.” She rolled the words in her mouth then winked at me with a sly smile. “Yes, there’s something special about you. I can sense it. I daresay we’ll meet again, Miss Hargrave.” 

With that, Dawn Rose stepped through the portal and was gone. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 39


[image: image]


Coralia

I DID A LITTLE BIT of sparring with the guys that night to get a feel for the Oblyx swords. We practiced at the dojo, while Jace pored over his shadowmap, designing strategy. Unsurprisingly, the guys were better with the swords than I was.

“They’re perfectly balanced,” Sunny said, examining his glinting blade. “Expert craftsmanship. Whoever made these knew what they were doing.”

“Oh? And what makes you such an expert on swords, Sunny?” His constant sarcastic and snarky attitude made me respond in kind, even when he wasn’t being snarky.

He smirked at me, his typical arrogance showing on his smooth face. “I’ve been alive a lot longer than any of you. I’ve seen my fair share of hand-to-hand weapons.”

I rolled my eyes. “You make it sound like you were around in the Middle Ages.” 

He chuckled. Then his eyes flashed and he charged me, forcing me to shut up and raise my sword to defend. 

After Sunny worked me over a little, Dax reminded me I had my magic to draw on. “If you never get close enough to use the sword, all the better,” he said. “Try to use the concepts you’ve learned from Physical Intent.”

“Who taught me those concepts, again? Because I remember a certain shifter disappearing when he was supposed to tutor me . . .”

Sunny barked another laugh at my barb. I was feeling a bit snippy and antsy. 

Dax sighed. “I’ll never live it down, will I?”

“Nope,” I said with a smile. 

“She can hold a grudge better than her sister,” Sunny snorted. 

I stuck my tongue out at him. “That’s damn right. So you’d better not get on my bad side.” With that, I lunged at him and the clang of steel on steel rang out. It continued well into the night. 

Venn was the only one who stayed quiet during our practice session. As the most affable and talkative of the bunch, it was sad to see. He could hardly look at me, and spent most of his time squaring off with Dax. I knew our tiff still tormented him. 

I caught the fae peeking at me every once in a while, but as soon as I’d catch him, he’d turn away. 

Finally, toward the end of the night, when we were all sweaty and sore, he approached me. His measured, hesitant gait nearly made me balk, because I wasn’t used to the man pussyfooting around. It was like he was scared of my ire.

“I never wanted to get on your bad side, Coralia,” he said, alluding to my jab at Sunny from earlier in the evening. 

“I know, Venn.”

He ringed his hands nervously, eyes darting everywhere but me. His voice was tinged with sorrow as he said, “I just wanted to apologize again for—”

“I know. Venn, you don’t have to keep apologizing.”

His head perked up. “What will make you forgive me?”

I thought that over, cocking my head. “Time? Perhaps. We’ll just have to see. You betrayed my trust, Venn.”

His shoulders sank. “I know . . .”

“But you also told me about your spying. You could have kept it a secret. Why didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “I guess I couldn’t stand it anymore—the thought of being dishonest with you. Not after what we’d shared.”  

A warm flush came to my cheeks. “You meant it then? That what we did in the woods was . . . true?”

“Every word of it. Coralia, if I had to go back and do it all over, I would. If I never got the chance to get close to you, because I was never told to watch you, then I would gladly be a spy all over. If that makes sense.” 

It was endearing to hear, if not a little strange. I wondered if he had practiced that spiel in the mirror, or who had greenlit it. He’d rather be a spy and meet me, than not-a-spy and not meet me. Got it. 

I tried to keep my emotions at bay. Staring into his lilac face creased with worry wrinkles, I wanted to hug him. I wanted to press my cheek against his chest and feel his heartbeat against me, and taste his heady, thunderstorm scent.  

We had too much riding on the future though. Too much hung in the balance for me to let my emotions get in the way. The next couple days would decide a whole lot about my future at Shadowblade Academy. 

If I lived through them. 

I put a stern face. “We need to be ready for tomorrow, Venn. Let’s see how it plays out, and maybe we can circle back to this. Deal?”

His face flashed with the first hint of happiness I’d seen all night. With a tiny smile, he said, “Deal, hun.”

* * *
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I HARDLY GOT ANY SLEEP that night. Thoughts of Venn, Genevieve, and Myria ran wild in my head, living rent-free. I tossed and turned. 

By the time I finally felt like I was dozing off, a gray morning shone through my window. Charli was still asleep when I got up and strapped on my gear. I ate a quick, quiet breakfast alone, kissed Bruce Kittenson on the top of the head, and left my dorm. 

I made my way to the Gable Training Facility with my head down, venturing through a fogbank rolling through campus. 

Inside the dojo, Wrist Hudson was sipping a mug of coffee and talking with the other three Glovemates. Well, I supposed I wasn’t a “Glovemate,” because I wasn’t an official member of Hudson’s Glove . . . but for all intents and purposes, I was today. 

I approached them, wondering how the dudes always managed to get to our destination before me. They each wore the pricey fae-tech wetsuit-looking things from training. Jace told me to strap into one in the women’s locker room, and then he’d brief me. 

“I thought we aren’t allowed to leave this dojo with those things, because they’re so expensive.”

“We’re making an exception today, Miss Hargrave. We’re trying not to lose any more students.”

I nodded my understanding and went to the locker room. Facing my locker, I recalled how Vivi had bumped into me and talked shit about Charli’s figure when I’d first shown up here. How I had stood up to her. How Vivi had bullied us with her little posse. How the domino effect of our rivalry had begun, all starting with a little accident when my cat spilled some liquids on her in Alchemy class. 

And here I was now, risking my life to save her. 

What a crazy world we live in.

Once geared up, I stretched to loosen the fabric a bit. It felt like Kevlar and linen mixed, which was a crazy combo. I had a feeling I’d never get used to the oddity of the fae-tech garb. And gods did it cut tight around my figure. I frowned at myself in the mirror in the locker room, hoping that wearing the damn thing wouldn’t get one of the guys killed because they were busy staring at my ass instead of fighting.

I returned to the dojo and joined the foursome on the blue mat. Jace had his shadowmap, which was now blank, on a table in front of him. It was like a diabolical Etch-a-Sketch. Next to the table was the bulletin board where I’d spotted my name, way back when, as a potential Shadowball teammate. The board was wiped clean of any names and Shadowball fields, and replaced with a rough sketch of Asberald City.

A few points were circled in different colors. Two orange circles. Four red circles. Two purple circles. They lined the fringes of Asberald, staying out of the center. 

“Entry points,” Jace explained, running his fingers over the drawing. “Passages that should lead to the center facility, based on my shadowmap. You’ll be taking the map with you, which should act as a GPS of sorts.”

“I’m guessing the colors correspond with shadowgates?” Sunny asked.

“Sort of. You’ll have to craft your own path to shadowwalk, Sunny. The shade patches in this city aren’t familiar to you, so they’re basically useless. It wouldn’t do any good to show you which shadows to take to get to the center facility, because you aren’t familiar with their tethers. 

“These circles are blind zones—areas my shadowmap can’t see into, either because of obstructions, natural barriers, or fog. The two purple circles are the largest danger areas. The red ones and orange ones are smaller sections that should be avoided.”

“And we’re assuming the Leatherwings will be in the facility you speak of?” Dax asked. 

Jace gave him a curt nod. “Once you get there, you’ll wipe the slate clean on the shadowmap and trace it over the facility. It should pick up the interior of the building. From there, bring it back to me and I’ll study the map to see if we can figure out what the Leatherwings are up to.”

“You don’t think we’ll know what they’re doing right when we get in there?” I asked.

“Honestly, I have no idea what to expect. That’s why you guys have to be on high alert at all times. Dax will take the vanguard position, acting as scout. I’ve already set up a fae mind-link with Venn. He will liaise with me, and he’ll also act as secondary support on the right wing. Sunny will be the primary striker. Coralia, you’ll be left wing support and rover.” 

“Just like my sister during the Ghost final.”

“Yes. Keep your eyes on the guys at all times, if you can.”  

“Yes sir.”

Professor Hudson let out a sigh. For a moment, his stern expression softened as he studied me. “Coralia, you’ve been thrust into this position ahead of your time. You’re still a Ghost. While my Knuckles have experience doing this sort of thing, you’ll be flying by the seat of your pants.”

He didn’t need to say “just do your best” or anything like that. If I didn’t do my best, we’d all die. No big deal. “Is there a point to you saying that, Professor?” I asked, a roguish smirk close to my lips. 

Rather than get angry at my insolence, he smiled viciously. I had a feeling he appreciated my audacity and grit. The guys all bowed down to him because he was their Wrist and leader. But he wasn’t my Wrist. Not yet. I felt like it afforded me a little leeway to talk to him without mincing my words, similar to how he talked to others.

He said, “Just keep your head on a swivel. Don’t look back, always move forward. We don’t know how many of these bastards are going to be there.

“To all of you: If there are too many, and you feel another ambush coming on, flee. It’s better to live to fight another day than to go out swinging. Remember, this is supposed to be your final assignment. You aren’t even full-fledged shadowblades yet.”

“This will be another mark toward that endeavor though,” Dax said. 

“Quite right, Dax. Are there any questions?”

We all shook our heads. Our game faces were on. My Oblyx Steel sword was sheathed in a leather scabbard, which I strapped around my back for easy access. 

“All right,” Jace said. He opened a portal next to him, which would send us to the outskirts of Asberald City without us having to be secretive. This time, it was Academy-sanctioned. 

“Then let’s get you in and get you out,” he said. “Show these bastards what Hudson’s Glove can do. I would wish you luck in finding Genevieve, but I don’t want to jinx it.” His beard split on a wicked grin. “So . . . happy hunting.” 
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Coralia

MY HEART THUMPED IN my chest as I followed Sunny from a distance. He weaved through streets and tight alleyways, managing to stay in the shadows the whole time, where he was most comfortable. 

In the daylight hours, Asberald City was somehow even more bleak and dismal than during nighttime. There was a foreboding sense of despair and desolation in the air, which made the dystopian atmosphere of the city stark and noticeable.

The buildings were dilapidated, rusted, crumbling in on themselves. Vines, undergrowth, and moss grew on everything, with Mother Nature taking over the city in full force. The cement was cracked everywhere we stepped, weeds tumbling forth, sometimes in huge patches that stretched for blocks. 

It was almost unnatural, seeing a metropolis reduced to an abandoned shell of its former self. If I closed my eyes, I could have envisioned the streets bustling with businesspeople and morning joggers walking their dogs. I noticed the faded green logo of a Starbucks on one of the buildings. 

I couldn’t believe only a year or so had passed since Asberald had been completely deserted. The rate of decay seemed too fast, as if an unnatural rot suffocated the place. 

Because of the multistory buildings, which hemmed us in on both sides of the street and gave our trek a claustrophobic feel, the morning sun hardly hit our backs. Its breadth was light and patchy, dappling the shadows we walked across—shadows cast by buildings, telephone poles, hollowed light fixtures, and foliage.

We had a lot of room to work with, being shadowblades-in-training. 

For a fleeting moment, I wondered what would happen if none of us returned. If four students—three of whom were well-respected and somewhat renowned among the student body—just died on their final exam. 

There was no Better Business Bureau to report to; no wrongful death claims to file in a magical academy humans didn’t even know existed. Would there be a trial of some kind? A magical suit against Jace Hudson for leading us to our deaths? Would the Academy be sanctioned, and would they retaliate in full force? 

I supposed what I was really wondering, was, If this is such an important mission to Headmaster Cane and the donors of the school, why aren’t they sending more of us? We’re just four lowly cadets. I’ve heard the name Finley Winston whispered around campus. Why not send that person? 

With a sigh, I had to steel myself and get that line of thinking out of my head. We were sent here because Myria and Genevieve are our people. Whether we like it or not, this is our mission, and as Jace said, we take care of our own. 

I had to imagine, if we were somehow successful and everything went according to plan, that we’d be lauded for our loyalty, expertise, and skill. 

The alternative was bleak.

We just have to succeed. For the sake of everyone involved. That’s all there is to it.

Sunny rounded a street corner and I temporarily lost sight of him. My throat hitched and I scurried across an alley adjacent to where he’d gone, sticking to the left. For a minute, I felt completely alone, without eyes on any of my Glovemates. 

When I burst free from the mouth of the alley, I caught his cloak rippling in the wind out of my peripheral. His cloak had been turned inside out, showing matte black instead of its usual brilliant red, so he could remain stealthy.

I felt a heady sensation around me, like I was being watched, and the presence of my Glovemates gave me a warm, rich feeling. 

Venn was somewhere behind me, keeping contact with Jace Hudson and the rest of us through the fae mind-link. I had no idea how the ability worked—only that I’d felt a ping of something in my mind when he had first placed a palm on my forehead. 

Dax was far ahead of Sunny, out of sight, scouting for us. His voice seared into my mind: “Coming up on the first red circle. Avoiding down the eastern street.” A second later: “Wait, never mind, it’s a cul-de-sac. Going down the northeastern street. It’s a four-way crossing.”

I furrowed my brow and picked up my pace to try and get closer to Sunny. 

The deeper we carved into the city, the more the shadows seemed to coalesce. The darkness was spreading, sunlight overhead becoming more blocked. I had to squint to see Sunny in the distance, and for a moment I wished he’d been wearing his cloak red-side-out. 

A scuffling sound peaked in my brain. 

“Dax, what’s going on?” Sunny asked. 

I didn’t know how to talk through the mind-link, so I just listened. I thought I was gaining on Sunny, but then he put on a burst of speed and I had to sprint down an open street to catch up, which scared the shit out of me. My boots thudded and echoed hollowly across the walls of the buildings to my right and left. 

“Coralia, slow down,” Venn urged, having eyes on me from behind. “You’re moving too fast and reckless.”

“Shit,” Dax grunted. 

My head swam with voices, which disoriented me. I had to slow down, not because of Venn’s suggestion, but because I felt like I was getting vertigo from the conflicting, floating voices.

“What is it, Dax?” Sunny growled. “Report.”

“Scent. Rot and sewage. I missed it on my first pass because of the forest undergrowth and strong smell of oil.”

“Where is it coming from exactly, Dax—”

“Coralia! Alley. Three o’clock. Now!”

Venn’s voice pierced through stronger than the others. My heart soared to my throat and I glanced right and dove into the opening of an alley, landing on my hands and knees. I crawled to a nasty industrial dumpster and hid behind it, then peeked over.  

A second later, a whoosh caught my attention overhead. A Leatherwing flew lazily through the sky down the street I’d just been running across. 

It landed on the road and raised its blackened face, sniffing the air. Its massive wings snapped shut, folding across its back. The thing was huge, muscled, and grotesque. Its wings seemed to leak some sort of goo, and I’d never get used to its masculine, rotting presence. It trudged naked, black fur covering its leathery hide, with its junk out on full display—a sight that made me grimace in disgust. 

Adrenaline pumped through my veins.

It wasn’t moving. 

Then it turned toward the alley and its eyes flared red, cutting through the darkness. 

I inhaled sharply. 

For a moment I tried to stay stone-still, but the fear and adrenaline made me jittery. I stumbled back and stepped on something crackly. A piece of trash.  

“Fuck,” I breathed. 

The Leatherwing perked, spread its wings, and charged. I raised my hands to call upon a spell, terror clamping down on me. 

A growl cut through the street, reverberating off the walls. 

The Leatherwing squealed, its dichotomy of voices rasping high and low as it turned to the side. I didn’t have an angle to see what had happened—what had stolen its attention—so I scooted out from behind the dumpster.

Sunny squatted behind it, Oblyx sword buried in the demon’s thigh. He pulled back for another strike, trying to dislodge the weapon. 

The Leatherwing reeled and swatted at Sunny, backhanding him a few feet away. Sunny’s sword clanked to the ground.

The demon turned and trudged toward Sunny’s prone body, claws extended. 

A black blur streaked across the mouth of the alley. Dax tackled the beast going full speed, blowing the Leatherwing off its feet. 

Though much smaller than the monster, the panther shifter managed to stay on top of it thanks to his low center of gravity. He swiped a couple vicious paws at its face.

The Leatherwing hissed and put its arms up to defend.

Venn came careening out of nowhere just as I reached the mouth of the alley. 

Sunny staggered to his feet and joined Dax right as the Leatherwing managed to toss the panther off. Before the demon could sit up, Sunny hacked at it and struck it in the chest. 

The red eyes went wide. Wings unfurled and beat hard, billowing dust and grime off the ground as it tried to take flight.

I called on my powers and extended my arms out. Shadows leapt from the ground and curled around the demon’s wings, pinning them to its body.

Venn charged in behind Sunny, just as Dax took a chomp out of its shoulder on the other side.

The three of them were a straight-up mob, working in near-perfect cohesion. 

Venn’s Oblyx sword stabbed into the demon’s neck. A corrosive green hue that smelled like rotten eggs immediately started spreading across the demon’s neck, face, and collar. Its dark veins lit blue.  

The Leatherwing’s squealing turned into a gurgle as Venn’s poison seemed to wreak havoc through its system.

Pulling back on my shadow manipulation, my mouth fell open as I watched the monster writhe, bare its dripping teeth at Venn, Dax, and Sunny, in an angry display, and then slump sideways. 

It didn’t move. 

Panting, the Glovemates stepped aside from the beast. They watched for a moment to make sure the monster wasn’t going to get back up. 

The ghastly green hue spreading across its body stopped, which seemed to be a sign of the poison’s efficacy—that the monster was dead because its blood wasn’t pumping any longer.

“Holy shit,” I said in a hushed tone. “We did it. We killed one of them.”

“Poison worked like a charm,” Venn added, staring at his sword. “Better than I expected, actually. I’m gonna lather on some more of this shit real quick.”

Dax prowled around the corpse, his lean muscles rippling underneath his glossy-black fur coat.  

“Fuck yes,” Sunny growled, sheathing his sword. “They can be killed.” 

“Dawn said they were hard to kill, but not impossible,” I mentioned. 

“Teamwork is the key,” Venn said. 

He was right. We had worked like a well-oiled machine and snuffed the bastard out. Well, not completely well-oiled—it hadn’t gone exactly according to plan. But ugly or pretty, the end result was all that mattered.  

Sunny’s amber orbs locked on my face, glinting with dark excitement. “Let’s get these motherfuckers.”
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SUNNY STUDIED THE SHADOWMAP then glanced up at the building in front of us. We hid behind a mountain of debris, kneeling with our heads inching over the top of the gross pile.  

After killing the Leatherwing, we had followed Dax to a backpack he’d dropped so he could shift. He gripped the backpack in his jaws and disappeared into an alley. When he emerged, he was fully clothed, in his human form.

We had continued on for a few blocks, unmolested, until we came to the spot on the map that was marked as our destination. 

Sunny said, “That’s it,” with a thrust of his chin. 

It looked like any other building in the city: rusted, decrepit, and a sagging foundation. It definitely didn’t look special, and there weren’t any Leatherwings skulking around the place on guard duty.

“It’s two stories,” Dax whispered. “Maybe three.” 

Sunny grunted. 

“How do we play this?” Venn asked. 

“I say we stick together,” I blurted, my voice low. “Look what we did last time. It worked out.”

Sunny frowned. “Jace told us to use our bird formation—right, left, vanguard, rover.” 

“Jace isn’t here. We are.”

“She’s right,” Venn said. “We should do whatever feels right in the moment. And I’m in agreement: I’m not looking forward to walking into that place without knowing if you guys have my six.”

“We have your six, Venn,” Sunny answered back. Despite whatever had been said before, it was clear Sunny did consider himself the leader of the party. None of us were going to argue with him, not when we were riding high after our victory over the Leatherwing. 

We’d been talking strategy for close to ten minutes. “Every minute we waste is a minute we risk discovery,” I said. 

Sunny sighed. “Fine. We’ll do it your way, princess.” 

“Based on the map, there seems to be two entrances,” Dax said, running his finger over the surface of the parchment. “The one in front of us and a back entrance on the other side.” 

Sunny narrowed his eyes. “I say we go through the front. They won’t be expecting that.”

“Do we even know if anything is in there? It’s too quiet out here . . . I don’t like it.” Venn shuddered, flexing his muscles under his black fae armor. 

“Let’s grow a pair, guys,” I said, smirking as they all looked at me with varying degrees of amusement. “So to speak. Let’s do this.”

“Want to lead the way?” Sunny asked, the smirk still lingering at the corners of his lips. 

I shrank. “Um . . . not really.”

“That’s what I thought.” He gave himself a satisfied nod and I rolled my eyes. After stuffing the shadowmap in Dax’s backpack, he said, “I’ll take the lead, I guess.”

“You don’t sound like your usual cocky self,” Venn noted.

“Well, I’m hoping not to get blasted right as I step through that door. What if there’s a trap?”

“We’ll be right behind you, Sunder.” Dax’s words seemed to inspire the vampire to rise from his kneeling position. We all followed suit, hands on the hilts of our swords. 

“Remember your magic. Remember your training,” Dax said as we inched forward from the debris pile. He was pretty good at the pep talks, and I thought he’d make a great tutor in the future . . . if he actually showed up. “These monsters are savage but predictable. We are shadowblades. Unpredictability is in our nature.”

I smiled at that. None of us were shadowblades. We were freaking students, yet we were out here in the trenches on an assassination mission that seemed way too important to just be a usual, fly-by-night assignment. 

It felt like we were moving toward a discovery of some kind—one Headmaster Cane and the higher-ups at Shadowblade Academy desperately wanted to uncover. 

Our eyes darted left and right, across the street, everywhere someone might be hiding.

But hiding wasn’t the Leatherwings’ M.O. I had a feeling they would make themselves known soon enough. If they were inside the facility at all. 

“Stick to me like glue,” Sunny continued. “If we’re swarmed, we focus on one at a time. That’s how we’ll win—as a team, like Venn said.”

I appreciated that we were all in agreement. We had our gameplan, now we just needed to execute. 

We came to the door, which was a heavy iron affair with a bar over the middle. 

“Take the back entrance?” I asked, my voice barely audible in my own ears due to the blood rushing through them. 

“No,” Sunny whispered. He put his hands on the iron bar and flexed his muscles, baring his teeth. With some effort, he managed to lift the slab.

I found it interesting the place was barred from the outside rather than inside. “Wait.” 

Sunny wasn’t going to wait. The bar was already lifted and it looked heavy as fuck. 

“Why is it barred from the outside?” I asked. “That’s not a smart way to do things if you want to keep someone out, is it?”

Dax exhaled sharply. “Good point, Coralia.”

Venn said, “You bar something from the outside to keep something in.”

I gulped, the cold chill of fear racing across my spine.

Sunny ignored us, propped the bar up against the wall, and opened the door. 

Inside was black. A corridor of some kind. From the outside, the building had looked huge width-wise, like a warehouse. Stout rather than stacked. So the hallway wasn’t completely unexpected, though it frightened me nonetheless. 

The vampire took the lead, drawing his sword. Dax went second, I went third, and Venn took the rear. 

We moved at a snail’s pace. I couldn’t see shit. 

Ahead, murky light illuminated an opening. My stomach fluttered with anticipation and dread. Though I had nothing to base it on, I already didn’t like what we were going into. We were too blind. 

The second room was stacked with large steel boxes—the kind of shipping containers you’d find on a cargo ship. They gave us some good shadows to work with and some nice places to hide. 

I burrowed into a shadow to the left of Sunny. Dax moved to the right. Venn stayed directly behind the vampire, his envenomed blade drawn. 

“I smell them,” Dax whispered. 

The room opened up into an area that reminded me of a jail. We peeked out, not moving away from the hideaways created by the stacked shipping containers.  

The room was two levels, with a large open section at the base, in front of us, and a platform overhead circling the whole area. Stairs on the far end of the room led up to the encircling balcony. The platform’s latticed steelwork could be seen through from below by looking up through the honeycomb pattern.  

Dust rained down from above. The platform was trembling from movement. 

Ice lodged in my veins. Scanning left and right, I recognized that the room wasn’t like a prison . . . it was a prison. Or at least it used to be. That explains the iron bar on the outside of the door. I realized what had seemed off from the outside: the building’s lack of windows. 

Sectioned cell blocks made up the corners—four quadrants on the lower level, and, I suspected, four on the upper level. 

The rattle of the overhead platform continued.

“Sounds like they’re all upstairs,” Venn whispered.  

Just as we were about to emerge from the safety of the shipping containers, a sniffling cry erupted from above. At the same time, on the opposite end of the room, I spied the cloven hooves of a Leatherwing wobbling down the staircase, making its way to the first level.

It was at least fifty feet away. Once it got to ground level, it would have clear line-of-sight on us.

“Fuck, it’s gonna see us,” I said. And what the hell was that cry I heard? I tried to ignore it, focusing on the task at hand.

A strange noise emitted from Sunny, like teeth grinding together. I furrowed my brow. To my right, stretching and crackling sounds. I glanced over to find Dax shifting, his fae clothes in a pile on the ground.

Before I could open my mouth to ask what they were doing, Sunny surged ahead. He moved at lightning speed, trying to reach the staircase before the Leatherwing made it to the bottom.

We were all in.

Dax flew past Sunny, his powerful hindlegs carrying him even faster than the vampire’s unnatural speed. 

Ready to wail a battle cry, I started forward. Venn’s hand came down on my shoulder and stopped me short. He made a vague motion with his hands, signaling through the air, and then he crept out from the hole. Rather than charge ahead, we slunk into the shadows made by the platform overhead, trying to hide ourselves while also making our way toward the stairs.

Surprise showed on the Leatherwing’s face as it reached the bottom of the stairs, only to find a vampire and panther shifter charging right at it. 

Together, Sunny sliced with his sword and Dax launched himself through the air. They both connected at the same time.

A mangled roar bellowed from the Leatherwing’s lungs. Pandemonium broke loose. 

The swishing sound of wings pumped overhead. I craned my neck to see a Leatherwing plummeting off the balcony fifteen feet in the air. It landed with knees bent and a loud thud . . . 

. . . directly in front of me and Venn, but facing the other way toward Dax and Sunny.

The Leatherwing stomped on the floor and took off toward our allies.

Venn slunk out from the shadows before it could get too far. He sprinted after it and the beast began to swing around at hearing his footsteps—

Venn’s blade sank into its stomach. The green spores of mildew started to spread through its body. 

The Leatherwing’s hand went up and raked down at Venn. He dodged to the left but took a slice in the arm and groaned.

“Venn!” I screamed, and then my hands were swirling through the air. I wasn’t sure what I was casting, but I knew it would be big. The sight of Venn staggering aside broke something loose inside me.

I guess I still really care for the lying butthead after all.

Tendrils of black spurted from my fingertips, twisting through the sky like strands of DNA. The physical shadows weren’t manipulated from my surroundings, but rather manifested from inside myself. 

I’d never done something like that, and the sight made my eyes bulge. 

When the spidery tendrils hit the Leatherwing, they sponged into its body and caused the demon to convulse like it was having a seizure. Moments later, the strands burst free from its shoulders, arms, legs, and dick. 

The creature staggered to one knee, struggling to stay upright. The green hue of its skin was turning a ghastly blue, its hide beginning to sizzle and smell horrible. 

Still, the Leatherwing fought on, my shadow spell disappearing. It burst forward on its feet, charging right at me. 

I gasped, backpedaling, totally not expecting the motherfucker to a) still be alive, and b) still be able to fight. 

Yellow spittle spewed from its cracked lips. Its red eyes had sunken into orange, bloodshot slits. I prepared myself for another spell but knew I’d never have the chance to pull it off. My timing was off.

Instead, I reached for my sword, but that too wasn’t looking good because the monster was only a few feet away.

Claws reached out for me.

A bestial roar— 

My eyes screwed shut. 

I yelped as gooey warmth showered me. 

When my eyes tore open, the Leatherwing had no head. The gross plop of it landing gave me a shudder. I looked down and found the wide-eyed, decapitated head at my feet, staring up at me. Dark blood dripped from my hair and body, from its spurting gore. 

Venn stood behind it, sword angled in a vicious slash that had somehow dismembered the monster’s head from its neck. The body was the last thing to fall, its momentum carrying it to my feet. 

Though Venn struck a mighty pose, and he’d just saved me life, I saw over his shoulder that Sunny and Dax were still struggling with their opponent.

We hadn’t gone with the gameplan. We had separated, but it was only because Sunny was arrogant, cocksure, and had to be the hero, charging ahead like a madman. 

I stepped around the headless Leatherwing and rushed past Venn, spinning him around with a shoulder bump. We took off after the demon in the distance. I noticed Venn wasn’t moving as fast. Limping.  

Just as we reached the Leatherwing, Dax latched onto its meaty neck with his fangs. The thing swung around crazily, the panther swaying in the air, unwilling to let go as it clamped down. 

Sunny stabbed it once, twice, three times in the torso. 

I came up with my sword drawn. Sunny stepped aside, panting and wiping blood from his lips. I saw an opening and took it, squeezing in beside him. 

My arm yanked back and with a fierce yell I stabbed into the beast. 

It squealed, no longer able to swing Dax freely. 

Venn sidled up and put an end to it, stabbing the thing through the spine. 

I doubled over after it dropped. My head rushed, dizziness invading me. My Glovemates panted and heaved. Blood spattered across all of them—the black blood of the monsters, for the most part.

Scraping sounds overhead caught my attention. I craned my neck, whipping around—

To see a startled pale face staring down at me from the upstairs platform, on the other side of the room. Unblinking. Black hair framed a face I knew like my own.  

My throat constricted. “Myria!” 

I reached a hand out and stumbled forward.

A Leatherwing appeared next to her, emerging around a corner I hadn’t seen. Then another one, their four wings taking up all the space and swallowing my visual of Myria. 

A gasp escaped my lips. “No!” 

One of the Leatherwings snatched her arm and yanked her down the platform. 

The other one opened a portal with a gesture from its clawed hands. 

“NO!” 

The monsters pushed my sister through the portal, and it quickly closed after them.

My feet dragged me to a stop. Dread coursed through me. With my brain short-circuiting, I wheeled around and pushed past my mates toward the staircase, to see if I could get closer to the portal and maybe locate it to follow them. 

“Wait, Coralia!” Venn yelled.  

Something heavy landed on the grated floor behind us—where I’d just been—as if it had jumped off the balcony. I stopped halfway up the stairs and looked over my shoulder.

My mates joined me in facing the new arrival.

“What . . . the fuck,” Sunny sputtered. 

Dax stepped forward. “Q-Quentin?” 

My eyes became saucers. Wait . . . WHAT?! 
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I SHOULDN’T HAVE BEEN surprised. But I was.

The shaggy, shoulder-length hair. The chiseled face and fit body. I shook my head to make sure it was real, blinking a few times. “Dreamwatcher?!”

My Glovemates looked at me like I was crazy.  

The man from my dreams, who I had visited twice, was Quentin Argyle. The fifth Knuckle in Hudson’s Glove.

How did I not make the connection? How did I not realize earlier they were one and the same? And how did Quentin find me in the Spectral Realm—or did he even know I had teamed up with his old pals in Hudson’s Glove?

There were too many unanswered questions. 

I smiled at Dreamwatcher, but my smile quickly wavered. It turned flat and vanished completely. 

Because this man before me . . . did not look like the Dreamwatcher I knew. Something was off.

His pallor was pasty, rather than the robust tan hue from before. His skin tight and unhealthy. There was a vacant look in his eyes as he stared at us through black orbs. And something else . . . 

When he took a step toward us, startling us with his Frankensteinian gait, I noticed it more clearly. 

“He has no shadow,” I gasped aloud.

He raised his hands and dark swirls of energy formed in his palms. He directed the glowing hands at us.

“That’s not Quentin!” Dax shouted. He was naked, shifted into his human form after the rigorous fight with the Leatherwing, but I was too transfixed on Quentin to take a look at what I was missing. 

Whips of energy shot out from Quentin’s palms.

We all scattered, jumping every which way as the whips cracked against the ground, billowing dust around us.

Getting to our feet, we each took a side and circled the man with our Oblyx swords out. 

I glanced around nervously at my mates, wondering what to do. They all looked as hesitant as I did. 

Quentin wheeled in a circle, noticed he was surrounded, and charged at the nearest man: Sunny. 

Sunny backpedaled, fending the zombie-like man off, and it was painful to watch. Neither Dax nor Venn charged in to help. 

Because Sunny didn’t need the help. 

The slow, lumbering creature could not contend with the lightning speed of Sunny Conway. If he had attacked us with his Leatherwing cohorts, we would have been pressed. But not like this. 

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Sunny grunted after every parry and sidestep. “What do I do?!” 

“That monster isn’t Quentin Argyle,” Dax repeated. “We have our orders.”

My brow drew inward, angry at his callousness. Dax Kilmeade truly came off like a sociopath at times.

“Screw that!” Venn said. “W-We . . . no!” He sounded close to tears. 

“I’m not killing Quentin,” Sunny growled. “I won’t have that hanging over me.”

The monster creaked with every move. He punched and swung and kicked. To be honest, it looked sad.  

I racked my brain, trying to think. 

“If we disobey the orders, we fail,” Dax said matter-of-factly. “This whole assignment will be for naught. We were told to eradicate all enemies.”

“We were also told to find Genevieve, and we haven’t done that yet either,” Venn snapped. His eyes veered to the upper level of the prison.  

Sunny finally threw his sword down in frustration. On the next punch from Quentin, he spun and wrapped himself around the man and pinned Quentin’s arms back in a half-nelson. 

The zombie-man writhed in Sunny’s grip, baring yellowed teeth. His arms flailed uselessly at his sides, trying to get Sunny off him. 

Sunny swung him around, chest-first toward Dax. “If you want to obey the orders, then you do it. Stick that sword through your Glovemate’s chest, Dax!” 

At that, Dax hesitated. Even he couldn’t pull the trigger when push came to shove. Not when it was someone they all cared for so deeply. 

Still, he took a hesitant step forward, mustering his courage to strike the felling blow. 

“Wait!” I cried. “I have an idea.” 

For some reason, it just made sense. Everything seemed to fall into place. Plus, it was the only thing I could think to do. 

“What is it, princess?” Sunny demanded, still holding Quentin back.

I found the nearest patch of shadow and braced myself, flexing my hands into fists. 

“I need to Slip again.”

* * *
[image: image]


THE PURPLE BLOT OF the Shadow Realm took over, skewing my senses. I located the nearest dark patch in the distance, up the stairs, and ventured toward it. 

My feet trudged on their own volition. I was carried toward the shadow, my body desperate to find a place to shadowwalk into so I could come out the other side. 

That’s when I stared over the railing of the stairs. The trajectory was leading me forward . . . 

So I jumped over the railing, out of the trajectory. 

Everything broke, twisting on its head as my sight went hazy.

I didn’t land on the slatted floor beneath the stairs, but rather passed through it and tumbled into darkness. 

A silent scream tore from my lips as I somersaulted through limbo—

Then emerged on the red couch. 

Dreamwatcher’s—Quentin’s—back was to me.

“Dreamwatcher!” I shouted, rising from the couch.

He turned, a curious and amused look on his face. “Moonwalker.”

“No.”

He harrumphed.

“I found your body,” I said, my face lighting up.

“You . . . what?”

“You have to come with me.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know!” 

My mind was reeling. Something twisted inside me and for some reason, in a way I couldn’t explain, I knew what I needed to do. It just came intuitively, all at once.

“Take my hand,” I said, reaching out. 

His lids fell, hooded with suspicion. “Are you really who you say you are?” 

I didn’t know how to answer that. “Quick, before they kill you! Again!” 

“By the spirits, woman, that makes no damn sense.”

“I know. Just . . . please trust me. Remember, you can feel my touch here. We established that.”

“Yeah, and I’ve been trying to figure out how the whole time. I’ve never met another spirit in the Spectral Realm that I could touch.”

“I think it’s because I’m not a spirit. I think I’m a visitor.” I circled my hand in the air, trying to think of a way to explain. “My soul hasn’t been severed, Quentin.”

Anxiety flashed in his wide eyes. “How do you know my actual name? Just who are you, lass?”

“My name is Coralia Hargrave. I’m Myria Hargrave’s—”

“Sister. Yes. I see the resemblance now. Why didn’t I see it earlier?”

“Now do you trust me?”

He reached out and took my hand, our fingers threading together. When they connected, a spark shot through my body, zinging down my spine and spreading out to my extremities. 

Power surged in my belly.

Both times I’d come here, I hadn’t stepped past the main room. But I pushed open the door next to Quentin and ventured forth, dragging him behind me. 

We jogged into a murky corridor, unlit and spooky. Shadows danced on the walls, moving on their own but cast from nothing at all. 

“Careful of this place—”

“I know. I don’t know how, but I do.” 

I went with the flow and moved, sprinting through the eerie corridor that trapped shadows on the walls. We made it into another winding room. Then another. 

I felt like I was sliding through a labyrinth, deeper and deeper into the pit of an abyss. The shadows playing all over were vaguely humanoid in shape. 

They couldn’t have just been my imagination—I figured they were lost spirits trying to find a way out, but not able to. They had no body to return to. 

We reached a door, the purple blanket of the Shadow Realm inching its way back into my vision. We were cresting some type of crescendo in the Spectral Realm where Quentin had been trapped—a fusion or interwovenness of the two worlds. I used an arcane, innate sense inside me as a guiding light to lead us. To bust him free.  

When we went through the door, I was standing on top of the platform above my mates. Purple and black patterns swept in all around me, marking my return to the Shadow Realm. 

“There they are,” I said. 

“There . . . they all are.” Quentin’s voice sounded lost, adrift as we stared down at the men he knew like brothers. 

“And there you are.” I pointed at the monster Sunny held back, struggling to break free. 

Quentin followed me down the stairs. When we reached the bottom, I slid up behind Sunny and moved to the front. No one could see me due to the Shadow Realm enveloping me like a quilt.

Except the zombie. It stopped writhing. It looked right at me through its vacant, black eyes, and cocked its head curiously. 

I reached back and took Dreamwatcher’s hand. I felt his soul in my palm, and when the spirit inhaled sharply I felt a thrilling spark rush through me. 

Leatherwings are “soulless,” Dawn said. Maybe that stands for Quentin as well—whatever he is in this state. 

With Dreamwatcher still holding my hand, I pushed my empty palm against the zombie creature’s chest in front of me. 

The three of us became connected, with me as the conduit. But since the zombie was in a different realm, my hand sank right into his chest, to the wrist.  

The black eyes brightened. The slack mouth closed. 

Quentin’s zombie made a gurgling sound, and then all my mates were shouting, though their words were lost to me in the Shadow Realm. 

I smiled wide and began to turn. “Dreamwatcher, I think it’s work—”

He was gone. 

No one held my hand.

The sickly pallor of the zombie began to fade. Color came to the man’s cheeks. The black eyes turned a mellow green, like the Dreamwatcher I knew from the Spectral Realm. Then they rolled back, closed, and Quentin slumped in Sunny’s grip.

The vampire gently brought him to the floor. Dax and Venn knelt over him, all of them with concerned, baffled looks on their faces.

I found a shadow behind me and jumped through it, emerging in the human world a minute later. 

At the sound of my return, my feet smacking the floor, my Glovemates faced me. 

“Wh-What did you do?” Venn asked. 

I shook my head. “I think I, um, returned his soul to his body.”
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“WE NEED TO BRING HIM home,” Sunny said. “His pulse is weak. He needs healing.”

At the same time, Dax wrapped scraps of his clothes around his waist and pulled the shadowmap out of his backpack. He traced his hand over the empty parchment and it filled with a shadowy construct of the prison we were in. 

I squinted, eyeing the staircase. “Okay,” I said to Sunny. “Hold on. We came here for another reason too, in case you’ve forgotten.”

I jumped the stairs three at a time. Even with the elation of recovering Quentin soaring through me, the pain of losing Myria again dragged me down. 

I couldn’t let it swallow me whole. At least I knew Myria was alive. Officially. The Leatherwings had dragged her off and kidnapped her when she was right at the tip of my fingers . . . 

It was something I wouldn’t get over for a while.

Dax and Venn joined me on the upper level of the prison. We walked the honeycomb platform and checked inside the cells. Most of them were empty.

Then we came to one and Dax stopped, his face twisting with recognition. He stared into the gloomy darkness, hands wrapping around the bars. “Desmona?” 

His voice sounded confused. 

The girl who approached the bars was draped in dirty rags. Her face was lighter than Dax’s midnight hue, but still dark. She looked about our age, and pretty.

Someone he knows from the past? 

“H-Help,” a parched, dry voice called out nearby.

I couldn’t stop to listen to Dax’s conversation. I lurched around the corner to another cell.

Genevieve was on her side, sitting up and rubbing her head. She wore the same clothes as when she had been taken. At this point they were disheveled and filthy. A slip of her shirt hung off her shoulder, exposing half her breast. 

She craned her neck. “W-Worm food?”

“Hello, Vivi.”

“Only my friends can call me that.”

I rolled my eyes. 

“I . . . I think someone drugged me,” she continued. “I’m all woozy. Where am I?”

“Can you stand?”

“Probably not.”

“We’re going to get you out of there.” I slapped the bars and turned to dash away to find someone to help. 

Her voice stopped me short. “You . . . came to rescue me?”

I gulped. “Not just me, Genevieve.”

“Why?”

“Because not everyone is a . . .” I let my frustrated mind slow down before I said something stupid. 

“Because not everyone is a bitch like me?”

“Because no one deserves this, girl.”

Her face froze. A second later, she choked back a sob. Her pretty face was smudged with grime, and she looked so damn tired. I had to lean my head into the bars to hear her next words.

“I guess there are some good ones left.”

“Good ones, Genevieve?”

“Humans.”

I clenched my jaw, tucking my tongue into my cheek. “There are.”

I spun to leave. 

“I didn’t always hate your kind, you know.”

Again, I froze. My curiosity was piqued.

“I was the daughter of a well-respected family, Coralia. The Jades are renowned throughout the Seelie Court. I was a maiden with a promising future.” Her smudged face twisted with venom. “Then we took in that struggling family of humans . . .”

As she trailed off, I cleared my throat. “You don’t have to tell me, Genevieve.” 

“No,” she said, crawling toward the bars. “You saved me. You deserve to know why I give you so much shit.”

I nodded slowly. “What did the humans do, Vivi?”

This time, she didn’t stop me from calling her by her nickname. 

“They stole something priceless from us. Turns out they were outlaws from their world. Earth. Because I was the one who took them in, my family blamed me. The Seelie shunned me for allowing such a thing to happen. I was exiled.”

A held breath slipped past my lips, understanding dawning on me. “So you’ll never trust humans again because of that. Damn, I didn’t know—”

“Until you.”

“Huh?”

“By coming here, you’ve shown me there are trustworthy humans out there. You’re not all scum.”

I smiled as warmly as I could. “We’re just people, Vivi. Like anyone else.” 

A clatter to my right had me turning to find Venn running up beside me. “Genevieve!” 

I locked eyes with Vivi Jade one more time, and wondered if, by some strange twist of fate, we could become friends after all this. 

After all the shit she put me through. 

After all the shit her people put her through. 

I stepped away to let Venn handle the bars. I was in a daze, mind whirling, wondering about Genevieve; about the identity of the prisoner Dax recognized; wondering where Myria had been taken; how I’d transferred Quentin’s soul back into his body—Is that the “special” thing Dawn Rose saw inside me?

So many questions. 

A smell hit my nose like a drainage pipe, instantly killing my mood. I found myself creeping up to the next cell in the block. Hesitantly, I stepped toward it, and the sickly stench only grew worse. 

I poked my head through the bars, trying to see into the murky blackness inside the cell. 

Flies swarmed a corpse on the ground, body positioned at an awkward, unnatural angle.

I screwed my eyes shut on a sharp breath. Images scored through my mind like a gruesome PowerPoint presentation: Evisceration. Piles of innards. Black gashes. Naked female. Legs akimbo. Pale, flaky skin. Blood.

So much blood.

Bile rocketed up my throat. Sweating, I leaned over and vomited. I wiped my mouth and stepped away from the cell on a shaky breath, stumbling backward until my butt hit the railing of the balcony. 

Venn called out, “Coralia? Are you all right? What is it?”

“It’s, uh . . . f-fuck. I w-wouldn’t come over here if I were you, Venn.”
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Chapter 44
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Coralia

WE RETURNED TO SHADOWBLADE Academy beaten but victorious. We weren’t hailed as heroes, by any means. The nature of the Academy meant no one even knew what we’d been up to. 

We took Genevieve and Quentin to the infirmary to rehabilitate. Venn also joined them for a short stint from the wound he’d taken during our fight with the Leatherwing.

We had returned with two Shadowblade Academy students. They just weren’t the ones we expected to come back with.

Myria was still missing. She had slipped through my grasp, right at the end. I vowed to find her again, and bring her back once and for all. 

Though the thought of losing Myria made me depressed, sticking around the guys helped me out. Charli was ecstatic to see me return, and even Bruce Kittenson gave me a well-deserved lick on the face my first day back. 

My thoughts kept drifting back to that horrible sight in the prison cell next to Vivi’s. Who was that girl? What story of hers is lost forever with her gruesome death? 

Rumors spread. Supposedly, Academy higher-ups had returned to the site and recovered the dead girl’s body. Also, some experts on the subject—not Dawn Rose, however—had come to the Academy to analyze the situation. As usual, everything was kept tightly under wraps. 

Dax’s friend from the prison—Desmona, I believed?—promptly vanished after returned from Asberald City. He didn’t speak about her after that, except to say she had left before she could “become another test dummy for those scientists.” 

I thought that was odd, but it really was none of my business. I figured she was perhaps a former lover of Dax’s. And since she wasn’t enrolled at Shadowblade Academy, she couldn’t have stayed even if she’d wanted to.

I played Shadowball to keep my mind occupied. Dax and Sunny grew on me. Venn came back from the infirmary and we were a foursome again. Genevieve took a while to heal, so we played some four-on-five scrimmages for a while and got our asses kicked. It was all fun and games. 

I thought about Vivi and what she had been through at the hands of her own people. How could she have been shunned by her own family like that, after being kind and trusting to humans?

The Seelie Court was sounding just as wicked as the Unseelie Court, the more I learned about them. Venn of the Unseelie Court, meanwhile, was as nice and respectable as they came. Still, he’d also been exiled.  

I made a promise to not hang out in the Fae Realm if I could help it. They all sounded too sketchy. Too uptight.

A week after we returned, things slowly mellowed out and went back to the way they were before the midterm fiasco in the woods. That seemed to have been the catalyst for everything I had experienced. 

What was it I said? Oh yeah: What could possibly go terribly wrong with a party in the woods?

My classes started back up. I struggled to pass them. I knew I had an ace in the hole though, because I’d already passed my final exam. Eat that, Ghosts. 

I was given a formal meeting by Jace Hudson. He congratulated me on a job well done and told me I was officially a Phantom. Hooray. 

I couldn’t get the dead girl out of my head. I wanted to know more about her. What had those Leatherwings been doing in that spirits-forsaken place?

Professor Hudson wasn’t about to tell me.

As I walked out of the dojo Jace Hudson called home, Sunny, Dax, and Venn greeted me with a round of applause. I blushed and shook my head, telling them to fuck off. I hated the attention.

As I tried to hide my smirk and step past Sunny, he stood in my way like a sexy oak tree, barring my path. 

My eyes veered up to his amber irises. “What?”

“We’ve been talking.”

“We?”

“The guys. Hudson’s Glove.”

“Oh.” I scratched my scalp, nerves pinching my arms. “What about? Have you finally decided to join the priesthood and cast aside all your earthly possessions?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

He tilted his head, scoffing. When he looked back at me, his face was serious. “We want to invite you to join the Glove. Officially.” 

I narrowed my eyes and ground my teeth together. “Myria’s still out there, Sunny. You saw her.”

“Right. You can call yourself a placeholder if that’ll make you feel better.”

“It doesn’t.”

“Do you want it or not?” He bared his teeth in frustration. Turning to his guys, he said, “Why do I always have to be the one to do this shit?”

“Because you’re an asshole,” Venn answered.    

“You could use the practice,” Dax quipped.

I thought for a moment. “Give it to Vivi. She’s better at this shadowcasting stuff than me.”

Sunny put his hands on his hips. “Princess, you put a man’s soul back into his body. Don’t give me that shitty excuse. Plus, Vivi is still recovering. She wants a break from it all while she gets her head on straight. Apparently those drugs did a number on her. She can’t remember anything from the prison.”

“Damn.”

“And she might have warmed up to you, but she still hates me.”

“Gee, I wonder why.”

Sunny looked over my head, up to the sky. “Yeah, me too.”

His sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. I couldn’t deny the giddiness that knotted itself in my belly, threatening to explode. The guys were finally calling me worthy of being one of them. I glanced from one face to the next, seeing gleaming anticipation in each of them. “You guys want this?”

Venn and Dax nodded decisively. Sunny groaned, averted his gaze, and finally bobbed his head ever-so-slightly. 

“Fine. I’ll do it.”

Sunny shot me a smoldering smirk that made my legs quiver. “Then welcome to Hudson’s Glove. Princess.” 

* * *
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AFTER THE FESTIVITIES of my promotion to Phantom and my induction into Hudson’s Glove, Venn pulled me aside as I was walking to the mess hall with Charli. 

Charli hissed like a snake at Venn. I gave her a pointed look and a small nod, telling her it was fine and she could go on ahead. She did, but not before giving him the “I’m watching you” glare with two fingers pointed at her own eyes.  

Once alone, Venn said, “Has enough time passed, Coralia?”

Boy, he was an eager one. “Enough time?” I asked, playing stupid.

“For you to forgive me.”

I sighed and leaned toward him, smelling his crisp, rainy scent. “Venn, dear, I forgave you when you risked your life for me in the prison facility.” 

“Really?”

“You saved me.”

“You would have done the same.”

I scrunched my face. “Ehhh, would I have? In that moment?”

He snickered. “Rude.” Then he looked both ways down the hall, saw no one was coming, and pulled me up against him. He tilted my chin and slammed his lips against mine, claiming my mouth. 

I let our tongues do the talking for a while, dancing and swirling. My hands wrapped around his taut body, feeling his muscles through his shirt. 

He separated on a breathless sigh. “It feels like I’ve waited years to do that again.”

I searched his lavender eyes, which sparkled like they hid an entire cosmos inside. Something came to me—a reminder of everything I had been through with each of the Glovemates.

“Venn, I don’t know how to say this . . .”

“Oh no.” His face sank. “What is it, hun? Having second thoughts?”

I shook my head adamantly. “No.” I couldn’t deny the pressure in my tummy, wanting to get out. Wanting to feel him inside me. “I . . . don’t want to be exclusive.”

He cocked his head curiously, amusement twitching his lips. He didn’t look angry, just . . . curious. “Got your eye on someone else, Cor?”

I shrugged, face flushing. “I might. It’s none of your business.”

“It’s Dax.” 

“No!” I blurted, entirely too quickly. My face flamed even worse. 

“And Sunny.”

“Definitely not!” 

Goddammit, I shouldn’t have said anything. 

He wasn’t wrong. I just wouldn’t admit it. Both of those guys intrigued me as much as Venn did. Sure, I felt like I had a piece of Venn inside me ever since we had done the dirty, but I wanted to see if the same thing was possible with Dax Kilmeade and Sunder Conway. 

See if I couldn’t crack through the mysterious barrier of the panther shifter, and the arrogant, aggressive wall of the vampire. They allured me. 

“That’s fine, babe,” Venn said. “I don’t mind sharing.” A lustful smirk hooded his eyes. “Actually sounds pretty kinky.” 

I frowned, shock and embarrassment rolling through me. “What! I never said all togeth—you know what.” I took a deep breath. “Never mind. Just. Never mind.”

“Okay then, have we gotten that out of the way?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because I can’t keep my hands off you any longer.”

“Is that so?” I popped my eyebrows a couple times.

“Yeah. Now then.” He looked both ways again, conspiratorially. “Where’s that fucking janitor’s closet you were talking about before . . .”

* * *
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HUDSON’S GLOVE STOOD before Headmaster Cane in his conference room. The four of us were shoulder to shoulder, hands clasped behind our backs. We were one man short because Quentin was still rehabbing at the infirmary. He’d been there a month, though we were expecting him to make a comeback soon. 

We were just glad he was still alive. The boys had never been happier, now that they got to see their Glove flourish again. 

Jace Hudson stood in front of us, hands also behind his back. We looked the very picture of a military troop being instructed by our drill sergeant, Alaric Cane.

With just a few short sentences, Headmaster Cane changed the vibe and had the four of us glancing out the corners of our eyes at one another. 

“Jace Hudson, your Glove has succeeded in the Asberald City final. You returned two students to Shadowblade Academy. Your efforts will not go unrecognized.”

“Thank you, Headmaster. My Knuckles deserve the accola—”

“However,” the ancient man cut in, raising a bony finger. “You broke protocol numerous times along the way.” Alaric nudged his chin over Jace’s shoulder, to me and Sunny. “Those two left campus.”

I noticed Jace’s hands, hidden behind his back, flex. “Sir, it was necessary. That was how we were able to discover the portal.”

“Do you remember what I said last time something like this happened? When Sunder Conway caused Coralia Hargrave to accidentally Slip to her hometown?”

Jace’s shoulders sank. 

Wait a minute. What the fuck’s going on? My corner-of-the-eye stares were becoming more worried.

“Yes, Headmaster Cane, I remember. You said I was skating on thin ice.”

“And?”

“Not to let my Glove get out of hand again.”

“And yet . . .” Alaric said, trailing off. He cleared his throat. “Here we are. On top of those transgressions, your Glove disobeyed command to eliminate every entity that wasn’t living, inside that prison. Had the demons gotten out—”

“They didn’t,” Jace said emphatically, interrupting to defend himself. “They killed every Leatherwing in that place.”

“But not the walking corpse.”

Jace’s head reeled, hands unclasping from behind his back. “You mean Quentin?”

“He was not alive at the time.”

The Wrist shook his head, putting a palm to his forehead. “Headmaster, this is ridiculous. Coralia Hargrave brought Quentin Argyle back to us. Furthermore, I stand by my Glove: I would not have them kill their own Glovemate.” 

“Even if he was a walking monster? What if Coralia had failed in her unexplainable soul-transfer?” He looked over at me. “Which, young lady, we will be speaking about further in the future.” 

“She didn’t fail,” Jace shot back. “She succeeded in doing something none of us had ever thought possible.”

“And she disobeyed a direct final assignment order by doing it. I’m not convinced Sunder Conway, Dax Kilmeade, or Donovenn Gable would have killed Mr. Argyle—or whatever he was at that point—if it had been necessary. Because, as you just said, they are Mr. Argyle’s Glovemates.” 

“Sir, are you reprimanding me on . . . a hypothetical?”

“I’m reprimanding you because Shadowblade Academy law dictates it!” Alaric screeched. He slammed a fist on the table in front of him, sending papers fluttering. 

The room became very quiet as he composed himself, fixing his stooped posture with a roll of his shoulders. “Jace Hudson, you are too reckless. As a Professor, your students in Physical Intent get harmed—a perfect example being Miss Hargrave here. As a Wrist, you work outside the bounds of the Gloves. Tell me, Mr. Hudson, do you think you are better than the other Wrists at the Academy, sir?”

“Of course not. Sir.” Jace’s hands folded behind his back once more, and he struck a firm, rigid stance. “I just believe in my Knuckles. That’s all.”

“Well, Shadowblade Academy is no place for your fast and loose behavior, I’m afraid.” The headmaster nodded morosely, clicking his tongue, like he was sad about what he was doing. “With that being said, I unfortunately have no choice but to terminate you from the Academy, in every aspect and from every position you hold. In short, Mr. Hudson, you’re fired.”

My jaw dropped. Grumbles and raised voices sprouted up from my Glovemates. 

“This is bullshit!”

“Wait, wait, hold on—he didn’t do anything wrong!”

Only Jace had the dignity to stand tall, while the four of us spouted off and shot from the hip. 

As usual, for some unknown reason, Jace Hudson was taking the blame for our actions. He was being thrown under the bus. He was our fall guy, and I had a feeling he had always known he was expendable. 

Perhaps he had beef with a big Academy donor. Maybe with Alaric himself. 

“Is that all, sir?” Jace asked. 

Headmaster Cane nodded. “You’re dismissed. And seeing as that you’re no longer associated with Shadowblade Academy in any capacity, I must ask you to vacate the premises posthaste. Is that understood?”

“Yes sir.”

With that, Jace turned, gave us a soft frown, and walked past us. If he wanted to speak with us, clearly he didn’t want to do it in front of the headmaster. 

We all glared at Alaric, and he just waved us off in dismissal. 

Outside the conference room, we couldn’t find Jace anywhere. 

Sunny said, “Fuck this. We’re going to get to the bottom of this bullshit, team. Who’s with me?”

We all nodded in unison. 

Then the vampire frowned at me. “Sorry, princess, but I guess I spoke too soon. You can’t really be a Knuckle to a Glove that doesn’t exist, can you?”

I snorted in disbelief, gritting my teeth in frustration.

Spirits eat my ass!
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Epilogue
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Dreamwatcher

I SAT UP IN THE HOSPITAL bed, my skull aching and ringing, as it had been for what seemed like eons. The days were blurring together.  

Putting a hand to my temple, I groaned. 

I remembered everything. Unlike Genevieve Jade, who had been afflicted with some sort of amnesia after the prison in Asberald City, my body there had never had any memories to keep. My thoughts had joined me in the Spectral Realm when I became a wandering soul.

My past—before Shadowblade Academy—was still a mystery. But my time in Hudson’s Glove, leading up to the failed Ghost final? I remembered it all.  

I recalled falling off that building—or, rather, being tossed off the building by the winged demon. I remembered plummeting through limbo, dropping into a black portal etched into the ground, rather than splattering skull-first on the concrete.

From there, everything went hazy, as my mind became separated from my body. From there, I had been lost. 

Until she came along. 

First she found me in the Spectral Realm. She enticed me, this Coralia Hargrave. So beautiful, so pure, so . . . spirited. 

Then she found my body in the human world. 

And, somehow, she merged the two of us and made me whole again.

Ever since then, during my weeks-long recuperation, I hadn’t been able to get the girl out of my mind. My Glovemates were infatuated with her like she was Myria reborn. If anything, they seemed even more intrigued with this one.

Just like me.  

Because what she didn’t know was that she had left a part of herself with me. When she fused my soul with my body, combining my Spectral Self with my Human Self, she had dropped a part of her own soul inside me.

Now it was marinating. I held onto it like a priceless heirloom. It was something I couldn’t part with.

Yes, I was going to get close to this Coralia Hargrave. I was going to discover who she really was.

And then I’m going to make her mine.

~
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Chapter 1
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Coralia

VENN GABLE’S LAVENDER skin shone with a layer of sweat as a beam of sunlight sliced across him. He dribbled the ball expertly, bobbing and weaving around a niggling defender who wouldn’t get off his back. Just when it looked like he’d lose possession, he spun around the defender and kicked the ball into a patch of inky shadows. 

As the ball vanished, gasps arose in unison around the Shadowball meadow. The audience watching from the makeshift bleachers stood with bated breath, wondering where the ball would pop up.

I wondered too.  

My eyes darted across the field as I jogged toward the center, crossing into enemy territory. Venn was already moving, taking a forward position. 

The ball arose from a patch across the way, next to the vampire who simultaneously frustrated and allured me, Sunny Conway. Our power forward took off in a sprint with the ball, manhandling his way past the opposing team’s final defender.

A hush fell over the audience. 

Sunny saw an opening and shot the ball toward the goal. It curved and arced through the sky—

With bent knees, the goalie dove and reached out, tossing a shadowgate into the air. Seconds before the ball would’ve hit the back of the net, it disappeared into the small portal instead.

Cursing under my breath, I backpedaled, realizing which patch the ball would emerge from seconds before it did. It reappeared near middle field with one of our adversaries taking control. The opposing forward dribbled toward me at a full sprint, kicking the ball feet in front of him as he ran it down. I planted my cleats and tried to time my defense to cut him off. 

The guy was bigger than me and running with a full head of steam. I had the option to try and finesse my way to the ball, or stand my ground and get bulldozed. 

Unwisely, I chose the latter option.

To my credit, the guy didn’t expect me to stand in his way. He thought I’d be squeamish and wilt at the last second, but this was a game of chicken I wouldn’t let him win. Not when there was so much on the line. 

I couldn’t let down my Glove. 

As the forward barreled into me, I oofed and crashed onto the ground, ass to grass. The ball went through my feet as I sprawled and the dude stumbled to catch up.

Behind me, Quentin Argyle swooped possession of the ball before the forward could get to it. 

I blinked up at the orange sky, a stark white moon lingering and ready to show its face to the night. 

A whistle blew and play stopped. Someone called a timeout and players doubled over, hands on their knees, breathing hard.  

Groaning, I sat up and rubbed my tailbone. My sacrifice would hurt like hell tomorrow, but it was worth it. The referee in the distance said something and the crowd murmured and clapped. 

Apparently my decision to stand my ground wasn’t so unwise, because a roughing penalty had been called on the other team. 

Quentin trotted over and held out a hand. I stared up at his broad shoulders, his shaggy black hair blowing in the breeze. He smirked, helping me up. “Nice hit, lass.” 

“Wasn’t part of the plan.” I limped toward the sideline. “Had I known you were right behind me, I would have spun away and let you handle him.”

“It worked. That’s all that matters.”

“Right.”

Our Glove rallied on the sideline, while the opposing Glove took to the opposite side of the field. Dax Kilmeade came in from our goal, Sunny from forward, and Venn from center.

“Don’t do that again,” Sunny grumbled, sparing me a glance. For a moment, I thought the sneer on his face was a look of endearment, because he was worried I’d get hurt. Then he said, “We can’t afford an injury this late in the game—we’ll be disqualified if we can’t man five people on the field,” and anger pulsed through my veins. 

I gritted my teeth. “Just trying to protect the goal any way I can, sunshine.”

His eyes narrowed on me, glinting with something I didn’t understand. The ripped vampire crossed his arms over his chest and faced the rest of the guys. “What’s the plan?”

Quentin took over, drawing out a schematic on a small whiteboard. Ever since he had come back from the Spectral Realm and reinserted himself into Jace Hudson’s Shadowball team, he had helped turn the team around. 

A couple months ago, Wrist Hudson had been unceremoniously fired and exiled from Shadowblade Academy, which meant we lacked a coach. We almost had to forfeit the season, but then Quen arrived and took control of the situation. He had turned out to be quite the tactician and ballplayer. Since we needed a team name, and Hudson’s Glove didn’t fly anymore, we ended up calling ourselves “The Dreamwatchers,” after the silly nickname I had given him when we first met. 

Now we were in the final week of my first term. My “Ghost-year.” It was the last game of the season. We’d managed to make it all the way to the finals. The reward at stake was pure bragging rights, which was enough for any of the egotistical supernaturals at the Academy to desire—myself included—and play our hearts out.

We were stacked up against Frilly Hawkins’ Glove, who’d been the favorites to win the trophy all season long. 

But, at the last second before game time, luck had blown us a kiss: Frilly’s number-one star, Finley Winston, hadn’t shown up for the match. It was a scandal that left everyone reeling. No doubt it would be the talk on campus for weeks, with students wondering how this game would have played out had she been here. Or, whether we even deserved the trophy if we somehow ended up winning. 

First we needed to get there. 

There were only two minutes left in the game. Possession was ours once the whistle sounded. Even without Finley, Hawkins’ Glove was a formidable opponent. They had managed to field a last-minute substitute to take her place—the guy who had flattened me on the previous play. 

Across the field on the western sideline, Wrist Hawkins’ hands moved in a flurry. The imposing woman, my professor of Alchemy class, chastised her players. It seemed like she couldn’t believe she had found herself in a tie with our coach-less Glove. 

We were the definite underdogs. Finley Winston was not only a legend across campus—though I’d never met her—but she was also the apparent leader. Without her, Hawkins’ Glove lacked direction. 

I turned to my Glovemates and interrupted Quentin. “Full-court press.”

Their collective eyes landed on me—Dax, with his violet irises gleaming, his midnight skin nearly lost to the setting sun; Venn, his soft gaze inquisitive as he ran a hand through his short silver hair; Sunny’s amber orbs flaring; Quentin’s emerald peepers annoyed that I’d cut him off.

He said, “That’s basketball, lass.”

I tossed my hands in the air. “Whatever. Balls to the wall. You know what I mean. Let’s do it and finish this.”

“What’s with the fighting spirit?” Sunny asked, and I could tell he respected my grit. Finally. “Pissed you got knocked on your ass?” His languid grin made me shiver, and his blond locks blowing across his shoulders made my head spin. Why does he have to be so infuriating and pretty at the same time?

“No,” I lied, pointing across the field. “Look how Hawkins is treating them. They’re demoralized. Just as tired as we are. I think if we press them, they’ll break.”

“If they don’t, we’ll be in trouble,” Venn said, frowning. It wasn’t very often the jolly Unseelie fae frowned. “If we bring our entire backfield to the front, and fuck up . . .”

I didn’t need him to finish to know what he was getting at. “I know, I know.” The fight went out of me in a whoosh. “Fine, whatever. Let’s do Quentin’s plan. I just thought—”

“No, I think you’re right, lass.” Quentin surprised me by coming to my defense. “They look worried. Spirits broken. Let’s give it to ‘em hard.”

Sunny said, “You know that’s the only way I like to give it.” When he winked at me with another smug smirk, I rolled my eyes and turned away so he couldn’t see the flush of my cheeks.

It was rough being the only woman on a Shadowball team, trying to mingle with a testosterone-fueled crew. It didn’t help that they were all beautiful. Too much damn masculinity. 

I had become a minor celebrity over the past couple months, or at least a point of interest, as our team rose from obscurity and made our run into the Shadowball final. My lovable roommate, Charli Fairfax, told me there were bets about who I had slept with on the team, if not the entire team.

So far, that number was one, and I saw no reason why it would jump, given the way my Glovemates interacted with me. No one needed to know any of that, or how I yearned for practically every man on my team. I kept my personal life personal, and wouldn’t bite. 

I tried to shrug off the gossip, but deep down it got to me. Why did I have to be objectified on the field when I was just trying to play the same sport as everyone else? I supposed it came with the territory of being the only girl on an otherwise all-boys team. 

A piercing whistle drew me out of my thoughts. I had missed most of Quentin’s drawn-up play, which was disconcerting because I had come up with the plan. I knew where I needed to be on the field, and that had to be enough. 

“Who’s taking the final shot?” Quentin asked. 

“If we get it,” Dax murmured. 

“You know who’s taking it,” Sunny said. When he raised his chin, it was clear he was talking about himself, which came as no surprise because I’d never met a more unapologetically arrogant man. 

“What about Cor?” Venn asked. I gave him a tiny, shy smile. “No one will expect her.”

“Yeah, because she’ll miss,” Sunny shot back.

My shy smile turned into a snarl. “Fuck you, Sunny.”

He chuckled and shoved my shoulder. Even though it was playful, I stumbled a few steps. Honestly, it was the most endearing thing he’d done all game because it showed he was comfortable enough with me to do it. It was something he’d do with any of the other guys. 

Maybe he just gives me a hard time to see how I’ll react and how I fit in. I rubbed my shoulder. But haven’t we had all season long to see how I fit in? You’d think he’d know by now. 

I hoped he wasn’t starting to see me as “one of the guys.”

Our team broke from the huddle without any clear picture of who was taking the shot—if we even got a chance, as Dax had warned. 

The black panther shifter took his place in the goal and gave me an encouraging nod. I stood in as rover, currently in the backfield near Quentin. Venn and Dax set up in the middle. 

When the whistle sounded, everyone broke. Feet moved in a flurry, hoofing it across the field to try and get into position. Cheers rose in a wave from the hundreds of student fans. 

My eyes swiveled to the clock. Let’s see what we can do in one-hundred seconds. 

Quentin started with the ball and quickly passed it up to me. I dribbled a few feet forward, but got skittish as the big bulldozing brute barreled toward me. I passed the ball back to Quentin, and he stayed with it for a moment while I took off past the enemy forward toward the middle of the field, trying to get myself into a better position.

Quentin launched the ball into a shadow patch and it emerged near centerfield. Since the sun was beginning to set, painting the sky orange and pink, it had altered the playing field into a murky meadow filled with shadows. 

Sunny got the ball. He nearly lost it to a defender, but managed to dribble around him with some finesse. He took the left wing and I scooted up behind enemy lines to the right. No one saw me coming.

Venn came up the center.

A defender descended toward me, while the other went for Sunny. 

Eighty seconds on the clock. 

Sunny trapped the ball, wasting precious seconds, before eyeing me across the way. My defender stuck to me like glue, and I cursed Sunny for drawing attention to me. 

I scooted in, closing the distance between us. If he was going to cross-pass in front of the goal, I needed to be in perfect position so I didn’t get the ball stolen.

Suddenly, Quentin moved up from the defensive position, drawing more eyes toward him. The gasps from the audience alerted Hawkins’ Glove to his presence, because it was unexpected.

Our backfield, save Dax in the goal, was entirely empty.

Enemy rovers and defenders swarmed me and Quen as we trotted toward the center in front of the goal. Hands and elbows flew, every man for himself. 

Sunny fought off his defender well but was on the verge of losing control. He was showing off his ball-handling skills, raising “oohs” and “ahhs” from the crowd, but he was wasting a lot of time doing it. Pass the fucking ball! I screamed inside. What are you waiting for?

My head swiveled left and right. There were too many defenders next to me now—three of them guarding Quentin and myself. 

My brow furrowed. Where did Venn go?

Sunny nodded toward us and lifted his foot, ready to pass. I bent my knees, also ready. The vampire’s defender scooted back from him, realizing he needed to use his body to block the pass.

At the last second, Sunny grinned and brought his foot down, not touching the ball. He dribbled it softly into a shadow instead of giving it a big boot. 

Everyone on the field and in the stands looked around aimlessly, lost. 

Then a sharp intake of breath from the audience caused everyone to spin at the same time.

Venn was behind all of us, seemingly melded into the shadows and undefended. The ball had arrived in a tiny patch right in front of him.

He wasted no time taking the shot, letting it loose. It was the shot heard round the world.

The goaltender’s eyes became big as saucers as he tried to dive and toss a shadowgate at the curving banana kick. 

Too late.

The ball smacked the back of the net.

A cacophony of applause and cheering exploded from the crowd. 

Venn raised his arms in triumph and sprinted down the field the opposite way. Sunny, Quentin, and I chased after him, skipping and pumping our fists in the air. 

The cheers lasted for eons. Meanwhile, Hawkins’ Glove argued among themselves, everyone pointing the finger on how they could have let Venn sneak past.

Decoy and diversion. Granted, I’d had no idea it was going to happen, but I loved every second of it.

Speaking of seconds, there were only fifteen left. 

Those last fifteen seconds were incredibly tense and nerve-wracking, but Hawkins’ Glove never got close to our goal. 

The final whistle from the ref rang and we let out a collective sigh of relief—everyone except Hawkins’ Glove, who quickly scurried from the field with their heads down. 

We had won.

Venn hugged me first, my heart soaring. He wrapped me in his arms and spun me around as my feet dangled and I laughed. 

The student audience flooded the field en masse. Donovenn was torn away from me and lifted by a group who paraded him around like he was a trophy. As he crowd-surfed, I lost sight of him. 

I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face.

Sunny stopped alongside me and smirked as we both looked out at the celebration of our Glovemate being carried off. “Like that one, princess?”

I scoffed. “Must hurt not to take the final shot.”

He shrugged. “Venn was open. It was the smart thing to do.”

“Good job, Sunny,” I said, my voice genuine.

When I faced him—his tall, strong body towering over me, eyes eating me up—a knot formed in my belly.

“You didn’t do too bad yourself, rookie.”

It was as much of a compliment as I was going to get from him. We turned to the celebration, but Venn had fallen from his crowd-surf and was nowhere to be found.  

“They’re really eating this up,” Sunny said.

“Yep.”

With a hint of jealousy in his voice, he added, “Wouldn’t be surprised if they slapped his name on another building pretty soon.”

I hid my smile. Oh, I know how much that would infuriate you, Sunder Conway. 

And goddamn do I love it.
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Chapter 2
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Coralia

EVEN IF SUNNY STILL vexed me at times, our relationship was a hell of a lot better than it had been when I’d first shown up at Shadowblade Academy. 

He no longer actively terrorized me. It was a step in the right direction. I could feel us getting closer, but he always seemed to pull away at the last minute. 

Or maybe I was the one subconsciously doing the pulling away. It was hard to tell.  

After winning such a heart-stopping Shadowball game, I was feeling invigorated and full. I was physically tired, but also energized. My body teemed with excitement and fire. My blood pumped hard. 

With a bit of embarrassment, I noticed I was feeling frisky. My hands fidgeted as I tried to find something to do with them. I glanced over at Sunny out the corner of my eye and studied his sculpted body. He was still examining the swarm of celebrators with narrowed eyes.

Only Sunny Conway could look pissed after winning such a glorious match. We would all be honorary celebrities as news of our come-from-behind, underdog victory rolled through campus.

I, for one, wasn’t really looking forward to that. I liked to keep to myself with my cat Bruce Kittenson and my roomie, Charli. Conversely, Sunny loved being the center of attention. 

So what the hell is he angry about? Could he actually be that pissed Venn is the hero of the story? To try and gauge where he was at, I said, “It was a great pass, Sunny.”

“I know it was.”

Yeah, should’ve expected that answer. 

Rather than roll my eyes, I pivoted. “Going to the inevitable after-party?”

“Doubt it.” He glanced over my shoulder and saw something that made his eyes flare. Before I could spin around, Sunny started walking away from me. 

“Where are you going?”

“Showers.”

He was ten feet away now, so I had to raise my voice above the din of cheering. “You’re a vampire, Sunny. You don’t sweat!” 

He shrugged. 

“What about the trophy ceremony?”

He tossed a glance over his shoulder. “Let Quentin handle it. He’s the face of the team anyway.”

Ouch. He was grumpy.

“I don’t care about the accolades, princess,” he added, still walking away. “I just want to dominate my enemy.” 

His words made my eyes bulge. “It’s just a game, Sunny!”

“Is it? I hadn’t noticed.” 

Then he was lost to the crowd. 

My cheeks felt warm and pink. His parting words, combined with the mental image of his strong body in the shower, naked, with hot water rolling over his dips and planes . . . had me feeling some kind of way. I bit my lip and shook my head, trying to stave off the tense, lewd thoughts brewing inside me. 

Hands landed on my shoulders and I jumped with a yelp, spinning in alarm. I’d forgotten Sunny had seen something behind me that prompted his departure.

I stared at a gorgeous, beaming face, the golden wash of the sunset giving it a lilac tint. “Venn! Spirits, you startled me.”

“Oops. You okay? Your face is red.”

“W-Where’d you come from?” My voice wavered as I tried to bury the wet journey I’d just been on with Sunny. “Aren’t you supposed to be with the revelers over there?”

“They seem content partying by themselves.” 

“You never were as much of an attention whore as Sunny,” I said, giving him a sly smile. 

“Yeah. Why’d he leave when I showed up?”

“No idea.” Venn was clearly riding a high, and I didn’t want to be responsible for Sunny’s attitude tearing him down.

He studied me, making me nervous as his violet eyes got smaller. “Bullshit. He’s salty I won us the game.”

I averted my gaze. I knew Sunny was also jealous of what I had with the Unseelie heartthrob. Why else would he leave the second he saw Venn heading my way? 

Maybe that’s what frustrates him so badly. It wasn’t my fault Sunny and I weren’t romantically at the same level as me and Venn. 

Trying to change the subject in my head, I smiled at Venn’s “won us the game” comment. “You have a bit of a hero complex, don’t you?”

He winked. “Have to make up for the sins of my Unseelie brethren, Cor.” 

I rolled my eyes but couldn’t keep the grin from my face. 

“Besides,” he continued, “Sunny is just an old curmudgeon. Don’t worry about him.” 

I was ready to laugh at that jab, before I realized he wasn’t technically lying. Sunny was, like, many decades old. Maybe centuries. 

When I returned my gaze to Venn’s face, his expression had softened. In true Venn fashion, he had let his frustration roll off his back. It’s partly what I loved about the affable fae. 

As our eyes locked and intensity swirled between us, Venn closed the gap and put himself in my personal space. The heat and sweat emanated off his body in waves. My heart sped up as he put his hands around my waist and leaned forward to whisper in the shell of my ear, “Screw Sunny. I don’t care what he thinks.”

I gulped hard against his broad chest. “You don’t?”

“I only care what you think, hun.” 

I inhaled his unique rainy scent; the heady smell right before a thunderstorm. “I think I want you,” I said in a hoarse whisper. 

“Good. I was thinking the same thing.” His lips didn’t leave my ear, ghosting over the shell and driving me crazy. It had only taken Venn ten seconds to open the floodgates, which showed how wanton I felt after my conversation with Sunny. 

“I want to take you right here on the Shadowball field.” 

Fire blazed inside me. “Right here? There’s so many people. I could never—”

“Right here. To stake my victory.” 

I tipped my head. “Our victory. We’re a team, remember?”

His smirk reached his eyes, which gleamed with mischief. “Always.”

I trailed a finger down his chest, still damp from our game. “You’re such a naughty boy, Venn . . .”

A guttural groan tore from him. He pulled me against him. When I felt hardness nudging the base of my belly, my mind whirled and my body throbbed. Blood rushed in my ears and tingles swept over my skin.

“I can’t wait any longer,” he said. His finger brushed strands of hair out of my face, gently tucking them behind my ear. “Reward me, Coralia.”

I closed my eyes against his chest and listened to his heavy heartbeat. I loved how gentle he was with me . . . unless we were getting it on. 

Suffice to say, my relationship with Donovenn had blossomed since our final assignment a couple months prior. What had started as a spontaneous, torrid session in the woods outside the Academy after midterms, had turned rocky and icy after I’d learned he was a spy commissioned to watch over me.

But he had purged the heavy burden of his secret by telling me about it. It had been driving him mad. 

At first, I had been utterly enraged. Perhaps unreasonably so. And super sad. 

With the passing of time, I had learned to forgive him. Saving me from a vicious Leatherwing attack during our final assignment didn’t hurt his chances of forgiveness either.

Now, we were closer than ever. I felt safe around him. He was a fucking stud, but with the heart of a gentle, caring man.

“Did you hear me?” he asked, voice pining. I could feel his muscles flexing, itching to explode into action. 

It turned me on. I nodded in his chest. “What are my options?”

He said, “Not many. I either take you here, in front of all these people, or . . .”

I swallowed hard, staring up at him as he trailed off. I felt slick between my legs, the culmination of his words, his tight grip on me, and his hard cock pressing against my belly. His purple eyes flared with hunger. 

“Janitor’s closet?” I squeaked. 

He chuckled at my little joke, which had become our code for “the closest place we can fucking find.” 

“Yes, Cor. Janitor’s closet it is.”
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Chapter 3
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Coralia

OUR HURRIED FOOTSTEPS echoed off the linoleum floor. My hand in his, Venn tugged me along, the eager expression never leaving his face. He was like a kid in a candy shop.

Our journey from the verdant park had brought us south to the first building we could sneak into. The hallways were empty, with the party outside in full swing. We could have ducked into any of the rooms and been completely alone. 

Still, there was always a risk of getting caught when we traipsed around in public, and that risk thrilled me. It was probably some subconscious thing I didn’t recognize inside myself that set my heart a-fluttering and my knees a-wobbling, since I was usually a private person. 

I felt like a horny teenager about to experience the wonders of sex for the first time. Say one thing for Venn Gable: He knew how to excite. 

As we rounded a corner into a wide, main hallway, faint footsteps in front of us caught my attention. A door to our left closed. Someone was walking away from us. We halted our giddy search and I tilted my head, glancing at Venn in confusion.

The person was dressed in the dark colors of the Academy, with a hood over their head. I never saw their face as they turned a corner. 

Sharing another look with Venn, we shrugged at each other and giggled. Venn made me feel like we could do anything—damn the consequences.

We were on our way again, following in the person’s footsteps, but not following them. School hours were over and business hours were open. As we passed the door that had just closed, I saw the placard read “Alchemical storage.” It was a locked room only the faculty had a key to, which made me believe we’d just stumbled upon a professor burning the midnight oil. 

Then it was out of my mind as my attention turned back to my partner-in-crime. Two doors down from the storage room, we found another closet-sized chamber. 

Venn tried the doorknob and fixed me with a roguish smile. “Bingo.” He popped his eyebrows and swung the door open. 

I smiled and followed him in. The room was small, cramped, with a few shelves holding cleaning supplies and a mop bucket in the corner. “Um, when I said ‘janitor’s closet,’ I didn’t mean litera—”

He swung me around and pushed me against a wall, cutting my voice off on a gasp. I winced as my ass smacked the surface, my tailbone still sore from the Shadowball game. 

Then Donovenn’s hands were all over me. He pushed himself close, his stormy essence filling the room with desperate need, invading my senses. He dragged one hand down my curvy side, dipped his head, and tilted my chin with his other hand. I couldn’t let out another word before he claimed me with a searing kiss, his full lips engulfing me.

I closed my eyes and melted into the kiss and into Venn’s body. The throbbing at my belly became harder and more imposing. It mingled with a knot of desire starting at my stomach, shooting to my core. 

Thrumming with anticipation, I wrapped my arms around his broad shoulders and locked him in place. My tongue flicked inside his mouth and he swallowed my breath away. 

He tucked his head into the crook of my shoulder, peppering my neck with kisses. I tilted my head back and groaned, staring up at the dark ceiling. Then I glanced over, reached past him, and popped a switch. Murky yellow light bathed us. I reached further and closed the door, trapping us inside. 

I wasn’t that much of voyeur, to give anyone passing by a free show.

When his lips ghosted the tender flesh near my ear, goosebumps budded on my arms. His ear was right next to my mouth, so I nibbled on his lobe, bringing out a grunt from him. 

“Jeez, Venny, you’re such an eager beaver,” I whispered. “You can’t get enough of me, huh?”

He shook his head wordlessly, burying his face deeper in my neck and running a hand through my black-and-red hair. 

When we were alone, we had our own form of communication, and it was equally gross and charming. I liked to push his buttons and tease him, and he in turn would make me feel amazing. It was a total win-win.

Venn’s hands disappeared under my jersey and made contact with my warm body underneath. Neither of us had changed out of our Shadowball gear, which meant we were dressed in an unflattering jersey and shorts that went halfway to our knees. 

As unflattering as they may have been, compressing my curves, they were great on my end. I loved watching my Glovemates traverse the field with their muscles on full display, thighs flexing, legs moving, junk wobbling as they sprinted. 

The thought of Venn’s beautiful cock burned itself into my mind and wouldn’t let go. I could feel it smashing against me, growing, embedding into my stomach as he toyed with my breasts. 

I let out a sharp breath when he pinched my nipples, pebbling them with a simple tweak. 

He abruptly went to his knees in front of me, slowly dragging his hands down my skin as he squatted. 

My eyes popped wide as he nestled himself before me, kneeling like I was his queen. I put my hands on the top of his head and fisted as much of his short silver hair as I could. “Venn?”

He yanked my shorts down and they fell around my ankles. Before I could ask what he was planning, my panties were pulled to my knees, exposing me.

Venn shoved his head between my legs and sniffed, humming to himself. “Even after such a hard game, you smell so sweet, hun.”

I gulped hard. When he angled his face upward, it flattened my round ass against the wall. All thoughts of my hurting tailbone vanished. 

Venn’s tongue laved my folds, drawing out my sweet wetness and making my heart hammer. I squirmed as he ate me out, but he kept me firmly in place with his strong hands. All I could do was surrender to the pleasure and put my hands on his head to steady myself.

I urged him deeper, pushing his head down and tipping my head back, force-feeding him my pussy. He tongued my clit—wet, sloppy sounds let me know how much he enjoyed it. 

“Oh fuck, Venn. You’re gonna make me come in twenty seconds flat if you keep that up.”

He mumbled something about that being the point, but his words were muffled from my pussy sitting on his face. 

He licked my clit in circles. My eyes fluttered, sharp ecstasy shooting through me. When he pushed two fingers inside my hole while licking my engorged center, all thoughts abandoned me. My mouth fell open and I squeezed my thighs against his face, preparing for the cresting wave about to crash against the rocks.

I glanced down at the gorgeous sight between my legs and saw a stiff tent protruding his jersey shorts to an obscene level. I thanked the spirits for stretchy fabric, which truly left nothing to the imagination when things got hot and heavy. 

Venn’s powerful shoulders flexed and he pushed me higher up the wall. My hands flew from his silver hair to the surface behind me, for balance. 

I went to my tiptoes, teetering, about to be lifted off the ground completely—

And then he pulled back. I landed on the balls of my feet with a tiny yelp. My ass bounced from the abruptness of his departure. 

I was so desperate for release I wanted to slam my pussy back onto his face. But he was standing to his full height.

His stiff bulge caught between my legs as he stood, slightly bending and drawing out a ragged groan from his lips. I moaned as the fabric slid across my wet slit. I squeezed my thighs against his shaft, the length warm through his shorts. 

I grinned wickedly at his caught expression. When I rubbed my fleshy thighs along his shaft, he put his hands on my shoulders and shoved me back against the wall. 

The eager expression on his face shifted into something dark and forbidden. Something I couldn’t compete against, and had to just accept. 

I had teased him to his limit. 

Venn unceremoniously dropped his shorts. His cock rocketed up and he fisted it at the base, wobbling the hard appendage before me. My eyes widened at the slightly curved weapon—built to fuck me into oblivion; built to reach the deepest parts inside me. The light purple hue of his beautiful tool glistened at the helmet-shaped tip, dripping precum.

With his free hand, Venn lifted my right leg. He pivoted between my legs and ran the topside of his cock against my cunt, returning the teasing favor and relishing how I moaned and my body shuddered. 

“Two can play at that game,” he murmured. 

“D-Dammit,” I whimpered. “I’m sorry. I won’t tease you again. Just shove it inside me, Venn. I’m begging you. I want to feel every inch!”

He put his forehead against mine. Our eyes locked, an entire cosmos swimming in his orbs. “Gladly.”

My mouth opened on a silent wail when he surged inside me. His big cock glided deep into my canal and my muscles clenched against his shaft. 

My body rocked with every thrust. While holding my leg up, his other hand returned under my shirt and played with my bouncing tits. My ass smacked the wall behind me, flattening and then jiggling with every buck of his hips. A wave of mindlessness passed over me. I couldn’t think about anything other than how he drilled me so perfectly, filling me with his girth and length. And how naughty it was to be screwing inside a campus storage room, closed off but still eminently catchable.

We hadn’t even made it to our freaking dorms!

He fucked me like a bullet train, drawing out ragged gasps from deep within my chest. My throat went dry as he toyed with me and grunted after every thrust. 

The climactic wave built to a crescendo, then a tsunami, ready to wreck everything in its path with its sheer intensity. 

I gritted my teeth and tucked my head into his chest, hugging him. “Too g-good,” I rasped, not making much sense. “Too big. ‘Bout to—oh, Venn! I’m coming!”

The explosion rocked me to my core. My body went taut as the pressure erupted from my belly to the tips of my limbs. A volcanic, full-body orgasm.  

My eyes rolled back as the tumbling climax burst free in waves. Venn grunted, the veins on his neck protruding. He released his hold on my leg and it dropped like an anchor, nearly making me stagger from my wobbling knees.

As Venn yanked himself free of me at the last second, he palmed his cock at the base. The engorged veins throbbed and the head ballooned. A single stroke of his hand set him off—ropes of white-hot cum spewed onto my exposed legs and belly. 

When he was finished, he fell forward into me, breathing like he’d run a marathon. We hugged and held each other, then slowly brought ourselves to the floor. 

We loved to do it standing because we were both able, but our sex invariably brought us to the ground, every single time. There, we would linger and bask in each other’s presence and high spirits, feeling the fullness of the afterglow.

It was a hell of a way to go through my schooling at Shadowblade Academy, and I wouldn’t trade it for the world.
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Chapter 4
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Dax

I WASN’T BIG ON PARTIES. Never had been. As a loner, I tended to keep to myself. Some people probably thought I was weird because of it. But I simply didn’t enjoy idle small-talk or showing fake interest in things that bored me. I sought more meaningful interactions. 

Which was why I circumvented all the praise following our Shadowball victory. Students came to hoist me on their shoulders. I wasn’t having it. A few deadly glares from me sent them the memo. They hurried away, joining the swarm around the one-time hero, Donovenn Gable. 

After all, I was just the goalie. I’d let three balls sneak past me, so was I really worthy of the praise? I’d just been lucky my teammates had managed to score four times against the opposing goaltender. 

I would let Donovenn, Sunder, and Quentin bask in the triumph of our victory. As for me, I would head to the showers for quiet recollection. I would reflect on the season, how it played out, and how far we’d come. 

Since I enjoyed my own company more than the company of most strangers, I would be content with taking an early evening and waking up bright and alert, rather than dull and hungover. 

All my plans changed when I saw Coralia Hargrave on the sideline, watching the celebration unfold. 

Coralia didn’t bore me. Not in the least. She was, in my eyes, the epitome of a “meaningful interaction.”

Her back facing me, I took a step toward her. I readied myself to say something, though she didn’t see me coming. When she walked down the sideline to join a sulking Sunder Conway, I frowned. 

My moment had been lost. Snatched away. 

Yes, I could have joined them, but I wasn’t interested in hearing Sunder’s sob story about what was pissing him off at that moment. It was always something with him. 

Even with my heightened sense of hearing, I couldn’t make out anything they said over the shouting and cheering of the students on the field. 

I began to wander away toward the showers at the edge of the park meadow. I gave one last glance over my shoulder and saw Sunny had disappeared. Now it was Donovenn talking with Coralia. 

My frown grew more pronounced. When I made it into the locker room, a strange sensation passed over me. Is it longing? Disappointment? Jealousy? It was hard to pinpoint. I was a fairly apathetic individual, not easily moved by strong emotions. In fact, I considered “emotions,” showing them, specifically, my weak point. I supposed it was why I often came across as detached and uncaring. 

It was something I didn’t know how to fix. It was also something I wasn’t convinced was an actual problem. Does it even need to be fixed?

Regarding Coralia Hargrave, I decided, yes, it did. If I was going to get closer to her—which I badly desired—I needed to be more open. I needed to be like the other Glovemates who had successfully molded a relationship with her, namely Donovenn and Sunder. 

Quentin was still an anomaly, but he’d only returned to the land of the living a few months ago. He had a good excuse. Plus, he was already more personable than me, which was frustrating. 

I stripped down in the shower and let the warm water purge my exasperated thoughts. Leaning forward, I rested my palms on the wall, letting the water roll down my neck, listening to it pelt my skin. 

After a few minutes of solemn silence, which I greatly appreciated, I had a clearer head. I finally understood what troubled me: Coralia had grown close to two Knuckles in Hudson’s Glove, and neither of them were me. 

Donovenn was understandable, because he was easygoing and likable. Sunder was a bit more perplexing, because he was a pain in the ass. Perhaps Coralia enjoys the back-and-forths with him. Maybe a part of her is turned on by the glitz and glamour of Sunder, and his controlling ways. 

I didn’t have either of those personality traits: likability or superiority. It made me feel like I had no chance with her. That I had already lost. 

And this was coming after I’d managed to muster the courage and spill my truth to her, prior to our final assignment, when we stayed in the infirmary together following Genevieve Jade’s abduction. I’d told her I was “smitten” with her, just like Donovenn Gable was. Just like, I suspected, Sunder Conway was.

And her response? To stare at me listlessly. No verbal answer or acknowledgement. I had exposed my heart, which was difficult for me to do, and had had it ripped out. I’d eventually asked her to stop staring at me because it made me nervous.

In hindsight, I knew I shouldn’t have put her on the spot like that. I shouldn’t have expected an immediate answer. Just because we’d been trapped together in the infirmary, healing, didn’t mean I deserved anything.

I’m being immature, expecting anything from her. She is my Glovemate, first and foremost. I can’t toss aside my professionalism just because she titillates me.  

I cranked the shower off and took a deep sigh. When I walked out into the locker room, I was staring at Sunder’s bare ass. He was finishing stripping down, shoving his clothes into a locker.

When he turned to face me, we stared at each other. Both of us remained quiet. Stark naked. 

He crossed his arms over his rugged chest. I had to admit he had an enviable physique: tall, muscled, hung. Not that I could complain about my own endowments.

The silence between us grew awkward as it stretched. 

Then I chuckled. 

“What?” Sunder snapped. He stood proud, certainly not shy about his body. If anything, rather than wilt when I chuckled, his muscles seemed to ripple with vibrancy. 

“I’m just noticing how polar opposite we are,” I said. “At least in appearance.” 

“You’re just now noticing that?” His head slanted. “I’m sorry to have to be the one to tell you this, but I’ll always be as white as a porcelain statue, and you’ll always be as black as a tar pit.” 

I could have taken offense to his choice of comparisons, but again, emotions were difficult. I shrugged. “I would have gone with black as volcanic glass and white as a bleached asshole, but I don’t think that’s pale enough.”

His lips folded into a thin line. The air grew tense around us. Why does it seem like we’re squaring off, in a public shower room, in the nude? We’ve always been teammates and, at the very least, cordial. 

Then he cracked a smile, which cut through the tension like a knife. “That was probably the funniest joke you’ve ever said.” He said it without any semblance of humor in his voice. It was honestly unnerving, and I wondered if he was trying to mimic my own countenance. 

“Thank you, Sunder.” I nodded graciously. “I’m trying to . . . open up.”

“You mean lighten up?”

“Yes. That one.”

“Still got some work to do, buddy.” Finally, he stepped forward. Walking past me, he slapped me on the shoulder. “But I like what I’m seeing.”

“Any advice?” 

My question seemed to catch him by surprise. He stopped at the archway of the shower room and slowly turned to face me, head bobbing left and right. “Try to act a little less like a robotic, alien species, and more human. Less like a shadow on the wall, more like a person in the room.”

I creased my brow, taking mental notes. “Less cyborg, more accessible. Got it.”

“Doing better already.” He flashed me another smug grin and then disappeared into the shower room. 

As I heard the water turn on, I called out: “Good game today, Sunder. I’m pleased to be your Glovemate.” 

His voice echoed: “You’re regressing already, pal, with the ‘I’m pleased to be your Glovemate’ shit. Just tell me how much I kick ass and get on with it!”

I smiled despite myself. “You kick ass, Sunder.”

“I know!” After a brief pause, his voice became more serious. “You’re not so bad yourself, Dax.”

I quickly dressed and left the locker room before he could emerge from the shower. 

I was starting to understand what Coralia saw in him. 

* * *
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EVEN AFTER MY SHOWER and my commitment to an early night in, I found myself idly wandering the halls of the Academy. My energy level was still too high from the Shadowball match and my ensuing talk with Sunder. 

My head spun with thoughts. It was a problem I wasn’t used to, because I typically felt calculated and in control. Maybe Sunder . . . Sunny . . . is right. I could stand to “lighten up” a little bit. I guess the first step to that is calling people by their preferred nicknames? 

I chuckled. It wasn’t going to be easy to change, and it certainly wasn’t going to happen all at once. 

Maybe in the morning I’d forget all this talk of change ever happened. Despite not seeming like it at times, I was comfortable in my own skin. 

My wandering brought my thoughts to Coralia. An ever-present distraction. She became disillusioned with me after I failed to show up as her Physical Intent tutor. I had promised to teach her what I knew—and I did, to a point—but then Headmaster Cane sent me on a covert mission for the Academy. 

After what Alaric Cane did for me in my past, I couldn’t turn down his directive. 

Perhaps that was why Coralia never answered back when I told her I was smitten with her. She needed more time to process. 

I would try to give her all the time she needed. But, for some reason, the closer she got to Donovenn and Sunder, the further I felt she was getting from me. 

It was quite a conundrum. 

A faint sound in the distance made my keen ears perk up. The animal inside me went on high alert. I stopped my ambling through the vacant hallway and stepped lightly toward the source of the sound.

It’s coming from behind that door. 

The dull thuds from within sounded like someone was being attacked. 

I froze at the door, the faint noises growing louder. I thought I heard low whispers and mumbling. 

If someone was in trouble, it was my duty to help them. I was an agent of Shadowblade Academy, after all. 

My hand reached for the doorknob.

A familiar voice stopped me short. 

“Oh, Venn! I’m coming!”

I backpedaled, eyes widening. All at once, the pervasive scent of sex filled my nose. My ears weren’t my only keen senses, but I’d been deafened, as it were, by the thudding noises. Until I got closer. 

Now I could make out the ragged pants and labored grunts of Coralia and Donovenn on the other side of the door. 

They were doing a shameful thing in public like this, defiling Academy property with their carnal exploits. 

Sunder’s words flashed through my head: “You’re regressing already, pal!” 

He was right. I couldn’t be such a prude. What Donovenn and Coralia were doing was . . . enticing. Lewd. Dangerous. 

My cock stiffened against my thigh, bulging down my leg. A flush came to my cheeks as I imagined joining them. It wasn’t jealousy or sadness I felt, which surprised me.

It was longing. I wanted to be a part of. 

I wondered what would happen if I swung the door open, pretending I didn’t know what was going on. How would they react? Would they be mortified and humiliated? 

Would they . . . invite me in? To join them?

The preposterous idea forced a scoff from my lungs. I shook my head at the absurd notion and hurried down the hall, trying to make as little noise as possible so they wouldn’t hear me escaping.

Fleeing. With my tail between my legs. 

I felt simultaneously ashamed and aroused. 

Coralia Hargrave was driving me mad. Stumbling upon her with Donovenn only made me realize how much I wanted her. 

Would they invite me in? I guess I’ll never know now.

And I had to be content with that. I was too honorable of a person to think otherwise—too respectful to try and insert myself in a situation where I was most likely not wanted. I wasn’t a gambler or a daredevil; I was calculated and in control. 

I made it outside and exhaled unsteadily, realizing I’d been holding my breath.

Change is going to be very, very difficult.
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Chapter 5
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Coralia

I STAYED IN VENN’S dorm that evening. Despite trying to be a private person, I wasn’t going to hide what I was doing. Even if I was somewhat of a celebrity after the Shadowball final, I didn’t feel like throwing on a hood or putting on a fake mustache. 

In my opinion, I was becoming famous for all the wrong reasons. Shadowball was just a game—a sport used to instill teamwork and collaboration, but still just a game, at the end of the day. The stuff I’d done with Hudson’s Glove in Asberald City? That was real shit. It was a shame our discoveries would go unnoticed. The prison, the Leatherwings, Genevieve Jade’s captivity, zombie Quentin, that poor dead girl, finding Myria seconds before losing her again—none of it would ever come to light, because students couldn’t know about it. Headmaster Cane had made that clear in our debriefing. 

Final Ghost assignments were, by their nature, clandestine. Though I hadn’t signed an NDA or anything, it wasn’t something to bring up during idle conversation. “Coralia, did you hear about the new Phantom student?” “Yeah, he reminds me a bit of the demonic Leatherwings from the creepy abandoned prison I invaded!” 

Not exactly polite chatter.  

I wondered how Alaric Cane planned on keeping Vivi Jade silent about the whole ordeal, since she wasn’t bound by the same secrecy we were since she hadn’t been involved in the mission. Or, if she’d even want to talk about it, since it must have been extremely traumatizing.

Oh wait, I forgot: She doesn’t even remember anything that happened while she was there! I would’ve called her out if I thought she was lying, but the vacant expression on her face in the infirmary had been evidence enough. Plus, I wasn’t about to go victim-blaming. 

I couldn’t believe I was thinking it, but I missed the old, bitchy Genevieve. The overly-confident bimbo who thought the world belonged to her, and treated me like shit. That was better than the shell of the girl I’d seen over the past couple months. She had turned into a ghost.  

Her transformation, as well as the sudden vanishing act by the other girl we’d found in the prison, really piqued my interest. 

What ever happened to that woman, anyway? The one Dax recognized. Who is Desmona? Does she remember anything?

It infuriated me when I thought about how we’d lost the only solid lead about the place before I’d gotten a chance to ask her questions. Desmona had a firsthand accounting of the prison facility that none of us did.

Makes me want to track her down.

Needless to say, I had a burning desire to learn what fuckery was afoot in the Asberald City prison. The scientists and doctors that had arrived on campus following our raid alarmed and frustrated me. They were keeping everything on a need-to-know basis, and us mere students didn’t need to know. 

But I did. If I was ever going to find Myria again, I needed some new clues. The abandoned prison might’ve contained all of them. I’d even contemplated sneaking over there myself on a few occasions. My Glovemates had adamantly deterred me though, saying it was too dangerous. Too much yellow tape, as it were. 

“You’re too much like your sister,” Sunny had scolded me. “This is exactly the kind of shit she pulled that got her taken in the first place.”

I hadn’t talked to him for a week after he said that shit. Even though he was right.

Plus, I couldn’t lie: I was too freaked out about Asberald City to go alone. It was a ghost town—dilapidated, foggy, and very clearly haunted. I mean, freaking demons had used it as a base of operation, for fuck’s sake. 

I tried to talk Venn into going, but he declined, saying he wouldn’t go unless the rest of the Glove did. Dax was a nonstarter because he was a Goody Two Shoes. Quentin didn’t want to return to the place that had zombified him and separated his soul from his body, which was understandable. How did that happen, anyway? Another unanswered question I’m dying to know. 

It disappointed me. 

When enough time passed and I forgave Sunny, I asked him again. I hoped he of all people would want to go because, other than myself, he’d been the most determined to find Myria. But even he said he didn’t want to get expelled from the Academy, and that we were already skating on thin ice and needed to be smarter about our next moves.

Cowards.

He stopped just short of saying he was scared of going back there. Instead, he went with this line: “We need a better plan.” We couldn’t just run blindly into Asberald like foolhardy, misguided heroes. 

“If we’re going to find Myria, we’ll find her at Shadowblade Academy,” he’d said. In his estimation, the clues were gathering dust at the Academy, waiting to be discovered.

Okay, fine. But where, goddammit? I was starting to lose hope, faith, and patience. I was at the end of my Ghost-year and no closer to returning Myria to the Crust. The fact I had freaking found her and then lost her again only made it worse.

The scared look on her face, as the Leatherwings had pushed her into that portal, haunted me at night. Nightmares kept me up, and I constantly thought about what I could have done differently. 

It had gotten to the point my Glovemates could recognize what I was thinking, when I was thinking it, based on my dour expression. They told me I needed to stop torturing myself; we had done all we could. 

I wasn’t so sure. If I had gotten up to the second level of the prison, maybe I could have stopped her kidnappers. Suggesting that usually had one of the guys telling me I would’ve had to fight not one but two Leatherwings at the same time. That I would have died. 

I hated that they were right.

“You awake, sleepyhead?” Venn’s soft voice curled over me. He was reclined behind me on the bed.

My eyes had been open for a while, staring out at the white wall as I ruminated. I grunted in response, trying to play like I’d been asleep and had just woken up.

“Uh oh,” he answered. “You’re thinking about Asberald again, aren’t you?”

Dammit! They know me too well.

I shook my head, flattening my face into the pillow. 

Fingers gently raked through my hair. “And here I was hoping you were reminiscing on the epic time we had last night.”

Guilt passed through me. His soft touch calmed my nerves. I rolled onto my back and glanced over at him. He looked sexy propped up on an elbow, languidly staring at me with half-lidded eyes. I was glad to see he had a playful expression, rather than a sad one.

“It was epic, wasn’t it?” I said, tossing him a sly grin.

I wasn’t lying when I said it. Venn made me feel good. Like, real good. Having sex with him was totally satisfying and life-affirming. He was a missing puzzle piece I’d finally found after years of searching. 

Who knew I just needed to get away from the drab Crustacean men to find it?

I leaned forward and gave him a peck on the lips. I whispered, “When you were between my legs with your fingers inside and rubbing my—”

“I know. It was hot. I could tell by the way your legs clenched around my face like a vise grip.”

My cheeks reddened. “Sorry.” 

“Don’t be. In fact, I’m considering doing it again, right now . . .”

His words made me squirm beneath the covers, lust sweeping through my belly, but there was still something gnawing at me. I knew he was trying to make me forget what I’d just been thinking about—and good on him for trying—but I didn’t feel in the mood. Sadly. 

It sucked, because morning sex was probably my favorite kind of sex. There was nothing quite like waking up refreshed and content, with that warm tingly feeling stretching through your bones and muscles, before being promptly fucked into mindlessness. 

Ugh.

“And I would,” he continued, “but we have the ceremony in an hour.”

My heart smacked against my ribs. “Oh shit, that’s today?”

“Yup. And I just heard your tummy rumbling.”

I hugged my stomach, making myself small and vulnerable looking. I batted my eyes like a lost puppy. “I mean . . . I could eat.”

“And judging by your expression, you expect me to procure said nourishment.” 

“You sound like Dax when you say it like that.” I giggled. “But yes. I do.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re lucky I don’t mind being a golden retriever.” With a lighthearted sigh, he threw the sheets back and rolled out of bed. 

I grinned at the sight of his bare bubbly ass and jetted out like a viper to smack him on the bottom as he started walking away.

He almost let out a girly yelp in surprise, but ended up just doing a jittery dance to get away from my vicious hands. 

“Harlot!” he scolded. 

I couldn’t help myself. The boy had a nice ass. “Don’t go strutting around in your birthday suit if you don’t wanna get got, hun.”

He slipped into some pants, which was sad because it meant his lovely cock disappeared into them as well. “I’m glad you enjoy my posterior as much as I enjoy yours.”  

I wrinkled my nose. “Posterior? Again with the Dax vernacular.”

Venn smiled. “Do you have a problem with it?”

“I mean, it’s not exactly sexy. Don’t get me wrong, Dax is probably the smartest of us, but—”

“You don’t find him sexy?” As Venn cut me off, his smile wavered, which was interesting in its own right.

“I never said that!” Strangely, I felt exposed. “He’s just, uh, a bit like a closed, locked book. I wouldn’t mind getting to know what’s inside those pages, but I don’t have the key.” 

“Interesting. Okay. I’m glad you enjoy my tight ass as much as I enjoy your juicy badonkadonk. Better?”

I threw my head back and cackled. “Much. Thank you.”

He winked and threw a shirt over his head. “I’ll be back in ten. Cinnamon waffles?”

“Don’t forget the syrup.”

He left me with a smile plastered on my face. I loved the rapport I had with Venn. The dude was growing on me in all the right ways. I realized after he was gone that he had made me forget all about my dark thoughts. At least for a moment. 

But what he’d said about Dax—or thought I was implying—couldn’t have been further from the truth. It was both a blessing and a curse that I found all my Glovemates sinfully attractive. They all had different qualities I found utterly alluring.

As for Dax, it was his mystery and stoicism that attracted me to him. Also, that whole Goody Two Shoes thing? I could admire a man who had morals and stood by his convictions. 

I mean, someone like Sunny? He was just hot because he was tall, intensely handsome, arrogant, and took whatever he wanted. He was a dominating personality with the power to back it up. How could a girl not fall for that? 

But Dax was more . . . nuanced. I wouldn’t mind peeling back the layers of that particular onion. He always seemed so distant though. Unapproachable, even. 

I wondered if I was going to have to take the first step in getting to know him better; to get him talking. Because, up until this point, I wasn’t getting the I-want-you vibe.

Well, he did tell you he wants you, dummy, my brain reminded me. Oh, right. In the infirmary. How could I forget? 

A knock at the door had me pushing the thoughts aside and sitting up. I wrapped the blankets around my naked body like a robe and stood. Then I shuffled over to the door and smiled as I started to swing it open. 

“Back so soon for more badonkadonk, stud? Or did you shadowgate to the waffle—”

Dax stood in the doorway.

“—store.” I blinked. “Speak of the devil.”

His eyes scoured my body—the little he could see of it—and his body went rigid. Taking a step back, his calculating eyes widened. It was like he’d never seen a bare shoulder before. “Oh, Coralia, um, apologies. I expected Donovenn.” 

I forced back the playful urge to smile. Dax’s embarrassment was adorable. “Well, I am in his room.” I leaned my head against the door frame, watching and enjoying him squirm. 

Abruptly, his eyes narrowed. “Did you call me a devil?”

“Huh?”

“You said, ‘speak of the devil.’”

“Oh. No, no, it’s just a human phrase, Dax. What, were you raised under a rock?”

“No, I was raised in the jungle.”

I frowned. “Right. The jungle.” I scratched my head. Something on his shoulder caught my eye, and I was able to genuinely deflect. Creasing my brow, I pointed. “What’s that?”

His eyes darted to the right like he’d forgotten something was on his shoulder. But how could he when it was a fucking lizard? A big one, too. And not just any lizard, but a bearded dragon. It stared at me placidly, tongue poking out every few seconds, the flared neck-flappy thing seeming to breathe. 

“Ah, yes. Desmona. That’s why I came.”

My jaw dropped. I pointed more emphatically at the reptile. “That’s Desmona? Not a dragon shifter, but a bearded dragon shifter? Holy shit that’s funny. Poor girl. I’m sorry, Des, I didn’t mean to laugh at—”

“What? No, no, no.” He shook his head, adamant. “I apologize. You have me a bit flustered. Do you have any clothes, perhaps?”

I smiled at him. “What, you don’t like my robe?” I twirled in my drab blanket, teasing him some more. I debated letting it drop to the floor, but I didn’t want to give the poor guy a heart attack. Instead, I wrapped it tighter around my front, because I didn’t want my tits falling out. And because it pressed the fabric tighter around me. This is more fun than I expected.

“On the contrary, Coralia, I daresay I like it too much.”

His words made me pause, my lips forming an O. It was the most forward thing I’d ever heard from him, and I couldn’t deny the pang of heat that zinged through my core. 

Gulping hard, my face warmed. “Oh. Sorry. I’ll be right back.” I cleared my throat, closed the door, and dropped the blanket to the floor as I skipped over to the bed. I snagged my bra, panties, jeans, and one of Venn’s tees because I couldn’t find my own.

When I returned, I opened the door and folded my arms. “Now then, what’s this about Desmona?” The name had my curiosity piqued, for obvious reasons. I wanted to bombard him with questions.

“This is one of her messengers.”

I hesitated, confused. “Why a bearded dragon?”

“I assume because it could sneak onto campus without alerting suspicion from any guards.”

“Whoa. But wouldn’t she need to know where Shadowblade Academy is located to do that? And why not a homing pigeon or something? Seems more practical than—”

“I don’t know, Coralia.” He still seemed flustered, but now for a different reason. “I don’t have the answers you seek. You have to understand, Desmona . . . speaks to the forest. And the forest listens.”

My face went slack. “Holy shit, that sounds cool.”

“Indeed. She is a spirit of the trees. A dryad. A wood nymph.” 

“Even cooler.” With a desperation that came on like a bullet train, I wanted to speak with Desmona. She sounded badass, and there were still those possible clues I wanted to sponge out of her. But we weren’t there yet. “How did the little fella get here?”

“No idea.” Dax carded a hand through his short platinum hair. “With the reptile’s rate of travel, I’m assuming it couldn’t journey for long . . .”

I picked up where he trailed off. “Which means it must have come from somewhere close. It? He. She?”

Dax gave me a pointed look. “I don’t know the reptile’s gender, Coralia.”

In my head, I had already named the cute lizard Yoshi. I wondered how my cat would get along with Yoshi. “Okay. So he came from somewhere close.”

“That’s my presumption, yes.”

I narrowed my eyes on the panther shifter. “Which means Shadowblade Academy might be located close to your Appalachian rainforest homeland.” 

“Indeed, Coralia.” 

Excitement thrummed inside me and I shivered. “Ooh. This is exciting news.” 

He frowned. “That’s not the news I came to deliver to Donovenn, unfortunately.”

I perked up. “Oh, yeah. The message. What did it say?”

Dax sucked his lips in. “It’s something I want to discuss with the entire Glove.”

“Including me?”

“Of course.” The way he said it so simply made my heart soar. “You’re a Knuckle in the Glove, are you not?”

I nodded wordlessly, choked up by a sudden lump in my throat. I croaked, “What about the Phantom ceremony this afternoon? Venn says it’s in an hour.” It was the official ceremony of the Ghosts graduating to Phantoms, attended by most the Academy. 

“Screw the ceremony. It’s just for show. A spectacle. This is more important.” 

With the firmness of his voice and the vehement way he said it, I wasn’t about to disagree or argue with an angry Dax Kilmeade. I had rarely seen him lose his cool. 

“Okay. Let’s go find the boys then, shall we?”
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Chapter 6
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Coralia

“SO YOU’RE SAYING THIS lizard—”

“Yoshi,” I cut in, interrupting Sunny.

He glared at me. “You’re saying Yoshi is a messenger from your friend in Appalachia.” The vampire stalked in front of the table, rubbing his chin.

“Yes,” Dax said. “My homeland.”

He and I had found the rest of the guys in less than an hour. With the exception of Venn, who had been piling waffles high in the mess hall, the rest of them had been in their dorms, in various states of sleepiness and undress. Turned out none of them were going to attend the graduation ceremony, so I didn’t feel bad about missing it. Except for the suspicion it will raise if it’s noticed we’re not there. I had to hope the huge influx of students would mask our absence. 

“How do you know your friend sent it?”

“Him,” I said. “Not ‘it.’” Though I wasn’t sure if that was true. Someone had to defend Yoshi—he couldn’t speak for himself.

Sunny gave me another annoyed look, and I just smiled innocently. Oh how I loved pushing his buttons.

Dax said, “Besides the fact he was resting outside my windowsill, poking his head against the glass until I let him in?” 

The panther shifter folded his hands. He sat at the table like a regular person, while Sunny paced like a drill sergeant. Quentin lounged behind Sunny at the wall, and Venn and I sat together around Dax. We had come to the vacant Gable Training Facility, our Glove’s faithful hideaway and base of operations, to discuss.

“As I told Coralia,” Dax continued, “Desmona speaks to the forest. She imposed the message onto the dragon—erm, Yoshi—and it was relayed to me when I touched him. It’s similar to a fae mind-link, although with only a specific target. I was the target.”

“People can freaking do that?” Venn blurted out of the blue. “I mean, yes, supernaturals have magic, but that’s . . . extra.”

Dax nodded. “Desmona is a special breed.”

“So this message didn’t come in writing? This little dude didn’t bring a tiny rolled-up letter for you to read?” Sunny asked. He seemed incredibly doubtful about this whole thing. 

“No, Sunder.”

Sunny stopped pacing and faced Dax. “So we have to take your word for it.”

Dax stood, staring daggers across the table. “I would not lie to my Glove.” I could practically hear his teeth gnashing together.

“Enough,” Quentin growled from the back. He had taken a command position since Jace Hudson’s banishment, which I knew irked Sunny to no end because the vampire saw himself as the self-imposed leader. “Sunny, what reason do you have to doubt Dax?”

Sunny spun on the shaggy-haired man and opened his mouth. 

Before he could speak, Dax said, “I also would not summon you all here if it was not important.”

“Great,” I said, cutting in before Sunny could argue. I slapped my hands on the table, drawing everyone’s attention. “We’ve got that cleared up, so can we get to the nitty-gritty? Namely, what the fuck does the message say?”

Dax folded his hands on the table. “Desmona tells me an acquaintance of mine was killed recently. She would like me to come investigate, because my kin do not have the tools to tackle such a task.”

For a moment, silence lingered. It seemed like Dax had been ready to say more, but he abruptly stopped.

Gently, I said, “An acquaintance, Dax?”

“A childhood friend. Kalul was like a brother to me when we were younger.” 

After he said it, I noticed the tic in his jaw; the long expression on his face. He was doing everything he could to keep it together, stoic man that he was.

My heart ripped in two for him. I wanted to reach across the table and hold his hands, to tell him everything was going to be okay. I wanted to give him a hug. “Oh Dax, I’m so sorry.”

“Thank you, Coralia.” He said the words like he was reading a teleprompter: detached and emotionless.

“That’s tragic,” Sunny said, then cleared his throat. “But what does it have to do with us?”

With a sharp intake of breath, I swiveled in my chair. “Sunny, you asshole!” 

He raised his hands in surrender. “What? I’m just saying what everyone’s thinking.”

“You’re heartless.” 

“Be that as it may,” Quentin joined in, “I’m afraid Sunny is right in this.”

“And who made you the fucking leader, Dreamcatcher?” I snapped.

He ignored me. “Dax, is there anything more you can tell us?” He sat across from Dax, leaning forward and staring at him with his unnerving emerald eyes. “You are the most law-abiding, upstanding person I’ve ever met at Shadowblade Academy, mate. Are you honestly considering leaving, and risking expulsion, for this friend of yours?”

Dax bowed his head. For a moment, no one could see his face. When he tipped his gaze, his eyes seemed on the verge of tears. “I am.”

My stomach dropped. So this was serious serious, in his mind. Otherwise he wouldn’t chance it. 

I bit my bottom lip. The way he had cut himself off after relaying the message, and then spoke in such clipped language . . . the fact this was affecting him so much . . . There’s something he’s not telling us. 

I wasn’t about to ask the question, because I didn’t want to put a grieving man on the spot. But I could tell, and my gut instinct was rarely wrong.

Luckily, or sadly, Sunny’s observational skills were as keen as mine. “This doesn’t make sense.” He gripped the back of a chair and squeezed. “You’re hiding something, Dax. What else is there?”

Dax snarled like an animal, his panther on the verge of breaking free. Sunny was testing dangerous waters.

Venn, surprisingly, agreed with Sunny. “We’re your brothers, Dax. We don’t keep secrets from each other.”

“I know that, Donovenn.”

“Then what is it?”

I felt bad for Dax as his gaze shifted left to right. Everyone was ganging up on him. But he had brought this to us, so if we were going to do something drastic, we needed to see the whole picture. And I believed Sunny and Venn were right.

Dax exhaled hard through his nose. “Desmona says a wanderer came to our village. An outsider. She says she recognized the person from Shadowblade Academy.”

“What?” I gasped.

“Impossible,” Sunny barked.

“How could she?” Venn asked. 

“She spent a day here after we rescued her from Asberald City, remember?”

“She could have seen anyone,” Quentin said. 

I, for one, wanted to know more about Desmona’s time in the prison. All of this was incredibly intriguing, though I knew the other guys were fighting it. If this presented me with a road to my sister, somehow, I had to jump on it. “I’m with you, Dax,” I blurted, standing from my seat. 

“Horseshit,” Sunny snapped back, rounding the table to push into my space. “I’m not going to let another Myria situation happen. We go as one or not at all.”

“Okay, D’Artagnan, then make a decision,” I pushed back, not letting him overpower me with his stature. He had a way of imposing his will and hotness all over me. Talking back to him sent molten lava dripping through my core. “Are we going to Three Musketeers this shit or not?”

“No,” he said, voice brooding with finality. He gave no defense why he’d said it.

Venn jumped on him. “You said it yourself, Sunny: We can’t fracture the group. And Dax sounds like he’s going with or without us.”

“Then it will be him separating the Glove. Not us. That’s not our faults.”

I scoffed. Now who was being the pansy? “Don’t Scooby-Doo this just because everyone’s disagreeing with you, Sunny. Don’t split the gang.”

A deep groan left his lips. “Spirits above, woman, can you stop speaking in fucking pop culture metaphors?”

He was losing it, eyes flaring red. Honestly, I liked it. When Quentin jumped into the fray, it only boiled my blood even hotter. I was enjoying seeing Sunny get the brunt of the bullying for once.

“We have two weeks before the next term at the Academy begins,” Quen said. He shrugged his big shoulders. “Things could get boring.”

“We could be back before anyone even noticed we were gone,” Venn added.

“I could use a vacation,” I quipped. 

Students weren’t permitted to leave the Academy during the off-term weeks, which I thought was bullshit. All that covert BS and whatnot. We were given a fall break vacation, but told we had to stay put. 

I saw where Sunny was coming from: We could get in huge trouble if we were caught. Like, expelled type of trouble. But when had he ever cared about the rules? He was the one who sent me off-campus in the first place with his little sinkhole trick. He didn’t care then about the repercussions, so why did he care now?

It hit me like an anvil falling on my chest. He’s scared of losing us. He’s scared of losing the only people he cares about in this crazy place—even one of us—if something were to happen. And the only way he knows how to express that is through anger. 

If he wasn’t such an asshat, I might feel sorry for him.

My eyes softened. His upper lip peeled back in a bestial snarl aimed at all of us, realizing he was cornered. There was nothing worse or more dangerous than a cornered vampire, and I wondered if we were going about this all wrong. 

I mean, we still didn’t have all the information from Dax, probably. Maybe Sunny was trying to be cautious.

“You’ve all lost the plot!” he bellowed. His red cloak swished behind him, making him look a bit ridiculous. “First it was Myria, then Quentin. We barely got you back, Quen—do you forget so quickly?” Before Quentin could answer, Sunny stabbed a finger in my direction, “And we also lost Vivi and barely got her back. Don’t you see? Everywhere we go, omens follow us.” He turned his ire on Dax. “How do you know this isn’t a trap, Kilmeade?”

“I only know what Desmona told me, Sunder,” Dax said calmly, “and I know she wouldn’t lie to me. She also wouldn’t send this message unless she deemed it urgent and necessary. I know her. She believes she’s dealing with outside forces beyond her control.”

“No, no, no.” Sunny shook his head adamantly. “This is fucked! I need some air.”

He shouldered me out of the way and took off for the entrance of the dojo.

“You’re a vampire!” Venn called after him. “You don’t need air, Sunny!”

“Fuck you!” he shouted over his shoulder.

Great, things have devolved into a child’s yelling match. Just what we need when the Glove was finally on its way to being repaired.

Even though Sunny was the sole detractor in this argument, he’d made good points.

Once he was gone, everyone was left scratching their head, averting their gaze, or just looking uncomfortable. 

I tapped my fingers on the table. “Well . . . that probably could have gone better.” 

Quentin chuckled. Venn sighed and leaned forward to put his forehead on the table. Dax said nothing, still sitting there with his hands folded. 

“I’ll talk to him,” I said, nodding to the guys. 

Quentin scoffed. “Are you kidding? He hates you worse than any of us.”

“I know,” I said. “Which is why I’ll talk to him. He can’t help himself with me.”
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Chapter 7
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Sunny

I PACED OUTSIDE THE dojo, pulling my cloak tighter around me as if it could protect me. My Glovemates were being ridiculous even humoring such an idea. 

The fact it had come from Dax, the most principled among us? Ludicrous. If this is what he thinks I meant when I said “lighten up,” he’s an idiot.

Then again, Dax being the most principled of us also lent itself to his defense. If I had suggested such an idea—leaving the Academy with seemingly no reward or benefit, but tons of possible negative consequences—I would have been laughed out of the room. No one would have taken me seriously.

The rest of the group was only taking Dax seriously because it was Dax Kilmeade. The stalwart, vigilant cop of the group. He had a measure of respect even I didn’t have with the rest of the Knuckles. A rapport I envied. 

I’d always had to take what I wanted, because there was no other way. Dax was able to manipulate with his righteous, pragmatic nature. Even if the others didn’t see it, I did. 

Being cornered by the others had been shocking. I never expected Dax to wield such influence and authority, all without being controlling or domineering. He kept to the shadows, yet he was still admired. 

I had to admit I had underestimated the weirdo. With Quen, Venn, and Coralia ganging up on me, trying to dissuade me from doing the right thing—which was baffling in itself—I’d been close to losing control. I’d needed to escape the dojo before I tried to rip all their throats out and spit down their necks. 

Just who the fuck did they think they were, anyway?

Footsteps thudded behind me on the pavement and I spun to find Coralia walking toward me. Head lurching, I broke into a sneer. 

The morning sun cut through the clouds, making my skin itch. Yet when the rays arced across Coralia’s skin, it immersed her in a vibrant, golden glow that stole my breath away. Because of what I was, I rarely saw Coralia in the full morning light. She was stunning. Her black-and-red hair was flecked in orange and bronze hues, giving her an almost ochre rainbow tint. Her sharp cheekbones could have cut through my icy heart, and the alertness in her soft eyes seemed brighter and more commanding in the sun’s beams. 

For a moment, I was blinded by her beauty. Her features, combined with her feisty attitude—which seemed to have evolved from my own disposition—set a warm pulse thrumming under my pale skin. 

I had always loved a woman who was fearless. A woman who would fight back. I’d just never expected Coralia to become so good at it. She was proving to own all those resilient qualities in spades. 

When she had finally come into herself and reveled in her power, her beauty, and her no-fucks-given attitude . . . that’s when I had truly fallen for the girl I used to see as a meek princess. 

Still, I had to put up appearances. I couldn’t outwardly show how she affected me, or else it would have spelled the end to any power I still held over her. And I desperately needed to hold onto that power because it was the only thing I still had. 

“Really?” I scoffed. “They sent you? My Glovemates are not as smart as I thought they were.”

The corner of her lip tugged. My snide little barbs had the opposite effect they used to have. They no longer pressed her, but rather invigorated her to shoot back. It was something I hadn’t anticipated, and I had yet to learn how to adapt to this new, self-assured princess. 

“Despite the obvious risks to my health, I came out here on my own, Sunny.” 

My eyes squinted. “Then I guess you’re the idiot in the bunch.”

“Yes, yes, I know. I’m foolish and dumb and blah, blah, blah.” She waved me off like I was absurd, and it hurt and angered me more than any other reaction would have. In that moment, I felt absurd. I needed to try a new tactic, because clearly my jabs weren’t working.

The warmth sliding along my skin bundled up into nerves. “Why do you think this is such a good idea, princess?”

“I never said it was. But not all plans have to be perfect.” She moved closer to me, which made the heat inside me go from a simmer to a sizzle. Looking up at me with her doting eyes, she said, “Don’t you feel any bit of curiosity? Remorse? Drive?”

“Of course I do.” I frowned, stepping close to her to see how she would react. I wanted to tilt her chin and claim her, right then and there, for all the ways she vexed and aroused me. Coralia Hargrave was a woman who deserved to be put in her place, and I wanted to be the one to do it. Not Venn, not Dax, not Quen. 

I was a possessive son of a bitch. 

“For once,” I continued, “I’m trying to be the responsible one.”

“Is it because you’re scared of losing us?”

I snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not scared of anything.”

“Well, I know that’s not true.”

“What do you mean?”

“When you sent me through that shadowgate and I ended up in the Crust, Charli told me you looked frightened. Now, if it was because of the possible repercussions, or because you thought you’d killed me, I don’t know. But I know that stony, sexy exterior of yours doesn’t protect your gooey center completely.”

My eyebrows lifted. “My . . . gooey center?”

A rosy flush came to her cheeks. “Yeah, roll with it. Felt right in the moment.”

“You won’t convince me this is a good idea, princess.”

“I know. I’m not trying to.” She reached out and bumped her fingers against mine. I nearly jolted from surprise. When her warm touch lingered on my cold skin, I had to reciprocate. I threaded her fingers into mine. 

“How have you done this?” I asked simply. 

“Done what, Sunny?”

“Turned me into a sap.”

“For me?”

“Who else? I never thought of your sister this way.”

“And how about Vivi? Did you think of Genevieve this way?”

“Absolutely not.” Anger flooded my veins when I recalled what had become of Genevieve since returning from Asberald City. “Though I do admit to some . . . pity for the girl. I suppose.”

“In the human world, we call that compassion.”

I rolled my eyes and took my hand out of hers. She was trying to manipulate me, and by the spirits, it was working. “I know what it’s called, princess.” I turned my back to her.

“So you see? You’re not so heartless and wicked.”

Her words made me pause.

“Imagine if Desmona is the Genevieve Jade of Dax’s world.”

What, a woman he could fuck relentlessly and without emotion? A toy used for his pleasure, before he tossed her aside? A maladapted girl with daddy issues and a mean streak? “Somehow I doubt it.”

“Okay, fine.” I sensed her creeping up behind me, enveloping me in her essence. “Then imagine Desmona is me, but for Dax.” 

I wanted to tell her that she, Coralia, was the person Dax pined after, just like the rest of us. Not some faraway tree spirit he knew from his past life. 

The princess was becoming the queen to all of us. 

“You wouldn’t let anything happen to me, right?” she asked. 

Spirits draw and quarter me—she knew how to dig deep with the knife. Of course I wouldn’t let anything happen to her. She had become too much a part of my life to allow that. Too important.

When I said nothing, Coralia continued. Her voice was mere inches from my ear. “Or, even better, imagine if Desmona is Myria. My sister. The girl you’ve been looking for all this time. The glue to the Glove.”

No, I wanted to say. You’re the glue I was looking for, princess. I just didn’t know it at first. 

My breath hitched in my throat. Her words had a profound effect on me, in a way I couldn’t articulate. 

“No,” I said, my voice throaty and thick. I turned and looked down at her in the gleaming morning sunlight. “You had it right the first time.”

She inhaled sharply, her puffy lips parting ever so slightly. “What do you me—”

I tilted her chin, instincts taking over just like I’d imagined. Before she could continue, I dipped my head and slanted my lips over hers, stealing her words. I could taste her cinnamon and vanilla on my tongue. It was more delectable than any blood I’d ever drained. 

My eyes flared, while hers widened with something like fear. She couldn’t accept my kiss, so abruptly, after all the turmoil I had put her through.

Slowly, however, her fearful eyes mellowed and closed. 

I withdrew before I could get carried away. I could hear her heartbeat in my ears, the blood rushing through her delicious body. She breathed hard, heavy, and a warm blush stained her cheeks. 

“Sunny . . .” she croaked, either aghast or astounded. 

At least I could still surprise her. 

“I won’t lose you like I lost Myria, princess.” My voice darkened, because I couldn’t believe she had such a dominating power over me. “If that means you’re following Dax wherever he’s going, then it means I have to go too.”
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Chapter 8
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Coralia

“I’M SORRY I HAVE TO go, Char,” I said to my best friend and roommate. The spritely, endlessly-bubbly fox shifter sat on the edge of her bed, absentmindedly running a hand down Bruce Kittenson’s fur, who sat on her lap. My ancient cat had grown to love Charli more than me, which at first irked me, but now I didn’t mind. If Brucey was happy, so was I. 

Also, I couldn’t blame him. Charli was awesome, and there weren’t enough adjectives to describe her awesomeness. But I would try: She was enthusiastic, caring, inspiring, loving, and fearless. Not to gloat, but I think I had taught her that last one.  

When a rare frown broke on her face, it tugged at my heartstrings. She wasn’t good at hiding her emotions, and the sorrow was so profoundly evident on her freckled cheeks it made me want to cry.  

To keep from doing that, I rushed over and plopped down beside her, then started rubbing her slumped shoulders. “Please don’t be sad, hun. If you cry, I’ll cry.”

“I’m—I’m not gonna cry, Cor Cor.” But her bottom lip trembled. “It just sucks.”

“I’ll be back before you know it, babe. Before our second term starts.” 

“You promise?” She looked up at me with dewy anime eyes. 

I opened my mouth, then hesitated and clamped it shut. I had some experience with making promises I couldn’t keep, and now I was a little skittish to make them. “You know I’ll do my best. Besides, you’ll have Mr. Kittenson to keep you company.” I smiled at her and ruffled Bruce’s little head, which made him pop up out of his languid daze and stare at me like he was plotting my death. 

Yeah, he definitely loved Charli more than me at this stage in the game. 

“I guess that’s true,” she said with a small shrug. “But I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.” Seeing her take in a strong breath and pump her chest out gave me renewed hope she’d be okay. I hated leaving Charli alone, but she would be fine. She was an adult, even if she acted far younger at times. Besides, I was the one I needed to worry about. I had no idea what kind of fuckery I was heading into.

I had to hope Dax didn’t lead the Glove astray. He didn’t seem like the type to do that. He demanded the highest expectations out of anyone in the group. Maybe I’ll get to find out more about the mysterious man when we’re in his homeland. That could be a plus.

I wondered what dark shit Dax harbored from his past. Who was it that told me everyone at Shadowblade Academy came from dark backgrounds and shitty pasts? That no one became an assassin because they’d lived a happy life?

Whoever it was, they were right. I assumed Dax was no different, but I’d yet to really dig.  

Venn had gotten caught up in drug production and anarchy, going against his family’s wishes, and it led to a dead friend and his head on the chopping block at the Unseelie Court. Headmaster Cane had rescued him at the last second and brought him to the Academy.

Sunny had been changed into a vampire decades ago, as far as I knew. It seemed there was someone in his life who he felt responsible for turning him into the “monster” known as Sunder Conway. He either shunned or forgot his past life, and ended up here somehow. The details were a bit murky. 

And Quentin, Dreamwatcher, well . . . he was still an enigma. I had rarely gotten the chance to talk to him since his return to Shadowblade, because I could rarely find him. I had a feeling he was still acclimating himself to the world, to Hudson’s Glove, and to his soul. He had been either undead or close to dead when we’d found him, and it had to be hard getting back into the swing of things. I’d learn more about him once he was ready. It wasn’t something I could force. 

But for now, it was Dax’s turn. I was just too inquisitive to let his mysterious personality go unquestioned and unanswered. Perhaps I cared about him too much.

I stood from the bed and sighed, walking over to the window of our dorm room. Peering out, I saw the tiny dots of people below, walking on the pavement, moseying between the classroom buildings, and loitering in the green park. 

But my thoughts were elsewhere. Namely, Sunny’s unexpected kiss outside the Gable Training Facility. After all the shit he’d put me through, the squabbles and frustration, the knowing smirks, he had stolen my breath away in a single moment with that searing kiss. At first, I had been too stunned to do anything. I’d been partly mortified and, as always with the smug bastard, incredibly aroused. His kiss had sent a lightning bolt of desire through me, touching every inch of my body as I tasted his delectable, piney crispness on my tongue. His perfect lips were now forever tattooed on my memory, whether I liked it or not. 

In some ways, it had been a long time coming. An inevitability. The sexual tension had always been palpable around him, even through our bickering. In fact, the bickering only added to the growing heat. At times, I enjoyed it, which was just weird. 

I was sure the rest of the Glove saw all this before I did.  

And yet, I had always expected my first kiss with Sunny to be . . . different. In my naughty sex dreams, it had been a romantic affair—his body framing mine, his long blond locks tickling my face. His hard abs pressing against me. His puffy lips ghosting my nape, teasing. His warm tongue slipping inside as he claimed me . . .

It hadn’t been this, I don’t know, desperate thing, like it had played out in real life.

But who was I kidding? This was Sunny Conway. It was never going to be romantic and peaceful and gentle with him, the most arrogant, self-assured supernatural at Shadowblade Academy.  

Now he had staked a claim on me. He’ll be expecting more, and I’m not sure I want to stay away. His controlling soul draws me to him. If the whole purpose of that kiss was to keep me thinking about him all the time—make sure I didn’t forget the vampire when I was with Venn or investigating Dax—then it had been a resounding success. 

I mean, shit, I was fogging up the window with the heavy breathing coming from my parted lips, a haze in my eyes like I was on a different planet. That showed how much he weighed on my mind. 

“Cor Cor, are you okay?” Charli’s voice behind me funneled in. 

I cleared my throat, trying to pretend I hadn’t been daydreaming about Sunny’s exquisite lips and body for the past five minutes.

In the distance, Fort Nocturnus loomed in the fog like a military citadel, with its gray-stone face and centuries-old walls. Near the bureaucratic center of campus stood the black monolith of Grimmer Hall, adorned with twisting peaks and gothic arches. The two structures were the hallmarks of Shadowblade Academy.

My eyes returned to the students ambling about campus. I crossed my arms over my chest. “Everyone seems so . . . adrift, since the term ended. Listless.” Or maybe it’s just me. 

“Yeah, it’s because there’s nothing to do here when the breaks happen. It’s baloney that we can’t go anywhere.”

“Stupid secrets and such,” I said, tossing a smirk over my shoulder at her, trying to get my train of thought back online. 

“Exactly. You want to make sure to keep all the students occupied while there’s no class? Open up a nightclub on campus!” 

I cackled. “I’m sure Alaric Cane would love that, the spiny old bastard.”

Currently, there was a supermarket and a few storefronts on the west side of campus for students to get their basics, clothes, and supplies. But Charli was right—there wasn’t much in the way of entertainment.

Perhaps, subconsciously, that was one of the reasons I wanted to join Dax in the Appalachians. At least it would get me away from the boredom. When I got bored, I got squirrely, and that wasn’t good for anyone. 

A beat of silence passed between us, until I turned to face her. “Take care of yourself and Brucey, Charli.”

“Always, Cor Cor. You too. And don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone where you’re going.”

“Thank you.” I didn’t even know where I was going, but it was the thought that counted. I had debated not even telling Char, because the Glove needed to keep this close to the chest. If we got caught, the consequences could be dire. I hoped we had enough leverage after our successful final assignment that we’d have some leniency if we were found out.

There was also the fact I didn’t want to pull another Marlow situation. I hadn’t seen my best friend from the Crust, my human home, in nearly a year. I had visited once, but never mustered the courage to approach her, thinking I would be putting her in danger.

Now I regretted it. 

Once I found Myria, I would go back to Marlow. I would try to explain everything. 

I had a sneaking suspicion that following Dax to his home would lead me one step closer to mine.

* * *
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WE HAD TO WAIT A COUPLE days to pull the big move, getting our ducks in a row. Dax told the Glove we’d need some supplies, so I went to the market on the west side one afternoon. Then Venn went. Then Sunny.

We made sure not to be seen too close to each other for an extended period of time, in case anyone was spying on us, say, from the high levels of Fort Nocturnus. That was where Alaric Cane stayed, after all.

Then again, it didn’t make sense to just avoid each other. That would draw just as much suspicion. Even if we didn’t have a current Wrist to lead us, we were still a Glove, so we were expected to fraternize with each other. 

On the third morning following our secret decision in the dojo, we made our move. Doing it at night might’ve alerted campus guards, because night was when shadowblades were on high alert. We didn’t want to set off any invisible wards or anything.

So we chose early morning, when the sky was still sleet gray and a fog rolled through campus, as it did most mornings here. 

We met in front of the male dormitory, per Dax’s wishes. He wore a backpack, which wasn’t strange because we were in a school. Everyone here wore backpacks.

Dax led us around the side of the building and we started heading north from the southern classrooms. The Oblyx Steel sword Dawn Rose had gifted me clanked on my back. No one had ever come to collect the weapons we’d “borrowed,” so we all brought them along for our journey. 

Just in case.

We hoped to be in and out of the Appalachian forest before the next school term started. That gave us about two weeks. 

We were going in to find out what happened to Dax’s dead friend, and to see what Desmona had to say about recognizing someone from our Academy in her village. It was an ominous coincidence to have a dead body and an Academy alum in the same area. 

After that, we’d come home. Personally, I hoped to have some alone time with Desmona so I could question her about the prison cell from Asberald City. I needed to play it right, killing her with kindness so I didn’t scare her. But I had to find out more about my sister. With the exception of Genevieve Jade, Desmona had been the person within closest proximity to my sister. She had to know something.

Dax brought us into the expansive meadow of the park. Grass slanted from a cool breeze, into the fog. We passed by willow trees and small ponds, though the thick fogbank made it hard to see much. Luckily, all I had to do was follow the feet in front of mine.

We saw very few students along the way. I praised our luck at finding a nice fog patch to cover our tracks. 

Eventually, Dax brought us over a small, pebbled stream, and stopped. He faced a random tree. It didn’t look any different than the others. “Here it is,” he said.

I scratched my forehead and looked at the guys. “Um, it?”

“In the next ten minutes or so, once the sun burns through the fog, the shadowgate should show itself. It’s connected to this tree.”

“What makes this tree so special?” Venn asked.

“Nothing, really. But this is the shadow Headmaster Cane brought us through when I first came to the Academy.”

“You remember the exact shadow Alaric used?” Sunny asked, his voice incredulous.

“Of course, Sunder. I have photographic memory.”

So did I. But that was pretty impressive. 

Sure enough, once the sun burst through the clouds, it quickly evaporated the fog. A thin sliver of a shadow appeared on the grass, cast by the boughs and trunk of the tree. 

“All right. Everyone hold hands so we don’t get lost.” Dax nodded to us, and we clasped hands in a single-file line.

“Hold up,” Venn said, standing his ground as he took my hand in his, and Quentin’s in front of him. “How are you sure this shadow will take us where you think it will?”

Dax said, “Because it’s the same one I used to smuggle Desmona out of Shadowblade Academy after we rescued her. Before the scientists could get to her.”

A thought came to me. That’s right—she left here in a hurry. She wasn’t a student, so she couldn’t stay . . . but people aren’t supposed to leave the Academy, are they? That’s quite a conundrum.

It also explains why there could be trouble in her homeland. 

What if someone’s trying to find her? Either to question her, or shut her up, or make sure she doesn’t spill any of Shadowblade Academy’s secrets?

I shivered at the thought. This was already getting spooky as hell. “That’s good enough for me,” I said with a nervous smile.

I’d keep my thoughts to myself for the time being, until I learned more.  

With that, we all shared a last look, glanced over our shoulders, and stepped into the shadow. 

A blanket of purple and black fell over the world.
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Chapter 9
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Coralia

CRISP AIR GREETED ME as I stepped out of the shadowgate. I took a huge breath and my nerves calmed, my eyes closing. When I opened them, I found myself staring at the most magnificent forest I’d ever seen. 

The murky shadow portal had led us through a hazy-purple landscape out of Shadowblade Academy, though I hadn’t been able to pinpoint where we were, how much time had passed, or which direction we headed. Everything was smudged, disorienting, and nerve-wracking in the Shadow Realm. 

Emerging in a quaint forest was infinitely reassuring. 

Four of us—Dax being the exception—gazed in awe at the various colors and shapes. We were in the middle of a grove of broadleaved trees, which wove all the ochre hues of the rainbow together. Yellow-gold leaves mixed with red-tinted spurs and copper trunks. Gray and brown boughs flitted near our faces. Accents of dark crimson berries and pink flowers burgeoned from the countless bushes and shrubs near our feet. 

Though we stood on flat ground, the elevation quickly rose ahead to a rocky cliff side. Around us, gentle slopes drifted, and a soft stream trickled nearby. The air at this mountainous altitude was incredibly clean and fresh. The chittering of insects and wildlife filled the vast expanse—natural music crooning in my ears.  

We were in the Appalachian Mountains during its triumphant autumnal glory.

It was still midday, so I knew not much time had passed during our shadowwalk. The sun hardly cut through the thick canopies overhead. Its golden glint splashed random rays in through the gaps between the branches.  

“Spirits blow me,” I muttered, breaking the silence of my party. “This place is gorgeous.” I had only seen the likes of this natural beauty in the pages of National Geographic. It was hard to believe all this splendor existed alongside the steel-box cities of America, and that it dragged on for thousands of miles, cutting up the gut of the North American east through dozens of states and borders.

There were no borders where Mother Nature flourished.

A tiny mrow at my feet agreed with me, as Bruce Kittenson took in the sights. I nodded along, and then—

Wait a fucking second. My eyes shot down to my feet, to find the white-furred kitty lazily gliding between my legs. “Brucey, what the hell are you doing here?! And how?”

“He didn’t want to be away from his momma,” Venn said, a gentle smile on his face.

“Little bugger probably snuck in with us through the fog,” Sunny added.

“And followed us all the way here?” I asked.

Quentin rubbed his chin, studying the cat. “There’s something strange about that feline I can’t put my finger on. Something . . . supernatural, almost.” 

“Yeah, and I can tell you what it is,” I said. “He’s lived for over twenty freaking years. And he still has no chill.”

Dax said, “We should get moving.” His clipped voice alarmed me. I’d never seen Dax Kilmeade agitated before, but this was pretty close. His eyes darted around, on high alert. 

Talk about another cat that has no chill.

“What’s the problem?” I asked. “All I hear are birds and bugs and other animals. Do you really think Leatherwings haunt this peaceful place?”

“Perhaps not Leatherwings specifically, Coralia, but don’t let the grandeur of these woods fool you. There are dangers you can’t yet see.”

“Like what?”

“Like the forest itself.”

One eyebrow rose in confusion. It was impossible to feel scared when I was surrounded by such beauty—both from the forest and my Glovemates. 

“Well surely you know the way to your forest home,” Venn said, “if you’ve been through this particular shadow before. So we should get there in no time, yeah?”

“In theory . . .” Dax trailed off, weirdly cryptic.

Why did he have to make everything sound so dramatic and evil? If anything, Dax looked less at home here than he did at the Academy—and there he practically lived and breathed in the freaking shadows!

The foreboding sensation started to rub off on me. I bit my lower lip.  

“What’s got you so jumpy, mate?” Quen asked. All of us now had our attention firmly focused on the panther shifter. 

“The road to Waichee Village is never the same twice,” Dax explained. He pulled his backpack tighter around his shoulders and started walking in a random direction. If I had to guess, based on the position of the sun, I’d have said west. 

“And why is that?” I hurried alongside him. Bruce was behind me, padding through the twigs, leaves, and needles littering the forest floor. “No offense Dax, but you sound superstitious.”

“It’s because I know this place.” His eyes scanned left and right, scouring through low-hanging branches that blocked our vision. He swiped copper boughs out of his face to get a clearer sight on where we were walking. “And I know the power it holds if you don’t remain alert, thanks to Desmona.”

“Ah. Desmona.” Now it was making a bit more sense. The dryad, tree spirit, whatever, had something to do with his anxiety. 

“We can’t slip into a false sense of security here, friends,” Dax announced, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I won’t feel safe until we reach Waichee—my home village. Desmona has the power to make the forest act against you, as a natural detractor to any forward progress. To misdirect travelers and possible invaders. Like I said, she can speak to the forest . . . and it listens. And not everything they discuss is good for our well-being.” 

* * *
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WE HAD BEEN TRAVELING for hours. The sun was getting lower in the cerulean sky. At first, the trek had seemed like an enjoyable hike through nature. We were an odd bunch to be traversing the temperate rainforest, with a human, a fae, a vampire, a shifter, and whatever Quentin was. 

We reached a cliff plateau and found ourselves overlooking breathtaking scenery of golden trees that stretched well past my vision. Dax squinted in the distance, muttered to himself, and went back the way we’d come.

For the best tracker of the group, and someone who had been raised in this forest, he seemed decidedly lost. It was a bit unsettling. 

When we reached a second overlook from a south-facing incline, he sighed and put his hands on his hips in apparent frustration. I looked out once more at the gorgeous view—it was never tiring to see beautiful scenery—and then my brow creased together. 

“This is . . . the same outlook as before.”

Dax nodded. “Yes. We just came at it from a different angle. I can’t get a good read on our path. It’s shifting before us.”

“The sun’s beginning to set,” Sunny said. “Good for me, bad for y’all. It would be nice if you could pull out your innate GPS and get us the fuck to Waikiki.”

“Waichee. And it’s not so simple.” Dax huffed. “Let’s go.” 

We turned around again. This time I started trying to keep track of little landmarks: boulders that were shaped a certain way; trees slanting oddly; bushels of bright pink and violet flowers bursting into my vision every so often. 

All my strategies were hopeless. If Dax couldn’t figure out where the hell we were, how was I supposed to? 

Worry began to settle deep in my bones, worming its way into my psyche. Though the sunset in the wilderness was great and all—overlooking the magnificent expanse of the Appalachian Mountains with vivid colors I’d rarely seen in real life—I didn’t fancy being lost once the moon took the sun’s place.

Wind whistled through the leafy branches, whipping my hair around my face. I scowled and couldn’t get rid of it. My thighs burned from our hike. The temperature was beginning to drop as the sky turned lavender. The forest noises sounded less inviting and more ominous. It had taken us an hour to round back to the overlook, which meant we’d made zero progress during that time. 

How is that possible? How can Dax not get a handle on our location?

As we pushed onward, perhaps in a circle, Dax found a bright bronze tree trunk and put his ear to it. He stayed like that for a few seconds, eyes closed, as if listening for a heartbeat. 

It had the rest of us worried. We shared nervous glances before Quentin said, “Um, what are you doing, mate?”

Dax said, “Desmona tried to teach me how to listen to the trees once, when I was a cub.” 

I cocked my head. “And how did that go?”

“Not very well.” 

“No shit,” Sunny grumbled. “You’re not a dryad.” He was starting to get ornery, and the worst thing that could happen to us was being stuck with a sullen, annoying vampire. Before long, we’d be ripping each other’s heads off. 

We needed to find Waichee Village. Fast.

Dax closed his eyes again, ear against the tree. His midnight face was becoming harder to see as the light dwindled into nothingness around us. He inhaled deeply.

“It’s okay, Dax,” Venn said, his voice hopeful. He put a hand on the shifter’s shoulder. “Use your senses like you were taught. You’ve got this.”

Venn’s words of encouragement were nice to hear. At least we had one nice guy around to offset Sunny’s nastiness. 

Glancing at Sunny, I saw the vampire roll his eyes and start to wander away, which didn’t surprise me one bit. It was like he couldn’t believe we were accepting this superstitious voodoo Dax was shoving down our throats.

And here he was . . . a fucking vampire. The irony was not lost on me.

“Okay,” Dax said abruptly, popping up. “I think I know the way.”

He hurried through some brush to another trail. The rest of us were on his heels, staying quiet to let him think. His eyes moved to the ground, scouring the landscape for signs, footprints, leaves—I had no idea what.

We ventured past a few thick-boled oak trees with glorious, wide blooms that made the sphere of leaves look like angel’s wings. Then we journeyed into a grove of piney hemlocks and firs, reminding me of Christmas. 

I heard a rustling sound and swung my head to find a big-eared deer ambling from one bush to the next, trying to stay hidden. 

My tummy growled at the sight of the cute animal, which alarmed me because I didn’t have it in me to kill such a . . . doe-eyed creature, for lack of a better word. Even if I was starving.

“Yes, yes,” Dax mumbled to himself. “I recognize this great yellow birch.” He patted the yellowed bark of its trunk and a puff of pollen and mites billowed around him. I wasn’t sure what made this particular yellow birch so great and different than all the other yellow birches we’d run across, but I wasn’t about to doubt Dax’s expertise. 

I was getting a bit ornery myself, I realized. And excited as our pace picked up. 

We came to a clearing, edged by rocks. Our feet crunched on pine needles and leaves. The sky was fully purple now, a glimmer of moonlight showing from our right. To our left, a cabin was nestled within the foliage, mangled and covered with undergrowth and twisting vines, as if it hadn’t been occupied for years.

Dax saw the cabin but passed by it without a second glance. I opened my mouth to point it out, then shrugged at Venn and continued on. Dax was like a hound dog on a mission, hot on a juicy trail.

I almost lost sight of him with how quickly he weaved through the thick trees. The air was getting stuffy. The wind was picking up, making my eyes burn from the pollen and natural forest residue. Bruce Kittenson had decided to perch on my shoulder because his legs must have been tired. He meowed in my ears incessantly, annoyingly, and I had to ignore him. It was like my kitty understood we were getting close to something.

Dax pushed past a tree with his arms out wide, then stopped so abruptly Sunny almost ran into him. I heard Dax’s chapped lips break into a smile. 

Little huts and tents lined the clearing before us, set up in a haphazard way. Wooden cabins hung from the tall oaks, elms, and maple trees all around us. Bridges of gnarled vines and wooden planks connected house to house, creating a network of pathways twenty feet in the air, and probably higher still.

“We made it,” Dax said at last, letting out a contented, heavy sigh. His shoulders slumped. 

I walked up beside him just as people were starting to make their way out of the hovels and tents. Some of them wielded spears, some had big, suspicious eyes, and some had white tattoos circling their faces. 

All of them looked surprised and hesitant, until Dax made his presence known, walking down a small hill to greet them. 

Once the panther shifter had gotten his bearings, the trek had taken twenty minutes to get to the village. The other five hours had been a needless waste of time, it seemed, and I was exhausted.

“Great,” Sunny said in his typical saucy tone. He glanced back through the congestion of trees and bushes. “But how do we get back once we’re done here?” 

Good question.

Dax heard him and spun around, smiling. He looked like a completely new man. Invigorated. “Fear not, Sunder. It will be easier when we have Desmona working with us, rather than against us. Now come, meet my kin.”
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Chapter 10


[image: image]


Coralia

THE PEOPLE OF WAICHEE Village were ecstatic to see the prodigal son’s return. I got the feeling Desmona hadn’t told the village about sending Yoshi to us with a message, because everyone was utterly surprised to see Dax. 

For a bit, they spoke in a language I didn’t understand, smiling at one another. A few men gave Dax a once-over and seemed to be commenting on his jeans and shirt. By contrast, the villagers wore very little: loincloths and leather pants for the men, and rough leather dresses or loincloths for the women. Some of the women walked around bare-breasted, which made me blush and avert my gaze. 

I guess when you live in a hidden forest village away from civilization, you don’t need to dress by society’s standards. 

There were lots of strong-looking people in front of us—at least two dozen had come to greet Dax and vie for his attention. Surely, everyone wanted to ask about his adventures in the outside world. A sea of corded arms and well-muscled thighs had come to pay their respects. Lots of smiles were thrown about. The Waichee people had varying shades of skin tone that ranged from light brown to midnight black like Dax.

I huddled with the other Glovemates, behind Dax until he decided to make introductions. We stood off to the side and I, for one, felt nervous and apprehensive. I hoped Dax’s kin liked me. 

“Be on your best behavior,” I whispered out the corner of my mouth.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re talking to me when you say that?” Sunny asked.

“Because I am, dickhead.”

The moon was huge in the sky now, basking patches of the ground in silvery light. Some villagers lit enclosed torches hanging from trees around the edges of the clearing. 

Excitement surged through me. I felt like I was in a magical place, even though the Academy I attended was undoubtedly more magical. This was different though, because these indigenous people reminded me of something from the Discovery Channel—“The Lost Tribe of the Indigenous Waichee.”

I frowned, brow furrowing. No, don’t think like that, Cor. Don’t be an ignorant butthead. These are simply people trying to live their lives. Just because they’re different than you doesn’t mean they should be an object for your curiosity.

A tug at my jeans had me turning my gaze to the forest floor. An adorable, tiny girl who came up to my knees was pulling on my pant leg. Her eyes were huge in her little face, and I let out a reflexive “aww” before kneeling to get to her level. “Hi there, lovely.” 

She presented her other hand from behind her back, holding out a brilliant pink flower with a flaxen center. 

My mouth fell open. I wasn’t sure why, but I almost started bawling. Maybe it was because the cutie had singled me out to show off her pretty flower, rather than anyone else, as if she could feel my soul and connected with it. Whatever it was, I fought a lump in my throat. 

“Oh my goodness!” I exclaimed, beaming. I was rewarded with a huge smile from the girl. “Is this for me? It’s so pretty!”

She nodded, blushed, and flapped the flower at me. I took it in my palm, and then she giggled and sped away in a flurry of little feet. Within two seconds, she was lost within the crowd. 

“You’re a regular people-person, lass,” Quentin said as I stood. 

“I wonder what made her come to me with the flower,” I said, still examining its beautiful petals. 

“Because you’re attractive and unimposing,” Sunny said.

Leave it to him to kill the mood. Was it just me, or did the vampire seem especially rude lately? Maybe he’s pissed at himself for playing his hand and kissing me in front of the dojo. Perhaps he feels weak. 

“Which makes the rest of us regular barbarians,” Venn added with a grin, trying to lighten the mood. I appreciated it. 

“Son,” a voice boomed from across the clearing. A flap from one of the tents opened and an incredibly tall woman folded herself out of the entrance. 

She had rigid posture like Dax, with a graceful yet stoic gait as she crossed through the parting crowd. Long, dreadlocked hair hung down her shoulders, tied back by a headband adorned with rows of beads. She wore a long, leather dress around her sleek, wiry body. 

The woman’s lips were flattened into a frown, her eyes narrowed. “You’ve brought outsiders,” she said in a slight accent. Her tone sounded less than inviting. 

I swallowed hard and my eyes widened at the sight of such a magnetic person. She lit up the area and became the sole focus of attention. Her presence was commanding.

Dax approached her. It was then I noticed how similar they looked in the face. “Mother,” he said, bowing his head. He swept his hand toward me and the gang. “Come meet them, and they will no longer be outsiders.”

A flicker of doubt crossed over the woman’s features, her jaw ticking. “You would call them kin?”

“They are my Shadowblade Academy kin, yes.” The prideful way he said it made my heart swell.

Mom wasn’t having any of it. “They will always be outsiders to Waichee.”

I felt like this wasn’t an auspicious start. She sounded a bit unwelcoming, which made sense. Who the hell were we to amble into their secret home? Their slice of civilization had probably been cultivated here for generations, ever since Dax’s people had migrated from the Amazon before he was born. 

What if we brought disease? Danger? 

Usually when people stashed themselves away from civilization, there was a reason for it. Healthy skepticism was par for the course. 

I will tell her of our mission—that we will be out of her hair as soon as we find out what happened to her dead kinsman. Especially if someone from Shadowblade Academy had something to do with it.

Though if she believes the Academy was involved in Kalul’s death . . . no wonder she’s distrustful of us right off the bat.

I had my whole spiel planned out, but once she stood in front of me, my mind went blank. She was taller than me and incredibly intimidating up close as she stared down her nose. Easily six feet tall, she equaled Dax’s height. 

Dax took the reins. “This is Coralia Hargrave, the newest of our Glove—our party. Coralia, this is my mother, Chieftess Fionne Kilmeade.”

Oh shit. So Dax’s mom was the leader of the Waichee. No wonder she had such a strong aura. “Hello, Chieftess,” I croaked, then bowed my head in a show of deference. I was a bit star-struck. 

Fionne took one look at me, blinked, and then faced Dax. “Are you in love with this girl, son?”

“Mother!” he gasped, appalled. His embarrassment was charming. 

I smiled, partly from shyness and partly because Chieftess Fionne made me realize that moms were alike even in the far reaches of the world. It brought a painful tug to my heart, because I had always wished to have a mother so caring and concerned. 

I wasn’t sure Dax understood what a treasure he had with her. I could only hope he cherished her the way she obviously did him, in her own blunt way. She simply wanted what was best for her little boy. 

“I’ve known her less than a year,” Dax mumbled. “A single term at the Academy.” 

“And? You avoid answering my question.” Fionne raised a thin brow. At a side angle I noticed how beautiful she was with her sharp cheekbones and jutting chin. “I knew I loved your father the minute we laid eyes on one another.”

Say one thing for Chieftess Fionne Kilmeade: She wasn’t a bashful woman. She was assertive and upfront, which I respected. I felt like if we listened to her talk about Dax’s father, she would soon be discussing the intimate details of how Dax had come to be—positions and everything.

The mention of Dax’s father brought a low murmur from the crowd of Waicheeans behind her, in their native tongue. It sounded like a forlorn wave rumbling against a shoreline. 

“It’s a little more complicated than that, Mother,” Dax finished, sighing heavily. 

His words made my heart pitter-patter in my chest. Well, he didn’t say “No, I’m not in love with Coralia,” did he?

“If you say so.” The chieftess turned back to study me. “If it’s not the tethers of love you hold over my son, girl, what is it?”

My eyes bulged. “W-Wha—pardon, ma’am?” 

“You harbor strength inside you the likes of which I haven’t seen in decades.”

“I do?” 

She nodded but said no more. I tilted my head, starting to analyze myself as Dax went to introduce her to the rest of the guys, the first being Sunny. 

The vampire turned the charm up to a hundred, starting with, “I am captivated, Chieftess Kilmeade,” and then swept into a cloak-billowing, over-exaggerated bow. “You are a vision.”

I circled back to Fionne’s words, drowning out Sunny’s zealous introduction. “You harbor strength . . .” 

I needed to stop being so ignorant and flabbergasted at hearing things like that. Dawn Rose had looked at me for ten seconds before saying a similar thing. All the boys in the Glove told me I was special. Even Alaric Cane had said so. What do they all see that I’m not seeing? What makes me so special in their eyes?

I absentmindedly turned and shuffled to the back of the group so I could think. I tossed my glance in a random direction and found Quentin Argyle staring at me. Our eyes locked and his piercing emerald gaze drilled into me.

Why is he staring so hard at me? Then it hit me. He recognizes the power within me maybe more than anyone. I returned his lost soul from the Spectral Plane to his body in the human world. It’s something no one has ever done before, supposedly. Alaric Cane had wanted to discuss it with me, but we’ve never gotten around to it.

Is that ability—something I can’t call upon and have no idea how to use—what makes me unique? Is it what everyone sees in me, when I can’t even see it in myself?

A hand landed on my shoulder and whipped me back to reality, my thoughts fading away.

Dax stared at me with concern crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Coralia, are you all right? Please, if it’s about what my mother said, do not let it worry you. I’m sorry she put you on the spot like that.” 

I blinked at him, the last remnants of my intriguing thoughts still lingering. “No, no, I—it’s not that, Dax. It’s . . . never mind. Where’s everyone going?” And how long have I been standing here with my eyes to the ground? Sunny, Venn, and Quen were following Fionne somewhere, their backs to me. 

“My mother is showing us to Kalul’s body,” Dax said, his voice somber. “Please, come.” 

I nodded and followed him. We passed the throng of villagers, who were starting to mosey back to their tents. A man said something to Dax in passing, in their native tongue, and then winked at him. It caused Dax to chuckle nervously. 

“What did he say?” I asked.

“He told me, um, ‘Nice haul, city slicker.’ More or less.”

A smirk came to my lips. “Nice haul? Really, Dax, is that all I am to—”

“It’s a rough translation.”

I snickered. “Fair enough. I guess everyone here really thinks you love me, huh? They think you’ve bagged me and come to show me off to Mom.”

His eyebrows shot up his forehead. “Coralia!”

I laughed again, which earned a few smug glances from villagers we passed.

Dax’s humiliation fizzled. “I suppose I can’t hide the admiration I have for you from my face.”

My heart tightened in my chest. I didn’t know what to say, so I tried to shift the attention away from me. “At least not from your mother.”

“Quite.”

I cleared my throat. A palpable haze was building between us, the air thick and stuffy. It made me want to run away from it and stick around to explore it at the same time. My face grew warm, nervousness blooming. 

Dax changed the subject before I could. “When my brother is back from business, I will introduce you to him. He is the last of my family for you to meet. He’s . . . different than me.”

“Everyone’s different than you, Dax.” 

The corner of his lips tugged into a tiny smile. 

“What about your father?” I asked. “Your mom sounded quite smitten with him.”

His smile faltered, and I knew I’d screwed up. “He’s dead.”

Dread sank to my stomach. “Oh fuck, I’m so sorry, Dax. I didn’t—”

“It’s all right, Coralia.” He gestured at the treehouses and his loincloth-clad kinsmen around us. “I know this must be a culture shock to you and the rest of the Glove.” He tilted his chin toward Sunny, who was chatting Fionne’s ear off ahead, hands gesturing wildly. “Though Sunny seems to be getting on famously with my mother.” His tone didn’t sound very appreciative of that fact. 

“At least he’s trying to win her over,” I said, snorting. “Judging by your mother’s posture, I wouldn’t say it’s a reciprocal exchange.” 

We shared a chuckle, and I felt something grow between us. Maybe our love language is talking smack about Sunny together, I thought with another chuckle.  

We reached a large, four-post tent in the back of the wide clearing, after passing by numerous hovels and makeshift houses built near the tree trunks. 

We paused at the tent flap. The rest of the gang had already gone inside. We stood there as our lighthearted banter mellowed into something more solemn.

“Unfortunately,” Dax said, “now we have to gaze upon the face of another dead kinsman of mine.”

For some reason, I felt like he was alluding to his father when he said “another.” My heart hurt for Dax, and I reached over to take his hand in mine. When our fingers threaded together, he looked at me with a shocked expression. 

“It’s okay, Dax.” I wanted to give him an out—to tell him we didn’t need to do this right now if he wasn’t ready. But I knew he’d shrug off that idea and suggest it showed weakness. And I didn’t think Dax was weak at all. Instead, I went the other way with it, saying how I truly felt about him. “I know this won’t be easy, but you’re strong. You can do this.”

I lightly squeezed his warm palm. 

With a curt nod, he said, “Thank you, Coralia. That means a lot. After this, we will find Desmona so I can introduce you. Properly.”
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Chapter 11
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Venn

THE SICKLY ODOR OF putrefaction wafted out of the tent before we even stepped inside. Though I knew what to expect, thanks to my specialty in these types of things, I was still jarred by the sight. 

Unless you were an undertaker or forensic pathologist, the sight of death in the grips of decay was always an alarming thing to see.

The man in question, Kalul, lay on his back on a stone slab in the center of the room. His body was in the process of bloating, grown to nearly twice its normal size. The Waichee people were lean and wiry, yet Kalul’s body was fat and round, with a gross sheen of liquids over his naked flesh. What I imagined to have once been beautiful onyx skin had deteriorated to the color of an ashen-gray storm cloud.

Insects swarmed the stone slab, but some plants arranged around Kalul kept most of the bugs off his body. 

Immediately when I entered behind Chieftess Fionne, bile rose up my throat. I fought off the sensation to vomit. Sunny had no reaction to the smell, being a vampire, while Quentin remained stone-faced, lips folded into a thin line. I thought that was strange, because as a human, Quen’s reaction should have been worse than mine.

Humans also can’t turn into zombies and then re-turn into living beings though, can they? Perhaps his time in the Asberald prison did something to him—shifting or scrambling his DNA. It’s something to think about.

Dax came in after us, with Coralia. When I saw her face contort from the grotesque smell, I rushed up to block her view. “Cor, you really don’t need to see this.”

“Yes I do, Venn,” she said emphatically. “I have to, for Dax.”

Her courage was admirable, and she was clearly getting closer to Dax, which should have bothered me but didn’t. I couldn’t explain it. Maybe I’m not concerned with other people getting a taste of the lovely thing Coralia and I share. 

I took her hand and squeezed, nodding with a sad smile, then stepped aside to let her pass.

She retched four steps later, eyes wide and watery. Leaning off to the side, she wiped her mouth quickly, apologizing to Chieftess Kilmeade for her reaction and the messiness she caused.

Fionne gestured at the body of Kalul. “It is unusual for us to keep a man’s spirit shackled to his body for so long after death,” she explained. “He should be belowground by now, with his soul venturing to the next plane in his adventure.”

“Desmona told you I was coming?” Dax asked, tilting his head. “That’s why you’ve waited to bury him?”

“She mentioned sending you a message. I did not tell the rest of the clan, because I wasn’t sure if you’d come.”

A flicker of pain flashed over Dax’s face. “Mother, you wound me.”

“Nonsense,” Fionne said, scoffing. “If you didn’t arrive, I knew it wouldn’t be for lack of trying. I simply understand the white wizard has firm control over you. It was part of the deal, son.”

“Part of the deal?” Coralia piped up, shuffling closer to them. Always an inquisitive one. 

“Please, Mother, not here,” Dax said, shoulders slumping. Facing Coralia, he said, “We can discuss this later. I would rather not do it in front of my deceased friend.”

Coralia put her hands together, shamefaced. “Shit, sorry.” Bowing her head glumly, she stepped away.

“At least tell us who the ‘white wizard’ is,” Sunny said. “I’m dying to know.”

Dax glared at him. “Headmaster Cane, Sunder.”

“Ah.” Sunny squinted. “I’m paler than he is. Would that make me the alabaster—”

“Please!” Dax growled, baring his teeth. He sliced a hand through the air. “This is not the time.” 

It wasn’t very often I saw Dax inspired with rage. Clearly the sight of his childhood friend, lying cold and bloated and very dead, greatly affected him. I felt bad for him, hearing Sunny try to make an ill-timed joke during an occasion like this, and Coralia prying for information even as flies buzzed around Kalul’s body. 

The panther shifter walked up to the stone slab. He reached out and brushed a hand over Kalul’s slimy forehead. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you, old friend.” His voice was low and his head sagged between his shoulders.

Coralia put a calming hand on his arm. I knew how that touch felt—unnatural, almost, in the way it soothed the body and soul. She said something inaudible, lips close to Dax’s ear. I assumed she uttered condolences, solace, perhaps apologies. 

Dax wheeled to his mother. “How did this happen?”

“He was off doing business when he was attacked coming home.” Fionne put her hands behind her back. “At least, given the way his body faced when we found him, we presumed he was headed here.”

“Off doing business,” she says. An odd way of putting it, no? What sort of “business” do the Waichee people get up to?

“Alone?” Dax snapped.

“Yes,” his mother replied. “He was traveling alone.”

“Why? We’ve never done it like that, staking off alone.” Dax threw his hands up in frustration. “If he wasn’t, perhaps he could have been save—”

“Things have changed while you’ve been gone, son.” Fionne showed no emotion in the face of Dax’s cold fury. I now knew where my Glovemate got his stolid demeanor. Then, almost imperceptibly, her face softened. She couldn’t stay hardened for her son, who was showing more emotion than I’d ever seen. “You’ll have to ask Cyrus why Kalul was alone, Dax Kin. He has been the lead negotiator for the village since you left. I no longer hold the title.”

“Yet you are still chieftess.”

“Of course. I’m not dead, am I?” 

“So you are leader in title only.” Dax shook his head, clearly disappointed. “A puppet.”

Fionne’s hand flashed out in a blur, quicker than I could react. A harsh smack across the cheek tilted Dax’s face and drew a gasp from Coralia. 

My eyes widened at the familial spat. I felt suddenly uncomfortable. 

“Say that again,” Fionne said. “I didn’t hear you, son.”

Dax rubbed his cheek. With a curt nod, he said, “I apologize, Mother. I spoke out of line. It’s rage dwelling inside me, coming out.”

“You are forgiven. I understand your anger, Dax, but I taught you to never show it in public.”

“My friends here are not the public.”

“Even so. I know Kalul was a close companion of yours, since the time you were both cubs. It is acceptable to grieve over his loss . . . but it is not acceptable to make assumptions about your mother, the clan, and things you know nothing about.”

“I know something about Waichee. I still grew up a kinsman.”

“As I said: Things have changed. Greatly. We will discuss this more later, in private if you wish.” The chieftess stepped aside from the slab. “For now, I’d like to see what you are capable of. Can you tell us anything about Kalul’s death we didn’t already know? So we can finally put him to rest?”

Dax took a deep breath and lowered his gaze to his friend. I furrowed my brow as the silence dragged on, understanding that Dax was trying to impress his mother, and possibly Coralia, yet he was out of his depth. 

I shouldered my way past Sunny and Quentin and joined him at the slab. Up close, Kalul’s body looked even worse. Yellowed veins were visible beneath ashen skin, all across his arms and legs, giving him a tawny appearance. His skin was lumpy and slick, filled with liquid. Gases had been building under the surface, which were ripe to explode. A pinprick would cause just such an eruption. The bacteria and organisms caking his skin led him through the process of decay. 

“If I may?” I asked Dax.

He nodded and stepped aside so I could move closer to examine Kalul’s face.

Blemishes and yellow-green pustules beaded his lips like bad acne. My eyes narrowed at the visual, my morbid curiosity piqued. I flared my nostrils and bit down on my tongue, then took one of the leaves lying near his body and used it to pry open his mouth. Inside, his teeth had turned black as charcoal, and of a similar consistency. 

My suspicions were confirmed from that tidbit. Abruptly, my heart started pounding in my chest. My mind rushed as I tried to think of the implications. 

“Well?” Sunny asked, impatience in his voice. “You’re our resident poison master, Venn. What do you think?”

I straightened and dropped the leaf. “Kalul was indeed poisoned.” I faced Fionne. “There were no signs of blunt force trauma to his body? No bruising, marks, bleeding?”

She shook her head.

“I probably could have figured that out,” Sunny said, crossing his arms over his chest. “From the sweat on your brow, I take it you’ve thought it through one step further.”

“I have. His teeth were a giveaway.”

“To what?”

I let out a heavy sigh, facing each Glovemate in turn. I finished with my eyes on Coralia—and that was no accident. Her face flickered with doubt, eyes going hazy. 

“Kalul was poisoned by Umbralmera.” 

I watched for Coralia’s reaction, which was delayed. A second after throwing the name out, her forehead creased with wrinkles and she sucked her lips in. 

“The poison of your people?” Dax asked.

Fionne frowned. “What are you talking about, son?”

“Yes,” I said, “Umbralmera is native to the Unseelie Court . . . and only the Unseelie. It is the poison of my people.”

Coralia averted her gaze. I wanted to know what she was thinking, because I could see the cogs turning. I already had a pretty good idea where her thoughts were leading her, and I knew they’d be dark.

“Then how the hell did it end up here?” Sunny asked.

“That’s the pressing question, isn’t it?” I turned away from him and scratched my head. 

“You’re certain of this, Donovenn Gable?” Chieftess Fionne asked. “That this . . . Umbralmera . . . was the cause of Kalul’s death?”

“The pustules on his lips were the first clue. The second was the swift blackening and rotting of his teeth, which look as though they’ll puff into a cloud of dust with a single touch. That quality is unique to Umbralmera.” 

“Horrendous,” Fionne spat. She shook her head. “Our Kalul deserved better than this.”

Dax reached out and put his hands on her shoulders, staring her in the eyes. “We will find whoever did this and make them pay, Mother. I swear it.”

Chieftess Kilmeade didn’t seem impressed. “So that’s what you’ve come here to do? Exact revenge for your friend’s death?” 

Dax was taken aback.

“What will that solve, son?” Fionne asked. I was surprised, because she looked like a battlefield commander, but spoke like a pacifist. “It could bring greater dangers to our people. Greater sacrifice.”

“You can’t believe I’d let this slide, Mother. I owe it to Kalul to at least investigate.”

With a sigh, Fionne raised a palm. “Fine. You may investigate. But I want you to come to me with anything you find, including any plans you might concoct.”

“I will, Mother.”

While they spoke, stealing everyone’s attention, silver light flooded in behind us. I spun to see Coralia opening the tent flap to leave. “Cor?” I called out, accidentally bringing all the attention to her. “Are you all right?”

“Oh, yes,” she croaked, voice raspy. “I need air, Venn. Do you mind? I’m sorry if it’s disrespectful, Chieftess Kilmeade.”

Fionne shook her head, as if to say it wasn’t. 

The poor girl looked even paler than usual, like she’d just seen a ghost. Or like she’s just come to the conclusion I came to five minutes ago.

Clearing my throat, I said to the party, “If you’ll excuse me. I’ll make sure she’s okay.” I left them and made my way outside, ducking under the tent flap. 

Outside, Coralia was pacing, chewing her nails. 

“Hun.” I hesitantly approached her. 

Her face looked wild when she gazed at me, pupils dilated with fear. “How are you not freaking out about this, Venn?”

“Tell me your thoughts and try to calm down, Cor.”

She slapped her hand against her forehead and spoke in a harsh whisper. “I made Umbralmera at the Academy for midterms last semester!” 

I nodded softly. Those were the dots I’d been afraid she would connect. 

“Under your tutelage,” she added, thrusting a finger toward me. 

“Yes, Cor, I know. In hindsight, it was clearly not a good idea teaching you that particular tincture. I simply wanted you to do well on your test.”

She began pacing again, ignoring my words and shaking her head. “Don’t you think they’d throw that stuff out after a while? Like, what’s the shelf life of something like—”

“Normally, I’d say yes,” I interrupted, not wanting her to go down the spiral alone. “With such a rare breed of poison, though, I could see an enterprising individual—say, Alaric Cane—wanting to study its ingredients to try and recreate it.”

“Fuck!” 

Guilt was eating her alive. She was blaming herself for Kalul’s death, which was of course ludicrous. First off, we couldn’t be positive the Umbralmera had come from her sample, though it seemed likely.

“Hun, listen to me.” I took her by the shoulders. “If the assassin didn’t have that poison, he simply would have used another. Okay? You did not do this. Do you understand?”

“Oh Venn.” Tears welled in her eyes. She put her head against my chest and I wrapped my arms around her. “This is so awful and tragic.”

“I know, love,” I said, running a hand through her hair, trying to console her. The lovely warmth of her body against mine burrowed inside me. Even with the disgusting smell of decay lingering behind us, I couldn’t help but be drawn to her in the moment. 

“Where would they even put something like that?” she asked, still preoccupied with the poison. 

I shrugged. “Probably in some storage facility or—”

Her sharp intake of breath cut me off. We withdrew from our warm hug and locked eyes, our orbs wide. 

Coralia gulped. “After the Shadowball final. When we . . . you know . . .”

Oh, I knew. When we fucked like wild animals in the janitor’s closet.

“Remember when we saw that hooded person walking through the hall, leaving a room?”

I nodded. “An alchemical storage closet.” I rubbed my chin, playing that scene over in my mind. We’d been in such a rush to rut like beasts, we’d thought nothing of it. 

But the timeline of events didn’t seem to add up in my mind. Kalul’s assassination happened nearly a week ago, if his decaying body and Dax’s bearded dragon messenger are anything to go by. And the Shadowball final only happened four days ago. 

I said, “Now the question is whether that person was coming or going. If they were retrieving the poison . . .”

“Or putting it back,” she finished for me, apparently coming to the same conclusion. “After using it to commit murder.” 

And possibly even frame you, since you made it, my love. Though that doesn’t make much sense, I wouldn’t put it past a shadowblade-in-training. 

I cleared my throat. “Good sleuthing, hun. Let’s keep this to ourselves for the moment, yeah? Until we see how things play out.”

“Agreed.” She went on her tiptoes and sealed our secret with a kiss. It made me want more. 

When she pulled away, I had a tiny smile playing on the corners of my lips, my eyes flaring. “At least it seems we have our first suspect already.”
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Coralia

AFTER PAYING RESPECTS to Kalul and making the bombshell discovery that he’d been poisoned—probably by a shadowblade—Dax led us away from Waichee Village. We followed him into the thick trees, where visibility was dim. Slivers of moonlight speared through the thickets in small strands, but otherwise we were hemmed in by pokey branches. 

The forest floor crunched under our feet as we traveled. Owls hooted and bushes rustled, while the biting night wind moaned through the leaves and slapped my hair around.  

I felt the spooky sensation of being watched, and was glad we had a local to lead us around the forest. Then again, Dax had gotten lost en route to Waichee, so I had to wonder if he had a complete understanding of the woods we roamed through.

My fingers became numb and my teeth began to chatter. It was strange, because it didn’t feel that cold, but it was like a supernatural presence had fallen over us and chilled me to the bone. 

From the front of the pack, Dax said, “We’re getting close. I can feel Desmona’s spirit around us.”

Yeah, and it’s creepy as hell. If Desmona could truly control the forest, I wondered if she could see us through the eyes of the animals and bugs as we walked; if she groaned in pain every time our feet thudded on the bare earth. 

Just how magical is this lady? For people like me, and the rest of the Glove, it took years of training and practice to master our powers. Though magic ran through our veins, it wasn’t always easy to access. Becoming a master spellcaster was about finding the balance between reality and your inner powers. 

But Desmona had been painted as some sort of . . . entity. Like she was magic, incarnated from the source of power we all drew from. More stardust and glitter than flesh and blood. At least that was how Dax spoke of her—mythically, cryptically, with a measure of deference he didn’t afford to anyone else.

Yet I had seen the scared face of the dryad in the Asberald City prison, if only briefly. It had been the face of a lost, frightened woman, rather than an omnipotent tree spirit.  

It all made me nervous. Coupled with the guilt I felt for carrying and sharing a secret with Venn—like I was lying to my Glove by not telling them what I knew about the Umbralmera—I was a proper mess by the time we reached a grove of huge elm trees.

The vast crowns of the elm trees plumed out like glorious candelabras, which sat atop thick, stout trunks. The dozen or so trees easily stood eighty feet tall, a similar height to the golden-yellow birch we’d run across, but much meatier. They dwarfed the smaller rowan and fir trees around them. It was as if these trees constituted the prosperous center of the forest—the command base from where Desmona operated. 

A narrow stream snaked through the grove, perpendicular to us. Its trickling calmness gave new sounds for my ears to enjoy. 

A slender woman appeared from behind one of the elms, her hand lingering on the thick trunk. Rays of moonlight through the trees illuminated her green, verdant skin. Her face was angular, sharp, almost alien. Her white eyes pierced the night like a laser, while leaves and vines spun around her head in a wreathy tiara. 

It took me a moment to realize the foliage was no crown, but rather part of her head. She was nude, with high, pert breasts and an ethereal grace to her movements. Smudges of bark, also part of her skin, protected and hid the tender bits of her.

“Desmona,” Dax said reverently.

She was something out of a fairytale. A true woodland spirit. She was decidedly not the same scared girl I’d seen in the Asberald prison, but a powerful force at the height of her powers, in her element. 

Desmona was a conduit and voice for Mother Nature.

The dryad came to the edge of the stream running through the elm grove. She stood on a slight incline, staring down at us. “Dax Kilmeade, I thought I sensed your presence.”

Dax walked up to the stream but did not cross to the other side—Desmona’s side. So we didn’t either. In a wry voice, he said, “Yes, it took me hours to find Waichee Village thanks to you, Des.” 

I was taken aback by his relaxed way of talking to her. With only that single sentence uttered, I noticed he spoke to the dryad more informally than anyone I’d ever seen him talk to. For one, he never used nicknames for people. Des?

It was as if they shared a bond that went deeper than any other—deeper than Dax’s bond with his kin; deeper than his connection with his Glovemates . . . or me.

Jealousy swept through me. With her slight build and spritely beauty, Desmona was breathtaking. Her unnatural affect, which was actually the most natural affect, made her effortlessly gorgeous. 

There’s simply no way to compete with that—a creature not formed in God’s supposed eyes, but in Mother Nature’s.  

It was impossible for me to not ponder how deep their connection really went. 

My cold chill turned into sweat under my armpits, which was embarrassing. I bit my lip, stepping back to let Dax do the talking at the front. The trees creaked around us, groaning with movement. Creepy wind, I thought. 

Then the forest floor seemed to sway beneath my feet. I furrowed my brow, unbalanced. Wait, that’s not the wind. 

My eyes moved to the ground, to get my bearings, and the sight made my heart freeze in my chest. The stream separating us from Desmona had slowed. Its crystal-blue sheen reflected my face.

Confused, I tore my gaze up to Desmona. Her white eyes had morphed into sheer black pools. The vines on her head slithered around her like Medusa’s snakes. Blue veins wrapped around her cheeks, making her look cold and furious.

“You,” she bellowed in an ancient, thousand-year-old voice. She was looking right at me. 

My mouth fell open and my throat clenched. I stumbled to the side, trying to escape her unwavering glare as fear gripped my heart.

And that’s when I saw that her gaze continued past me, not at me. I spun my head on my shoulders. 

Quentin stood behind me, eyes widened in disbelief. “Me?”

Desmona’s thin hand came up to point a ragged, branch-like finger at him. “You,” she repeated, now staring directly into Quentin’s eyes. 

“Um, what about me, lass?” the newest of my Glovemates asked. Though he tried to sound unbothered, his voice reeked with confusion and fear. 

The dryad, who had appeared as a charming, magical nymph just moments before, now looked like a wrathful devil. She was not one to be trifled with, and I abruptly feared for Quentin’s life.

“You cannot be here,” Desmona demanded, her thin lips twisted in a horrible sneer. “Unless you wish to erode and join the Kolpoden Grove.” 

“No, I’m good,” he said simply, backpedaling. 

“Des, what’s going on?” Dax asked. “Why are you shifting? Where does this anger sprout from?”

“It sprouts from deep within the well of my memories,” she said, black eyes flickering white. “Yet it is a well I cannot access. Memories I cannot recall.”

Quentin raised a finger. “Well, I can relate to th—”

“Silence!” she screamed. The trees around us rattled, shivering as if terrified of her wrath. Leafy branches curled around us, getting closer and closer, until I was certain they’d wrap around our bodies. 

“Dax . . .” Sunny said hesitantly, eyes darting. “Tell her to stop this fucking madness.”

“Desmona, please.” Dax raised his hands in surrender. “Listen to my voice. Listen to your heart. Come back to us.”

“His aura is dark!” Desmona’s voice boomed, reverberating off the trees like a thunderclap. “He must be gone!” 

I gave Quentin a tug on his sleeve. “Quen, I would listen to her.”

His gorgeous face sank. “Where will I go?”

“Out! Anywhere but here!”

Quentin gulped, nodded, and wheeled. He pushed past the encroaching branches and sprinted off. When he disappeared into the trees, away from the grove, I clutched my hands into fists. If that’s the last time I see you, Dreamwatcher, I’ll never forgive myself. I’ll burn this whole grove down to avenge you! 

I wasn’t sure where my protective fury for Quentin was coming from, or why it hit me so hard. I simply wanted to learn more about the man. Perhaps it’s the connection to his soul I’ve felt ever since returning his spirit to him from the Spectral Realm. 

As soon as he was out of Desmona’s sight, the elm branches began to uncoil, inching back to their normal state. The tension fizzled out of the grove like a smoke cloud. Desmona’s blackened eyes reverted to their normal, eerie white. 

I let out a huge sigh of relief, my shoulders sagging. I could hear my Glovemates breathing hard. 

My mind whirled to Quentin and the Spectral Realm. Something dawned on me. The Asberald prison. It’s where we rescued Desmona, and where we found Quentin. It’s the only place where Desmona could have recognized Quentin from. 

Cold terror rifled through me. 

What did you do to the dryad, Quen?

“Are you back with us?” Dax asked. The heavy fog of fear had risen from the peaceful copse, and the stream had resumed its regular speed at Desmona’s feet. 

The dryad nodded, hands folded together. “What happened?”

“You kicked our Glovemate out of the grove, Des. His name is Quentin. What do you know of him?”

“Nothing. I can’t remember a thing.” 

I wanted to speak up, in case I’d been the only one to make the connection between Dreamwatcher, Desmona, and the Asberald prison. But I couldn’t. Instead, I said, “Will he be safe out there, away from us?”

Desmona blinked. “Yes.”

My thudding heart slowed. “Good.” 

The dryad turned back to Dax. “You have visited your friend. Kalul.” 

Dax nodded. “He was killed by a treacherous poison, likely from an assassin. It was good of you to call upon me. In fact”—Dax took off the backpack he’d been carrying, and reached into it. Gently, he pulled out Yoshi, and the bearded dragon crawled on his forearm—“I’ve brought back your stalwart messenger.”

My eyes bulged in surprise. “You brought him all the way from the Academy to here?” I asked, astounded. “Through the shadowgate?”

“I knew he could make it. Similar to how your cat did.”

Oh fuck. I looked around at my feet. “Shit. Where’s Bruce Kittenson?”

Dax smiled. “He did not wish to join us at the Kolpoden Grove, Coralia. I saw him skitter off after we left Kalul. I’m sure he’ll be in the village upon our return, anxiously awaiting you.”

I snorted. “Anxiously awaiting me? You don’t know Bruce very well, Dax.”

“His kitty spirit must not have vibed with Desmona’s,” Venn said, nodding sagely like he understood something we didn’t.

I put my hands on my hips and struck a pose. “Or he just smelled some fresh fish in the village. You guys give my cat too much credit.” 

“Hey, fuckers, I enjoy a good tangent as much as the next person, but can we not?” 

The three of us faced Sunny, who had his arms crossed over his chest and was staring at Desmona. 

I smirked. “Oh, is the big bad vampire scared of a little tree spirit?”

He glared at me. “Am I the only one who just saw her turn the trees against us? You bet your ass I’m scared of her.”

We all faced Desmona, who had been watching our stupid exchange with a tilted head and a blank expression. She must have felt like a little green alien watching humans interact like ants for the first time. 

I felt embarrassed for us. 

Yoshi crawled up Dax’s arm, shoulder, and the back of his neck. He perched on Dax’s head, using him as a chair. 

I chuckled. “It will be a little sad getting rid of him. He’s cute.”

“Keep him,” Desmona said. “I would not want to rip away a cherished animal from his family.”

“Well, we’re not that close,” I muttered, shrugging. “But okay. Yay. Thank you, Desmona.” 

“We need some answers from you,” Sunny abruptly cut in, raising an accusing finger at the dryad.

Spirits fuck me, he’s always so rude. “Please don’t lump him in with the rest of us,” I begged the tree spirit. “If you feel like smiting him or something.”

“It is fine.” Desmona slid toward Sunny like a ghost. “You have come to help the Waichee people, and so you deserve to have your questions answered, if I’m able.”

Sunny nodded hesitantly, probably not expecting his reaction to get a favorable response. “Okay. You told Dax you recognized someone from the Academy in Waichee Village. We need to know who.”

“That person is most likely our primary suspect for Kalul’s death,” Venn explained.

Desmona threaded her fingers together in front of her stomach, then tipped her head back to stare up at the purple sky. Her white eyes closed. “I am envisioning this individual. M’yrku.”

“Are they still there?” I asked. “Because everyone I saw in Waichee Village looked like natives.”  

“That I do not know, shadow woman.”

Shadow woman? The hell. “What do they look like?”

“A man. Tall, but not ogreishly so. Light feet for such a sturdy man. Ruggedly handsome. Hairy face.”

“Hairy face?” Sounds like a fucking werewolf to me. 

Desmona nodded deeply. “Yes, shadow woman. Hairy face.” She pantomimed scruff around the man’s chin area.

“Oh. A beard.” I scratched my head.

“What color?” Sunny asked, eyes narrowing. When Desmona slanted her head, he added, “What color was his beard? Was he young or old?”

“His beard was graying, rude pasty one. Like salt mixed in with pepper.”

My throat hitched. Venn gasped next to me. Without being able to stop myself, the words flew from my mouth: “Jace Hudson?”
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Quentin

I WANDERED THE WOODS aimlessly, no destination in mind. An overwhelming blanket of guilt wrapped around me, though I had no good reason to feel guilty of anything. 

The fact was, I couldn’t recall what to feel guilty about.

I remembered them all—my Glovemates—but not much more than that. My past had always been a murky lake, too dark to see past the surface. I had built new memories in Shadowblade Academy, ones I cherished and held onto, even after my soul had been separated from my body. 

Obviously I couldn’t take into account what my body had done in the Asberald City prison, because my mind hadn’t been there. 

What did I do in that dark confinement? What horror was I part of?

I remembered Myria Hargrave, the heart of Hudson’s Glove. She was gone, taken from us, and had been replaced by the lookalike woman who had ripped my soul back into my body.

Since returning from the Spectral Realm, everything had changed. Dax’s stoic demeanor was shot ragged; Venn’s jokes didn’t hold the same humor they once did; Sunny seemed to be balancing a tightrope, on the verge of losing it at any moment.

In fact, the only time they seemed somewhat normal, how I remembered them, was when Coralia was around. 

She had saved my life. But what had she returned me to? What power did she hold over my Glovemates?

I knew what she held over me. I felt the pull at all hours of the day, desperate to be in her vicinity. By rescuing me, it was like she had inadvertently seduced me. The temptress dwelled inside my spirit, holding my heart in the palm of her hand. 

Hearing her tell me to leave the elm grove had been heart-wrenching. It was Coralia’s acceptance and desire I sought more than anything else. I wished it wasn’t so, but perhaps that was the price I paid for having my soul restored by her.

Of course she didn’t know what kind of power she had over me. How could she? She had known me for the shortest time out of the Glovemates, and it wasn’t like I’d exactly made myself accessible to her. 

After returning to Shadowblade Academy, while recuperating in the infirmary, I had vowed to make her mine. I still held that oath close to my chest, yet I didn’t know how I would make it happen. Coralia already had enough on her plate trying to juggle Venn, Dax, and Sunny. Any one of them was enough man for a woman, but I got the impression Coralia vied for all of them. 

And they certainly reciprocated the feeling. Coralia Hargrave wasn’t like her sibling. We didn’t treat her as “one of our own”—that is to say, a little sister. The others saw her as a prize, whether they wanted to admit it or not. A destination.

Knowing my brothers as intimately as I did, I knew Sunny Conway would want to claim her as his own. Dax Kilmeade sought acceptance and understanding from her—someone to break through his steely wall. And Venn was just happy to be there, alongside her. As the most giving of our group, I had no doubt Coralia’s pleasure and satisfaction mattered more to Venn than his own.

But what about me? What did I want out of the girl? 

Perhaps I was like Dax, and I wanted her to see who I really was. But how could that be when I, myself, didn’t know who I really was? I was a powerful shadowcaster and adept strategist, but those were vocational—not who I was on the inside. 

My amnesia kept all that from me. 

Maybe I wanted simple companionship. Someone to always have my back, like the good old days. 

For saving me, I wanted to give Coralia everything I had. Our time in the Spectral Realm together, though brief, had been intimate and lively. I had seen a glimmer of what we could offer each other. The possibilities were lovely. 

Which was why it hurt to see the scared rejection on her face when she booted me from the grove. As if she still saw me as a monster, rather than a flesh-and-blood man. 

I needed to change that; to shift her outlook of me. 

I kicked an acorn and glanced up to see where I had roamed. Trees surrounded me on all sides. I was lost in the thickets, where I deserved to be. Where I couldn’t be a nuisance to anyone. 

How can I regain my confidence when I have forgotten so much about my life? My self-pity was reaching sad heights. I needed to get a grip and man up. 

To my right, a small waterfall cascaded down a hillock. I assumed it was the same stream from the grove. What secrets are they telling each other in that place? What am I missing, wandering aimlessly?

Sighing, I neared the stream and stood over it. For a moment, I watched the water trickling between the rocky banks. 

Something out the corner of my eye caught my attention. I whipped my head to the side and noticed a branch—

Moving toward me. 

My muscles tightened. I twisted in a one-eighty.

The forest was coming alive behind me. Branches and vines slithered out from the trunks, jutting in my direction, twisting into gnarled claws like they were living beings. 

And these living beings didn’t like me being in their home.

“Fuck,” I groaned, then reached into my boot to grab a knife. I felt like my shadowcasting powers would have little effect on these natural monuments. 

I backpedaled, boots splashing into the shallow stream. 

Something tickled my shoulder and I wheeled. A branch poked me with its pine needles. Claustrophobia set in. Blood rushed in my ears. The trees groaned and creaked—ancient beings coming to life like something out of a nightmare. 

I slapped the bough off my body. I swore I heard it squeal in my mind. Darting around, I tried to get out from the clutches of the trees, but they were closing in fast.

I raised my dagger-hand, ready to chop at the next limb that came after me.

A branch curled under my arm, attempting to wrap around my bicep. I gritted my teeth and slammed my hand down—

And met hard resistance. My breath hitched. I faced my hand, still raised, still holding the dagger like a killer. 

Dax stood behind me, gripping my bicep so I couldn’t continue my downward slice. 

I stared at him in shock. 

“Let’s not do that, Quentin,” he said in a low voice. “Unless you really want to anger Desmona.”

Just like that, all of the trees swung back into their normal resting places, standing tall and rigid before me. It was like I’d been dreaming—running through a nightmare where Desmona put an end to me. 

But those trees were moving, weren’t they? 

“Did I . . . hallucinate?” I asked, lowering my arm. My voice sounded skittish in my own ears. 

“No, my friend.” Dax smiled at me, his white teeth the only thing I could see in the dark. “I was not lying about Desmona’s power.” 

“Spirits above. I guess I’m not safe alone in this place, especially with her hating me.”

“No, but you are safe with me. With us.” He gestured at the rest of the group, who were bounding through the bushes behind him.

And now I have to rely on your safeguarding to get around this place. Great.  

Coralia’s face lit up when she saw me. “Quen! Oh thank the raggedy spirits. I thought we’d lost you forever.” 

She ran up and hugged me, startling me. 

Slowly, I put my arms around her, and all of the self-doubt and trepidation I’d been feeling fizzled away. I saw clearer and felt alive. 

That’s what I need from Coralia, I realized. Her spirit entwined with mine. 

I need her to never let go.

I stared down at her beaming face, so beautiful and genuine. I gave her a small smile of my own. “Lost me forever? Lass, you’re the one who found me.” I winked at her, hoping she understood what I was really talking about. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”
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Chapter 14
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Coralia

AS WE WANDERED BACK to Waichee Village, Sunny and Venn argued about what it meant that Jace Hudson had been spotted in the village. Venn had been friends with Jace, relatively speaking, while Sunny had always been skeptical of any authority figure, including the Wrist of Hudson’s Glove. 

“Why the hell would he be here?” Sunny threw his arms up to smack some branches out of his face. “It’s a little more than coincidence: A man dies, most likely by a shadowblade, and Jace happens to be in the vicinity when it happens?”

“Are you trying to say Jace killed Dax’s friend?” Venn shot back. 

“I’m just wondering what the fuck he’s doing here!”

“We’ll have to ask him, won’t we? There’s no use speculating.”

And on it went. 

I tried to tune them out. The bookends of the group—Dax up front and Quentin moseying behind us—had been very quiet since the grove. 

Finding Quentin in the woods was more uplifting than I’d expected. Wrapping my arms around his strong body had surprised me more than anyone, save maybe Quentin himself. I guess I care for the big dream-haunter more than I realized. 

And Dax, he was always rather silent, but even more so since leaving Desmona. His head hung low as he led us through the forest. I had to imagine his mind was turning a million miles a second, but he was a hard nut to crack. 

Walking up alongside him, I nudged his shoulder with mine. “Are you okay?”

He nodded, face glum. “Yes, I’ll be fine.”

I wanted to tell him it was okay to be sad about his friend. Loss was hard. 

Then he spoke, and I saw I had mistaken where his thoughts were. “Desmona attacking Quentin, and the way she transformed at seeing him . . .” As he trailed off, he gave me a sad glance. “I’ve never seen her like that, Coralia.”

I frowned. “People change, hun. Maybe she was just angry—”

“Desmona has always been a righteous forest spirit. A benevolent force. Seeing her eyes darken like that, the veins bulging on her skin, made her look . . . malignant.” 

I swallowed hard. It had been scary, for sure. Desmona was not a spirit I wanted to cross. Seeing Dax so gloomy for how things played out made me feel spiteful at Desmona, if not a little jealous about the power she held over him. “Dax, I hope it’s not too much, but what exactly is your connection to Desmona? Is she part of Waichee?”

He shook his head. “When I was younger, my clan helped protect her. Loggers and human corporations arrived to clear-cut the area, which would have destroyed her life-giving home, the Kolpoden Grove. We fought off the loggers, making the region too dangerous for them to work.”

My heart sank. “Damn, that’s some FernGully shit right there.” 

“Eventually, after a huge waste of money and time, they left. Desmona never forgot what we did for her, so she considers us allies. Now she protects us as well, shaping the forest to aid us when threats loom. I became close to her during that time. A friend.”

I nodded, my brow stitching together. “I see. What threats does she protect you from?”

His neck stiffened and I worried I’d pried too deeply. “Other clans, mostly. Business.”

Ah yes. Like his brother Cyrus, off doing “business.” Whatever business the Waichee people were involved in, I imagined it had something to do with Kalul’s death. And I figured Dax thought the same, which was why he seemed so down and out. Guilty, even. 

Clearly he didn’t want to talk about it too much, or he would have elaborated. I had a better understanding of him and Desmona now, and I didn’t feel so jealous about her beauty or her bond with Dax. 

I only felt apprehensive about her wrath. Which reminded me of another thing. “I wonder why Desmona reacted like that at seeing Quentin.”

“As do I. It’s a shame, because I don’t feel Quentin has any idea either. He wouldn’t lie about that—wouldn’t be able to hide it from his face.” 

Dax was right. The blank expression on Quen’s face when Desmona had threatened him showed he’d been as shocked as the rest of us. 

Amnesia was a bitch. It was similar to what happened to Genevieve Jade, and I just had to hope Quentin didn’t become a shell of himself like that poor girl. He had to fight through it and persevere.

I put a hand on Dax’s shoulder, gently squeezing. “We’ll get to the bottom of it, okay? I feel like there’s more going on here than meets the eye.”

“Agreed.” He sighed heavily. “Something is not right in my homeland.”

I bit my lower lip, noticing another opening had presented itself. I had learned more about Dax in the past few minutes than an entire year at the Academy. My blood pulsed with excitement. “What made you leave the village to begin with, Dax? You mother didn’t sound too happy about it.”

He hesitated, letting out another sigh. “Truth be told, I wasn’t given a choice. My mother pawned me off on Alaric Cane, who guaranteed he could make something out of me. Something that would benefit the entire village.”

My spidey sense went off. I recognized subtext, but couldn’t quite grasp it. I was getting tired of skipping around the issue and trying to read between the lines. “So, Alaric Cane chose you personally. Which is why you show such allegiance to him.”

“Once upon a time I did. After how he treated Wrist Hudson though? Exiling him? I’m not so sure I hold the same respect for the headmaster.”

My burning question still wasn’t answered. “Why did Alaric choose you, Dax?”

“Because I was the most skilled in my village, and the most . . . untainted. ‘Still pure,’ in his words. Headmaster Cane said I showed the most promise among my people, and that he could steer me away from the life we live.”

Reading into his words, I blindly stumbled over a hefty tree root. He lunged forward and caught me, gripping my waist. “Are you okay?”

I flared my nostrils, frustrated at my clumsiness . . . and something else. “What aren’t you telling me, Dax?” My eyes sank into his dark, unreadable orbs. “Pure? Untainted? Steer you away from your life here? Just what the hell does your village do?”

Shame crossed his face, his lips twitching. He looked over his shoulders conspiratorially, and saw the others were a bit behind. His jaw clamped down. 

“I’m sorry to be so nosy,” I said, gulping. “I just feel like I’m missing something and—”

“My kin are smugglers, Coralia.” His voice lowered as he leaned toward me. “Bandits of the forest. In order to operate and continue thriving, we need funds to fight off the loggers, via lobbyists and human politicians, and to fight off the other clans from stealing our land. We may look like a pre-civilized, tribal culture, but the Waichee are dedicated to survival. And that’s what it takes.”

My eyes bulged. I reeled. There it was—the bombshell I’d been looking for. There was no animosity or shame in his words. Just cold hard facts. The only guilt he felt was for Kalul dying, and for Desmona transforming into an evil witch for five minutes.  

Dax was not ashamed of his people. 

I didn’t know what to say or think. “Oh,” was all I could muster. The truth of his kinsmen added a whole new aspect to this mystery. A layer I’d been missing before. 

“Now do you understand?” he asked, his voice tinged with irritation. 

I nodded, swallowing hard. Yes, Dax, now I understand. No wonder you’re acting so high-strung! You know Kalul’s death is shrouded in even more dark shit than any of us realized.

That’s what I understand.

* * *
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I HAD A NEW OUTLOOK on Waichee Village, and I couldn’t say it was a good one. When we finally returned to the massive clearing, I stared up at the treehouses and the vined bridges and narrowed my eyes. 

These were not an honest people. They were friendly, sure, but that was all a façade. 

After Dax broke the truth to me, we didn’t speak for the rest of the way, instead listening to Venn and Sunny drone on about Jace Hudson.

I needed to tell them and Quentin what Dax had told me. H surely didn’t want me spilling his secrets, but this was something all of us needed to know. The Glove, as a unit, could not be withheld information. It was for our own safety as we traversed this forested landscape. 

I suddenly missed Charli. I wanted to be back at my dorm in Shadowblade Academy, where the worst thing I had to worry about was what I was going to eat in the mess hall that day, or who was going to try and bully me for no good reason. Things were simpler there. 

When I looked into the dark faces of the Waichee people now, I had a new understanding of them. My thoughts were stained with hostility, which I hated.

How dangerous will these people become if they learn I know their secrets?

I was trying not to judge, but I was doing poorly at it. I didn’t understand Dax’s people’s way of life like he did. Even though I had lived a few years on my own, I didn’t know what it meant to be on your own completely. Before going to the Crust, there had always been options for me—human services provided by states, cities, and localities, such as soup kitchens, homeless shelters, walk-in clinics, and the like.

But out here in the wilderness? The Waichee didn’t have those amenities. They lived from one day to the next, not knowing who would trounce through those branches and stumble upon their community. They lived entirely off the grid. 

If a wild animal or enemy clan attacked someone here, there was no helicopter airlift that was going to bring them to the nearest ER. They only had each other to rely on. With that came, I imagined, a tight-knit sense of kinship and camaraderie.

Thinking of things in that way, with a little more wisdom and less discrimination, made me see them in a different light. 

I can’t paint these people as enemies just because they might steal from others. They do what they have to to survive. As of right now, everyone has been nothing but kind to me.

Chieftess Fionne invited us into her world simply because we were Dax’s friends. With a few stern words, sure, but she still accepted us. I can’t forget that.

The chieftess met us near the center of the village. It was very late now and most the tents and hovels around us were closed up. The hanging torches around the square were sputtering. My body ached from exhaustion. 

As we approached, Fionne said, “Judging by the look on your face, son, you found Desmona.” 

Dax nodded, his body language dispirited. “Indeed, Mother. I have.”

“How was your dialogue?”

“Well enough.” Dax rubbed the back of his neck, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “You didn’t warn me she had changed.” 

“Changed, son?”

“Don’t be foolish, Mother. It doesn’t suit you.”

Fionne’s lips tugged angrily at the corners. “Are you asking for another slap across the face, boy?”

Dax said nothing, simply shaking his head. 

“Desmona has always been a wily spirit, son. She changes as the seasons do.”

“Yes, but nothing like this. Dark eyes? Malevolence in her voice? Something is not right.”

“Perhaps that’s the true reason why she brought you here, Dax Kin. And she simply didn’t have the willpower to admit it or ask for aid.”

Dax cocked his head. “But what can I do? If her spirit is lost, I’m not the one who can rescue it.”

I stifled a gasp. If Desmona’s “spirit is lost”? Where have I heard that before? I spun and eyed Quentin, who was listening intently to Fionne and Dax’s conversation. 

The chieftess looked over her son’s shoulder, her eyes landing on me. This time, I couldn’t stop the sharp exhale that slipped through my lips. “No, son, I suppose you can’t rescue her spirit. But has it occurred to you that you might not be the one she was reaching out for?” 

With that, Fionne tore her gaze from me and wandered off toward her hut. When Dax turned to face me, to see where his mother had been looking, I saw the discernment in his eyes. The confusion, hope, and longing.

His expression brought goosebumps to my arms.
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Chapter 15
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Coralia

I STAYED IN A SMALL circular hut, alone. My Glovemates had similar huts next to mine. They rested at the base of a huge oak tree. The little cluster of adjacent huts gave us our own cute hamlet tucked away from the larger Waichee Village. 

Before I entered my hut, Dax took my arm. “I’ll be right up there,” he said, nudging his chin to a treehouse twenty feet above us. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call for me.”

That was kind of him. I smiled shyly. “Thank you. You and your people have been extremely accommodating, Dax.” 

“Despite what I told you earlier, Coralia, my kin are not bad people.”

“I know that, hun. Or at least I’m starting to understand it.”

“Good.”

With that, he went over to a rope ladder hanging from a landing plank and climbed it up to his lodging. I chuckled once he made it to the top and disappeared into his abode. 

He’s a regular George of the Jungle, that guy.

I stretched my arms and yawned. The serene woodland sounds of crickets, streams, and a moaning wind made me feel calm inside.

Before I could enter the hut, a diminutive man bumbled out of it, holding a towel. We almost bumped into each other. 

“Oh!” I exclaimed, backpedaling. 

He was skinny and dark-skinned like the rest of his kin, with a balding pate and big eyes. He gave me a wide smile, his mouth a chessboard full of black holes where teeth were missing. “Ah, you must be Lady Hargrave. I am Porter Pindo, your manservant.”

My eyebrows jumped. “My manservant?” 

He tilted his head. “Well, your porter. He he. I was tasked with getting your rooms adequate for sleeping.”

“I see.” I felt bashful, a flush coming to my cheeks. I’d never had a manservant, or porter, before. “Well thank you, Pindo.” I broke into a gracious bow. 

He returned the bow and smiled again. He seemed like a nice enough fellow. “If that is all, Lady Hargrave? He he.”

“Yes, yes, please. Don’t let me take any more of your time.” With another nod, he scooted past me.

The hut was tiny. My bed was a soft mat of leaves, grass, and bark. That was all there was inside, so I wasn’t sure how much preparation Pindo had needed, but I didn’t think anything of it. 

Though the bed looked primitive, to say the least, and a bit inhospitable, I shrugged and murmured, “When in Rome,” and then plopped down onto it. “Oh shit.” I ruffled around to get comfy. “This is actually pretty nice.” 

I was asleep before my head hit the leafy pillow.

* * *
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I WOKE TO THE GENTLE sounds of laughter. Children playing. The innocent music brought a smile to my face before I’d even opened my eyes. I stretched on my “cot” and groaned. Slivers of sunlight spiked in through the tiny open slats of my wattle-and-daub hovel.  

My smile slipped away as thoughts of the night before trickled into my mind. I was in the heart of the Appalachian rainforest, and I was here for a reason. I couldn’t get too relaxed, because my landlords were smugglers and thieves. 

One question I’d never gotten to ask Dax the night before: What did his people smuggle and steal? Where did they bring it? Because, on first glance, it surely didn’t seem like they were hoarding gold or priceless artifacts in this poor village. 

I recalled the other things Dax told me. Namely, how he’d been kidnapped by Alaric Cane, more or less, and brought to Shadowblade Academy. It reminded me of my own predicament, except I hadn’t been abducted for the “betterment” of society, but rather because I needed to be kept off the human streets where I was vulnerable to magic evildoers.

Finally, Chieftess Fionne’s portentous words funneled in: “You might not be the one Desmona was reaching out for,” she’d told Dax, while looking straight at me. Did that mean she could sense my power? The untapped and mysterious ability I’d used to fuse Quentin’s body and soul together? 

Is that what Desmona needed? A soul-fusion?

Laughter wafted into my hut again like a soft breeze. Then a squeal joined in—a happy one—and my curiosity got the best of me. I had to see what was going on outside.

Scrubbing the crusties out of my eyes, I made my way to the rickety flap and exited the hut. The sunlight was blaring, bathing the village clearing in glorious morning warmth. 

Speaking of bathing, I thought, then discreetly sniffed myself. My face soured. 

Something smacked into my calf. I looked down to find a half-flattened soccer ball. A tiny kid ran up and stopped five feet from me. He was dressed in rags. “Excuse me, lady!” he squeaked. 

I cocked my head, eyeing the boy and then the ball. “Yes? Is this yours?”

“Yes please!” 

“Come on, Auntie Coralia!” another child called from a distance. 

My heart hitched in my throat at the term of endearment. I put a hand to my chest and lightly kicked the ball to the boy, then looked out to the clearing. 

A huddle of boys and girls were running around, drawing up dust and pollen, playing soccer. And smack dab in the middle of them was Dax, with a smile on his face like I’d never seen before. 

When a kid, about knee-high, bumped into Dax, the panther shifter spun out of the way and kicked the soccer ball to some fleeing children in the distance. Noticing me, he looked up and flashed a disarming smile.

My blood rushed, embarrassment reddening my face. I was caught so unaware I didn’t know what to do except stare vacantly at him, dumbfounded, with my lips parted. 

He turned away before I could smile or say anything, returning to the boys and girls. He was the center of attention, and they all loved him.

More importantly, in my mind: Dax loved it too. He laughed and smiled like a completely different man than the drab, quiet shifter I knew. 

“You’re too good, Dax Kin!” a boy whined as Dax juked him with the soccer ball. 

“No, I’m just bigger. Ha!” Dax grunted with a kick that sent the ball whizzing past awestruck little faces. It sailed between two wooden posts in the ground. He raised his arms triumphantly, yelling, “Goaaaal!” and ran around like a crazy person.

The kids mobbed him, grabbing onto his feet and play-punching him until their combined weight brought him to the ground in a fit of giggles and dust clouds. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. He cares for them so much. Who knew the stoic panther was so good with kids? They all love him! 

It was perhaps the sweetest thing I’d ever seen, because it was so unexpected. Watching Dax play with the children brought a tingle zooming through my body. I mean, seeing a grown man who was good with kids was like a natural aphrodisiac. There was no way around it: Dax was hot as hell.

Biting my bottom lip, I squeezed my thighs together and hummed to myself. 

A voice startled me from behind. “He’s like a completely different person,” Venn said, hands on his hips. 

“I know,” I droned. “It’s . . . amazing.” I couldn’t tear my eyes away. By this point, Dax was on the bottom of the pile and seriously struggling to roll the kids off him. He was suffocating in love. 

A part of me wanted to be right on top of that pile, laughing along with them. 

“It’s good for him to get a break like this,” Venn added. “Do something fun for a change.” 

“Yeah, especially after all the trauma and grief he’s been going through.”

“The man is bottled up like a powder keg.” 

I tossed Venn a glance over my shoulder. His short hair was unkempt, his skin a bright magenta in the sunlight. “What can we do to keep that powder keg from exploding, Venn?”

The fae tilted his sharp chin toward the pile. “This seems like a good start.” 

We watched for another minute. Then he nudged my shoulder and said, “Hey, I found a pond nearby. It’s nice and secluded, if you want to bathe and . . . maybe something else.”

My brow arched, a coy smile breaking as I studied his sly expression. “Oh? Are you saying I smell bad, Donovenn?”

“Nope, I’m saying I do.” 

Nice recovery. I chuckled. I mean, I wouldn’t mind a little morning bath with this sexy Unseelie. I popped my eyebrows. “It’s secluded, eh?”

He winked and playfully slapped my bicep. “Come on, last one there’s a—”

“Look at this!” a voice boomed off to the side. “The lost lamb returns to play with children!” Sneering chuckles joined the loud voice. 

My brow creased as I turned to see a man approaching, his attention focused on Dax and the kids. He had pitch-black skin like Dax, bulky arms raised to the sky, and a dark beard. White tattoos swirled around his bald head and arms. 

The smile on Dax’s face faltered and then vanished as he sat upright, dusted himself off, and stood. The kids scattered. My heart sank to see his regular, impassive mask return to his face. His features were set in stone.

“Cyrus,” he grumbled.

Cyrus stopped ten feet from Dax, a posse of five men and women behind him. Their lips curled with disdain. “How goes it, brother?” Cyrus asked. 

My heart hammered in my chest. Dax’s brother is already giving me sketchy vibes. His boisterous entrance and the jab at his brother led me to believe this was not a nice man. Very unlike Dax—polar opposite, in fact. More like Sunny, by comparison.

“I think we’re gonna need a rain check on that bath,” I whispered to Venn.

“Roger that.” He came to stand beside me. With his arms crossed, he looked striking. No one at the village had batted an eye at Venn’s purple skin, and now he looked menacing, like he was ready to defend Dax’s honor at a moment’s notice.

A grateful feeling oozed through me, knowing Venn had Dax’s back. And so do I. We took a step forward to make our combined presence known. 

Tension was hot in the air. How quickly it had changed from the playful tone just five minutes before. 

Dax gave us a tiny shake of his head as we inched forward. 

My stomach tightened. Venn and I stopped our advance. I spotted Quentin on the other side of the clearing, joined in with some locals, towering over them. He studied the exchange with a frown on his gorgeous face. 

That left only Sunny as being absent, but I knew it was probably too, well, sunny for him at this hour.

“What are you doing here, Dax Kin?” Cyrus asked, loud enough so his voice carried through the trees. He circled his brother like a shark, while Dax remained unmoving. 

Dax’s hands tightened into fists at his sides. “I’m not here to stir trouble, brother.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“Desmona called for me.”

Standing behind Dax, Cyrus raised his hands again and faced his people with a wicked grin. “Oh, Desmona called for him! You hear that, friends? Dax still pines for the lady of the woods!” 

A smattering of chuckles broke out from his gang. 

I didn’t like this one bit. I wanted to speak up on behalf of Dax, but his headshake had asked me not to. Plus, this wasn’t my territory. I had no skin in the game. Clearly, there was some heavy baggage between Dax and his sibling.

I got the distinct feeling they were about to come to blows. As appalling as that sounds, maybe it’s what they need to hash it out. Every family is different.

“Silence, Cyrus. I pine for no one.” Dax’s eyes flicked over to me again. 

A blush came to my cheeks. 

Cyrus followed his brother’s eyes, and his gaze fell on me. My heart skipped a beat. As the tattooed man tilted his head, staring at me like I was a prize, a wicked smirk came to his lips. “Ah, and who might this be?” 

Venn stepped forward. Across the way, Quentin shouldered his way through the crowd, bursting into the clearing next to Dax. The panther shifter paced toward his brother’s backside. 

Within seconds, Cyrus was surrounded, and I hadn’t even needed to raise a finger.

The schlick of steel leaving scabbards sounded from my left, and I glanced to see Cyrus’ gang producing swords, daggers, clubs. 

Shit. This could get ugly. 

I readied myself to act, my fingers itching at my sides. At the first sign of trouble, I would flare my fingertips with fire and wrench them inside Cyrus’ eye sockets. 

I narrowed my gaze at the taller man. “Who I am is not important to you, Cyrus Kilmeade. Not unless Dax deems it so.”

The man scoffed. “Huh! Has my brother finally bagged himself a woman worth fighting for?”

“You go too far, Cyrus,” Dax growled behind him. His eyes flared even darker than usual, his fingertips blurring with elongated claws. He was inches away from losing his cool and shifting into his panther. 

And then all hell would break loose. 

“Stand down,” Dax continued. 

Venn said, “I’d listen to your brother. You’re better off letting this one go.” 

“And why is that, purple man?”

Venn’s jaw clenched. “Because this is a fight you don’t want.”

“It’s a fight you won’t win, stranger,” Quentin said from behind. He waved an annoyed hand at the gang with their swords. “Even with all that brandished steel.”

“Ah. A cocky bunch, eh? Has my brother brought arrogance and strife into our beloved village?” Cyrus spoke to the locals, as if trying to drum up their support.

“Not arrogance,” Venn responded, doing everything he could to keep from exploding. “But training.”

“Not so fucking fast, motherfucker!” a new voice called from above, somewhere in the heavens. 

With unified confusion from the locals, everyone craned their necks to one of the treetop bridges . . . 

. . . where Sunny Conway stood in all his glory, gripping the vine-railing of the platform and yelling down at us like a king speaking to his peons. He was dressed in a fucking loincloth, too, like one of the locals, and nothing else. His pale, rippling muscles were nearly reflective in the morning sunlight. 

From my angle below, I got a peek under his loincloth, and when I say my jaw dropped, like, holy shit.

No wonder he was such a smug son of a bitch.

“Who has the audacity to throw around words like ‘arrogance’ and ‘cocky’ and ‘strife’ and not mention my name?! Dax, was it you? Quen? Venn?” He started pointing at us, before his finger landed on me. “Princess? I know it wasn’t you!”

I blushed and averted my gaze to the forest floor. I wouldn’t have a conversation with him while his knee-slapper swung in the breeze at the same time. Just couldn’t do it. 

“You’re a princess?” Cyrus murmured, befuddled. Then he shook his head and pumped his arms into the air, facing Sunny again. “Who the fuck are you, blinding me with your pasty ass? And why are you wearing my people’s clothes?”

“No, no, that’s my question!” Sunny roared. “Who the fuck are you, hmm? Harassing my people? It’s too early for this shit!”    

“It’s the middle of the afternoon!” 

“Exactly! And my ass isn’t pasty, it’s alabaster!”

Spirits strangle me, these two assholes are exactly alike. I palmed my forehead, groaning. 

At this point, however, the wind had been taken from Cyrus’ sails. In his own asinine way, that was probably Sunny’s goal. Some of the townsfolk were chuckling and chattering now, pointing up at the loud, odd foreigner on the swaying platform like he was a tourist attraction.

The secondhand embarrassment was lethal to my soul.

After Sunny and Cyrus bantered back and forth for a minute, yelling harsher and harsher extremities, a voice bellowed and froze everyone. 

“That’s enough!” 

Chieftess Fionne marched into the clearing. Everyone got out of her way in a hurry. Dax and Cyrus spun to her simultaneously.

Uh oh, momma’s here. I wilted at the vicious snarl curling Fionne’s upper lip. 

“Dax, have you finished playing with the children?” She eyed Cyrus as she said it. My mouth fell open at the implication of her well-timed burn. “Because there are others who wish to address you during your short stay at Waichee.”

“Who, Mother?” 

“The cadets,” Fionne snapped. “They’ve waited for their elder brother to come back from training, to teach them what you’ve learned.”

Dax’s body went rigid. “Right.” He nodded. 

“You’re only staying for a short while?” Cyrus asked, the bloodthirst gone from his tone. “Why didn’t you just say that to begin with, brother?”

Dax stormed past him without a word. 

Fionne cupped her hands over her mouth and called up to the platform where Sunny stood. “Stop sermonizing and get your ass down here, you pasty bastard!” 

“That’s alabaster bastard, Chieftess!”
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Chapter 16
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Dax

AILEY CHARGED AT ME, stabbing her crude spear at my midsection.

She telegraphed her attack by pulling back before lunging. I circled my Oblyx Steel sword around the haft of her spear then pirouetted beside her and looped my arm around hers, swinging the smaller woman with me.

Ailey yelped as I kept her pinned to my side. I faced Ganius behind her, a massive cadet wielding a heavy club. He swung the unwieldy weapon with both hands, trying to crack it across my head. 

I ducked, slanting to the side, and released a flailing Ailey at the same time. Ganius’ eyes bulged as his club whooshed over me and he realized where it was headed. 

The club smacked Ailey across the shoulder as she spun to face me. She fell to her hands and knees with another yelp. 

Topo came in from my side, flying in with his two daggers. I sidestepped into Ganius’ guard, pushing my body close to his. The smaller, wiry cadet Topo had to pull his blades back for fear of hitting his ally. 

Before Ganius could react, I slammed the hilt of my sword into his stomach and he doubled over with an oof of expelled air.

Topo readjusted his hold on his daggers and charged again. He stabbed at me in quick succession, keeping me on my heels. 

When his swings became tired, I made my move from defense to offense. I swung with my sword-hand, knocking his leading arm away. He stabbed sloppily with his weaker arm and I took a glancing slice across my forearm.

In return, I lashed out with my fist and connected with his jaw. His eyes rolled back, body going limp for a moment. 

Ailey was wobbling to her feet.

I spun and kicked her in the stomach, sending her flying onto her back. 

Ganius righted himself, holding the club one-handed while he tended to his pained stomach with the other. He was too slow to keep up, so I simply tripped his back foot to put him on his ass.

Topo came to on his feet. He tried to bring the heat one more time, charging at my back. His pounding, unsure footsteps gave him away. I wheeled and arced my blade, glinting steel in the afternoon sun as we connected. 

For a moment, he cowered, seeing his older, taller kinsman with flared nostrils. 

I took the opportunity to swing in a flurry and send him reeling as I advanced.  

After ten seconds of my onslaught, he threw his daggers onto the grass and raised his hands in surrender. 

I pointed the sharp point of my sword against his throat. 

Then I let out a breath. 

Ailey and Ganius groaned as they stood.

I sheathed my blade and faced the three cadets. “You are getting better, my kin.”

“Sprigs and twigs, man, you’re as sturdy as an oak,” Ganius bellowed. The large moose shifter threw his club down in disgust and crossed his arms over his chest.

Ailey bared her teeth and hissed. The bobcat shifter didn’t like being beat. “Where did you learn to do all that? We used to be a challenge. Now you can take all three of us together?” 

“I have learned many things in my time away, Ailey Kin.”

“Namely how to kick ass,” Topo murmured, rubbing the back of his neck. He was a bit of a weasel, which made sense seeing as that he was actually a weasel. 

I bowed my head, acknowledging his compliment. “Topo, you have quick hands. You need but slow your approach to get a better understanding of the battlefield. You’re thinking too much, too fast, and getting ahead of yourself.” To the female bobcat, I said, “Ailey, you still broadcast your attacks, which makes you predictable. But you’re getting better at concealing them. Work on that. And Ganius,” I eyed his club on the grass with a frown. “Get a smaller weapon.” 

The trio pounded their fists into their chests, then gave me a small bow. 

“It’s an honor to train with you again, Dax Kin,” Ganius said. 

“Even if you do embarrass us,” Ailey added with a wince. She massaged her shoulder where Ganius had smacked her. 

I embraced them and they turned to leave. Before they could get far from the training grounds, I called out: “Hold, if you will.” They all faced me. “I have a few questions to ask, if that is all right. I’ve been gone from Waichee a long time.”

“Of course, Dax Kin,” Topo said. The thin man shoved his daggers in his hip sheaths. “It’s the least we could do to repay the time you’ve taken for us.”

“Tell me of Cyrus,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Tell me of my brother’s exploits.”

“What’s there to tell?” Ailey shrugged, eyeing her two comrades. “He runs Waichee in all but name. He does whatever he wants, subverting the orders of your moth—erm, the chieftess—whenever he can.”

Frustration rippled through me. “How so? Give me an example.”

During the beat of silence, the trio eyed each other warily, as if debating how much to explain to a man who, by all accounts, had abandoned the village.

Ganius took the honors. “He travels near the Forbidden Orchard with his gang, time and time again, though it’s been prohibited by the chieftess.”

“And they still take all the good jobs,” Topo added angrily. “Leaving the scraps to the smaller groups like us. His gang is unchallenged in Waichee with you gone.”

Unfortunately it will remain that way, I thought. I wished it could be different, but I had not come to my village to upturn the social order and hierarchy of things.

Ailey countered her comrade. “They’re the most skilled though. You have to admit that.”

“They have the most numbers!” Topo wailed. 

“Nonetheless.”

Before they could get too carried away, I raised a palm. “What is the Forbidden Orchard you speak of?”

Ganius furrowed the heavy ridge of his brow. “That’s right, you weren’t here when the infestation came round.”

My face sank. “My apologies for being absent, Gan—”

He stammered, wringing out his hands. “No, no, I meant nothing by that, Dax Kin. The Forbidden Orchard, it’s . . . a blight on the land.”

“A rot,” Topo said, nodding diligently. “An affliction of the topsoil, trees, and wind.”

“It runs deeper than the topsoil, Topo,” Ailey grumbled. “The plague affects a large portion of the eastern passes about fifteen klicks from here. The chieftess calls it a curse—a bane on our land from all the bloodshed we’ve been part of. She demands we stay away from it.”

Interesting. “What is it made from?”

They shrugged in unison. Topo said, “Some say an infestation of Adelgids, an insect from Europe that eats our firs.”

Ganius scoffed. “Yes, Topo, and some say it’s from an influx of lightning storms. More mythical, just as unlikely.”

“What do you think the blight stems from?” I asked them.

“Cursed spirits,” Ailey said. “As the chieftess suggests, Dax Kin.”

Worry gnawed at my gut from her words. “Why does Cyrus go near it?”

“Well, we don’t follow him . . . but if I had to guess, I’d say to do business with the Synthok, away from prying eyes.”

“Synthok” was the native name Waicheeans gave to outsiders or people we did business with. It roughly translated to “wicked walker” or “danger traveler.” 

If I hadn’t arrived at the front of the Glove, my Glovemates could have been considered Synthok. But I had vouched for them, of course.

I didn’t like what I was hearing. Cyrus was up to even shadier business than usual. I felt I had pried all the information from the helpful cadets as I could, so I tapped Ailey on the shoulder and smiled as she grimaced in pain. “Go get yourself healed by Riann, Ailey Kin. Thank you for your help, all of you.”

The shifter’s bright eyes softened as I said the name Riann. 

I furrowed my brow. “She still heals, correct?”

Ailey gulped hard, her neck muscles bobbing. “Y-Yes. I just did not expect to hear her name out of your mouth, Dax Kin.”

I smiled, though inside I was a raging storm. “Wounds of the past, Ailey. It’s nothing.”

She nodded, and the three of them turned to walk away. 

At the edge of the meadow, Topo looked over his shoulder, his expression sad. “Riann travels with Cyrus these days, Dax Kin, rather than continuing as healer of the village.”

I gritted my teeth, but gave him a tight nod. “Of course she does, Topo Kin. She is Cyrus’ woman. It’s to be expected.”

With that, they left. 

And I was alone once more. Alone with my thoughts. I couldn’t linger on Riann, because other thoughts dwelled inside me. 

Questions itching to be answered.

As I headed for the chieftess’ tent, the worry gnawing at my gut grew into a hard knot.
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Dax

“SOMETHING TROUBLES you, son.” 

My mother sat on a wicker chair in her tent, an understated piece of furniture for a chieftess. Despite being naturally regal, she’d always disregarded material things. The spoils of our village’s deeds were a means to an end for her. Nothing more.

I respected that, because it kept her from becoming a despot. A nuisance to outside society? Sure. She kept our people in line though, and I feared what would happen once she was gone and Cyrus took over.  

“Yes, many things trouble me, Mother. Not least of which is the death of my friend Kalul.” I stood before her, neglecting the chair she offered. 

“Of course.” Her eyes got beady. “But no, this is something else. I know my son. Is it Cyrus?”

I decided to take the chair after all, plopping down with a heavy sigh. “I suppose. Partly.”

“Your brother is largely unchanged since you’ve left.” Her eyes crinkled at the edges. “Sadly.”

“As I anticipated.”

“Have you seen Riann yet?”

Frustration rifled through me at another mention of her name. “I saw her over Cyrus’ shoulder in the square this morning. Sneering at my people.”

“We are your people.”

I wasn’t going to argue with her about this. “My allies, then. I suspect Riann remains steadfast with Cyrus.” My tone darkened. “And that she’s right where she belongs.”

Fionne cocked her head. “You’ve grown spiteful, son.”

“I’ve grown world-weary, Mother.”

“You’re too young to be cynical. You did not used to be like this.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yes I did. Even young, I was jade—”

“Even when you loved Riann?”

Her words startled me to a stop. “Riann was a cubhood fantasy, Mother, and nothing more.”

“Don’t be foolish. She loved you and you loved her. You promised to marry each other, before you left.” 

“Before you sent me away,” I snapped, reminding her that leaving the village had not been my decision. It had been hers. 

She waved it off like it was nothing, which angered me more than any other reaction would have. “Nonetheless, you’ve grown stronger because of it. Spiteful, perhaps, but strong. Pindo tells me he saw you take on Topo, Ailey, and Ganius, together.”

“The little porter spies on me?”

Ignoring me, she continued, “Besides, Riann was already on the way out, was she not? Your eye strayed, son. First to Desmona—now there’s a ‘cubhood fantasy’ if I’ve ever seen one. The dryad bewitched you with her arcane ways.”

I exhaled hard, clamping my jaw but saying nothing. Mother was more talkative than usual. It appeared she wanted to get out every past grievance in one go.

It was a mistake coming here.

She crossed one leg over the other, relaxed though her words were harsh. “Do not forget, Dax, it was not Desmona who claimed your virginity. It was Riann.”

“I’m well aware, Mother,” I mumbled. “I’m not having this conversation with you. I do not love Desmona as you think I do.”

“No, I suppose not. I suspect what I said earlier is actually true.” Again with the beady, searching eyes. “It’s this new woman, isn’t it?”

My pulse spiked. I sat back, my whole body tightening. “Coralia?”

“Yes. Do you love her?”

I opened my mouth to answer. “I . . .” and then my mouth was suddenly dry, my lips parched. I swallowed, trying again. “I do not know.”

The corners of Fionne’s lips lifted into a smug smile. She had me dead to rights—I did not know what to think of Coralia Hargrave, but my mother was onto something. 

She truly did know her son. 

I desperately needed to pivot, so I flapped a hand at her. “None of that is why I’ve come to see you.”

“I know.”

“You do?” I shook my head. “Never mind. Pindo, right? I came to ask what you thought about Jace Hudson.”

“The Synthok from Shadowblade Academy? He seemed a kind enough fellow. Don’t know where he went, however.”

I leaned forward in my chair. “Could he have been responsible for Kalul’s death?”

She thought that over for a moment. “No. He was in the village, helping with chores, when Kalul was killed on the road.” She caressed her chin. “Unless he could be two places at once . . .”

“What do you mean by that?”

A shrug. “You tell me, cub. I have no idea what you shadowblades can do. It’s beyond my purview.”

“No, Jace could not be two places at once.” I leaned back. “You’re positive he was present here during the time of Kalul’s death?”

“Yes, Dax. He did not stay with us all the time, but when he did he was helpful.”

I nodded to myself, mulling everything over. I needed to see Desmona next, to learn more about the Forbidden Orchard. I didn’t want to mention it to my mother and accidentally betray the cadets’ confidence over what they’d told me. They didn’t deserve my mother’s ire. 

I stood from my chair. “Thank you, Mother. That is all I came to ask.”

“And look how much more you got out of your visit.”

“Quite.” 

With that, I turned to leave. At the tent flap, her voice stopped me. “You should go see Riann, Dax.”

“I don’t think that would be in her best interest, Mother.”

“No, perhaps not. But it might be in yours.”

* * *
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I MADE MY WAY OUT OF Waichee and into the thicker trees, heading toward Desmona’s grove. She drew her mythical power from the Kolpoden elms, so she usually stayed in that area.

That fact made me wonder how I had found her in the Leatherwings’ prison at Asberald City. I had never thought to ask how she’d ended up there. She had exited Shadowblade Academy too quickly. I could only hope she remembered what, or who, had brought her there.

I also needed to question her about the Forbidden Orchard. It was an unsettling discovery. Rather than ask my mother about the Orchard, I would ask someone who had the most knowledge about the place—someone who was part of the forest, and had an intimate understanding of it. 

I kicked pebbles and pine needles out of my way as I walked through the trees, not doing a very good job of tracking my journey. Unless Desmona made it difficult for me, I knew the way to her grove like the back of my hand. I didn’t need to be on high alert.

Plus, I had myriad things running through my mind. I wished I could have said Kalul was at the forefront but, shamefully, my mind was most focused on Coralia.

My mother’s question about her had rocked me to my core. It brought the question to glaring focus: Did I love that woman? 

All indicators were pointing to a resounding yes. The way she made me feel when she spoke to me with her calm voice, like I was the most important man in the world. The way the sight of her made my body react like smoldering lava rolling down the side of a volcano. 

At this point, I was more than “smitten” with the girl, which was how I had explained my feelings the one opportunity I’d had, at the Academy infirmary.

A lilting sound of voices funneled in through the trees and brought me out of my dazed walk. My head whipped up and I froze.

I hadn’t made it far from the village, so I wondered if it could have been someone following me. 

Tilting my head, my brow creased. I ambled toward the sound. It was so familiar. I pushed through some branches off the beaten path and a hitch of laughter reached my ears. Then I heard the splash of water, and more giggling.

I swiped the last branches out of my eyes and peered through. My mouth fell open on a sharp intake of breath, rooting me to the ground. 

There she was—the woman pervading my thoughts—as if thinking of her had summoned her. 

Coralia was naked, her back facing me. She stood half-submerged in a crystal-blue pond. From my angle I could see the outline of her plump breasts under her arms, the voluptuous swell of her hips, and the top of her round, bare rear.

The gentle curve of her spine called me to her. My cock stiffened, throbbing against my thigh, and I had to adjust my stance. A desirous whimper nearly passed through my lips. 

She was less than thirty feet away, yet I was hidden on all sides by the branches and trees framing me. 

The pond she had found to bathe in was a picturesque pool, edged by small stones and a tiny hillock off to the side. 

But what had made her laugh?

My initial inclination was to burst through the trees and go to her. To let my true feelings be known, in the hopes she would run to me, accept me, and swaddle me in the warmth of her body. 

I pictured all the ways I would love her. All the ways I would pleasure her and make her mine. 

Before I could react and do any of those things, she giggled again. She was looking off at something out of my vision—something off to the side. 

A naked Donovenn Gable emerged on the hillock, standing proud and tall over her, staring down at Coralia with hunger in his violet eyes. 

He hopped from the hill into the pond with a splash. Coralia smacked water at his face, smiling and laughing the entire time. 

My breath caught in my throat. I should turn around. This is immoral and shameless, spying on them like this . . . 

It was the second time something like this had happened. I had incessantly wondered what would’ve occurred if I’d barged in on them after our Shadowball final, when they had been fornicating like rabbits in the janitor’s closet for anyone passing the halls to hear. 

It had been so raunchy. So lewd. So arousing. 

This situation was not so different. Donovenn took Coralia into his arms, pressing her breasts against his chest. Her eyes closed as they kissed.

Donovenn ran a hand over her wet hair, which gleamed black and crimson in the sunlight and was plastered to her perfect skull. 

At the same time, I ran a hand down my pants and felt my cock pulsating against the fabric. This is so wrong.

Donovenn’s cock hardened, swelling to a long, thick pillar that jutted out from the surface of the water. He lifted Coralia’s shapely thigh, bending her at the knee while she stood in the pond, and then repositioned himself. 

When Donovenn’s cock surged into Coralia, my throat went dry. Her body jiggled wonderfully, breasts swaying as he fed himself into her. They faced each-other like starry lovers, eyes locked, seeing nothing else.

She tipped her head back and he stroked her neck, then bent forward to pepper kisses along her nape. He fondled her full, heavy breasts, teasing her nipples into tight nubs as he thrust into her. 

Right in front of me, Donovenn fucked Coralia, without either of them knowing they had a voyeur in their midst. 

But I wanted to be more than a voyeur. I was ready to show myself to them both. To claim Coralia’s love like Donovenn had. It needed to happen. 

I moved a branch aside, ready to burst in—

A loud rustling behind me stopped me short.

I twirled, reaching for the hilt of my sword—not my hard cock, but my actual sword. 

Sunder Conway barreled into view, frowning. He looked silly in my people’s loincloth. “There you fucking are. What the hell are you doing?”

My eyes widened. I said nothing, shaking my head, the embarrassment on my face too great to hide as blood rushed to my face. 

He shrugged it off. His voice was too loud. Coralia and Donovenn would have heard him by now. 

Sunder thrust a finger in my chest. “Whatever, kitty cat. Doesn’t matter. Listen, I’ve got some fucking questions for you, and spirits help me, you’re going to answer them.”
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Coralia

WHEN I HEARD SUNNY’S loud voice through the trees off to the side, my melting mind snapped to attention. I opened my eyes and flexed instinctually, clamping down on Venn’s rugged cock inside me like a too-tight sheath.

He groaned and hugged me tight, his fingers embedding in my ass cheeks as his cock throbbed.

My eyes rolled back as I tried to fight off the pleasure Venn gave with his big dick lodged inside me, touching all my most tender spots. 

Our rain check to the hidden pond hadn’t been necessary after Sunny calmed the waters at the village by yelling at Cyrus. Everyone had dispersed once Chieftess Fionne showed up and exacted order from her offspring. Venn and I had eyed each other, smirking, and then skipped off into the trees. 

Unfortunately for me and Venn, it seemed the pond wasn’t quite as hidden as he’d originally thought. Sunny’s voice rebounded off the stones surrounding the pretty pool of crystal water. He was speaking sternly with someone. Or, rather, yelling at someone.

But who? Shit, does he even notice we’re here?

Of course not. Sunny would have jumped at the chance to see me naked if given the opportunity. If he doesn’t know we’re here, maybe the person he’s yelling at does. Though he was loud, I couldn’t make out the specifics of what Sunny was saying due to the trees and branches muffling everything. 

Venn pulled out of me. My pussy ached for his thick girth to slam back in. I had been so close to coming, and a giddy, tingly feeling blanketed my dewy skin.

At least I’d gotten a proper bath and felt clean, though oh-so-dirty at the same time. 

“Spirits save us, what’s going on over there?” Venn whispered, glancing over his shoulder and pulling me close against his body. 

I inhaled his crisp, spring scent and grabbed his bulky bicep. “I don’t know, but we can’t be discovered.”

His brow popped smugly. “We can’t?” When I gave him a flat, exasperated look, he relented. “Fine, fine.”

We waded through the waist-high lagoon as quickly and quietly as we could, crawling out behind the hillock where our clothes were laid out. I suddenly felt vulnerable with the gentle wind biting my bare skin. 

We slipped into our clothes, but not before I ruffled my hair with my shirt to try and dry it off. I frowned at Venn as water droplets dripped from his chin. “Shit. We look like we’ve been through a rainstorm together. They’re gonna know.”

“Well, I did have you drenched.” 

“This is serious, Venn.”

“Is it? Sunny already knows we’re sleeping together, Cor. Why do you think he’s so pissed all the time?”

My eyes flashed wide. “Is that really the reason?”

He chuckled. “Probably not. He’s just an asshole.”

“That’s more like it.” I wasn’t sure why I cared what the vampire thought of me, but I did. After the kiss in front of the dojo, my opinion of Sunny was in total flux. He had thrown me a curveball. 

Sunny’s voice faded, continuing to dwindle as he walked away from the pond. Or, more likely, as he was led away. I hadn’t heard Sunny’s victim—he hadn’t given the person a chance to get a word in edgewise—but it was clear someone was trying to protect our modesty. Or simply protecting his own guilt at watching me and Venn get it on. 

As Sunny’s voice died completely, I let out a ragged breath I’d been holding for the past minute. “Crisis averted,” I said, straightening from behind the hill. 

Venn squeezed my butt cheek. “Should we return to the village?”

I nodded, slapping his hand away. “From different sides.”

A hurt expression chased across his face. “Ouch.”

I ducked my head into his chest. “I’m sorry, Venn. I just don’t want to step on any toes. This is weird for me too, okay?”

He massaged my scalp, petting me. I could have stayed like that for hours and, truthfully, I wanted to. “It’s all right, Cor. As long as you’re not hiding me because you’re ashamed of me.”

My head lurched up, nearly knocking my skull against his chin. “Don’t ever think that, Venn. I care for you deeply.”

“Good. The feeling is mutual. I can hardly keep my hands off your body when you’re around.”

I smiled coyly at him, tracing a finger down his shirt between his thickly muscled pecs. “I’ll make it up to you, okay?”

“Promise? Because my balls are already aching.” 

I snorted and slapped his chest playfully. “Yes, you horny bastard. I promise.”

* * *
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I STROLLED INTO WAICHEE Village through an eastern pass, having circled around to hide where I’d really come from. Once I was among the locals, I spotted Venn coming in from the north.

We hid our smirks as we headed for the village square, where Sunny was harassing Dax and Quentin. Dax seemed to be the focus of his tirade, Quentin off to the side, watching with his arms crossed over his burly chest. 

I called out, “What’s going on here? You’re drawing suspicious eyes from the locals, being so loud, Sunny.” 

He spun around so quickly I nearly got a glimpse past his swishing loincloth. “There you are.” Anger pulsed in his amber eyes. “Where have you been?”

“Does it matter?”

“And where’s V—”

“Right here.” Venn’s voice came from over Sunny’s shoulder. Right on cue.

“Good, we’re all here,” Sunny said. “I have accusations to lob.” 

I gave him a pointed frown, putting my hands on my hips. My eyes scanned the Waicheeans meandering by, going about their day. “Can we go somewhere, uh, quieter, to discuss whatever it is you need to get off your bare, pasty chest?”

“That’s bare, alabaster chest. You’re welcome for that, by the way.”

“I know you yelled at Cyrus for the audience—no, for yourself—more than anyone.”

“Well, I am the most important one,” he said, his tone half-joking. 

The four of us groaned in unison, shaking our heads and giving Sunny the attention he so desperately desired. 

“I bet if we took that claim to a vote, Sunny, you would lose,” Quentin said. 

“Pah! And who would win? You, Quen? Do you think the great Dreamwatcher is the leader of this group?”

“You said most important.”

“Same thing.”

Venn interrupted their little spat. “Coralia would win.” 

Sunny’s eyes rounded on the fae. “What? Says who? You’re just saying that because you get to stick your—” 

“She wins,” Dax cut in, before Sunny could get carried away with his lewdness. “Hands down.”

I didn’t need to say anything in my defense. The boys were doing it for me. It must have frustrated Sunny to no end, especially when I smirked and gave him a raised eyebrow, as if to say, “What do you think of that, Sunny boy?”

“You’re all a bunch of dorks,” Sunny mumbled, giving up on his quest. He was never one to be ashamed of speaking his thoughts out loud, even when he was wrong.

I shouldn’t have been surprised to hear my Glovemates call me the most important person in the group, but I was. Is it because I’m the only woman? Because I’m Myria’s sister? Are they only saying that to make me feel happy inside? Because it’s working.

Insecurity enveloped me. Maybe they all want me, I thought with hope cascading through my body, coiling around my heart like a warm embrace. It turned me on, thinking those things, even if it wasn’t true. 

My eyes veered to Dax. He was studying me. There was something in his dark eyes I hadn’t noticed before—a pining that cut me to the bone when he stared at me. 

Abruptly, my stomach tightened as the truth came to me. It was him. Dax was my Peeping Tom. Holy shit, he’s seen me naked. How much did he see before Sunny distracted him?

I tried to hide the shock and humiliation from my face.

Sunny drew everyone’s attention to the panther shifter by thrusting a finger at him. “I’ve made a discovery, everyone, and it’s all his fault.”

“Spirits take the wheel, Sunny, way to point the finger,” Venn groaned. 

“Literally,” I added.

“Listen to me,” the vampire growled. “Something had been annoying me, and I realized what it was. Dax helped Jace Hudson get into Waichee Village.” 

My heart skipped a beat.

“How else would Jace have gotten here, to this reclusive hamlet in a forest that stretches thousands of miles? It’s no accident Jace showed up here, because Dax gave him access. You can ask him yourself.”

“Is this true, Dax?” I asked, my voice soft. I felt the weight of betrayal on my shoulders, though I wasn’t sure why. Was it such a big deal if Dax had helped Jace come here? Perhaps it was the fact he’d kept it from us.

“It is,” he said in a low voice. “I’m sorry, Glovemates, but I have deceived you all.”

“Why did you help him?” Venn asked. 

Dax sighed heavily. “Because I trust him, Donovenn. Jace Hudson was our Wrist. He brought us together and molded us into the group we are today. He came to me after his firing from the Academy, seeking refuge—asylum from the Academy.” 

“Did he think he was in danger?” I asked. 

“Alaric Cane was not just his superior, Coralia. The Wrist considered the headmaster a friend. And then he exiles Jace for something out of Jace’s control? I would wager he considered Headmaster Cane unpredictable at that point. So, in that way, yes, I think Jace was in danger.”

“And with all the Academy secrets Jace holds . . .” Quentin rubbed his stubbled chin thoughtfully. 

“Wait, wait,” Sunny bellowed. “Are we supposed to feel sorry for Jace all of a sudden?” He started ticking off points on his fingers. “He shows up here seeking sanctuary. Fine. Then Dax’s buddy dies by shadowblade poison. We can’t forget that little coincidence.”

“Why would he kill Kalul?” Venn asked.

“Who knows? There are a million reasons people end up facedown—”

“Jace didn’t kill Kalul, Sunder.” Dax’s voice was low and menacing. “I asked the chieftess. Witnesses will attest he was in the village when Kalul was murdered on the road back. Jace was here, doing chores. Helping.”

“And we’re supposed to take your mother’s word for it?” Sunny snarled. 

Dax stepped up to him, chest to chest. “Are you calling my chieftess a liar? We can ask the villagers, if that would satiate your desire to stir up trouble.” 

I ran a hand over my forehead. I was feeling hot, like I was going to panic. I hated seeing my Glovemates argue. “Everyone just stop!” I yelled. Passing eyes glanced at me. I put my hands out, creating a bubble I didn’t want anyone entering. When they looked at me, I continued. “I believe Dax. I believe Chieftess Fionne. Sunny, you don’t like it? Tough shit. Come up with another theory. It might feel a bit backstabby what Dax did, but we have to keep moving forward.”

“He brought us all the way here knowing full well who Desmona was talking about in her message!” Sunny complained. “That’s a little worse than ‘a bit backstabby,’ princess.”

“I had to see Desmona, regardless,” Dax murmured.

“So you made up a story and led us astray to do it?” Sunny’s shoulders slumped, his fiery attitude deflating on a heavy breath. “You could have told us, Dax. You should have.”

“I know.” Dax bowed his head in a sign of contrition. “I’m sorry. Everyone.” 

I put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Dax. You did what you felt you had to do. Now we have to think about moving forward. Right? Everyone?”

They all nodded except Sunny. 

“Good. Then what’s next in our investigation?”

“I was going to see Desmona before I was, erm, distracted,” Dax said. His eyes darted to Sunny, but I had a feeling he was talking about me and Venn. “I’ve been made aware of a dark blot on the land, called the Forbidden Orchard. I want to learn more about it, because Cyrus has been traveling near there. Perhaps the place holds answers.”

“Regarding Kalul’s death?” I asked. “Or is this a little off-track, Dax?”

“I feel things are connected here, Coralia, in one way or another. Like the roots of trees.” 

It was all very Fung Shui. I wasn’t going to press Dax any further. Besides, we didn’t have any other leads, so what could it hurt? “Very well. What does everyone think?”

They all agreed it was an acceptable course of action. Quentin would stay behind. We didn’t want him to risk Desmona’s wrath again, and he understood. It was sad to see his shoulders fall. 

As the rest of us followed Dax out of the village, I heard Sunny’s voice grumbling: “Shit, she’s got us all agreeing and nodding like dumbasses. She really is the most important one . . .”
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Coralia

BY THE TIME WE PUSHED into the elm grove Desmona called home, it was late afternoon. The sun stained the sky orange as it began its descent behind the distant mountains. 

At the head of the pack, Dax’s breath whooshed out on a loud exhale. I didn’t like that one bit, so I hurried up alongside him, since I couldn’t see over the taller guys. 

The sight before me was startling, to say the least.

The Kolpoden trees, which I had learned Desmona drew her power from and were the source of her life-force, looked different than the night before. 

Inky-black vines wrapped around the base of the trees, constricting the thick, gray-brown boles. The vines lurched from the ground, squeezing the roots and snaking upward. The vibrant round leaves fluttering in the breeze looked serrated and sagging. The wind detached leaves, giving the normally-bushy specimens a lonely, bare expression. 

I was no arborist, but the dozen or so trees looked to be dying. Fast. 

“Spirits drown me,” Dax breathed.

I put a hand to my mouth in shock. “What . . . what’s happened to them?”

The panther shifter was speechless. Glancing over at him, his eyes were wide, eyelashes fluttering like he was close to tears. The pain on his face tugged at my heart.

Venn pushed his way to the front of the group and adopted a mean frown. He was a botanist, and our resident poison-maker. Maybe he had some expert knowledge.  

“Venn, can you tell us anything?” I asked.

His lips firmed into a line. “Not without any trowels or a way to examine samples. What I can say is they look diseased.” 

“Yeah, no shit,” Sunny grumbled. His voice lacked the usual bite and sarcasm. “This looks worse than your run-of-the-mill bark malady. There’s fucking evil vines on the damn things.”

I gulped and glanced at Dax again. He stumbled forward like a zombie, neck craned to stare at the grandiose trees and their billowing canopies which seemed to be losing volume by the minute. After staggering a few steps, he shook his head and snapped out of it. “Where’s Desmona?” He took off running into the grove. “Desmona!”

Dax’s feet splashed on the trickling stream that separated us from the small island of the Kolpoden Grove. 

I prayed for the best but prepared for the worst. Trailing Dax, I followed him into the heart of the copse. A low hum reverberated through the late-afternoon air, and I wondered if I was the only one who could hear it. Sharing a look with Sunny and Venn, and seeing their confused expressions, told me I wasn’t.

“Desmona!” Dax yelled again, voice shrill.

“Quiet your damned tongue, boy,” came a ragged voice beyond the tree to my right. 

I rounded the trunk to find Dax kneeling beside Desmona. She had a pinched expression on her leafy-green skin. Her body bark looked dark gray rather than bronze and lively. Her bright, pert nipples had darkened. Eyes flickered from complete white to startling black, like during her moment of fury with Quentin. The plant stalks erupting from the top of her head were dry and flaky, as if they needed to be watered. 

Desmona had a hand to her stomach. She appeared slightly bloated, which was alarming for such a thin creature. 

Dax put a hand out to caress Desmona’s bare thigh, hand inching to her belly and the palm resting there. “What’s happened, Des? This is not how the elms appeared last night.”

“I’m aware,” the dryad replied sarcastically. She didn’t have the same commanding tone as before, but a frustrated one. She seemed very . . . human. Wincing, she backed herself up against the tree trunk, closing her legs to give herself a bit more modesty. “The darkness has leaked into my grove,” she said simply. “It must be stopped.”

“The darkness?” I asked. 

“Yes, child. The darkness of the Forbidden Orchard.”

Dax shook his head, sitting back on his heels. “I was told the Forbidden Orchard is fifteen klicks from here.”

“It is.”

“Are you saying the blot on the land has progressed this far in such a short time? In a single day?”

“No. I believe my Kolpoden Grove have been targeted specifically.”

“How?” 

She said nothing, leaving Dax’s words to linger on the breeze.

I swallowed hard and kneeled. I didn’t want to be talking down to the dryad. “Are you sure this doesn’t stem from the anger you directed at Quentin last night?”  

“What anger?” 

That’s right. She doesn’t even remember it happening. 

I tried a different tact. “Desmona, just what is the Forbidden Orchard?”

“Is that why the four of you have come to see me?” she asked, irritation in her ethereal voice. “To inquire about the Orchard?”

Dax said, “Believe me, Des, if we had known you were in trouble, we would have come sooner.”

“I’m not in trouble. This is merely a setback.”

I never knew spirits could be so freaking stubborn. Her entire life-grove was suffocating before her eyes, yet she was claiming this was nothing. All while struggling to sit upright. 

“A setback?” I said. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, Desmona, but your trees look like they’re dying.”

“Well, they aren’t.” She grimaced and staggered to her feet, holding her stomach the whole time and using the trunk behind her for stability. Dax put his hand under her arm to help her. Already her white-and-black-shifting eyes were mellowing into their normal white, albeit with a filmy murk to them. “You see? I’m fine. This rot has infected my grove nearly every day since returning, and I’ve fought them back every time.”

“Fought them back?”

The dryad put her thin palm on the trunk and closed her eyes. She muttered something that sounded ancient. Where her hand touched, the graying bark filled with lively brown color, and the color spread through the bole. It reached up to the dark vines, sizzling them. The vines curled like living things and dropped to the ground. 

I was flabbergasted as the tree began to take on new life, my head tipped back to witness it all.

“You see?” she said, stepping away. She let out a huff, clearly fatigued after her impressive ministrations. She began moving onto the next tree, and we followed her. “The trees give me life, so that I may do the same for them.” Her voice sounded less ragged and raspy now, filled with defiance and grit. 

It was hard not to admire the dryad, though this was still a troubling thing to see. None of the trees outside the elm grove had been affected this way. There was no clear demarcation from the Forbidden Orchard to the Kolpoden Grove, from what I could tell. 

Dax sported a worried expression, his forehead wrinkling. “Desmona, please, you must regain your strength.” 

“I already am.” She lifted her arms high above her and repeated the incantation, pressing her palm against another trunk. The black vines recoiled and dropped to the ground like severed tentacles. 

There was no stopping her. 

As we followed in her wake, I asked, “You said you’ve had to do this every evening since your return?”

“I admit the vines have gotten sturdier over time, and greater in number. But to answer your question: yes.”

“That doesn’t . . . frighten you?” Venn’s voice was barely audible over the crackling energy enlivening the trees. 

“Frighten me? No. But of course it’s troubling, boy.”

Dax put a hand on Desmona’s shoulder to stop her from her excessive conquest. He spun her around and she had a glassy look in her eyes. “Desmona, is this why you messaged me? Did you want me to see this?”

A flicker of doubt passed over the dryad’s equine features. “It was part of the reason.” 

“You did not wish to ask for aid directly?”

“You sound like your mother.”

“Well, she did suggest it.”

Though I understood her frustrations, I had to hope the dryad didn’t pull an Exorcist vibe like she had the night before with Quentin.

Dax and Desmona stared each other in the eyes for a long, lingering moment, until the air surrounding them felt awkward to share. A surge of jealousy coursed through my veins. “Desmona,” I said, striding forward. “You still haven’t answered my question about the Forbidden Orchard.”

She looked past Dax’s shoulder at me. “That’s because I don’t have the answer. I went to inspect the blight, but I drew too close to it. That’s when I was captured by the demons, and it’s the last thing I remember until you all rescued me and returned me to my grove.” 

I reeled. “You were abducted here, in your own forest?”

“Yes.” 

“And brought all the way to Asberald City, wherever it is from here? I can’t imagine it’s very close.”

She nodded curtly. “I suspect I was taken there to keep me far from my powers here. Outside the forest, I am greatly weakened.”

“You still don’t know what happened inside those steel walls?”

“I do not, Coralia.”

I pulled at the skin beneath my chin. “This is all very odd. Can you describe what you remember of the Forbidden Orchard, before your memories failed you?”

“A dense, impenetrable fog. Blackness plaguing the land like malicious swampland. Wicked birds flying overhead.”

Asberald City had a shitload of fog too. There were certain spots we couldn’t see into on Jace’s shadowmap because of it. “I see.” I had no more to say. I needed to process this.

The Leatherwings had stolen Desmona from her Appalachian rainforest home. They had brought her all the way to Asberald, which again led me to believe Shadowblade Academy was located somewhere between both of them. I doubted they would drag her across the country just to throw her in a prison.

Then again, they had portals to work with.  

By the time this was over, I would find out where I was going to school. There were wards and magical traps that seemed to scramble my brain every time I shadowgated off campus grounds. 

What does Desmona mean to the Leatherwings? To whatever operation they were running in the prison? Or was she simply getting too close to learning the truth, so she had to be stopped? 

Was she a specific target, or simply collateral damage? 

“What are your thoughts, Cor?” Venn asked in a low voice as he came up beside me.

“I’ll tell you later.”

“What do we think about the Forbidden Orchard?” 

“I think . . . we should consider going there.”

“I agree,” Sunny said, frowning. “If my vote counts for anything these days.”  

“Oh shut up, you turd.” I chuckled humorlessly. “You’re just as important as any other Glovemate here. Don’t sulk.”

He smirked, giving me a wink that smoldered my insides. 

Venn said, “Let’s bring it up with Quentin back at the village, first.”

“Agreed.” I gave him a firm nod, then faced Dax and Desmona again, who were having a low discussion. It looked like they were having a marital spat, if I was being honest. 

I studied Desmona harder. Her features seemed different—less soft, more rigid. Her glide across the forest floor wasn’t as graceful as before. It was like she had deteriorated or changed in a single night. 

To be fair, however, I hardly knew the damn spirit. 

I just had to hope she was as benevolent as she seemed . . . and that she wasn’t as ruthless and unforgiving as Mother Nature herself. 

* * *
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THAT NIGHT, I DEBATED going into Venn’s hut to repay the “favor” I technically owed him. His balls were probably a shade of blue never seen by mankind, by this point. 

But I wasn’t feeling very horny. He’d understand. The things we had discovered—about Desmona, the Forbidden Orchard, Kalul, Jade Hudson, Cyrus—all troubled me. 

Dax might have been right after all, when he’d said everything seemed connected. We just had to figure out how, and where that connection stemmed from. My bet was on the Forbidden Orchard holding the answers. 

Perhaps we will even find Kalul’s killer there.

It was a dangerous gambit though, because we’d be going in blind, with no backup. This wasn’t like Asberald City, where we’d been able to map our route after failing the first time. 

I found Quentin roaming the quiet square of Waichee Village once we returned from the Kolpoden Grove. He looked lost, which hurt my soul in ways I couldn’t comprehend. 

I called out from across the empty square, surrounded on both sides by closed tents. “Quen? Are you doing okay?”

Throwing those brilliant emerald peepers my way only made my heart hurt worse. “I’ll live, lass.”

I approached him. “What’s wrong?” 

“I’m a pariah here. Synthok.”

“Synthok?”

“A word I heard today. It translates to ‘danger noodle’ or ‘wicked wanderer’ or something.” 

I reached out and grabbed his hand. His larger palm dwarfed mine, but my fingers felt right threading into his. “It won’t always be like this, Quen. We’ll be back at the Academy before you know it.”

He smiled, but no joy reached his eyes. “Will it be much different there?”

“What do you mean?”

“Since coming back from Asberald, I don’t feel I belong anywhere.”

“You belong with us, Quen. With the Glove. Hell, you’re practically our Shadowball leader and coach.”

This time his smile looked sadly appreciative. Prideful. “Thank you for saying that. I’ll get over it. I suppose I’m just trying to decide where I fit in.” 

“Fit in?”

“Yes. Into the Glove. Into . . . your orbit.”

My eyes bulged. “M-My orbit?”

Some might say I was acting naïve, stuttering like a damn fool in front of this towering piece of perfection. But Quentin and I had never traversed that far—not like me and Venn, or even Sunny or Dax. Quentin had pretty much kept to himself since returning from Asberald. 

“Don’t you see, Moonwalker? You’re the center of all this. You are the sun to our planets. We’re all just trying to, uh, get some rays.”

I was stone-still for a moment before breaking out into a chuckle. “Okay, Romeo. What did I say about using the phrase ‘Moonwalker’? It’s verboten. As hopelessly romantic as you just sounded, I don’t think it’s completely true. We all have something to offer the Glove.”

“Then maybe that’s what I’m trying to find out. What I have to offer.”

I patted him on the shoulder, taking my hand from his. “You’ll find it, Quen. For now, you’ve gotta stop brooding and get some rest.”

“Why?” 

“Because I think we’re going into the Forbidden Orchard tomorrow. It sounds eerily reminiscent to Asberald City.” I bit my lip and averted my gaze. “That is, if you’re willing. This was supposed to be a question, not a demand.” 

The right side of his face tilted in a half-smile. “You really are becoming quite the battlefield commander, Coralia.”

I blushed, then fell into a word vomit, needing to fill the void. “Um, thanks. I guess. You don’t have to give an answer right now, you know, especially since it’s probably harder for you to think about Asberald than anyone else and—”

“Coralia,” he said, stopping me cold. “You had me at ‘Romeo.’ Just say when and where, and I’ll be there.”

My face broke into a grin. “Okay. Great. Night then.”

“Night. I’m going to do a little more wandering before getting some shut-eye.”

“Okay, I’ll try not to get spooked if I hear your tent flap rustling at odd hours of the night.” 

He smiled as I left him. Interacting with Quentin had turned around the whole “not feeling horny” thing in a hurry. There was something about him that intrigued me. I mean, it could have been his gorgeous face and sculpted body, but it felt like more. Maybe his vulnerability? Like I can fix him. None of the others seem to share that.

I hurried off to the side of the village, to our nook, where I could be alone with my thoughts. 

I’d never had such an intimate conversation with Quen, and I had to say I liked it. I hoped I’d lifted his spirits—he belonged with us as much as anyone. 

Nearing my tent, I laughed to myself as I realized he was the first of the Glovemates I’d actually had a conversation with, in the Spectral Realm when I’d first been taken from the Crust. Back when he was simply “Dreamwatcher.” When I saw him in the morning, I’d have to remind him of that and see how he respond—

The entrance to my hut swished when I was ten feet away from it. As it flapped in the breeze, I bent my knees, reaching to my back for my Oblyx Steel sword. It came out with a metallic hiss and I held it in front of me. “Who’s there?”

I realized I was probably being ridiculous, and for a split second I relaxed. Probably just Venn trying to spook me or finish off what we started at the pond. 

Then a dark hand reached out of the flap and my heart hammered in my chest. I tightened my grip on the sword. “Dax?”

Huge beady eyes emerged from the entrance and I inhaled sharply. The hands raised into the air with a strangled squeak. “Ah! Lady, it’s just me, Porter Pindo!” 

I narrowed my eyes. “What were you doing in my hut, Pindo?”

He took a step toward me. “Please, Lady Hargrave, I was merely preparing your cot. Fluffing it just right and such. He he.” His huge eyes glinted from the moonlight reflecting off my blade. “Can you please put down the sword? He he. It is a very nice weapon, by the way.”  

I sighed and lowered my sword, then sheathed it. “Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you need to prepare my cot? It’s literally a bed of leaves and foliage.”

“Yes, yes, but it won’t feel right if not properly fluffed.” He nodded diligently. 

I craned my neck, still feeling a bit weird. “Look, Pindo, I’m sure you’re a nice enough guy. But I’m going to have to ask you to refrain from going in and out of my hut, okay? I could have cut your freaking head off.”

“And I’m so thankful you didn’t! He he.” He smiled nervously. “Very well, Lady.” He bowed. “If you no longer require my assistance, I will tell Chieftess Fionne to place me elsewhere.” He gave me a holey smile.

“You do that.” I walked past him. “If you’ll excuse me, I need my beauty sleep.”

“And how beautiful it must be, to enliven such a pretty creature as yourself!”

I wasn’t sure if he was paying me a compliment or not, but I didn’t care. I was tired, and Pindo was starting to creep me out. I gave him a stern nod. “Goodnight, Porter Pindo.”

“Goodnight, Lady Hargrave.”
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Chapter 20
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Quentin

WAICHEE VILLAGE WAS peaceful at this late hour. Serene. A soft breeze whispered through the trees. Many of those trees had been turned into living quarters up high in the canopies, where villagers settled in the treetop lodgings. The wind caused the network of wooden bridges and planks, all tethered by vines, to clank like rickety bridges. 

I would have liked to go up there at some point, to check out the sights from on high. But not now. I didn’t want to scare anyone. I was a wraith-like figure meandering through the dirt village roads. 

Ever since being turned away from the Kolpoden Grove by Desmona, I’d felt listless. Adrift as I internalized everything and tried to rack my brain for answers. Though her face had been furious when she’d banished me, I had noticed the fear behind those black orbs.

I had done something to her. I was sure of it. 

I just couldn’t fucking remember for the life of me.

And that was the most frustrating part of all: If I knew what grief I’d caused her, I could make amends. 

Having amnesia twice in my life was damned unlucky. Not remembering my past had always painted me as an outsider. I was cordial to people, but also aloof. I felt the tightness constricting people’s throats when I was in their vicinity, like they couldn’t trust me. 

It made sense. I could hardly trust myself, judging by Desmona’s visceral reaction to seeing me. 

As a boy, any memories I gained quickly eroded by the next day. There was something wrong with me, as if a curse had been cast on me at birth. 

I didn’t know my parents because I couldn’t recall their faces. I didn’t know where I’d been reared, or knew if I’d had any childhood friends. I had always been alone, in some form or another, because of my condition.

I could only imagine the frustration it caused others. I was an outcast for a reason. I lived every day like Groundhog Day. 

Then, either by happenstance or magic, the dreadful fog lifted when I reached adolescence. It didn’t all happen at once. During the development from child to adult, I noticed I could remember more and more. 

By the time I was eighteen—or what I assumed was eighteen by the students in school surrounding me—I felt normal at last. A crushing weight had lifted off my shoulders and I could breathe easier.

If anything, I was actually better than normal. I had developed superhuman strength, though I’d never felt human at all. My brain worked in unique ways. I noticed things other people missed. My observational skills were top-notch.

I had always prided myself on my intellect. My tutors at Briarwitch Academy had told me I was a natural strategist. Combined with my strength, it made for a devastating combo. I just needed to hone my skills, I was told.

Unfortunately, my pride would lead to the next, debilitating chapter of my life.

As a first-year Ghost at Shadowblade Academy, I had made friends for life. Hudson’s Glove. They were my brothers—and sister, with Myria. I considered myself the strongest, physically, of the bunch, while Dax was the quickest. Though Sunny’s vampiric strength and speed could match up with any of us. Venn was crafty, like all fae, and had gotten by on his wiles. Myria had been kind and inspiring, the sort of support every group needed. She’d also been a badass in her own right. 

Yet, even though I had grown into a potent strategist with foresight most others would never have, during our final assignment as Ghosts, my tactician’s mind failed me.

I’d gotten overzealous, charging after our mark in advance of the plan. I’d thrown caution to the wind by following him into that building, up to the roof.

It was embarrassing too, because I’d been the one who wrote up the plan with Wrist Hudson! And I’d been the one to break it, thinking I was better and smarter than everyone. 

I had thought I could put a stop to the mysterious figure without any of my Glovemates getting hurt.

Instead, I’d been the one to get hurt. A flying demon had tossed me off that building like a fucking ragdoll. I hadn’t been able to wrench a portal because I’d fallen upside down, staring up at the dizzying sky. There had been no place for me to put a shadowgate to fall into. 

Somehow, as I plummeted and closed my eyes, resigned to my fate, darkness swallowed me whole. Someone else had put a portal on the ground for me, so I didn’t crack my head open like an egg. 

At first when I’d woken up, I assumed I was dead—that I was in some version of afterlife with shadows and ghosts. I quickly learned I was in the Spectral Realm. A home for lost, wandering spirits. 

And wander I did. 

Despite being haunted with strange creatures and shades, it felt like a parallel world to my own, complete with streets and hallways and rooms and buildings.

I learned it was something of a parallel world. I met people there—souls also trying to find their bodies—though most of them didn’t want to talk to me. We all had a one-track mind and wanted to get back to where we’d come from. 

Every night I slept, I awoke next morning in the same room with a red couch. It was baffling. I started to go crazy. Obviously, the reason I had “amnesia” this time was because I wasn’t connected to my body to know what was being done with it, or to it. 

I thought I would lose my mind in that place—that it was a cruel joke, leaving me there with no purpose.

Then she had shown up, looking so much like her sister. Coralia Hargrave. My savior. 

I knew firsthand how special she was, more so than any of the other Knuckles in the Glove. She had returned me to myself, and from then on, over the past few months, I’d been trying to acclimate and recalibrate to the real world. 

Things had been going well until the situation with Desmona. 

Now I found myself on the outskirts of town, peering off into the blackness of the thick forest beyond. The firelight of the village’s many hanging torches didn’t reach this far out. Staring into the darkness reminded me of the black hole swallowing me up at the foot of that building in Asberald City. 

I wanted to venture out and find Desmona, to hopefully have an honest conversation with her. Perhaps she remembered more than she’d let on, and was simply saving myself and herself from pain by not mentioning it in public, in front of the others. 

I took one step into the dark woods, then hesitated, second-guessing myself. I’ll never find her. Not this late at night. I don’t have Dax’s tracking skills, and have no idea which direction to go. Plus, there’s the high likelihood she’d try to kill me if she saw me creeping around her grove alone. 

Nope. Didn’t want to frighten the poor lass. I had already seen how that ended up when her forest came alive around me, trying to strangle me with its branches and limbs. 

“Can’t sleep? I suffer the same ailment.”

I clenched my teeth in surprise and spun toward the voice behind me.

Chieftess Fionne stood before me in all her regal glory, holding a spear in the ground at her side. Though I was well over six feet, she was nearly my height, and I did not have to look down to speak to her. 

The chieftess stepped toward me, her tribal wraps billowing in the wind. “You are Quentin Argyle, yes?”

I swallowed hard. “Yes, ma’am, though your folk have called me Synthok recently. I’m sorry for wandering aimlessly.”

“I wouldn’t call you Synthok, Quentin.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I don’t believe you mean us any harm.”

I turned my gaze away. “I’m not so sure of that, ma’am . . .”

“What do you mean by that, boy? Will I have to raise this spear and thwart you?” She pounded the haft of her weapon in the ground to make her point. 

“No. I simply mean Desmona does not see it that way.”

“Desmona is not Waichee. This is not her home.” She spread her arms out wide. “The forest is her home. I won’t ask why you believe she does not trust you, because I can see it pains you. Our relationship with the dryad is one of survival—we have helped her, and she occasionally helps us as well.” The chieftess crossed her arms, keeping her spear in front of her. “Is that what has brought you out here at this hour?”

I gave her a small nod. “I wanted to try and find her. But I’ve thought better of it. What about you?”

With a small shrug, she said, “I always roam my village at this hour, to make sure undesirables are not afoot.” 

Anxiety wrapped around my lungs, thinking she was talking about me, but her wink calmed me. “Don’t you have guards for that?”

Her lips tilted into a smile that looked like a rare delicacy from such a stern woman. “None as good as me.” Just as quickly, her face flattened into seriousness. “It is wise of you to not search for Desmona, Quentin. The nights are treacherous in these woods, with the blight spreading.”

“So I’ve heard.” I didn’t want to tell her we planned on going into that blight the next morning, because I felt she would try to stop us. I would let Coralia unveil her plan when she saw fit to do so.

“I cannot name the monsters prowling these woods, because they are not natural to them. However, I can say I’ve seen the change they’ve made on Desmona, and as a microcosm of the forest itself, that is troubling.” 

“So she was not always . . . this way?”

A small headshake. “Something happened to her during her confinement. I’m sure the root of her malady lies there. Perhaps it was simply being away from her grove for so long.”

“How long was she gone?”

“Weeks.” She cocked her head. “I assume your Glove, as you call it, will want to inspect the Forbidden Orchard to try and find clues in your investigation.”

She caught on quickly. I didn’t need to say a thing for her to read the expression on my face. “Yes ma’am.”

A sad twitch caught Fionne’s eyes. She cast her gaze past me. “The woman leading you is a courageous one. I hope foolhardiness does not come with that bravery.”

“So do I.”

Her focus narrowed back to me, eyes squinting. “You share a likeness with Coralia Hargrave the others in your party do not.”

I was taken aback. “I do?” 

She started walking back the way she’d come, so I followed her. I supposed it was my bedtime, since she was leading me into the village. Once we were walking alongside each other, she continued. “There is something within you she also shares. Something I cannot place. It is almost eerie.”

Could it be our mutual feeling of not fitting in? Though she seems to have conquered that problem, exceeding all expectations.

A deeper thought dawned on me. No, perhaps it is our shared soul. The feeling I’ve had tugging on my heart ever since returning to my body, as if she owns a part of me . . . and I own a part of her. 

“I think I understand what you’re saying, ma’am.”

She stopped once we were in the village square. If she had some kind of magical understanding of souls, I wanted her to expand. Frustratingly, she didn’t. 

She faced me with a stony expression. “Regardless of what happens when you venture into the Forbidden Orchard, Quentin, I would ask you not to return here afterward. No, don’t look glum—I don’t mean you, specifically, I mean your party. I am the protector of this village, and I cannot have what happened to Desmona infect my people. Do you see?”

I sucked in my cheeks and breathed heavily. The severe expression on her face told me there was no room for arguing or trying to change her mind. “Yes, ma’am. I understand completely.”

“Good. You can choose when and where to tell your leader that. For now, I bid you farewell, Quentin, and wish you success.”

She gave me a small bow and I returned the gesture. Then I watched her sashay away, her head high and her shoulders squared. 

It hurt to hear her decision, but I accepted the weight of it. She was right. As a strategist, I would have made the same verdict. Even if it cut to the bone. 

The chieftess of Waichee Village, Dax’s mother, was a remarkable woman.

I could tell Coralia what she’d said in the morning. I needed some sleep, and I felt I was ready to lay my head down. Talking with the chieftess had calmed my nerves. I was thankful for that. 

I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my jeans as I headed to our wing on the west side of the village. The quadrant of huts there circled a sturdy oak tree. As I approached the small hovels, I smiled and tipped my head up to the tree, where Dax stayed. Funny panther he was, opting to sleep in a treehouse with his people below him.

Something out the corner of my eye stole the smile from my face. A twitch in my static peripheral vision.

I sniffed loudly and froze, bending my knees as my gaze swept the tree line. 

My fists knotted and black tendrils snaked around my knuckles. Unlike my Glovemates, I hadn’t been gifted an Oblyx Steel sword, but I still had my magic and my strength with which to defend myself.

I studied the dark tree line, unmoving.

There!

A midnight silhouette darker than the trees dashed away through the foliage. 

My eyes darted from the trees to the huts nearby, as my mind ticked rapidly, wondering if I should pursue the shade. Could just be an animal.  

And that’s when a second silhouette emerged from one of the huts, this one much darker against the brown backdrop of the hut’s surface as it crept along. 

It was a bipedal figure. Definitely humanoid. It scurried along toward the trees in the wake of the first shadow.

My eyes grew wider as a revelation unfolded in my mind. That person came from Coralia’s tent!

My heart galloped. I sprinted toward the hovels, no longer caring about the shades themselves. 

Throwing caution to the wind. Again. 

“Coralia!” I bellowed. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 21


[image: image]


Coralia

I SNAPPED AWAKE AS a voice trickled into my dreams. My eyes stared up at the thin slats of my hut, where slivers of moonlight cut in. At first I thought I was back in the Spectral Realm, hearing Dreamwatcher calling my name. 

Then the flap of my hovel opened and Quentin’s piercing green eyes sliced through the darkness. His face was mantled in shadows, yet I could sense the fear through his eyes alone.

A hiss came from beneath my cot, then a blur of white flashed across the hut and vanished between Quentin’s legs, scurrying into the night. 

“Thank the spirits,” Quen rattled, panting. “You’re okay.”

“Brucey!” I shouted, realizing the tuft of white had been my cat sprinting out of the hut. I jolted out of bed. “Quentin, what’s going on?”

“I just saw someone leaving your tent, lass.” His face scrunched as if realizing an error in his thought process. “Unless it was someone . . . welcome.”

“No, I slept alone,” I muttered. “I’ve got to get Brucey.” I reached over for my Oblyx Steel sword that had been resting beside my bed. 

Except it wasn’t there anymore.

“Motherfuckers! Someone stole my sword!”

Quentin bared his teeth in a snarl. He lurched and grabbed my hand, pulling me. “Come on!” 

Then we were outside, running toward the tree line nearby. I was dressed in only a thin shift, the wind stabbing my skin, pebbling my nipples. 

A flapping red wing burst into the tree line ahead of us. 

Wing? No. Cloak. Sunny. Of course he would get a head start on us—the vampire was probably awake during this entire nighttime burglary!

My brain was hazy, still waking out of sleep. It didn’t take long for the chill night air to snap me out of it, and soon blood was rushing through my veins and my heart was hammering with adrenaline. 

Footsteps pounded behind us as I ran, and I glanced over my shoulder to find Venn hot on our heels. 

“Someone took my sword, so I’m following you guys!” he called out.

“Me too!” I shrieked. 

If it wasn’t for the tucked-away location of our huts, our shouting would have woken the entire village by now.

I was freaking barefoot, but the rush deadened any pain I might have felt crunching on pine needles, leaves, and twigs.

We made it to the tree line. I spun around to gesture Venn toward us. That’s when I saw something straight out of a movie: An animalistic growl split the night and a body of shiny black fur flew through the sky, jumping out of the oak tree above our huts.

Dax landed hard on the ground in his black panther form, his lean muscles flexing as he raced toward us. The expression on the big cat’s face looked like one of pure wrath. 

My eyes went wide as he overtook Venn with his rabid sprint and barreled right for me and Quen in the tree line. I froze, not knowing what to do, and then Quentin’s strong hands gripped my shoulders and pulled me into his bulky body in a shielding hug. 

Dax whizzed past us without slowing, a black blur that quickly disappeared into the forest. 

I looked up at Quen, realizing he’d saved me from getting bulldozed by our panther Glovemate. The concerned expression on his face as he looked down at me melted the chill sheen on my skin. It felt so right being tucked into his muscled, protective body.  

“Follow him!” Venn yelled, pointing frantically past us.  

Before I could get carried away in the cosmos of Quentin’s eyes, I separated myself from him. No words passed between us, but something like understanding did. 

Then the three of us were in the forest, running like bumbling idiots as we tried following the speedy panther and vampire. 

There was no fucking chance. Venn, Quentin, and I were the least adept for situations like this. 

Venn’s hand came alight with fire, to give us a torch.

My eyes bulged. “No fire, dummy! We’re in a freaking forest!” 

“Oh shit,” he cursed, then the light sputtered out. 

A glimpse of its afterglow danced yellow behind my eyelids. I shoved past a few trees, continuing on. Branches and twigs had been snapped in an almost comical way, like the Road Runner had just torn through here. It gave us something to work with, and we hurtled through the corridor it created, trees whizzing by on either side. 

Dax cared about his forest home, of course, but when trouble was afoot he had a one-track mind. He needed to find the culprits who’d vandalized us. 

I had no idea how much time passed careening through the woods. We moved as fast as possible, yet I felt like we were moving at a snail’s pace compared to Dax and Sunny. They were far ahead of us. 

Venn’s hand brightened again, this time with the shimmering blue of ice coating his knuckles. When I looked to him, he smiled. “Is that better?”

“Yeah, but it looks cold as fuck for your hand.”

He shrugged, slapping a draped branch out of his face. “I’ll live.”

The blue ice cast a glittering, eerie cloud around us, akin to traveling through an aquarium. Now easier to see, we picked up our pace and started making real traction.

None of us had any idea where we were going, which wasn’t good. I sort of wished Dax had stayed back a little to let us follow him, but I understood his dilemma: Invaders couldn’t be tolerated in Waichee Village. His first order of business was catching the bad guys. 

“They took the only thing of value in my room,” I said, trying to understand what was going on. “The sword.”

“Right, same here.” Venn crouched under a bough. “Do we think that was happenstance, or intentional?”

“The fact both of your Oblyx Steel weapons are missing seems more than coincidence,” Quentin pointed out.

“True. Do you think the thief knows how much they’re worth? I mean, I don’t even know how much they’re worth.” I knew they were from the dragon realm of Caan, however, which meant they had to be quite priceless. I had been careless with the gift from Dawn Rose, and now I was running barefoot through a bleak forest as my reward. Great. 

“Thieves,” Quentin said, emphasizing the plurality. “I saw another in the tree line when I witnessed the one leaving your hut, lass.”

“Damn. This sounds premeditated. Calculated.”

“Agreed.”

“Shhh,” Venn snapped, and we all froze in the middle of a birch copse. 

My ears perked. I heard voices ahead. Good on Venn to recognize it and shut us up before we walked into a freaking bloodbath. 

I didn’t recognize the voices. No Dax, no Sunny. They came in low murmurs, still too far for us to make out the actual words. 

I stared at the ground to make sure my feet would fall on bare earth and not crackling leaves or twigs. Venn snuffed out his ice hand, and we were again wrapped in darkness. 

The sky overhead was beginning to bruise, showing the early onset of a new day. It gave us a teeny bit of light, while the murky moon snaked through the open patches of canopy, dappling the forest floor.

We crouched and crept forward, being as stealthy as possible. We had been trained for this shit, which meant when we were trying to be sneaky, we were fucking sneaky. 

I felt like a shadowblade again. Like I had been lost in a daze since coming to Waichee Village in pursuit of Dax’s troubles, and now I’d reverted to my training and instincts. 

It felt good. Glorious and liberating. Even with my nipples puckering against my gown like diamonds. 

We made it five steps, then ten, inching along. There was a clearing ahead, where the patches of moonlight on the forest floor spread wider. 

On the eleventh step, a strange noise caught my attention to the right. I glanced over, brow furrowed, and made out the pale white of Sunny’s arms in a thicket, covered by foliage.

The three of us scurried in his direction. I nearly bowled over the camouflaged form of Dax as I squeezed into the bushes. The panther purred, pacing back and forth behind the line of greenery hiding us. 

In a squat, Sunny motioned ahead with his chin. I followed him to the edge of the bushes, where we could see through a small opening but our bodies were still hidden from the clearing.

The moonlight cast the figures in the clearing in bright contrast to the darkness around them. I recognized the swirling white tattoos of Cyrus, Dax’s brother. Behind him stood a pretty woman with bronze skin—someone I recognized as one of Cyrus’ posse. Next to her was the creepy little porter, Pindo, holding my Oblyx blade in shivering hands.

Son of a bitch. Of course! His eyes practically lit up when he saw my steel drawn on him. And here I’d thought his eyes were just always that big and glittery. 

The little bastard had waited until I’d fallen asleep to return to my cot and steal my sword. The woman next to Cyrus held Venn’s scabbard in her hands. 

We had a profile view of the Waicheeans. Across from them, also at a side angle, stood a group of men and women I didn’t recognize—three men and a woman. Two of the men held rifles slung over their shoulders, marking themselves as humans. It was frightening to see.

They stepped aside as a fifth man approached from the trees opposite us. I didn’t recognize this one either, but apparently Sunny did, because he let out a hiss as the man came into view. 

He was tall and lanky, with slicked-back raven hair and a trench coat covering his slender form. Beneath the coat he had on a suit and tie, making him stand out like a sore thumb in the forest, across from tribal-wearing natives. 

“It’s him,” Sunny muttered in an angry whisper.

“Shit,” Venn breathed, squatting beside us, with Quen behind him. “The dude from the ‘hit gone wrong.’ Our mark.”

Dax stayed quiet in the shadows behind us. I could feel his bestial presence itching to act—to charge into the clearing. 

I put a finger over my mouth to quiet my guys, wanting to listen in on the conversation. We had stumbled upon a back-alley meeting in the woods. We needed to capitalize on it. Who knew what clues it held for our own various investigations?

“Were you followed?” the suave suit-wearer asked. 

Cyrus looked to his people. “Riann? Pindo?”

The woman named Riann shook her head. A black ponytail swung across her shoulders. “No.”

“I might have been. He he.” Pindo’s voice grated my ears. If I heard one more “he he,” I was going to lose it, knowing he was a sneaky little thief and had been playing me all along. 

“I heard voices behind me. But if so, I lost them.” Pindo’s oversized head nodded with certainty. 

Jokes on you, asshole.

Mr. Suave crossed his arms over his chest. He looked bigger and more menacing when he did that, towering over everyone in the glade save Cyrus, who he spoke directly to. “Then let’s be quick about it,” he said, voice low and velvety. “I’m of a mind to sever our relationship.”

Cyrus sucked in sharply. “Why, Luciano? We have a winning arrangement for both parties.”

“My people are nervous. We’ve heard the stories. A dead body? Dead people are bad for business. Was he one of yours?”

Cyrus cocked his head. “Yes. And here I thought you might have been responsible for Kalul’s death, to send us a warning of some kind.”

“What warning would I have to give? Do you really think I’d send you a message rather than slaughter you all in your sleep and burn your little village to the ground?”

Riann’s body posture tightened. Pindo gasped. 

“Lucky for you, I have no reason to do that. Like you said,” the man named Luciano drawled, “we had a working arrangement.” 

“Had, sir?” Cyrus asked. “I see no reason why we can’t continue as we have. Look”—he gestured behind him to Riann and Pindo—“we’ve brought gifts.”

Luciano ignored the gifts for the time being. “Do you know who killed your man?”

“No. But a group of Syn—of outsiders—has arrived to investigate.”

“Outsiders? That does nothing to assuage my worries, nor the worries of my overseer. How can you be sure this group isn’t responsible for the killing?” 

“It is led by my brother, who is entirely too righteous to do something like that. Kalul was his friend.”

Luciano snorted, even as Dax’s hackles rose. “Friendships change.”

Cyrus inclined his head. “Even so.”

“And how do you know this group hasn’t come for another purpose? To investigate you, perhaps.”

Cyrus’ body deflated, his strong muscles glinting in the moonlight. “That seems unlikely. Their focus is elsewhere.”

“You have no answers for me, Cyrus Kilmeade.” Luciano bared perfect white teeth. “Do you see now why my people are concerned?”

“Yes sir, I do.” 

There was a beat of silence and I held my breath. Blood rushed in my ears, my adrenaline still pumping. Just who is this guy, Luciano, and what does he mean to Sunny, Venn, and Dax?

Luciano didn’t walk away, though he seemed ready to. Instead, he sighed and nodded toward Riann and Pindo behind Cyrus. “What are these gifts you speak of?”

The side of Cyrus’ face I could see wrinkled with a smile. “The weapons of the outsiders, sir.”

Luciano wasn’t so merry. His cheeks sank inward, thin eyebrows arching menacingly. “You don’t think that will raise attention, these people missing their—”

“They’re Oblyx Steel, Luciano. And there’s more where that came from.”

Luciano’s face flattened. His jaw ticked. “Oblyx? I thought the next shipment wasn’t due for another month.”

Cyrus bowed his head submissively. “Think of it as a peace offering, sir. To . . . assuage your worries, as you put it.” His eyes twinkled as Pindo and Riann handed our swords to him. 

When Luciano took the blades, he pulled one halfway from its sheath and raked his eyes over it, a greedy expression in his eyes. It was like he was looking into a treasure chest filled with gold. 

Then he snapped the sword back into place. “Where did these outsiders get the Oblyx, if not Caan itself? Just who are these people?”

Cyrus waved him off. “They are just school students. No one to worry about, Luciano. They think with their hearts and feel with their brains.”

“What does that mean?”

Another nonchalant wave from Cyrus. “A Waichee saying for someone who is too sanctimonious for their own good. Like my brother.”

“It’s never good to underestimate your adversaries.”

Cyrus bowed his head. “Quite right, sir. We will look into them, if that will help smooth things over between us.”

“Fine. I will accept these gifts for—”

“Sir,” one of the men next to Luciano cut in. He sniffed loudly, then slowly began to lift his rifle, though he still had it pointed at the ground. “I just caught a scent.”

Caught a scent? Not human after all, perhaps. 

Luciano whipped his head around. “A scent?”

The man nodded. “We are not alone.” His gun rose a few inches higher, until he leveled it at Cyrus. 

Dax inched forward, pushing his head between mine and Sunny’s arms, ready to explode from our hiding spot to either protect his brother or maul him.

My heart raced.

Luciano turned back to face Cyrus, his face breaking into a terrifying growl. “Treachery, Cyrus. You’ve ambushed us!” 

“No, no, I’ve done nothing—”

His voice cut off as all hell broke loose. 
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Coralia

IT WAS A TINY HISS and a flash of white that cut off Cyrus’ words. From the far end of the glade, behind the trees, Bruce Kittenson showed himself in all his nine-pound glory. 

“Brucey!” I gasped, standing reflexively from my hiding spot. 

My wizened old cat zoomed into the clearing and caught the eye of the mercenary pointing his gun at Cyrus.

The man spun and unloaded on Mr. Kittenson, peppering the ground with bullets as Bruce leaped from the ground with his needle-like claws extended.

The dull thwack-thwack-thwack of rounds cut through the night and sent birds cawing into the air. 

All around us, the forest came to life with chirring insects, slithering, unseen creatures, and rustling in the darkness. 

My eyes clamped shut, tears burning between my closed lids because I didn’t want to see my pet of twenty-one years slaughtered on the forest floor.  

When I forced them open, the soldier with the gun was spinning as Bruce clamped onto his shoulder and scratched his face. 

He had missed my wily kitty with his gunshots. 

Dark power raged inside me, coiling to my arms and hands in black tendrils. I pushed free from our hiding spot—

Then a hand clamped down on my shoulder and stopped me, barring my path. 

I spun with a wrathful expression on Sunny, whose eyes were wide, looking to the left. My head swiveled to see what he was looking at.

A gloved hand emerged from a bush twenty feet to our left, the body hidden by foliage, like us. Shadows danced off the fingertips then shot into the clearing like inky mortars.

The people in the glade screamed as the shadows overtook them. 

The scratched soldier continued to wheel, trying to throw my stubborn cat off him. The other gunman pointed his rifle at Cyrus, seconds before the manifested shadows from the edge of the forest smacked into his gun like a whip and had him side-winding. 

His gun went off, a few feet left of Cyrus. 

Pindo’s big head exploded with gore and pulp as two bullets ripped through his face and left cavernous exit wounds. The Waicheean thief and porter flopped onto the ground. 

The woman Riann crouched and swiftly ripped the two Oblyx swords from the sheaths in Luciano’s hands, leaving the raven-haired man dumbfounded, holding only scabbards.

As Luciano backpedaled, Riann swung the blade at the nearest gunman and tossed the other sword hilt-first to Cyrus.

The sole female bodyguard of Luciano’s group stepped in Riann’s path and took a vicious slice across her chest before going down, dark blood cascading into the air.

Luciano spun and fled into the tree line opposite us. 

The shadowy cords from the mysterious hand to our left morphed into humanoid shapes, like actual shadows trailing a body. Ghostlike, they moved and danced, while the two gunmen shot aimlessly at them. 

Bullets ripped past my head and thudded into a tree trunk behind us. 

Cyrus snatched the Obylx sword Riann had tossed at him and twirled it around his body. Then he realized he was facing a gunman and thought better of it. He dashed away without a second thought, leaving Riann as the lone enforcer against two rifles and another man with a club, plus the dancing shadows that acted as deterrents and obstacles. 

Dax surged past me, a blur of black as he careened into the clearing. He barged into Riann, knocking her aside as a gunshot went off and zipped overhead where she’d just been.

Sunny was right behind him, hands surging with black, and then Venn, and then Quentin. 

I blinked wildly and rushed in, not sure who to go for. I had an idea where Cyrus would be going, or at least where he’d end up—Waichee Village. We didn’t need to chase him.

That left protecting Riann as an option, though Dax had just taken care of that. I could try disarming the soldiers, following Luciano, or finding who the lone hand belonged to that had tossed shadows into the clearing.  

Dax kept moving after smacking Riann off-balance. His body rocked one of the soldiers, pounding into him and sending him sprawling on his ass. The man’s gun went flying. 

The other soldier tried to aim at Dax—

Rippling black tentacles swept his feet out from under him as Sunny came out of nowhere to protect his Glovemate.

Angry or not, they still have each other’s backs.  

Both riflemen were down in a hurry. 

Dax gave the woman Riann a single look, his animal mien unreadable. The girl’s eyes shimmered. 

Then the panther shifter rolled over the soldier on the ground, mauling his face with a paw, and dashed into the woods where Luciano had gone.

My eyes widened. 

“Go!” Venn growled, moving in to fight the club-wielding soldier of Luciano’s. “We’ll find the shadowblade!”

The shadowblade? Oh, right. The disrupting hand that had started this whole thing by lobbing shadow spears into the glade. He had to be a shadowblade. No one else had that sort of power.

Which meant that person was likely Kalul’s killer. It alarmed me, because I was certain Dax would have gone for Kalul’s killer if given the chance, but instead he chased Luciano. 

So Luciano is an even greater threat, and more important, than Kalul’s murderer? Just who the fuck is that guy?

In the few seconds it took to debate all that in my head, the chaos rolled on beside me. New soldiers appeared in the glade from the trees, joining the melee. Luckily, none of them held guns, so I had confidence my guys could take them.  

I charged into the woods behind Dax, following the blown-out wake he created with his pummeling body and vicious paws.

Tree limbs had been snapped in two. Claw marks were raked across the ground, which I followed to find Dax. Leaves fluttered in the air, as if suspended by some magical force. 

Ahead, rustling and low purring. I pushed my strength to the max, churning my feet with mad abandon. 

I caught sight of Dax’s pure muscle, his tail swishing in the distance. In front of him, with the late-night purple sky silhouetting his body against the trees, ran Luciano. 

Dax was catching up to him. 

The raven-haired man reached a clearing ahead. I was thirty feet away and Dax was maybe ten.

Luciano twirled around. 

Dax closed the ten-foot gap in a single leap—

Just as Luciano’s eyes went wide and his hands gestured and tore the sky behind him. 

Dax blasted through the man in a billow of dust and pollen. No blood or screams though. 

Luciano had backed into a portal at the final second. He was gone. 

I reached the small meadow after seeing it all happen. Dax had been inches from getting his claws on that son of a bitch. 

The panther roared, prowling back and forth before resting on his haunches. Saliva dripped from his jagged teeth. Then, slowly, his body began to shift into his human form. The furred, black shoulders cracked and realigned. His bent legs straightened, his head shrank. 

Then he was the Dax Kilmeade I knew, naked on his hands and knees, panting hard. 

I ran up to him. “Dax!” I wailed, putting my hand on his bare, sweaty shoulder. 

“He killed Pindo,” the shifter growled, then looked up at me with a bestial visage still stuck on his face. His upper lip twitched in a feral way.

The gunshots behind us had stopped. We had lost Luciano. Dax and I were alone. 

I wondered how things fared at the other clearing. Dax and I had run a long distance in a short time, trying to catch up with Luciano, only to miss the bastard by a half-second.

“Can we circle back and try to catch the shadowblade from the bushes?” I asked. 

Dax stood, giving me an eyeful of his perfectly sculpted physique. I couldn’t stop my eyes from wandering over his powerful frame. “No,” he said. “If that shadowblade is worth anything, he’ll be long gone by now. We have to hope Sunder, Donovenn, or Quentin managed to keep up with him.”

I sighed heavily, my breath ragged. A warm pressure coiled through my middle as I continued to stare at the dips and planes of Dax’s body. I had never seen him in his birthday suit before, and it was a sight for sore eyes. 

I clenched my jaw, trying to get out of my own lewd way. Now was not the time. 

“Okay,” I breathed. My voice came out husky. Seeing Dax like this, covered in sweat, his muscles clenched, was doing something to my body. I had to fight off the slickness building between my legs. 

Dax pushed himself close to me, which definitely didn’t help the situation. “Why did you follow me, Coralia?”

“No one else was going to,” I said, biting my lower lip. “I was the only one unengaged in the fight. And I couldn’t lose you. We can’t afford to split up the Glove, remember?”

“And yet here we are,” he grumbled. 

“Yeah, but at least you’re not completely alone.”

He averted his gaze, a look of shame on his face. “Right. Thank you.” 

I got lost in his beauty. Without thinking, I pushed myself up on the balls of my feet and cupped his sharp, lean chin, twisting his face to meet mine. My lips slanted over his.

He was taken aback, but quickly wrapped an arm around my waist and hugged me close as we kissed. My tongue effortlessly slipping past his parted lips.  

I didn’t know what came over me. I’d fallen for Dax during our short stay in Waichee Village. He cared for his people; for his brethren. He was great with kids, surprisingly, and the kids loved him back. He trained younger cadets, and wasn’t the grumpy, stoic shifter I’d known back from Shadowblade Academy.

Here, he bloomed, opening up. He was more vulnerable.

I loved everything I saw. 

Clearly, he loved everything he saw too, because his hung cock pressed against my upper thigh, hardening as it ruffled my thin gown and moved dangerously close to my wet center.

I blinked rapidly, throat hitching. I wanted to tell him that now was not the time—we needed to check on the other Knuckles—even though I also wanted him to shove me against a tree and pound that big cock inside me until I saw stars.

Dax seemed to understand the storm in my head. He gave me a small nod, yet there was a hint of possessiveness in his dark eyes. 

Low growls erupted around us. 

All around us.

My heart raced, in a different way this time. 

Dax clutched my body against his, his neck rotating all over. 

I couldn’t make out the forms around us. I could only hear their feral growls. 

Then they came into view, surrounding us in the clearing—one, three, six shapes, all hunched, hackles raised, yellow fangs glistening in the dying moonlight. 

Wolves.

“Fuck,” I croaked. 

Dax’s warm breath tickled my ear. “Luciano’s pack.”

I stammered, fear blooming inside me. “What do we do?” I inhaled Dax’s heady scent, trying to stay as still as possible against him. 

“When I shift,” he said out the side of his mouth, “you’re going to straddle me and hold onto my nape for dear life.” 

The wolves inched closer, the pack relishing their next meal. Their growls shaped into low howls. 

“And then what?” I whispered.

“And then we fucking run like the spirits are chasing us to the abyss.”
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Sunny

I DRAGGED MY OBLYX Steel sword across the throat of a man lunging at me with a dagger. The poor son of a bitch dropped with a jet of blood spurting from his carotid. 

Turning, I spied Venn putting the finishing touches on another baddie, lighting the man on fire and then dousing him in a flood of water that left the guy a smoldering, ashen carcass. 

Quentin punched a dude so hard in the chest he flew backwards into a tree trunk. Leaves fluttered onto his crumpled body as his head sagged, a large indentation in his chest.

Needless to say, we were pissed.

I swiped my sword across the air, swishing blood off the blade. The red fluid glided off like oil on water, and I stared at the shimmering silver steel with an impressed nod. 

No one had stolen my Oblyx sword in my hut. They wouldn’t dare. As a vampire, I had been awake during their little burglary attempt. Their pitter-pattering feet hadn’t been quiet enough to stay off my radar. My senses were strong like Dax’s in his panther form, except he’d been high up in a tree where other scents mingled. I had nearly caught that little bastard Pindo as he dashed into the trees with Coralia’s weapon, but he was a slippery fucker.

My eyes scanned the ground and I found his body, half his head demolished by gunshots. 

He’d gotten his just desserts in the end.

Cyrus Kilmeade had fled into the trees when the chaos broke out. Pussy. His pretty friend, Riann, had escaped quietly after Dax rescued her ass and she realized Venn, Quen, and I had shown up to save the day. 

I had hoped to be able to get along with an arrogant asshole like Cyrus, but apparently there was only room for one conceited bastard in Waichee. He had taken Coralia’s sword with him into the woods, which irked me.

Riann had dropped Venn’s sword while fleeing, likely not wanting to bring evidence of her crime into the village. Venn squatted to pick up the steel.

My eyes widened as a dark shadow moved over his shoulder. “Venn!”

A lone surviving soldier swept a gun off the ground and pointed it at the Unseelie fae.

Without thinking, I submerged myself in a shadow directly to my left, then bolted through the Shadow Realm in the blink of an eye and appeared beside Venn before he even had time to unfold to his full height. 

The soldier’s gun went off, sending scared birds cawing into the brightening sky.

I stepped in the trajectory and took it in the shoulder, grunting and staggering back a step. 

Venn gasped and caught me by the arms, keeping me upright. 

The soldier shot another bullet at me—

A barrier of ice slanted in front of me. It caught the bullet inches before it would have smacked me in the chest. The ice crackled, dusting snowflakes to the ground. 

To my right, Quentin lowered his icy hand, then pointed the other one at the soldier, who was half hidden in the tree line, rifle raised to inflict more punishment for killing his allies. 

A shadowy rope fell from a tree branch like a snake and wrapped around the man’s neck. With a twist of Quentin’s hand, the black tendril clamped down on the man. His eyes bulged and his tongue lolled. The rope lifted him off the forest floor, his feet dangling and kicking wildly. Another twist of Quentin’s hand controlled the shadow to snap the man’s neck with a grotesque crunch, and the gun fell from his twitching body. 

Fuck, we should have interrogated him. I couldn’t be bothered. I nodded at Quentin in thanks, then checked my shoulder. The bullet would leave a scar, but the wound was already starting to heal. Luckily, I was more resistant to gunshots than Venn. I’d be fine, though it hurt like a bitch.

The three of us were the only ones left in the clearing. Dead bodies littered the glade, already gathering flies. A gruesome scene. 

“We’ve killed humans,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Yes,” Quentin nodded. Sweat beaded his brow. “This will not end well.”

“When these guys don’t show up to their rendezvous point, we’re in trouble,” Venn said, explaining the obvious to the rest of us. “More soldiers will get sent here.”

“Waichee Village could be fucked,” I simplified. 

“What were we supposed to do?” Quentin asked, shrugging. His green eyes glittered, and I’d never seen him so callous before. I sort of liked it. 

“Defend ourselves and our Glove,” I answered. “We did the right thing . . . which kind of disgusts me.”

“Has the princess made you soft, sunshine?” Venn jabbed, grinning wildly. His violet eyes danced, a bit crazed from the bloodlust, no doubt. 

I pointed at the man with the gaping neck wound. “Did that look soft?” I snarled. “Also, only I can call her that.” 

“What? Why?”

“Because I was the first. I got dibs.”

Venn rolled his eyes. “Lot of good that did for you, bud. Who did she go for first out of—”

“Shh,” Quentin cut in. Just in time before I started beating Venn’s ass.

I never had found out how Venn Gable managed to weasel his way into Coralia’s pants before the rest of us. If he considered it a conquest, it was one he could be proud of. I would have thought Coralia would go for my alpha attitude or Dax’s mysterious broodiness first. 

A bush rustled behind us—the same one Quentin silenced us to hear. 

I spun, fingers itching for more blood. It was hard to stop after starting for a vampire. Blood glazed my face. I wiped it and licked it up. 

A hooded head bobbed in the trees, though the face was well-hidden. 

“Someone decided to stay and watch,” I murmured. 

The hood disappeared and more bushes rattled.

I dashed for it before I could stop myself.

“Wait!” Venn cried out, but I was already gone. 

Yes, I realized it could be a trap. But Venn had always been the defensive-minded one, where I knew a good offense was the best thing in your arsenal. Surprising the enemy with a head-on approach took away their calculations and planning, setting you on even footing that gave the most powerful person the upper hand.

Luckily for me, I had power in spades. It usually didn’t work out well for the other person. 

But this one was wily and swift. 

As I hit the tree line, I noticed he had already penetrated deeper into the thick woods. I followed in the assassin’s wake, realizing this had to be the same person who had started all that confusion in the clearing—the person who had nearly gotten Coralia killed. 

You’re mine, asshole. My bloodlust reached new heights. 

Behind me, Venn and Quentin lagged. They followed, knocking aside branches and trees and trying to follow, but there was no way either of them could keep up with my vampiric speed.

So how the fuck is this bastard putting distance between us?

As the black hood vanished and reappeared twenty feet ahead, my breath caught in my throat. 

Shadowblade. He’s using the shadows.

Well, two could play at that game.

I charged against a tree trunk. Short, squat shadows appeared from the quickly-rising sun, which already pierced through the veil of clouds and darkness in the sky. 

When I hit the tree trunk, I melded into the Shadow Realm. The disorienting blanket swathed me, and I had to choose the nearest shadow to emerge from before I Slipped into the Spectral Realm and lost everything. 

It was hard to jump into a shadow when you didn’t know where it would lead you. That was why shadowblades traditionally only gated between shadows they recognized or remembered. 

Nonetheless, I emerged from the patch a few yards away—a bit discombobulated—and continued to hop through them, tiring myself out all the while.

And still, the shadowblade stayed in front of me. 

At one point, I got close, reaching out with a hand to try and snag the hood and pull back.

Then the quick bastard was gone, ducking under a tree branch. I had to dodge to the left to prevent getting clotheslined. 

He went scurrying off into the distance, and my hesitation caused me precious seconds. 

I had no idea which direction we were running in, or where the shadowblade was going.

I gritted my teeth, growing angry, and surged after the escapee. Judging by the gait and posture, I knew it couldn’t be Jace Hudson. If anything, it confirmed that my former Wrist was not Kalul’s killer.

The weasel had a small, short frame, and probably couldn’t fight like me, so I knew once I got to him it was over. 

But the problem was getting to him . . .
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Venn

THE SHORT ASSASSIN we chased was quick and graceful.

His skill put distance between him and Sunny. Which meant Quentin and I were fucked, because we couldn’t even keep up with our vampire. 

The shadowblade was masterful. In the predawn gray, he scampered through trees, around boles, and over undergrowth. I was panting like a beached whale, just trying to keep him in my vision, but it was becoming difficult.

Then I saw Sunny and the assassin repeat a sort of hop-scotch of shadowgating, trying to out-portal each other, and I did the same. 

“Wait, it’s not safe!” Quentin wailed, but I was already through a gate and twenty feet further along than him. My head ached and pounded. 

Quen’s voice was distant in my ears: “Could be a trap! Not safe to portal through unknown territories!” 

He would know. Last time he ended up in a shadow he didn’t recognize, he’d had his soul snatched from him. 

But I couldn’t stop myself. The thrill of the chase was too invigorating, and the adrenaline pumping through my veins kept me alert and unfazed by the thumping headaches. 

I wanted to catch the assassin alive—for Dax, for Coralia, and for Waichee Village. Most of all, I wanted to find out who it was, and why they had come here of all places to cause disruption and start a potential war.

Because that was the way things were headed. When those human smugglers didn’t return to their base, a search party would come after them. I knew Waichee had some sort of political pact with the humans, to let sleeping dogs lie. But this was different, and this would start conflict. The writing was already on the wall. 

It was only a matter of time before the human governments came into Appalachia with their guns drawn, and tried to eradicate Waichee once and for all. 

Which meant we needed to act. We needed a scapegoat, and he was currently getting further and further from us, slipping through our fingers like sand blowing across a dune. 

Sunny looked to be getting close to him, and I pumped my legs until they ached, using all my energy stores for a burst of speed that would propel me toward them.

Then the two of them hit a clearing and I saw a fuller picture of the culprit’s body for the first time.

Déjà vu struck like a hammer.

That gait and hurried gracefulness. The hallway outside the janitor’s closet. Coralia and I were onto something: This is the same person that left the alchemist storage facility in Shadowblade Academy after our Shadowball final.

While Coralia and I had been, uh, preoccupied, he had disappeared around a corner. Neither of us had seen his face. But I recognized that posture for sure. 

Umbralmera might have been stored in that room.

Shit. 

At least it puts Jace in the clear, right? Unless . . . 

I didn’t want to finish that thought, so I put all my focus on getting to Sunny and the bad guy. 

At the clearing, the assassin put even more distance between them, until the vampire screeched to a halt. I couldn’t see the shadowblade any longer due to the branches and tree trunks in my way. 

Seconds later, I came up to the clearing and saw why Sunny had stopped. Littering the ground were countless circular shadowgates, looking like manholes with their grates off.  

“He tossed these onto the ground and hopped into one,” Sunny groaned, “and disappeared.”

My eyes scanned the ground, alarm rifling through me. There has to be twenty of them! It was one thing to have the speed and wherewithal of Sunny, but to be able to cast so many shadows at once? 

“Hell of a diversion,” I said. I squinted through the trees but couldn’t see were the person had popped up. We had lost him. “Just who the hell can control that many shadows?” I wondered aloud.

“Someone gifted, lad,” Quentin said behind us. He put his hands on his hips once he reached us, shaking his head as he surveyed the ground.

“Are we out of our depth here?” I was not afraid to ask the question I was sure was on everyone’s mind. 

“Fuck no,” Sunny said, unsurprisingly. 

Quentin’s head was still shaking. “We need to get back to the village before Cyrus and Riann tell their side of the story and turn the Waicheeans against us.”

“You think Chieftess Fionne would go against Dax? Her own son?” I asked. 

He shrugged. “She has two sons.”

“She doesn’t seem to like Cyrus,” Sunny grumbled.

“Still, I don’t want to wait and find out,” Quen said. “She doesn’t have to like him to believe him. Come on, we’re out in the middle of fucking nowhere.”

I scrubbed a hand through my hair and sighed, trying to get my bearings. He was right. I was totally fucking lost. 

Quentin said, “Let’s pick a direction. Hopefully we’ll run into Dax and Coralia before we hit the village.” 

“Yeah, so we can keep our stories straight,” Sunny said. 

“Our story is the truth, Sunny. This rogue shadowblade tossed shadows into the clearing, causing chaos to ensue, and we were caught in the crossfire.”

“Coralia’s cat caused the chaos first,” I pointed out. “But no one would believe that.”

Quentin said, “Regardless, we had to protect our Glovemates. That’s why humans died.”

Sunny frowned. “Yeah, and we’ll make an enemy of the Academy and Waichee village at the same time.”

“An enemy of Shadowblade Academy?” I asked. “Says who?”

Sunny gave me a pointed look. “We just tried to attack and abduct a shadowblade, to interrogate, Venn. I don’t think the Academy will look kindly upon that.”
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Coralia

DAX SPOKE IN A VOICE so low I could barely hear him. “I’m sorry, Desmona.”

I scrunched my face and nestled against him, his back against mine. I had just kissed the panther shifter for the first time before being rudely interrupted by an army of wolf shifters. I knew the clandestine meeting in the woods between Cyrus and Luciano was important. 

I didn’t want to die without resolutions.

“What are you sorry for?” I whispered in his ear, putting my fists up to start channeling my magic. The wolves were still fifteen feet back, in a semi-circle, waiting. Their growling and snarling made it sound like fifty of them, though I could only see a dozen or so. 

Far too many for us to fend off alone. We needed to either find our mates or flee to the village.

“For this.” He placed a hand on the nearest tree trunk. His dark hand brightened with an orange glow, shimmering flames on his palm. The streak of fire crept up his fingertips and then shot through the bole of the tree, embedding deep in the bark. When the firebolt zigzagged down to the roots, the tree seemed to squeal—a shriek of nature. 

Dax’s hand pulled off the tree like he’d touched a hot stove. “For alerting her this way.” He faced me, and his eyes were already turning into slits as his face elongated.

He had burned the tree deep into its core, from its roots to the tips of its branches. A black sheen was left in the wake of his attack. 

When I blinked, Dax was in his panther form, snarling to show jagged fangs. He tossed his head and I nodded, remembering his plan. 

I swung my leg over his haunches and felt the power of his wiry muscles on my butt. My hands rubbed his shiny black fur as I leaned forward, not sure how I was going to stay steady. I fisted paunches of fur near his shoulders while planking myself on him like he was a sporty motorcycle. 

Then he took off at an alarming speed, jumping from the clearing into the trees. 

The wolves gave chase immediately, their howls right on our asses. 

Dax moved like the wind itself. He didn’t run in a straight line, but snaked in unpredictable patterns that made me dizzy. The blurring trees on either side didn’t help my predicament. 

My mouth went completely dry, my tongue turning into a leathery blob stuck to the roof. My eyes burned as I squinted against the raging wind, which sliced me like a tornado filled with glass. Thorns, briars, and needles nicked me from the passing branches. I fought off all the pain to keep my hands white-knuckled on Dax’s coat. 

I didn’t dare check over my shoulder to see if the wolves were following—their low growls and yips were evidence enough. They enjoyed the thrill of the chase.

I felt like a wallflower in the heat of the hunt between two of Mother Nature’s natural apex predators. Panther and wolf. Feline and canine.

There was no doubt in my mind Dax could have taken one or two of the wolves alone. Maybe even three. He was bigger and scarier, camouflaging into the purple night and the dark backdrop of the trees. Yet there were simply too many of the yipping wolves, which started to sound like hyenas in my ringing ears.

Fear throbbed inside me, coiling my insides with tension and pressure. The thrilling venture through the woods, at such a breakneck velocity, was going to make me lose my dinner. My mouth was dry yet I salivated like a drunkard who was seconds away from upchucking all over the bar. 

Tree limbs whizzed by. Dax ducked under or hopped over them—his muscles flexing beneath my weight—yet some still snapped on our bodies. I would be bruised and bloodied if we made it out of this alive, whether the wolves caught us or not. 

Ferocious jaws catapulted in from our right. I tucked my body into Dax and yelled something unintelligible—a primal scream of fear and warning. 

Dax veered to the left—in the path of a sturdy ash tree. Moving fluidly, the panther leaped, lobbing his body against the tree, paws connecting sideways and running along. My world tumbled to the side, which seriously didn’t help the nauseating sensation of needing to vomit.  

That’s when I remembered panthers could climb trees. If we can just put some distance between us, we could climb into a tree where the wolves can’t reach us! Why hasn’t Dax done that?

I was sure he’d already thought it through, and the answer came to me a moment later: Because they can just shift into their human forms and climb the tree after us. I forget, these aren’t regular wolves we’re dealing with.

No, we have to keep running!

My heart beat against my ribs like it was trying to escape. 

Another wolf careened in from the left and Dax dashed to the right, immediately getting us surrounded by two or three other brown-gray lupines. 

I latched onto my Glovemate with one hand and stretched my other arm, showing a wolf my palm as my fingers glowed blue.

An icicle shot from my hand and speared toward the wolf, who was forced to retreat or get impaled on the crude spell.

The other wolf nipped at Dax. The panther’s maw lunged, mid-run, and tore a chunk into our attacker, sending the wolf squealing and limping out of sight. 

We had marginally slowed down so Dax could defend himself, and now we had four wolves surrounding us. There was no way we were going to make—

A branch appeared out of nowhere and a wolf smacked into it. My mouth fell open as the hound somersaulted over the forest floor. 

When another needle-like branch came swooping down, that’s when I realized the wolf hadn’t smacked into it—the tree had smacked into the wolf.

All around me, the forest came to life. 

The path opened before us. The small, claustrophobic circle widened into a tunnel we could easily fit through, as the trees began to act like physical creatures that could move and sway on their own volition. 

We were nearing a dead end—too many limbs bundled up into a huge knot—and terror struck me like a drum. 

Then they uncurled before us and created a root-bridge. Dax scampered across it, and we were let out at the top of another tree that began a steep decline. 

I chanced a look over my shoulder and saw the branches had twisted back into their knot the moment after we passed over the bridge, subverting at least three wolves’ momentum. 

“Spirits fuck me sideways, the forest is helping us!” I cried in awe. 

Oscillating branches continued to bat wolves aside. Other trees swung out of our way, their sturdy boles creaking as they bent at odd angles and Dax tore a path through them.

That’s how I learned why Dax had apologized for burning the tree in the clearing: Somehow, Desmona knew of it. The burning had alerted her to our predicament, and now she was controlling the forest to aid us. 

Dryads are more powerful than I even imagined.

With the forest intuitively knowing our moves and helping us combat the wolves, the going became easier. The large pack turned into a group, then just a few, chasing us. 

We’re going to make it! 

Ahead, blackness. 

Oh fuck.

I assumed we had been climbing elevation. The distance between our patch of land and the next patch I could see was too damn far—easily thirty feet away. I feared Dax couldn’t make it over the jump, even in his four-legged, sprinting form. 

Roots jetted alongside us on the ground, shaking the earth clear, tunneling along like the monsters from Tremors. 

As we reached the end of the road, Dax leaped into empty darkness—

I screamed, weightlessness taking over.

The roots shot into the air and spiraled around each other like DNA strands, until a rope-bridge was made under Dax’s paws. He tiptoed across them like a Cirque du Soleil tightrope performer. The overpass spanned clear across to the next patch. 

While hopping across the bridge, I glanced below us over Dax’s shoulder. My stomach plummeted. A rushing river swept by fifty feet below, and a smaller waterfall off to the side fed into it.

The bridge began to recede before we even reached the end of it. Only two wolves had managed to follow us into the next section of the woods.

Back on flat land, Dax abruptly screeched to a halt. I was almost flung ass-over-handlebars from his back. He let me off and I rolled, dizzy and disoriented, onto my hands and knees. 

The two wolves that had followed us over the land-bridge charged. But they didn’t have pack numbers.  

Dax met them head-on. 

I staggered to my feet and put my hands out to help, summoning inky power around my fingertips. A shadow-spear shot from my hands like a javelin, sinking into the hide of one of the wolves. 

With a great swipe of his paws, Dax dragged vicious claws down the other wolf’s side and left a streak of blood. The hound whimpered and scurried off into the darkness. 

The one I had attacked wasn’t so lucky to escape—my shadow-spear had stuck right into it. 

The wolf started to shift, fighting to retain his wolf form, but failing. Through a flickering, painful transformation, he ended up as a naked man on the soil, breathing and grabbing his bleeding side as my shadow retracted and vanished into thin air. 

The man grimaced, blood seeping through his teeth. I got one look at his wound and knew it was superficial and that he’d live. “Who do you work for?” I demanded from the cowering, pained soldier. 

The man growled at me, feral, and curled in on himself.

I stood over him confidently, then smacked his legs apart until he was exposed to me. One of my bare feet landed inches from his cock, which shriveled in the cold. “Tell me, asshole, or I’ll step on it.”

His eyes flashed.

I rolled mine. “You’d probably like that.” 

Dax prowled up beside me like a phantom. 

My lips tugged into a sneer. “Bet you wouldn’t like it if he stepped on it.”

The man paled. He grimaced as if the thought of Dax’s vicious nails raking through his most vulnerable flesh played in his mind. “Y-You already know who I work for, bitch. You were watching from the shadows.”

“More than just us, it seems,” I said, alluding to the fact another shadowblade had been there beside us, without us knowing it. 

We’d been so preoccupied with keeping our enemies in front of us that we hadn’t checked if anyone was behind us. Someone followed us to the meeting. It was a common lapse of foresight, but not one a trained shadowblade should make. 

We needed to be better.

“We didn’t attack your little meeting,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Though I had a mind to.”

“How righteous of you, princess.”

My eyes flared. “You don’t get to call me that. Only one man does.”

He flinched at the rage on my face, then checked his side where his hand was pressed. It came away coated in red. “Look what you’ve done to me. What are you?”

“A killer.” For the first time, I believed my own words, and it was . . . empowering. A little scary, but incredibly validating. 

Dax had shifted to his human form, and I felt his presence beside me. I could feel the heat coming off him in waves, wrapping me up and swaddling me with a torrid sensation I couldn’t deny much longer. 

I gulped, trying to keep my tunnel vision on the man at my feet, and not on the powerful specimen next to me. Dax’s long, hefty cock was mere inches from my left hand, and in contrast to the sad, cold dick shrinking before me, the comparison added a new thrill to my senses. 

Jesus, get your mind out of the gutter, Cor. You’ve got important shit to figure out. “Answer my question, shifter,” I ordered. 

“I know who he was working for,” Dax rumbled from deep in his belly. 

The wolf soldier shielded his eyes and stared up at the panther shifter, who was standing with the backdrop of the gray morning behind him. “Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?”

I furrowed my brow. “What does he mean by that, Dax?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Dax said.

“Haven’t seen you in a long time, pup.” The man’s lips tugged into a bloody smile. “Where ya been?”

I was missing something. Dax knew this man—or recognized him. Or at least he recognized the man’s boss, Luciano. “Dax, who the hell is Luciano? You recognized him beyond being your target at the ‘hit gone wrong’?”

“Yes.” The admission seemed to make him sad, and his shoulders deflated. He’d finally gotten it off his chest. “No one else knows, Coralia.”

“That you recognize him?”

“Yes.”

I sucked in my cheeks. “I won’t tell them.”

“Hey, that’s all great and dandy,” the wolf shifter interrupted, “but I need medical attention. Imprison me, tie me up—whatever—but take me to your village before I bleed out, yeah?”

“Fine,” Dax grumbled. He moved to squat over the man, giving me a great look at his—

A whoosh stole my attention overhead, like a huge bird swinging through the sky just above my skull. 

I tipped my neck as a thick branch curled over my face and body from up high.

I gasped and followed its trajectory—

Just as the curved tip of the branch stabbed into the wolf shifter’s chest. It cracked through bone and thudded into the earth, pinning the man.

The shifter’s eyes widened in surprise, then pain, then the glassy moments just before death. As his mouth fell open on a silent scream, blood spurted. 

I couldn’t stop the shriek from escaping my lips, watching the wolf shifter die in front of my eyes—the color leaving his skin until he looked gray and pale—all within the snap of a finger. 

I staggered back, in utter shock. 

“Desmona!” Dax wailed, just as surprised as me that a rogue tree had apparently assassinated the one man who could give us information, right in the middle of our interrogation.

“W-What the fuck just happened?!” I stammered, still backpedaling. 

Something smacked me in the ass and I stumbled forward, nearly tripping over the dead body. For a second I had the vague hope it was Dax spanking my butt for some reason, but that didn’t make any sense.

I glanced over and saw a separate branch had done the dirty deed. I furrowed my brow. 

When I spun forward, tree limbs came at me like spider legs, wrapping around my body until I was constricted and trapped and screaming my bloody head off.

Dax didn’t fare much better. The limbs attacked him too. He didn’t dare fight back the commands of his dryad friend as they wrapped around his body and held him akimbo, legs and arms quartered. 

“Why is Desmona doing this?!” The creaking, twisting branches clenched into my ribs and insides, squeezing the air out of me. 

My feet didn’t even touch the ground. I dangled, suspended by branches, and felt close to passing out as my vision dimmed. 

“She’s not . . . herself,” Dax forced out, grimacing.  

I opened my mouth to speak again, to ask what the hell that meant—

A wayward branch swung into my face and knocked the consciousness out of me before I had the chance.
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Coralia

MY GUMMY EYES MADE me wince when they opened, all slick and gooey. Pink and orange brushstrokes of the sky bloomed in through slats in the wooden ceiling, mixing with fluttering leaves.  

Though it was daytime, I had no idea how much time had passed or what had happened . . . or where I was.

I swiped my forearm over my eyes then blinked and sat up. My head swam, dizzying me for a moment, before settling.

“Coralia, you’re awake,” a worried voice said to my left. The deep rumble of Dax’s voice set my insides alight, while also comforting me to know he was still alive. 

I tilted my head to look at him, and he struck a magnificent sight for sore eyes. He was dressed in the tribal loincloth and sleeveless tunic of his people, his thick thigh muscles and wiry biceps on full display. His dark brow was etched with concern. 

“Dax,” I croaked, my voice throaty. “What happened to us?”

“Desmona constrained us. I’m not sure why, but I intend to find out. I wanted to make sure you were all right first.” 

I gave him a shy smile. Fire blossomed on my cheeks so I looked away to take in my surroundings. I was in a sparse room built entirely of wood. Outside an unglazed window, I could see treetops swaying in the breeze, the shimmering sky behind them. 

I was off the ground, for sure. 

Noticing my confused expression, Dax said, “We’re in the oak house above your huts, where I’ve kept lookout.” Shame muddied his fine features and he faced the floor. “Lot of good it did last night though . . .” he mumbled, trailing off. 

I scratched the back of my head. My hair felt grimy. “How did we get back here? The last thing I remember—”

“Waicheean patrolmen found us on the town’s fringes. Desmona must have commanded the forest to move us back to the village. The patrolmen carried us up here at my mother’s instruction.”

The forest moving us sounded like an astounding feat—one I wanted more information about—but I had more pressing concerns. “So she didn’t mean to kill us then?”

“Either that, or she was able to control the evil billowing inside her just long enough.”

“Just what sort of evil consumes her, Dax?” I swung my legs over the cot and wrapped my hands around the edge, pressing down hard.

He caressed his chin, deep in thought, and paced in front of me. “I can’t say exactly. I believe something happened to her in the Asberald prison. Something she doesn’t remember.”

I nodded thoughtfully, slowly, taking it all in. “That’s been my suspicion as well. The way she went wild when seeing Quentin—what do you think that’s about?”

“Perhaps her subconscious trying to warn her of danger.”

“Of danger she . . . recognizes,” I murmured. Then I looked up at him, my eyes suddenly dewy. “Dax, what do you think Quentin did to her?”

The panther shifter surprised me by crowding close and going to his knees to be at eye-level with me. He reached out and took my hands in his, rubbing his palms over my knuckles. A tingle washed through my arms, down to the rest of my body. My brain went fuzzy.

“I don’t know, Coralia. Please, don’t worry yourself with this. All of this happened before you became part of the Glove. It isn’t your concer—”

“But I care about all of you. Even Quen, who I’ve known the shortest length of time.” I chuckled humorlessly. “He was actually the first Glovemate I spoke to, in the Spectral Realm, before arriving in Shadowblade Academy.”

A small smile came to Dax’s beautiful face. “That’s what we love about you, Coralia. You have the tenderness of your sister, yet fire and grit even she didn’t have. You were amazing out in the woods.”

I knew he was trying to change the subject, and I had to take it graciously. My cheeks wouldn’t stop blushing. “Thanks. You saved my ass again.”

“You would have done the same thing, my sweet.”

I gulped hard, finally looking up from my hands to his deep, dark orbs. They shimmered with so much life, and so many unanswered questions. I was starting to understand him. To see him in a new light. 

If he cared about you, he cared for you deeply and was utterly loyal. He was a good man to have on your side if he trusted you and, judging by how those wolves had been treated in the forest, a terribly bad enemy to have if he didn’t.

Kissing him had come automatically. I had been surprised at my own forwardness, but now I knew why I had done it—because I was finally starting to learn more about what made Dax Kilmeade tick. 

Turned out I was one of the things. 

I had seen the kindness in his heart. He had just needed an excuse to show it. He could be stoic and unreadable, but right now, his eyes told an entire story that I wanted to dive into and discover. 

“Dax,” I said. My voice lilted and wavered. “Do you remember what you said to me when we were in the infirmary together?”

His brow twitched. “That I’m smitten with you?”

I nodded. “Is it still true?”

He breathed slowly, warmth hitting me as I leaned closer to his face. “Coralia, I am more than smitten with you at this point. You are . . . M’shyok Wahdus.”

I tilted my head.

“It means ‘warrior love’ in my people’s tongue.”

My throat hitched. Unable to control myself any longer, I cupped his bristly cheeks in my palms and leaned forward to plant a kiss on his lips. Immediately when I did, something took over inside me, igniting my soul on fire. 

My mouth parted as he scorched his lips against mine. Our tongues danced a slow rhythm. They swirled together and I tasted Dax’s rich pine and earth. Blessed warmth blossomed inside me, and a halting pressure knotted my belly as time stood still. 

My eyes closed. I savored my newest mate. I knew how badly I wanted him, but for the moment I just wanted to relish this quiet peace with the silent protector of Hudson’s Glove.

He respected my kindness and grit, as he’d said. I admired the love he had for his people—for the children who showered him with affection; for his incessant search to find answers about Kalul’s death and the mysteries that festered in his old homeland. For his ability to keep it all together when things went wrong. I felt safe and protected with him nearby.

Dax Kilmeade truly had found a family with Hudson’s Glove, and I felt like I was finding mine, too. 

The shifter’s strong hand cupped the back of my neck. Goosebumps sprouted everywhere he touched. While Venn had been almost desperate in his attempts to please me, Dax was savory and slow. Sensual. Tender. 

For the longest time, I had wondered if the aloof, awkward member of the Glove had been a virgin. Then I met Desmona, and the other woman Riann—whom he had helped during the nighttime debacle—and I knew better. 

His kiss solidified what I was coming to realize: This man was no novice in the arts of lovemaking. He was just different. 

When I scooted back on the cot to give him space to join me, there was hardly enough room for both of us on the little bed. He crawled over me on hands and knees, his corded arms framing my face. I noticed the protrusion jutting his loincloth. 

My cheeks blushed for the millionth time, all the tiredness washing away, replaced by raging lust. 

When he bent his head to kiss me, I surprised him by sliding down, away from him. He smooched air and my legs dangled off the bed as the hem of his loincloth brushed over my face. I smiled wickedly at his hard, stiff length underneath, the engorged tip gliding a sticky trail over my cheek.  

“M’shyok, what are you do—”

His words ended on a grunt when I reached up and palmed his cock. It throbbed against my touch, the veins pulsating. I ran my hand to the base and watched it grow even bigger, his balls swelling near my chin. 

I licked the tip of Dax’s cock and inhaled the man’s musk from beneath his breechcloth, my head hidden from view. When I took him in my mouth, his entire body flexed—his hands on the bed curled into fists to keep himself from exploding. 

He groaned in a low, raspy tone. I lifted my head to throat as much of his long slab as I could, stopping somewhere around the midway point of his shaft, when I was on the verge of gagging. 

I wanted him to fuck my face. I needed him to do filthy things to me to satiate my lust, but I wasn’t sure I could tell him without dying from embarrassment and shame. 

Luckily, he didn’t need to be told. My slurping and enthusiastic ministrations must have been enough for Dax to realize what had to come next.

His hips started moving, which caused his strong dick to punch into my throat. This time, I did gag, and my eyes watered. I was so wet I dampened my panties. 

I fisted his cock at the base. He groaned and rocked his hips into my mouth. My other hand slithered down to my thighs and peeled my panties aside so I could play with myself. My fingers plunged inside my needy pussy. 

I could hardly see anything beneath the loincloth. The outline of his hard cock was making me go cross-eyed. The air was getting stuffy and heady. While I wanted to pleasure Dax and show him something special, I also didn’t want to pass out while sucking him off.

My hand came up from my pussy slick and sticky. I tapped on his dented thigh, where his lovely hips met the meat of his leg. 

Without pause he lifted himself like he was doing a push-up. I shimmied back up to pop my head between his arms, already licking my lips. “Did you like that?” I asked in my most seductive, throaty voice. 

“The spirits can’t save me now, M’shyok. That was amazing.”

“Then you’ll love what’s coming next.” 

With a wink, I kicked off my pants and spread my legs. I moved my panties to the side and reached down until I found his rigid cock with my hand. 

I guided Dax in, first pressing his bulbous cockhead against my wet entrance. He slid in slowly, making sure I could accommodate his size. 

When my legs parted and squeezed against his sides, he knew to go forward. His thrust rocked me to my core, sending a wave of ecstasy shuddering through me. 

My back bowed. He reached under to hold me, pushing his head between my breasts. I slid my legs over his back and curled them around his ass, keeping him sheathed deep inside me.

He started moving at a slow pace, until I was meeting his hips with my fleshy ass cheeks and begging him to claim me. “Please,” I moaned, “take me harder, Dax. Fuck the thoughts out of my little head.”

The bestial growl in my ear made me shiver with anticipation. I hugged him close and raked my nails down the dips and planes of his taut back. 

Then he did as I wished. He fucked me, belting his hips into mine and sending his cock rocketing inside. 

My voice ended on a moan. Then a whimper, as he continued to pummel my insides with everything he had. Our little cot creaked and shook from his vigorousness. 

Dax wasn’t aggressive, but he was a robust lover. He made sure to dot my collar with kisses and tease my hard nipples with his mouth, even as his hips worked overtime to send me to the moon. 

It didn’t take long for my wish to come true—for all the stresses and frustrations of the last few days to flood out of me, until I felt like a mindless, happy mess. 

I slurped a little drool up from the corner of my mouth, and he chuckled darkly because I must have looked silly. But I couldn’t help it—he just felt too good pounding away at my slick cunt. 

My heels dug into his ass. My toes curled. A white-hot lightning bolt jagged through my core to my belly and I knew I was close. And he wasn’t slowing down.

No, Dax was speeding up. The rhythm became erratic, losing its casual steam and going full-bore ahead. He threw caution to the wind, and I felt his dick grow larger inside me.

I gasped, moaning his name, telling him to do all the dirty things to me he could think of. 

Just like it had been with Venn, our lovemaking had come on suddenly and potently. Once our souls aligned, something needed to break to bring us together—right then and there. 

I felt that schism deep inside me. I felt powerful and liberated while he fucked me, until the lightning bolt broke ground, shattering the earth and my mind into a million pieces. 

When I came, my thighs wobbled and I squeezed for dear life against his body. He grunted and fell forward on top of me, squishing and smothering me in love. 

At the last moment, he yanked back, withdrawing from inside me, and loosed himself on my belly. His hot cum sprayed on me, reaching up to the base of my tits. 

Then he flopped beside me and we lay in the afterglow of our sex, cuddling and snuggling like long-lost lovers. 

I trailed a finger down his chest, and a ray of waning sunlight peered through a crack in the wooden ceiling and illuminated his midnight-black body. 

“That was everything I hoped it would be and more, M’shyok,” he said.

I was already starting to love his nickname for me. It was something only we shared. Smiling, I said, “Same. You, uh, really know what you’re doing, love.”

He grinned, his flash of white teeth brilliant in the dim light.

Then he stood from the bed. Somewhere along the way his loincloth had fallen and he stood stark naked before me. 

I envied his body even more after feeling what he had to offer, and for a moment I was awestruck how a man could be crafted so exquisitely. Do the spirits, or God, really make them like that? Or is he one in a million?

He reached a hand down. “Come with me, Coralia. I want to show you something.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 27
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Coralia

SHROUDED IN A BLANKET and nothing else, I joined Dax. We didn’t need to go outside—where everyone could see me—to go where he led me. I was delighted about that.

After the alarming sight of Sunny’s meat missile from the ground level, staring up at him while the asshole wore the Waicheean loincloth, I didn’t exactly want to give anyone a free show up here. Especially with my hoo-ha as the main event.

Dax took me around the back of his little treetop hovel, to a rope-ladder. We climbed it—I made sure he went first, for the same reason as before—and once I was at the top of the landing he helped me over the edge. 

The landing was a circular platform that rested on the very top, sturdy branches of the oak tree. A small fence edged the circle, creating an outlook. We had to be at least sixty feet up.

When Dax swept his arm out at the sights, I took in the view. My throat constricted from the beauty of it. 

The sunset created a gorgeous backdrop as it settled behind the tops of the trees. Various colors met the golden orb, swishing in bronze, ruby, and ochre colors—all the vivid tones of fall in Appalachia. In the distance, more sloping mountains, some jagged, some gentle. Birds flocked in their schools around the treetops, away from the hubbub of the forest life below. The skyline was awash in the brilliant gold and pink of twilight. 

We had caught the sunset at the perfect time. It was one of the most beautiful and astounding visuals I’d ever seen, if only because it was so far removed from anything else I’d witnessed.

When could I have expected to be in the heart of the Appalachian rainforest, with trees and mountains bordering me on all sides as far as the eye could see? 

Never. 

Yet, even though Dax had grown up seeing this, when I glanced over at him I saw the same wonder in his eyes. It was a hopeful, optimistic expression that came to life on his face. Not the cynicism and jadedness I had come to expect from the man.

Then again, Dax had started surprising me more and more lately. 

Staring out at the sight in my blanket, with his arm around my shoulder, sent a euphoric sensation bubbling up inside me. It was similar to the first time I’d had sex with Venn—when we had finally connected in the woods outside Shadowblade Academy—or when I deposited Quentin’s soul back into his body.

Dax was mine. Just as much as any other mate. 

I didn’t feel wrong about it. But I had to know if he did. “It’s . . . breathtaking,” I said, trying to start us off easy. 

“Until I came back here, I had started to take it for granted,” he answered.

“I can tell by the look on your face you don’t now.” 

A shake of his head was his only response. His Adam’s apple bobbed, forcing down a hard swallow. 

I would have never expected the panther shifter to be close to tears over something he’d seen countless times in his life. But that just went to show how much I truly didn’t know about the man, and it added one more endearing surprise to the repertoire. 

“Dax?” I tucked my head against his chest. 

“Yes, M’shyok?”

“You know I’ve slept with Venn. Your ‘brother,’ as you’ve called him.”

“I know, love.”

I swallowed hard. “And that doesn’t . . . bother you?”

“No. I am willing to share with any of my brothers if it means keeping you close, Coralia. You are that important to me.”

My eyes filled with tears. I didn’t want to cry, but he knew how to hit a girl when she was down; when she least expected kindness. Dax had never seemed like the jealous type—not like Sunny, for instance—but you never knew how someone would react to something like that.

“In fact,” he said, “I have a confession of my own to make.”

“Hmm?”

“I caught you two.”

Oh shit, back at the pond! My cheeks flamed.

“Back at the Academy.”

I furrowed my brow. Shit! There too? I couldn’t help but feel like a bit of a slut. I guess Venn and I really have gotten around . . .

“After the Shadowball final,” he explained, “in the janitor’s closet.” He paused, opening his mouth a few times before finally saying what he had to say. “I was so turned on I wanted to burst in there and join you. To see what it would be like.”

“Damn,” I breathed, feeling uncontrollable lust building inside me again. “Really?”

He nodded slowly. “You are a free spirit, Coralia. I wanted a taste of what Venn had experienced.” 

I smiled up at him. “And now you have.” Raising a brow, I folded my lips into a line, trying to put on a faux look of concern. “What about at the pond?”

“W-What about it?” he stammered, clearly taken aback.

“Ha!” I exclaimed, slapping his chest playfully. “It was you!” 

“I don’t know what—” he cut himself off, an embarrassed smile breaking out on his face. “I guess you’re right, I’m creepier than I realized.”

My laugh died on my lips. “What do you mean, I’m right?”

“Some of the first words you ever said to me, M’shyok. You don’t remember?” 

Oh fuck. What did you say, bitch?

He cleared his throat. “ ‘Ah, the quiet creepy one has jokes.’ To which I replied, ‘I’m not creepy.’ ” 

“Oh my God,” I groaned. I tried to hide my shame by slapping my palm to my forehead. “I’m so fucking embarrassed. Dax, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

He stole my words with a kiss. It was all that needed to happen for me to know I’d been forgiven. “I know, love.” He winked at me. “But you’re not wrong, was my point.”

I threw my head back and laughed. Seconds later, he joined me in laughing, and we enjoyed the sunset together, still cuddling and draped around one another. 

I took a big, contented sigh. I felt like this was the calm before the storm, and I wanted to embrace it. The last moment of peace we would have for a while, with everything heating up in Waichee Village, the Forbidden Orchard, and the clandestine meeting we’d seen the night before. 

A minute later, when our glee had died down and a somber silence took over, as if all of the events of the past few days had come rushing back, I asked, “What’s going to happen with Desmona, Dax? After what she did to us—after what she did for us?”

“I’m going to speak with my mother about her and about Luciano Rockford. Fionne has kept secrets from me, but now they need to be answered.”

“Luciano . . . Rockford. So that’s his name. How do you know him, exactly?”

“He’s a powerful wolf shifter who has weaseled his way into human politics in various entities. A pack leader, obviously. He’s been doing business with my family for years. Since I was a cub.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound good. He was also a target for Shadowblade Academy, during your final.”

“Yes, which makes me wonder why the Academy wants him dead so badly. I wonder if the shadowblade in the forest was after him, and simply mistook Kalul for one of his henchmen.” He leaned back on his palms and blew a raspberry. “Like I said: too many unanswered questions.” 

I went quiet, trying to process it all. That shadowblade had seemed skilled. If he had wanted Luciano dead, I felt like it would have happened. 

No, to me, it seemed as if he’d simply wanted to sow confusion and doubt—to make it seem like Luciano and Cyrus’ people were enemies and couldn’t trust each other. “Luciano being involved with human governments would explain why he had human gunmen at his side.”

“One of the gunmen was not human. But yes, you’re right. I have to hope our Glovemates spared the humans. Waichee cannot afford a war with them. We will lose.”

“I’m sorry, Dax.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about, Coralia. My family . . . you’ve seen the ugly truth about them now. They are criminals. But you do not seem to hold that against me.” He leaned to examine my face over my shoulder, then tucked a strand of hair behind my ear to get a better look. “Why is that?”

It took me a moment to answer, to gather my thoughts. “Because you are not your family, Dax. You have risen above them. With the help of Alaric Cane, sure, who I trust as far as I can throw. But nonetheless, you have . . . transcended, for lack of a better word, your kin. I’m proud of you for that. How could I be angry?” My words were tumbling out, and I couldn’t stop them. As I continued, I stared straight into his eyes. “Plus, a few bad apples does not mean the whole tree is rotten. I believe there is good in Waichee Village. Within your people.”

His chin quivered. “Thank you, M’shyok Wahdus. You don’t know how much your words mean to me.” 

His ensuing kiss was all I needed to understand what my words meant to him.
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Chapter 28
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Dax

CORALIA HAD RUINED me for other women. I was bewitched by my warrior love. My M’shyok Wahdus. And to think it happened so fast. If we had never come to Waichee and our Appalachian homeland, it likely would have never happened at all. 

Here, I could be myself. I was free. And with her by my side, I was more liberated than ever. I was in awe of her beauty, strength, and resolve. How was it someone could care so strongly for everyone around her, including my village of criminal kinsfolk? She wanted to find Kalul’s killer as badly as I did. She was concerned for Desmona, a dryad who had attacked her. She was willing to brave the Forbidden Orchard if it meant finding answers. 

When I was younger, little more than a cub, I adored a girl named Riann. I followed her around like a lost puppy. She was strong and, according to my mother, a good fit for me. Riann came from good stock: a family of mountain lion shifters that had roamed these grounds before the Kilmeades sought refuge here from our dwindling home in the Amazon. 

But Riann had been a case of being allured by the person closest to me. Her familiarity gave me comfort. I had been encapsulated by the small, sheltered bubble I lived in. 

It wasn’t until I left Waichee that I found true beauty and courage.

Desmona had never been an actual romantic candidate. My mother was wrong, thinking my eye had strayed to the beautiful wood nymph. Desmona was too obscure. Mysterious. Magical. What would an ancient tree spirit ever want with a solitary panther shifter? 

And Myria had seemed too pure. Too sisterly. Back when Hudson’s Glove was in full bloom, I even wondered if Myria Hargrave enjoyed men romantically, or if she considered herself “one of the boys,” so to speak.

It was sad to see that Riann had shown her true colors by allying with my brother Cyrus. They seemed a perfect match for each other, I had to admit. She was better off with him than me. Guilt wrapped around my heart when I considered I might have been responsible in forcing Riann in that direction when I left Waichee to go to Shadowblade Academy. Even though it hadn’t been my decision to go, leaving had nullified any chance of marriage between us, and any chance of a peaceful life. How would things have turned out between us had I never left? 

Now I wondered if Riann acted on Cyrus’ behalf out of spite for me. Perhaps she thought I had betrayed her, which was completely within her rights. To be honest, I didn’t even want to speak with the girl to find out. We had both come too far and changed too much.  

It pained me to see Riann becoming just another low-grade criminal like Cyrus—a bully and a bandit—but could I really judge? Spirits embrace me, I was on the path to becoming an assassin!

At the very least, I had found true love at last, which was why I could no longer think of my past relationships. I wanted to protect Coralia at all costs, as I knew she would do the same for me. I trusted her more deeply than I’d ever trusted anyone, and my trust did not come easily. With her, it had been an inevitability. The swiftness with which we’d fallen for each other, culminating in our raucous lovemaking in my treetop hovel, shocked me. 

This feeling I get around her can only be described as “love,” because I have no other words for it. My vocabulary fails me. So it must be true, or else I am the most gullible shifter to ever prowl these lands. 

That evening, Coralia and I took advantage of the time we had together, while everyone else thought we were rehabilitating and preparing to leave Waichee for the Forbidden Orchard in the morning. 

In actuality, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. We were both sore from our sprint through the woods, our fight with the wolf shifters, and Desmona’s attack, but we fought through the pain so we could love each other.

And love we did. 

I was a virile man in the prime of my life, with unstoppable stamina, but Coralia gave me a run for my money. She had a sex drive like no one I’d ever met, which was excellent when we had so much time alone together.

After watching the sunset together on my canopy outlook, we retreated back down the rope-ladder to my room. We shared a smoldering look, eyes locking together, before the animal inside me came out and I tore the blanket from her body. 

I admired her pristine, natural beauty in all its lovely curves and smooth flesh. I ravished her and took her on the wooden floor of my bedroom. We fucked hard enough to put cracks in the floorboards, as I pelted her big round ass against the tiles. Our thudding echoed into the night. 

Once we had released our pent-up tension for the second time, I twisted her around, pushed her belly up against the side of my bed, and bent her over to rail her from behind. My cock flared to life even after coming twice, and I didn’t see an end in sight. 

This time, it wasn’t her ass smacking the floorboards, but rather slapping against my rock-hard hips. The feeling of her tight, wet sheath around my hard cock ignited my lust. Fire roared inside me as I watched how I glided in and out, always ending with a satisfying smack of her pale ass cheeks against my dark pelvis. 

She moaned in delight, breathlessly gasping as I pulled her arms back and hammered her into oblivion. She became lost in a trance—like me—needing nothing except the other’s voracious appetites to feed off of. 

All the shy looks we’d given each other, the averted gazes and lip bites, the charming, coy smiles . . . those things were thrown aside as our wanton desires took over. 

Sweat and the unmistakable, pungent scent of sex filled my room. Our bodies slid together as I released her arms and bent over her to hug her soft belly. My hands fondled her large swaying breasts and pinched her hard pink nipples. 

I flexed my ass and rammed her with speed, bringing the fleshy claps of our bodies to a staccato rhythm that made her yelp and whimper. We were both on our knees, leaning over my bed. My breath ghosted the shell of her ear and made goosebumps break out on her nape. 

I nibbled her earlobe and smiled when her body went rigid, another orgasm exploding inside her. 

When her warm, soaked sex clamped down on my thick cock, my eyes bulged and I released her ear from my teeth. A white-hot sensation pulsed through me, tension building in my balls. 

Still hugging her body against mine, I swiftly withdrew my cock from her tight, inviting hole and flossed my length between the crack of her ass before ropes of cum cascaded from my engorged cockhead and sprayed across her backside. 

We buckled to the floor, a boneless heap of pleasure and fluids and sweat. Our chests rose shallowly, hearts beating in rapid synchronicity. 

Ten minutes later, we had crawled from the floor to the bed, and I was on my back, staring up at her gorgeous body. I took in every inch of her hourglass frame as she rode me, her arms raised, her hands ruffling deep in her hair as she lived in the moment with her eyes closed and her puffy lips parted.

My hands caressed her thick thighs and her wide hips, dipping where her hips ended and her curving sides began. My fingers came to rest at her breasts, which I cupped and squeezed.

Coralia threw her head back and moaned. 

No more than five words had passed between us over the salacious hours. Nothing needed to be said—we were all touch, feel, and expression. Eager in our desires to pleasure one another. 

Then a voice drifted in from the entranceway of my abode, and my heart seized up and plummeted to my stomach.

“Spirits suck me sideways, it smells like a sex den in here.” It was Donovenn Gable’s hearty, charming tone.

“Oh fuck,” Coralia groaned, and then put her hands on my chest to balance. She leaned forward before craning her neck and chancing a look over her shoulder. “Venn!” 

Donovenn stood in the doorway, his lavender skin illuminated by the moonlight flowing in behind him. He put a hand to the back of his neck and tilted his head curiously. “I, uh, hope I’m not interrupting anything. Too bad these doors don’t have locks, eh?”

While it was clear he most definitely was interrupting something, there was a twinkle of hunger in his gaze. He refused to look away from us in our compromised position—me on my back, with Coralia riding me. To make matters worse, Donovenn was getting a perfect view of M’shyok’s rising and falling ass, and my turgid cock plumbing her depths. 

While the thought of that alarmed me, I had to consider: It’s not like he’s seeing something he’s never seen before. Donovenn was the only other Glovemate that had slept with Coralia, after all. 

I stayed quiet. My cock didn’t go limp. In fact, it throbbed inside M’shyok, knowing Donovenn was watching us. 

I tried not to look too deeply into that. But it was impossible not to think of the moment at the pond, watching them; or the Shadowball final, when I had heard them rutting like animals in the janitor’s closet. 

The same things must have passed through Coralia’s mind, because she suddenly turned back to me and a wicked smirk broke across her face. She pumped her ass harder than usual, eyes narrowing on me. I grunted and tried to take her wild riding as best I could without erupting inside her.

Coralia’s nipples stood at attention even more than usual. More pert and lewd. She leaned down until her lips were inches from mine. “You said you wondered what it would be like to join us in the janitor’s closet, Dax,” she whispered. “So . . . how would you like to find out?”

I blinked, astonished. My mouth fell open and she kissed me to close it shut. I didn’t have the words, so I simply nodded. Why not? I just got finished telling her I would gladly share her with my Glovemates if it meant keeping her close. If this is what will make her happy . . .

“Venn, why are you here?” she asked matter-of-factly, as if she wasn’t completely nude and in the middle of intercourse. 

“Sunny’s going on a tear down in the village. He wants to speak with you two. I told him I’d, um, come check to make sure the coast was clear.”

“How did he take that?”

“Not very well.”

“How would you like to piss him off more and keep him waiting a little longer?” She stared down at me the entire time she spoke, as if searching for any flicker of doubt in my face.

“I think that sounds great. What did you have in mind, hun? I see you’re already preoccupied . . .”

“Well, why don’t you get your hot ass over here and join us? I want to see how you two match up together. Show me how much you really consider yourselves ‘brothers,’ Venn.”

“Hun, you had me at pissing Sunny off. My pants are already around my ankles.”

* * *
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DONOVENN AND I HAD Coralia’s beautiful body spitroasted between us on the bed, on her hands and knees as she prepared to accommodate both of us. 

Like me, the Unseelie fae was well-endowed. Luckily, Coralia seemed to have no problem taking us, which only enamored me more to her. 

Donovenn had taken her front, on his knees, naked, while he gently batted her cheeks with his lavender-hued cock. It grew fat and angry, veins protruding along its length as his dripping precum mucked up Coralia’s face. She whimpered when he petted her and fisted her hair. I would have already been fucking her face, taking her like the animal I was—just like I had for the past few hours.

On the other side of my warrior love, I squeezed between her wobbling thighs and fed myself into her sopping cunt. Sweet nectar leaked down her legs and curves. I gritted my teeth when I slid into her tight opening, though her wetness helped me glide inside. 

She tossed her head back when I entered, and I put my hands on her ass cheeks and clamped down, embedding my fingers in her warm flesh. 

I groaned and spanked her round ass. She yelped. 

With her mouth still open from the yelp, Donovenn reached down and cupped her chin. He held her mouth open, hooking a finger into her maw. He smiled when she started sucking on it. “That’s a good girl, Cor.” 

He petted her again, giving her affirmation and love. 

I could only imagine all the sensations building inside her, ready to erupt. There was the obvious lust, which was shown by how wet she was. But there was also gratification and a kinky sense of being owned and claimed by two Glovemates at the same time.

It was something I’d never done with Donovenn or any other mate, though it aroused me more than I would’ve liked to admit.

Watching Donovenn play with her—fingering her mouth and smiling wickedly while her chin rested on his hard erection—made my own stiffness build and burgeon inside her, even after so many sessions together this evening. 

I felt her walls clamp down. My cock pushed and cored deeper. She moaned with Donovenn’s finger in her mouth. Then the Unseelie replaced his small finger with his large cock. The sight made my throat hitch. The contrast between the two appendages was unruly, her jaw spreading wide as she tried to take all of him at once. 

I was sure she would fail, but she surprised me yet again. Coralia throated most of Donovenn’s cock at the onset—showing how horny she was to eagerly plug herself at both ends by her Glovemates. 

I rocked her back and forth with my thrusts, creaking the bed as my weighty balls swung and smacked against her tender, puffy lips. 

Donovenn held her face steady while keeping her jaw widened, and started bucking to launch his length down her throat. We worked in a rhythm, in tandem and cooperation, as all shadowblades were trained to do. I never would have expected our training to translate to the bedroom, but here we were, giving our Glovemate the most assured version of our love that we could.  

When I thrust forward, Donovenn leaned back to let Coralia’s head lunge. When he rocked his hips into her, I let her rear flatten against my hips. 

My fingers gripped tight into her ass cheeks, and I knew I wouldn’t last long with such a lurid sight before me. Glancing up from Coralia’s glorious, sweaty body for one instance, and locking eyes with Donovenn, was what set me off.

The hunger in his purple eyes pierced through the night and into my soul. It melded with my own desire, and my cock swelled inside Coralia. “Fuck, M’shyok, I can’t last,” I groaned, using my raspy voice for the first time in hours. My fingers bit into her soft skin and I leaned forward. 

Coralia peeled back from Donovenn’s cock, her voice husky from all the punishment her throat had taken. “Do it, love. Let yourself go. Release your animal’s aggression.” 

I gulped and nodded dumbly, then pulled out of her. At the same time, Donovenn slammed his cock back into Coralia’s mouth, shutting her up and replacing her words with slobbering, gagging, and squelching.

My climax came suddenly as I listened to the sloppy sounds. I stared into Donovenn’s eyes across from her as I spent myself over her ass and backside. 

Seconds later, the Unseelie’s wicked grin turned startled, his nostrils flaring. Rather than withdrawing from her, he cupped the back of Coralia’s head and used her as his own personal toy. The popping veins on his neck and the sudden relief on his face told me he had released deep into the back of her throat. She coughed as he came in her mouth, unwilling to let her go until he was finished.

What a filthy, dirty man, I thought.

When he was finally spent, body no longer jerking, we all toppled onto the bed together. Our limbs entangled. No one said a thing for many long minutes, as we curled around each other’s bodies. It was hard to tell where one of us ended and the others began. 

It had been a life-changing moment, I felt, and we needed time to recuperate. So we stayed silent. 

Until Coralia let out a languid sigh, some time later. “Spirits and demons, guys, I’m still twitching. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so fucking good—you’ve made my mind and pussy numb. Thank you for that.”

Her words swelled my heart and made me proud. I was about to reply something in kind, to tell her all the ways she had blown my mind, but her next words cut me off before I could. 

In a small voice, she said, “But, um, I’m starting to have second thoughts about angering Sunny too badly. Do you think we should go see what’s got his panties in a bunch?”
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Coralia

WHAT WAS THERE TO SAY?

I didn’t have the words to describe what had come over me the past few hours. I had been lost in the moment, a primal urge dictating my actions. 

Never in my wildest dreams had I imagined taking two men at once. The act alone had opened my eyes to possibilities I’d never known existed. 

And I wanted more. 

I didn’t feel shame for what I’d done. On the contrary, after it was all done and we were a heaving pile of satiated beasts, I had almost felt . . . prideful. Like I had orchestrated the situation and taken control of my life in a way I hadn’t been able to before. 

For years, I had been adrift, ever since my mother had all but abandoned me. I roamed from town to town until I chanced upon the Crust and made my roots in the gothic, gritty stretches of New Orleans. There I set down my stakes, befriending people like Marlow Thompson and getting a job.

But they had been shallow stakes on uneven soil. 

When my sister Myria went missing, I had been cast into the torrential seas once more, unmoored and unbound. On the verge of breaking. If my perfect, supernatural sister couldn’t live a life free from danger, what chance did I have?

Falling into the rocky embrace of Hudson’s Glove hadn’t given me a sturdy landing on which to stand. I had originally hated Sunder Conway, Donovenn Gable, and Dax Kilmeade for taking me away from my home, just when I had finally been building one.

Eventually though, they had invited me into theirs. Rescuing Quentin Argyle’s soul—the fourth Knuckle missing from the Glove—had been the ticket solidifying my place with them. I was part of the team.

After what I’d done with Dax and Venn, I felt I had cemented my place even further. I had found a home . . .

. . . it just so happened to be between the legs of scorching hot, supernatural men. Or on top of them. Or beneath them. Or bent over a bedside, moaning their names. 

Joking aside, I felt complete and filled with something other than emptiness for the first time in a long time. It wasn’t just the promiscuous sex or our indiscriminate nature that filled me, but the deeper connection growing with the two of them after we finished and basked in the postcoital bliss. 

I got the sense I was blossoming into a leader.

Now I just needed to get Sunny and Quentin on the same page. One of them had a temper to match the gods, while the other had a wandering mind that made him even more lost than me at my worst. 

As we tidied up, threw on our clothes, and left the treetop haven of Dax’s hovel, I started thinking about my sister. It was a bit odd having Myria come to mind after taking part in such depravity with Dax and Venn, but I realized I hadn’t thought of her in quite some time. 

I felt guilty for it. 

I understood now what she had seen in these guys. Why she had joined their Glove and become part of the team. They really were a brotherhood.

It confused me how Myria had never tried to go one step further with any of them. Baffling, really. I supposed I simply didn’t have the restraint she did.

We needed to find Myria and bring her back home. I wondered how she would react once our Glove became a six-fingered one. Would she resent her little sister for taking her place? Would she be angry I had gone “further” with the guys than she ever did? 

No, I told myself. My sister isn’t like that. She’s the kind, righteous one. Where I’m snarky and annoying, she is infuriatingly good and right.

I had big shoes to fill. One thing I knew for certain, after almost retrieving her in the Asberald prison and coming up just short, was that we would rescue her. She would return to her rightful spot in Hudson’s Glove, or whatever we were called these days, even if it meant subverting my own position and kicking me out of the group. 

Are there rules in Shadowblade Academy about having more than five Knuckles in a Glove? I had to bone up on the bylaws. Thinking about it made me miss the Academy. Even though we’d only been gone for about a week, it felt like eons had passed. I thought I could safely say we’d all changed in the short time we’d been here. Me most of all, as I started to come to an understanding about what it meant to be part of a team. 

No more splitting up, I decided. It never works, as evidenced by the late-night meeting and the shenanigans that followed. If all of us had been together when Dax and I chased Luciano Rockford, I had no doubt he’d been in our clutches right now, answering our burning questions. We would have been able to take on his wolf pack without having to burn a tree down and run blindly through the morphing woods. 

Sunny and Quentin were waiting near our cluster of huts tucked away from Waichee Village. Sunny still wore a loincloth, which made him look ridiculous and had me wondering why he had adopted the natives’ attire. He spoke loudly to Quen, with his hands gesticulating wildly in the air. 

When he spotted the three of us coming in from the side, he spun and stared daggers at me. With a twitch of his upper lip, he snarled, pointing a finger. His mouth opened, likely to yell at me for some reason, but then it closed and something like shock registered on his face. 

Sunny’s head swiveled from me to Dax to Venn. “Stake my heart and burn me on a cross,” he said. “You harlots.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Excuse me?”

“Don’t talk to her like that, sunshine,” Venn said, stepping forward. Hearing him defend me—though I didn’t feel I needed it—was invigorating. 

“I wasn’t talking to her like that,” Sunny complained. “I’m talking to all of you like that. We’ve been staving off civil war all day and you’ve been humping like bunnies up in the trees?” 

Dax said, “Staving off civil war? What does—”

“I have one question for you, princess,” Sunny interjected. He paused a beat, looking at me with smoldering eyes the color of fire. His smooth, sharp chin twitched. “Why wasn’t I invited?”

Taken aback wasn’t a strong enough phrase for how I reacted. Head lurching, I stammered, “W-What?”

“To the orgy. Why wasn’t I invited? What, did you not have enough room in your tight snat—”

“Shut your mouth before I shut it for you, Sunder,” Dax growled before Sunny could finish his vulgarities.

That’s right. Heightened vampiric senses. He can smell us. Plus, our faces probably looked a bit gaunt from our lack of hydration. I was supposed to be resting. Oops.

Sunny waved a hand through the air at Dax, not bothering to look at him. “I’ll get to you in a minute, kitty cat. For now, I want an answer!” 

Anger swelled inside me. “Do you honestly want an answer to your stupid question?” 

He folded his arms over his chest and tilted his chin like a haughty nobleman. “There are no stupid questions, princess. Only stupid people. Or something like that.”

I rolled my eyes.

“But yes. I want an answer.”

Anxiety riddled me, settling deep in my belly. It was all I could do to stop from fidgeting as I thought of an answer. I found Sunny Conway unreasonably attractive, like all my mates. He was also the most exasperating, antagonizing, and, because of all that, dangerous. 

“Because you didn’t show up,” I finally said, simply and with a shrug. “You didn’t take the initiative.”

His mouth popped open like I’d just told him his mother had died. 

“Just like in the forest,” I continued, before his befuddlement could turn into rage. I knew it was just seconds away. “You didn’t take the initiative there either.”

“Excuse me, bitch?” he snarled in a low, broody tone.

“You should have followed Dax. We all should have. Luciano would be our prisoner right now if we hadn’t split up.”

“Um, it was you two who jumped into action and ran off.”

“Yes. We jumped into action.” I gulped, not really sure where this was going. This conversation was already not going how I’d planned, because I didn’t frankly have a plan. I was just saying words, as if my natural instinct was to push Sunny’s buttons whenever he pissed me off.

The vampire’s upper lip peeled back and he bared his fangs in an angry display. “I used to get reprimanded for jumping blindly into situations, and now you’re telling me I should have jumped blindly into this one? In case amnesia has rotted your memory like it has Quentin’s, I’ll remind you: We were trying to save the stupid village smugglers from getting killed!”

I wanted to rise to the occasion and yell back at him, but I couldn’t find the energy. “All I’m saying is—”

“Plus!” His finger shot to the sky. “We wouldn’t have found and chased the shadowblade if we’d followed you.”

I cocked my head. “And did you catch the assassin and bring him in?”

His jaw ticked with frustration. “No.”

“I rest my case.”

“Just how you weren’t able to catch Luciano.”

“Exactly. Which is why splitting up is never the—”

“You don’t dictate the rules, princess.” Sunny advanced, which caused Dax and Venn to step up and bar his path. The fire in Sunny’s eyes told me he either wanted to make out with me or feed on me. 

At the moment, I would have let him do either. There was something inside of me boiling, coming close to a breaking point. The rubber band was going to snap soon. Oh shit. Do I want to hate-fuck Sunny Conway? I thought, appalled with myself. 

“Are you saying Dax is better than me for chasing after Luciano?” Sunny questioned, raising a thin eyebrow on his smooth, pale face. “For ‘taking the initiative’?” 

“I’m saying he reacted better than you.”

“He’s a fucking panther shifter! Of course he did.”

That’s no excuse. You’re a fucking vampire! I wanted to yell the words, but this back and forth was getting tiresome. Plus, I couldn’t stop the unnerving wetness from building between my legs, even as Sunny chastised me. Perhaps because Sunny chastised me. 

Damn, I’m fucked up. I need to get out of here before I do something stupid. What the hell is coming over me?

After I stayed quiet for a prolonged amount of time, giving Sunny the idea that he’d won the argument, he raised another finger and turned his ire to our resident panther shifter. “Which brings us to the actual culprit of this whole evening.”

Dax said, “Speak plainly, Sunder. I don’t have time for your antics. Kinsmen were killed tonight.” 

“No thanks to you trying to save them.”

Dax growled, his voice bestial. He stepped up, chest to chest with Sunny, and I thought they would come to blows. It was a fucked up thing for Sunny to say, for sure.

“Say it again, Sunder. I’m begging you.” His forehead was inches from Sunny’s.

“Begging me?” the vampire spit out. “You probably begged the princess to open her legs for—”

“That’s enough!” a harsh voice cut in, raised above everyone else. 

Our heads turned to find Quentin, angry. “You’re about to get your ass kicked by all of us because you can’t keep your mouth shut, Sunny. Tell Dax what you’ve been itching to say all these hours and be done with it. You might stay up all night brooding about how the world has defied you and how unfair it is, but I have sleep to get to. We have a big morning ahead of us if we’re going into the Forbidden Orchard.”

After his spiel, the rest of us turned our gazes to Sunny. He said, “Fine. Dax has been harboring secrets, and it’s pissing me off. First the Jace Hudson thing—knowing the Wrist was down here, helping him get down here, and leading us astray to find Desmona. Now it’s this Luciano thing. Just who the fuck is Luciano, Kilmeade?!”

“What?” Dax breathed, head reeling as confusion splashed across his face. 

Sunny jabbed a finger into his chest. “We all recognized him from the ‘hit gone wrong,’ Dax. And now he shows up at a family gathering with your brother? What aren’t you telling us?”

Sunny had a point, but I felt terrible for Dax. He had been keeping secrets, but only because he thought they had a chance of harming the Glove. He never did anything maliciously—or lied, even. He just omitted truths until it was the right time to tell them.

Dax bowed his head, realizing he was defeated. He had to come clean. 

So he did. He told Sunny, Quentin, and Venn what he’d told me after we’d done the dirty the first time: That Luciano Rockford was a powerful wolf shifter who worked with the humans, and his family had been dealing with him for years in their smuggling operations. He was a client to Chieftess Fionne and the Waichee, which must have been humiliating for Dax to admit.

After he said his piece, a thick silence fell over us. It was late enough that the forest had gone quiet. The village seemed asleep. 

Finally, Sunny sighed heavily. He had lost most of his steam, but that didn’t stop him from throwing more accusations. “What other secrets aren’t you telling us?”

“That’s it,” Dax said glumly. “I’m not hiding anything else. I was just trying to protect—”

“You got Quentin nearly killed in our final, by withholding that information,” Sunny said matter-of-factly. “If we had known Luciano’s identity, we could have planned better.”

Venn cut in. “Nothing could have prepared us for a Leatherwing to come swooping in and tossing Quentin off that building, Sunny. Don’t be ridiculous.”

The vampire harrumphed. “Even so.” 

I’d been worried things were about to hit a breaking point, with Sunny and Dax fist-fighting in the streets. Now I feared something even worse was happening—

That their trust was crumbling. That the brotherhood I admired so much was fracturing before my eyes. Trust was compromised because of Dax’s secrets and Sunny’s belligerence.

Shit, this isn’t good. How can we come back from this? 

I realized what we needed. A leader. I needed to embrace the position I had been feeling inside me—the role I had been trying to claim, either subconsciously or otherwise. 

“Guys, we can’t let the past dictate the future of the Glove,” I said. “We’ve all said and done things we regret. Things we wished we could take back. Can’t you see Dax feels terrible about all this, Sunny?”

“His feelings are the least of my concern right now.” The disparaged, exasperated tone was gone from the vampire, which was worrying. Replacing it was a tone of bitterness, as if a grudge was being built at that very moment. 

I was no mediator or therapist, even though I felt like one at the moment. I needed to try my best to heal the wounds that were at risk of festering. 

We couldn’t slit the wrist that fed into the Glove. 

“Four years’ time to slit the wrist,” I recalled from the ominous prophecy of the possessed mind-reader, Madame du Mond. It hasn’t been four years. We have time. We must! 

“Then what are you concerned about?” I asked.

“About whether or not I can trust him,” Sunny said, voice tinged with sadness.

“You can, Sunny. Look inside yourself.” I stepped forward and put a hand on his shoulder. “Dax isn’t your enemy. You know that. We’re all confused and a little bit lost here. Waichee Village is not our home—”

“No, it’s not!” a voice shouted from behind us.

Jerking, I spun around.

Cyrus Kilmeade was rounding a corner and stepping into the square. He was backlit by torches, which were held by at least a dozen men and women marching behind him.

Oh fuck. We had bigger problems than Dax and Sunny’s little marital spat, it seemed. 

Cyrus held my Oblyx Steel sword, which glimmered orange and yellow from the fire and moonlight. He had come with all the blunder of a witch-hunting expedition, complete with the torches and pitchforks. 

And he didn’t look too happy to see his enemies congregating in the shadows, discussing secrets . . .
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Coralia

“THIS WAS THE ‘CIVIL war’ you were talking about, I take it?” I asked Sunny from the side of my mouth. 

The five of us faced Cyrus and his henchmen. We were severely outnumbered, more than two-to-one, and Cyrus definitely looked ready for a fight. 

“Yes,” Sunny grumbled. He wrapped his arms over his chest before tossing a glance at Dax. “This isn’t over, Kilmeade.”

“We have bigger problems,” I said. 

Our conversation stopped once Cyrus and his gang reached an imaginary line in the sand, about twenty feet away. My gaze drifted from face to face. He had more than just his usual posse—random villagers I’d seen doing chores and living their lives had joined Dax’s brother to face off against us. 

Spirits save us, we can’t let this come to bloodshed. Not on the streets of Waichee Village; not when Dax is already so frail from “failing” us and probably thinks his own Glovemates hate him. 

For a moment, there was only quietness and the crackling sound of flickering torchlight. Shadows danced from the flames, on the ground, across the trunks of nearby trees, and off the sides of our huts. My eyes followed the shadows, narrowing as I tried to make out a path. 

If a melee did break out here, Cyrus and his goons had inadvertently brought us an advantage by using torches to light their way. It had probably been used as a scare tactic, to elicit the sort of communal memory of witch burnings and such, but all it did was give us shadowblades a tool with which to work. 

In my head, I made a shadowwalking path—the one I would take if violence broke out. I assumed my Glovemates did the same. 

We waited for Cyrus to lob his grievances against us. Silence was always preferable in these situations: Brooding quiet was ice cold, whereas loudness was flashy and unnecessary. Even Sunny stayed away from his boastful demeanor.

All the men and women standing across from us were armed. They wielded daggers, clubs, swords, and spears. Crude weapons that made any battle seem medieval. 

Meanwhile, I was in a nightgown and weaponless, after just having the sexual experience of a lifetime. Dax had forgotten his Oblyx sword up in his hovel. Venn and Sunny had theirs, but Quentin was also unarmed. To outside appearances, we looked a ragtag group. 

“What have you to say for yourselves?” Cyrus asked, tilting his chin like he’d already won. I wanted to slam the smug smirk off his face. 

“Regarding what, brother?” Dax took the lead. He stepped in front, while Sunny and I fanned off to his left, and Venn and Quentin moved to his right. We adopted the same bird formation as we had during my Ghost final in Asberald City, albeit in different individual positions. 

“Don’t play the fool, Dax,” Cyrus shot back. His face twisted, the swirling white tattoos seeming to moving. “Everyone knows what you did in the woods. Your exploits have been mentioned across the village.”

“Then enlighten us on what it is you think we did.” Dax was giving no quarter. Not admitting anything. Cyrus hadn’t actually accused us of anything yet, so I respected Dax’s level-headed approach. 

“You caused madness and disrupted the entire operation!” Cyrus yelled, throwing fists into the air. Behind him, his people muttered and shook their heads, as if they couldn’t believe it.

If they didn’t before, they surely see us as Synthok now, what with Cyrus spouting his lies all afternoon and evening while I’ve been resting and, um, busy with other things.

Dax turned Cyrus’ accusation around. “Why were you holding a covert meeting so late at night, hidden from the village, Cyrus? Did Mother know about your little congregation with Luciano Rockford, or were you simply hoping to keep it under wraps?”

Cyrus bared his teeth. “I’m asking the questions here.”

“I’ll answer yours when you answer mine.”

With a huff, Cyrus continued. “Luciano has been a faithful client of our village for years, as you well know. He was discussing worry about Kalul’s death, and what it might mean for our future endeavors together.” 

“And you thought to assuage his worries by stealing from my Glovemates and offering the Oblyx Steel as a gift? By the gods, man, you’re holding Coralia’s sword in your hand as we speak, as if it’s a trophy you deserve.” Dax tsked, which probably wasn’t the right move. “Just how weak have you become in my absence, brother?”

Cyrus took a step forward from his people, ready to lunge. If he was a panther shifter like Dax, I had no doubt he could shift and close the twenty-foot gap in mere seconds. “What does it matter to you, traitor? You left us.” More murmurs came from behind him as he nodded and tried to rile up his people. 

The irony was not lost on me, and it sent ripples of anger down my spine. “You left us,” coming from the man who literally fled the scene once violence broke out, with no thought about protecting his people. 

Then the pretty bronze-skinned woman from the meeting—the one Dax had knocked out of the way of a bullet—stepped up beside Cyrus. “It’s true,” she said. She spoke toward us, but really spoke to the people behind her. “You left, Dax. You have no right speaking to Cyrus like that.” She firmed her lips into a thin line.

“Riann . . .” Dax said, thrown off his game. His voice came out ragged. Desperate for her approval, even. 

Rage swelled inside me at this disloyal woman. He just saved your life, bitch! 

I wanted to defend Dax, but I didn’t feel it was my place. I didn’t want to be the one to cause the swords to come out of their sheaths. 

My shifter mate said, “Give us back Coralia’s sword, and we can call an end to this, Cyrus.”

Cyrus’ eyes shrank beneath the heavy ridge of his brow. “Pindo is dead because of you.”

“We had nothing to do with Pindo’s death. He stole from us, and you brought him there.”

With a disbelieving scoff, Cyrus’ eyes bulged. “You would deny it?! We saw the shadows tossed into the fray! We know you shadowblades manipulate the spirits with your magic!” 

I wished I could have said I was surprised, but I realized this had been coming since Cyrus first showed his face. He thought we had been allies with the assassin we were actually searching for. And why wouldn’t he think that? It made sense. It was hard to defend us, but Dax tried anyway.

“That shadowblade was not part of our group.”

“Bullshit.”

“I believe he was the same one responsible for Kalul’s death, brother.”

“Then you can’t control your own people’s bloodlust!” 

“You are my people too, Cyrus!” Dax shouted, slamming a fist into his open palm. “I have never betrayed you. I’m here, aren’t I?”

“It’s too little too late, brother. Waichee has moved on without you. I am in line to become its chieftain once Mother passes.”

Dax growled. “That could be years yet, Cyrus.” He leaned forward, knees bent. “What are you trying to say?”

“Only that I will be ready once Chieftess Fionne steps down.” Cyrus nodded diligently, his voice suddenly innocent sounding. 

I didn’t believe him for a second. This was a cunning man, and I had every expectation he would force his mother to step down if it came to it—if he garnered the support to do it. He was already holding secret meetings in the woods without her knowledge. 

Glancing over at Dax, his body language told me he thought the same thing. He didn’t trust Cyrus at all. Cyrus might know we didn’t attack them, yet he still persists with this! Painting us as the enemy. 

In his defense, he was probably just as confused as us. He had to blame someone for Kalul’s death—even if we weren’t anywhere near Appalachia at the time—and we had become convenient scapegoats.

Dax said, “You disgrace the Kilmeade name, Cyrus Kin.” 

“Then I join good company, Dax Kin.”

Both of them marched forward from their respective groups. As I watched Dax go, my heart tugged with agony. Loss hit me hard, as I recognized that things could get ugly fast.

We have to keep blood from spilling!

“What is the answer then, brother?” Dax asked. “What is it you want from us?”

“I want all of your Synthok heads on pikes, brother. I have the numbers.”

“Oh?”

Cyrus nodded. Now they were no less than five feet from each other. My palms got sweaty as my heart started to hammer against my ribs. 

“Sounds like a challenge,” Dax said. “You think you can defeat me, Cyrus?”

Why does he not sound scared in the slightest? What advantage does he have against Cyrus’ numbers that he isn’t saying?

Cyrus drew his sword—my sword. Behind him, the slick sound of steel dragging out of scabbards pierced the night. On our side, Sunny and Venn drew theirs.

“I do,” Cyrus growled. He spun my sword in his hands, trying to find a good grip on the handle. He looked more nervous than Dax, despite having the only weapon drawn between the two of them. Then again, he knew his brother had been trained in dangerous, arcane arts. For all Cyrus knew, Dax was a sorcerer. 

“You would spill Waichee blood in Waichee Village, brother?” Dax asked. He yelled over Cyrus’ shoulder: “All of you?”

That caused the mob to pause, each man and woman glancing at one another as they shifted awkwardly on their feet. 

“I have a better idea.” Dax’s voice boomed. 

Cyrus cocked his head, confusion written on his brow.

“You want my people’s heads on pikes. Will you make do with just mine?” 

I gasped. 

“What?” Cyrus asked. 

“I challenge you to D’ulkan, Cyrus.”

The murmurs on the other side of the square rose to gasps and chattering. I didn’t need a translator to know what Dax had just done; the way he’d said it. 

He was challenging his brother to a duel. 

“Under what conditions?” Cyrus demanded.

“As all D’ulkan before us, Cyrus Kin. To the death.”
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Coralia

OUR TWO GROUPS STEPPED back from the square. I folded my hands in front of me, threading my fingers as if in prayer. I couldn’t stop chewing my lip, my nerves were so shot. 

Venn put a hand on my shoulder, but it did little to calm me. I thought my ribs would break from how hard my heart was beating. 

“This is the only way,” Venn said in a low voice, “to reconcile this without countless others dying. You know why Dax did it, hun, yes?”

“Of course,” I whined, blinking away tears. “But there has to be another way!” 

I couldn’t lose Dax. Not after just diving into his most intimate being. It wasn’t until his life was in danger—for the second time in as many nights—that I realized I loved the man like I loved Venn. Our coupling had solidified it, but it had begun to spread roots even before that. When I first laid eyes on him horsing around with the village children—that was when I recognized my longing for Dax Kilmeade. 

He had been the least likely candidate for me to choose from, in the beginning, which was partly why my potent feelings for him were so startling. Venn had come on strong, and it took some time for me to succumb to his vigorous nature and charming spirit. Quentin had been like a fever dream—a hot, naughty apparition in my head that I never thought was real, but I certainly came to appreciate once I knew he was. And Sunny, as much as he aggravated me, turned me on like a drug I couldn’t kick.

But Dax? He had always seemed so distant. Unbothered by me. Uninterested, even. 

And now I was ready to throw down my life for his. 

It hurt having to stand back with the other guys, all of us watching with rapt attention as he set his feet at one end of the square. 

At the other end, Cyrus paced. He had thrown aside my sword, which surprised me . . . until he started shifting. 

Dax followed suit, bones creaking and body morphing until he had transformed into his glistening black panther. On the other side of the square, Cyrus roared through yellowed fangs. His white tattoos swirled around his black fur, even in panther form. 

It would be easy to tell them apart in the fight to come.

There was no referee or emperor to watch the gladiatorial match. It was between the two of them, with all of us as witnesses. Even on the other end, Cyrus’ mob didn’t cheer him on like pawns. They watched with bated breath, all of us simply nervous as hell. 

One of the heirs of the Kilmeade throne was going to die tonight. 

Fuck!

Without preamble, they rushed each other. From my side, I watched as Dax’s sinewy muscles bunched together and elongated with each galloping stride.  

Dueling, high-pitched screams of animal rage rent the night air. Wildlife burst alive around us, scared birds taking to the skies and bringing their young with them from the treetop nests. Rustling bushes and howling wind completed the eerie sensation that followed Dax and Cyrus charging into the ring, as if a primordial spirit was watching the proceedings.

They charged headfirst, like mountain goats. But instead of butting heads, powerful paws swung as they went on their hind legs and batted at each other’s faces. 

They were quick. The black blur of Dax’s fur vanished and reappeared. The white swirls of Cyrus’ tattoos were easier to keep track of. 

Neither of them made contact on the first sweep, and then they were circling each other, prowling like the predators they were. 

They chuffed, snorting sounds beckoning the other to the challenge. Goading. 

Who will make the first move? I wondered. 

Unsurprisingly, Cyrus did. Dax had always been a defensive fighter, which was why him jumping into action during the meeting had been so baffling. 

Cyrus lunged. 

Dax swung for him, again on his hind legs— 

The slick body of Cyrus curled under the attack and he stuffed his maw into Dax’s belly. 

Dax roared as Cyrus bit him, and I could only image the pain of those jagged fangs tearing through his soft flesh.

Tears fell from my eyes as my stomach dropped to my feet. I threw a hand to my gaping mouth, sweat covering my face. 

Dax sidestepped awkwardly on his hind legs—panther legs were not made for such a maneuver—and brought his claws down on his brother’s back and sides. 

He cleaved those vicious nails hard and deep enough to get Cyrus to recoil.

Luckily, no entrails followed Cyrus as he retreated, so he must not have gotten Dax very deep. 

Dark blood dotted the ground on either side of them. A red gash had opened near Cyrus’ ribcage. The blood was more prevalent between Dax’s legs, where his stomach was hidden as he plopped back down on four legs.

When they circled this time, it was slower. 

“Come on, Dax, you big fool,” I heard a voice beside me say. “Don’t lose your fucking focus, idiot.”

I glanced over and, to my shock, saw it was Sunny muttering to himself, eyes pinched with anxiety. Seeing Sunder as worried as me, after just arguing tooth-and-nail over some bullshit, lifted my spirits a bit. They’re still a brotherhood—after all the petty grievances and disagreements. 

Roars had my head swiveling back to the action.

Dax moved through the darkness in a blur. 

Cyrus dashed to meet him head-on. 

Then Dax vanished. Not because he was darker against the night sky, but because he had literally vanished.

I inhaled sharply.  

He reappeared from a shadow behind Cyrus. 

My mouth fell open.

Dax hopped onto Cyrus’ back, almost as if he was mounting him, and then slapped his paws down on his brother’s neck. 

Cyrus whimpered before letting out a shrill squeal. He tried to run, but Dax’s claws were embedded in his sides and he just ended up dragging Dax with him a few feet. 

Dax used his leverage to lift himself, angle his neck, and bite down on the back of Cyrus’ nape. 

Cyrus went down. 

Dax’s body crowded over him, his vicious jaws suffocating his brother while he purred and chuffed and continued to bite. It was as if he demanded surrender and submission, but even that wasn’t enough. 

“Holy shit,” I breathed, heart racing. “He’s really going to kill—”

A black missile shot through the sky and my eyes followed it. It came from the trees off to the side of the duel. 

A third panther shifter landed in the clearing. This one was wiry, with nicks and scratches on its coat, which didn’t glisten the same way Dax’s did. 

With a violent hiss, the third panther lunged forward and slapped at Dax, immediately knocking him off Cyrus.

I rushed forward without thinking—

Sunny’s arm shot out and barred me from charging in.

“But that’s cheating!” I cried. 

The vampire said nothing. 

Cyrus flopped onto his back, exposing his belly as he breathed raggedly. 

Dax somersaulted sideways and then lurched up, scowling, his yellow eyes slitting as he faced the newcomer. 

They seemed to speak in a series of purrs and meows and hisses. 

Then the third panther stepped in front of Cyrus in an obvious symbol of protection, while challenging Dax to charge once more. 

Instead, my panther mate let his shift go. His body became naked and lean and human. Cyrus shifted a moment later, on his back and panting as he grabbed at a bloody wound on his neck.

The third panther shifted and stood. It was Chieftess Fionne in all her naked, elder glory. Despite her age, her body didn’t sag in the slightest. The tall, powerful chieftess had just as hard and fit of a physique as I would have expected. 

“Mother,” Dax growled. 

“What has gotten into you, Dax Kin? You are my son. You both are!”

Dax said nothing for a moment, clearly embarrassed. Finally, he bowed his head. “I challenged him to D’ulkan to prevent him from trying to slaughter my friends. I can’t abide that.” 

Fionne scoffed and turned away from her son. She stared down at the pained face of Cyrus, whose neck wound seemed superficial after all. “I told you not to come here, son. I was speaking with the elders to reach a verdict. Your impatience knows no bounds!” 

Cyrus slowly staggered to his feet, grabbing his neck wound. “Riann, attend me!” he demanded. His bravado had dimmed, but not gone out completely. “What more did you need to know, Mother? His people attacked us in the woods!”

“Where you were carrying out an unsanctioned trade,” Fionne added.

“We did not attack him, Mother,” Dax said. “As I told Cyrus, there is a lone assassin in this forest, giving the rest of us shadowblades a bad name. He is the perpetrator we were trying to catch, but he escaped our clutches.”

Cyrus sneered. “How convenient—”

“Silence, boy. You’ve embarrassed yourself enough this evening,” Fionne chided. She crossed her arms over her breasts and returned her heavy, regal gaze to Dax. “Son, you have brought nothing but trouble, pain, and more questions since you arrived with your Glove.” 

Dax sighed. “I apologize, Mother. It has not been my intent to wound.”

“Yes, no one but your brother, it would seem. Your flesh and blood. The other child from my womb.”

Dax bowed his head shamefully, accepting his chastisement. 

“I have spoken with the elder advisors. They may be dried up, but they make a good point. A patrol group went back to the sight of the battle last night and discovered the horrors you left there. The elders’ point is this: You killed humans, Dax Kin. Humans!”

Dax’s head shot up to stare at his mother. He threw his hands out wide. “It couldn’t be stopped! It was either kill the gunmen or be killed by them. They brought rifles into our home, Mother.”

“If you had not shown up, all the violence would have been avoided,” Cyrus snarled. 

“You don’t know that,” Dax answered.

They both looked to their mother for an answer.

“I agree with Cyrus in this, Dax. You are my blood, but until things are cleared up between the humans and Waicheeans, you must make yourself scarce. They’ll want your head as retribution. I refuse to give you to them.”

Dax’s face sank. He staggered forward. “Mother, what are you saying?”

For the first time, I saw the hard mask of law and order quiver on Fionne’s angular face. Sadness creased her eyes. “I am exiling you from Waichee Village, son. You and your friends. Until further notice.”

The crowd gasped. I gasped. Even Cyrus let out a surprised snort.  

“Mother . . .” Dax groaned.  

“My decision is final.” Fionne said it with harsh authority, the mask already back in place. “In the morning, I don’t want you here. Go to the Forbidden Orchard if you wish, but don’t bring that darkness back here. Go find solace with Desmona if you think that’s wise. Do what you will, son, but get out of my village.”

I swallowed hard, my heart breaking for Dax.

And all around us, the forest itself seemed to wail its windy lament.
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Coralia

OUR SOMBER GROUP DECIDED to leave Waichee Village before the sun rose. I hardly slept that night, despite being bone-weary. It was impossible to turn my brain off, as I recalled the disastrous meeting, the fleeting run through the forest with Desmona’s trees protecting us, then attacking us. The heart-stopping sex I’d had with Dax and then him and Venn together, which almost seemed ceremonial in a way. Cyrus mobbing us as Dax and Sunny were about to rip each other’s heads off.

Things had gotten complicated in a hurry around here. A burning desire to return to Shadowblade Academy nagged my mind, refusing to go away. 

We hadn’t accomplished what we’d set out to do here, and yet we could proceed no further. At least not with the support of Chieftess Fionne and the Waichee citizens. 

Our Glove was on its own once more. 

When the silvery rays of the waning moon streaked through the slats in my hut, I pushed myself out of bed, bleary-eyed and sullen. Groaning, I rubbed my temples. Soft voices trickled in from outside. 

I quickly packed my things then exited the hut—

Where Chieftess Fionne stood a few feet away. Dax, Sunny, Venn, and Quentin were behind her, with backpacks on, ready to go. Only Dax had come to Waichee with a backpack, so I wondered if someone in the village had gifted us with food or supplies for our journey, wherever it might lead us.

Yoshi the bearded dragon was perched on Dax’s left shoulder, and the sight of the little lizard made me smile. Then my eyes moved to the ground as a white flash scampered between Fionne’s legs and ran up to me.

Bruce Kittenson pawed at my legs, meowing as if urging me to do something. My smile grew wider as I squatted and swept the fluffball off the ground. “Oh Brucey, you’re back. Where did you run off to?”

As usual, the kitty said nothing. He squirmed in my arms like an unruly baby not wanting to be held. I let him go and he continued to zigzag between my legs. He seemed to be in a hurry to show me something.

When my gaze lifted to Chieftess Fionne’s stern face, my smile disappeared. “Chieftess,” I said, bowing my head. “Thank you for allowing us to stay in your village. I apologize if—”

“I am sorry things had to end this way,” she interjected. She lifted an arm from her side, holding my sheathed Oblyx sword in her hand. “I believe this is yours.”

I swallowed hard and took the sword like it was a priceless artifact, wholly surprised she was giving it back to me. I cradled it in my arms, close to my chest. 

“Cyrus had no right taking that from you,” she explained, giving me a slight nod. “He does not always represent the ideals of Waichee. But he is still my son.”

With that, she stepped aside, creating a path for me to walk through.

When I was a few feet past her, I turned back. “I hope our actions do not come to haunt your village, Chieftess.” 

She gave me a sly smirk. “If they do, we will be ready. We always are. Waicheeans are not afraid of a fight.”

“No,” I said. They were a hardy bunch, living off the grid in their peaceful village. 

She hadn’t been wrong in her accusation: Ever since we had arrived, everything had gone to shit. Even though our intentions had been to find Kalul’s killer—to help—our intentions didn’t mean shit when our actions led to death and misery.

“What will happen to Porter Pindo?” I asked out of the blue. It was a shame he’d been killed for simply following Cyrus’ orders. “And the humans?”

“Pindo will be given a burial worthy of our people. As for the humans killed in the fracas . . . you let us worry about that.”

I bit my lip and nodded. Then I left her presence, with my four Glovemates following behind me. No one said a thing as we exited the village in the wee hours of morning, before the moon had even sunk from the sky. 

Once we were out of the clearing and ducked into the woods, Dax took the lead. 

“Where are we going?” I asked. “The Forbidden Orchard?” 

“Not yet,” he mumbled. “First we see Desmona. I need to know why she attacked us the other night. Something is clearly not right with her.”

Yes, we had said it many times. 

“I probably have something to do with it,” Quentin voiced beside me, his tone morose. “Whatever I might have done in Asberald to her—”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get there, Quen.” I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever happens, remember this: It wasn’t you who did anything. You were not in control of your body.” 

He smiled sadly at me, his green eyes dimmed. “I appreciate the sentiment, lass. But she might not see it that way. I have to take responsibility for my actions . . . even if I wasn’t in control of them at the time.”

I hated that he was right. I wanted to console him, but we were all a bit fucked up at the moment. Things had gone way off course. I didn’t know if we were even in the right spirits to go to a dark place like the Forbidden Orchard after we got some answers from Desmona.

Our brotherhood had been tested, our trust was stretched thin, and we were tired and wary. To take on a place inhabited by evil, we needed to be firing on all cylinders. 

A thought came to me as we pushed into the thick tree line. “Perhaps Desmona’s current, uh, state, has nothing to do with Asberald. What if it came from her trek near the Forbidden Orchard?” 

“What do you mean, M’syhok?” Dax glanced over his shoulder. 

“Well, she told you she was taken by the Leatherwings when she was near the border of the blight, examining it, yes? And then her memories faded and she remembers nothing of her time in Asberald. What if the darkness harbored in the Orchard is responsible for her darkness.”

“Hm.” Dax pulled at his chin. “It’s an interesting theory.” 

“It would also put Quentin in the clear.” I smiled demurely at the tall, shaggy-headed man beside me. 

“Then why would she fear me?” Quentin asked. “Why would the mere sight of me make that terrible monster come out of her?”

My smile dropped. “Oh. Right.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Well, I’m just spitballing here.”

Quen chuckled. “Thank you for trying to make me feel better, lass.” He draped an arm over my shoulder and squeezed. 

Behind us, Sunny scoffed, but I couldn’t be bothered. He was just pissed he wasn’t getting any closer to me when it seemed like everyone else was. 

What’s the saying? When you run into an asshole in the morning, you ran into an asshole. But when you run into assholes all day . . . you’re the asshole.

It was an appropriate adage for Sunder. Everyone around him wasn’t the problem—he was. Before Cyrus had shown up the night before, Quentin had told Sunny he was about to get jumped by all the guys if he didn’t keep his mouth shut about me and Dax.  

I lived for that sort of solidarity. Now I just wished Sunny would follow suit and get with the program. He was a stubborn fucker, that vampire. 

As we trudged deeper into the woods, a telltale blur of white fur dashed in front of us. Bruce Kittenson passed me and I let out a helpless laugh when I noticed Yoshi was on his back, saddled like a miniature dragonrider on his noble steed, but in reverse.

It reminded me of my sprint through the woods when I had ridden Dax and held on for dear life. The sight was hilarious, and the other Glovemates also laughed when they noticed it.

One at a time, I looked into the faces of my guys. Their eyes creased with humor, and it made our laughter contagious. Even Sunny broke into a smirk as Brucey-cum-Yoshi jaunted by him. 

Before long, the early-morning forest filled with chortling from the lot of us. We couldn’t stop. It wasn’t even that funny, but it was the sort of thing we needed to snap the tension. I felt we were nervous-laughing more than anything, but I would take it. 

For a short moment, things felt right again. Things felt how they had after our Shadowball final, when we had come out victorious. 

Our snickering lingered, and then disappeared after a few minutes. Silence followed, heavy as the fog that was starting to build around us as we neared Desmona’s Kolpoden Grove. 

I saw that Mr. Kittenson had taken the lead not to elicit laughs from us, but because he was trying to lead us somewhere. He was heading straight for the grove, judging by the recognizable trees and landmarks we passed. What’s the hurry, little floof? 

Another thought wormed into my brain, out of left field. It might have been the clacking of my leather sheath and Oblyx sword bouncing on my back that brought it to my attention.

“Do you guys remember what Cyrus said to Luciano? I’d nearly forgotten . . . but Luciano mentioned the ‘next shipment’ of Oblyx Steel not coming for another month.”

Murmurs broke out among the guys. Sunny said something under his breath, though Venn was more vocal about it: “Shit, you’re right. Good memory, hun.”

“What did he mean, you think?”

“Isn’t it obvious, dummy?” Sunny, of course. “The Waicheeans were selling or trading Oblyx Steel en masse to that sly bastard.”

I glanced up at Dax, who continued to watch where he walked across the forest floor, facing the undergrowth on the ground. 

“How the heck do the Waicheeans have access to enough Obylx Steel that it could be called a ‘shipment’?” I wondered aloud.

“Good question, lass.” Quentin’s brow furrowed and he followed my gaze to Dax. 

“We don’t know enough about these weapons we have,” Dax said at last. “About the dragon ore that made them.” 

“Right,” I replied. “I wish we could talk to Dawn Rose again—learn a little more about them and their source.”

“Caan, the dragon realm,” Venn said. 

“I know.” I nodded along. “If that’s the case, how did the Waicheean smugglers get their hands on it? This shit seems priceless.”

“Maybe they have an insider,” Quentin said with a shrug. 

Leaves and pines crackled underfoot. Morning was fast approaching, the light purple sky turning gray with cloud cover.

Dax said, “I don’t know the specifics of the Waicheean export trade since leaving the community, but it would appear Oblyx Steel has cemented itself as one of my people’s primary goods. It is disconcerting, to say the least, because getting those weapons in the hands of someone like Luciano Rockford is worrying.” 

“Spirits only know what he could do with an arsenal of them . . .”

When I trailed off, a loud “mraw” brought everyone’s attention to the front of the group. Bruce Kittenson had rounded back to gather us as we walked into the patch of trees Desmona called home. 

The dozen Kolpoden elms pulsed with energy. My eyes widened as the black tentacles from before squeezed the life from the roots and trunks. It seemed like they had multiplied and grown since the last time. 

It was even more unsettling than before because it showed that Desmona clearly didn’t have as much of a handle on extinguishing these dark spirits as she had let on.

“Fuck,” I murmured.

Adding to the creepy black vines was the fogbank settled halfway up the trunks of the large elms, making the area tight, stuffy, and claustrophobic, like we were trapped in a storm cloud.

We skirted the trees, passing the small brook that led to Desmona’s little hilly island. Quentin stayed far in the back, not wanting to ignite the dryad’s ire once we got near her. Sunny and Venn also dawdled near the back, leaving me and Dax in the front. 

We didn’t need to call out for Desmona to find her this time—Bruce led us right to her. 

Again, she sat with her back against a tree, struggling to stay upright. Her thin body was bloated. The green and brown luster of her leafy-bark skin was blotchy and graying, the bark chipping away in flecks. The roots and vines tangled on her head slithered like dying snakes, and the black veins had returned to her cheeks and neck. 

“Desmona,” Dax breathed worriedly, immediately kneeling at her side. “Your ailment worsens.”

I gulped and put a hand to my throat, staying back. Luckily, Desmona didn’t glance up past me to see Quentin loitering in the shadows. I worried what would happen if rage overtook the forest nymph when she was in such a beleaguered state. 

“Well, it’s definitely not getting better, as I’d hoped it would,” Desmona grumbled. Her magnificent, arcane energy and demeanor had eroded for the more down-to-earth, spiteful one. 

It made her seem all too human. 

“What are you doing here, boy?” she demanded of Dax. Her white orbs flashed black, unnervingly.

Still, I strode forward. I had done enough watching from the sidelines. I couldn’t stand to see the dryad hurting so badly without us able to do anything. “We need to help you,” I said. “You can’t do this alone, Desmona.”

“Oh? And how would you know what I can and can’t do, child?”

Her startling black gaze bore into my soul, gripping my heart with icy fingers. I pushed past my fear of enraging her. “Do you not remember? Your forest attacked us two evenings ago.”

“After aiding you in your escape, if I recall correctly.”

“It’s not like you,” Dax said, picking up where I left off. “Coralia is right. You know it’s true. Your Kolpoden Grove is not invigorating you anymore. It is sapping your energy. It will be the death of you, Des.”

The trees around us creaked with movement and I stumbled back a step. The air seemed to thicken as Desmona’s dark gaze fell on the panther shifter. “Don’t say such foolishness, Dax Kilmeade. You know not what my trees are capable of. They are life-giving entities, not life-taking ones.”

“Even now?” Dax lifted his hands to the air, gesturing at the black vines constricting the branches and boles. “Is this the righteous power you know so intimately? Don’t lie to me, Desmona. Please. Don’t lie to yourself.”

A flicker of doubt played on the dryad’s face, making her seem more human than ever. “They . . . have altered a bit, I’ll admit. I suppose.” She eked the words out forcefully, as if not wanting to believe herself. 

“Then let us help you.”

“How? This is where I am strongest, child.”

“Not at this moment it’s not.” Dax shook his head adamantly.

“Just how do you think you can help me? I will combat this evil plaguing my grove as I have every night since my return. You’ll see, things will get—”

“Come with us to Shadowblade Academy,” I blurted. 

Dax’s head whipped around. “M’shyok?”

I gulped, my throat dry, trying to get my brain to catch up to my stupid mouth. “We can’t go back to Waichee Village, Dax. Your mother won’t allow it. The Forbidden Orchard is too dangerous to go into right now, especially if it’s the cause of Desmona’s condition.” I shrugged, as if it was the simplest thing in the world. “Where else can we find world-class doctors specialized in the supernatural arts?” 

“Doctors and scientists, eager to study me,” Desmona spat through gritted teeth that looked like wooden shards. 

Dax straightened to his full height, sinewy arms crossing over his chest. He faced me with an expression of cold detachment—the first time I’d had that visage aimed at me in a long time. I shivered under his gaze.

“Your suggestion is not without merit, Coralia, but don’t you understand? Shadowblade Academy has betrayed us. They have—”

“Speak for yourself, kitty cat,” Sunny rumbled behind me.

Dax bared his teeth. “Fine. The Academy has betrayed me, then. They sent a shadowblade to hurt my people. I don’t know their motives for the chaos they sow, but I cannot trust them. I don’t know if I’ll be returning to the Academy at all, truth be told.”

His words hit me like a semi truck. I swayed, dizziness washing over me. 

“Don’t be stupid, Dax,” Sunny said.

“You are the most loyal student of us all, Dax,” Venn said, albeit less forcefully than Sunny. 

“You acted as Alaric Cane’s agent for weeks last term,” Sunny added. “And now you’re getting cold feet?”

“Things have changed. Kalul is dead because of the Academy! So is Pindo. So are the humans.” Dax was yelling now, as if trying to convince himself as much as the rest of us. “How can I ever trust Alaric Cane and his people again? I can’t.”

I shook my head, rushing forward to put a hand on Dax’s chest, to keep him from imploding. “No, no, no. It could be a rogue assassin trying to taint the Academy name for all we know. We have no idea!” 

Dax threw his head aside and snorted. 

I started to panic, my heart rate spiking. Why is this the first time I’m hearing about this? Is this what’s been on Dax’s mind the whole time? Where the hell would he go if he’s no longer welcome in Waichee? Would he just roam these woods like a feral beast?

“I agree with the princess,” Sunny said. 

“Same,” Venn said, bowing his head. “I’m sorry, Dax.”

“That makes four of us,” Quentin added. 

I turned to them, still shaking my head. “No! This isn’t a vote, dammit. It’s either all of us or none of us. We can’t split the Glove up again. We just can’t.”

That caused them all to pause and eye one another, doubt chasing across their beautiful features— 

“You’re right, you know.” 

The voice came from the side, from the fog, startling us out of our quiet contemplation.

We all spun to the sound—even Desmona looked over.

A silhouetted form walked through the fog, bursting into the clearing with wisps of gray tendrils curling around his body. 

The bushy salt-and-pepper beard was the first feature I noticed, and my throat hitched. 

He stopped ten feet from us, burly arms folding over a broad chest. “Indecisiveness is the nemesis of a shadowblade.” He smirked. “I thought I trained you Knuckles better than that.”
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Coralia

JACE HUDSON STOOD BEFORE us. In the flesh. The former Wrist and commander of our team. My Physical Intent professor. Our guiding hand.

He wore leather garb mucked with dirt and soil, as if he’d been roaming the rainforest for weeks. And he very well might have. 

I was so surprised to see him, my first reaction was, Man is he a sight for sore eyes!

That quickly came crashing down as I recalled what had brought him here. The coincidental timeline of Jace showing up to Waichee and Kalul dying was simply too great to ignore. The few talks I’d had with my Glovemates about Jace, since arriving, had been tinged with skepticism. We talked of him in the past tense, as if he didn’t exist anymore, or he wasn’t part of our lives. 

And yet here he stood, the same man as before—albeit with a bigger, bushier beard, and looking a bit worse for wear.  

My Glovemates were stunned. So was I, for all of thirty seconds. “Wrist Hudson,” I finally croaked. “You’re . . .” I tried again. “Where did you come from?”

“Around.” 

I blinked. “That’s it?” 

He cocked his head, thick brow furrowing.

I threw my hands up in frustration. “We haven’t seen you in weeks, only hearing snippets of your arrival and disappearance, and you’ve been . . . around?”

The muscles of his jaw worked, lips firming. He let out a sigh. “I’m sure you all have quite a few questions for me.”

“No shit—”

“But this isn’t the time or place.”

Sunny let out a sound of contempt and strode up beside me. “Are you kidding, Jace? This is the perfect time and place.”

Jace tilted his chin toward Desmona behind us. “Not with her in such a sorry state.”

Sunny shifted his weight. “What do you care—”

“Ah, M’yrku Jace,” Desmona rasped, cutting off the vampire’s rage before it could begin. 

I spun to see a weak smile on her face. And what was that dazed, happy look in her eyes? And why had they shifted from black to white?

Glancing out the corner of my eye at Dax, I whispered, “What does ‘M’yrku’ mean?” 

“Um, ‘kind,’ or ‘gentle.’” 

I blinked in astonishment. “Gentle Jace?” 

Dax shrugged, clearly as baffled as I was.

Jace started to walk past us to join Desmona against the tree. Almost reflexively, the five of us parted to let him through. He had Pavloved us pretty damn well.

Squatting next to the dryad, Jace said, “I’ve been coming by to help at night when she is too weak to fight off the evil barnacles on her trees.” 

Desmona put a hand on his thick forearm, admiration plain on her face when she stared up at him. She said, “Your ally has been kind to me, Dax.”

I found her words slightly disturbing, but also ironic, seeing as she’d just gotten finished saying she didn’t need any help. That she had everything under control.

Well, apparently not. She has everything under control as long as Jace is here to help. Holy shit. 

I didn’t want to dive too deeply into the connection I saw between them, but it was hard not to. Desmona’s hand lingered on his arm like she was the belle of the ball. Jace stared down at her with a warm smile, a wrinkle near his hardened eyes that spoke volumes. 

Sunny said, “He is no ally to us.”

Callous, as usual, but even more so given the moment. I spun on him with anger blooming inside me. Before I could chastise him, Dax said, “Speak for yourself,” mocking the vampire’s jab from earlier by throwing it back to him.

Sunny’s thin brow arched. “He is responsible for your friend’s death, and you’re just going to give him a pass because . . . why? Because he was your freaking Wrist? Nostalgia does not look good on you, kitty cat.”

“Don’t be dense, Sunny,” Venn said. “You were closer than any of us to the shadowblade in the woods. That assassin did not have the gait or stature of Wrist Hudson.”

“He’s not our Wrist, dammit!” Sunny’s hands exploded out, as if trying to get us to see something we didn’t already know. “The real dense thing would be to allow him back into our lives without so much as a second glance.” 

He had a good point. If Jace wasn’t responsible for killing Kalul, what the hell was he down here for? 

My eyes darted from Knuckle to Knuckle, and I saw the cogs working as everyone likely came to the same conclusion. 

As crass, arrogant, and assholish as he was, Sunny was occasionally right.

The leafy undergrowth crunched as Jace stood from his kneeling position. He was a big man, imposing, and even scarier looking with his beard grown out like a Neanderthal. And yet Desmona had called him kind, or gentle. Fucking baffling.

“You will get answers to your questions, Glove. I promise you.” Then he bent, reached into his boot, and pulled out a knife. The five of us instinctively backpedaled away from him. “But first,” he said, wagging the dagger in the air. “Help me cut these damned vines down.”

He moved to the first tree and sliced through the thick, slimy tentacle. I grimaced as the thing let out what sounded like a wheeze, before plopping onto the forest floor. 

Gulping, I drew my Oblyx sword. Hadn’t gotten to use the bad bitch in a while, and what better shit to use as target practice than constricting, evil, anime porn tendrils? 

I was about to hack at a vine, but Jace’s hand fell on my bicep and stopped me. “Easy does it, Hargrave. We don’t want to cut into the Kolpodens. Just shimmy through it like a hot knife through butter.” 

I flared my nostrils and reluctantly nodded. Even when he was no longer our leader, he was still giving advice and leading. It annoyed me.

This was just too weird. The confusion I felt was hurting my head, trying to piece together things that maybe didn’t even exist. Speculating and jumping to conclusions was the worst, and I vowed to give Jace Hudson a chance to explain himself before pouncing on him. Before doing what Sunny had done. 

I needed to show more restraint. We all did. 

We made quick work of the vines with the six of us working together. When we were nearly finished, Desmona looked like her normal self again. Her green skin shimmered, and her bark had firmed up against the tender spots of her body like the insides of her elbows and between her legs. She stood easily, though her back remained pressed against the elm trunk and her hand stayed near her belly. It was like she had indigestion or something, wincing but trying to hide the pain.

She was clearly not a hundred percent.

Venn broke the quietness, sheathing his sword at his hip and dusting his hands off. “When you first walked into the grove, Jace, you said we were ‘right.’ About what?”

“Desmona needs to come with us back to Shadowblade Academy,” said the ex-Wrist. He stared down at Desmona. “I’m sorry, but it’s the truth.”

The dryad wilted, but nodded slowly. “I understand, M’yrku. If you think it is best, I trust you. But I can’t be away from Kolpoden for long, as you know.”

“Yes, I understand. We will get you back to your grove in no time.”

I wanted to guffaw and throw a tantrum—she agreed that easily when it was coming from him. “Back with us?” I drawled. “We? There is a ‘we’ in this situation?”

Jace simply nodded. 

“Did you hit your head, Professor? You were fired and exiled from the Academy.” 

He bit the inside of his cheek. “Well, about that . . .”

My eyes widened. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

The other Knuckles grumbled, Sunny protesting the loudest. He threw his arms up with a “what the fuck is going on?” expression. Dax pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. Venn’s mouth dropped open.

“I might not have been entirely truthful about my banishment.” 

“We were there. In the room!” I yelled. “What the fuck are you talking about? Are you saying you made us believe you were exiled?”

“Yes.”

“It was a ruse? A con?”

“I suppose you can call it whatever you want.” 

Sunny jumped forward. “Why? Just tell me that. Spirits blow me—why did you lie to us? What was the purpose?”

“To come here.”

That still didn’t answer “why.” Jace was pissing me off. Pissing all of us off. I gritted my teeth, ready to keep arguing.

Then Dax said, “You . . . abused my trust to come to Waichee Village, Wrist Hudson? You didn’t need refuge?” His voice was so low and filled with hurt that it made my heart ache. Dax had quickly turned from the most stoic and detached Knuckle to the most emotional and vulnerable, and I hated to see how he floundered to grasp it all. How it affected him. 

Betrayal was the worst. For him especially. He had just gotten finished explaining how Shadowblade Academy had deceived him, and now Jace was digging in the knife—the man Dax had respected most of all at the Academy. 

Tears stung the corners of my eyes as I stared at the long expression on his face. 

Jace cleared his throat and looked away, unable to face the panther shifter. “I . . . I’m sorry, Dax. It needed to be done. Perhaps you will understand—”

“When?” Dax snarled.

“When we get back to the Academy. Come, I can see things are getting out of hand. Let us return, yes?”

Though I was currently in Dax’s camp, and didn’t trust Jace whatsoever after all the white lies and ommited truths he’d thrown on us, I had to admit it sounded good to get out of here.

I’d seen enough forest for a while. I missed Charli and the mess hall and the dojo and even the gothic-ass cathedral of Grimmer Hall and the monolithic castle of Fort Nocturnus. I missed my classes and Shadowball and learning how to advance my powers.

Sunny snorted, clearly not wanting to agree with anything Jace had to say, but also ready to get the hell out of dodge. “Fuck it, I’m ready. You might be leading us into a trap, but I’ll gladly go.”

“Agreed,” Quentin said. 

“Who’s gonna help carry Desmona?” Venn asked.

“Silence yourself, fae child,” Desmona snapped. “I can walk, and even if I couldn’t, I wouldn’t have your tainted purple hands staining my essence.”

At that, Venn’s face sank.

I had seen enough sadness on my guys’ faces. I was starting to feel sorry for them, and that just wasn’t right—they were powerful supernatural beings and needed a boost of confidence. “He’s not like other Unseelie, Desmona . . . so kick rocks.”

She turned her head away like a haughty bitch. Then instant karma hit her and she grimaced and clutched at her stomach.  

Jace reached out and put a hand on Dax’s shoulder, which the panther shifter just stared at like it was a foreign object. “I promise it will all make sense at the Academy, Dax. Okay?”
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Sunny

JACE HUDSON SEEMED to have an even better understanding of the Appalachian rainforest than Dax, despite Dax living there his entire formative years. The weasel led us away from the Kolpoden Grove and weaved through trees and meadows like it was his own backyard.

Yet the going was slow, even with how swiftly Jace wanted to move. The dryad was hurt, limping along, and every once in a while Jace would offer his shoulder or arm to her. 

As my mind spun, trying to make sense of that situation, my eyes roved like a turret, and my nose sniffed for danger. I was looking for anything out of place—any signs of danger, or that Jace was leading us into a trap. I didn’t have the same powerful sense of smell as Dax in his panther form, but I knew I’d be able to smell anything fishy. Any unkind odors, such as the evil rot of the Leatherwings, would not drift by me. 

I wasn’t about to be caught flatfooted in this spirits-forsaken forest.

One thing Jace had been right about: Getting the fuck out of here. Our Glove had been here for too damn long, even though it had only been a week or so. It felt longer. We had deeply enmeshed ourselves in the politics of Dax’s people, which I hated. 

Politics of any kind was bad enough, but the inner workings and connivings of a people I hardly knew or cared about? Fuck all that noise.

The one thing I did like about the rainforest was the high, broad canopies. They protected me from the direct rays of the sun, which meant I could roam in the middle of the day without feeling weak or drained.

Oh, and the loincloths the Waicheeans wore. Those were pretty cool too. Kept everything breezy and loose, which was a nice change of pace from the stuffy red cloak and regal gear I usually wore at Shadowblade Academy to keep up appearances. 

Plus, I had seen how Coralia stared up at me when I confronted Cyrus from high on a treetop landing. Her expression had gone from sour to awestruck and blushy in a matter of seconds, and I knew she’d gotten a good peek at what I had to offer. That little “wardrobe malfunction” had made wearing the loincloth worth it on its own, because the princess had positively short-circuited.

I still hadn’t sealed the deal with the woman who kept my cold heart running hot. She infuriated the ever-loving shit out of me, yet I knew I did the same to her. We had a nasty relationship of jabs and dismissals and arguments, and I was growing tired of it. Probably because it wasn’t working to reel her in like it typically did with other women.

Coralia Hargrave was not other women. She had shown us all that. She had a fierceness that was second to none, and somehow gelled with her kindness to give her a winning disposition. People liked her. 

The way she could turn her anger on and off, as well as her tender lovingness—like they were two faucets on the same shower—was admirable. I had to commend her for how she had wrapped Venn and Dax around her fingers like putty.

I wasn’t about to get ensnared in the princess’ wiles. If we ever crossed the line into lovers, or hate-fuckers, or whatever, it would be under my own terms. I needed to make sure of it.

Still, it aggravated me to no end to see Dax and Venn taste her sweet fruit while I salivated on the sidelines like a simpering bitch. It had taken time, but I was finally starting to understand what she saw in them: some of her own kindness and humor in Venn, and the mystery and vulnerability in Dax. Though that mystery had become decidedly unmysterious in recent days. 

Dax’s vulnerability was a new thing. It surprised me, because the panther had always seemed more stoic than any of us. In control of his emotions. However, when he came to his homeland and confronted people like his mother, his brother, the dryad, and the children of his village, he fell apart at the seams. 

It was inexcusable to show that weakness in public, and, in my eyes, slightly pathetic. I had lost a bit of respect for Dax during his journey to Waichee, and I was sure he wasn’t awarding me any brownie points either.

Deep down, it pained me to see what Waichee did to the poor sap. Yes, I was angry with him for keeping numerous secrets from the Glove, but more than that, I was disappointed. I was like that fucking dad joke.

It would take a lot of rebuilding to regain the trust we once shared. If it was even possible to reclaim at all.

Something rustled a bush to my left and my head whipped around. I tensed, putting a hand to my sword’s hilt.

A rabbit scurried out. Its cute, stupid little face lifted, ears flopping, and its nose did that little twitchy thing. I stared into its soulless black eyes and let out a pent-up breath. “Stupid little fucker,” I mumbled, then continued following the rest of the group.

I need to calm down. Being so tense and tight isn’t going to help anyone. We’re not going to get jumped in the middle of the woods by an army of killer bunnies. Give Jace a chance to prove himself not a traitor.

It was a difficult thing to do. I had major trust issues to begin with, thanks to becoming a fucking vampire against my will. My natural inclination was to not give anyone a chance to do anything. Which was probably why it had been so easy to read Cyrus Kilmeade and recognize a kindred spirit: From the moment he’d made his auspicious arrival in the village, he’d clearly been bad news for our Glove. He didn’t put on any fronts as to who he was or what he was about. He hated Dax and everything he stood for. He wanted the Waichee “throne,” and he’d do whatever deceptive, destructive shit he had to to get it. 

Fucking politics. Thank the spirits I’m out of that. It would’ve been sad to have to kill the tattooed brute. In another life, we could have been friends.  

I thought that over and furrowed my brow as I stepped over a fallen tree trunk. Or maybe it would have been fun to kill him. I guess it depends on the circumstances. That brawl outside the huts would have turned ugly if Dax hadn’t challenged him to a duel. Pitting us against Waichee villagers? That’s a recipe for death. 

I begrudgingly had to give Dax some kudos for pulling that one out of his ass. He had saved a lot of blood from being spilled. It was the first time I’d seen him grab his nuts and man up since coming to this place. 

I pushed aside the thoughts of my Glovemates, save one. My eyes focused on Coralia’s big round ass as she hiked in front of me. How she fit that dump truck into her jeans defied physics. It was a modern marvel of the world—one I loved to stare at. My cock stiffened against my thigh, pressing painfully against the fabric, and I had to be thankful I wasn’t wearing the loincloth at the moment. Still had it tucked away in my backpack though, in case I felt like a breezy afternoon at the Academy some day.

When I do woo her, I need to make sure she doesn’t see any of Venn or Dax in me. I don’t want her pity. I don’t need her kindness. I need a badass bitch who’s going to fight me tooth and nail, until she’s raking her nails down my back and can’t stop screaming my name like she’s getting murdered.

Someone slapped my shoulder. I looked over to find Quentin scowling at me. “Eyes on the road,” he said, putting two fingers to his peepers and then out at the creepy forest on all sides of us.  

“What? I’m just enjoying the scenery.”

“Yeah, well you should be watching our six for bad guys, not getting a boner watching Coralia’s hips sway.”

“I can do both.”

“Doubtful.”

I snorted. “You’re just angry you had to watch my ass when we chased the shadowblade through the woods instead of Coralia’s ass while she and Dax chased Luciano.”

He said nothing for a moment, just shaking his head at my silliness. Then, in a low, almost inaudible voice, he muttered, “True. I would have preferred it the other way around.” 

I chuckled. 

His brow stitched together. “How did we get split up like that, anyhow?”

“Dax reacted better than us. Remember?”

Quen rolled his eyes. “Don’t be such a sourpuss, lad. Coralia meant nothing by it. You were being a crotchety fuck is all.”

“Yeah, but that’s my nature. I bitch and I moan and I stare at her fat ass as it storms away.”

“At least you’re self-aware.”

“You know I’m like five feet in front of you guys, right?” Coralia called back without looking over her shoulder. “I may not have the ears of a vampire, but I can hear everything you’re saying.”

I smiled wickedly, while Quentin’s tanned skin darkened with embarrassment. 

“Oh, should we speak up, princess?” I asked.

“No. Just stop staring at my butt.”

“Make me.” 

She paused for a moment, then thought better of it and let out an annoyed harrumph and continued marching through the woods. She was tired of my bullshit. Understandably so.

I was turned on, but all of that desire went away once Jace Hudson stopped at a specific tree and we crowded around him. The shadow cast from the tree was short and squat. He put his hands on his hips, examining it. The tree didn’t stand out any more than the other ones in this forest. 

We had come at it from a different angle, but when I cocked my head I recognized the tree as the one that had brought us here. Or at least its shadowgate had. 

Jace said, “Any final words for Waichee before we get back to the Academy?” 

Silence followed, my Glovemates sharing awkward looks. What could be said for a place that had caused so much strife, headache, and worry? We had been exiled from there, after all, despite Dax’s brother being the real culprit. 

“Good riddance,” I grunted.
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Coralia

“COR COR!” CHARLI’S squealing voice hit me straight on when I walked through the door into our room. She pounced on me like a front-facing backpack, arms and legs wrapping around me, her entire body off the floor. Then Bruce Kittenson pounced on her and we became a wobbling trifecta of squishy love that was threatening to topple over due to my tired bones. 

“I missed you so much!” she exclaimed once releasing me. “It’s been sooo boring here without you.”

I laughed and scratched the back of my head. “And here I thought it was pretty boring when I was here.”

“I thought so too! Until you were gone.”

I gave her a lopsided smile. “Ah, the truth comes out.”

“Oops. Sorry.” She blushed and turned away. 

It was great seeing her freckled, cherubic face again, with her frizzy orange hair that was always unruly. It felt like I hadn’t seen her in months. “I missed you too, girlie.” 

Staggering over to my bed, I collapsed on it, faceplanting my pillow. I rolled onto my back and stretched my arms and legs with a groan. God it felt good to be on a bed with an actual thread count again.

Charlie perched herself on the edge of her bed, with Bruce Kittenson already making camp on her lap. She absentmindedly petted the kitty. “Tell me all about your adventure. Was it fun? Dangerous? Scary?”

Well, it was all those things and more. There was simply too much to tell. “I’d love to, Char, but it has to wait. I guess there’s a big meeting I have to go to first. Can’t keep the headmaster waiting.”

“Aw. Dang.” Her face sank. 

“Don’t worry,” I said, sitting up. “I’ll tell you all about it when I’m back. It was definitely . . . exciting.”

Charli’s face lit up, her disappointment from five seconds before firmly a thing of the past. The fox shifter always had such a good attitude, never letting anything get under her skin. Hell, the only time she’d truly gotten angry at anyone, that I was aware of, was when Sunny had sinkholed me through a shadowgate and I ended up in the Crust after a brief stint in the Spectral Realm with Quentin ala Dreamwatcher. She had thought she’d lost her bestie.

I didn’t realize how much I had missed Charli until I was staring her in the face. How much I missed another female presence—someone I could chat to about anything and everything. We didn’t need to go deep to have a good time; small talk was just as good, if not better. She was a breath of fresh air, and the only person I felt I could talk to about certain things. Being surrounded by testosterone and manliness all the time was draining. 

“How has life been here?” I asked. “I want to hear all about it. Give me all the deets.” 

She chuckled and rolled on about recent happenings at the Academy. Who was fucking who—or “forking” who, in her words, since Charli never cussed; which Shadowball teams were looking like a challenge for us this upcoming term; factoids about a couple new professors that had shown up. 

As she prattled on, I changed into my Shadowblade Academy uniform, with its black-and-red checkered dress, nodded along, and then sniffed myself and recoiled. I desperately wanted a shower, to purge myself of the forest life. I hadn’t had one in over a week, and besides my few excursions to the pond outside Waichee Village, I hadn’t had a proper cleanse in too long. 

But, as I’d told Charli, Headmaster Cane couldn’t be kept waiting. I always seemed to be the last Knuckle to show up to these sorts of things, and I wanted to change that. 

New term, new me. New outlook on life. That whole thing. 

At least for the first week.

“What’s your meeting about?” she asked once she was done with the gossip. Bruce had now managed to crawl up to her shoulders and her head was bent forward, allowing him to cross from shoulder blade to shoulder blade like a bridge. 

“I think it’s just a debriefing of sorts.”

“Debriefing? So you were on a mission?”

“Something like that. I’ll get into it later, Char. As much as I can anyway. Some shit went down, for sure.”

“Okay. I’ll hold you to it.”

“I’d expect nothing less.” As I headed for the door, I scratched my cheek and paused. “Hey, have you heard anything about Genevieve Jade?”

Charli’s face twisted. The bully from our Ghost-year still left a bad taste in her mouth, which was totally understandable. “Not really. What do you mean?”

“I dunno. Is she still, you know . . . a shell?”

“She doesn’t remember anything from the prison, last I heard. But I don’t really go talking to her or Mya, y’know?”

Mya Todden was Charli’s first roommate before me. Mya switched dorms with me because she wanted to “learn from the best,” and basically ended up becoming one of Vivi’s minions. 

“Ah, okay,” I said, clicking my tongue. 

“Why do you ask? Vivi’s still a B-I-T-C-H.” Charli made sure to spell the word out for me, because she wasn’t comfortable saying it. 

“I know. But she doesn’t deserve amnesia, right? That’s pretty fucked up.” I had asked the question because I wanted to see if I could get a read on Vivi’s condition, in case it pertained to Quentin or Desmona. All three of them had been locked in the Asberald prison, and they all seemed to suffer from the same symptoms of amnesia. Probably magic-induced. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” Charli drawled. Then she perked up. “No, you’re right. I’m being silly. Right Brucey? Poor girl.” She ran her hand over Bruce’s backside, and the cat purred and angled himself like a hotdog, eyes squinted in bliss.

I chuckled. “Okay, I’ll give you two your alone time.” I winked at Charli, whose face burned bright red. 

“What the heck does that mean?!” She squealed, picking up Brucey and hugging him tight. My cat’s eyes widened, as if he could understand me. 

“I’m just playing.” Bruce and Charli had an interesting relationship, as I’d discovered one day when I barged in and they were chasing each other around—Char in her fox form. Whatever they had going on, I wasn’t going to pry. It was too weird to think about. “Okay, I’ll be back.”

No sooner had I said the words than a knock came at our door. I opened it and stared into the beautiful lavender face of Donovenn Gable. He was dressed in a crisp dark uniform with the mask-and-dagger symbol of Shadowblade Academy emblazoned on the chest. The big difference between us was it looked like he’d had time to pop in for a shower. He looked exquisite and smelled even better. His stark white hair was a bit longer than I remembered, curling around his ears.

“You ready, buttercup?” he asked.

Charli giggled behind me.

I shot her a glare over my shoulder. “That is not my nickname.” 

“Sure thing, buttercup.” She winked.

I turned my scowl on Venn, who had a stupid, crooked grin on his stupid, pretty face. “We’re going to talk about that.” 

“Okay. Meeting first.”

“Right. Meeting first.” I tossed a wave over my shoulder, exited the room, and closed the door behind me. Once we were down the hall and out of earshot from anyone, I asked, “What can we expect?”

“Wrist Hudson said we can expect guests.” 

“Guests?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine, hun.”

“And I noticed you’re calling him ‘Wrist’ again.”

Venn scrubbed a hand over his face and let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t even know what to call him anymore.”

“Right. Just don’t let Sunny hear you say it.”

“Sunny can kiss my ass.”

I chuckled. Good. It seemed like things were starting to get back to normal around here.

When we reached the lobby and pushed out into the bright afternoon, I flapped my lips. 

“What?” Venn asked.

“You said we’re expecting guests.”

“So?”

“I’m getting real tired of unexpected guests.”
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Coralia

SO FAR, NO UNEXPECTED guests had made an appearance. I stood in the conference room at Fort Nocturnus—a room I frequented entirely too much for my liking. Opting not to take a seat, I stood near the round table in the middle of the room. 

My Glovemates surrounded me, also standing. Sunny had his arms crossed over his chest. The other three just looked awkward and blank. Only our resident vampire had any sort of nasty attitude written on his face, but that was to be expected.

Jace Hudson stood halfway between us and Alaric Cane, raking through his newly-trimmed beard. The headmaster faced us on the other side of the table. He wore a long black robe that emphasized his wizardly stereotype, and his sweeping white beard reached his belly. 

The gaunt headmaster of Shadowblade Academy steepled his fingers, tapping them together. Then he sat down. “The prodigal students have returned to grace us with their presence.” His voice was pinched, and the look on his face was one of annoyance.

So it’s going to be like that, huh?

I said, “Good to see you too, Headmaster.”

“Don’t get snippy with me, young lady.”

I furrowed my brow. “All I said—”

“The five of you just think you can do whatever you like without repercussions at this establishment. Is that it?”

I gulped and shook my head. “No sir.”

“It sure seems that way. What, did winning the Shadowball tournament give you lofty aspirations? A free pass to go gallivanting around the country? Other students have been punished severely for simply leaving campus grounds. Which, as you know, is forbidden.”

“Other students didn’t rescue two missing students from a demonic prison and give you an inside look into the plague of Asberald City,” Sunny blurted, drawing every eye in the room his direction. “You would think that might grant us a bit of . . . leniency . . . sir.”

Headmaster Cane’s thin lips disappeared into his mouth. He blinked at the vampire, probably shaken at his insubordination. “Leniency, perhaps, Mr. Conway. But not leverage. Don’t think your exploits during last term’s final gave you a get-out-of-jail-free card.”

“So, is that what you have in store for us, Headmaster? Another stay in the initiation cell perhaps? Will it be seven days this time, or maybe longer, so we learn our lesson?”

Holy shit, I’d never seen Sunny push back so hard to his superiors. To the superior! I mean, he’d always been anti-authoritarian, but this was next level. I was expecting Headmaster Cane to explode on him at any second, and send him to the gulags. 

Instead, Alaric took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “I can tell something is grating you, Sunder. Out with it.”

Sunny put his hands behind his back and clasped his wrist. “All right, Headmaster. I suppose it’s the salt-and-pepper-bearded elephant in the room that’s getting under my skin.” He nudged his chin at Jace.

“Ah.”

“Yes. Ah.”

“I don’t have to explain myself to you, Sunder Conway. You are a student. I am your headmaster.”

Dax cleared his throat. “Wrist Hudson promised to make it make sense.”

“Did he now, Mr. Kilmeade? As I understand it, you were the instigator of this little foray into the Appalachian rainforest. Is that true?”

Thrown off-balance, Dax clamped his jaw and nodded curtly. “Yes sir. I’ll take full respons—”

“We all followed him for the sake of the Academy,” I said, cutting him off before he could get all Law & Order on us. “If you are going to punish Dax, then punish all of us. It was our own decision to make.”

Dax turned to me with admiration in his eyes.

“How exactly were your actions ‘for the sake of the Academy,’ Miss Hargrave?” Alaric tilted his head. “Do tell.” 

He was having fun with this, which was infuriating. I hated that he held so much power over us. 

I adopted a rigid stance similar to Sunny’s. “We received word a kinsman of Dax’s had been killed by poison. As it turned out, that poison was Umbralmera, which—”

“I know what Umbralmera is, Phantom.”

I hesitated. “Yes, well, we felt we needed to act. If Umbralmera is out there in the wild, it must have come from here.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because Umbralmera is only found in the Unseelie Court and—”

“Here. Because you crafted it during your Ghost midterm, with the help of Donovenn Gable.”

“Yes sir.”

“And you believe this Umbralmera to be from the very same tincture you crafted in your Alchemy class?”

“I do.”

“Why?”

“Because I saw someone leaving an alchemical storage facility shortly after our Shadowball victory. A hooded figure, moving stealthily.” That little tidbit had sort of been a secret, but I wanted it out. I was tired of secrets.

Alaric’s chin wrinkled as he nodded in an impressed way. “Sound detective work, Miss Hargrave.” 

It surprised me he wasn’t flying off the handle. Which made me think deeper about it . . . and the light bulb went off. He knew. He must have. Or else he’d be pissed. He knows about the shadowblade—and probably who it is—and about everything that went down in Waichee.  

For a drawn-out moment, my mind worked. I came to the grisly realization Headmaster Cane was leading us like mice, perhaps to some grand conclusion. Or he was just fucking with us, prying us for information so he could craft some more schemes. It was what he did best. 

Now I was starting to get annoyed. I suddenly found myself on Team Sunny. “Sir, if you’re not going to punish us, then might I suggest we move beyond this dance so you can tell us what we’re really doing here?”

“I was told there’d be guests,” Sunny added. 

The headmaster leaned forward, hands folded in a pyramid on the table. “Very well, students. I’ll tell it to you plain: You won’t be punished for your transgressions, because you are more valuable to me as active shadowblades than as confined penitents. Even if you don’t hold the official title of ‘shadowblade’ yet.”

There it was—that word “penitents”—his word for prisoners of the Academy. 

He continued. “When you snoop around and act as a team, you clearly know how to get things done. That is one of the primary principles of this Academy: teamwork.”

It felt good hearing him praise us, especially from a man who could be so callous and cutthroat, but I knew he was partly blowing smoke up our asses. We didn’t figure out shit in Waichee. Does he know that? Our detective work wasn’t finished.

“That being said”—Alaric swept a bony hand to his side, to Jace Hudson—“I have given Professor Hudson liberty to explain what’s been going on. Your actions in Appalachia nearly cost us a great deal, and we can’t have that happening again with you five flying blind.”

Jace crossed his arms over his chest. He stared at each of us in the face, one by one, his thick eyebrows creased with consternation. “It’s true, Glove, I was never fired from Shadowblade Academy. It was a ruse to bring me to Applachia and the village of Waichee. Being ‘fired’ enabled me the freedom to travel undercover. To do my reconnaissance.”

The Wrist perched on the edge of the table, striking a leisurely pose with one knee lifted and his foot on a chair. “Here are the facts, gang. Waichee Village has been smuggling Oblyx Steel from an unknown source, using Luciano Rockford as a middleman and broker. Luciano has then been transporting those goods to humans, as well as the demons we call Leatherwings. The four parties seem to be in cahoots—Waicheean smugglers, Luciano’s pack, human bureaucrats, and Leatherwings. They appear to have a complex system, or alliance, in play.”

When he finished speaking, he turned his gaze on Dax, who I assumed had the most questions.

Sure enough, the panther shifter spoke up. “How long has Luciano Rockford been dealing with my clan?”

“A long time, Dax. Since before you came to the Academy.”

“I know that. I recognized him from my Ghost-year final as having done business with my kin.”

“Then you might know more about him than we do.”

“I doubt it. What I meant is: How long has Luciano been dealing with my clan in Oblyx Steel?”

From over Jace’s shoulder, Alaric said, “Also since before you were a student at Shadowblade Academy, Mr. Kilmeade.”

Dax nodded slowly, mulling that over. 

Alaric likely noticed we were all restless, shifting our weight, and needed more. “Hudson’s Glove, minus Coralia Hargrave, was ordered to kill Luciano Rockford for your Ghost-year final. To break the supply chain, we had hoped. But you failed.” 

My guys’ faces dropped, Venn and Quentin looking down at the floor. Sunny and Dax stood their ground, heads held high and still clearly not having a good time. 

“Once that happened, we had to improvise.” Alaric stood from his chair. “Luciano became too well-protected to harm. He also has countless connections with powerful humans across the globe, which makes him essentially untouchable. The last thing we want at the Academy is to start a war with the humans.”

I bit my lip, knowing what was coming next.

Jace did the honors. “This is why the human deaths during your debacle in the woods strikes so harshly, Glove. We’re skating on thin ice.”

“You can thank your mystery shadowblade for that,” Sunny murmured.

“No humans were supposed to die.”

The vampire shrugged. “Mistakes happen.”

“Shadowblade Academy cannot be seen making mistakes!” Alaric bellowed, moving to the side of Jace where he could be seen easier. His eyes bulged and he thrust a skeletal finger in our direction. “Your Glove is not ready for things such as this. Clearly.”

I desperately hoped he wasn’t about to pull a “you can’t handle the truth” on us. His ire was scary, because he was a powerful individual. None of us wanted to let down the Academy, either. 

The headmaster continued once he had calmed down and took a few deep breaths. He folded his hands in front of his robe. “The parties involved in the Oblyx Steel trade seem to be suited to a darker purpose, students. Do you see? We don’t believe any of them are working for the betterment of their people—or even under the command of their people.”

I said, “What do you mean, sir?”

“There seems to be a wicked power at work here. We saw it in Asberald City with the Leatherwings. Now, we see it in the place called the Forbidden Orchard in Appalachia. But we will cover that more in a bit.”

I cocked my head. The swiftness with which he had shut himself down was alarming, especially when he was spilling so much classified intel. 

“For the sake of this meeting,” he continued, “just know the Oblyx Steel getting into demon hands is bad news. Very bad. Which is why Shadowblade Academy has actively—though covertly—been trying to disrupt the trade between Luciano and Waichee.”

Dax stepped forward, his midnight face highlighted on one side by sunlight streaming in through a window. “If no humans were supposed to die during that meeting . . . and Luciano is untouchable . . . then what was your shadowblade sent to achieve, Headmaster?” 

I blinked. Dax had come to a realization quicker than any of us, probably because he’d been thinking of his people. My heart hurt for him.

Alaric adopted the first look of vulnerability I’d seen yet, his eyebrows arching sadly. He shuffled in front of Dax and put his hands on the shifter’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, my boy. This will be hard to hear. But remember, you are a shadowblade. You are a member of this Academy, and you always will be.”

“What are you saying, Headmaster?” 

His naivety, if that’s what it could be called, made a knot of anguish coil in my stomach. I felt physically ill.

Alaric turned, took a step away, and cleared his throat. His hands were behind his back when he faced Dax once more. “If we cannot stamp out the recipient, and we don’t know who the supplier is, then we must cut out the middleman. Originally, Luciano was our middleman. But Waichee Village became our middleman when we had exhausted all other options. The Waichee smugglers were the ones liaising with Luciano and keeping this operation going.”

I drew in a sharp breath. Dax’s shoulders slumped.

“The target was Cyrus Kilmeade.” Alaric frowned. “And his ilk. Chieftess Fionne, if it comes to it. Whatever it takes to keep the Oblyx Steel from getting into the wrong hands.”

Dax’s mouth fell open, but he quickly clamped it shut. He didn’t want to show weakness in front of Headmaster Cane, but it was written so plainly on his face that it pained me to see. His eyes were broken. The man he had placed all his trust in had been trying to eradicate his people all this time. 

Hell, after hearing Dax’s story of how he came to Shadowblade Academy, I had to wonder if his acceptance here had been a ruse for Alaric Cane to have a beat on Waichee Village. To stay close and watch them.

Dax said, “My entire Academy experience has been based on a lie. Forged from deception.”

For some reason, that was the phrase that set the headmaster off. Head lurching back, he snapped, “Don’t be melodramatic, boy! ‘Forged from deception’? This Academy is deception!” He slapped a hand on the tabletop next to him. “We are fucking assassins!”

My breath hitched in my throat, startled from his sudden pitch in volume and his slap on the table. 

“With the Waicheeans out of the game, Luciano can’t get his Oblyx shipment because he has no connection to Waichee’s supplier. None of us do. Spirits save me, boy, if Luciano did have access to the Oblyx supplier, he would have killed your people already!

“It has never been our intention to commit genocide on your kin, Dax Kilmeade. But the rotten apples have to go. That’s all there is to it.”

A moment after he finished, Dax said, “Let me talk to them. Please, Headmaster.”

“What?”

“I can convince them to throw aside the Oblyx Steel trade if they know you are coming after them.”

Jace said, “You are exiled from the village, Dax.”

“I’m still Chieftess Fionne’s son. She will meet with me in secret. I know she will.”

“And you expect your words to make a difference?”

“Yes.” He said it with such certainty, even I was convinced he might be onto something.

Alaric seemed to think about it, eyes narrowing. Then he shook his head rapidly. “No, boy, I’m afraid not. With dead humans muddying the waters, your village is on life support. The humans will want revenge—retribution for their kind getting killed. Your people will be seen as terrorists after this.”

“No!” Dax shouted. He slammed a fist against an open palm. “I won’t allow it. We can alter the course. I will give myself to the humans if it means keeping my people safe. I will take the blame.”

I wanted to rush forward and hug him, to keep him close and make sure he didn’t sacrifice himself for the sins of his people. Hell, not even sins, but simply trying to get by. Who knew what kind of money Cyrus and his gang were making off the trade? It could have been life-changing stuff, and probably seemed harmless enough.

Until an establishment like Shadowblade Academy came along to crush them. 

I felt ashamed. Shocked at what I was hearing. 

Dax was right: There had to be a way to stop this. 

Sunny stepped forward during the brief moment of silent tension that settled in the room. “How do the Waichee people get the Oblyx? That’s my question. It’s from the dragon realm, right? Do they go there and procure it? Meet with someone?”

Headmaster Cane bobbed his head left and right, cracking his neck. He took a few more breaths—the outrage and yelling was probably not good for his old heart. “Well, that seems like a perfect segue. Mr. Conway.” He shuffled to a closed door on the other side of the room and put his hand on the knob. “I would like to introduce our honorable guests to discuss this issue further. Perhaps we can come to some sort of understanding together.”

When he opened the door, my eyebrows jumped at the sight of the person who walked through.

She was tall and physically imposing for a woman, with bare, wiry biceps and skin the color of sun-bleached sand. Shimmering silver hair swept down her shoulders, framing her beautiful, angular face. Bright violet eyes, even more radiant than Venn’s lilac irises, stared back at me, a full-lipped frown on her face. She wore a suit of armor like something out of a medieval fable, glittering silver—almost comical to see in modern times. 

The woman strode into the room with the confidence of a goddess. I couldn’t help but wilt at her utter regality and gracefulness. Whereas last term’s visitor, Dawn Rose, had been unassuming and plain until throwing aside her cloak and speaking to us, this woman struck a very different chord. 

She was a queen incarnate. 

And behind her, filing into the room with sturdy steps thudding on the tiles, were four huge, impossibly handsome men that made my jaw drop to the floor. 

The silver-haired woman stood in front of the stoic, mean-looking men, whose chiseled arms were all crossed over their chests in protective stances.

She was clearly the leader of the group.

It was then I realized she stared at me, directly—the only other woman in the room, also surrounded by four men. The coincidence was uncanny.

Alaric Cane stepped aside, sweeping his hand out like a court jester presenting the queen to the peasants.

“Shadowblades, allow me to introduce Queen Leviathan Sunfall. We would do well to heed Levia’s words—she and her mates have come a long way to be here . . .”
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Coralia

“YOU HAVE OBLYX,” QUEEN Sunfall said. Surprisingly, she spoke English, but in a thick, gravelly accent. Her tone and body language was hostile, like she saw us as rogues or criminals.

After looking side to side at the faces of my Glovemates, I spoke for us. “Yes. We were given four Oblyx Steel swords from Dawn Rose, the Absolver.”

“I know Vera Rose.” Levia scrutinized me, folding her arms under her breasts. “She is ally.”

Ah, maybe Dawn is how she knows our language. “We would like to be allies too, Queen Sunfall. We are not your enemy.”

“We come from Caan.”

“Right. The dragon realm.”

“No. Not dragon realm. Caan. Two different places.”

“Oh. I apologize.”

Leviathan had a commanding presence, and I definitely didn’t want to get on her bad side. I mean, my Glovemates and I were tough . . . but dragons? Who wanted to get on the wrong side of five fucking dragon shifters? 

“Oblyx not meant for Earth,” Levia said. “Oblyx made in Caan, should stay in Caan.”

I tilted my head, slightly confused. “Then why did you give the weapons to Dawn Rose?”

“She stops rot from spreading in this plane. We stop rot from spreading in ours. Win-win.” 

I nodded. “Okay. Is there, um, something we can do to mend this?”

Dax said, “I do not wish to see my people killed for the sake of your Oblyx ore. I will talk to my people and gather up the Steel, if you wish.”

Levia shook her head. “We are of mind to gather all Oblyx ore on this plane, to return to homeland. We execute all involved in this illegal trade on Earth.”

Dax reflexively knotted his hands into fists, which caused Levia’s four mates to flex and bar his path. “Please do not do this,” Dax begged. “There must be a peaceful solution. Headmaster?”

Alaric Cane scratched his throat awkwardly. “I’m of a mind to agree with Mr. Kilmeade. Reprimanding those involved in the trade is one thing, Queen Sunfall, but your, er, strategy—however justified—will be an ugly thing. No one wants a cross-planar war.”

Levia frowned. “No war. Just punishment.”

Spirits above, this woman was cutthroat. I had to admire her convictions, though she scared the living hell out of me. 

Alaric said, “Let’s circle back to this. Levia, can you please tell my students what you told me?”

The silver-haired queen nodded. “Oblyx imbued with magical spirit. What was word, Vero Cane?”

“Properties.”

“Yes. Magical properties. It destroys those not worthy to use. Fuels darkness on this plane.” She furrowed her brow, as if frustrated searching for the right words. Looking over at Alaric, she said, “Vero?”

“Indeed, Queen Sunfall. Dax, you must understand—the ore your people are trading to Luciano Rockford is going into the Forbidden Orchard and feeding it. Causing it to grow. To spread through the forest. In short, my boy, the Waicheeans are accelerating their own demise.”

I inhaled sharply, a lump forming in my throat. 

“We believe it is partly what creates the dark, foggy patch there. We cannot see into it with scrying spells.”

“Partly?” I asked. “What else do you think is in there causing the blight?”

“Demons. Leatherwings. We believe they have set up another base of operations in the forest, like they did in Asberald City, to serve their devious purpose, whatever it is. Except this time, they’re hidden by the general shroud of the forest.”

“What makes you think demons are residing there?”

“We sent someone to scout the area. They have not returned. And seeing as they are quite skilled, we find it strange and worrying.”

His shadowblade. His ace in the hole. That’s who he sent. I was sure of it.

Alaric fanned his hand. “Regardless, I mention this to point out to Mr. Kilmeade that our actions have not been malevolent. We are purging the land of this trade to save your people, Dax. Not to eradicate them.”

It was a confusing thing to justify—Alaric Cane saying in one breath that the Waicheeans needed to die to stop trading Oblyx; and in the other, that he was saving the forest, and therefore its inhabitants, by doing it. His logic seemed a bit twisted.

Dax stayed silent for a long time. The stuffiness thickened in the room. I wasn’t about to speak for him, because these were his people; his kinsmen at stake.

The panther worked his mouth over a few times. “Then that’s even more of a reason to let me go there to stop them. If Chieftess Fionne, my mother, learns of this, she will put a stop to Cyrus’ misdeeds.”

“If she has the power to,” Alaric said. “Which we don’t believe she does anymore. Your brother has gained quite a following while you’ve been studying here, son.”

“So you’ve been keeping a sharp eye on my family, I see.” He scowled at the headmaster, then dropped his gaze. “At least let us try.” His voice was pleading when he looked up at the dragon queen. “Do you know who is responsible for bringing the ore from Caan, Queen Sunfall?”

“Name Cyclone Fogborn. Leader of Tempest Isle.” She shook her head and broke into a frown, as if disappointed in herself for something. “Sneaky man. But important. He use money from underhand Earth trade to fund important research. Technology.”

“Do you have an idea who his liaison is on Earth? His collaborator?”

She nodded. “We have discovered, yes. She is feral, tribal girl. Name Riann.”

Dax let out a strangled breath. My head dizzied.  

“She and Cy . . . what is word, Vero Cane?” She twirled her hand in the air, then clenched it into a fist. “Ah, yes. They fuck.”

“W-What?” Dax stammered. “Riann and a dragon shifter?”

A solemn nod from the Queen of Caan. “Disturbing, yes? Cyclone too important to kill. He will pay price—not go unscathed. Riann? Execute.”

“No,” Dax growled. “I can’t allow that.”

Levia tilted her head, staring at Dax like an alien life form. “You stop me?”

“I—I don’t—” Dax cut himself off, unable to continue while stuttering.  

I spoke for him, at the time when he needed it most. I couldn’t watch him suffer any longer. “We will round up the Oblyx Steel on Earth, Queen Sunfall. We will make it our mission. Just please do not do this. No death.”

“You speak for girl Riann?”

“Yes.”

“You know her?”

I frowned. “Um, not personally, no.”

Levia walked to me. She stared at me, her violet eyes snaring my soul, her brow narrowing. “You would risk dragon wrath for girl you not know?”

“She’s a friend of my mate—my Glovemate, I mean. So, yes. If she is Dax’s kin, then she is my kin.” I couldn’t believe what I was saying, but I actually believed it. I would do whatever it took to keep Waichee out of the dragons’ crosshairs. “I’m sure you understand the lengths we would go to to save our allies.”

I was imploring her mercy, though I didn’t know if Levia Sunfall had any. She had probably seen a lot of shit on her homeplane, and had run out of fucks to give. 

A drawn-out pause followed, and the dragon queen examined me. Her gaze made me feel small and awkward. I assumed she was searching my face for any hints of lying or signs of weakness. Then she slowly started nodding. “Impressed. You would return Oblyx gift from Vera Rose to Caan, willingly?”

My head bobbed quickly. “Yes.” I gave her a tiny smile. “If it means not invoking the wrath of the dragons, I would do it in a heartbeat.”

Levia tapped her chin. “You keep Oblyx from Dawn.”

“What?”

“Vera Rose aided dragons in time of need. Oblyx was gift. She gifted you, also in time of need. Not right for dragons to go back on promise or gift.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I simply gave her a bow that was worthy of a queen. My hammering heart soared. I had won her over. When I straightened out, my smile grew. “Thank you, Vera Sunfall.”

“Queen Sunfall.”

“Right. My bad.” I blushed. I wondered how hard she’d had to work to gain that title, for it to mean so much to her. 

I was starting to feel hopeful about this meeting. I felt we had turned a corner in our negotiations. 

“How you learn of forbidden place?” Levia asked. 

I cocked my head. “The Forbidden Orchard? From our ally, Desmona. She is a tree spirit. A dryad.”

“Ah. I know tree spirit. Forest fae Elowen.” She gave me a fond smile, obviously speaking of someone from her homeland. “Desmona good?”

I hesitated. “Good . . . but troubled. From the Forbidden Orchard.”

“Not good.”

“No.”

“Where is she?”

“I—”

Dax cut me off. “She is not taking visitors right now, Queen Sunfall. She is resting, gathering her strength to fight the rot. The darkness has tested her greatly.”

“Another friend then?”

“Yes.”

“I would see this Desmona.”

“Like I said—”

“It’s not request, Vero. I would see this Desmona.”

Dax’s mouth slowly closed. His eyes darted to Headmaster Cane, who gave him a “what do you want me to do?” expression. Not great for the leader of the fucking Academy. 

But I understood. Levia scared more than just us students. Alaric Cane was conniving, and didn’t want to get on her shit list by denying whatever she asked for.

Leviathan didn’t apologize, but she did try to explain. “We must understand Forbidden Orchard. Know how it works. Desmona knows.” 

“How do you plan to destroy it?”

“Fire.”

Panic ran through me. “No! You can’t destroy our forests, Queen Sunfall! I thought we just talked about this. It would kill everyone in it.”

“You stop me?”

There was that question again. The arrogance on her. I didn’t wilt to the pressure. In fact, I leaned in and gambled. Levia appeared to appreciate courage. Though I knew it would probably fracture the feel-goods we’d just started to form, I said, “If it means stopping Appalachia from burning by dragon fire? Yes. I will try.”

She chuckled for the first time. “Twice impressed, youngling. You have grit for Unscaled. Balls bigger than my mates.”

A flush came to my cheeks. I gave her handsome, tall, ripped men a glance—one of them was absolutely massive with a bald head and placid face; another had shoulder-length auburn hair and a scowl on his beautiful mug; the third had long blond locks, boredom written on his fine features; the fourth had shaggy black hair and the expression of a curious young man, his eyes darting out the window in wonder. 

“I sincerely doubt that, ma’am.”

Levia’s chuckle broke into a laugh. She gave Alaric Cane a hardy slap on the back, making the headmaster cough and jerk. “She funny, Vero Cane. I like her. Name?”

“This is Coralia Hargrave, Queen Sunfall.”

“Vera Hargrave. You special woman, I see. Tell me alternate.”

“Alternate?”

She circled her wrist at me. “Other option than fire.”

“Oh. I—um.” I gulped, glancing over at my mates. They all had bewildered, unhelpful expressions, because they knew how I got when I spitballed. They knew I was coming up with everything on the fly, and had no clue what sort of shit I’d get them into.

It had to be done though. For the sake of Waichee surviving; for Dax and Riann; for our own reputation; to keep Earth out of a draconic war that sounded scarier than anything else. 

“We will go into the Forbidden Orchard.”

“What?” Sunny blurted.

“After everything we just heard, Cor?” Venn gasped.

“She’s not kidding about your ostrich-egg balls, lass,” Quentin chuckled.

“I’m with you, M’shyok,” Dax finished.

They chattered in tandem, filling the room with voices. Then the voices died down and Levia was still staring at me, though the impressed look on her face was growing stiff. “And do what?”

“Snuff out the problem from inside. We will get to the root of it and find your Oblyx Steel. All of it. We’ll destroy the rot from inside the Orchard.”

“Miss Hargrave . . .” Alaric droned. “Just how in the name of the spirits will you do that?”

“We’ll figure it out. We have Oblyx ourselves, right? And it hasn’t corrupted us yet.”

Levia nodded, understanding dawning on her face. “Yes. You are worthy bunch. Not corrupted by Oblyx ore. I like this.”

“You do?” I asked with shock in my voice. Because I didn’t even like my half-baked plan.

“Shows grit,” Levia said. “Strength. Dragons like strength.”

I let out a deep breath, my heart starting to slow its rapid beating. The boat was back on calm seas. “Okay. Then it’s decided.” 

Jace Hudson approached from the side. “You have no idea what you’re in for, Coralia. My shadowmaps do not work in the Forbidden Orchard. I’ve tried. Are you sure you want to do this?”

“No. But I can’t think of any other alternative. And I don’t want Queen Sunfall burning down the fucking forest.”

A sad look overtook Levia. “Miran Forest burned on Caan. Tragic time, mass exodus. I fix it. Don’t want to repeat unless have to.”

“You fix it?” I asked.

Alaric said, “Leviathan is the Rejuvenator—a sun dragon from an ancient, powerful bloodline. She has life-restoring properties, similar to how Dawn Rose has mind-restoring abilities.” 

“Oh. Damn.” Maybe that could be of some use . . .

“She is also responsible for opening the Traveler Plane that connects Earth to Caan. The first in generations to do so.”

“Planar Rift,” Levia explained. “I do not wish to close Planar Rift. But I will.”

I understood her implied threat. If we didn’t succeed in the Forbidden Orchard, which was entirely possible, she would cut off all connections with the magnificent dragon shifters.

But probably not before destroying those who stole her people’s priceless ore. 

In my mind’s eyes, I could see the wave of danger building again. Cresting, growing higher and higher in the sky like a brick wall of doom. A tsunami that excited and frightened me at the same time.

I lived for the rush. 

I had decided it for my Glove, taking the role of leader even with Jace Hudson, our former Wrist, in the room watching over us. I thought I saw a glint of admiration in his eye when I spoke to Leviathan Sunfall about charging into the Forbidden Orchard. 

We were going on another perilous, life-or-death mission.
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Dax

SAY ONE THING FOR CORALIA Hargrave—she was a spitfire. Unpredictable and stupidly brave. Reckless, even. After our meeting with Headmaster Cane and Leviathan Sunfall, I only felt more attached to her. Drawn, like our souls longed to connect like we had back in Waichee on that glorious night. 

Coralia had made the reckless decision to go into the Forbidden Orchard for me. For my people. She was more M’shyok Wahdus than I even imagined. A true warrior and lover.

Spending that perfect evening in the treetops with Coralia—and even Donovenn—had confirmed what I already knew: She was special, and I was in love. It was more than lust or pining. It was a yearning to connect with her in all ways. 

For what she had done for me, I vowed to return the favor whenever I could. If Coralia Hargrave ever needed help, I would be there to support her. She had risked the wrath of the dragon queen in order to try and save someone she didn’t even know. Riann. The woman I once loved—only to find out my “love” for her had been a child’s foolishness.

Damn Riann for getting Waichee into such a tough predicament. Had she never met or fornicated with the dragon Leviathan spoke of, Cyclone Fogborn, none of this would have happened to our village. Kalul would still be alive. And Pindo. And the humans. War wouldn’t be knocking on our doorstep. Waichee wouldn’t be at risk of getting razed by dragon fire. 

Alas, what’s done is done. There’s no going back now, only forward. That sounds like something Coralia would say.

M’shyok had impressed Queen Sunfall. We all saw it. Being the only other woman in the room, and not a meek, helpless thing like Leviathan perhaps suspected from the onset, had helped turn the tide. Coralia had been able to stand up to Levia, challenge her, and somehow even befriend her, which gave us an opportunity to make things right with my people.

What if it had been only us men in the room? The Glove, Jace Hudson, and Alaric Cane? Good fucking luck. Leviathan would have trampled all over us. The headmaster had been relegated to a tiptoeing dolt in Leviathan’s presence, without any agency or command of the room. 

Only Coralia had had anything like command in the face of Queen Sunfall’s brilliant purple gaze. 

I was awestruck watching the two women battle it out. There was a language barrier, but Leviathan made her thoughts plain enough: fire, execution, death. She was in no mood to dawdle with the people of this plane once she realized what was going on under her nose. She likely felt ashamed Oblyx ore was getting siphoned out of her land. It probably reflected poorly on her in Caan, which was why she was so bent on retribution and punishment here.

After the tense meeting, I was rejuvenated. We had been given a new lease on life. Leviathan had presented the Glove with a chance to not only do something good, but also, hopefully, unify our strained brotherhood.  

As we ventured down the corridor to leave Fort Nocturnus, Sunder said, “I don’t know if I like what you did, princess, but I have to agree with the dragon bitch. Impressed.” He slapped Coralia on the shoulder, who nearly toppled over from surprise and the force of the slap. 

“Agreed, lass,” Quentin echoed. “That was some top-tier negotiating with one of the toughest adversaries you’ll probably ever have to face.”

Pink spread through Coralia’s cheeks. “I’m not sure I like it either, guys. Did I just sign our death warrant?”

“We’ll be with you, hun,” Donovenn said. “Together, there’s nothing we can’t do.”

“Okay, Captain Planet, let’s not get carried away,” Sunny drawled. “There’s plenty we can’t do. For starters, I doubt we can take on five dragon shifters. Hell, maybe even one. I’d much rather throw my lot in with the Forbidden Orchard than those assholes.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Sunder,” I said. “We can take one dragon.” I tried to give him a small smile, but his scowl was too pervasive. 

“Shut up,” he said. “I’m still mad at you.”

Coralia stopped walking, which caused us all to stop also. Showed how much of a leader she had become, when we literally followed her footsteps. 

She stared at Sunder, brow furrowing, then swept her gaze to the rest of us. “Guys, if we’re going to do this, Venn is right—we have to be together. We can’t let petty squabbles and bullshit stand in our way. It was one of the reasons I was skeptical about going to the Forbidden Orchard in the first place, because we’re at a low point. Spiritually and . . . connectively? I don’t know if that’s a word. But you get my point.

“Remember the Asberald final? We worked together like a well-oiled machine. We need that vibe again. Okay?”

Sunder grumbled something under his breath. I wanted to slap him, not to go against Coralia’s words, but because he was wallowing in the past. He didn’t seem to hear her. 

“Good pep talk, lass,” Quentin said with a smile. “I wasn’t with you in Asberald, but I know the ‘well-oiled machine’ you speak of. I see it on the Shadowball field with you guys, and I saw it during our Ghost-term together. I was the one who fucked that one up, and it got me soul-killed. Let’s not repeat that again, yeah?”

Donovenn said, “We only have each other now. No Jace to lead us astray, but also no guiding hand. No shadowmaps. Only our own instincts and synergy. It’s what we’ve been trained to utilize our entire time at Shadowblade Academy, right?”

I felt my spirit rising to the occasion, hearing my Glovemates speak in such eloquent, powerful voices. It made me proud to be their brother. 

Sunder and I were the only ones who hadn’t said anything of substance. He was facing the ground, still mumbling things to himself. When he looked up, he noticed all four of us were staring at him. “What? Am I supposed to give a speech now too? What is this, the fucking Mighty Ducks?”

Coralia sighed. “Can you stop speaking in movie metaphors for a second and take this seriously?”

Sunder grinned with one side of his mouth. “I learned it from you, princess. Turns out I like it.”

Coralia bunched her jaw but didn’t let herself get baited. Instead, she took a deep breath, showing surprising control, and let it out. “No more kicking Dax while he’s down, Sunny. Okay? If you want to direct your silly anger at anyone, direct it at me.”

There she was defending me again. I couldn’t help but admire her, even though I was sure someone like Sunder would see it as a weakness—letting a girl take the bullets for me. 

But I didn’t care about being too soft or unmanly or stuffing down my emotions anymore. I was done being that man.

Because Coralia was right. I was hurting. It seemed like all the betrayals had been one after the other, compiling and weighing me down until my spirit was left broken.  

My own brother backstabbed me. My mother took his side and banished me from my homeland. Riann betrayed us all by dealing with the dragon shifters and sneaking Oblyx Steel into Waichee. The benevolent dryad Desmona had turned spiteful and angry. Jace Hudson had used my trust to get into the village to spy and scheme for Alaric Cane—the man who had brought me to Shadowblade Academy . . . under false pretenses, most likely. I had kept secrets from my Glove—knowledge that could have helped us—because I was scared, and now my bond with Sunder Conway was at a crossroads.

Standing there, thinking about all the things that had gone wrong, I realized something: I was not weak for feeling hurt because of it all. That was a very normal reaction. 

No—I was strong for pushing through it and believing in hope. Believing in the strength of our Glove. Our unity. Our brotherhood. My M’shyok Wahdus, who gave me power. 

The woman who resurrected my broken spirit.

“Deal?” Coralia repeated, still staring at Sunder.

The vampire tilted his head to stare up at the high ceiling, then rolled his eyes. “Fine, dammit. You win, princess. I’ll relent.”

Everyone around smiled, even as Sunder sulked. 

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, waving off our proverbial pats on the back, trying to hide his smirk. “I know, it’s a big deal. I’m a big deal. Now should we all hug it out and blow each other or can we get the fuck out of this creepy castle? I had to stay in the basement for seven days last term and I don’t want Alaric to change his mind and make me do it again.”

With that, we left Fort Nocturnus. 

Outside, Sunder announced he was getting some rest. It was midday, he hadn’t slept in forever, and now was the perfect vampire hibernating hours. Donovenn, Quentin, and Coralia agreed, and they weren’t even vampires. Just exhausted. 

I had one more place to go before I could sleep comfortably and prepare for our venture into the Forbidden Orchard. 

As our Glove parted ways, I pulled Coralia aside. There was so much I wanted to say, but my mind went blank the moment I stared into her cosmic orbs and her beautiful pale face. 

Instead of using my words, I cupped her behind the neck and kissed her forehead. Then I brought my lips down, ghosting them over her nose, and seared them against her lips. She melted into the kiss and I tried to say everything I had to say with that single, life-affirming act. 

When we pulled away, her cheeks were slightly flushed. I smiled at her, caressed her pink skin with my knuckle, and tucked a strand of errant hair behind her ear. “Thank you, M’shyok. For what you did in there. For everything. You’ll never know how much it—”

“Dax, it’s okay.” She put a hand on my chest to stop my rambling. “I know you would have done the same for me. You already have. It’s what good Glovemates do. And you’re one of the best.”

* * *
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WHEN I WALKED INTO the infirmary, I was met by three men in white coats. One of them I recognized as Dr. Merryman, who had watched over me and Coralia after our first Asberald excursion. He was a bit of a condescending twat, but he meant well.

The other two were men I recognized only in passing. They had arrived after our second Asberald excursion, after we’d rescued Desmona, Quentin, and Genevieve Jade, and discovered the eviscerated woman in the cell. 

The first was a bespectacled doctor with the ominous name of Grievestone. He hailed from Briarwitch Academy. With him was a tall, lanky man named Professor Limfel, also from Briarwitch. He was reportedly a specialist on the “Turned” phenomena. 

When they saw me moving toward Desmona’s room, it was the scarecrow of a man, Limfel, who stopped me. “Sir, might I ask where you’re going?”

“To see my friend.”

“The dryad Desmona is your friend?”

“She is.” That’s when I read his name tag, eyes squinting. “Professor Gregory Limfel.” I didn’t have time for this. “What are you doing here, Professor? You’re a long way from Briarwitch Academy.”

“Ah, Dax my boy,” Dr. Merryman said in a nervous voice. He put a hand on my shoulder. “Limfel is here to help with our studies.” 

“What have you discovered about the murdered woman from Asberald City, doctor?”

Merryman’s jovial attitude vanished. He went rigid. “Erm, I’m afraid that’s classified information.”

“Of course it is,” I sneered. “I’m here to check on Desmona.” I channeled my inner dragon queen. “Are you going to try and stop me?”

“Well,” said Dr. Grievestone, “we aren’t sure if her condition is contagious or—”

“Get the fuck out of the way, jokers,” a voice called behind me, “and let Mr. Kilmeade pass. He’s been through enough today.” 

I turned to find Jace Hudson waving his hand at the white-coats. 

Dr. Merryman’s eyes bulged. “Jace? You’re . . .”

“Back? I know. Crazy, right?” He trudged past me, grabbing me by the elbow and dragging me with him. “We’re going to see the patient now, and I don’t want you three in the room with us.”

“But, sir, Jace, um,” Merryman stammered. “We are told not to let anyone in—”

“Look, Merryman,” Jace said, swinging around. He pointed past the doctor to the front door. “A gaggle of fucking dragon shifters is about to storm through there, so I’d say you have more to worry about than us. Are you going to try and stop the queen bee of Caan from entering to see Desmona?”

Dr. Merryman’s face blanched.

“That’s what I thought. Gentlemen.” Jace nodded and I followed him into the room.

Desmona was on a gurney, resting, with tubes and needles in her arms. She looked fine—restful—though I knew looks could be deceiving. Her eyes were closed. 

I took the opportunity to reach into my jacket and produce the gift I had brought. I went to her side and sat on the chair next to her gurney, then placed the gift on her arm. It started crawling up her bicep. I smiled. 

Desmona’s eyes opened. She peered down at herself with a creased brow. “Dax? Who is . . . Oh.”

“I brought a friend, Des. Yoshi.” The bearded dragon stuck its tongue out and licked the inside of Desmona’s elbow. “Seems he still likes you.”

The dryad let out a chuckle. “Hello, my little friend. How good it is to see you.” Then she stared up past me, and her eyes gleamed. “M’yrku, you’ve come.” 

Jace smiled warmly at her. He took her hand in his and rubbed her knuckles. “Of course, my dear.”

My eyes widened and I averted my gaze. Suddenly, I felt like a voyeur, and it was not the voyeurism I had previously taken part in, that I enjoyed. This made me uncomfortable. 

Somewhere along the way, Jace Hudson and Desmona had fallen in love. It was baffling to say the least, but I wouldn’t question it. Stranger things had happened in the supernatural world than a dryad and . . . what was Jace, anyway? A human? Unlikely. 

“You are the only two people I can stand to see right now,” Desmona said, glancing back and forth between us. The vines on her head framed her pillow like a snake nest. “The doctors poke me with things. They treat me like a specimen. A science project.” She scowled and made a snorting sound from deep within her throat. 

“Screw those dweebs,” Jace said. “You have us. Right, Dax?”

Still thinking about their relationship, I stuttered, “Y-Yes. Of course. We wanted to make sure you were all right.”

Jace added, “You might only want to see us, dear, but I’m afraid that won’t last. Some interesting folk are right behind us, and they have questions.”

“Keep them away, M’yrku. Please. I’m not in the mood for visitors.”

Jace winced. “I’m, uh, not sure I can keep them away, love. They’re dragons.”

Desmona’s emerald face lit up. “Dragons? In this realm?”

“I know. They took the Planar Rift to get here.”

“Planar Rift?”

Jace waved her off. “How are you—”

Desmona hissed and gripped her stomach, her body curling in on itself. I clenched my jaw as she writhed in pain and tried to fight it back, and my heart hurt to see her struggle to contain herself. 

Her eyes clamped shut, wrinkles forming at the corners with how hard she pushed. She gritted her teeth, the sound like branches rubbing together. Black veins appeared, swirling from the back of her neck up to her gaunt cheeks.

For a scary moment, I thought she would transform into an unrecognizable creature. 

Then her face smoothed and she exhaled hard. A sheen of sweet-smelling sap coated her skin—the dryad version of sweat. 

“—feeling,” Jace finished, dumbstruck. “Shit, Desmona. It’s getting worse.”

“Away from my grove, I can hardly fight it off,” she croaked. Her voice grated now, almost painful to hear. “I fear t-this was a mistake, M’yrku, bringing me here. I-I need to be back by the Kolpodens.” 

“Hun, you need to rest and let the dweebs run their tests to see if they can discover what’s wrong with you. I know they pester, but they are experts in this. Please, for me.”

She sighed, seeming to melt into her hospital bed. “Fine, Jace. For you.”

The door opened behind us. The silver-haired Queen Sunfall walked in, with one of her mates behind her. It was the handsome, muscle-bound one with lush auburn hair framing his shoulders like fire. He looked menacing taking up the doorway behind Leviathan.

The queen wasted no time. I stepped aside from the chair to let her pass. “You are Desmona.”

“And you are?”

“Levia Sunfall of the Dragon Dominion.”

“Ah. The Dragoness Queen of Caan.”

Leviathan nodded. 

“What are you doing here?” Desmona asked.  

“Seeking answers, tree deity.” 

“I am no deity, Lady Sunfall.”

Leviathan’s face screwed up. “No? Have you known Elowen?”

Desmona frowned. “No, I haven’t heard the name before.”

“Shame. She is like goddess of Miran Forest in Caan. Old woman turned young.”

“Remarkable.” 

“Dawn Rose made Elowen young. Doubt she can do it for you, tree woman.”

Desmona scoffed—a very natural reaction to being called a tree woman. Or old. “I am not in need of de-aging, Queen. I am not a Turned beast or a sapling. My mind is sound. My body is strong.”

Leviathan reached down and took Desmona’s hand without asking. Her eyes narrowed. “Your soul tarnished. Not mind or body. You are correct.”

“My soul? How do you know?” 

“I am Rejuvenator. I give life. Your life-force is weakened, but not root cause. Your mind, also weakened, but not tainted.” Well, she definitely didn’t pull any punches. When she was done calling Desmona a lifeless, weak-minded demi-goddess, she nodded succinctly. “Therefore, it must be soul.”

Sound deductive reasoning, I suppose.

There was a plea in Desmona’s eyes. “You can’t help me then, Queen Sunfall?”

“I am afraid not, dryad.”

“What is this creature?” blurted the striking dragon shifter behind Levia. He stepped forward, staring down at Desmona.

“Excuse me?” the dryad bristled. “I am not a creature! I am a spirit of the forest. A force for Mother Nature and—”

“Not you,” the man said. He pointed at Yoshi, still perched on Desmona’s arm. “That. Familiar?”

“Oh,” I butted in, chuckling nervously and trying to cut through the tension, “that is a bearded dragon, one of Desmona’s forest messengers. He alerted me to Desmona’s plight.”

The man’s eyebrows rose high on his head. “Bearded dragon, you say?” He unceremoniously bent down, until he was an inch from Yoshi’s reptilian face. He cocked his head curiously. “Hello, cousin.” 

Queen Sunfall looked embarrassed. She put a hand on the man’s burly shoulder. “Apologies. Name Coalt Firesworn, prince of Emberlands. My Summer mate.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “The bearded dragon, he, uh, doesn’t have much to say. But he is quite expressive, is he not?”

Coalt scowled at me. “Is ‘expressive’ a feat for Earth dragon? Where is his fire, his grit . . . his beard?”

I frowned. “It’s just a name, sir.” 

The fire-haired shifter straightened, his ripped arms folding over his chest. “Names mean everything. Names hold power. What is this one’s?”

“Yoshi.”

Coalt hummed to himself, deep in thought. “Cousin Yoshi.”

Desmona gently petted the little guy with a single finger. “I had originally named him Ares. But Yoshi is just as good, Dax.” She gave me a small smile. At least the lizard seemed to be giving her some solace from her worrying condition. 

Coalt said, “Ares? Sounds like woman name. Is Cousin Yoshi-Ares woman?”

“Depending who you talk to,” Desmona explained, “Ares is a god of war.”

“God of war?!” Coalt blurted incredulously. He bent down again, examining Yoshi. “I would not follow you into battle, Vero Yoshi-Ares. You lack charisma.”

Yoshi licked Coalt’s nose. 

“Are you finished chastising my messenger, Coalt Firesworn?” Desmona looked down and nodded to Yoshi. “Yes, I know you have charisma, friend. This dragon man is simply an asshole.”

“Asshole?” Coalt asked. “You speak to bearded dragon?”

“Yes. He speaks to me. But only me.”

Coalt tapped his perfect chin, as if he was reconsidering everything he had just learned about the lizard. “ . . . Enchanting.”

“Enough, idiot,” Leviathan said, pushing Coalt aside. “Desmona, I seek answers. Have you information on Forbidden Orchard? We need—”

A scream ripped from Desmona’s throat.

I gasped as her pain rent the air surrounding us, goosebumps rising on my skin. I waited for the agonized sound to pass—all of us in shock, eyes wide, watching.

But this time, the agony didn’t pass.

Desmona’s wail turned into a whimper, then another loud groan. She arched her back, writhed, and clutched her belly. “S-Something’s not right!” 

Fuck! 

She stared down at herself, face aghast and horrified. Sap poured from her chipped bark and graying skin. The black veins slithered up her face and neck and started to consume her beautiful, fine features. 

“Desmona!” I yelled, standing. 

The door behind us swung open. We pushed ourselves to the sides of the crowded room as the doctors piled in, shoving their way to the gurney. 

Desmona continued to scream. Outside, I saw faces peeking into room, curious and worried like the rest of us.

My eyes turned to the walls, which seemed to be moving against my back. Tiny black tendrils split through porous material and wiggled into the room, creating cracks. The strands began coalescing, gathering and swaying like black moss on a rock . . . moving toward Desmona on the gurney.

Spirits save her—what is happening?! 

The blackness was trying to inch its way to the source of the evil power. The dryad. 

The doctors muttered among themselves, fumbling to find an answer and ease her pain. None of the IVs or drips worked to alleviate her misery.  

I turned to Jace, who stood there dumbfounded like the rest of us, his face paling. 

Then something came to me out of nowhere—something Leviathan had said before we’d gotten derailed by the lighthearted talk about Yoshi. 

Not her mind. Not her body. Her soul!

My eyebrows rose to my forehead. 

What did Coralia do to rescue Quentin and return him to us?

She returned his soul to his body! 

“Hold on, Des!” I shouted, barreling for the door.

“Dax, where are you going?!” Jace called after me. His voice was frantic—a first from the former Wrist.

“To get Coralia!” I bellowed. “She is the answer!”
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Chapter 39
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Coralia

I AWOKE FROM A ROCKY dream to an even rockier reality.

Pounding at my dorm room door. 

I jolted up, bleary-eyed and disoriented, and wobbled from the bed to my feet. 

“M’shyok, it’s me.” Dax’s voice from the other side.

I scowled as I reached the door and swung it open. If this was his idea of a late-night booty call, I wasn’t having it, and he’d hear a piece of my—

His face was sallow and sweaty, eyes wide with fear. 

“Dax?” I mumbled, wiping the crusties from my eyes. “What time is it? What’s wrong?”

“Sundown. M’shyok, it’s Desmona.”

He didn’t need to say more. Understanding rippled through me and dashed my tiredness away. 

The urgency on his face told me I didn’t have time to even change out of my nightie. I followed him out of the room and we sprinted as fast as our feet would take us.

Once we reached the chilly evening air outside, we hit the first shadow we could find on the ground and vanished into it. A smudged, purple blanket enveloped my vision and we popped out of it thirty feet away. We shadowwalked across campus to the infirmary. 

I could hear Desmona’s screams before reaching the front of the building. Inside was chaos. I beelined to her room. It was too tight to fit all of us. Three doctors, Jace Hudson, Queen Levia Sunfall, and one of her mates crowded the space. 

“Move, move!” Dax demanded, throwing all decorum aside as he shouldered past the dragon queen and her mate. 

I followed him to Desmona’s gurney. She looked terrible—worse than I’d ever seen. I worried she was already too far gone to save.

And what the hell could I do to help her? Why had Dax sought me out?

He explained the situation rapidly: “Queen Sunfall says it’s not her body or her mind that is tainted, M’shyok. It’s her soul . . .”

He let the last word linger, and then I understood.

Quentin. My jaunts through the Spectral Realm. Only I seemed to have unfettered access to the place, though I still didn’t know how to reach it at will. It seemed to come at the moment when I needed it most. 

I searched deep inside myself, trying to find the thread that would give me access to the Spectral Realm. The power to Slip out of the Shadow Realm and reach that ominous, eerie place where shadows danced on the walls and humanity had been abandoned. 

“How do you know?” I asked, sweeping my gaze to Queen Sunfall.

“I am Rejuvenator. Life-giver. I cannot undo her rot.”

“But you can keep her alive?”

Her head bobbed left and right. “In theory.”

“Because she doesn’t look like she will last the next five minutes. Can you help her while I try to do the thing?”

“The thing, Vera Hargrave?”

“Long story. No time.”

Levia flared her nostrils and nodded decisively. “Bring her outside. I need . . . room.”

“Wait, wait,” said Dr. Feelgood, Merryman, whatever his name was. “Something is happening. Something’s coming!”

“What is it?”

I followed his gaze to Desmona’s bloated belly. It was . . . moving . . . like something out of Aliens. Thoughts of an exploding stomach, gore, innards, and a spider-like life form flashed through my mind. “Oh fuck. Hurry!” 

Everyone unnecessary to the cause shuffled out of the room, including Levia’s mate, two of the doctors, and Dax. Jace Hudson joined me on one side of the gurney, while Levia joined Dr. Merryman on the other. 

Together, we wheeled her out of the hospital room and down the hall into the lobby. Dax swung the front door open and the stuffiness dissipated for the night air. 

Outside, a few students milled about. Their heads turned to the sounds of disorder and yelling, curiosity taking over. Before long, we had a little audience, which I didn’t care for. 

“I’m going to shift,” Levia said matter-of-factly. She ran away from the gurney, her Renaissance Faire garb clanking. 

Then I heard the telltale signs of bones breaking and realigning. A low, guttural sound reached my ears and made me shiver. Slowly, all of us turned to where she had run to. 

In Levia’s place was Goddesszilla. A resplendent, brilliant dragon out of a fantasy novel, its scales shimmering silver and gold in the moonlight. Topaz eyes stared down from a long neck and jutting, reptilian face. Giant wings spread from her back, beating the air, and a wicked tail slapped the cobblestone courtyard with harsh thuds. Sinewy muscles rippled along her four legs and her broad shoulders.  

Leviathan in her dragon form was incredibly gorgeous but even more frightening. She was fucking gigantic, almost as tall as the infirmary building.

I didn’t have time to gawk. I had to hope she could understand me as a dragon. “Do your thing, and I’ll do mine!” I yelled, neck craned to stare up at the magnificent creature.

Steam puffed from her nostrils. Her long neck lurched back, bending her head to the sky.  

Students went from awestruck to screaming, as if they expected hellfire to spout from Levia’s mouth. Everyone standing around Desmona’s gurney scattered, including me.

When Levia’s neck lunged forward, a shimmering beam of concentrated, blinding-white light launched from her maw. It bathed Desmona and the gurney in a circle of coruscating power, which I could feel even standing five feet from the blast. 

This wasn’t hellfire. It was the opposite. Suddenly, my senses felt sharpened; my muscles burgeoned with strength. I took a staggering step toward Desmona, and then felt Dax’s hand grip my shoulder, as if trying to stop me.

I shrugged him aside, tossing a hopeful look over my shoulder at his frightened face.

Then I disappeared into the light. 

* * *
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SUNLIGHT AND SHADOW played in my vision, confusing me with swirling energy. I felt like I was standing at heaven’s gates, golden warmth showering me with vigor and potency.

I stood at the end of Desmona’s gurney, where a shadow had been cast on the ground in the midst of the unnatural spotlight. Her face was at peace, a smile curling her lips, her eyes darting beneath closed lids. The black veins creeping up Desmona’s neck and body were beaten back, shimmering green and gray as they fought to take over her body against Levia’s dragon breath. 

Through her peaceful disposition, Desmona’s legs were spread, knees bent, and Dr. Merryman had been correct: Something was most definitely coming.

Gaping, I reached one hand between her legs—not to touch her, but to catch whatever might appear from there. My other hand hovered over her stomach, where the pain had been most obvious and prevalent. 

Where I had been lost before about accessing my power, Levia’s life-giving breath gave me the mind-switch I needed to pull myself into my flow state.  

I knew what I needed to do. 

Closing my eyes, I felt my body evaporate into the shadow. When I opened them, I had materialized in the same spot, just a few inches to the side and surrounded by purplish blotches. 

The Shadow Realm called me to the nearest patch of inky blackness—begging me to step toward the wispy tree-branch shadows nearby. 

Instead, I went the other way, Slipping off the trajectory. 

The world tumbled. It was a spinning sensation, bewildering and stunning as the sky became ground and left became right. But it was a sensation I recognized.  

My eyes opened again, this time to peaceful quietness. 

I stared up at a grand elm tree, bordered by other smaller elms. Wind whistled through the foliage of the Appalachian forest. A trickling stream ran at my feet.

I was back in the Kolpoden Grove.

Why did the Spectral Realm bring me here?

The answer was obvious once I looked for it. Directly in front of me, something gold glowed inside the bole of the grand elm tree. I couldn’t make out specifics of the glowing avatar, because it was literally in the tree. I could only see the outlines of it. 

I stepped over the stream, onto the gentle hill of the island tree grove. Approaching the elm, the golden aura brightened, until it was nearly as blinding as Levia’s life-fire. 

I reached out to place a palm on the bronze trunk of the tree. My hand sunk into the bark, and then I was stepping into it. 

Ancient wooden strands swirled around me as I found myself inside the Kolpoden tree. There, I could see the golden avatar: Desmona’s life-force. Her soul, sitting cross-legged with her head bowed in a meditative stance, body levitating in front of me.  

Desmona’s soul was little more than a sapling; a young waif of a girl, skinny and innocent and pure. She did not speak to me—did not seem to even notice my presence. 

I reached my hand for the avatar, and her eyes flashed open when my fingertips brushed across her golden-green skin. Pure white light funneled into me from her orbs, making me gasp with its intensity. 

I pushed through the simmering warmth that enveloped my body and wrapped around my heart. “I’m trying to help,” I said. “Who knew you were here all along, trapped right under Desmona’s nose?”

Had Desmona had access to the spirit, or the world where the spirit lived, she would have been able to rescue herself. But apparently that was a talent only I possessed—the ability to see the soul.

And take it.

My hands snatched the little golden soul in my hands. The spreading warmth shot electric jolts through my body. I gritted my teeth and backpedaled, stepping out of the elm tree. 

Turning around, a sharp intake of breath jetted out of my lungs.

Shadows had replaced the peaceful quietness. Human shadows, waving and dancing like the inflatable tube men from used car lots. They were slowly inching their way to me, and I stumbled backward until my spine hit the elm tree behind me. 

The shadows stopped at the brook of the small stream. They did not cross. They had no features on their faces—no corporeal essence or meat to their body. They were simply blank shadows that I could see through, watching me with gray faces.

They scared the ever-loving shit out of me.

Hugging the golden spirit close to my chest, I spun and dashed into the Kolpoden Grove to escape their unnatural glares. Rather than a dozen or so trees meeting me, I found myself running through a forest of them.

I sprinted blindly through the woods for what seemed like an eternity. Branches and limbs hemmed my vision, but every time it seemed they would smack into me, they swerved out of the way.

The forest was moving to make room for me. Somehow, I got the distinct impression Desmona was controlling them.

I ran until tears stung my eyes. Then I pushed through a copse of trees into a clearing . . .

. . . and found myself staring at the backs of the very same shadows I had been running from. They looked onward—not noticing me behind them—to the hilly Kolpoden Grove. 

And there, standing at the base of the slope, glaring down at the shadows . . . was me.

What the fuck is going on?

It was like I had joined the shadows in their pervasive examination of my body; like I was watching a movie of myself and the scenario that had just played out. An out-of-body experience.

This time, my body atop the Kolpoden Grove didn’t react and spin to run away from the shadows. This time, she looked past them, over their shoulders—

And smiled at me. Then winked. 

Fear skittered along every inch of my skin. That smile, that wink, looked abnormal. Freakish. Wicked, even. 

I clutched the golden spirit harder to my chest. 

Not knowing what to do, I turned. But there was no exit or tree line. Only a gray wall, closing in behind me.

So I ran forward, into the throng of congregated shadows. I held the glowing spirit in front of me, trying to use Desmona as a shield to protect me from the evil spirits. 

I was nearing my body atop the grove, who still smiled down at me like she knew something I didn’t. She didn’t hold a golden tree dryad in her arms—the only thing that set us apart. 

That and the dubious smile stretching her lips. 

The shadows wheeled as they noticed me running through them. Then they shrieked and sizzled before my eyes, vanishing as the golden aura of Desmona’s spirit touched them.

I was ten feet from my body double. I kept sprinting, tears blurring my vision, fear gripping my heart.

Five feet away, her smile wavered. 

My feet touched the rushing stream just before the island—

And everything vanished around me. Purple blankets swathed me in darkness, leaving a yellow-and-red impression of my grinning body double in the backs of my eyelids. 

I tore my eyes open and found myself standing before Desmona on the gurney, her legs still spread apart. I held the golden light of her soul in my arms. Levia’s life-fire rained down upon us. 

But in my human form—where I had been before vanishing into the Shadow and Spectral Realms—I cradled something else in my arms.

I reached out with the golden aura and placed it on Desmona’s belly. The lost soul slowly melded into her body, and the black-and-green veins and bloat began to recede, shimmering away in the brilliant dragon light. 

Then I was in my physical body, returned, staring down at whatever I held—whatever evil Desmona had expelled to make room for her untainted, pure spirit.

My mouth fell open on a silent scream. 

I held a slimy form in my hands, cradled where the golden spirit had just been. Except this form was living, breathing, with skin the color of tar and aged wood, and piercing red eyes staring up at me. Tiny horns sprouted from its smooth forehead, and sprigs of newborn vines slithered where hair might be. 

The dark blood of afterbirth dripped through my fingers.

I was staring down at a nightmare. A wailing nightmare. It had hints of Desmona’s dryadic essence all over its tiny features.

A demonic baby.

My silent scream turned into a shriek.
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Coralia

BEFORE I COULD DROP the baby from sheer shock, Jace Hudson rushed over and cupped his hands under mine, taking the whelp.

“Merlog forfend!” came a shout behind us.

I spun to find Levia Sunfall, standing naked and beautiful before us. My eyes lingered for a moment on the shifter, widening as I took her in. The dragon queen’s body was enviable, to say the least. “What is it?” she asked. “An abomination?”

Desmona sat up, arms stretched behind her. “It’s . . . my offspring.”

“Spirits save us,” Jace Hudson murmured on a sharp intake of breath, still cradling the baby. The reaction on his face said he didn’t want to be holding it, and he struggled to reconcile the fact it was his lover’s child.

Levia’s handsome mate was gathering bits and pieces of her armor from the ground so she could cover herself. My own mates had shown up in my absence—hell, practically the whole school was in attendance to see the scary dragon on campus. 

There was no privacy for Desmona and her whelp, which pained me. She had confusion all over her face, not sure what to make of the bestial little thing Jace held before her. 

He couldn’t exactly say “it has your eyes” or “it has your nose.” Levia was right: It was an abomination of nature. 

At least Desmona looked all right. In fact, she glowed. Levia’s dragon fire, mixed with my fusion of her soul to her body, had reinvigorated the dryad. She was her old, spritely self—arcane and mythical, with an aura of unearthly power. 

Desmona had finally been cast free from the shackles of the dark power that had been buried, literally, inside her.

“I . . . remember,” she said slowly, glancing over at me. “My mind returns.” Her white eyes shimmered with tears, and she moved her vacant stare over my shoulder.

I turned to find her looking at Quentin, who stood next to Sunny, Dax, and Venn. The man’s eyes bulged as Desmona said, “You. Approach me.”

Quentin stumbled forward to the side of the gurney. 

Desmona’s voice was low enough so only those closest could hear her—me, Jace, Levia, and my mates. Some of the students encircling the courtyard had begun to scatter as a professor was yelling at them to get back to their dorms.

“Yes, ma’am?” Quentin asked politely. He gripped a hand on the railing of her bed, knuckles turning white from clutching it so hard. “You don’t seek to throw your wrath upon me like last time.”

“No. I owe you an apology, child. I can see now. You did not harm me in that evil prison. Your body did not come into contact with mine. You simply . . . oversaw.”

Quentin gasped in horror. 

“Desmona,” I said, my voice cracking from sadness. “What happened in the prison?”

“Isn’t it obvious, child?” She glanced over at the baby in Jace’s arms. “I was raped by the demons.” 

I slapped a hand to my mouth, unable to keep the sorrow and pain from twisting my face. 

For some reason, Desmona gave me a small, encouraging smile. “Do not fear, child.” She reached out to place her smooth palm against my arm. “I am renewed. Alive. My Kolpoden Grove will grow to unimaginable strength now.” She spoke to Levia behind me. “I believe I have you to thank for that, Dragoness Queen.”

Levia had donned scraps of armor, though most of her skin still showed. “No,” she said simply. “I kept dryad alive. Vera Hargrave did the thing. Returned your rightful soul.” She nodded curtly, unwilling to take credit for Desmona’s recovery. 

The dryad’s smile grew wider on her serene face as she refocused on me. “Thank you, child.”

“What’s next?” I asked. “What will happen to the baby?”

Her smile wavered. “I’m unsure. I must think on this.”

“Should be killed,” Levia said, “so it not grow into evil.”

“No!” screeched Dr. Merryman behind us. “It can’t!”

I faced him with a wicked scowl. “You wish to run your tests on it.”

“This is a supernatural breakthrough, Miss Hargrave. Don’t you understand?”

Professor Limfel, the Turned expert from Briarwitch Academy, said, “Dr. Merryman is correct. We could glean much from this creature.”

“It is not your decision,” I said forcefully. “It is up to Desmona to decide what happens to the baby.”

“Well, not exactly,” said a new voice. 

Alaric Cane shuffled through the parting crowd of the remaining students. The lanky headmaster neared us, then stopped at the foot of Desmona’s bed. “Shadowblade Academy law dictates people are not allowed to leave here, lest they be punished. While we’ve never had a live birth on this campus, the fact remains.”

“You can’t be serious, Headmaster,” I spat. “You can’t shackle her here. The baby isn’t a student. Neither is Desmona. Those rules only work for students.”

“Even so. If I were to claim this creature for the Academy, I would be within my right—”

“I’m disappointed, Vero Cane,” Levia cut in. “Do that and I strike you down where you stand.” Her four mates crowded the space behind her. 

Around me, my four Glovemates did the same.

Jace said, “I’m with them, Alaric.” He rocked the demon baby in his arms. “This is no time to justify Academy bylaws.”  

Alaric changed his tune in a heartbeat, realizing he was outgunned. He chuckled and pumped his hands out in surrender. “You misunderstand, everyone. I was not implying I’d actually do what Academy law gives me the power to do. I’m simply saying—”

“Bullshit,” I grunted. “You want the baby as a science project just as much as these Briarwitch nerds do. Or you would have stayed quiet when it was mentioned. This ‘marvel of our society’ is not a specimen, Headmaster. It is a living, breathing being.”

His eyes gleamed with rage. “Do not attempt to try and understand my inclinations, Miss Hargrave. Or my motives.”

“So what’s the answer?”

Alaric shrugged. “Desmona has come and left this Academy once before already. As long as she keeps what she sees here to her grove and nowhere else, I have no problem allowing her to leave—”

“With the child,” I said.

He ignored me, gritting his teeth. “Though I would highly recommend not disposing of this whelp on a whim. As Professor Limfel has said, we can learn much from it.” 

Desmona spoke up. “The child will be raised with me, in the forest. It will not see the likes of human or supernatural civilizations.”

Alaric said, “And what if something comes for it? An evil presence—the same I believe has been haunting this world for years?”

“Then I will fend it off.”

“And I will help,” Jace added. 

Alaric pinched the bridge of his nose. He glared at Jace. “What if it is the rightful father?”

A deadly mien overtook Jace’s features. He looked ready to lash out at the headmaster, superior or not. “I have a feeling the ‘father’ was killed in Asberald City, by my Glove.”

“But you don’t know that.”

“The demon responsible for such an atrocity gave up any claim to the child once he defiled Desmona to obtain it. He has no right, and I only wish he would show his face in the Kolpoden Grove.” He cracked his knuckles to make his point.

It gave me hope to see Jace standing up for Desmona. We all backed her. Like the “father” of Desmona’s child, Alaric Cane didn’t have a leg to stand on in this argument. He was simply trying to conspire, as usual.

Horror dawned on me, replacing the hopefulness as truth of the situation came into sinister focus. “Desmona, if you were violated by these Leatherwings—these demons—you might not have been the only one.”

“No, child, perhaps not. I suspect the Asberald City prison was a breeding facility of sorts.”

“Fucking hell,” I muttered, rubbing my temples, trying to get the grim thought out of my mind. My head spun. “Someone needs to check on Genevieve Jade.”

“I’ll do it, princess,” Sunny said behind me. 

I gave him a curt nod. 

Queen Levia tilted her head at me. “You are princess, Vera Hargrave?”

I blushed. “Erm, not exactly. Not like you.”

“I see. And the Forbidden Orchard?”

“My Glovemates and I will still go there. Tomorrow.” I looked back at my men, to see them nodding in agreement. “The issue is more prudent than ever now, if the Orchard is anything like Asberald. It needs to be stopped.”

“Very good,” Levia said, bowing her head slightly. 

I smiled at her, thinking of her words from our meeting earlier that evening. “We don’t go back on our promises either, Queen.”

She returned my grin and pounded a fist to her chest in a salute. “You have spirit of dragon inside you, Vera Hargrave. This is good.”
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Coralia

IT WAS HARD TO SLEEP that night, but I managed to get a few hours of shut-eye. There was something about Levia Sunfall’s dragon flame that really did it for me, igniting my body with feel-good chemicals that helped me mellow out after my arduous trip to the Spectral Realm. 

I had to wonder what the hell had happened there. Was that “body double” I saw of myself really . . . me? Or something like my alter ego or evil doppelganger? 

Every time I went to the Spectral Realm, I came out with more questions than I had before. I hoped to do some research after all this was over to dig up whatever I could find about the parallel world.

Next morning, I had to give another sappy farewell to my roommate and kitty cat. They seemed to be doing just fine together. In fact, Charli had slept through the entire gold dragon incident from the night before. 

She was not happy about it.

“I can’t believe I was out so hard that I missed a freaking dragon on campus! You’re talking scales, wings, the whole nine yards?”

“Yep.”

“Dang it!” She smacked her little fists on her mattress as I peeled on my fae-tech dojo gear—the black onesie that fit like a wetsuit and left nothing to the imagination. Jace Hudson, who was apparently back in control of the Gable Training Facility, had let me borrow it for this occasion.

“It’s okay, Charli, I’m sure Queen Levia will be back.”

“She was a queen too?!” Charli flopped back on the bed in a whoosh of pillows. She stared at the ceiling. “It’s not fair. I blame you, Brucey. I wouldn’t have slept so hard if you hadn’t worn me out.” 

I had a million lewd and comical responses I could have lobbed at her from that, but I resisted the temptation.

Mr. Kittenson meowed and pawed at Charli, who piled the little guy onto her body. “I’m just playing,” she squeaked. “I’m not mad at you.”

I smiled. Yep, they would definitely be all right without me. “Love ya, Char. I’ll be back before you know it, okay?”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“And I came back, didn’t I?”

She grumbled. “Took a while.” 

When she sat up, I smothered her in a hug. “I promise.”

“Okay. I love you too, Cor Cor. See you soon. Things are about to get a whole lot more boring here without you. Jeez, the one day you show up and half the school gets to see a real-life dragon. And I’m not one of them.”

I tilted her chin. “Don’t pout, girl. You’ll get over it.”

Then I winked at her and left the dorm, but not before strapping my Oblyx Steel sword on my back. 

I had a feeling I’d be needing it where I was going.

* * *
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“I CAN LEAD YOU GUYS to the outskirts of the Forbidden Orchard, but once you’re inside, you’re on your own.” Jace Hudson paced in front of us. None of us saluted him or gave him more attention than usual, because he wasn’t our Wrist or leader. He was just a dude telling us what he knew. 

Yeah, I might have held a little grudge over how things had transpired with Jace and the Academy. 

“How can you lead us there?” I asked.

“I tracked a path when I was living with Desmona.”

“Living with her?”

“Erm, near her. Oops.” He sighed and scrubbed a hand through his trimmed beard. “After I left Waichee, I stayed near the Kolpoden Grove. When I found out about the darkness corrupting Des, I sought out the Orchard. That’s when I shadowmapped a path there.”

“And to be clear, you won’t be joining us inside?”

He cocked his head. “Unless you want me to?”

“Nope,” Sunny barked. He definitely had the Glove’s consensus. “You’ve done quite enough, Wrist. Thank you.” The word “Wrist” dripped with sarcasm. If I held a little grudge, Sunny’s was massive. But it wasn’t the only thing about Sunder Conway that was massive—he was a man of boisterous, arrogant proportions.

“Right,” Jace mumbled. I almost felt bad for him as he started to walk away. “Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll send you on your way.”

We were in the safe familiarity of the Gable Training Facility, away from prying eyes. My second term was starting in two days, but as long as everything went swimmingly in the Forbidden Orchard, I’d be back before sundown. 

I wasn’t sure exactly what we were looking for there. Some source of dark power, I assumed. Something that looked like it could be used as a corrupting device, or a brainwashing device that gave Quentin, Desmona, and Genevieve amnesia. 

Speaking of Vivi, Sunny had checked on her early this morning. He somehow convinced her to get checked up by a doctor. The coast was clear: She didn’t have a demon fetus residing inside her. 

Thank the spirits.

Now if we could just get her mind firing off again—maybe even revert her back to the bitchy, snide bully I had come to lovingly hate. That version of Vivi was much preferred to this dazed one.

All things in due time. 

I had to focus on the mission at hand. Staring out at the half-circle of my Glovemates, an eerie sense of déjà vu washed over me. I felt like we were preparing for my Ghost final again—our dangerous trek inside Asberald City where this had all started.

Hopefully, by day’s end, we would finish the story in the Forbidden Orchard.

I swallowed hard and calmed my nerves, taking a few deep breaths. “How do you all feel about this?” I asked once it was just me and my Glovemates. 

My eyes went to Dax first. 

The panther shifter frowned. “I’ve given it a lot of thought, M’shyok. My days of blindly trusting Shadowblade Academy are over. I will return here, because I haven’t yet become a shadowblade, and I wish to do that. But I can never look at Jace Hudson or Alaric Cane the same again. That trust has been broken.”

My face sank.

“That being said, I will do this—not for them, but for my people. For us. For any other woman that might be suffering at the hands of these despicable monsters. Someone needs to stop them.”

“And you think we can do it with the five of us?” Sunny asked, snorting.

I rolled my eyes. “I was going to ask your thoughts next, Sunny, but clearly that’s not necessary.”

He shrugged. “We’re undermanned and probably outgunned. Sounds like a normal day at the Academy. But once we’re back, I’m going to yell at the budget committee or whoever sets these things up. Mark my words.”

“So you’re in?”

“What kind of a pussy would I be if I wasn’t, princess?”

He was already giving me a headache, so I just rubbed my temples and nodded. “I’ll take that as a yes. Venn?”

The Unseelie fae gave me a lopsided smile. “You know I’m in, hun.” With a wink, he added, “as long as we get some spicy time once it’s all over.”

My cheeks burned. He had become too comfortable with what we had going, and I needed to let him know. But I didn’t have the heart, because the truth was, I would probably want some “spicy time” with the ravenous fae after we came back. Plus, I got the impression he was also mentioning his deepest desires to get a rise out of Sunny, which I was always on board with.

I said, “Your forwardness knows no bounds, Venn,” then turned to Quentin with an expectant look. “Dreamwatcher?”

His kind, handsome face was strangely somber. The rest of us had come with high energy levels, which was exactly what I’d hoped my pep talk the night before would prompt. But Quentin looked lethargic. Not excited to be doing this.

We all dealt with nerves differently.

“I want to discover more about my condition,” he said at last, nodding slowly, as if trying to convince himself as much as anyone else. “If this will lead to answers, then I’m all for it. We just need to make sure we watch each other’s backs while we’re out there.”

“Are you getting a bad feeling about this, Quen?” I asked.

“Are you not?”

I pouted. “I’m actually feeling pretty good about the whole thing.”

Luckily, my little barb brought out some chuckles from the guys. Because the truth was, I felt exactly how Quentin did. I just didn’t want to show it. If I was stepping into a leadership role, I wanted to give the outward appearance of confidence, even if I was rattling with fear on the inside. 

Once the four of them were spoken for, I turned to Jace, who stood off to the side examining his hands. “We’re ready.”

“Wait, hold up,” Sunny said. He put his hands on his hips. “What about you, princess? How do you feel about this mission?”

Shit. I had hoped to avoid my own thoughts on the matter. I bit my bottom lip and glanced at each of them in turn. Boy, my Glovemates were some attractive motherfuckers. The way they stared at me with varying degrees of interest, excitement, and longing made me weak at the knees.

“I’m not gonna lie, guys. I’m a bit scared.” There went my shield of overconfidence in one fell swoop. “But I know I’ll have you guys to watch my back, and that gives me comfort. We can do this thing, and we’ll be back before the mess hall opens for dinner. 

“And I agree with what you’ve all said. I want answers, for all of us. I want to punish these Leatherwings for what they did to Desmona. I want to stop the spread of the blight near Waichee. I want to get Levia her Oblyx Steel so she doesn’t harass us or burn our world down.

“This isn’t about the Academy, in my mind. It’s about protecting civilization and stopping this growing plague of demons from stamping our lands and destroying our people. Imagine what we might discover. Imagine what we might be able to stop.”

I let out a deep breath and nodded, signaling I was done. Apparently, I’d had more words brewing inside me than I’d realized. 

After a brief pause, Venn bowed his head. “You have a way with words, Coralia Hargrave.”

“Yeah, I’ll admit your pep talks are better than mine,” Sunny added. “I would have just said, ‘Let’s fucking do it.’”

I clapped and gave him a wicked grin. “All right then, boys. Let’s fucking do it, shall we?”
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Coralia

WE STOOD BEHIND A COPSE of ash trees, staring off into the ubiquitous black fog ahead. It was like a squat, cylindrical wall that went fifty feet in the air, covering everything but the tallest trees in the area. It looked like a storm cloud had been tugged from the sky and placed in a quarter-mile area in the Appalachian rainforest. I was surprised no satellites or human aircraft had noticed it to investigate. 

Jace’s shadowgate had plopped us right on the doorstep of the Forbidden Orchard. 

The fog here was different than any I’d ever seen. Dark energy swirled inside. It looked fucking dangerous. No sunlight seemed to pierce through its murky veil.

And what did no sunlight mean? No shadows. 

“Fuck, that’s imposing,” I mumbled to my group. I bunched my hands into fists to keep them from shaking.

Sunny smiled at my side. “Having second thoughts, princess?”

I let out a “pfft.” “Don’t tell me that doesn’t scare the shit out of you, asshole.”

He shrugged. “We’ve been through worse.”

Had we though? Because this looked pretty grim.

“All right, guppies, enough chatter. Goggles on.” It was Quentin who brought us back to our senses. 

Jace Hudson had provided us with night vision goggles for the occasion, since we weren’t sure what we were getting ourselves into. He had said, “They might not work, but it’s worth a shot,” to which I asked, “How did you get them?” and he smiled at me. “Luciano Rockford isn’t the only one who has deals with humans, Miss Hargrave.”

On that foreboding admission, we’d stepped into the shadowgate. Rapid, disjointed whirring on all sides had brought us here, presumably many miles away from where we’d started at the Academy. 

The fact Jace could send all five of us here, with such precision, showed me he was quite the expert shadowblade. I wouldn’t have been able to memorize the shadow patches or bring us all here without someone Slipping into limbo.

But here we were, gathering our wits. 

We pulled down our night vision goggles and instantly the world turned bright green. The black cloud ahead was a dark blot in my view, as were the trees surrounding us. 

We stepped out of the tree line as one, slinking through the darkness at a low crouch. We held our Oblyx swords close to our bodies to keep them from clanking. Our shoes were like gloves, without laces or straps. We all wore the bendable fae-tech armor from the dojo. 

To say we were prepared for anything the Orchard threw at us would be putting it lightly. 

Quentin quickly took the vanguard position, while the other four of us fanned out to his left and right. I was to his right, with Sunny beside me on the fringe; Dax was to Quentin’s left, with Venn next to him, completing our wing formation that tended to work well for us.

“It’s just like a Shadowball field,” Quentin whispered. “Eyes open, heads on a swivel. You never know where that fucking ball is gonna pop out of.”

I appreciated his calming words as we inched toward the black cloud roaring before us like a sinister tornado. 

We spent many long minutes stealthily making our way through the trees and undergrowth. Then we reached the edge of the Orchard and the fogbank. Up close, it was less of a wall and more like a tree with gaps between the branches and leaves. 

Hesitantly, I put my hand out into the darkness. Everyone watched to see if I would lose it at the wrist. 

Instead, my fingers brushed through the cloud like it was wisps of smoke. Black tendrils curled around my fingers before continuing on their path, swirling about. 

I shrugged at the guys.

Then we entered the Forbidden Orchard.

Inside, the first distinction that rocked my senses was the smell. The rot of Leatherwings was pervasive and made me wrinkle my nose. Mixed with the rot was literal sewage—shit, piss, and debris. 

It made for a disgusting cocktail. I heard one of my Glovemates gag.

Looking through the green screen of my night vision goggles, I felt somewhat naked. It was odd, because I would have rather been looking through my own peepers. But at the same time, the goggles gave me confidence because they did work here. 

Piles of shit next to trees burned orange and yellow in my vision. Trees remained dark green against the lighter green of the night vision backdrop. Sticky black vines draped from the tree branches, much like Desmona’s grove, but in much greater quantity. The nasty tentacles writhed and gooped along all over, draping down from the tree limbs like nooses or poisonous snakes.

It went without saying—we wouldn’t be touching those things.

The edge of the forest was much the same as the one where we’d come from. Thick ash trees and thin birches dotted our vision, creating a cornucopia of blockage for our goggles. They were hard to see past without actually moving past them. Density was thick here. The landscape was relatively flat. 

Hands on the hilts of our weapons, we crept through the trees at a snail’s pace. Our heads swiveled right to left, up and down. Any time we came into a path of a hanging tentacle, we fanned out and avoided it. 

It looked like the going got easier up ahead. I gave my guys some hand gestures to signal, and they nodded. Quentin retook the lead and paced forward at a crouch.

Between my goggles, my head beat from the sound of my own breath and the rushing blood in my ears. Something was decidedly off, and it took me a few minutes to recognize what it was: The lack of any natural forest sounds. No birds, no insects, no nothing. 

The only sound was the gentle crunching of our boots on leaves and twigs, which simply couldn’t be avoided. 

But goddamn did it sound loud in the void of silence around us. Though we worked as sneakily as possible—like actual ninjas—I worried our position would be given away regardless. 

The trees thinned. We kept moving at the same slow pace, wary of getting jumped in this fucking Orchard. 

We were coming to a clearing—a very noticeable one because the tree line seemed to just stop at a certain point.

Well shit, that doesn’t look natural.

I couldn’t remember anywhere in the Appalachian forest I’d been through where there wasn’t a single tree present. Even in Waichee Village, where people lived, trees littered the clearing all over.

But not this spot. This was a field where a Shadowball game could be held. 

I gasped as something crossed my vision ahead. Jerking to a stop, I raised my fist and then tapped Quentin’s thigh in front of me. 

He froze. Within an eye-blink all five of us were unmoving. 

Walking through my green screen, dead ahead about fifty feet, was the unmistakable orange outline of a Leatherwing. Its wings were draped around its massive body as it walked leisurely through the meadow—going from one side to the other, perpendicular to us. 

We were still partly hidden by the trees. I wondered what we looked like—our night vision goggles gave us a sense of invisibility that probably didn’t exist to anyone but us. 

I imagined we stuck out like five sore thumbs. 

Then again, without the goggles it would have been pitch-black, or at least pitch-gray, because the dark cloud definitely wasn’t letting in any sunlight overhead.

We stayed frozen until he was out of sight.

One step further, we halted again.

Another Leatherwing passed through the meadow, going the opposite way. Then a third.

“Fuck,” I whispered to myself. My hand clenched the hilt of my sword, my stomach plummeting.

“Abort?” Quentin asked in a whisper over his shoulder.

“Hell no,” Sunny grunted. “We’ve come this far. We’ve taken Leatherwings before.”

“Yeah, but three at once?” Venn asked. 

We had taken two at once. Not three. And even then, we’d sustained injuries.

I didn’t like our odds. 

A low buzz filled my ears. I furrowed my brow, looking at the guys and wondering if they were hearing the same thing.

Déjà vu struck me again, as I recalled this same thing happening in Asberald City. 

All at once, the Leatherwings turned in our direction. 

My heart stopped in my chest. 

A screech sounded behind us. 

We spun around—to the sight of three more Leatherwings that had somehow circled around us without us seeing through the thick trees. 

And now we were sandwiched between six of the motherfuckers. 

“Oh shit,” Venn gasped, drawing his sword. 

Dax shifted next to me, his goggles plopping to the ground, his clothes ripping to shreds. He snarled at the Leatherwings behind us, which were less than twenty feet away.

“Not another fucking ambush!” Sunny scolded in a harsh whisper.

“Okay, now abort?!” Quentin asked. 

I gulped and nodded. “But where?” 

We backed into each other, not sure what to do but creating a back-to-back, five-way circle as the Leatherwings ambled toward us.

They took their time.

Hell, they had probably known we were in this place since the moment we stepped through the cloud. If the Forbidden Orchard’s dark fog was created by magical means, they must’ve had alarms in place.  

My eyes darted to the ground, frantically searching for any shadows to use. There were none. We couldn’t shadowgate out of here.

But we still had our innate powers, I figured—ice, fire, lightning, water. You name it. 

Then I saw Sunny’s hand glow orange . . . and flicker out. 

“Fuck,” he said. “My magic isn’t working.”

“Of course,” Venn groaned. “Magic-deadening wards.”

“Swords, not magic!” I wailed, trying to warn them.

The three Leatherwings that had crept up on us bent their knees and charged.

Our swords slinked out of our scabbards. Dax charged at one. 

“No!” I cried, watching Dax’s orange feline body flex and sprint in my night vision goggles. “Scatter! We can’t take them all!”

At my command, I dashed left, Sunny right behind me. Venn and Quentin went the other way. Although splitting up was my least favorite thing to do—and it always seemed to come with dire consequences—we couldn’t get caught in a single lump of humanity. We had to keep moving, because the Leatherwings were inherently slower than us.

I caught sight of wings pumping to my left, in the meadow. A Leatherwing careened into the trees, batting aside black tentacles and branches.

Sunny leaped in front of me with his sword and sliced at the creature. 

It took the vicious slice across its thigh, staggered, and then went upright and batted the vampire aside.

I watched Sunny fly, then I charged headlong toward the monster while it was still focused on him.

My blade sank into its side, under its ribs. 

The Leatherwing squealed again. 

My heart hammered, my lungs constricting as the creature’s gruesome, demonic head turned to me. It reached out to try and grab me by the throat.

My strike hadn’t been deep or hard enough, and now I was fucked.

Sunny let out a war cry from behind when the Leatherwing’s claws were inches from my face. The vampire attacked with uncanny speed, arms moving in a blur, Oblyx sword belting left and right and tearing the creature’s backside to pieces.

The Leatherwing bellowed. It turned to face Sunny’s onslaught while casually knocking me aside with its wing.

Wind gushed out of my lungs as I flew through the air. For a moment, I felt weightless.

Then I landed on my back, hard, in the meadow. My night vision goggles went flying.

Dazed, I blinked and sat up. Without the goggles on, everything was twice as frightening. I couldn’t see shit—

Except for the blinding white glimmer of Sunny’s Oblyx Steel sword—which didn’t need light to shine—as it continued to tear into the Leatherwing. 

He had brought the beast to its knees. 

With a guttural roar, the vampire bared his fangs and gave the creature one final slice—

Lobbing its head off its shoulders.

Inside, I cheered for his victory. 

Then I saw two more of the bastards headed for us.

I stumbled to my feet. Sunny rushed over, grabbed me by the elbow, and helped me up.

Sunny would be my eyes, since the goggles were lost somewhere on the ground behind me.

We have to keep moving! 

I made it five steps before something smacked into me, hard, breaking my grasp with Sunny’s hand. 

I flew through the sky again, disoriented, heading somewhere into the meadow. 

“Coralia!” 

I heard Sunny’s wail over the low buzz and violent roars that erupted all around us.

This was it. The end. 

Spirits fuck my ass, I would really like some dragon fire right about now. I take it all back—I want Levia to show up with her four mates and blow this fucking place apart. Consequences be damned!

I had rolled into a pile of shit. My back hurt so freaking bad, and I had definitely bruised or broken some ribs. Breathing became difficult in the thick, dark fog swirling around me. 

I couldn’t see Sunny. I could only see a faint glint of his sword in the distance. 

Coughing, I crawled onto my hands and knees, then righted myself. Whatever Leatherwing had bashed into us to separate us, he wasn’t here anymore. At least not that I could sense. 

I took off toward the Oblyx silver—the glimmer of hope in the distance. 

I didn’t want to be alone.

If I was going to die here, I wanted it to be next to my Glovemates, fending off these monsters.

The sword was growing in my vision, dicing and slicing through the air as Sunny presumably kept his barrage of attacks going. The vampire wouldn’t slow down, not with the rest of us in danger.

I could only imagine how Dax, Venn, and Quen were faring. Or where they were in the muddled chaos. 

Was this what a battlefront looked like? With mortars and dust and grime billowing in the air, mucking up your eyes and confusing all your senses? 

Roars sounded all around me. 

My feet bumped into the body of another felled Leatherwing, and I hopped over it. My feet kept churning as I ran across the squishy, grassy meadow.

Sunny looked so close.

I reached out, desperate to find a helpful hand to grab onto—

Then the ground gave way.

Weightlessness consumed me as everything disappeared.

A shriek burst free from my lips as the blackness enveloped me.
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Chapter 43
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Sunny

MY EYES ROVED ALL AROUND the battlefield, but I couldn’t find Coralia anywhere. The fucking princess, too headstrong for her own good!

I ran into a body and lifted my sword with a guttural cry. A blue-orange face snarled at me as I spun, and my sword halted in midair. 

Venn stepped back, hand also raised to strike. Panting, he let out a sharp breath, lowered his sword, and took my hand.

He tugged me away to run. To flee.  

“No! Coralia’s still out there!” I screamed, pointing back at the meadow. 

“We’ll find her!” 

I let him drag me out of the fray, feeling like a coward the whole time. Whose idea had it been to split up again? Because I fucking hated it. 

We made it out of the meadow and into the thicker trees. There, black tentacles moved like snakes, dangling from branches and trying to wrap around my neck. 

I lifted my sword high and slashed, cutting the tendrils from their homes. But there were so goddamn many of them. 

Through my night vision goggles, I made out more orange outlines in the distance—a tall human shape and a four-legged one.

Spirits help me, I’d never been so glad to see Quentin or Dax in my life. 

Together with Venn, we cut through the attacking vines and made it to our Glovemates. Quen and Dax were fighting off a Leatherwing, and with the addition of a vampire and Unseelie fae, we made quick work of the bastard.

Yeah, that’s what we should have been doing this whole time! How many times did Coralia remind us how bad of an idea splitting up was? Then she panicked. 

And now she’s gone, lost somewhere in this black sandstorm. 

Fuck! 

“Where is she?” Quentin asked, voice spooked.

“I don’t know. We have to go back!”

Turning, I saw at least five Leatherwings in the distance.

“We can’t, Sunny,” Venn groaned. “We’ll get mowed down trying to find her. There’s too damn many of them.”

“Fine. Then I’ll die trying,” I growled, baring my fangs. 

“No,” Quentin said, grabbing Dax by the tuft of his neck. “As much as I hate it, Venn is right. We can’t search for Coralia if we’re dead, dammit! Use your stupid hard head, Sunny.”

Venn gripped my flexed bicep and forced me to turn to him. “What good are we to her dead?” he asked, reiterating Quentin’s words.  

I didn’t care. The bloodlust was all-consuming. My battle-rage commanded me to act—to retrieve Coralia even if it meant my death. 

Without the princess, I had nothing to live for. No one to annoy. No reason to pursue a damn thing. 

“Sunny, don’t do this,” Quen said, grabbing me by the collar and shaking me. His piercing green eyes locked onto mine. “Because you know we’ll follow you.”

“Where was she when you saw her last?” Venn asked.

“The meadow,” I said, pointing. In the clearing, Leatherwings flew around en masse. There had to be a dozen over there by now. They seemed to be multiplying by the minute. 

We had run into another ambush—snuck into an ambush—and now we had lost another fucking Glovemate. 

The most important one of all. The glue. 

Coralia had taken Myria’s position as the Knuckle that held the rest of us together, and then some. She was the thread that knitted our group into a unified front. 

What would we do without her?

“We will regroup and come back twice as strong,” Quentin assured me, as if reading my mind. “I promise, Sunny.”

“Your promises mean nothing to me, Quentin.”

Hope dwindled inside me, and Quen’s shoulders sank. He wiped a forearm over his face and squared his shoulders. 

We needed to make a decision soon, before the rest of the Leatherwings noticed us and swarmed our position. 

My cold heart felt heavy. The cowardice itching through my veins was physically painful. 

With a final roar of anguish, I tilted my head to the heavens. “Gah! Outnumbered and outgunned, just as I thought!”

“You were right, Sunny. Congrats. Now can we get the fuck out of here?” As Venn said the words, shame crossed his face. He seemed to wipe something out of his eyes—dirt or tears, I didn’t know. 

I stared down at Dax, to see what the panther thought.

The big cat’s yellow slits closed. He let out a quiet purr, accepting defeat.

How can these bastards just throw down their swords like this when one of our own is out there?!

I knew I wasn’t being rational. But I hated this. Every bit of it went against every fiber of my being. 

Quentin and Donovenn were right. Even Dax agreed. 

We needed to escape.

“What’s the plan?” I spat through gritted teeth. 

“First, we run out of the magic-killing fog,” Quentin said. 

“Like pussies, you mean.”

“We’ll get her back, dammit. If it’s the last thing we do.”

I flared my nostrils. “Even if your vows don’t mean shit to me, I’m holding you to it, Quentin.” I pointed the tip of my sword at his chest, just so he knew how serious I was.

“I’d expect nothing less, bloodsucker.”

With that, we ran through the trees, snaking around the darkness until we reached the edge of the Forbidden Orchard.

Outside, I staggered and inhaled deeply, thanking the spirits for clean air. Quentin’s hands moved in arcane gestures as we crowded around him. 

A jagged rip tore into the air. A portal opened in front of him, shimmering.

Damn the bastards for negating our powers. Who had been responsible for that? Who had the wherewithal? 

Could it be another shadowblade?

There were still too many unanswered questions. 

Before stepping into the portal, I swallowed hard and scanned the swarm of Leatherwings flying around in the meadow—one last desperate search for Coralia. Begging for a sign.

But I found nothing. 

The demons had won this time.

We’ll be back to rescue you, princess. Even if I have to do it alone. 

I just prayed she wasn’t dead already.

That my onslaught wouldn’t come too late.
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Epilogue
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Coralia

I PLUMMETED THROUGH a hole in the ground, plunging through a black tunnel of soil and roots for at least twenty feet. 

Then I landed on something vaguely soft—a bed of leaves or a pile of shit. 

Groaning, I rolled off the pile, onto my hands and knees, and coughed. 

I looked up. Pitch blackness greeted me—even darker down here than up on land. 

My heart beat erratically in my chest. I felt forward blindly, until my fingertips touched something cold.

I recoiled from the metal chill, gasping. And that’s when I noticed the unmistakable slats of bars holding me back. Keeping me confined. Imprisoned.

I grabbed the bars with both hands and screamed my head off, shaking, trying to dislodge the metal.

But it was useless. They wouldn’t budge. I was in a fucking underground prison cell. 

Footsteps approached. I abruptly stopped my shrieking to listen.

A cold voice washed over me—just on the other side of the bars. “Hello, Coralia.”

My brain short-circuited. That voice, so damn familiar. 

Gaping, I put my forehead to the bars. I could practically feel the breath of the person on the other side, in the blackness, their presence looming.

I played the two words over again in my head: “Hello, Coralia.” Then I went dizzy, my vision swimming as tears bubbled up.

“M-Myria?”

“Yes,” came the cold response. Her voice sounded different.

My heart soared. “Oh my God, thank the spirits! I’ve been looking for you! Mom came to me and—”

“Well, you found me.”

My words tumbled out. “I went to Asberald City to find you. Did you see me? I saw you. I was hoping to snatch you, but those bastard Leatherwings pulled you into a portal. Are you in a cell also?”

“Not exactly, sis.”

Quietness settled into the darkness. Why was her tone so strange? Why did she not sound happy to see me?

“Um, okay . . .” I trailed off. “I never thought I’d find you here, but now that I have we can escape and find the Glovemates. You remember Sunny and Venn and Dax and Quentin, right?” I had to hope she didn’t have amnesia like the others who had been imprisoned by the Leatherwings. 

More silence.

“Sis?”

“Oh, baby sis.” My sister’s voice wafted toward me like a gentle spell. “Silly, silly Coralia.” 

Goosebumps sprouted up my skin. She sounded . . . pleased? At ease? Why wasn’t she frightened like me?

“Myria, what’s going on? You don’t sound like yourself. You’re scaring me.”

“I didn’t need help escaping Asberald City, and I don’t need help escaping here either.”

“What . . . what do you mean? You’re not making any sense.”

“Master wanted you. Did you know that? He was hoping for the power of a Hargrave, and he got me. Guess he got the wrong sister. But I’ve served my purpose well. And now I have you.”

A sharp pain wrenched up my spine. “Now you have me?”

“Yes. I’ve brought you to him on a silver platter. I’m not sure what Master sees in you, but it’s not my job to question his brilliance.”

“Myria, what the fuck is going on? What is this damn place?”

“Your new home, Cor. For now.”

My heart fractured the more she spoke. I had come so far to try and rescue Myria, my sister . . .

And now this? I was her captive? 

“Explain yourself, Myria,” I demanded. “What are you doing here? What were you doing in Asberald City?”

“I thought the dryad would have been evidence enough. Did we screw up? Did she not have the child? Those creations gestate very, very fast.” 

Air whistled out of my stuffed-up nostrils. “The c-child? You mean the demon baby?”

“Don’t slur Master’s creations like that, Coralia. He’d be angry. That child will reinforce his army, just as he wished.”

“His army? What army?”

“His army of hybrid supernaturals, of course. Can’t you connect the dots, sis?”

The dots? I supposed I could, once I got my brain back online and tried to make sense of it all. 

Hybrids? Does she mean . . . cross-breeds?

It came to me like a smack in the face. Of course. Dryad and demon. A forest nymph—a rarity in the supernatural world. And the result? A demon-tree-spirit baby.

Desmona was right. The Asberald City prison had been a fucking demon breeding facility.

“He’s been working toward this for years,” Myria said, “and you’ll be the perfect vessel to deliver. He only wants the strongest, after all.”

My stomach sank to my boots. “The perfect vessel to deliver . . .” I trailed off, but didn’t need more to understand what she was saying. It baffled me, frightened me. “. . . babies?”

“Exactly.” She clapped, the sound startling. “Now you’re getting it. Don’t ‘shadow demons’ have a nice ring to it?”

My sister sounded unhinged, to say the least. Definitely not herself. I wouldn’t believe—couldn’t believe—that she was doing this on her own volition. 

“Myria, what the fuck are you doing helping some evil mastermind create cross-breeds of supernaturals? What’s in it for you?”

“A place at the top.”

“The top of what?”

“The army, silly! Aren’t you listening?” 

Now she sounded childishly pissed, like she was about to throw a tantrum. And this was my older sister I was talking to. 

The kind one. The gentle one. 

Now a puppet for an evil presence she called “Master.”

It was all too much.

The tears came flooding out. 

“Oh, don’t cry, sis. It won’t be that bad. Well, I can’t guarantee that, because I’ve never been infused myself.”

“Infused?”

“Impregnated, sis. Fertilized. Keep up.”

My face contorted with disgust. 

Myria was going to let demons have their way with me and impregnate me with their hellish spawn? 

Was this really happening? How was this real life?

“Why are you doing this, sister?” I moaned, resting my forehead on the jail bars as I started to hyperventilate.

“Because Master demands it. Supernaturals are not treated well by humans, sis. You know this. We deserve to be the apex predators at the top of the food chain, and what better way than to build an army of unstoppable, multi-powered soldiers?”

She had completely lost the plot. “Myr, I understand the need for supernaturals to be treated better. Believe me. But there has to be a better way than this! This isn’t the answer!”

“Yes it is.”

“Please, help me escape. I can help you too!” 

“Enough, Cor. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

I pouted, coughing out a sob. 

“Your powers of shadow manipulation won’t work here, sis. I’ve made sure of it.” I could hear her smile—chapped lips cracking. “In case you’ve forgotten, I was once a shadowblade-in-training too.”

I cried as she started walking away. Her footsteps receded, but then stopped.

“Oh, and don’t bother screaming. No one can hear you.”

* * *
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I EVENTUALLY FELL ASLEEP from exhaustion. I had no idea how much time passed. 

Sometime later, I awoke. I hesitated to open my eyes, praying all this would be a horrifying nightmare and I’d wake up in my bed at Shadowblade Academy, surrounded by the fluffy love of Bruce Kittenson and Charli Fairfax. 

But then I found myself staring into darkness. It was just as dark with my eyes open as it was with them closed.

I forced out a sob, but my tears had dried. My face felt sticky and I smelled like literal shit. 

Then a voice spoke up to my left, sounding like it was coming through the walls, and I jolted upright where I sat. 

“Don’t worry, girl.”

It was a woman’s voice, husky and broody. 

“Who’s there?” I eked out. 

“A fellow shadowblade. A friend.”

“I don’t recognize your voice.”

“Makes sense. But it’s funny, because you’ve been looking for me the whole time you’ve been here.”

“What do you mean?”

Before she could answer, everything flashed through me: the hooded figure from the alchemical storage closet; the dainty gloved hand that caused disruption in the meeting with Cyrus and Luciano. 

The slight build of that person.

Of course—the shadowblade we’ve been searching for is a woman. 

“Are you imprisoned also?” I asked. 

“Yes. In the cell next to yours.”

I leaned my head against the wall. “Did you kill Kalul?” I asked, not expecting an answer.

“The Waicheean smuggler? Yes.” 

My throat hitched. Here she was—the killer of Dax’s childhood friend—and I couldn’t even see her to try and strangle her.

“Why?” I asked, rage blooming inside me.

“Because Jace Hudson ordered it. I don’t ask questions, girl.”

“I have a name, you know. It’s Coralia.”

“I know. I heard your sister babbling all about it.”

I waited for a moment. “And I don’t suppose you want to tell me yours, do you?”

She chuckled. “I don’t give a fuck. Name’s Finley.”

My mouth fell open. “Finley Winston?”

“Guilty.”

“The Shadowball player missing from Hawkins’ Glove?” 

“One and the same.” 

“Your team lost the final because you were missing, you know. To us.”

“I know. A bummer, that. But there’s always next year.”

I scratched my chin. “I saw you leaving the storage closet at Shadowblade Academy with the Umbralmera. You’re not as sneaky as you think.”

“Clearly, or I wouldn’t be in here. But you’re wrong about one thing: I wasn’t leaving. I was coming. Putting it back”

“Ah. That crossed my mind.” 

So the deed had already been carried out when I caught a glimpse of her. That made sense, timeline-wise. 

For a moment, we wallowed in each other’s silence. It was not quite so end-of-the-world feeling when you had someone to commiserate with. 

Then she said, “We’ve found ourselves in a bit of a pickle, haven’t we, Coralia?”

“Yeah. I don’t really want to think about it.”

“Well you better start.”

“Thinking about demon dicks impregnating me is not high on my wishlist. Why would I want to think about my imminent doom?”

“Because we aren’t getting brainwashed in here, Coralia. And we aren’t getting violated or becoming breeding sows. We’re going to get the fuck out. Together. And then we’re going to make all these motherfuckers pay.”

The brooding intensity of her voice scared me. She sounded like she meant business. 

“We are?” I croaked.

“You bet your ass we are.”

~
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Chapter 1
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Coralia

SURPRISINGLY, THE DEMONS hadn’t tried defiling me yet. 

I’d been imprisoned beneath the forest of the Forbidden Orchard for at least a week. Maybe more. Time became difficult to track without any sun or moon to gauge its passing in my cell.

Boredom set in. The looming dread from when I’d been captured morphed into begrudging acceptance. Still, I felt anxious every day. Taut as a rubber band ready to snap. Always telling myself, Is today the day? Is today when the Leatherwings barge into my cell to feast on their prize? To take my body?

Yet that day had still not come. The waiting was torturous in its own way.

Finley Winston, my Shadowblade Academy peer and co-prisoner in the next cell over, was in the same boat. She hadn’t been touched either.

Every day I awoke with the same glimmer of hope, mingling with the dread. The hope that with each passing day, I was one day closer to freedom. That my Glovemates were on the way to rescue me. That I’d find a way to escape with Finley.

It was the only good thing I held onto.

Even if I had broken Shadowblade Academy protocol by coming to Waichee Village and the Appalachian rainforest, I didn’t think the Academy could just abandon me . . . Could they? 

It wouldn’t look good for the Academy’s retention rates, students disappearing all over the place. We’d already had Quentin, Vivi Jade, and Myria before them. 

Though I know where Myria ended up now.

My sister was my prison warden. The same lighthearted, kind soul I had grown up with—the girl I’d admired when her powers came to fruition on her eighteenth birthday—had somehow turned wicked and evil. It almost hurt too much to think about.

I had to imagine someone controlled Myria’s mind. It was the only notion I could hold onto without my heart breaking into a million pieces. 

The young woman on the other side of my prison bars, lurking through the pitch-black, damp corridors of this subterranean facility, was not my sister. 

A sister would never subject her sibling to this shit. A sister would never connive to impregnate me with demonspawn, like I was nothing more than breeding stock. 

No, it has to be something else. There’s more going on here.

Or maybe . . . she just doesn’t love me . . . and I never really knew my sister like I thought I did. Perhaps she’s harbored this malignant spirit for years, and just needed an excuse to let it out. 

I cringed at the ridiculous idea. My head had been filled with black thoughts lately. I wasn’t sure where they were coming from. 

I looked at my surroundings: cold steel bars, a dirt floor covered in moss and mildew, a bucket to piss and shit in, and a rickety bench three inches off the ground to sleep on. 

Yeah, big mystery where those dark thoughts are coming from.

I leaned back on my bench, spine against the cold wall, and sighed. I’d been locked away for hours without any letup. Finley and I typically spoke through the walls between our cells, with hushed voices, but we’d run out of things to talk about.

I got one hour of daylight or moonlight every so often. A demon guard would let me out of my cell and take me aboveground. The timing came randomly to keep me confused about what day it was or how much time had passed. 

It was equivalent to an inmate’s recreation hour in a prison yard. I dug holes during that hour, so I could create more trapdoors my captors used to lure unsuspecting passersby. 

That time was the only time I had to look forward to. The only time I felt alive, even though I was contributing to the evil business they ran here.

I got fed twice a day, at varying intervals. Again, to keep us confused and lost. Nothing was consistent here except the pervasive, ubiquitous darkness of the underground facility. No torches lit these corridors or cells, which meant no shadows with which to work my shadow magic. That was clearly by design.

Beyond that, a swirling dark mist encased the entire perimeter of the Forbidden Orchard, disconnecting a spell-user from her magic. Outside, the magical ward constricted and induced claustrophobia. It had been assembled by Myria herself, though I had no idea how she had that sort of power.  

Needless to say, I felt powerless here.

I couldn’t stop my wandering mind from imagining how my Glovemates felt. Sunny, Dax, Quentin, Venn—I missed them all so much. The loss I felt was overwhelming at times. 

I wonder if they think I’m dead. They’ll probably never come for me because they know it’s hopeless and I’m already gone.

I smacked the side of my head at the intrusive thought. No! Can’t think like that. Sunny is probably chomping at the bit, raising hell on Earth to get back here. Dax is undoubtedly quiet and contemplative, gauging their next move. Quentin will be the one to put it into practice—the strategizing and actual logistics of such an effort. And Venn, well, that big-hearted Unseelie might very well be crying himself to sleep, wishing I was warming his bed beside him.

Spirits know I wish the same thing.

Footsteps pounded on the soggy earth of the hall outside my cell. Heavy footsteps, getting closer.

“Hello?” I croaked, my voice itchy from disuse.

No one answered. I knew it wouldn’t be Myria because she never denied herself the pleasure of throwing a snide comment at me when she came by. At least her presence was a rarity, which was nice. 

The footfalls stopped outside my cell. I could see the massive outline of a black, winged shape, taking up real estate against the dimmer black around him my eyes had somewhat adjusted to. 

A plate slid through the two-inch gap under my bars. The sound continued in Finley’s cell, then footsteps retreated.

Ah, it’s slop time. 

I scurried off my bench up to the plate. A pale brown sludge stared back at me. I had no idea what kind of meat floated in the stew. At least I assumed those little gooey cubes were meat. Couldn’t be sure. 

Next to the stew-sludge sat a cup of water and a cinnamon cookie. Each cup of sludge always came with a little cookie—the only highlight of my daily meals.

For most people, it might have meant nothing. For me, the cookie had a deeper meaning.

I loved cinnamon cookies as a child. Anything cinnamon, really. 

Who else knew I loved cinnamon? Myria, of course. 

I had to wonder if the cookie was a small act of kindness on her part. A nostalgic token of our upbringing, showing me she remembered it.

I held onto the dream—there was still a sliver of good inside her—despite all the awful things she oversaw here.

No, it’s probably nothing like that. It’s not an act of kindness, but a form of torture and abuse. It’s a “remind you of anything, you dumb bitch?” move. 

I sighed as I dug into my “meal.” I really needed to do something about these cynical, pessimistic thoughts. This wasn’t like me.

“So, how’s your Phantom-year going so far?” 

I jolted up from my hunched-over goblin posture and wiped food slime off my chin. 

It was Finley talking through the wall.

“Huh?”

“Well, I assume the next term at the Academy is underway.” 

I frowned, sadness spreading through me. “Shit. Forgot about that. Do you know what day it is?”

“No. That’s why I said ‘I assume.’” 

“Oh. Right.” I went back to my slime. A second later: “Are you a Phantom too, Fin? Or are you the next level? They never talk about that one. What’s it called?”

“I was a Phantom.” 

I leaned back against the wall. I could almost feel the reverberation of her voice when I did that. “Was? What are you now?”

“A prisoner, Cor. A fucking prisoner.”

The sorrow burrowed deeper inside me, nesting in my belly. Where I got sad and bored here, Finley stayed pissed. 

My peer was a firecracker. She was something of a legend on campus. Purportedly, she had shadow-casting abilities like no other. She was a fierce fighter and a superstar Shadowball player. We’d only beaten her team last semester in the playoffs because she’d been absent—off murdering Kalul, Dax’s childhood friend, near Waichee Village.

If we ever escaped from here, it would be difficult explaining that to Dax Kilmeade. “Sorry, Dax, I know she killed your friend and caused you immense grief, but she’s sort of my friend now. We bonded in jail, so she’s off-limits.” 

“Have you tried this chocolate thing?” Finley asked. “It looks like a bar of shit.”

“I have a cinnamon cookie. No chocolate.”

“Like a gingersnap?”

“Sort of. Reminds me of childhood. Did you like chocolate when you were young?”

“Not really. I don’t care for sweets.” 

“Life must be tough, being you.”

“Fuck you, Cor.”

I giggled.

“I guess I got the generic sweet,” Fin said. “You got the special one because you’re family.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “Family doesn’t do this kind of shit.”

“Bring it up with the girl boss.”

“I have a feeling Myria’s not the boss.” 

“Same.”

We fell silent for a moment. I bit into my cookie and savored it, making sure to pick up all the crumbs. 

“You’re eating the cookie?” she asked. 

“Why not?” I said around the mouthful. “If it was poisoned, I’d be dead by now. Been eating it every day since we got here.” 

She grunted.

“You don’t eat your chocolate?” I asked. 

“I just said I don’t like chocolate.”

“Ah. Your commitment to watching your girlish figure is admirable.” 

“Well, aren’t you a spicy little bitch?” she said in a playful sneer. “Besides, I’m worried it might actually be a bar of shit. Best to negate the possibility entirely.”

Throwing barbs at each other was the only way we could stay sane. It surprised me they let us stay in cells next to each other. Maybe all the others were taken, though I never saw other female prisoners when I worked up on the yard. Then again, they likely cycled us through one by one, hour by hour, so we never saw each other or knew how many prisoners they really had. 

In fact, I’d never actually seen Finley Winston. Not once. She was simply a deep, husky sound to me—the only solace I got here. 

After finishing my cookie, I said, “What do you look like, Finley?”

A pause. Then, “Coralia Hargrave, are you trying to hit on me?”

I guffawed, mouth falling open. “What! No. I’m just curious. And bored.” 

“Ah. So you want a mental image so you can spank your pussy to it before bed.”

I smiled, my cheeks flaming. “I don’t like girls like that, Fin.”

“Shame. In jail, you have to do whatever you can to get off. Even if it’s stuffing your face full of sweet cu—”

“Okay, okay. I’m not that desperate.”

“Yet.”

I rolled my eyes. “So?”

“So what?”

I went silent, leaning my head forward.

“Well . . .” she began, “I have triple-D tits and a nine-inch waist and an ass so fat my cheeks droop off the sides of any chair I sit on.”

“Oh my God, fuck off.” 

She chuckled. “That’s what the boys like, right?”

“You’re ridiculous.”

Her sparkling voice went lower. “It doesn’t matter what I look like, Coralia. Not if you never see me.”

“I’ll see you.”

“Is that a fact?”

“It’s a promise. Once we bust out of here.”

She made a “shh” sound. “Keep your voice down about that. Got any big plans on how we’re gonna do that?”

I shrugged to no one. “You were the one who said we were gonna make, quote-unquote, ‘all these motherfuckers pay.’”

“I did say that, didn’t I?”

“Yes.” I wagged my finger in the air. “You better not go back on your wor—”

A high-pitched lilt echoed through the corridor like a ghost’s croon, cutting me off. Goosebumps budded along my arms. 

It was a woman’s voice, whimpering futilely into the darkness. 

It’s time.

Another voice picked up soon after, joining the vocal choir of despair and longing, until a symphony of moans came from all directions, filling the air around me. They mixed with dull thuds and the noisy slaps of flesh smacking against walls and cell bars and benches.

Bodies being used and abused.  

This was an every-night occurrence. At a certain point, the breeding began in the other cells, conversation stopped between me and Finley, and we retreated inside ourselves.

It was the only thing telling me there were other women in this damned hellhole besides us.  

Immense sadness and unchecked anger ran through me. Sadness and anger I couldn’t do anything with. “I’m going to sleep,” I said glumly. That was my only move against the agonizing cacophony.

“Okay, Cor. Night.”

I reclined on my bench, staring up at the ceiling. I could close my eyes, but I couldn’t close my ears. 

The moans continued, unabated, often for hours.

That was the most surprising and horrifying thing of all: The victims didn’t scream or howl bloody murder at their attackers. 

They moaned. As if filled with lust rather than fear. 

I couldn’t see how that was possible. Not when every demon in this fucking place was a rapist.

Maybe it’s to keep their attackers from getting violent? Succumbing to it rather than fighting it? 

I shivered at the thought.   

This was what my sister was facilitating. This was why I could never forgive her, or consider her family. 

A new voice pierced through the din of wanton desire. 

Yelling. Scuffling. The first sounds of struggle I’d heard since coming here.

I sat up from my bench.

“Get your filthy fucking hands off me, wretches!” the woman screamed. 

We had a new arrival in the prison. Someone who hadn’t yet surrendered to the assault on her body and was still full of piss and vinegar. 

When she continued to shout, drowning out the moans and slaps, my throat hitched and a gasp escaped my lips.

I recognized the voice. 

Riann. 

A Waichee Village native. 

Our new inmate was Dax’s ex-lover and the current partner of his fuckhead brother, Cyrus.

“Shit.”
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Chapter 2
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Coralia

A STICKY SPIDER-WEB coiled around me. I screamed, but no words came out. All around me, blackness, like my prison cell. 

As the web layered my body, it squeezed around my middle, suffocating me, pushing the air out of my lungs. It held me aloft in the air, arms and legs bound together as I spun in circles, until the web mummified me in every place but my head. 

Then the barbs came. Tiny, dagger-like needles sprouting along the web’s strands. They bit into my skin, drawing dark blood. I screamed, and this time I could hear myself. 

“Why is this happening?!” I yelled into the void. 

I writhed, trying to break free. Every time I squirmed, the jagged needles dug deeper into my flesh. 

There was no way out.

“There’s always a way out,” said a voice to my right.

I gasped, tilting my head.

My own face stared at me, floating in the nether. A wicked grin spread across my—her—cheeks. The same doppelganger from the Kolpoden Grove, when I’d rescued Desmona’s golden soul from the elm tree. A mirror image of me with the exception of that rictus grin and black pools for eyes. 

“Who are you?” I whimpered as the barbs continued to bite into my skin. It was the worst acupuncture I’d ever felt. 

The face pouted. “Sometimes we’re our own worst enemy, aren’t we?”

I didn’t know what she was talking about. All I could think about was the pain, the agony, the—

A kick to my side jolted me awake. The suffering from my nightmare converted to real, physical pain. 

A man stood over me. He wasn’t a Leatherwing, but still looked demonic. Red eyes lodged in a gaunt, handsome face. Gray skin, somehow lively and glowing rather than dead and ashy. Silver-tipped dark hair brushed his shoulders. He was a tall man. Unlike the others, he wore clothes—nice ones. 

“Your turn for the fields.” His voice oozed like gravy.

I propped myself up on my elbow, my brain still struggling to come online, lost in the haze of my dream. I rubbed my eyes. “Who are you?”

“Ornoth. Your handler.” 

“Ornoth? You don’t look like a demon. Sort of. Not like the other ones.”

He smiled. It caught me off-guard how attractive it was. Brilliant white teeth with jagged tips flashed in the black void surrounding the man. His crimson eyes blinked and dilated. “Oh, I’m very much a demon, young fawn. Only better.”

Only better. 

The words from this demonic man mirrored my doppelganger’s from my dream. Déjà vu rocked me to my core. Even the smile—mischievous, wicked, knowing—bore an uncanny resemblance to my doppelganger’s smile. 

I furrowed my brow. Am I starting to mix fiction with reality? Are my dreams pervading real life?

I needed to get the fuck out of here.

Slowly, I stood. “What did you say when you first woke me?”

“It’s your turn in the field. Your hour.” He lifted a wrist and stared at a watch that wasn’t there. Ah, so we have a practical joker? “Well, fifty-seven minutes now.”

I clenched my jaw and tried to squeeze past him, but he took up all the space in front of me with his big, imposing body. My skin brushed against his arm and I suppressed a shiver. 

Heat funneled down to my core. I blushed as I glanced up at him. He watched me struggle to maneuver past him.

What the hell is happening to me? I was wet between my thighs. I want nothing to do with this guy! I want to see my Glovemates!

I couldn’t deny my body’s reaction. Touching the man had turned me on. My nipples pebbled against the coarse fabric of my shirt. I padded quickly past Ornoth so he couldn’t see how he’d affected me. 

But I knew that grin. He didn’t need to see me to know exactly how he’d fazed me. 

Get a grip, girl. I tried to catch my breath and slow my stampeding heart. 

I walked into the damp corridor and down the hall with Ornoth behind me. Scanning Finley’s cell, I noticed a lump on the bench. She appeared to still be sleeping. Even if she wasn’t I wouldn’t have been able to make out her shape unless her face was right up against the bars.

Finley Winston was not going to appear desperate like that. She was smart. Cunning. Which was why I still didn’t know what she looked like.

Maybe that’s by design. She did assassinate my Glovemate’s friend, after all. 

Ornoth directed me down a few earthy halls, complete with hanging roots and soft soil. This underground facility didn’t seem too sturdy. If someone knew about it, they could make the whole thing cave in with a few well-placed spells . . .

Hence the magic ward surrounding it, I suppose.

By now, I recognized the path I took. It was always the same route, marching past other cells—some empty, some not—until I reached a rickety staircase carved from wood. 

“What happened to my other handler?” I asked as we ascended the stairs. 

“You haven’t had another handler.”

A chill swept through me. “The mute Leatherwing?”

Ornoth noticed my reaction. “No, you’re not going crazy. He was real. But he was not your handler. He was simply a guard. I have replaced him.”

“Why the different title? Are you more than a guard?”

I could feel his smile boring into my backside. “Of course I am.”

I gulped as dim gray filled the space at the top of the stairs. Walking out into an overcast morning, my eyes scoured left and right. I shielded them from the light—even though it wasn’t bright, it was more than I was used to after staying in pitch darkness for twenty-three hours a day. 

The swirling, magical mist greeted me. It sounded like a thunderstorm. I could taste its grittiness, though nothing seemed to get in my eyes as the fog slid by. 

I couldn’t see more than five feet ahead of me. 

“I’m guessing you’re not going to tell me what your other job requirements are,” I said. 

He let out a raspy chuckle. “You’ll find out soon enough, young fawn.”

Young fawn? He doesn’t look much older than me. 

I knew better. If this man was a demon, he was probably like Sunny—attractive, but also decades older than he looked. I needed to get used to that.

Ornoth grabbed my shoulder hard, squeezing tight, and I stopped walking. His touch brought another flame to my cheeks, another knot of desire rumbling in my belly. His fingers were long and elegant, digging into my shoulder blade until I winced. “This way,” he demanded, then directed me off to the side of the clearing. 

The meadow above the prison had been deforested in about a hundred-meter circle. Only roots, undergrowth, and clumps of grass filled the flat ground.

Ornoth led me by intuition, having me step in certain ways to avoid the maze of covered pits and traps I’d helped dig. 

When we reached a particular patch, the demon handed me a shovel and let my shoulder go. “Here. This is where you’ll dig.”

I gritted my teeth and stuck the shovelhead into the soft earth. After digging for a few minutes, I glanced at him out the corner of my eye. He stood close, strong arms folded over his chest. “Are you just going to stand there and watch me?”

“Yes. Did the Leatherwing before me not do the same?”

“Yeah, but it feels different with you watching.”

Why the hell did you say that, dumbass?

“As it should. Those beasts are quite soulless. Empty vessels. I am not empty. I am full of life and virility.”

I swallowed hard and went back to my work, trying to divert my focus from his handsome face. I plunged the shovel into the ground and stamped my foot on the side to send it deeper.  

If nothing else, it felt nice being outside for an hour, even if I had a hot demon man watching over me. A man I knew I wanted nothing to do with.

But try telling my body that. 

I felt off.

“I like watching you work, Coralia Hargrave.” Ornoth’s voice was syrup on a hot stack of pancakes. 

I wanted to slurp it right up.

* * *
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AFTER MY HOUR, ORNOTH led me down the stairs and back to my cell. My outside time had seemed incredibly short when I thought of how long I’d have to wait until I’d be let out again. 

I was a freaking dog with no freedom, trapped in the pound. A tight leash around my neck. 

I wouldn’t mind Ornoth wrapping a leash around my neck. 

I shrugged the thought away as my footsteps thudded down the hall. 

The demons must have mistimed their prisoner leisure time, because I heard a Leatherwing’s heavy footfalls in the distance, followed by the soft pitter-patter of feet. 

Up until this point, I had never been let outside with another prisoner in sight.

As I reached the corner, the footsteps grew louder and I knew I’d be seeing another face soon. My heart hammered in my chest.

I rounded the corner and almost ran into a wiry woman, who simply shouldered me out of the way. 

Our eyes briefly met. 

“Riann!” I yelled.

No emotion on her dark face. In her eyes, I saw an entire dead cosmos. She looked despondent, like she’d been drugged.

Her eyebrows twitched, finally, with recognition. The Leatherwing shoved her forward, past me. I watched her go until Ornoth guided me by the shoulder to my cell. 

“Nice reunion,” he said. 

“Fuck you, demon bastard,” I growled. I was incensed at seeing Riann so downcast and at the way Ornoth’s tone lilted with sarcasm and amusement. “What the hell did you fuckers do to her?”

“We did nothing to the foolish girl, young fawn. She crept too close to the perimeter of the Orchard, so we snatched her up. She made it easy for us.”

“Bullshit. She would not come here alone.”

“And yet, there she was. Similar to how we captured your neighbor you love talking to through the walls. That one was serendipitous, because she was a feisty one.”

“Finley?”

“Is that her name?”

I bristled. “What will you do to Riann?”

“What do you think, young fawn?”

“And why the fuck do you keep calling me that?!” My suppressed anger exploded. I hated this place, everyone here, and the smug smirk on this handsome devil.

I wanted to see my sister. 

No, scratch that, she was just as evil as the rest. 

I wanted to see my friends.

“Because you have the constant look of a baby deer, wide-eyed and pretty and vulnerable,” he said.

Ornoth pushed me into my cell and slammed the gate shut. He flashed me one last smile before winking and marching off. 

Leaving me to wallow and pray for Riann’s safety. 

I didn’t even know the young woman, other than the time she had acted against me and my people.

But no one deserved what I expected would happen to her.

* * *
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MANY HOURS LATER, I squirmed on my bench. My thighs were clenched together, my hands stuck between them. My knees kept bouncing.

I felt skittish and nervous, for some reason. As if I knew the introduction of Ornoth had signaled a change here, and not a good one. 

I didn’t know what kind of demon he was, but he was a sexy one, which was dangerous. I would never let myself become allured by such a monster, yet my body had other ideas. 

I wanted to fuck. I needed release. My nerves were shot and I wanted nothing more than to get railed against the wall or bent over my sleeping bench and turned into Ornoth’s plaything. 

I needed my thoughts to flood out of my body.

I couldn’t reconcile the feeling of arousal inside me. It made no sense—but neither did a whole bunch of shit here. 

I predicted the moaning would start soon, surrounding my cell like a diseased blanket. Enough hours had passed since the last symphony. 

The breeding hour was upon us.

That’s when I heard the cell next to mine slide open with a metallic clank, and then shut. 

My heart seized in my chest when Ornoth’s smooth voice carried through the wall. “You look like a delectable treat.”

He’s in Finley’s cell!

A second later, Finley’s voice: “One step closer and I’ll kick your ass.”

“You don’t have your magic.”

“I don’t need my magic to fuck you up, pretty boy.”

Energy swelled inside me. I bunched my fists together with a fierce smile. ‘Atta girl, Fin. You tell that bastard. Fight him off.  

Then my smile faltered.

She hasn’t accepted her place here. They’ve finally come for her, and she refuses to back down. 

That could lead to very bad things. Very violent things.

For her own safety, I almost wanted Finley to yield, to spare herself the physical torture. 

But how could I? What I was asking her to do—to accept—was worse than any kind of physical pain. 

“Hmm,” hummed Ornoth’s deep voice. “You’re not yet ready.” Then, the cell gate creaked open.

Not yet ready? 

Footsteps ambled from Finley’s cell toward mine. Anxiety rifled through me. I tightened my fists so hard that my fingernails drew blood from my palms. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I’m not as strong as Finley! I don’t feel right here!

What would I do if Ornoth came into my cell next? 

Just three minutes ago, I was ready to let him ravage me. 

I could feel his presence lingering in front of my cell, though I couldn’t see him.

My throat was dry and parched.

The tension became unbearable.

Then his footsteps receded down the hall. 

I let out a ragged breath. 

A few minutes later, I heard his muffled voice, probably five or six cells down. “Ahh, yes. This one is ripe for the picking.”

Tears pinched the corners of my eyes. I sniffled and plopped down on my bench, putting my head in my hands and covering my ears.

The moaning started soon after. Then the claps of sweaty flesh slapping together. The incessant thudding. 

Mingling with the faceless, heated sounds, I swore I heard Riann’s voice join the dissonant chorus.
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Chapter 3
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Sunny

“WHERE’S JACE, HEADMASTER? He would agree with me.”

I stood in the conference room at Fort Nocturnus, arguing my case to Headmaster Alaric Cane alongside my Glovemates. 

For some reason, I seemed to be the only one who was pissed beyond belief. But that was typical. I had a hard time containing my emotions, whereas Dax always seemed detached, Venn seemed oblivious, and Quentin seemed cool as a cucumber.

With friends like these . . .

My case was simple: We needed to go in guns blazing to rescue Coralia from the Forbidden Orchard. If she was still alive. We had no way of knowing one way or the other, except Quen, Venn, and Dax assured me they’d “feel” if they’d been “disconnected” from her.

Fucking crunchy-granola hippies, the lot of them.

Supposedly the reason they’d feel her absence, and therefore her death, was more than superstition. Quentin said he owned part of her soul, whatever that meant. And because Venn and Dax had fucked her, they had direct phone lines to her heart. 

Sure. All I knew was they were lucky bastards. I was the odd man out in this heart-soul yin-yang love triangle. 

When I thought of it like that—and given my propensity for violence—it made sense I was the only one supremely pissed off. 

I was pissed Alaric hadn’t acted sooner; mad we’d left Coralia on her own in the midst of a Leatherwing mob, knowing what they did to women they captured. 

I felt like a coward. The righteous indignation made it so I couldn’t think straight. I was ready to pop off and punch this old man through the chest, rip out his heart, and eat it. 

If only I could. 

Talk about spending time in the initiation cell for penitence! Murdering the headmaster of Shadowblade Academy in a fit of cold-blooded rage? Whew.

No, my only answer was diplomacy. Convince him we needed to act—that Coralia was more important to the Academy alive than dead. 

So far, he wasn’t hearing me.

I put my hands on my hips, awaiting an answer. 

Alaric stayed seated behind his desk, running a hand through his long white beard. “I doubt Wrist Hudson would agree with you, Sunder, about acting rashly. I can see your anger is getting the best of you.”

I clamped my jaw and flipped my blond locks out of my face. “Jace would agree with me because Coralia was in his Glove.” 

“Technically, no.” Alaric leaned back, relaxing his posture. “Hudson’s Glove was dissolved after his firing, simultaneously with Coralia being elevated to her position in the non-existent Glove.” 

“He wasn’t actually fired!” I bunched my hands into fists. “You just pretended he was so he could go to Waichee Village incognito.”

Alaric shrugged. “Nevertheless.”

I groaned, tipping my head back to try and calm my nerves. It felt like blood rushed through my veins like an avalanche, which wasn’t good for a fucking vampire. “With all due respect, screw your technicalities, Headmaster.”

“Excuse me?” He leaned forward, a vein twitching near his eye. 

Shit. I’d poked the sleeping bear. Served him right. “Jace would—”

“Why do you not refer to your Wrist as such, Sunder? This informality is unbecoming of a student.”

“Because he isn’t our Wrist.” I threw my hands up. Alaric couldn’t have it both ways: If Jace was actually fired, then he couldn’t be our Wrist. Our leader. I made a point of scanning the room. “If Jace Hudson is our Wrist, where is he? The term just started. Doesn’t he have classes to teach? A Shadowball team to coach? A dojo to run?”

Headmaster Cane folded his hands on the table. “He is on assignment.”

I scoffed. “Of course he is. Missing again. Let me guess: He’s staying with Desmona, watching over her demon tree spirit baby—whatever the fuck that thing is that came out of her.”

“Language, Sunder. I’ll say one thing for you: You’re an astute observer.” 

“So is that a yes? He’s spying on that demon baby for you in Appalachia, at the Kolpoden Grove?”

Alaric inclined his head. “I can neither confirm nor deny that bit of information. It’s classified Academy business.”

My teeth clamped down so hard I thought they’d crack. I’d had enough of this asshole. He wasn’t going to play fair, no matter what I threw at him. Calling me an “astute observer” basically confirmed my suspicion about Jace’s whereabouts, but he wouldn’t go so far as to say I was correct.

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t asking for Jace’s help, specifically. I was asking for the fucking Academy’s help! 

Quentin stepped forward next to me. “Might I say, Headmaster Cane, it doesn’t look good for the Academy when students go missing. Regularly. First I was ‘killed on duty,’ then Myria Hargrave disappeared, then Genevieve Jade. When is enough enough?”

Alaric stood from his seat, palms flat on the desk. “And who’s going to know, Mr. Argyle? This isn’t an Academy in the typical sense of the word, boy. We don’t get quarterly reviews. We aren’t overseen by a coalition of our peers. We work in the shadows, in the best interest of the supernatural community. You all know this.”

It seemed Quen had struck a nerve. Good. 

“So you’ll just sweep all this under the rug? Is that what you’re saying?” I asked. 

The headmaster hung his head and shook it, as if he couldn’t believe how dense I was being. For a moment, all I could see was the balding pate of his skull. When he looked up at us, his eyes held cold fury. “Here’s what we’re not going to do, Mr. Conway.” He rounded the table to stand before us. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take an instinctive step back, because old or not, the man was scary when he was angry. 

“Shadowblade Academy is not in the business of muddling in the affairs of demons. We still don’t know enough about these so-called ‘Leatherwings’ to act against them.” He started counting off on his fingers. “We don’t know who controls them. We don’t know their endgame or why they’re doing these despicable things. We don’t even know what that perpetual dark fogbank surrounding the Orchard consists of.” He raised the fifth finger of his hand, palm facing me. “And finally, we don’t even know if Coralia Hargrave is still alive. I know you don’t want to hear it, but that’s the truth.”

I thrust a thumb over my shoulder. Some of the wind had been taken from my sails. “They all said—”

“I don’t care what your Glovemates said, Sunder! Until I have verifiable proof—something more than superstition and hearsay—I won’t engage my Academy and jeopardize the lives of more shadowblades I’m responsible for, by charging headlong into a hive of demonic entities.”

My burgeoning rage simmered just below the surface. He made good points, though I’d never admit it. 

We hadn’t even seen Coralia to know if she was still breathing. 

It became clear we weren’t going to get help here, no matter how much we pressed. This was futile. 

Headmaster Cane swept his hand toward us, his voice on the verge of true anger. “You are dismissed, students.”

As we turned, shuffled away, and reached the door, his voice stopped us.

“Glove.”

We turned.

“I know you four are prone to making impulsive, reckless decisions. You can’t help yourselves. But just know, if you go against my directive, there will be repercussions this time. I’ve babied you enough. Am I understood?”

We all solemnly nodded. 

I hung my head in shame as we walked into the hallway. 

“Thanks for the backup, guys,” I muttered as we padded away, tails between our legs. 

“I tried, Sunny,” Quentin mumbled. 

“You seemed to have it covered,” Venn added.

“What were we supposed to add?” Dax asked. 

My shoulders bobbed. “I don’t know. I’m just pissed. I feel defeated.”

“Don’t.” 

I spun on Quentin. We stopped near the end of the hall, going into a customary team circle. “Why not?”

Quen’s handsome mug twisted with a smirk. “When have you ever let the fear of consequences dictate your plans, my friend?”

I matched his wry grin. Inside, I felt deflated, which I hated. I never felt that way. “Not very often.”

“Exactly.” He slapped me on the shoulder.

“What’s going on in that scheming head of yours, Quen? You’ve got a sparkle in your green eyes.”

“A sparkle of what?”

“Mischief.”

His smile widened. “Well, we aren’t going to find answers here, are we? That much is clear.” 

“Right.”

“So, I say we head a little bit closer to the source. Look for help there.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’d do that? Even though you’ll get in trouble? I mean, I wouldn’t give it a second thought, but you’re not me.”

“For Moonwalker? Of course I would.”

“We all would,” Dax said, eyes moving among us. His midnight face was unreadable, but I could sense the seriousness inside him.

“You’ve got to stop calling her ‘Moonwalker,’ Quen.” I tried to bring some levity to the heady tension. 

I knew where the tension stemmed from: the fact we were discussing breaking Academy rules, again, with the express threat of punishment if we did it. 

This was serious business.

We couldn’t plead ignorance this time around.

“Really? While you call her ‘princess’ like she’s a fucking fairytale?” Quen chided, still smirking.

“Hey, she’s more of a princess than she is Michael Jackson, okay?”

The chuckles from the group boosted my waning self-confidence. 

“What’s the plan, tactician?” Venn’s purple Unseelie skin seemed to darken when he looked to Quentin. “You’re the idea guy.”

“First, are we all in agreement Coralia is still alive? Because I haven’t felt a fracture inside me yet.”

“Me neither,” Dax said. 

“Same,” Venn added.

“No comment,” I grumbled. 

Quentin nodded. “Okay. I think the only way we can do this without getting suspended, expelled, or executed, is to come back with something so enticing, Alaric Cane will be forced to hear us.”

“Smart. But what?” Venn asked. 

Quen shrugged. “We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

“Make us too valuable to get rid of,” I said, nodding.

“As we’ve been doing all along,” Quen finished.

Dax rubbed his chin. “When you say ‘come back,’ Quentin, where are we coming back from, exactly?”

“Waichee Village, obviously.”

Dax’s nostrils flared. “But we’re exiled from my home. We’re Synthok in my people’s eyes.”

“Then you’ll have to convince the chieftess otherwise, Dax.”

“How?”

“Chieftess Fionne is your damn mother, man. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

I elbowed the panther shifter, who seemed suddenly worried, wondering what he’d gotten himself into with his reckless comrades. “You’re a sneaky panther shifter, kitty cat. Surely you don’t need to go marching through town, broadcasting yourself, to get a meeting with your mom . . .”

As I trailed off, Dax chewed his bottom lip. Yeah, the guy was nervous, which was rare. “You’re saying I should prowl into my village, knowing I could be jailed or worse if I’m caught?”

“Yes. ‘Prowl’ is the perfect word for it,” Quentin said.

“Are you scared?” I goaded.

Dax snorted, squaring his shoulders back. My barb definitely brought out the animal inside him. “A foolish question, Sunder.”

“Then let’s get to it, boys.” 

We left Fort Nocturnus and walked out into a chilly night. The moon lingered in the sky, huge and nearly full. 

We headed for our dorm, silent, all of us deep in thought. 

When we reached the building, Quentin said, “Before we go to Waichee, I think we should go to the Kolpoden Grove first.” 

“Why?” Venn asked. 

“Because Desmona likes us now, thanks to Coralia rescuing her soul. The dryad might be the only ally we have in a hundred-mile vicinity.” Quen shoulder-checked me. “And besides, I want to see if Sunny’s guess about Jace’s whereabouts are right.” 
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Chapter 4
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Quentin

YEP, SUNNY WAS RIGHT.

It took us a day to get to her, but now we stood in the Kolpoden Grove, in front of the mythical woman Desmona. 

Standing off to the side, Jace Hudson had his lips in a frown, arms folded over his chest. He didn’t like us going against Headmaster Cane’s orders and coming here. 

But what did he expect?

I appreciated my Glovemates being in agreement about what to do. It had been a while since we were on the same page, rather than arguing about every little decision we made. 

Coralia did that to us. She brought us together.

I understood Sunny’s anger well. I didn’t wear my heart on my sleeve like he did, but he was right to be pissed. To feel like a coward. We had an obligation to protect one another, and we had failed. 

We had failed the most important person in our group. I could only hope Coralia forgave us once we rescued her. 

It wasn’t an “if” for us. We were going to rescue Coralia, or we were going to die trying. There were no two ways about it. 

I could feel her soul inside me, wrapped around mine, tugging. Like she was scared. Begging for help. 

Every night we didn’t act was another night of agony inside me—fearing for her safety. Each night she remained in that demon-infested cesspool her life was further at risk.

And each night, I lost a little bit more of her soul.

Something was happening to her there. I could feel it. I had to pray to the spirits it wasn’t defilement and violence that tore her down, but rather her dwindling faith and hope. 

I understood what that felt like. When I had been separated from my body—my soul and mind in the Spectral Realm, my body in the Asberald City prison—each day rolled over into the next and felt worse than the one before it. Things became a blur. I didn’t know how to find myself.

She had appeared out of thin air and rescued me. 

I faced our former Wrist. “Coralia is one of us, Jace. Part of Hudson’s Glove. You can’t be surprised we’re here.”

Sunny took the reins. “You can be angry we’re here, Jace, but you taught us not to abandon our Glovemates. You would never desert a Knuckle in your Glove, so how can you expect us to?”

“I don’t expect you to, Sunny.” Jace pushed away from the elm tree he’d been leaning against. He let out a short, humorless chuckle. “I guess I’m just angry at myself for teaching you so well. That you’re such good students; that it’s even come to this.”

“So you’ll help us?” Dax asked.

“As much as I can. I’ve already started, actually, anticipating something like this.”

Venn smiled. “And you’re still mad we’re here?”

Desmona tipped her beautiful head back, standing from a chair of twisted vines. She was slight, elegant, graceful. The dryad had an air of power in this place, fueled by Mother Nature all around her. The bark shielding her body looked fresh; the verdant sheen of her green skin vibrant. “M’yrku is more vexed you have brought potential danger to my Grove, child. He just won’t admit it.”

Jace grumbled something under his breath. 

In a short time, the Wrist had fallen in love with the dryad. It had been a surprising turn of events, especially when it seemed he’d been geared to return to his duties at Shadowblade Academy as a Wrist, professor, and coach, after his spy work in Waichee Village finished. 

I suppose Alaric Cane had awarded him time off for his years of allegiance. Must be nice, to have that kind of connection with the headmaster. To be afforded that freedom.

Or, Alaric had no decision in the matter and Jace just did what he wanted.  

For me, I just felt happy to be here, considering the last time I stepped into this Grove I’d been sent away by a wrathful Desmona, and the forest had attacked me. The demon growing in the dryad’s womb had corrupted her and made her unpredictable. At one point, she’d even attacked Dax Kilmeade, her ally of many years, after helping him escape Luciano Rockford’s wolf pack. 

I believed the demon growing inside her would have killed her had Coralia not rescued her soul. 

So, in that sense, the dryad owed Coralia one.  

“Brought danger how?” Sunny asked. 

“Danger follows you everywhere you go.” Desmona reached up and cupped his face in her spindly hands. “You and your people are blind to it more often than not.”

I scratched my cheek, a bit embarrassed.

Sunny opened his mouth to retort, but I sliced a hand through the air before he could say anything. “We don’t have time to get philosophical, Sunny. Drop it.” 

“I was just going to say—”

“Doesn’t matter. Let’s see how we can move forward. Desmona isn’t wrong, anyway.”

Dax and Venn nodded their agreement. 

I faced Jace. His beard had grown unruly, bushy, down to his chest. He looked like a true mountain man. “Back to what you were saying, Wrist: How have you already started helping us?”

“Des has avoided going into Waichee Village since Dax’s exile. She doesn’t feel safe there, obviously, since Cyrus Kilmeade is basically running the show now. He hasn’t taken over completely, but he’s not far off.” Jace paced in front of us, head bowed in thought. “I haven’t done the same. I’m a shadowblade by trade, after all, and I’ve kept my ear to the ground. Chieftess Fionne is planning something.”

“What is my mother planning?” Alarm speared through Dax’s voice. 

Jace shrugged. “I’m not positive yet. Haven’t been able to get close enough.” 

“You think she would harm you if you showed your face in my village?”

“I am Synthok like you, Dax. I’m sorry, but I don’t trust her enough to do the right thing. Not after taking Cyrus’ side and banishing all of you.”

That was understandable. I scratched the back of my head and, in doing so, noticed a face poking out the side of a tree to our left. “Spirits save me,” I gasped.

The face was small, young, and female. Fresh, but with a tint of gray to her skin. Little horns poked from the top of her head. 

I pointed, eyes going wide. “Is that who I think it is?”

Everyone turned, and the girl hid away.

Desmona smiled. “Ardith, show yourself.”

Slowly, the little girl popped out from behind the elm. She was knee-high. For all intents and purposes, she looked like every other toddler girl I’d seen before, save for the tiny horns. She wore a drab tunic that made her look wrapped in a potato sack. The girl shuffled over to us with her head bowed. 

Yes, she walked over to us. 

She came to stand before Desmona. Her hair was dark and short, almost buzzed. Desmona put a protective hand on her skull and the other on her shoulder. The dryad smiled. “This is Ardith.”

That’s when I noticed the girl’s eyes were pure white, like Desmona’s. 

My mouth popped open. I looked over and noticed my Glovemates were shocked as well.

“That’s i-impossible,” I stammered. 

Desmona craned her neck. “What is, Quentin Argyle?”

“That she’s already grown to your knees. That she walked to you. She was born less than a month ago!” 

“Yes, and it was less than two months between my time at Asberald City and when I gave birth.”

“Holy shit,” Sunny muttered.

“It appears her breed gestates and grows hyperactively. I don’t know if this is common among demons, or just her.” Desmona shrugged. “We are raising her the best we can.”

I clenched my teeth. Though the girl looked innocent now, her future was a mystery. Now I understood why Jace was here, besides loving and caring for Desmona.

Sunny had been right about that too: Jace needed to keep an eye on Desmona’s demon baby because of her rapid rate of growth—to see if she would become evil and need to be exterminated. 

Desmona had promised to raise her among nature, to provide her a good and just life. I could only pray Ardith would absorb her mother’s teachings. 

“Does she speak?” Dax asked.

Desmona shook her head. “We’ve tried. So far, nothing. But she understands us.”

“Gods, that’s a spooky baby,” Venn said, cringing.

I slapped his shoulder. “Shut up, Venn. Don’t be mean to the child.” 

“My bad.”

Jace sighed. “Can we continue what we were talking about before the distraction?”

He didn’t want us asking too many questions. We all slowly faced him, but not before taking second glances at the child. 

“Anyway, as I was saying,” Jace continued, “I believe Chieftess Fionne is planning an invasion of some kind into the Forbidden Orchard. Possibly a reconnaissance mission.”

“To rescue Coralia?” I tilted my head in confusion. “That makes no sense. Fionne exiled her as much as any of us.”

“I know. But she’s not going there for Coralia.”

My brow creased.

“I spotted Riann, Cyrus’ lover, making a solo trek near the Forbidden Orchard a few days back.”

Dax inhaled sharply, but tried to hide his surprise. 

Jace glanced at the panther shifter. “She never returned to Waichee Village.” 
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Chapter 5
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Dax

MY FACE TWINGED WITH sadness at Jace Hudson’s words.

Riann . . . missing? 

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t care. Even after all these years away from Waichee, spending time at Shadowblade Academy, and falling for Coralia Hargrave, I still cared.

Perhaps it was weakness.

Riann had been a massive presence in my formative years and after. I’d known her since we were mere cubs. 

Being of similar age, we had been expected to get married and carry on the Kilmeade bloodline. With my mother as chieftess, and Riann’s family well-established, respected members of the community, it made sense. 

She had taken my virginity, beneath the pale moonlight in my early days after puberty. With that act, she’d opened my eyes to a world I’d dreamed of but had never known. 

Despite our differences now, nothing could take away those experiences we shared. 

Thus, it was fair to say Riann’s disappearance unnerved me. 

“She went alone, you said?” I asked.

Jace Hudson nodded glumly. 

I hummed, my mind falling in on itself. “Like Kalul. Who ended up dead. That is unlike my kin, doing missions alone. We’ve grown sloppy.”

“Maybe you’re more necessary to Waichee’s success than they gave you credit for, kitty cat,” Sunny said. 

I understood he was trying to boost my morale, but his words pained me. I wasn’t part of Waichee any longer—I’d been exiled from my homeland by my own mother, which stung more than anything. 

“Could she have gone to try and strike a deal?” Quentin asked. 

I bared my teeth, growling. “With demons? She would never!”

Quentin’s palms came up in surrender. “No, no. I didn’t mean maliciously, Dax. I meant to stop further bloodshed from visiting her village.”

“A truce? As an ambassador of the village?”

“Perhaps.” Quentin shrugged.

“I doubt it. My kinsmen would never surrender to those foul beasts after what they’ve done to our forest.”  

“All this speculation will get us nowhere,” Donovenn cut in.

“The faerie’s right,” Sunny muttered. “We need to go to the source. Guessing Riann’s motive for going near the Forbidden Orchard will get us nowhere.”

“The source?”

“Your mother. Keep up, kitty cat.”

My upper lip twitched. “Stop calling me that, Sunder.”

The vampire tilted his head. “Or what?”

“Here we go again,” Donovenn mumbled. He put his hand to his forehead and turned, leaving our circle. 

Before I could step up to Sunny, Jace Hudson moved between us. “Enough. Stop acting like kids. Are you boys, or men?” He spun on Sunder. “Don’t goad Dax.” Then, to me, “And don’t take his words so personally. You know how Sunny is.”

“Hey,” Sunny whined, “I feel like I got the bigger brunt of that chastisement.”

“That’s because you’re the bigger dick,” Jace answered.

“I definitely have the bigger—”

“Shut up.” 

Quentin and Venn chuckled. I cracked a smile, and then Sunny did. 

“There will be no fighting in the Kolpoden Grove,” Desmona announced. “This place is my sanctuary. It can be your sanctuary too, children, if you’ll cease this dick-measuring contest.”

“Literally,” Donovenn added. 

Sunny broke out in laughter. “Hell, I didn’t expect that tongue from you, Des. I like it.”

“Didn’t you say Ardith can understand you?” Quentin asked, poking the dryad with a smirk.

And was that Desmona . . . blushing?

There’s a first for everything. 

Donovenn spread his hand out toward the dryad. “Wait, why does she get to call us ‘children’ but we can’t act like it to each other?”

“Because she’s old as fuck and can do or say whatever she wants,” Jace said. 

Desmona’s pointed eyebrows arched. “What was that, M’yrku?”

The big man shrank before the slight tree spirit. “Sorry, hun. I didn’t mean anything by it. I probably could have said that more eloquently.” He bowed his head in embarrassment. 

Desmona squared her shoulders, tilting her chin haughtily. I had a feeling Jace hadn’t seen the last of her wrath, but it would come when we weren’t around. “We’re getting sidetracked,” she said.  

“Indeed,” I agreed. “I suppose you’re right, Sunder. I need to speak with my mother. That’s the whole reason we came here.”

I checked the sky. The moon was bright, tendrils of light poking down through the canopies.

I wasn’t sure what I’d do if Coralia was hurt. Every minute wasted was agonizing. And now Riann was missing too.

My first love and my last love, both taken from me. 

I couldn’t allow that. Riann might have found her place with my brother, but she didn’t deserve to be assaulted by the Leatherwings. No one did. 

“When should we go?” I asked. 

Sunny shrugged. “There’s no time like the present. Let’s see how stealthy your panther really is, eh?”

* * *
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I SLUNK THROUGH THE woods like a shadow. My feline eyes saw through the darkness better than my human form ever could. 

It didn’t take long to get from Desmona’s Grove to Waichee Village, but that wasn’t the difficult part. Once I reached the perimeter of the village I needed to be incredibly stealthy. 

Guards surrounded the entrances into the village. I climbed a tree, my paws biting into the bark, and peered out from atop a branch, gaining an aerial view of most the village. 

Almost everyone slept, with tents closed. Even atop the canopy walkways, the treehouses were dark. Shuttered. It was the dead hours of night. 

The guards were still attentive, with stone-ensconced torches lighting up their bodies like little bubbles of light. The torches put a target on the guards’ backs.

I recognized a few of them as Cyrus’ men. 

I launched from one tree to another, barely making a sound, and landed like a five-pound cat on a jutting branch, rather than a two-hundred pound panther. I scurried across its length and gazed down at another angle. 

My eyes lit up when I spied Topo the weasel shifter.

One of my trainees. 

I prepared to jump from the tree to greet him, then froze at the last moment as a second man came to join him—another of Cyrus’ posse. 

I hissed and snuck down the trunk, bounded away from the village, and circled it. I knew every route this place had to offer and hoped I’d find one of the secret pathways unguarded. 

My hopes weren’t high. The village was on high alert, undoubtedly since Riann had gone missing.

“Hey, stop!” a voice called behind me. 

My animal spirit took over. I suppose I can’t control death’s schedule. I spun, ready to charge the person who had discovered me. I would try not to kill them, but that was difficult to manage once my animal took over. 

I lunged at the silhouette, knocking them onto their back. I pounced on top of them, pinning their arms above their head as I growled and bared my fangs.

They stared up at me with frightened eyes, knowing their doom was imminent if they made one wrong move. I clamped a paw over their mouth. 

They squirmed. 

Then my brain twitched. I recognized the bright, feminine eyes, frightened but ready for a fight. Always ready for a fight.

Ailey Kin. The spritely bobcat shifter—another trainee. 

Before she could try to scream past my paw, I shifted into my human form so she could see my face. “Ailey, it’s me.” 

Her scared eyes narrowed with recognition. Her squirming body settled. I lifted my hand slowly from her mouth. She murmured, “Dax Kin?”

The girl’s face reddened and I slanted my head, wondering why she looked suddenly timid and embarrassed. My eyes bulged as I realized my cock rested on her middle. I was naked from shifting, on top of her, and had her arms pinned. 

A blush came to my cheeks. I quickly sat up and stood, helping her up with an outstretched hand. “Erm, my apologies.” 

Ailey blinked up at me. “O-Oh, it’s a big—not a problem.” It wasn’t very often the bombastic shifter stumbled her way though a sentence. 

“I, uh, see why everyone likes you,” she whispered, flashing me a coy smile. 

“Likes me? I’ve been exiled.”

“Well, Riann. Once upon a time. And your girlfriend Coralia.” 

“Ah.” I shook my head of the abrupt animal urge that sprouted inside me. “Ailey, I need your help.”

Her posture stiffened. “How can I be of service, Dax Kin?”

“I need to see my mother. Can you allow me to enter Waichee without alerting anyone? I will tell the chieftess I snuck in. Your name will not be mentioned.”

It took her less than two seconds to answer. “As far as I’m concerned, you’ve called Waichee your home longer than I have, sir. And also . . . fuck Cyrus.”

I flared my nostrils savagely. “Thank you, Ailey.” I noticed her gaze falling back to my southern bits, her eyes going half-lidded in a dreamy expression.

I shifted into my panther and took off into the bushes toward Waichee Village.

* * *
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IT TOOK TEN SLOW MINUTES to meander my way to my mother’s tent. Despite all the guards on duty, I kept to the darkness and was almost impossible to see when I was trying to hide at night. 

I slipped past the tent flap. Though I made zero noise, my mother was already leaping out of bed and grabbing a spear next to her, then leveling it at me. Her reflexes were still razor-sharp. 

I shifted and put my hands up. In front of my mother, I wasn’t ashamed of my nudity—no shifters of Waichee were because we’d all seen it so often. It surprised me Ailey had given me that much notice, in fact, like she’d never seen me naked before. Maybe she hadn’t.

“Mother,” I said slowly. 

The spear wobbled, then came down as my mother straightened, unbending out of her fighter’s stance. She swiped her braided hair over one shoulder. “Dax, is that you?”

Darkness shadowed me completely. I could barely make her out through my human eyes. “It’s me. I’m sorry to wake you from your slumber.”

“Why have you come here, son? How did you—”

“The ‘how’ is not important, Mother. You shouldn’t be surprised by it. I’m your son, after all.”

A rare smirk came to her lips, but it quickly faltered as she likely realized her place. 

I was an exile. By her orders. 

“I’ve heard Riann is missing.”

“How did—”

“Again, not the important question.”

She ambled toward me, still holding her spear. That little detail didn’t escape me. It hurt my heart to think she might believe I was still a threat. “Fine. What is it you want?” Her voice became stern—the typical battlefield commander on full display. 

I had hoped to find a moment of vulnerability and understanding with her, alone in her tent, but I should have known better than to expect that from my severe mother. 

I had inherited the same cold, detached demeanor from her. 

“I want to help,” I said. “My entire Glove does.”

“Your allies are here?”

“Hidden safely away, yes.”

“This is Waichee business, son. Besides, you are banished. You know I can’t go back on my word. It will make me look weaker than I already look.”

“You don’t look weak, Mother.”

She scoffed. “Don’t be naïve, Dax. Not for my sake. We both know Cyrus has a growing group of supporters.”

“Yet you allow his ambitions to swell?” I spat, guffawing in disbelief. It stunned me to know she took Cyrus’ underhandedness in stride. 

“He’s also my son, Dax. What am I supposed to do? All men have ambition.”

“He’ll destroy this bloodline, Mother.”

“Not if we get Riann back. Sometimes I suspect she’s the only one holding him back from trying something terrible. The only one keeping him docile.”

I carded a hand through my hair, sighing. “I’m sorry you’re in that position. Why did you agree with him and exile us then?”

“Because your people did kill humans, son. It was to protect you, as contrary as that might sound in your ears. It pained me, but it was the right thing to do at the time.”

“Yet it opened you up to more hostility from Cyrus.”

Her lips firmed. “I’ve been dealing with your brother before you showed up, and I’ll continue to once you’re gone. Have you forgotten you’ve been at Shadowblade Academy for the past two years?”

I gave her a lopsided smile. “True. I don’t doubt your prowess, Mother.”

“Thank you. But you’re stalling.”

“It’s good to see you.”

For a moment I hoped she would say the same. But she wouldn’t lie: It wasn’t good to see me in these circumstances. Not when I was breaking her code of conduct. It hurt to admit she’d always been a chieftain first and a mother second.

I still didn’t want to see her get wounded by Cyrus, of course.

“How can we help?” I asked. “We can do it behind the scenes if we must—if it will help your cause and reputation. But I must get Coralia out of the Forbidden Orchard. I will do anything to rescue her.”

“Ah, yes. I heard the girl went missing after your banishment. The one you love.” 

“Yes.” I wouldn’t deny it this time. A lot had changed since Fionne had asked me that question—“Do you love her?”—when we’d first arrived here months ago.

She put her spear down and rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She looked tired, and not just from me waking her. Her spirit seemed bone-weary. Her posture, her attitude. I was so used to seeing this woman strong and in charge. Unflinching and unyielding.

Is this what she becomes when she steals away at night? When she finds time by herself?

Oh, Mother. What have your sons done to you? What has your station done to you?

Finally, she exhaled slowly, as if making a decision and resigning herself. “We are planning a covert raid on the Forbidden Orchard.”

My heart plummeted to my stomach. I reeled. “Without knowing what’s in there? That’s foolish, Mother! And you’re not a foolish woman.”

“I know. But it must be done. We are losing ground against the demons with each day the Orchard stays corrupted and spreading. Soon, our home will not be ours.”

I understood her urgency. I felt the same. “Who will be part of this raiding party?” 

“I will lead it with our best soldiers. Cyrus will join with his loyal men.”

I snorted. “Cyrus and ‘loyal’ don’t belong in the same sentence together, Mother.” 

“Even so. That is the plan.”

“When?”

“It’s scheduled for tomorrow night.”

I shook my head. “Mother, I don’t like this. I have a bad feeling. You can’t go in blind.”

Another irregular smirk. “Then you’ll have to be our eyes, won’t you?”
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Chapter 6
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Venn

THE GLOVE WAS READY to do what we needed to rescue Coralia. Jace was on board. It made me happy to see our former Wrist taking part in the action, harkening back to a simpler time when we were Hudson’s Glove. 

That seemed like such a long time ago.

I missed Coralia terribly. I’d been lucky enough to get closest to her out of all the guys. Though they were coming around—even Sunny—and learning what I’d known for a while, I still felt a sense of pride at being her first mate.

Cor exemplified courage and resilience. She wouldn’t wilt at the hands of the Leatherwings. She’d put up a damn good fight if it came down to it. If still alive—which I knew in my heart she was—she’d be plotting her escape and biding her time while waiting for her four knights in shining armor to arrive. 

Coralia Hargrave was no damsel. But some situations required help, and that’s what we were here for. Her Glovemates were meant to help unlock her full potential, fight alongside her, and, yes, protect her. We had failed in that last requirement, and were determined to make amends. 

The four of us slept on the ground outside Desmona’s forest island, surrounded by trees, staring up at the wing-shaped canopies as the moon flooded in overhead. 

I wagered none of us got much sleep. I sure didn’t.

The plan was to loiter on the outskirts of Waichee Village, far enough away we wouldn’t alert any guards. By nightfall, Dax would sneak back in and ask his mother where we were needed for the raid. We’d join the party once they’d left Waichee, en route to the Forbidden Orchard. 

Though exiled from the village, we were technically free to roam the forest outside it. Chieftess Fionne couldn’t do much to stop us joining them as long as we could find their route. 

I loved it when loopholes worked in our favor.

I awoke after sunrise to a pair of big white alien eyes staring down at me.

“Spirits above!” I gasped, crab-walking until I bumped into a tree trunk. “Ow.”

Ardith, the little demon girl, stared at me unblinkingly, head tilted to the side, as if debating whether to curse my soul or eat my heart. 

“You’re one creepy toddler, girl,” I groaned, rubbing the back of my head where I’d smacked it. 

I slowly rose to my feet. 

As Ardith approached, my muscles tightened. She reached out with a tiny, pale-gray hand. 

I scanned left and right. Sunny and Dax weren’t around, and Quentin was over a few trees away on a bathroom break. I had no witnesses.

I stared down at the girl’s little hand. Then, hesitantly, I took it in mine. 

A ripple ran through my arm. 

In order to succeed, fae, you will face great sacrifice. The devastation of that sacrifice will be more severe than the reward.

You will not come back from this the same man. 

Air shot out of my lungs. I ripped my hand back like I’d touched a hot stove. “What the fu—” I cut myself off, realizing that, even if she had telepathic powers similar to my fae mind-link, she was still only a child. “What the heck was that?”

She reached out again. Groaning, I took it, and the same jolt ran through me. 

Trust your heart and your steel. You will question whether it was all worth it. Stay strong.

Not everyone will return from this venture.     

I pulled my hand back. The thoughts flowing through my head sounded ancient and arcane—eloquent and old rather than the babbling of a toddler. 

“Okay, you little Riddler. Are you saying we’re doomed to fail?”

Ardith shrugged. 

Then she scampered away.

“Hey!” I called out, but she had already rounded a tree and disappeared toward the Kolpoden Grove. 

I scratched my head. “Weird kid.” I committed what she’d said to memory. 

Leaves rustled and Desmona came bounding into the clearing, followed by Sunny and Dax. She held a wooden bowl of what looked like soup or oatmeal.

I narrowed my eyes. “You said Ardith couldn’t talk.”

“She can’t.” Desmona handed me the bowl. “I never said she couldn’t communicate, Donovenn Gable.”

More technicalities. I frowned as I took the bowl of food. It smelled odd and looked like twig porridge.

“What did she tell you?” the dryad asked. 

“That people are going to die. That this might not be worth it.” 

Desmona cracked a smile. “She’s quite precocious, is she not?”

“You find this funny, dryad? How?”

Flecks of bark spilled from her shoulders with a shrug. “Not funny, Donovenn. Amusing. I would not take her words too seriously. She is not a soothsayer. She is simply clever and mischievous, like all demonspawn.” 

“You think she was just trying to get under my skin?”

“I believe the success of this raid will rely on your team’s skills, and nothing else. Not luck, and certainly not prophecies.” 

I rolled my tongue behind my teeth. “Fair enough. Have we learned anything new?”

“Not yet,” Dax said. “It’s a waiting game.”

“Where’s Jace?” I noticed Quen had come back from the trees and the Wrist was the only one absent.

“Right here,” said a voice behind me in the foliage.

Jace appeared as I twirled. The leaves didn’t stop rustling once he was in the clearing with us. 

“Where have you been all morning?” Sunny asked, eyes getting beady and suspicious.

“Spying. And getting her.”

“Her?”

Chieftess Fionne appeared behind him, and then the leaves were done rustling. 

My eyes widened. She was the last person I had expected to see here—the one who had forced us to hide away like vagabonds. 

“Mother, what are you doing here?” Dax asked.

“How did you get her to come?” Quentin added.

Jace smiled beneath his huge beard. “The old ‘psst, over here!’ trick, Quen.”

The elegant chieftess of Waichee eyed all of us, one by one. Her face was serious like her son’s, with a perpetual frown that rarely lifted. “Despite what order I gave, soldiers, I am glad you’re here. We will need all the help we can get in the coming operation.”

“What do you mean?” Dax asked. When speaking to Fionne, he always took the lead, which made sense. 

“Plans have changed since last night, son.”

“Is the raid still on?”

“Time will tell.”

“Enough of the vagueness, Mother. Tell us what’s happening or we’ll go to the Forbidden Orchard ourselves.”

That was never part of the plan, and I hoped Dax was bluffing. Because I knew we would do it if it came down to it, and I wasn’t ready to die yet. 

For Coralia, I would.

“Luciano Rockford arrived in Waichee in the early hours before sunrise,” Fionne said, crossing her arms under her breasts. 

“You allowed him entry?” Dax asked incredulously. “The man responsible for so much grief within our community?”

The chieftess’ gaze fell on her son. “You said you would do anything to rescue Coralia. Is that still true?”

He nodded curtly. We all did. 

“I thought so. I made a deal with Luciano, son. A hostage negotiation of sorts.”

His eyebrows jumped. “What sort of deal?”

“Trading your Oblyx Steel swords—all of them—for the lives of Coralia and Riann.” 

I stifled a gasp. The rest of my Glovemates shifted their weight, anxiety taking over. 

“Will you permit those terms?” Fionne asked, head swiveling between us. 

I stared down at the magical sword at my hip. “In a heartbeat.”

The other mates agreed just as quickly, except one.

“Not so fast,” Quentin interjected. “Leviathan Sunfall will be pissed about that deal.”

“Shit, you’re right.” I carded a hand through my silver hair. “I forgot about the dragon queen.”

“She’ll torch this place, and all of us in it.” 

“If she finds out . . .” Sunny said ominously. 

Dax frowned. “No, we can’t test the dragon queen. Things have a way of getting back to people. We promised not to let the Oblyx Steel swords get into the wrong hands—and Luciano Rockford’s are certainly the wrong hands.”

“Luciano is working as a liaison once more, son,” Fionne said. “As a middleman for the demons.”

“Even worse.”

“Acting with caution is the best strategy,” Jace grunted. He pulled at his beard thoughtfully. 

“Then what do we do?” Dax threw up his hands. “Do we risk the wrath of Levia Sunfall, or take our chances with Luciano and the demons?”

“I do not believe Luciano will be a problem,” the chieftess said. “There was a caveat to our agreement. I told Luciano my people would not deal with him any longer, after all the strife he’s brought us. If he wants the Oblyx Steel for the Leatherwings, I will only interact with the demons directly.”

“Did he agree?” Quen asked. 

Fionne nodded.

Silence fell as we thought about the implications. 

“Then the demonspawn will be coming to our village,” Dax said at last, speaking slowly, as if trying to make sure he understood what was happening. 

“They will,” Chieftess Fionne replied. Her dark eyes shimmered, and I thought I noticed a small smirk curling the lips of her placid face.

Quentin, the strategist, recognized the insinuation first. “If the demons are coming to Waichee . . . then the Forbidden Orchard will practically be empty.”

“Precisely, Quentin.”

Dax put up his hands. “Wait. You’re presuming the demons won’t bring Coralia and Riann with them for the trade? That they’ll keep them in the Orchard and won’t honor their end of the agreement?”

“Yes, son.” Fionne pushed off the tree and stood straighter. “I don’t expect the Leatherwings to show any honor whatsoever. Do you?”

The four of us shook our heads, adamantly. 

Sunny grinned. “You’re a wily old biddie, aren’t you, Chieftess?”

“That I am, alabaster bastard. And you’d better watch who you’re calling an old biddie.” She pulled her spear from across her back and slapped it against an open palm. 

“The raid will go as planned then?” Dax asked.

“It will, son. The demons will never see your Oblyx swords . . . except when you use the steel against them.”

Well, that was something we could all get behind.

“When will it happen?” 

“I gave Luciano a day to relay the message, son. Tomorrow night we attack the Forbidden Orchard.”

“Excellent.” 

“However,” the chieftess said, then slammed her spear into the ground and stared at her son with a grim expression. “I don’t believe you and Cyrus can do anything together without trying to kill each other.” 

Dax furrowed his brow. “What are you proposing, Mother?”

“I must lead this raiding party, Dax Kin. It is my duty. Cyrus will join me so I can keep an eye on him. Which means Waichee Village will be left leaderless and vulnerable.” 

“Speak plainly, Fionne Kin.”

“I want you to stay behind in Waichee in case the demons decide to attack us. We need a strong leader to direct our defenders.”

The air exploded from Dax’s lungs. “Absolutely not! My place is by Coralia’s side—rescuing her! Mother, that makes no sense.” He moved toward her. “The villagers would never trust me.”

“They will if I tell them to.” 

“You told me you can’t go back on your word after banishing me!”

“Things have changed, son. I’m not so mindful of my reputation and pride anymore. Only on survival.”

Dax shook his head adamantly. His taut body looked ready to snap. I understood his anger at this change of plan, but somehow it made sense to me. 

“Dax, don’t you see?” I asked, putting a hand on his shoulder. “The chieftess trusts you more than Cyrus. Or else she wouldn’t propose this.”

Dax’s head turned from me to his mother. “Is that true?”

“I’m putting the fate of Waichee Village in your hands, son. You decide what that means.”

Silence fell over us, stuffy and thick. Things had changed on a dime, and I wasn’t sure if I agreed with it—logical or not.

Eventually, Fionne said, “We will be spread thin as it is, with this new strategy. Please, Dax.”

Our panther shifter exhaled. He stared into his mother’s eyes. “Fine. But you tell Coralia—”

“I’ll tell her, son. Thank you.” The chieftess cleared her throat and faced the rest of us. “I believe there should be another to stay behind and manage the village—one at each entrance—and two of you can join the raid to rescue Riann and Coralia. Who will it be?”

We all looked at Jace first. He threw his hands up. “I’m not abandoning the Kolpoden Grove, boys. I’m not about to leave Desmona and Ardith here alone, vulnerable. Sorry.”

“I’m going,” Sunny blurted next. “If anyone wants to debate that, they can debate these fists.”

We all wanted to go on the rescue mission, but Chieftess Fionne was making too much sense. Two of us at Waichee Village would give them a whole lot more firepower in case things went awry with the demons. The Waicheeans had never fought Leatherwings before. The four of us had actually killed them. We had crucial experience fighting them. 

I turned to Quentin and bit the inside of my cheek.

Our eyes narrowed. 

We put our fists out on our palms. 

Dax muttered, “Are you really going to play Rock Paper Scissors to—”

Our fists were already moving, coming down on our palms. On the third one, I threw paper.

Quentin threw scissors. 

My nostrils flared. “Two out of three.”

We did it again.

I threw scissors.

Quentin slammed his fist down.

Rock.

“Motherfucker. You’re cheating.”

Quen chuckled. “How?”

“I don’t know. It’s all that Spectral Realm, Dreamwatcher voodoo shit.” I twirled a finger around my head to let him know I was onto him. 

“Poor sport.”

Dax said, “Donovenn, we can use your fae mind-link to tether our minds and stay in communication with one another. This may be for the best.”

I put my hands on my hips, head sinking in defeat. “Fine. Goddammit.” 

It was settled then: Dax and I would stay behind in Waichee to defend and make the “deal” with the demons, while Quentin and Sunny would join Chieftess Fionne and Cyrus on the raid to rescue Coralia and Riann, sneaking to the Forbidden Orchard behind the Leatherwings’ backs. 

It seemed like a fragile plan at best. I wanted to have confidence in my Glove, but things seemed too tenuous.

Also, I couldn’t stop recalling Ardith’s spooky prophecy: “You will not come back from this the same man. 

Not everyone will return from this venture.”

I mulled those words over and fear bloomed inside me. I looked at the faces of my three Glovemates: Dax, Sunny, Quentin. 

I loved them like brothers.  

Could the demons and Luciano be one step ahead of us? Is there a way this plan could backfire?

Surely there is. 

But why can’t I see it?
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Chapter 7
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Coralia

I SHOULD JUST LET ORNOTH have his way with me, shouldn’t I?

Yes, you should. Next time he comes to bring you to the field, yank your pants down and bare your ass to him. Tell him to fill your holes and make you moan like the lost little slut you are.

I frowned at the vulgar mental image. The thought turned me on—the attractive demon flashing me his wicked white smile before bending me over and railing into me. 

My Glovemates aren’t coming for me, are they?

No . . . they’re not. It’s been too long. They would have been here by now.

To say I wasn’t in my right mind would be an understatement. I was having full-blown conversations with myself, yet I didn’t know who was on the other end. 

No one was at the wheel upstairs.  

As I paced around my dreary, dark cell, I bit into my cinnamon cookie and savored the sharp taste of it. The cookie was the one joy I had in this place.

I came to my connected wall with Finley. “Are you there, Fin?”

No answer.

My eyes went small in my head. She’s forgotten about me too. Clearly. She doesn’t care if I live or die—only that she escapes this place.

Hell, she’d probably throw me to the wolves if it means she can escape.

I have to be wary of her. 

“What?” she asked. Her voice came out thick and throaty. 

My brow perked up. I tried to throw aside all the awful thoughts I’d just had about her, but I couldn’t do it. “You sound like you just deepthroated a demon cock.”

Ruffling came from the other side of the wall. Maybe her standing. “What did you just say to me?” Now Fin’s voice was low and menacing. “You want to repeat that to my face?”

I snorted. “No can do, girl. Never seen it before. Probably never will.”

There was a pause. Then, “Coralia, you sound unhinged. Are you angry because we haven’t escaped yet? Patience is a virtue, you know.”

For a second, I snapped out of it. “I dunno why I’m angry.” It was the truth. I couldn’t keep my thoughts straight. I bit into my cookie and finished it off, then licked my fingers clean. “What are you doing?” 

“I’m tired. That’s why I sound like shit. I haven’t been eating much.”

I finished chewing. “Ah. If we’re ever going to flee, you’ll need your strength.” 

“Sounds like you’ve been gorging yourself enough for the both of us.”

“There’s nothing else to do in this place but eat the food they toss at us, like we’re dogs!”

“Shh, keep your voice down. Did it ever occur to you that’s what they want?”

“Huh?”

“Why do all the prisoners here sound like they’re enjoying their assault every night? Moaning and wailing in ecstasy?”

I put my forehead on the wall. It was nice and cool. “Could be they don’t want to piss the demons off, so they fake it.” 

“Believe me, Cor, I know what faking it sounds like. And that’s not it. No, I think they’re mind-fucked.”

“Well, they’re more than mind—”

“That, or some of these demons are lust demons, intoxicating the prisoners with pheromones or some shit that drives them wild.”

I wanted to scoff at the notion, but I didn’t. “What, you mean you haven’t had the slightest craving to see what it might feel like? Having Ornoth slam his fat demon cock inside you, writhing underneath him in—”

“Fuck no!” she hissed. 

“Oh.” I gulped. “Me neither.”

Finley said nothing for a moment. Her silence compelled me to fill the empty void. “It is super boring in here though. The mind wanders.”

“Ahh, spirits save me,” Finley muttered.

“What?”

“They’ve got you too. Shit.”

“Huh? Got me how—”

“The first thing you said to me was it sounded like I’d been blowing a demon. Tell me you haven’t been anticipating Ornoth coming to your cell all day.”

“I haven’t. It’s not true.”

Finley paused a beat. “Coralia, I don’t even need to see your face to know you’re a horrible liar.”

Goddammit. How can she tell?

Oh, I don’t know, maybe because of what I said, and how tickled pink I am at the thought of seeing how thick and hard demons can get. Especially hot ones like Ornoth.

My eyebrows jumped. I pinched the bridge of my nose. Oh . . . spirits blow my back out . . . Finley’s right.

“Fuck,” I murmured.

“Exactly.” 

“W-What can I do to stop it?”

“If they’ve already gotten hold of you? I don’t know. Resist? Fight it?”

“Why don’t you have the urge to grind your pussy against your bench and fill your holes with the closest dick-shaped object you can find?”

“Christ on a cracker, Cor. They’ve got you bad.”

“Answer the question!” My cheeks flamed red. A thrum came to my core, billowing as I continued to talk dirtier than ever before. 

I started pacing, faster this time. This was bad. Bad, bad, bad. 

If Ornoth came into my cell this evening, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to resist him. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, with how horny I felt. 

The last thing I wanted to do was cheat on my Glovemates, even if we weren’t exclusive. So far, Dax and Venn were the only ones I’d fucked, and I desperately wanted them again. 

But if I let a demon screw me? Willingly, even? 

No, no, it can’t be willing if I’m not in my right mind. And I’m clearly going insane. I feel like I want to fuck or fight everything in this place! 

It’s the walls. So damn close and confining. The twenty-three hours of darkness, keeping me trapped in my own head. The cold steel bars. The damp, dank smell of this underground place. The freaking food—cold and disgusting except for that one sliver of cookie I get every day . . . 

I tilted my head, silencing my thoughts as the cinnamon cookie ran through my mind.

“You say you aren’t getting any urges?” I asked through the wall.

“Not a one.”

“Then let’s deduce what we’ve done differently.” Either she had the self-restraint and discipline of a saint, or something fucky was going on here. 

“There’s not a lot we’ve done differently, Cor. We both are taken upstairs to the field once a day. We dig. We shit. We sleep. We eat.”

“You said you haven’t been eating.”

“Well, not the chocolate poop bar they’ve been giving me. I don’t trust it.”

“Why not?”

“Because it makes me feel like they’re just trying to get me . . .” she trailed off, voice lilting, “. . . on their good side.”

We both fell quiet. 

At last, she asked, “You’ve been gobbling those cookies up every day, haven’t you?” 

“Like honey.” I sighed, reaching the same conclusion as her. It wasn’t that Finley had the chastity of a nun. “Do you really think they could be doing something to the food?”

“Demonic magic? Poison? You bet your ass I do.”

“And here I thought Myria was just being nice.”

Finley scoffed. “That woman is not the sister you grew up with, Coralia. She’s not your sister at all.”

God, I felt like a complete dumbass. I had hoped Myria felt some pity for me, and the cookies were to give me a glimmer of hope and nostalgia.

How stupid could I be? Why would she give me hope when she was my prison warden? When I was surrounded by grief and crying in the daytime and forced moans at night? When she was running a fucking demon breeding operation in the middle of the fucking Appalachian rainforest?

No. My worst thoughts had come true: Myria had been baiting me from the get-go, to get me to comply to my terrible fate. 

She had been leading me with literal cookie crumbs.  

And I was on the verge of doing it. Giving it all up.

I sat on my bench and lifted my legs so my feet were perched, my head was between my knees. I put my hands over my ears and gritted my teeth, clenching my eyes closed to try and get the painfully erotic thoughts out of my head.

My clit throbbed for attention. My pussy was wet, just from talking and thinking about Ornoth. If someone didn’t come rescue me soon, I was screwed—figuratively and literally. I couldn’t do this by myself.

“I wonder if there’s some way to take the edge off,” Finley pondered. I imagined her stroking her chin. 

Stroking. Yes. 

I wonder what she looks like. Is she a bombshell? Would she look good skewered on Ornoth’s cock?

Fuck. 

She’s right. I need to take the edge off. 

Luckily, I knew a tried and true way to do that.

“Fin,” I squeaked.

“Huh?”

“I need you to go to the other wall.”

“What? Why—” she halted. “Oh.” 

Feet shuffled. 

Before I could think anymore about it, I slid my hand into the waistband of my prison pants. My fingers glided over my puffy folds and flossed my wet slit before I plunged them inside me. 

I leaned back on the bench, head against the wall, and stared up at the ceiling with closed eyes. A jolt of electrified pleasure ran through my body, starting at my middle and branching out to my limbs. 

I lifted my feet off the bench, knees close to my face as I furiously masturbated. My drenched pussy squelched as I fingered myself. 

With each dip inside my needy, aching hole, my eyes rolled back and warm blissfulness thrummed along my skin. 

Goosebumps broke out all over.

My toes curled. 

I bit down hard when I started to sweat. The heat enveloped me completely, wrapping around me like a lovely quilt I didn’t want to get rid of.

I imagined Venn. I imagined Dax. Even Quentin and Sunny, whose cocks I’d never felt. 

Slowly, they morphed into the brilliant, wicked grin of Ornoth, my demon handler. My demon master. 

I was his slave. Soon, I would be his.

“Oh God,” I groaned. I bit my lip so hard I tasted coppery blood on the edge of my tongue. 

I circled the pad of my thumb over my engorged clit, rubbing it how only I knew how.

My legs lifted higher. My pants were to my knees, my bare ass was flattened on the cold bench.

I writhed on the seat, legs jerking. The ecstasy shooting through me became too much. It was building to a grand crescendo—an explosive wave that threatened to break through my walls and consume me. 

My toes pointed toward the roof. I was practically on my back now, hunched like a banana, finger-fucking myself so hard it almost became painful. My sticky fluids leaked through my fingers, trickling down the curve of my ass and dripping from the edge of my bench to the cold floor.

I took Dax’s fat cock in my mouth. Venn’s beautiful dick slammed into my cunt. Sunny tore me in half by stuffing my asshole open. Quentin palmed my heavy tits and squeezed them around his cock as he aggressively fucked them. 

“F-Fuck.” My stuttering groan became a moan. 

The wetness soaking my hands drove me wild. It sounded so dirty and nasty down there.

I slapped my pussy and clit. My eyes rolled aimlessly.

“Goddamn,” Finley muttered, her voice muffled and distant.

The thought of her listening to me—knowing what I was doing—only made me hornier.

My climax came quick and hard. It rocketed through me like white-hot lightning, and the clenched pressure let loose.

A terrible howl ripped from my throat and I couldn’t stop it from squeezing past my lips. 

My thighs wobbled, body shaking on the bench. Behind my closed lids, white stars shot off like fireworks. 

Then my legs plummeted from the sky. I straddled the bench with my pants wrapped around one ankle. I stared up at the ceiling, panting, my chest rising and falling. My nipples were hard as diamonds, and I hadn’t even needed to play with them. 

“Feeling a little better?” Finley asked in a deadpan voice. 

My body twitched with a tiny aftershock of pleasure. 

“I . . . I think I’ve staved off the desire. For a little while, at least.”

“Sounds like you had fun doing it too.” 

My face felt like a Flamin’ Hot Cheeto. “S-Shut up, Finley.”

* * *
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THAT EVENING, OR WHAT I assumed was evening, the gate of the empty prison cell to my right creaked open. 

Feet padded in. The bars closed and a lock clicked into place. Heavy footfalls receded down the hall, the new prisoner’s Leatherwing steward walking away. 

Within minutes, I heard soft sobbing. I recognized the voice immediately. 

“Riann!” I gasped. I wondered if she had been moved to the cell next to mine to make room for new captives elsewhere.

Fuck this place, man.  

The sobbing slowed to a sniffle. Riann said, “Coralia Hargrave.” Not a question—a statement. She didn’t sound too happy to hear me.

“Riann, we’re going to get you out. I promise.” 

“Get me out? We? You’ve gone mad, Coralia. There’s no ‘we’ in this place. Why would I want that?”

Anguish gripped my soul. I was so startled, all I could do was stammer, “W-What?”

“I’m crying because I don’t think I’ll be a good enough wife for Ornoth.” 

My mouth fell open. “A good enough wife?” I asked incredulously. 

“Ornoth loves me, girl. Don’t try to steal him. He loves me more than Cyrus ever did. Did you know Cyrus hit me? Ornoth doesn’t hit me. He just fills me with his love.”

“Oh, Riann . . .” 

I was mortified. Speechless. This poor, poor girl. 

I could practically hear her smiling, daydreaming. “In fact,” she said, and then let out a small giggle, “I can feel his love inside me right now. Growing. Soon, I’ll balloon and give him a beautiful child. I hope he’ll be proud. Happy.” 

How has it happened so quickly to her? How has her mind warped already? She’s been here less time than me!

Maybe there are different tiers to the natural protection we have against these demons? Like, supernaturals with strong wills fare the best. That would make sense, given Finley’s disposition.

Then we have the untrained shifters like Riann, who have little defense against whatever dark magic is imbued in that food, her head, or her body. 

It was a working theory. 

It could have been you, said the dark thought at the back of my mind. You could have been Ornoth’s girl. His wife. 

You could have been happy with him. 

Still can, actually. 

I shut my sinful thoughts down. It was easier this time with the cookie digested and metabolized. My self-care sexy times probably helped too. 

It made me utterly sad to hear Riann speaking this way. Enemy or not, she didn’t deserve to lose herself like this.

She started to hum quietly. I imagined her rubbing her belly, fantasizing about when Ornoth would come back to her. 

From the other wall, Finley’s voice: “Coralia, it’s too late for her. You have to let her go.”

I swallowed hard, then ambled over to that wall and put my forehead against it. “I can’t, Fin. Dax would never forgive me. I’d never forgive me.” 

“Coralia . . .” Her voice sounded choked. She cleared her throat and her next words came out loud and clear—detached and emotionless. “If we ever get a chance to escape this place and Riann tries to fight us, I won’t hesitate to kill her. I’m telling you that right now. And if you try to stand in my way, I’ll put you down too.” 
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Chapter 8
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Sunny

WE LEFT WAICHEE VILLAGE at dusk. Me, Quentin, Chieftess Fionne, Cyrus Kilmeade, and ten Waicheean soldiers. Shifters, all of them. Half were part of Cyrus’ crew, the other half loyal to Fionne. 

My Oblyx Steel sword hung from my hip, bumping against my thigh in its scabbard. Quen had no Oblyx weapon, and our shadow magic and normal magic wouldn’t work inside the bubble of darkness, so he’d been given a spear, sword, and shield. I knew he could fight like hell. He’d be fine. 

It was the others I worried about. The shifters who had never fought monsters like the Leatherwings before. The Waichee had been the apex predators of this forest up until the Leatherwings made themselves known. 

I might have been an asshole, but I still cared for the soldiers agreeing to help us. They didn’t know what they were getting themselves into. They were brave but reckless, agreeing to follow their chieftess’ commands without a second thought. 

I hated that kind of blind loyalty. It was why I’d never truly trusted Jace Hudson or Alaric Cane or any of those other fuckers at Shadowblade Academy. All except my Glovemates. 

I had been burned too many times in my long life and couldn’t afford to be naïve.

Chieftess Fionne had assured me these were some of the best soldiers Waichee had to offer. We had a healthy mix of speed and strength: a couple wolf shifters, a bear shifter, a moose shifter Dax knew named Ganius.

In response, I’d told Fionne, “If we can’t work together, we’re screwed either way. You’ll lose more than just your best soldiers. You’ll lose your village.”

“That’s my line, Sunder Conway.”

“Whatever happened to ‘alabaster bastard’?” 

“This is too serious a moment for playfulness, boy. Plus, you aren’t being an asshole at this moment, so the nickname is undeserved. You’re speaking cold hard facts.”

“Well, anything is better than ‘boy,’ Chieftess. Hell, I’m probably older than you.”

At that, she’d smiled. It was a pretty thing, seeing such a solemn woman break out into a smile.

My mind was focused solely on Coralia. Truth be told, I didn’t give a shit about Riann. I didn’t care if she was Dax’s childhood boo or any of that. She had tried to steal from us, and didn’t care if we’d gotten killed. She was in the enemy camp. 

Actually, there were entirely too many people in this group I considered “in the enemy camp” for me to be comfortable. Cyrus and his posse rode this wave, with the express goal of rescuing Riann. 

I still didn’t trust him for shit. 

He could go ahead and rescue Riann. Mine and Quentin’s attention would be firmly on getting Coralia to safety.  

After my short convo with the chieftess, we strapped on our gear and left the village. Quentin, being the self-appointed idea guy, laid down the strategy as we moseyed through the woods toward the Forbidden Orchard. 

Since only two of us were shadowblades-in-training, and the Waicheeans couldn’t shadowwalk without getting seriously fucked up—the last thing we needed were disoriented comrades if we got to fighting—we had to take the long way, using our legs.

I had to wonder what awaited us. It gave me nerves, which was uncommon. I didn’t usually get nervous, but these were dire circumstances. There was a good chance we’d get our asses kicked out there, and the Leatherwings would be feasting on our entrails. 

As we made our way through the thick forest, Quentin’s voice came out like a soft echo, bouncing off the trees. Not very stealthy. “Inside the Forbidden Orchard is a meadow about the size of a football field.”

“Football field?” one of Cyrus’ men asked.

I chuckled. He’d used football instead of Shadowball to not confuse them, and confused them anyway.  

“Uhh,” Quentin drawled, scratching his shaggy head. “About one-hundred meters. But circular, so not really like a football field. Bad example.”

I shot a smirk over at Fionne—the two of us were in front of the group—and she simply frowned at me.

I loved when my Glovemates struggled. Probably because I cared about them. I was weird like that.

“The area has been deforested,” Quentin went on. “It’s flat.” 

I appreciated him trying to give the group the lay of the land, but it wouldn’t matter once we were in there. It was chaos with that tornado of dark mist. Like a battlefield filled with landmines and smoke. 

“That doesn’t mean you can run around heedlessly,” he said. “There are traps. Pits covered by grass and brush. That’s how Coralia was captured.” 

“Foolish girl,” Cyrus sneered.

I nearly swung around and belted him in the throat, but refrained. It wouldn’t serve us to get into a fight before we even got there. I needed to keep my temper down and my alertness up. Tunnel vision with a one-track mind: Rescuing the princess. That’s all that matters. Then I’ll never have to see Cyrus again.

Hopefully Dax can take care of the snide asshole at some point, but I’m done getting in the middle of familial spats.

Quentin cleared his throat. “They’re well-covered, Cyrus. I’d better not see your ass falling in one after spouting off like that.”

The white-tattooed panther shifter grumbled under his breath. One of his goons stood up for him, saying, “A panther shifter would never be so careless to fall into a pit. Their senses are too attuned.” 

I scoffed. “You’d be surprised, pal.”

I heard the man seethe behind me, but I didn’t bother turning around. I could feel his presence—if he wanted to dance, I’d dance. 

Quentin said, “Anyway, I’m assuming the pits lead to cells. If they’re anything like Asberald City, that is.”

“Asberald City?” Fionne asked. 

“Never mind, Chieftess. Not important. What I’m saying is this: The Forbidden Orchard is likely a prison. One strategy might be to fall into the pits purposefully, to then be underground where the prison is located, but it’ll do us no good if we’re trapped behind bars. There has to be another entrance.”

“How will we find it?” 

“Sunny and I will be on the lookout for any sort of entryway. It’ll probably be hidden. We’re not expecting to just find a door . . .”

“So you’ll be conveniently butting out of the fight?” Cyrus fired.

“Believe me, mate, we’ll be in the fucking thick of it.” 

I flared my nostrils. Good, Quen’s getting some grit. He’s just as ready as I am. The way he’d said it made it sound like he was sneering wickedly, which was right up my alley. 

“A few things to note,” Quentin continued, ignoring Cyrus’ feeble attempts to press him. “Magic doesn’t work inside the Orchard. Shifting seems to work, as Dax was able to shift in the black cloud, since it’s innate, but any learned power? Useless.”

Someone asked, “What is the black cloud made of?”

“Not sure. It’s the source of our problems though. For all its menace, it doesn’t wound you when you walk through it, so don’t worry about that.”

“In theory,” Fionne said, swiping a branch out of her face, “if we can locate the summoner of the magic cloud, we can bring it down.”

“That’s my hope, Chieftess.”

“Doesn’t matter for us,” Cyrus said. “We don’t use tainted magic anyway. Shifting will be enough.”

“Don’t be a fool, son,” Fionne snapped. “I’m speaking for our guides. Quentin and Sunder will be much more useful to us with their powers intact. We have to work as a team, and I want everyone at full strength.”

I appreciated that. She was looking at the bigger picture, while Cyrus was being a selfish little bitch.

“How’s everything over yonder?” Venn asked in my head. 

I glanced over my shoulder at Quen and our eyes locked. He’d received the message too. 

Struggling to find the thread of Venn’s voice, I attempted to access his fae mind-link. “So far, so good. We’re getting closer. Quen’s being a kindergarten teacher for the newbies.”

“I’m trying to make sure we don’t get killed,” Quentin replied. “How’s the village?”

“Nothing to report so far,” Venn said. “Sun just went down over the canopies. Leatherwings should be here soon. I’m readying the forces and the chests of fake Oblyx.”

We’d thrown some shiny metal in boxes to give the demons so they’d fuck off. The last thing we wanted was to have bloodshed at the village while we were away. 

We needed a peaceful resolution, at least until we had rescued everyone. Then, if the Leatherwings realized they were duped, we’d be back and ready to take them on as a combined force. 

“Worse comes to worst,” I said, “flee into the woods with the villagers.”

“Wow, Sunny, I’m shocked.” Venn chuckled. “It almost sounds like you care about someone other than yourself.” 

“Not a chance, bud.” 

I told Fionne the report. 

The group fell quiet after that, as the heaviness of what we were doing sunk in. 

If everything went as planned tonight, we’d come back with Coralia and Riann. Hopefully with some dead Leatherwings—whoever they left behind to guard the place. The village would be saved. We could take out the Forbidden Orchard headquarters while the demons were gone then hunt them down one by one in the woods, when they had nowhere to go.

If we failed, we’d lose everyone and everything. 

No biggie. We had it in the bag. 

I couldn’t keep the nagging thought from my head: How often do plans really go as planned?

* * *
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WE MADE IT TO THE CIRCULAR cloud of black fog surrounding the Forbidden Orchard. My hand went to the hilt of my sword. 

Everyone else drew their weapons. We would stay centered around Chieftess Fionne as long as we could. Quentin had pointed out how confusing it got in there. We considered locking arms, but we needed to swing our swords and stab our spears. 

At a certain point, the Waicheeans would shift. Then we could scatter and use more room to maneuver. 

We planned to take out the lingering Leatherwings one at a time. Mob them and beat them down. If other Leatherwings came from the peripheries—very likely, that—we’d take them as they came. We wouldn’t deviate from the plan because that’s how we’d lost Coralia. 

I scanned the men and women in the underbrush. I saw mean faces, frowns, pinched eyebrows. Everyone meant business. It was go time.

I took the lead. Quentin trailed right behind me, followed by Fionne and Cyrus. Surrounding us were the other soldiers. We made a sphere of sorts, so we could watch each other’s backs as we sliced through the Orchard. 

I had the best senses, in my opinion, and I’d been here before, which was why I led. I’d make sure we didn’t step on any traps. 

The ruffling of our fourteen bodies became subdued. Barely a leaf rustled as we descended on the wall of fog in front of us. I was happy to be traveling with likeminded silent companions—sneaky, stealthy fuckers. 

Being a predator in the forest, hunting wildlife, you had to be silent as a ghost and deadly as an unexpected fart.

I brushed my hand through the swirling black mist when we reached the curving wall. The fog went nearly fifty feet in the air, covering all but the highest treetops. 

When the gang saw nothing happen to my hand—it swished through the cloud like dust—they nodded their understanding.

We pushed into the eerie realm. 

Immediately, the whistling fog tried to trick my senses. I heard noises where nothing was present. This place seemed devoid of wildlife. 

Dense woodland filled the first section of the Orchard. This entire place was like a donut, with the hole being the deforested meadow.

Thick trees stood in our way. The black tendrils of the demonspawn hung from branches like filthy, living ropes. Shit, Quen forgot to mention the porn tentacles. 

I pointed at one and made a throat-slitting motion across my neck. People nodded. 

Quick learners, these guys.  

I wasn’t wearing the night vision goggles like I had the first time, which sucked. Thankfully, I could still see well enough through the murky cloud thanks to my vampiric abilities. 

Everyone else struggled, moving sluggishly, heads whipping around as we made our way through the woods. 

I held up a fist when I spotted the first Leatherwing in the distance.

Everyone froze. 

The demon wasn’t in the clearing, which I found odd. He prowled through the trees, moving at a slow pace with his side to us. Huge wings were tucked into his body.

Time for a test run, I told myself, gripping the hilt of my sword. I pointed the tip of the blade at the Leatherwing to give the signal.

Rather than rush forward like idiots, we continued our slow pace. Methodical, deliberate, quiet. 

We fanned out like an overwhelming tidal wave.

The monster’s back was to us now. It seemed to be inspecting some of the hanging tentacles, its claws reaching delicately up into a tree. 

I was the first one to it. At five feet away, my boot crunched a leaf and the demon spun around—

Just in time to get my Oblyx Steel sword stabbed in its gut.

The monster wheezed and fell back a step, its backside thudding against the tree trunk. 

I grunted and yanked the blade free.

It opened its maw, unhinging to bellow a warning scream—

Chieftess Fionne stabbed her spear through its gullet.

Somehow, it still fought, even with the spear lodged in its face. A wing unfurled and smacked a Waicheean ten feet away. 

Swords descended on the beast en masse, clanking and cutting like the monster was Julius Caesar and we were a bunch of angry Roman senators. 

As the thing fell to its knees, I swung wide and lobbed its head off. It rolled to a tree some feet away.

The Waicheeans let out a silent fist-pump of celebration, learning these things bled just like us. 

The Leatherwing’s body sagged against the tree trunk. 

We continued on . . . and made it less than ten feet before finding the next monster. 

This one spotted us before we could surprise him. 

We fanned out again, charging in quicker than before—throwing caution to the wind. The first Leatherwing had given us unjustified confidence. 

The demon’s dripping mouth opened wide. An unnatural, two-tone sound spewed forth at once: a raspy wheeze and a guttural growl. It came at a frequency most people probably couldn’t hear, confusing us all for a second.

We descended on it and made quick work of the beast, but one of our soldiers took a nasty rake across his thigh. 

He started limping, losing pace with us. 

I knew he probably wouldn’t make it.

Though everyone seemed confident, I wasn’t feeling so optimistic. Two Leatherwings before we’ve even reached the clearing? That’s not good. 

When we reached the edge of the trees, crouched behind some bushes, and stared out into the meadow, my eyes widened. Murmurs broke out among the crowd.

There were at least ten Leatherwings ambling around, and those were just the ones I could see through the dark fogbank.

“Fuck,” I whispered, shaking my head. “We’ve mistimed it. Either they haven’t left yet, or they aren’t going anywhere.”

“It’s too late to turn around, Sunder,” Fionne said.

I let out a heavy sigh. “Oh, I know, Chieftess. It’s just the last time we did this and said the same exact thing, we lost Coralia. We should have been more cautious.” I worked my jaw and flared my nostrils, then shrugged and gripped my sword a little harder. I shot Fionne a wink and grin. “But I’m all in, baby.”  
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Chapter 9
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Dax

WE HAD THE ENTRANCES of Waichee Village well-guarded. Everyone who could fight was ready. The rest—young children, non-fighting women, elderly—hid away in the treetop lodgings, where I hoped no one would look.

If it came to it, they would be ready to flee. My kin had been escaping danger all their lives, whether from loggers, animal predators, other shifter clans. They were experts at it.

Still, I hoped it didn’t come to that. I wanted a peaceful resolution to the evening. 

I wasn’t sure what to expect from the Leatherwings. I prayed they’d send an ambassador who would at least speak our tongue and be amenable to our hostage negotiation and take the “Oblyx” boxes without looking too deeply into them. 

By the time the demons saw Luciano Rockford, their middleman, and found out the Oblyx wasn’t real, our village would be back at full force, with full numbers.

We’d have Coralia and Riann back. 

With luck, the Forbidden Orchard would be dissolved, though that wasn’t a primary goal of tonight’s operation.

If the Orchard was destroyed somehow, the Leatherwings would have no home here. The hunters would become the hunted.

I desperately wished I was with Quentin and Sunder to fight those bastards. I wanted to see their faces as we defeated them. More importantly, I wanted to see Coralia’s face when she was rescued.

Alas, we all had a role to play. 

And I would be seeing the Leatherwing faces soon enough. Once they showed up, I’d see enough of those demons to last me a lifetime.

I waited at the front lines with my trainees, Topo and Ailey. The weasel and bobcat shifters were two of my strongest students in combat. Ganius, the other, was with the raiding party. 

Dozens of villagers lined the ranks behind me. Makeshift palisades and crisscrossing spears had been erected to create walls that funneled the entrances of the village into two bottlenecks.

At the other entrance, on the northern end of the village, Donovenn led with his contingent of shifter soldiers. 

I was confident in our capabilities. In our determination to fend off any wrongdoers if we were forced to fight. I knew the demons could be unpredictable. 

The villagers had accepted me easier than I’d expected. My mother’s words still hold a lot of weight here, and when she said the banishment of me and my Synthok brethren was over, no one argued. 

Except Cyrus, of course, but that was to be expected.

I hoped the pause on my banishment lasted after the raiding party returned. I missed my people. I didn’t want to be an outsider to them. I was no “wicked wanderer,” as Synthok implied. Neither were my Glovemates.

Overhead, a scout whistled from the trees. Someone approached. I took my place.

Then the scout whistled again, in the form of a bird call—the sign of something being amiss.

I frowned and gripped my Oblyx Steel sword, ready to swing it or shift into my panther if things went awry. 

Around me, soldiers heard the two calls. It made them uneasy. I heard shifting weight, moving feet, and low murmurs.

“Easy, kinsfolk,” I murmured, trying to keep face. “Easy.”

“You hear that?” Donovenn asked in my head. 

“Yes. Let’s see if he was mistaken.” 

“And hope he was . . .”

When Donovenn trailed off in my mind, I saw the first glimpse of our adversaries.

A tanned, human face.

Not a demonic Leatherwing face.

I gritted my teeth in anticipation. My heart hammered in my chest. “Humans are arriving down the path.”

“Fuck,” Donovenn echoed.  

More faces came into view. I glimpsed three of them so far through the branches. 

A fourth arrived behind the first three. He stuck out—taller, hair slicked, a haughty frown like he figured himself a nobleman and was disgusted to be here.

“Luciano Rockford is here, dammit,” I growled.

“Shit. Should I bring my troops over?”

“No. Stay put, Donovenn. It could be a ploy to draw soldiers away from your entrance.” 

“Okay. Keep me advised.”

When Luciano was no less than thirty feet from our line of Waicheeans, he stopped. He was four people, staring at the stoic faces of over twenty. The man was severely outnumbered, which led me to believe he hadn’t come for a fight.

But he’s a wily one. “That’s far enough,” I called out. My voice carried through the trees. 

He kept moving a few more feet, until he passed the last trees before the clearing of my village, about twenty paces away. 

“You aren’t supposed to be here, Luciano,” I announced. “This wasn’t part of the agreement.”

The man wore a trench-coat in his customary fashion. Two of the men beside him held torches to light up the purple night. 

“You look familiar,” he said, cocking his head. 

“I chased you through the woods during your ill-fated meeting with my brother, months ago.”

“Ah.” He flashed a smile. “The brother Cyrus spoke of. Dax, is it?” 

“Aye. You haven’t answered my question.”

“What question was that again?”

“You’re stalling. Why are you here? Chieftess Fionne forbade your appearance. The demons are supposed to be here in your stead.”

“Well, they sent me as their ambassador.”

“I don’t believe you.” This man was slimy. I couldn’t trust a word he said. “I won’t be handing over the Oblyx Steel to you, Luciano.”

He put his hands on his hips. “Now who’s stalling, Dax Kilmeade?”

I wanted to shift into my panther, rush over, and rip his throat out. For all the grief he had caused my community. For the way he had turned Cyrus against his own people, and gotten Porter Pindo killed. For Leviathan Sunfall—to take his head back to her and show her the man who’d been stealing her precious ore. 

I felt the dragon queen would respect that.

Except, when I thought about it, I knew we were also at fault. Riann had brokered the illegal smuggling of that ore by sleeping with a dragon shifter named Cyclone Fogborn. Riann had put us all at risk. 

Without her, and without Cyclone, Luciano wouldn’t be an issue. He’d have no product to middleman. 

This was a Waicheean problem of Waicheean making.

“Where are the demons?” I called out.

“On their way.” He checked over his shoulder. “Should be right behind me . . .”

I narrowed my eyes. Why is the man stalling? This transaction could be over. He hasn’t even asked for the boxes yet. 

“I don’t like this,” I told Donovenn. “He says he’s been put in as the demons’ ambassador. Anything on your side yet?”

“I wish we could just kill the fucker,” Donovenn spat. “And no, nothing over here yet.”

I drew my sword, keeping it pointed at the ground. My soldiers stood behind me like an iron wall. “We will wait for the Leatherwings to arrive. Then we will continue the transaction.”

He smiled. “You aren’t going to invite me into your village to wait? What kind of hospitality is that?”

“Of course I’m not. I trust you as far as I can throw you, Luciano Rockford.”

He chuckled. “Well, you’re a pretty strong-looking fellow, so . . . maybe I can help you change your tune.”

“What?” I asked, genuinely baffled. 

“Maybe we can make a deal on our own. Without the demons. Without your mother. Without Cyrus. You’re a capable and smart young man, are you not?”

My jaw ticked. “Your sleaziness knows no bounds.”

His smile widened. “Ah. Much more honorable than your brother then, aren’t you? Cyrus would have already had a cup of wine in my hand, asking what he could do for me.”

“I’m not Cyrus.” 

Luciano’s eyes scanned my row of soldiers, left to right. His orbs gleamed from the flickering firelight of the torch held next to him. 

Creases formed on my forehead. “What are you looking—”

A scream erupted behind me.

From inside the village.

A child’s voice. 

My stomach dropped, heart leaping to my throat.

Soldiers spun around, baffled, yelling at one another.  

“Dax!” Donovenn yelled in my head. “Soldiers over here have stepped away from their post, creating a gap. I think they’re Cyrus’ men deserting us!”

I snarled, my feet getting itchy. I couldn’t just stand by as people inside my village were under attack.

But attacked . . . by whom?

A howl pierced the night.

Not Leatherwings.

My teeth ground together as I recognized the scent.

Wolf shifters. Fuck. 

Branches and bushes around Luciano shook. Bodies I hadn’t noticed jumped out of hiding. Faces appeared—faces that quickly disappeared, replaced by the pointed ears of wolves.  

Luciano’s eyes widened, sparkling with mischief as he strode forward toward our barricade. “Here’s the deal, boy: I take your Oblyx Steel and your village.” 
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Chapter 10
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Quentin

SUNNY MOVED WITH A quickness common to me but startling to everyone else. His sword flashed in brilliant silver streaks, cutting swaths through the black fog and leaving trails of darkness fluttering after him.

Though the vampire showed incredible martial prowess, he was getting further and further from our group with each cleave. 

Our raiding party was at risk of scattering. Then, we’d be easy pickings for the Leatherwings. 

They came at us hard. Whoever had set up the meeting at Waichee had fucked up, because there seemed to be just as many demons here as the first time we’d come. That, or there were more bastards in this hellhole than we’d originally thought. 

The Waicheeans fought wisely, crowding their chieftess to protect her. Well, at least half of them did. The other half crowded Cyrus, backs to him as they defended the would-be heir to the throne.

I zeroed in on an approaching Leatherwing with my shield held just under my eyes. I peeked over the rim, my blade skittering over the top with a metallic clank, stabbing at the grotesque demon.

I was tall, but it was taller. It slapped away my sword and punched with its huge fist into my shield. My bones rattled and the air shot from my lungs as I was forced back into the bodies of Waicheean soldiers. 

The Leatherwing charged me again. Blades stabbed from behind me, all around, keeping the demon at bay. It slowly backpedaled and disappeared into the eerie fog. 

“Don’t get surrounded!” I shouted above the din of chaos. “Keep moving!” 

If the Leatherwings managed to surround us, we’d be screwed. Perhaps Sunny knew that, which was why he’d taken the fight to them, leading the enemy away from us.

Thanks to the debilitating fog, he was nearly out of my eyesight. “Get back to the shield wall, Sunny!” I shouted in my head. 

He didn’t respond. Just kept slashing like a madman. 

I had to let him go for the moment so I could try and watch over the Waicheeans.

Two Leatherwings came in from the left. One flew a few feet above the ground, body poised to snatch someone into his arms, and the other ran at us full speed. 

The Waicheeans hemmed into each other—precisely what I’d told them not to do. 

The flying Leatherwing took a few wayward slices across the legs and body, ignored them, and reached down, hoisting a soldier off the ground with both hands. 

The Waicheean screamed, writhing in the monster’s grip as his feet kicked in the air. 

I sprinted after them into the darkness, tucked my sword away, pulled my single spear from my back, and launched it into the air in one fluid motion. 

It arced and stuck the fleeing Leatherwing in the ass. The beast squealed, jerking in the air, giving the soldier in its arms a chance to fight.

The soldier shifted into a bird and slipped through the Leatherwing’s clutches.

My heart soared at seeing the bird shifter escape—

Then the Leatherwing clapped its huge palms. Feathers billowed, and my stomach dropped to the ground just as the dead soldier did.

I growled and drew my sword, charging after the flying menace. It wobbled in the air with my spear sticking out of its ass cheek, then landed and yanked the spear out. 

I was right behind and flew in with a kick.

The Leatherwing took my kick. It swiped at me and caught me in the arm. Blood spewed. 

I roared and pressed hard, adopting Sunny’s approach so the slower beast wouldn’t have time to attack me with those vicious claws again.

Keeping it on its heels, I noticed a shadow slinking behind it. I sliced and stabbed wildly, not trying to kill it, but just push it—

Right into the incoming spear of Chieftess Fionne. She skewered the bastard through the back, the bloody spearhead thrusting out of its chest.

I sidestepped and pushed past the chieftess, then parried a Leatherwing claw as it flew in to try and decapitate Fionne.

Four soldiers fell upon the demon, surrounding it. I joined them and we cut down the monster.

The six of us circled back to try and find our second group. The biggest man of the bunch, Ganius, had lost his club somewhere in the mix.

A Leatherwing flew toward us out of the murk. 

Ganius shifted into a giant moose at a sprint, then a gallop, and met the beast head-on. His horns carved grooves into the Leatherwing’s chest. He rose on his back legs and punched with huge hooves. 

The huge moose shifter struck a glorious figure. 

I wasn’t sure how many of the demons we had cut down, but they kept coming out of the woodwork.

Where the hell is the other half of the group?

That’s when I heard Sunny in my head: “I just spotted Cyrus and his gang leaving the field!” 

“What?!” I roared out loud. 

Fionne turned to me. 

I gave her a stern head shake. “I’m sorry, Chieftess. Cyrus is gone. He’s fleeing.”

The look on her stoic face was one of despair and regret, not anger. Her eyebrows arched helplessly. “I raised that one wrong, didn’t I, Quentin Argyle?”

Around us, the cries of battle continued on. We couldn’t dally.

“I’m sure you tried your best, ma’am.” 

“What do we do?”

Ganius was trying to fend off two Leatherwings now, his brown hide muddled with streaks of blood.

“We fight!” I yelled, and pushed into the melee. 

“Sunny, fall back. We need you!” 

“Trying to make my way back—wait!”

“Whatever it is can wait, Sunder!” 

I swung my blade, fighting shoulder to shoulder with Ganius and Fionne, the three of us trying to take on two Leatherwings. Another one was fast approaching.

The feeling of imminent doom rattled me. 

I had felt this before—the hopeless feeling that, no matter what you do, it isn’t enough. 

I’d felt it when we’d lost Coralia. Knowing we had been outgunned and outmatched. Knowing we were on the losing side. 

As a tactician, it pained me to be on the losing side. 

If only I could draw on my magic!

My arms burned, not from pain, but fatigue. I’d been fighting nonstop, mind whirling, muscles flexing. It wasn’t sustainable, and I was sure that’s what the Leatherwings were banking on. 

As humans, or near-humans, we would tire eventually. The Leatherwings seemingly didn’t have that problem. Or they had the numbers to outlast us. 

Once we faltered, we would be easy prey.

Fionne shifted into her panther, joining Ganius as she zigzagged through a Leatherwing’s legs and pounced onto its back. 

The monster swung around with the chieftess like a menacing backpack, flailing its vicious claws but unable to reach her.

I rushed over and plunged my blade into the distracted beast’s stomach. It doubled over and I stabbed it again and again as Fionne clamped her jaws onto its neck.

Over my shoulder, Ganius was on his back legs, sluggishly trying to stay upright. A pair of Leatherwings descended on him.  

My heart stuttered—I had inadvertently abandoned the big moose shifter to help Fionne. 

I urged my legs to carry me like the wind, hurrying—

He fought valiantly.

When I was five feet away, his hooves connected with a Leatherwing’s chest, sending it flying back.

The other Leatherwing stepped in and swiped its cruel claws, cutting deep into the moose’s thickly-muscled neck. 

Ganius let out a deep, warbling bellow that carried across the bloody meadow. 

The next claw took Ganius’ head off completely.

It rolled to me on the ground, shifted into his human form. I couldn’t bear to look down and see those lifeless eyes. 

Instead, I roared at the Leatherwing with my sword raised. Its claws went high, ready to come down and meet me—

Its arm severed at the elbow, a brilliant, gleaming blade slicing through it. Before the demon even knew what had happened, I lobbed off the rest of his arm at the shoulder. 

It screeched and spun—

To find Sunny there, weapon poised. 

He finished the murderous fucker off. 

The vampire was coated in blood. Some of it was definitely his, some of it wasn’t. 

His eyes were wild as he took me by the elbow. “I’ve found an entrance I think, Quen!” 

I blinked, turned, and found Chieftess Fionne and the remaining three soldiers approaching us.

Our bloodied raiding party was still intact. Together. 

“Lead on!” I shouted at Sunny.
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Chapter 11
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Coralia

SOMETHING WAS GOING on aboveground. Something big.

The sounds of battle shook the foundation of the underground prison. Roars and screams overhead. Heavy feet thudded across the black halls in front of my cell. The labored breathing of Leatherwings echoed off the walls. 

“Goddammit,” I growled, rushing to the bars of my cell. I clenched them and pulled and pushed as much as I could, but they wouldn’t budge. “They need our help!” 

“Who?” Finley asked from the front of her cell, next to mine. 

“I don’t know. You wouldn’t be able to shift into an ant or something, would you? To get through those bars?”

At that instant, another thud rumbled the foundation of the prison. 

“I’m a shadowblade, Coralia, not Ant-Man. If I could, I would have a long time ago.” 

I leaned my forehead against the bars, trying to think.

With every Leatherwing that ran through the corridors, the breeze of their bodies wafted into me. They were close—almost within arm’s reach. 

Finley started: “But I can do . . .”

Another Leatherwing made its way through the hall—grunting, moving in the dark. When it became parallel with Finley’s cage, a harsh crash rang out and a gust of wind whooshed into my face.

“. . . this!”

The sounds of a struggle broke out near me.

“Fin!” I reached through the bars and blindly felt around until I touched the gross, furry arm of a Leatherwing. 

Finley had lashed out like a viper, snatched it, and pulled the creature against the bars, pinning it to her cell.

The Leatherwing fought. It was huge.

I clamped my hands around a strong bicep and yanked, pulling the monster’s arm toward my cell, trying to pull so hard I’d quarter the motherfucker.

Finley growled. The Leatherwing snapped and rasped in its two-tone voice. 

I heard the quick one-two-three of punches flying, then the grunting of Finley doing everything in her power to choke out the creature’s thick, corded neck. 

A second later, the flexed arm in my hands went slack. The body slid to the floor, unconscious from Finley’s efforts. 

Somehow, she had succeeded. 

“Holy shit,” I breathed, letting go of the arm.

A few moments passed in silence. Then, the telltale sound of jangling keys. “Ah ha!” Finley exclaimed.  

“How did you know it would have the keys?” I asked, my blood pumping. 

“I didn’t. I just wanted to fuck one of these things up. It’s serendipity, baby!”

I laughed hysterically. I was going to get out of here. Finally. Even if I died on the outside, in the midst of whatever was happening upstairs, I didn’t care.

At least I’d die free. On my feet. Fighting. Not wallowing in a cell, losing my sanity, wishing a gross-ass demon would fuck me six ways to Sunday. 

Ornoth can still do it, you know. You don’t have to leave the prison. You can be like Riann—his noble breeding mare. It’s a win-win for everyone.

I furrowed my brow at my thoughts. Jesus, I was disgusting. 

How the hell it that a win for me? I asked myself.

Imagine the pleasure you’ll feel as Ornoth takes you and makes you part of his harem . . . the pulse of his demon cock plunging into—

Nope, nope, I’m done with this shit. 

Somehow, I managed to shut out the overeager, lewd crazy person in my head. 

Yup, I needed to get the hell out of here. Pronto.

Finley had her cell open. She yelled in rage as she stomped on the Leatherwing until a grotesque snap rang out. Then she sighed easily. “There. Much better.”

“Huh?”

“Broke its neck. Come on,” she said, rounding the corner and stepping in front of my cell. “Let’s finally see that pretty face of yours, Cor.”

The click of the cell opening brought a pang of faux sadness to my wicked heart, knowing I was abandoning my future here, and Ornoth.

It was a hopeless future, I told myself. It wasn’t actually a future—just my evil mind playing tricks on me. 

I really hope that goes away once I’m gone from this place.

My cell door creaked open— 

And I was staring at a short woman with fine features, black hair cropped to her ears in a bob cut, and a slender, pretty face. 

Definitely not what I’d been expecting after hearing her wrestle a fucking Leatherwing to the ground and snap its neck with her boot. 

“Hi,” I said sheepishly.

“You look just how I imagined.”

“You don’t.” I blinked. “How did you imagine me?”

“Big tits, curvy waist, kissable face.” 

My cheeks flamed with color.

She grinned wickedly, showing small, perfect teeth. “Can you blame me? I haven’t fucked in weeks.”

My mouth fell open. “And I thought I was the vulgar one.”

She winked. “Let’s get out of here, Cor.” She moved past me. 

“Not without Riann,” I said, peering over my shoulder into the blackness. 

The excitable, violent shadowblade’s face sank into a frown. Suddenly the cuteness was gone from her expression, replaced by a terrifying mien. Reminded me of Sunny, with its level of attraction and spine-tingling fear. “Remember the promise I made about her, Coralia. I intend to keep it.”

“She won’t be a bother.” I went over to the cell next to mine. “Will you, Riann?”

“What?” the Waicheean asked. “What do you plan to do with me?”

“Bust you out of here, honey.”

“No, no, no, you can’t take me!” 

“Riann, you’re brainwashed!”

Finley said, “You have twenty-five seconds, Cor, and then I’m gone.”

“You lie,” Riann snapped. “Ornoth is coming back for me now. I can feel him.” 

I puffed out a breath. “I’m sorry, Riann, but if you don’t come with us, I’m going to knock you the fuck out and drag your ass out of here.”

Finley clapped. “That’s more like it, dammit.”

“No!” Riann screamed.

I opened the cell with the key. 

She curled in on herself until she seemed small and meek, her back against the wall. 

I entered the cell and put my hand out. “Take my hand, Riann. Look at my face. I’m going to take you back to your people.” I didn’t even know if that was true, or possible, but I would give it my best shot. I was running on hope and faith. Something I couldn’t say I’d ever done before.

Riann shook her head adamantly. “I won’t go.”

I curled my fingers into a fist and cocked it back. “Dammit, girl, I warned you . . .”

As I trailed off, she fanned her hands in front of her. “Okay, okay! Just let me say bye to Ornoth first? Maybe we can take him with us?”

My jaw clenched as I put my fist down. “Sure, honey. We’ll say bye to Ornoth on the way out.”

Her face broke into a hazy smile. “Thank you, Coralia.”

I didn’t know how this strong, powerful woman had become a meek shell so quickly, flinching at the first sign of danger—at my fist waving in her face. 

But I did know it broke my heart a little. 

* * *
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FINLEY LED THE WAY like she’d grown up here. Then again, we’d both been led upstairs many times, so I probably could’ve led us there too, even if I was as blind as a bat. 

We sandwiched Riann between us—me at the rear so I could make sure she didn’t bolt and seal her fate. 

I was trying to keep the dumbass from getting herself turned into a sex slave for demons, and she was fighting me on it. It was hard to believe.

Even though I’ve been in that same position over the last few days, it seems . . .

. . . and there’s still time to turn around.

I slapped myself on the side of the head, trying to purge the sinister shit from my mind. 

We reached a circular room with four paths leading into it, minus the corridor we’d come from. Three other halls led into various parts of the prison facility—probably to other cell wings.

At the center of the room, we tried to decide which way to go—

Faint footsteps clacked down one of the corridors, growing louder.

I anxiously weighed our options: One led to pure blackness, like where we’d just come from; another had a hint of light at the end; the third was where the footfalls were coming from, rapidly approaching.

“Toward the light!” I yelled, hoping it led to the stairway to heaven. 

Finley and Riann disappeared down the hall and I was two steps behind them. The body from the other corridor emerged at a sprint—

We ran into each other, our heads smacking together. I stumbled back. So did they. My gaze lifted—

I was gazing at Myria’s stunned face.

“Sister!” she yelled, like she missed me. 

The bitch.

I bared my teeth.

“Coralia, come on!” Finley called from down the hall. She hadn’t seen what happened. 

The tread of heavy feet echoed behind Myria. 

More Leatherwings on the way.

“Don’t go,” Myria implored, and I thought her eyebrows arched sadly, but it could have been the play of the darkness. 

I stared at her for two seconds, sizing her up.

Seething. Brooding.

She took a step toward me, hands outstretched like she wanted to caress my throbbing head and make it all better. 

I glimpsed her palms, slowly filling with wispy shadows as her dainty fingers inched closer to my face, drawing me into her power. The evil she had put me through began to seep into my mind. I thought I was about to snap and have a mental breakdown.

To make it all stop, I reeled back and punched her in the face.

She yelped and staggered back, grabbing at her jaw as she landed on her ass.

Something passed through me, like a weight lifted off my shoulders. I felt lighter after injuring my sister and bringing her to the ground. 

The air was abruptly less stuffy.  

“You deserved that,” I snarled. “And much worse. You’re lucky I can’t use my magic. I’d light your fucking head up like a Christmas tree, sis.” 

I flicked my fingers in front of my face, to give her an example—

And fire sprouted from my fingertips.

My mouth fell open. My powers! 

A group of Leatherwings down the hall made it to the room, pushing each other aside as they ambled in, trying to get to Myria before I could.

My sister groaned and peered up at me from the ground, from between her fingers covering her face.

That one eye turned black and vicious. Veins similar to the ones I’d seen on Desmona slithered up the back of her neck, curling to her cheeks. 

The Leatherwings surrounded my sister and stood like a shield over her—unmoving, not pursuing me, but stopping to protect her. 

I gasped and dashed into the corridor, fleeing after Finley and Riann. 

As I ran, I pushed Myria out of my thoughts.

Out of sight, out of mind.

The light became brighter up ahead. 

Moonlight. Its soft glow bathed the rickety staircase that would lead us away from this subterranean hellscape. 

“Our magic is back, Fin!” I shouted with unbridled glee and hysteria in my voice.

She was already up the steps, pulling Riann along with her. “No shit?” she called down. An impish grin broke out on her gaunt face. “These motherfuckers are fucked now, girls!” 
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Chapter 12
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Venn

MADNESS SURROUNDED me in Waichee Village. My line of soldiers broke quickly once Luciano’s pack of wolf shifters charged in from all directions.

The defenders of Waichee weren’t as good as I’d hoped they would be. These people were built for skirmishes—quick in-and-out battles—not sieges on their homeland.

And this was most definitely a siege.

Luciano’s men had come in through the backdoor of the village—my entrance—due to the gap created by Cyrus’ men leaving their posts. 

Now, wolves ran amuck in the heart of Waichee. 

This had all been orchestrated. I was sure of it. 

Waichee fought Waichee. I didn’t know who was a good soldier and who was on Cyrus’ team. 

I drew my sword anyway, approaching a melee in progress. 

I watched as a man got clobbered on the side of the head by the blunt end of a spear. The man crumpled to the ground and then the spear-wielder spun to me with a vicious snarl.

“We’re supposed to be on the same side!” I yelled. 

The man advanced. “You are Synthok scum!” 

I put my sword up to parry his spear— 

A wolf came out of nowhere and knocked me back. My hand lost its grip and my sword flew away. 

I tumbled backward to the ground, purposefully moving with the flow of momentum, and somersaulted away from the wolf before it could pounce on me. 

I popped up in a backflip, landing on my feet, surprising Cyrus’ goon, the wolf, and myself most of all.

My training took over.

I called fire to my palm. My fingers lit up. With the other hand, I manifested a shadow, curling around my digits like smoke. 

The spearman and the wolf lunged at me together.

I brought my hands together and fire snaked down the end of the shadow, which I molded into a crackling whip. The flames curled around the whip and I swung it wide, snapping at the incoming attackers.

The man’s eyes went wide seconds before my whip took his legs out from under him and singed his skin. He flopped onto his back, losing his spear.

The wolf drove into me head first.

I fell back with its weight on top of me. Dripping fangs lashed at my face. I dodged my head to the side, desperately, and the hound bit dirt.

Then I slapped my fiery palm against the wolf’s face and it yelped as my fingers dug in, burning the fur and skin off its bones. 

When the wolf wheeled in agony, I flopped over and crawled to where I saw my Oblyx sword reflecting moonlight on the ground.

The wolf bit into my heel and I grunted in pain. I felt its paws riding up the back of my legs.

I reached out and grabbed my sword.

The wolf pounced on my face—

I spun onto my back simultaneously—

The wolf impaled itself through the bottom of the neck on my sword’s point, the blade showing between its jaws and the roof of its mouth.

Blood poured on me. 

The wolf slithered off the end of my blade onto its side, already beginning to morph into its human avatar. 

I got to my feet and limped away.

In the distance, a soldier I recognized played Merry-Go-Round with two wolves around the base of a thick oak tree. 

It was Topo, one of Dax’s friends and trainees. He used two daggers and moved like a graceful cat, stabbing and running around the trunk, frustrating the wolves. 

I ran over to help. 

One of the wolves got the idea to come around the left side while his friend came around the right, and they cut him off at the pass.

I wasn’t going to make it.

Rather than kill him, they knocked him to the ground. 

The fire in my palm winked out and I replaced it with ice. I didn’t want to burn the oak tree down. 

Throwing my hand forward, an icicle shot out from my hand, careened through the sky like a crystal rocket, and lodged itself in the side of one of the wolves.

It yelped as I entered the fray and cut its head off.

The other wolf retreated, leaving me to help Topo up with an outstretched palm. “Why didn’t they try to kill you?” I asked. Over my shoulder, far off, I saw another soldier get knocked to the ground and smacked unconscious. 

“Leave the villagers!” a voice shouted.

It wasn’t Luciano’s commanding voice. 

It was Cyrus Kilmeade’s. 

“Kill the Synthok scum, but leave the villagers alive!” he shouted. “You are not my enemies! You are my people!”

“There’s your answer, Donovenn Kin,” Topo answered as I helped him up. 

Of course. Cyrus needed to keep people alive so he’d still have kinsmen to lead once he’d claimed the throne for himself. Everything was falling into place for him, and the big picture was falling into place for me, too.

But how the fuck did he get here? He’s supposed to be with the raiding party!

Though I couldn’t see Cyrus, I could hear his voice loud and clear above the howling of the wolves, and the screaming of the defenseless Waicheeans fleeing in all directions into the woods. 

“The raiding party has failed! They’re all dead! I am your new chieftain, kinsmen. You are not my enemy.”

I blanched, fear gripping my spine. “Tell me he’s lying,” I said in my head. “Tell me you aren’t all dead!” 

I held my breath while I waited. Blood rushed through my ears so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else.

“Hold that thought!” came Sunny’s disgruntled voice. 

I let out a giant sigh of relief, deflating. 

“Go,” Topo said, then patted me hard on the back. “I haven’t seen you.” He winked. 

I furrowed my brow. “I can’t leave the village in Cyrus’ hands, friend. I made a promise.”

“With Luciano’s pack and Cyrus’ gang here? I’m afraid you have no choice, Venn. Your friends would rather you fight another day. Find Dax and regroup with your people, if they’re still alive.”

“They are.”

He tilted his head in confusion. “How do you—never mind. Doesn’t matter. I believe you.”

“What about you?”

“Cyrus won’t kill me. I am Waichee.” 

“You’re Dax’s friend.”

“I am Waichee first.” He pounded his fist against his chest. His mind was made up. 

I took him by the shoulder. “Thank you, Topo. I won’t forget this.”

He nodded and gave my purple skin a once-over, shooting me a sly smirk. “Us outcasts have to stick together, no?”

I smiled. “Absolutely.”

Then I dashed off into the nearest shadow and disappeared into it. 

“Dax? You still with us, bud?”

“They’re knocking my kinsmen unconscious.”

“I know.”

“Held them off as long as I could,” he said. “Then I saw Cyrus return. He must have abandoned everyone at the Forbidden Orchard.”

“He did!” Quentin screamed at us. 

Dax’s voice in my head went down an octave. “My mother . . . Riann . . . his own people . . . he’s deserted us all. My brother does not deserve to call himself Waichee.” 

“Can’t say this is unexpected or surprising,” Sunny droned.

I sighed and peered out from my shadow. I was next to a yurt, hidden in the darkness cast by the moonlight against it. Wolves prowled the area, noses raised, sniffing.

Even if they couldn’t see me, they would sense me before too long.

“Dax, where are you? We need to link up.”

“I’m headed to you already, Donovenn. Just hold tight.”

A wolf growled low, bowing its head to the ground. Its face shot in my direction—a suspicious look in its brilliant yellow eyes. 

I swallowed hard. “I don’t know how much longer that’s going to be an option, buddy . . .” 

* * *
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I SNUCK AWAY FROM MY spot, dipping into the Shadow Realm and emerging near a log cabin nestled against a tree some feet away. 

I could do this all day—leading the wolves on a wild goose chase—or at least until my powers failed me or I Slipped into the Spectral Realm.

Wolves prowled the area, sniffing as they took different sections of the town square to try and find me and Dax.  

The panther’s voice flooded into my brain. “Behind you, Donovenn.”

I gasped, whirling, expecting danger.

I glanced up. Dax was on the roof of the cabin, on his belly, peeking over. He had probably shadowwalked and leopard-crawled his way here, to avoid detection. 

My Glovemate was a sight for sore eyes. “When we get Coralia back,” I whispered, “we’re never splitting up again.”

Dax pushed himself over the edge of the cabin, about ten feet up, and dropped softly onto the shadow next to me. “Agreed. Separating has continuously failed us. We work better as one.”

Together, with the shadows shielding us, we were nearly invisible to the search party. It was nice being able to use our powers and seeing actual results. 

Cyrus Kilmeade marched into the clearing, Luciano Rockford behind him. Dax’s brother wore the same tribal gear as usual, with his white tattoos brightening his face. He held a spear, and other than some mud on his feet, the man looked unscathed. 

Like he hadn’t been in a battle at all.

Dax growled low in his throat, sounding like an animal though he was in his human form. He took a step forward as his upper lip peeled back in a snarl.

I threw my arm out and barred him from charging Cyrus. “Not now, Dax. It’s a suicide mission.”

He wasn’t thinking rationally. Besides Cyrus, there were dozens of Luciano’s wolf shifters present. He clearly commanded a very large pack.

“They have to be stopped,” Dax whispered. 

“There’s a time and place for it, my friend. Now isn’t it.”

With an angry glare, Dax nodded curtly and shuffled back into our shadow. 

We were about thirty feet from the action. The wolves stopped searching for us as Cyrus started lining up villagers like he was about to send them to a concentration camp.

He rounded up his own people—the ones who had fought against him on Chieftess Fionne’s side. 

The motherfucker had betrayed all of them. 

“Found this one hiding out,” said a naked wolf shifter. He and another led Topo into the crowd, holding the lanky man by the arms. Topo fought, flaring his nostrils, but he wasn’t strong enough to break free from their grip.

From the other side of the square, two men led a fiery woman by the arms. “And this one.” 

“Ailey . . .” Dax groaned, his voice pained.

“Put up a hell of a fight, sir,” the man said to Luciano as he pushed Ailey to her knees in front of the wolf chief and tied her hands behind her. “She killed Barston.” 

“Barston was killed by a woman, eh?” Luciano’s voice sounded amused. “I always knew a woman would be the death of him.”

A few of the shifters snickered. 

Ailey spat on the ground. “And I’ll kill the rest of you bastards too, if you’ll give me the chance. Cowards.”

“What sort of shifter is this one, Cyrus?” Luciano asked. 

“Bobcat.”

Luciano snorted, walked up, and kicked Ailey in the chest. She sprawled onto her back, sending a cloud of dust into the air. “You think a bobcat can defeat a wolf? Maybe we should test that theory.” 

“No,” Cyrus said. “Ailey is Waicheean. I need to round up my people and explain they have nothing to fear.”

Behind them, in the square, Luciano’s wolf shifters watched over the crowd of scared Waicheean villagers. Dozens had been corralled, most of them men. I hoped some of the women and children had been able to flee, but I knew their freedom would be short-lived with skilled wolf shifters sent to sniff them out.

“What you need to do is make an example of these two,” Luciano said, his voice going low enough that I could barely hear it. “They are allies of your brother, are they not?”

Cyrus frowned and nodded. 

“Show them you are the new authority in this village, and insubordination will not be tolerated.”

Cyrus squared his shoulders. Well, it’s clear who’s going to be running the show here. And it ain’t Cyrus.

The tattooed panther shifter walked over to the crowd of shivering villagers. “You will not be harmed if you swear allegiance to me. My brother will be found, but until then, Dax is exiled from Waichee Village. Again. My mother has abdicated the seat of chief, and I have claimed it as my birthright. I am your new chieftain.”

No one said a thing. There were no cheers, no nods, no nothing. 

Cyrus pointed over his shoulder. “Ailey and Topo cannot be trusted. They are allied with my Synthok brother and must be taught a lesson. Dax needs to know he’s no longer welcome here.”

Cyrus walked away from his prisoners and stopped in front of Ailey. Flanking him were two spear-wielding soldiers. They stared down at Ailey—who was back on her knees—like she was a minor inconvenience. Topo was pushed onto his knees a few feet away from her.  

“Do you have anything to say for yourself, Ailey?” Cyrus asked. 

“I have nothing to say to traitors, Cyrus Kilmeade, but this: You are not kin! Your claim on this village holds no legitimacy. But you know that already, usurper.” Ailey gave him a dark smirk.

Even from a distance, I could see the pulsing of Cyrus’ veins in his neck and temple. 

It happened so fast.

One second, Ailey was egging Cyrus on, calling him out from her knees. The next second, Cyrus had one of his soldiers’ spears in his hands and he thrust it into Ailey’s chest. 

Blood sprayed from her mouth, eyes going wide.

“NO!” Topo screamed.

Dax opened his mouth to roar and I ran forward, hugging him and locking my arms around his neck and face—stopping him from instinctively charging forward. My palm flattened over his mouth so all that came out was a muffled cry. 

I felt Dax’s tears trickling between my fingers. 

A few of the more astute wolf shifters on the fringes of the square must have heard us. A couple heads popped up and they started meandering over to investigate the shadows where we stood. 

We needed to leave. Now. 

But Dax wouldn’t budge. He kept his eyes glued on the action as Cyrus kicked Ailey over, the spear still jutting from her chest as she jerked and died.

“Let this be a lesson to you if you’re watching, brother!” Cyrus screamed into the void. “Any supporters you have in this village will die! I will make sure the name Dax Kilmeade is forgotten forever!” 

Righteous, white-hot anger pulsed through me. I could only imagine how Dax felt. 

Cyrus took another spear from a soldier behind him and then wheeled on Topo. “Any last words for you, Topo?”

“Dax is the honorable one, Cyrus,” Topo said from his knees. “The courageous one. He will have his revenge, because the spirits will it. You will be looking over your shoulder every day, until the day that is your last.”

Cyrus snorted and reached back with the spear.

No! You said he wouldn’t kill you, Topo! You told me you wouldn’t die!

“See you in hell, Cyrus Kilmeade. Traitor to our kind,” Topo finished.

Then he winked.

Cyrus growled and plunged the spear forward.

My eyes clenched shut as Dax jerked in my arms. 

No scream or wail of pain followed.

Slowly, I opened them. 

Cyrus stood there with his spear forward where Topo should have been, but he had stabbed at air. 

A tiny rodent in Topo’s place scurried away. No, it’s not a rodent. It’s a fucking weasel!

“Get him!” Cyrus shouted. 

Topo zigged and zagged between the floundering soldiers as they tried to catch the speedy mammal but failed miserably.

Cyrus’ group of prisoners laughed at him. 

Topo made it to an oak tree and skittered up the trunk, disappearing into a canopy.  

I smiled. Good work, friend.

My eyes fell to a more imminent issue.

The investigating wolves were getting closer—circling around to us. Dax and I didn’t have much time.

I clenched my teeth and backpedaled into the shadow, then around the side of the cabin, pulling my Glovemate with me. “Come on, Dax,” I whispered. “We have to go.”

With a blank expression—which in itself showed his profound sadness—Dax followed me. 

“Waichee Village has been overrun by Cyrus Kilmeade,” I said through my fae mind-link. “Dax and I are fleeing. Quen, Sunny, are you able to get out of the Forbidden Orchard?”

There was a moment of silence. Anxiety rippled through me as I hoped we weren’t too late. Desmona’s demon child had warned me of all this: “The sacrifice will be great.”

Quentin’s voice in my head was music to my ears. “We might make it.”

“Where’s our rendezvous point?” I asked.

“The Kolpoden Grove?”

“Desmona and Jace? Sounds good.”

“Oh shit,” Quentin added.

“What?” I asked.

“The black fog just lifted here. I can see!”

Sunny’s voice cut in. “Do you see that up ahead, Quen, coming through the ground? Looks like a head . . . and that head doesn’t have any demon horns . . .”
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Chapter 13
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Coralia

I HAD GOOD NEWS AND bad news. 

On one hand, I could see Quentin and Sunny as I reached the top of the stairs and peered out into the moonlit night. My heart swelled. 

The black fog had lifted, giving me a pristine view of the entire meadow. Chieftess Fionne and a few of her soldiers flanked my Glovemates. They were in a fight for their lives, trying to make their way to us. Bodies littered the ground. 

The bad news: The dissipated mist revealed how many Leatherwings were truly out there, visible, lurking in the gloom. 

Dozens. There was no way we could take all of them. 

I dragged Riann up the stairs with one hand, while my other curled with black tendrils. 

Finley pushed toward our people. Energy thrummed over her skin like a raging tempest. 

My eyes locked with Sunny. His amber orbs widened. “Coralia!” 

Behind us, the scuffling sounds of pursuing Leatherwings and my sister grew louder. They would catch us soon and have us wedged between two forces. 

We needed to get to Fionne and my mates, fast.

“Come on!” I urged Riann, who was lagging, as if she wanted to break away and run back into the arms of her oppressors. 

She was pissing me off. One side of me regretted not knocking her out to begin with, because the going might have been easier. Then again, Fin and I would’ve been dealing with dead weight.

Leatherwings broke off from Sunny and Quen’s group, bellowing at the sight of prisoners escaping the facility. 

Finley lifted both hands as the demons flew toward her and fanned out wide. The short shadowblade struck a menacing pose as her hands rippled with blue, crackling power, raised high to the heavens. 

It appeared as though storm clouds swirled overhead, moving at Finley’s beck and call.

When the Leatherwings were fifteen feet away, Fin lowered her palms toward them. Charged lightning shot out of her hands in jagged bolts and struck the demons in the chests quicker than I could blink. 

The lightning sizzled through their bodies and their wings twitched. They plunged to the ground, smoke rising from their bodies, but were quickly on their feet.

Finley rushed at one, sprinting across the meadow like a cheetah. Though she ran with a full head of steam, she picked her landing spots smartly—maneuvering around areas where she knew we had dug holes in the ground. 

She reached a Leatherwing as it was getting to its feet. 

I let go of Riann’s arm and careened toward the other one, so Fin wouldn’t be fighting a two-on-one. To my surprise, Riann followed me. 

Finley let out a shrill battle cry. Her hands moved as fast as the lightning from her fingertips, tiny fists punching into the demon’s chest before it had time to react. Each jab forced the demon back with a booming thunderclap. 

The woozy Leatherwing swung a clumsy claw at Finley. She ducked under it easily, rolled between its legs, popped up, and pounced on its back. Her arms wrapped around the demon’s neck as wings fluttered around her, trying to throw her off. 

I gawked, amazed at how she fought so effortlessly, gracefully. How the hell can such a small person pack such a punch?

Finley’s arms pulsed with azure sparks as they pressed on the Leatherwing’s throat, choking the life out of him. Her whole frame lit up like a sapphire and the demon squealed as electricity shot through its body. 

It collapsed face-first, with Finley on top of it, cartwheeling off its corpse. 

I had no more time to admire her prowess. My own baddie was charging in, recovered from the lightning that jolted its bones. 

I threw a harmless fire spell at it, which puffed away like smoke. It was a decoy so I could get my bearings. 

The moonlight cast a long shadow behind the Leatherwing. I manipulated the demon’s shadow with my free hand and it wrapped around its leg, sending the fucker tumbling forward.

Finley was already running over to help. She threw out a shadow whip, roping it around the demon’s arms so we had him strung up like a stuck pig.

Riann watched, then seemed to snap out of her daze. She searched the ground, landing on a crude spear that looked like it belonged to one of her people. Sprinting, she scooped it up and hopped onto the Leatherwing’s back.

Letting out a guttural scream, she kicked flailing wings out of her way and stabbed the spear down into the Leatherwing’s spine. It screeched and died.  

I gave Finley a look. She returned an impressed nod, as if to say, “Is she back with us?” It seemed the further we got from the entrance of the prison, the less the demons had hold of Riann’s mind. 

I hoped I was right.

All the action had happened in twenty seconds or less. My eyes scanned the field. Other Leatherwings converged on us and Fionne’s group, who were running toward us. 

“Coralia!” Sunny shouted again. This time I ran toward him, with no baddies standing between us. 

We reached each other and he swept me up into a hug, his strong, battle-worn body smashing against me. Even with all the carnage around us, I had a second to go on my tiptoes and kiss him on the cheek. I repeated the same thing with Quentin, who stared down at me with warm, emerald eyes.

Chieftess Fionne embraced Riann. “Oh, you poor thing.”

“Chieftess, ma’am, it was awful,” Riann said, tears rolling down her cheeks.  

Yes, we definitely had her back. So why am I still feeling a nagging wickedness at the back of my mind? A dark cloud?

“Where is Cyrus?” Riann asked Fionne. 

“He abandoned us, girl. My guess is he’s back at Waichee, usurping my throne.”

“Chieftess, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see it earlier. How wicked Cyrus is. Now I do.”

Fionne rubbed a gentle hand over Riann’s head. “It’s not your fault, Riann. None of this is. We can speak about this later. Come on!”

Adrenaline fueled me onward.

“We can’t shadowwalk all of us,” Finley said, glancing over at Fionne’s three soldiers. “My powers are weakened.”

I shot her a look, one eyebrow raised. “That was you in a weak state?”

“I told you, I haven’t been eating much.” Clearly she didn’t catch my sarcasm or admiration for how quickly she had dispatched that Leatherwing.

“Our magic works now, princess,” Sunny said.

“I know. Let’s move.” 

We spun as one to start running toward the trees. At least three Leatherwings stood between us and the tree line.

“Princess,” Sunny said, nudging his chin over my shoulder behind us.

I wheeled. Myria stormed toward us, demons surrounding her like an army. The tall, handsome devil Ornoth trudged alongside her without a care in the world. He was smiling at me. 

“Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “Fuck that.”

Our group fled toward the trees, away from them but heading for the three Leatherwings.

We worked quickly, in tandem, using our abilities to take out the demons. I marveled at Sunny and Quentin fighting together, as brothers. Fionne and Riann had a similar camaraderie, their spears flashing. Finley amazed me.

Unfortunately, the Leatherwings had acted as a speedbump. The time it took us to take them out gave Myria and her crew time to catch up to us. Suddenly they were less than thirty feet away, and gaining.

“Keep running!” I wailed.

We sped past the Leatherwing corpses. 

Wings whooshed behind us, taking to the air. 

One of Fionne’s soldiers, limping and lagging, was plucked from the ground and he screamed. The Leatherwing dropped him and he disappeared into a pit with a helpless yelp.

The demons closed in all around us.

“We can’t shadowgate all of us,” Quentin shouted while on the run, “but we still have our regular portals!”

Yes, they just take longer to make.

“We need a decoy,” Sunny said. 

Before we could finish that thought, the group felt lighter. I frowned and glanced over my shoulder. 

Fionne Kilmeade had stopped running with us. 

Riann called out in fear: “Chieftess! What are you doing?”

Fionne smiled at the girl. “Riann, tell the village what happened here. Tell them what my son did. Tell them how we fought. Tell Dax I’m sorry—he was right.”

She turned her back to us and broke out into a battle stance, knees bent, spear wide, awaiting the oncoming demon horde. 

“N-No!” Riann screamed, lunging toward her.

Sunny was quicker—hugging her, pulling her back.

My mouth fell open. 

“Draw the fucking portal, Quentin Kin!” Fionne demanded without looking back at us.

He started, hands waving in a flurry.

I swallowed hard as the portal rippled to life behind me, tearing into the fabric of the night. 

Myria and Ornoth were first in line.

Fionne lobbed her spear like a javelin, toward my sister.

Ornoth snatched it out of the air, his hand lightning-fast.

I couldn’t move, frozen to the ground. I wouldn’t have made it if it weren’t for Finley grabbing me and pulling me back. 

“We can’t just leave her!” I wailed, my eyes getting blurry from tears. 

“Don’t let her gesture be in vain, Cor.”

Leatherwings came in from the sides. Fionne drew a sword to fight them off. Myria didn’t move, letting her minions do her dirty work for her. 

Finley pulled me into the portal. 

One of Fionne’s last two household guards broke off from our retreating group to join his chieftess in glorious combat. 

He was cut down swiftly, defending Fionne.

The chieftess rolled back toward us to put some distance between her and the demons. She ended up on her feet, facing us—

A shadow noose from my sister wrapped around her body and pulled. 

There was no hint of fear in Fionne’s eyes as she nodded to us, her body flying back, arms pinned to her sides. Her sword dropped to the grassy meadow.

The last thing I saw as the portal began to fizzle and close around us was Ornoth staring down at the helpless, trapped chieftess of Waichee Village. “This one is too old to infuse.” 

He shoved Fionne’s own spear into her back, the point ripping through her chest.  

Myria’s black eyes locked with mine, drilling into my soul.
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Coralia

QUENTIN’S PORTAL LET us out a few miles from the Forbidden Orchard. The large sphere of black fog had disappeared completely, and now the horrible place we’d been looked like any other part of the forest.

When I punched Myria in the face, it must have jarred her concentration and she’d lost her enchantment over the cloud.

Our victory, if it could be called that, was only temporary.

I had to wonder how my sister had come to possess such power—creating a continual cloud of magic-crushing fog sounded insanely difficult to do. I presumed someone had bestowed her with a great deal of power. Probably the same person who had brainwashed her and made her evil.

I would ruminate on that, but for now I couldn’t let it linger. Not until we were safely out of here.  

Our group stumbled out of the portal disheveled, bloody, and beaten. Six of us remained: Me, Finley, Riann, Sunny, Quentin, and Chieftess Fionne’s final guard, named Darok.

Darok trudged through the forest with his head hung low, ashamed he’d let his queen die without rushing to her aid. “I was frozen to the ground. Too scared. I’m a failure to my people.”

I put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. The man was young, probably not even twenty years old. “There was nothing you could have done, Darok. Fionne made her own decision. Now you need to make sure her legacy does not die with her.”

Darok’s bottom lip quivered. Slowly, he nodded, standing a bit taller. “Yes, Coralia Kin. I won’t let Chieftess Fionne die. Nor any of my kinsmen who fell with her. Everyone in this forest will know of their heroic efforts.”

“Good.”

Out of the dozen native Waicheean raiders Fionne had arrived with, Darok was the only one standing. Half of them had fled with Cyrus and were never loyal to their chieftess to begin with. The other half littered the battlefield of the Forbidden Orchard with their corpses. At least one of them—the man who had fallen into a pit—was now a prisoner. With no reproductive means, he was useless to Ornoth and Myria, and I knew he’d be dead before sunrise. 

As we walked through the thick trees, Quentin said, “Venn and Dax tell me Waichee Village has been overrun by Cyrus and Luciano. It’s lost to us.”

Without Venn, I couldn’t join their fae mind-link group chat. I had to use Sunny and Quen as a conduit. “Goddammit,” I muttered, kicking an acorn. “There’s nothing we can do?”

“Not in Dax’s opinion, Cor.”

I couldn’t wait to see my Unseelie fae and panther shifter mates. The thought sent giddiness thrumming through me, offsetting the glum lethargy I felt from losing Fionne. 

Sunny said, “I knew this plan was too finicky. Too many things that could go wrong. We could never trust the demons. We should have expected Luciano to make an appearance—not assume he would slink away with his tail between his legs.”

“Then why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, anger edging my voice. 

Sunny shrugged. “My opinion wasn’t wanted by the chieftess.” His arrogant demeanor softened. “And because I fucked up.”

His shame mellowed my anger. I walked over, put an arm around his waist, pulled him close. “You rescued me, Finley, and Riann. We wouldn’t have made it out of that prison without you. You didn’t fuck up.” 

I looked at everyone in the group. I felt downcast like the rest of them, but I had to be a strong voice. “The raid didn’t fail, everyone. Chieftess Fionne sacrificed herself so we could escape—because she knows we have a bigger purpose. Some day, we will return to Waichee Village and right this wrong. Until then, we can’t let her spirit disappear. She wouldn’t want us feeling sorry for ourselves.”

My words seemed to work. Everyone perked up. Sunny usually had confidence enough for everyone, and my words put him back on his pedestal. The vampire cracked his knuckles with renewed vigor. Quentin nodded thoughtfully to my words. Darok and Riann joined hands and embraced for the sake of their community and lost village. Finley flared her nostrils and crossed her arms over her chest. 

Fionne’s last words echoed in my mind: “Tell Dax I’m sorry—he was right.” She had to be referring to Cyrus and his countless double-crossings. 

Oh, to be a mother who can’t trust her own son. How must that have saddened her?

She was weak for letting the love of her child cloud her judgment. It bit her in the ass in the end.

I frowned at the second thought, which contrasted so sharply with the first. My mind was still awash with darkness. I worried I’d never be able to get rid of the little devil on my shoulder. 

What’s wrong with me?

Nothing. I’m simply seeing how the world is now. How wicked it truly can be.

It seemed like every normal, hopeful thought I had came with a negative, cynical counter-thought directly after. I had no idea if my twisting mind was the result of my stay in the Forbidden Orchard prison. 

Perhaps the food I ate, if it was truly poisoned or magically enchanted. 

Or maybe this is my true self, finally getting the spotlight. Maybe I’ve simply been hiding this side of me. 

I sighed and asked Quentin, “Where are we meeting Dax and Venn?”

“They’re heading for the Kolpoden Grove.”

I chewed my lip, thinking that over. “Is that wise? Won’t that be the first place Cyrus goes once he settles in as chief?”

“Possibly. But Desmona and Jace can protect themselves better than anyone.”

“Agreed,” Sunny said. “We need to get to our Glovemates. We’ll be gone before Cyrus has a chance to act.”

“And leave Desmona and Jace vulnerable by leaving,” I mumbled. 

“It will be their decision whether they want to join us or not. We can’t force anyone away from their homes, princess.”

I raised a brow at him. When had Sunder Conway become sentimental? His words sounded harsh, but they rang with empathy. Or is he just acting this way because he knows I’ve been through a lot recently? 

“I still say we should rendezvous somewhere else,” I said. “I don’t like the thought of bringing danger to Desmona’s doorstep.”

Riann spoke up, marching up to the front of the group. “The danger is already on the dryad’s doorstep, Coralia. I agree with your friends. I can’t go back to Waichee Village and face Cyrus. Not now. If you won’t go there, this is where we part ways, because I must find allies to round up.”

“Allies for what?”

“For surviving. For eventually fighting Cyrus and Luciano. For avenging my chieftess.”

“You aren’t worried about being slaughtered?”

Riann’s pretty face screwed up. “I cannot do nothing, Coralia. I’ve been a bystander for too long, in my own home. Always following, never leading. Not anymore. Chieftess Fionne entrusted me with her spirit—I can feel it in my bones.”

Darok stood forward. “I will join you, Riann. For the chieftess. For Waichee. We will find the other clans in this forest, tell them what has happened, and make new allies.”

“There are kinsmen in Waichee who will go along with Cyrus because they fear his wrath . . . but they’ll never truly be with him,” Riann said. “We will get them to join our cause. Our rebellion. We will find the missing women and children who have fled into the forest to escape Cyrus’ tyranny.”

They both seemed so certain. So driven. I had to respect their decision, even if I thought it was foolish. Would I not do the same thing for my people? For my Glove? 

“Desmona will help us,” Darok said. “I’m sure of it.”

“Very well,” I announced, as if I was the leader of the group. I supposed I was the de facto chief now that I’d returned. “You’ve made your points well. Quen, tell Dax we’ll meet him at the Kolpoden Grove.”

Quentin’s green eyes dimmed. He averted his gaze, his curly hair swishing in the breeze. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 

“What do I tell Dax . . . about Fionne?”

I blinked up at him. I had to fight back tears as I put a hand on his elbow. “That isn’t something to relay via mind-link, Quen. Please. That’s something I need to tell him in person.”
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Coralia

I STOOD IN THE KOLPODEN Grove with my friends and allies, wringing my hands, wondering how I was going to break the news to Dax. 

I felt it was my responsibility to be the one to tell him. Fionne had died trying to rescue me and Riann . . .

Which made me think. I asked Dax’s ex-lover, “Riann, how were you captured?”

She frowned and pushed herself off the elm tree she leaned against. She couldn’t look me in the eye. “Cyrus sent me to scout it out.” 

“For what purpose? I mean, what did Cyrus tell you?”

“Reconnaissance. He said we were going to bring the place down and he needed someone he could trust to gather intel. When I was on the outskirts of the black fog, a demon flew out and snatched me up.”

The puzzle pieces quickly fell into place. I realized Cyrus was more treacherous and cunning than I’d even imagined. 

Everything had been premeditated and executed to perfection.

Cyrus sent Riann there knowing she’d be captured. Hell, he probably set up her kidnapping with Luciano—the Leatherwings’ liaison—telling the pack leader where Riann would be. 

With Riann’s abduction, he could “honestly” plead his case to his mother. Chieftess Fionne wouldn’t have agreed to the rescue operation if it was just me out there—I had been exiled from her village. She wouldn’t have had the support or justification. 

But adding Riann to the mix . . . the would-be wife of Fionne’s son . . .

Then Cyrus joined the raiding party to keep his “enemies”—Fionne—close. Once they were in too deep to flee, and surrounded by Leatherwings, he vacated the premises and left Fionne in an impossible predicament. 

With Fionne’s death, he could be crowned king. He undoubtedly hoped to rid himself of Dax in Waichee Village, with Luciano’s help, while his mother was killed miles away. 

It was a perfect divide-and-conquer situation, and Cyrus had pulled it off marvelously. 

Though it was mere speculation, I would bank my entire life on being right about him—about the scheme playing out in my head. 

I had to wonder if Riann recognized how deep his duplicity really went. I didn’t want to bring it up to her now because things were already somber.

Her waking up to Cyrus’ disloyalty was enough.

Desmona said, “Chieftess Fionne Kilmeade was an honorable woman. Her loss will be immense and will reverberate through this forest, if the forest remains standing.”

I tilted my head in confusion. “What do you mean by that?”

The dryad ran her hand over the bark of an elm trunk, gently, like it was a long-lost lover. “Fionne might not have liked me or trusted me, but she protected me. She knew I’d do the same for her village. She kept the loggers, the humans, and the other clans at bay. Now, with her absence, I fear the tree-cutters will return.”

Jace was quick to jump in. “I will aid you, Des.” He put both hands on her shoulders. “We will keep the lumberjacks and enemy factions away. This forest will remain standing.”

Desmona’s lips curled into a sad smile. She reached up and caressed his chin over her shoulder. “Your commitment is admirable, M’yrku, but you are only one man.”

“And Fionne was only one woman.” He sounded determined. “It was not the chieftess herself who possessed extraordinary abilities. It was the power of her diplomacy and status. I still have friends in high places, my love. They will help.” His voice went lower. “I’ll force them to, if I must.”

Sunny folded his arms over his chest. “I take it this means you aren’t returning to Shadowblade Academy.”

Jaced raised a brow and smirked. “Does that disappoint you, Sunny?”

“Not in the least.” 

Those two hadn’t been on good terms for a while, because Jace had lied to us about being “fired” and then coming here to do Academy fieldwork. Academy “fieldwork” was inherently bad news to anyone on the receiving end. 

“My place is here,” Jace said, patting Desmona’s thin shoulder. “At least until I know Desmona is safe. Plus, we have Ardith to raise. We need to keep that child on the right path.”

Jace Hudson stopped just short of saying he was staying because of his love for Desmona. I knew that was the real reason: Shadowblade Academy be damned. His place was at Desmona’s side. I had to respect him for that loyalty and faithfulness. There was too little of it these days.

In the same way, my place was by Venn, Dax, Sunny, and Quentin. Initially, I had come to Shadowblade Academy to rescue my missing sister. Now she wasn’t missing. This was clearly going to be a longer game than I had bargained for. I hadn’t expected her to turn fucking evil—my kind, loving, supportive sister. 

I still had it in my mind to rescue her, but not just from her physical confines. Now I needed to rescue her from herself. From whatever wickedness had warped her mind. That was going to be a more difficult proposition and take more time and strategizing. 

It wasn’t as easy as jumping into danger and pulling her out of it. I needed to find her soul and return it to her, like I had Quentin and Desmona, if it was possible. 

I just had to hope she wasn’t too tarnished or damaged to rescue. Also, I didn’t know how to go searching for it. Finding Quentin and Desmona had been a thing of timing—right place, right time. I hadn’t felt any of that pull when I laid eyes on Myria before punching her in the face. None of the draw to the Spectral Realm I’d felt with the other two.

It was almost as if the diabolical power corrupting her was stronger than I was, and I couldn’t break through. Like I still had much to learn before I could finally liberate my sister from her malevolence.

The Kolpoden Grove had grown quiet. Wind whistled through the high branches and leaves fluttered to the forest floor. The sky turned purplish-gray—the sign of another day.

“What will your group do, Coralia?” Jace Hudson asked.

I blinked at him, then faced Sunny and Quentin. “Boys? What are we gonna do?”

“I have half a mind to stay,” Sunny grumbled.

Jace was already shaking his head. “This isn’t your fight, Sunny.”

“Like hell it isn’t. Hey, I know I’m hard to like, but Chieftess Fionne got me, okay? She understood who I was.”

I stared at his pale, sculpted face, enjoying the way the wind blew through his long blond hair, tousling it around his sharp cheekbones. “Every day I spend with you I feel like I start to understand more of who you are too, Sunny.” Or less, honestly. 

“I know, princess. The feeling is mutual.”

“I say you guys go back to Shadowblade Academy,” Jace said. “For now. There’s nothing more we can do here at the moment.”

“The longer we give Cyrus a peaceful reign, the harder it will become to dethrone him,” said Quentin, much in the guise of Confucius. “Yet I can’t help but agree with Jace.”

“You can still make your next term if you go back soon,” the ex-Wrist added. “I’ll make sure to keep you in the loop about the happenings around here.”

“Let’s see what Dax and Venn have to say,” I said, pumping the brakes before we got ahead of ourselves.

“Let’s see what Dax and Venn have to say about what?”

My heart jumped. My two final Glovemates stood at the edge of the Grove behind me. They looked like shit, covered in wounds and blood. Venn limped as he pushed through the foliage to greet us at the bottom of the hill. Dax wore his shirt wrapped around his waist to cover his nakedness—he had clearly shifted recently—and his dark skin shone with sweat. 

My feet carried me to them before my brain knew what was happening. 

I hugged Venn first, wrapping him in my arms and feeling the strong muscles of his chest press against me and his arms swaddle me in safety. Going on my tiptoes, I kissed him hard on the lips. His tongue flicked against mine and I wanted to melt against his soft touch.

“I missed you so much,” I whispered in the shell of his lilac ear. 

“Me too, hun. I’m so glad you’re safe.”

Then it was Dax’s turn. The shy one. The stoic one. He looked as serene and contemplative as usual, with his face nestled in shadows, his dark eyes unblinking as he stared at me. I couldn’t even read the flat expression of his lips. 

I hesitantly stepped toward him. My heart pounded erratically in my chest, warning me of what was to come.

I pecked him on the cheek, knowing he probably wouldn’t appreciate a full make-out session in front of everyone, like I’d just given Venn. Then again, it had been Dax who allowed the threesome between us and Venn. And spirits fuck me what a time that had been.  

Just the thought of that raunchy night set my libido on fire—my actual, non-demon-influenced libido—after being dormant for so long. Wetness built between my legs in the blink of an eye.

“We were talking about possibly returning to Shadowblade Academy, to continue our next term before it gets too far away from us,” I said in a low voice, cupping his cheek in one of my palms. 

Wrinkles creased Dax’s forehead. “Isn’t that jumping the rifle?” He scratched his face. “Er, the gun? A bit hasty? We still need to discuss what to do about my brother. He’s taken over the village. Where’s my mother? I need to speak with her about Cyrus’ misdeeds.” 

His head swiveled from face to face, lingering momentarily on Riann—with disapproval—and then Darok, who he acknowledged with a small nod.

I tried to blink away the tears before they could well up in my eyes. For a moment, he looked down at me and our orbs locked, and I think he understood in that moment what had happened. 

But he still needed to hear it. Otherwise it wouldn’t be real.  

“Oh, Dax . . .” I croaked. Salty tears burst free and traced thick lines down my cheeks. “I—I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to tell you this.” 

My hands went to his strong shoulders. 

His body slumped as the confusion on his face morphed into horror.

“No.” He shook his head. “No.”

When I told Dax about his mother’s death, he crumbled in my arms, leaning so hard against me for support he nearly brought me to the ground. For the first time I’d ever seen, he wept, openly, and demanded to know everything that had transpired at the Forbidden Orchard.

But I didn’t just tell him about Fionne’s death. I told him about her bravery and gallantry.

I told Dax about his mother’s heroics.
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Coralia

“WE HAVE TO GO BACK to my village,” Dax said, his tone uncompromising.

He’d somehow gotten out all his grieving for his mother in less than ten minutes. I knew he was still holding onto the pain—the wound raw, fresh—and it showed in his tense body language. 

Dax Kilmeade had never been one to make rash decisions, but that was exactly what he was doing now. It was another example of where his head was at; that he wasn’t all right. 

I gave my other Glovemates a quick glance. Venn averted his gaze to the ground; Quentin cleared his throat, shoulders sagging; Sunny clicked his tongue, frowning.

No one was on board with Dax’s idea. It was clearly up to me to break it to him. “Dax,” I said, my voice cracking. “We don’t have the numbers.”

“It’s a suicide mission, mate,” Quentin added. 

At least someone had my back.

“I don’t care,” the panther shifter replied. His hands kept clenching and unclenching. “I have to avenge my mother.” 

Riann said, “Your mother would want—”

“Don’t tell me how my mother would think or what she’d want,” Dax snapped at the girl, peeling his lip back in a snarl, “while you’ve been gallivanting around with my brother. You haven’t been there to know.”

Riann winced. Then her features twisted into something mean. “Neither have you, Dax Kin. You’ve been at Shadowblade Academy. You don’t get to make decisions just because you finally showed up.”

“I am her son! She would want retribution. She would want to know I did something.”

My head and heart hurt. Dax’s sadness had morphed into unflinching rage, but mine still simmered with sorrow. I threw up my arms in frustration. “And you will do something, Dax. We all will. But Riann is right. You know she is.”

He folded his wiry arms over his chest. “What are you suggesting, M’shyok? You would not stand with me?”

The pain on his face was almost too much to bear. 

“Of course I will. But you aren’t thinking clearly or logically. Cyrus will have enacted our banishment once more. We are Synthok, and he has the entire village to go against us.”

“Well . . .” Venn trailed in, still not looking at us. “I’m not sure the entire village will support him.”

I gave him a “whose side are you on?” look, but he ignored me and continued. “When we left, Cyrus had rounded up Fionne’s faction and looked ready to imprison the villagers unless they swore allegiance to him.” 

“And they will,” Sunny grunted, “or they’ll die. They have no choice. That’s how people like Cyrus operate.”

“How do you know?” Venn asked. 

“Because I’m like him, and that’s what I would do.”

I had to find a way through this without more death. 

And that’s when the solution came to me. “Dax, your mother would not want more bloodshed. Not right now, after a night like tonight. In order to get to Cyrus—if it’s even possible at the moment—you’d have to kill your own kinsmen. Is that what you want?”

For the first time during our back and forth, doubt crossed Dax’s features. His eyebrow twitched. “No. I will challenge him to D’ulkan.”

A duel to the death. 

“Remember how that ended last time?” I asked. 

“Cyrus won’t have my mother to protect him. I will kill him.” 

Back then, Dax had been on the precipice of victory when Chieftess Fionned interceded and saved Cyrus. 

In hindsight, it would have been better for Fionne to let Dax finish him off. 

“It doesn’t matter what you will or won’t do,” Sunny said, “because you’ll never get to him.”

Jace Hudson butted in for the first time. “I’m inclined to agree.”

“I can’t just do nothing, Wrist!” 

“You won’t. You will bide your time and strategize. We will avenge your mother, Dax, but you need to listen to your Glovemates. They have your best interest at heart, even if it’s not what you want to hear.”

Once Dax stayed quiet—apparently finally listening to someone—Jace went on. “Given enough time, we will be able to enlist internal spies. We will find out what Cyrus and Luciano Rockford are up to, and then we will strike. When the timing is right.”

Silence settled over our little group. 

“I’m tired of fighting,” I sighed, breaking up the tension. Exasperation and exhaustion had settled deep inside me. “Not just the bad guys. I don’t want to fight my Glovemates, either. It’s the first time I’ve seen you guys in weeks. I’ve been in a freaking demon prison and I just want to faceplant onto a bed. An actual bed, with a thread count.” 

I gave the guys a pleading look. 

“How was that, by the way?” Sunny asked stupidly. 

I understood he was trying for levity, but it failed. I shot him a scowl. “Don’t really want to talk about it, sunshine.”

“But you’re safe?” Quentin asked. “No one, uh . . .”

“No, Quen, no one did anything to me. I’m glad you arrived when you did, because it was coming.”

“Who is this?” Dax asked, eyeing Finley. “Another prisoner?” His eyes narrowed suspiciously. “I recognize you.”

“Probably from the Academy. Name’s Finley.” She strolled up beside me, confidently. Though shorter than everyone there, Finley Winston had a commanding presence even I didn’t possess. I could see why she’d been the team leader of Frilly Hawkins’ Shadowball team.

“Ah, Finley Winston,” Venn said, probably trying to keep this line of talk going so we could divert away from Dax’s half-baked plan to murder his brother. “I suppose we have you to thank for winning the Shadowball tournament. Well, your absence, that is.”

When the Unseelie flashed Finley a small smile, Fin’s face remained flat and unaffected. “I guess so, fae boy.”

Sunny and Quentin shared a suspicious look. Shit, they recognize her stature, from chasing her through the woods. She fits the bill as the shadowblade assassin we’ve been looking for from the get-go.

I ran a hand through my hair and again tried to pivot the conversation before Dax came to the same realization. “Are we all in agreement then?”

Dax didn’t need to learn Finley had killed his childhood friend, Kalul. In due time, sure. But not now. His grief was already spilling over.

“No,” Dax grumbled, stubborn as all hell. 

“Well, this is a democracy we’re running,” Sunny said, “and we’ve got you three to one, kitty cat.” 

“Fuck you, Sunder.” 

I wanted to make sure we left here without resentments. To appease Dax, I said, “What does Desmona think? Why don’t we ask her?”

She was someone Dax trusted—someone he’d known and admired since his youth—yet they still managed to keep a reasonable distance from each other. For decisions like these, she was perfect: not too close, but close enough for her words to mean something.

I just had to hope she was on the same page as the rest of us.

Everyone’s eyes leveled on the dryad, who stood in the center of her grove with her back against an elm tree. Her white eyes flashed, with all the attention on her.

Never one to be too hasty, Desmona slowly faced Dax. “Your friends are correct, Dax. Now is not the time to act impulsively. Your brother will not only be expecting that—he will hope your rage forces you into making a foolish maneuver. Don’t give in to his wiles.”

Dax mulled that over, deep in thought with his tongue working inside his cheek. 

He looked up at her. “What about you? If we leave, you will be unprotected. Cyrus could come for you.”

The dryad gave him a small smile, then put a hand on Jace’s sturdy shoulder. “M’yrku Jace will be by my side. Plus, you forget yourself: I am not the one who should be scared.”

Her eyes flashed yellow before returning to their milky, alien whites. She spread her arms out, gesturing to the giant elm trees in the Kolpoden Grove. 

The trees groaned. My eyes went high to see the branches shivering, as if coming to Desmona’s call. In a moment’s notice, they twisted and gnarled into one another—branches converging, roots joining—until a veritable wall of nature had been created around the Kolpoden Grove.

“I am the battery of this forest, young cub,” she explained. “I can bend it to my will, and if that means targeting my enemies, I will not hesitate to do so.” 

“You would attack my village with your trees?”

“Only if they attack me first. I will defend Ardith, Jace, and myself. But I don’t believe they will. They are too superstitious about my powers, and for good reason. Also, they have nothing against me. It is you they want.”

“Too many assumptions, Des,” Dax mumbled. “I don’t like it.”

Jace said, “Desmona is the last person—er, entity—you should worry about here, Dax. Return to Shadowblade Academy. Continue your studies and get stronger. Let this blow over for a while, and then, when Cyrus least expects it, you will attack.”

With Desmona and Jace’s words combined, it was clear we had taken the wind out of Dax’s forceful sails. I hoped it was enough to change his mind.  

My heart ached for him when his shoulders dropped. “What about you?” he asked Riann.

“My place is here, Dax Kin.”

“Beside Cyrus?”

She scoffed. “Those days are over. He will not control me any longer. I will stay with Desmona and Jace, if they’ll have me, until I know it’s safe.”

“Of course you may stay, child,” Desmona said. 

“You can act as our spy, if you’re up for it,” Jace added.

Dax blurted, “If she’s not already acting as a spy for Cyrus . . .”

Riann’s face twisted with brooding fury. “You think I was captured willingly, Dax?”

“Perhaps. To gather information about the inside layout—”

“You don’t know what those bastards did to me, Dax Kilmeade! Fuck you.” She faced Jace, bowing her head. “I would love to help.” 

“I will infiltrate the village as well,” said Darok. I appreciated Fionne’s household guard trying to butt in to break up Dax and Riann. Emotions were running high. 

Sunny shot him down. “You will be recognized from the raid. Best you stay here as well, kid. Find allies.”

Darok frowned. “Right. Good idea, Sunder Kin.”

The contrast between how Riann spoke to Jace and Desmona, and how she and Dax interacted, was night and day. With Dax, their passive-aggressiveness bordered on malicious. It reminded me of my banter with Sunny—trying to get under the other’s skin. Their mutual respect was lost, and they had the added problem of being weighed down by years of shared baggage.  

It sucked, because I knew they were both hurting. Dax because of his mother’s death, and Riann because of her time in the Forbidden Orchard prison.

Riann had gotten the worst of it. She had been a victim of vile sexual assaults, and I had no idea what to expect from that. I had to assume part of Riann’s reasoning for staying by Desmona’s side was because the dryad had lived through a similar experience. 

Perhaps Desmona could help Riann get through it.

My heart felt like it was stretching in a thousand directions. I feared for what would become of Riann, because she obviously didn’t want to pile on the bad news to Dax and tell him what had happened to her. That would only fuel his indignation and, in her eyes, would probably show weakness. Which wasn’t fair, because Riann was a strong person. Any survivor was. 

I worried for the safety of Desmona and Jace, because they were going to be our final two allies trapped behind enemy lines.

Most of all, I was troubled about Dax. 

Maybe you should worry more about yourself, slut. Your “friends” still don’t know how you ached to suck that demon’s cock. How you were ready to fling yourself onto Ornoth and beg him to ravage you.

My thoughts wrapped deep around my insides like an infection. Perhaps my inner dickhead was right, and my Glovemates deserved to know what had truly happened in there—how much the prison had changed me on the inside. 

I definitely wasn’t the same person coming out of the Forbidden Orchard as I was going in. 

I didn’t know how to explain those things to everyone. I had to hope it would come with time—that my dark thoughts would mellow out once I was among friends and peers at Shadowblade Academy. 

For now, I couldn’t think about the many injustices that plagued Riann, Desmona, Dax, Jace, or Darok. I just had to make it out of this place.

“Now are we in agreement?” Quentin asked. 

Everyone’s eyes had refocused on Dax. He was the only outlier here. 

After a long pause, during which I could taste the heady tension on my lips, he nodded. “Very well. I’ll accept my fate.”

Everyone let out a collective sigh of relief. 

The shifter’s finger wagged in the air as he pointed at all of us. “But know this, Glove: I will return here. It might not be tomorrow, or even next month, but it will happen. And when that time comes, don’t try to stop me from avenging my mother and killing my wicked brother.”

None of us were about to disagree or argue with him on that . . . because we all agreed. Hell, we would help him any way we could.

We were training to become shadowblades, after all.

Death was in our blood. 
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Coralia

RETURNING TO SHADOWBLADE Academy felt a bit surreal. I was grateful to be back, yet unprepared for the rush of emotions that hit me when I stepped into the cool night air after our short trip from the Kolpoden Grove to the shadowgate tree that had originally brought us to Waichee Village.

Relief and grief struck me in equal measures. I couldn’t imagine why I’d feel sad to be back, but it quickly hit me as I made my way between buildings with my Glovemates. 

Being stuck in the Forbidden Orchard prison had made me think I’d never again walk these cobbled steps, or shoot the shit with my friends in the mess hall, or traipse through the verdant, picturesque park. 

Even though I’d only been imprisoned for a few weeks, it felt like eons. The place had drained my hope and beaten me down. It had disoriented me. Having to follow orders at all hours of the day, being told when to eat and when I could see daylight, had affected more than I’d realized at the time. 

Before, I thought I was strong. And maybe I was, for surviving such a place. But I definitely wasn’t as resilient as I’d imagined. The Forbidden Orchard bared my vulnerabilities. It opened me up, and even now I could feel the nagging weight in the back of my head, whispering devilries in my ears. 

Some of my senses felt muted. My vision was stunted, after not having access to it for so long. I blinked constantly, felt jumpy, agitated. I’d had to rely on the one sense I wished I could have shut off: my hearing. Listening to the night-in, night-out defilement of the other inmates had driven me to the brink of insanity.

The demons had nearly broken me without needing to lay a finger on me. 

In spite of that, I had endured. I would never take the Academy, or my freedom, for granted again.  

You aren’t free here, you are just a pawn on another player’s game board, my mind told me as my group rounded the side of a building. 

Maybe that part of my brain was right. I would never have true freedom until I was done with all this supernatural bullshit; until I could return to my past life and not have any professors or counselors or demons or headmasters looking over my shoulder, scrutinizing everything I did.

But it was looking less and less likely that I’d ever return to my past life. Not after what I’d seen, done, and still had to do. 

Past the stuffy alley, we came to a wide expanse of open campus. In the distance, the park stretched in its gloomy darkness, highlighted by old-timey lampposts on its fringes. The white-building district of the schools lay to the south of it. To the right of me was the football-shaped Gable Training Facility. Student housing rested somewhere in between, not far from where we stood. 

At such an hour, I couldn’t see the monolithic castle of Fort Nocturnus, or the gothic auditorium of Grimmer Hall. The two major landmarks of the Academy blended into the murky landscape.

“Well,” Quentin said, stealing away my drifting thoughts, “we’re back.” For some reason, he sounded drab, or unsure. 

I realized all eyes were on me. 

I swallowed hard and opened my mouth to speak, but found myself trying to talk over a lump in my throat. I blinked, rapidly, staving off the emotions rolling through me. “I never thought I’d miss this place so much.”

“Yeah, well, it’s definitely nothing to write home about, princess,” Sunny said in a low voice. “But it’s home.”

He was wrong and right. It was definitely something to write home about. If I had a younger sibling, I’d tell all about it in my letters to him or her. I’d explain Shadowblade Academy akin to stepping into a fairytale, and they would be fascinated. They would dream of coming here. 

On the other hand, Sunny was right about calling this place “home.” Like it or not. Finally, I agreed. I understood. This was my home for the foreseeable future. I couldn’t keep trying to escape it in order to change outcomes beyond my control.

I returned here humbled. A changed woman. Defeated, in terms of getting my sister back and out of harm’s way. 

Myria was harm’s way. 

Because I was stubborn, I’d never give up on her. But I needed to focus on myself for a while. I needed to recover from my harrowing experience in the Forbidden Orchard, where all the adversity and horrible things there amounted to psychological torture. 

Then, when I was better, and stronger, I could think about trying to rescue my sister again.

A hand brushed my knuckles at my side. I glanced over tentatively and found Dax staring down at me, trying his best to put on a good face. He gave me a tiny smile, his fingers threading into mine.

I squeezed his hand and pouted. If I felt shitty about what had transpired, I could only imagine how Dax was getting on. He’d lost his mother, his village, his homeland, all in a matter of days.

I could tell the Academy helped him the same way it helped me. It was rejuvenating. If everything went well, it would get us back to normalcy, on an even keel. I was tired of rocking the boat and stumbling along a rickety plank. 

Standing there, recognizing my life had flipped to the next chapter, I shouldn’t have been so naïve, blind, and starry-eyed.

Because how often did everything go well for me around here?

Hell, I wouldn’t know “normal” if it smacked me upside the head. 

* * *
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THE SIX OF US SEPARATED near the outskirts of the park. Finley Winston left first, giving us a lazy salute before taking off toward the mess hall. 

Everyone’s gotta eat. She seems less affected than the rest of us. Maybe that’s part of her strength: the ability to forget and move on.

In a way, I wished I could be more like her.

Quentin was the next to go. He didn’t want to, but his brilliant green eyes were drooping, half-lidded. The man was utterly exhausted from the Orchard raid and rescuing my ass. Plus, he didn’t have the inhuman stamina of, say, Sunny. 

As Quen gave me a hug, and I felt his strong arms coil around me and provide me with protection, I could tell he didn’t want to let go. He wanted to follow me wherever I went. 

“Thank you for everything, Quen,” I whispered as I looked up at him. “We’ll have plenty of time now.”

The strong ridge of his brow creased. “Plenty of time for what?”

I smiled at him and shrugged. “Everything.”

He chuckled, squeezed my shoulder, and said, “I need to sleep off that stink.” Then he took off.

Venn called to him, saying, “You do that, stinky Dreamwatcher!” to which Quen lazily waved a hand over his shoulder, unbothered. 

The four of us stood there for a minute, awkwardly. 

Sunny eyed me, Venn, and Quentin. “Why’s everyone so drab? We’re all alive. Reunited. This is cause for celebration. I dunno about you guys, but I could run a marathon. Not tired in the slightest.”

I snorted, unable to keep the wry grin off my lips. “Good for you, sunshine. The rest of us mere mortals need sleep.”

“Yeah, bloodsucker. You’re gonna have to party on your own for tonight,” Venn said. He slapped Sunny on the shoulder, earning a scowl from the vampire. 

Sunny paused a beat. Then he raised a brow. “Ah. I see what’s going on. You’re boxing me out.” 

“Huh?” I asked. 

“Never mind. Don’t break an arm twisting yourself into a pretzel, princess.” 

I tilted my head, not sure what the hell he was talking about. Before I could ask, he walked away. 

Was it just me . . . or did he seem more drab, suddenly? As if we’d sucked all the life out of him because we didn’t want to celebrate our miraculous return into the wee hours of morning? 

“Don’t worry about him,” Venn said. “He’s probably off to go find a groupie to suck off.”

My mouth fell open. “W-What?” 

Venn chortled. “Blood, I mean. Vampire, suck, drain—”

“Oh. Right.”

The mischievous fae had a twinkle in his eye. I still held onto Dax’s hand like it was the only thing keeping me grounded. Even though he hadn’t said a word since our return.

I said, “I mean, I don’t know if I could run a marathon, but . . . I have other ideas.” 

“Oh?” Venn’s eyes shot between me and Dax. “Extracurricular activities?”

“You don’t understand what that prison did to me. What it’s, um, unleashed.”

“Then show me.”

I gulped. He’d said it so sternly, with none of the whimsy the Unseelie fae usually showed. 

The man could be commanding when he wanted. 

I still couldn’t read Dax. I squeezed his hand lightly. “How about you, big guy? You haven’t said a word since we’ve gotten back.”

“As long as I’m with you, M’shyok, I don’t need to speak. Or think.” 

Butterflies fluttered in my stomach. A knot of heady desire pulsed a bit deeper. I was throbbing for attention in all the right places.

But Dax hadn’t made himself completely clear. For clarification’s sake, I said, “Um, so . . .”

“Show me, too, M’shyok Wahdus.”
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Coralia

WE BARELY MADE IT INTO Venn’s dorm before we were ripping each other’s clothes off and flinging them away.

As upperclassmen, the guys in my Glove got rooms to themselves, without roommates, and Venn’s room fit his aesthetic. It was lightly furnished, open, and airy. It smelled like him—fresh linens and thick air before a gentle rain.

When I pushed into the room, tugging the boys along, Venn crowded me up against the wall closest to the door. 

Dax shut the door and locked it. In the time it took him to do that, Venn had me pinned against the wall, towering over me, his hands exploring my sides. His fingers trailed up and massaged my tits as he dipped his head and I tipped mine back to accept his puffy lips against mine. 

I hummed when our lips made contact, sending a delighted shiver through my body. My tongue danced with his as our noses bumped. 

Spirits save me, I’ve missed this. 

It was the last thought I had before my mind drifted off peacefully. I returned to the present and gave myself in to Venn’s desperate tongue.

We worked frantically. No words between us. 

Venn sandwiched me against the wall and Dax watched. I glanced over and noticed the animalistic glint in his eye—hungry, daring, needy. 

The anticipation made me wetter than a freaking waterfall. I had Venn’s fingers looping into the waistband of my pants within thirty seconds. 

He pulled them down and bared my legs. He cupped my pussy through my panties, which were already soaked. 

I squeezed my fleshy thighs against his hand, enveloping them in warmth, and he slammed me harder against the wall. He gripped my curvy waist and spun us around so his back was to the wall and I was in the open between him and Dax. 

I yelped as the fae ripped my panties off and exposed me to them both. Both of his arms draped over my sides and he gripped my ass in huge handfuls, squeezing tight and then spanking me. 

I whimpered as he lurched forward to press his body against mine. His hardness dug into my belly, protruding up his shirt. I hadn’t noticed before, but his pants were already askew, giving his big cock room to breathe. 

I gasped at the feeling of his rigid erection against me, and my insides flamed. 

His fingers twirled around my wet folds, palming and then lightly slapping and teasing my seam. 

It made my knees weak. I stumbled forward into him, clutching onto his shoulders as two fingers dipped inside my slick hole and curved against my G-spot—first slow and rhythmic, then faster.

He finger-fucked me with one hand and groped my breast with the other, sliding his hand up my shirt and pinching my hard nipple. 

I felt two more hands on my ass, and vaguely wondered when the hell Venn had grown two extra pairs of hands—

Dax growled like a starving animal. 

Eyes widening, I looked over my shoulder and found him on his knees behind me, his head mere inches from my rear. 

Before I could say anything, Dax spread me wide and shoved his face between my ass cheeks, then licked up my soaked slit all the way to the bundle of tender muscles. 

When Dax’s tongue laved my asshole, I let out a shuddering groan. “Oh gods, Dax.” 

Venn grinned. “Great idea.” And then he was on his knees also, but in front of me. 

While Dax ate my ass, Venn tongue-fucked my pussy and the two of them made me a whimpering mess. Staring down at Venn’s silver hair reminded me of the time in the janitor’s closet, when he had eaten me out so well I came all over his face, shortly before he plunged that beautiful lavender dick inside me. 

One of my palms came down on Venn’s head, ruffling his silver mop. The other went behind me and clutched Dax’s dark head. I held onto both of them for balance, but it was getting harder and harder to stay standing. “Oh fuck me, fuck me,” I panted. “You guys—this isn’t f-fair!” 

I could hear their chuckling as they made quick work of me. Venn’s tongue circled my engorged clit and folds. Dax’s flicked and rimmed the soft ring of my asshole. Their heads crowded between my legs. 

My knees wobbled. My legs felt boneless. Pleasure surged through me in constant waves, and I found my toes curling on the floor.

I screamed suddenly, jaggedly. It was a short wail, a climax powering through my body—starting at my pussy before swirling up through my insides and pushing to my brain. 

My eyes clenched shut and fireworks went off. 

I swayed in place, barely upright, and held onto my two mates for dear life. My juices dripped to the hardwood floor beneath me. The whole world seemed to tilt and I thought I was going down—

But no, I was going up!

“Oh shit, yes!” I cried out, momentarily weightless.

Venn and Dax stood while I came, and now they had me crammed between them. Venn lifted my thigh with his arm, perching it on the soft nook between his forearm and bicep. His cock jutted free from under his shirt and he moved forward. 

“I’m going to fuck you now, Cor, and you’re going to scream for me,” he announced.

“I won’t be able to stop,” I answered.

His cock slammed inside me. I let out a guh of blissfulness before tilting my chin back and staring up at the ceiling, wide-eyed and filled with ecstasy. 

“Now, Dax—do it,” Venn said. 

“W-What?” I stammered. 

That’s when I felt the bulging head of Dax’s cock pressing against my wet asshole he’d just been feasting on. 

“Oh Jesus Christ! I mean spirits! Ahh!”

My pleasure centers were firing off too quickly. I couldn’t think at all. 

I’d never taken Dax in my ass, but he wasn’t asking for my permission—he was taking my backdoor whether I liked it or not. 

“I don’t know if your fat cock will fit, Dax.” 

“Don’t worry, M’shyok, it will.” 

His cockhead plunged ahead, squeezing into my tight rear while Venn penetrated me from the front. 

At first, there was a bit of discomfort and pain as my muscles suctioned around his girth. But my wetness lubed them both and before long they were seesawing me on their cocks and it was unlike anything I’d ever felt.

Thank god Venn had my leg lifted, because there was no way I was standing on my own at that moment. 

The warmth of their bodies emanated in waves and mingled with my sweat as they both fucked me. 

Within a few short minutes, I was a panting heap. Another orgasm ran through me like an Olympic sprinter and I barely had time to recover before a third one came on.

This was exactly what I’d needed: Release. Needy, greedy release, after being stuck in the Orchard prison and resisting for so long. 

Both of their big dicks slammed into me, their swords nearly crossing paths and only kept at bay by the thin strip that separated my pussy’s walls from the tunnel of my ass.

But I could feel all of it. 

I was stuffed full. My tongue fell out of my mouth and I realized I’d become a bitch in heat—an utter dog moaning and whimpering and giving in to their every desire. 

I knew they were doing this for me as much as them. 

Dax’s hand caressed my ass cheek and then he gripped it and lifted my other leg.

They had me in the air between them now. My legs bent at the knees and bounced off to the sides as they rammed their cocks inside me from below. 

I held onto Venn, arms crossed around his neck, nails biting into his back. He grunted as he fucked me, smashing my tits against his strong chest. 

Together, the two of them kept me lifted, feet off the ground. I came so hard I nearly passed out, my toes twitching up near my face. 

I’d never known I was so fucking bendy! 

But wild sex did wild things to me. It showed I was more capable than I’d realized. 

“Don’t break an arm twisting yourself into a pretzel, princess.”

Now I understood what Sunny had meant. I felt like a freaking pretzel for sure—the tastiest, juiciest, happiest pretzel ever baked.

It was like he’d known what was going to happen before it happened. Like he could read the horniness on all three of our faces. 

Venn and Dax brought me back to reality, getting the mental picture of Sunny’s infuriatingly hot smirk out of my mind.

I was bouncing, my whole body jiggling from their potent ministrations. 

My eyes rolled back.

Venn groaned and Dax stayed relatively silent. When I felt his cock grow inside me, I knew I was in trouble. I was going to be a gaping mess when the panther shifter was through with me. I’d be lucky if I could sit right tomorrow. 

As Dax throbbed, Venn did too. His cock pulsated and I could feel every vein rubbing against the warm, wet walls of my pussy.

I clamped down on him instinctively. It made him feel twice as big. 

His eyes widened, panic fluttering across his fine features. He yanked out of me and came in one fluid motion, sending ropes of cum splattering against my tummy and chest.

Dax heard and saw Venn lose himself, but he didn’t move quite as quickly as the fae. His hot release warmed my insides before flooding out as he withdrew a second too late and managed to fill my ass. 

I croaked as they let me down on my feet, their seed dripping down and trickling onto the floor. 

I wobbled over to the bed—which we’d never made it to—and fell face-first. It gave them a perfect view of my abused holes. Dax’s essence trickled down my thighs and I felt so naughty and perfect at the same time. 

So in control—something I hadn’t had in weeks in the Forbidden Orchard. Here, it felt right. I’d taken my agency back . . . somewhat. 

Apparently, it felt right to them too, because Venn muttered, “Ah, hun, you look perfect with our cum dripping out of you.”

And Dax said, “You’re a marvel of a woman, M’shyok.”

And all I could do was take a deep breath, sigh, and drift away into a deep sleep, with Venn’s filthy words and Dax’s kind ones lingering in my ears. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 19


[image: image]


Coralia

I WISH I COULD HAVE said Venn and Dax’s words carried me through a heady, contented sleep . . . but they didn’t.

Instead of feeding into a pleasantly naughty dream, they molded into something dark and terrifying. 

A nightmare.

I was back in the Forbidden Orchard. I should’ve seen this coming—the trauma after the fact. It felt so real, with Ornoth taking the place of my mates and fucking me raw in the cell. The demon was powerful, wicked, and rammed inside me without hesitation. 

He knew exactly which buttons to press to get me going; exactly which words to say to bring me to orgasm as I took his huge, demonic cock in my tight cunt.

The worst part? I didn’t even try to fight him off. 

Afterward, I stared at myself in the mirror.

No, not the mirror. It was my doppelganger. I sat on the ground in the prison cell, quietly weeping as Ornoth trickled out of me. 

She drifting between the bars like an ethereal apparition, though she looked real enough. 

My doppelganger looked, sounded, and moved just like me. “He has you, you know.” She drifted over my shoulder to rest her chin there. 

I glanced over, jerking, but she wasn’t there anymore. She was in front of me again, startling me when I turned back around. “What do you mean?” I whined.  

“Ornoth will have you. He will destroy you and turn you into his breeding sow, like he has all those other women. He is too powerful to fail.”

An alarmed squeak pushed past my lips, making me feel meek. “Bullshit! He can’t get me here.”

“Oh, honey . . . here is where he can get you easiest.”

I looked around at the walls of the prison cell. They looked so real. “And just where is . . . here?”

“The Spectral Realm, silly. But you already knew that.”

Ah, of course. I had Slipped in my dream. It wasn’t the first time that had happened. The last times had been more pleasant, when I’d met Quentin before rescuing his body from Asberald City. 

I was much less excited about interacting with this version of me over the hunky Dreamwatcher.

“Just who are you?” 

“Do you really need to ask that, Coralia?”

“For my own sanity, yes, I do.”

“Clearly you aren’t sane. I am you, girl. Your Spectral Self. Your better half.”

“Better?”

“Wiser, smarter, sexier. More confident. I know what you want and, more importantly, what you need.”

“And what is that?”

She laughed. “Well, you were close to having it back in the Orchard. Now it’ll have to wait.”

Frustration pulsed through me. “Spectral Self” me loved riddles, apparently, but I hated them. “What do you want with me, dammit?” 

“I want you to understand your potential. In time, you will. You’ll see.”

I shook my head, trying to free myself of my eerie twin. But she wouldn’t go away. She kept flitting into the darkness, reappearing next to me, then vanishing again. 

She said, “You can’t escape your destiny, girl. As cliché as that sounds.”

“And what is my destiny?”

“Patience, young one. Follow me and you’ll know soon enough.”

“Follow you where?”

“Into the trenches. Into the recesses of your depraved mind. You are too strong to let others use you.”

“You’re using me!” 

She tilted her head. “But I’m you. So . . .”

I put the heels of my palms to my temples and pushed hard. “Ugh, I just want you to go away! Get out of my head!”

Another hissing chuckle. “You can’t escape yourself, Coralia, any more than you can escape your own shadow.”

Shadow?

. . . adow . . .

. . . ow . . .

Ow! 

I awoke with a jolt, gasping to an upright position. Venn stood over me. A fist hammered at the door.  

Dax was near the door, looking back at us with a surprised expression.

“What’s going on?” I croaked. 

Venn put his hands on his hips. “Seems our fairytale daydream is over, hun.”

“Huh?”

He nudged his chin toward the door, where the incessant knocking and unintelligible words were starting to give me a migraine. 

“Campus guards, my sweet. Our escort.” When my fuzzy brain still didn’t pick up what he was putting down, he sighed. “Alaric Cane wants to see us. Now.”  

* * *
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I COULD ALREADY TELL this was going to be a meeting unlike any before it. Guards stood at the doors of the conference room. Inside, more masked, black-garbed men and women stood watch. Alaric Cane sat on one side of the oval table. Sunny and Quentin were opposite him, and they both looked over their shoulders as Dax, Venn, and I walked in, led by the soldiers who had gathered us.

“We’re all congregated,” Alaric began once the five of us were across from him. His beard had become longer since I’d seen him last, if that was possible. Whiter, too. It seemed Hudson’s Glove was the eternal headache, and we were aging the withered old man.

His beady eyes fell on us. Though he appeared calm and in control, I could see the rage thrumming just below the surface of his wrinkles. “You’ve disobeyed me once gain.” He looked to Sunny. “Even though I warned you there would be repercussions if you left this campus and returned to the Forbidden Orchard.”

Sunny said, “We couldn’t just stand by and do nothing, Headmaster. Not with Coralia missing. And look, we’ve gotten her back.” He gestured out to his side, like I was some sort of trophy. 

“Our Glove is whole again,” Quentin added.

“Yes, and in doing so, you’ve destabilized the entire region. Mayhem reigns. Waichee Village has fallen into renegade hands. The Forbidden Orchard is no more.” He said all this with chilling calmness.

“We had to act,” Sunny said easily.

“And you will be punished for it.” Alaric walked out from behind the table, shaking his head. His beard wobbled. “You’ve gotten yourselves into affairs you don’t understand. How could you, being students? You don’t know the lengths I go to to keep peace among the supernatural communities.” He counted off the things on his fingers. “The various shifter packs across the country; the vampire circles; the witch covens; even the demon cabals. There is a thread connecting all of them—a thin, fragile thread—and this is just one more step in the wrong direction of snapping it. The order has been unbalanced.” 

“Sir, with all due respect,” Sunny said, “that sounds a little melodrama—”

“You don’t know a damn thing, Conway! It’s a careful operation keeping everyone tethered and watched. Now, the Academy has lost its edge.”

I saw where he was going. We were the foolish kids with no self-control. The unruly children who didn’t deserve to eat at the grown-up’s table. 

Alaric Cane had a stranglehold on supernatural society, and now it was slipping through his grasp like sand. 

And we were the cause of it. 

“I don’t regret what we did,” Sunny finished.

“Neither do I,” Quentin added.

“None of us do, sir,” Venn said. “Though it came with loss and sacrifice, we were victorious.” 

Alaric raised an expectant brow. “Oh? Well I hope you’re proud of yourselves. Now the Leatherwings are out in their masses, in the wild. We have no way of keeping track of them without the Forbidden Orchard—no way of keeping them corralled.” 

I wrinkled my nose, head reeling back in surprise. “As if you’ve ever had control over them. Sir.”

A twitch of anger in his eyes. “Excuse me, Miss Hargrave?”

The words had poured out without thinking, because he was pissing me off. I needed to gain control of that. “You say you’ve lost control of the Leatherwings, sir. I don’t think you ever had it. That’s why the Forbidden Orchard scared you so badly, because it was the one group of supernaturals you could never keep under your thumb. In this instance, Headmaster, I think your reach exceeded your grasp.”

Alaric crossed his arms over his chest. “And I think you should watch your tongue, girl. All of you. Thinking you’ve got it all figured out, that you’re the big men on campus. You’re little more than runaways—childish vagabonds who think you can do whatever you want.”

Okay, now things were getting nasty.

He pointed at each of us in turn, with a skinny, skeletal finger. “I rescued you from the chopping block, Donovenn Gable. From the accountability of your own reckless decisions. Dax Kilmeade, I took you from a destitute, hopeless home and helped transform you into a paragon of strength. Sunder Conway, you would have no following or stature if I didn’t allow you to gallivant around Shadowblade Academy like you own the place. And Quentin, you always showed promise, but had no outlet for it until I gave you an opening here.”

I put my hands on my hips. “How about me, Headmaster Cane? How did you fix me, other than uprooting my life and throwing me into this shit?”

He scoffed. “You were going nowhere, Coralia Hargrave. I gave you what you desired most: a chance to find your sister.”

“And I have.”

“There you go.”

“Here I thought you just kidnapped me to keep me out of the hands of your enemies. How foolish of me.”

His face twisted with a scowl. “You are all powerful supernaturals, but you aren’t infallible or invulnerable. What have you done with the opportunities I’ve given you? You’ve squandered them.”

If he was trying to make us feel bad about ourselves, I thought it was having the opposite effect. The only thing he was doing was building the resentment between us and him. 

But Alaric Cane was caught in his spiel, in his grandeur and self-righteousness. “You five are supposed to be the cream of the crop. The ones other students turn to and admire. Instead, you’ve set a bad example and tarnished the reputation of this institution.” 

I wanted to say, “You did that yourself long before we got here,” but I couldn’t muster up the courage. Not if I wanted to keep my head attached to my neck. 

“What would you rather we did?” Sunny asked, throwing his arms out wide. “Let the Forbidden Orchard stand, as a blight to the forest and our supernatural brethren?”

“And let them continue the despicable things they’re doing in there, unchallenged?” Dax added. “They destroyed my people. They raped women. We were only trying to stop all that. Now we are to be punished for it?”  

I’d never expected Dax to get up in arms over this, but ever since learning the Academy had basically betrayed his people—ensuring their deaths in order to keep Levia’s smuggled Oblyx Steel from getting into the demon’s hands—his tune had changed regarding Shadowblade Academy and Alaric Cane. 

Venn said, “I never thought in all my days I’d see the ugly truth of this Academy, Headmaster. But you’ve shown it time and time again, in all its warts and blemishes. Have you even shown a hint of concern for Coralia? Asked how she is since her rescue? Asked her thoughts on the Forbidden Orchard—a person kept there for weeks? I’m sure she has invaluable information, if you’d only ask.”

I appreciated all my Glovemates finally standing up to the headmaster, but I knew it was a slippery slope.

It was too little too late. 

This was exactly how grudges began. Feuds and vendettas. I didn’t like it one bit, because we were five measly people up against an entire institution.  

While we were all on a roll and letting Alaric have it, I stepped forward between my guys. “I thought Shadowblade Academy was supposed to ‘right the wrongs,’ Headmaster. When I first got here, you said in your orientation speech we’re ‘trained to stop the dissident, malcontent supernaturals that wish to use their abilities to cause harm.’ I remember that statement, because I thought it was so powerful. If that’s not the Forbidden Orchard to a tee . . . then what is? Or were those just empty words?”

Alaric’s jaw clamped shut after taking the barrage from all of us. The anger sizzled in his eyes, and I expected him to lash out. 

Instead, he stayed eerily calm. “I don’t have to explain myself to any of you. We had plans in motion, and you jumped the gun and ruined them. Period.” 

Sunny said, “There was no time to dawdle—”

Alaric cut him off, uncaring. “For your indiscretions, I’m sentencing the five of you to the initiation cells, where you will stay for the next month.”

My jaw dropped to the floor. My Glovemates raised their voices. A whole fucking month?!

Sunny was the loudest, walking forward in front of us as the guards around the room began descending on our group. “Headmaster, do with us what you will.” He gestured at the other guys. “But Coralia has spent weeks in a jail cell already. If you return her to one now, by the spirits, you’d better kill me where I stand, because I’ll burn this entire fucking school down when I get out . . . with everyone in it.”  

He challenged the headmaster with an indignant glare. For a moment, I thought Alaric would say, “Fine, have it your way,” and try to kill Sunny. 

My heart tried to burst out of my chest from adrenaline and fear, but also for Sunder defending me so gallantly.

I never thought he had it in him.

“Sunny is right,” Quentin said. “How would that make you any different than the damned Leatherwings, Headmaster?” 

Ouch, that one struck a nerve. I could see a vein in Alaric’s temple pulsating. 

Dax hit him with the finishing blow. “Coralia wasn’t part of our second mission to Waichee Village, Headmaster. The one you prohibited. She was already a prisoner. Technically, she shouldn’t get punished for that transgression.” 

He made a great point. Rather than promising fire and brimstone like Sunny, or pointing out the hypocrisy like Quen, Dax laid down the logic. 

It was hard for Alaric Cane to dispute. Not if he didn’t want a full-scale rebellion on his hands. 

“Very well,” he spat through gritted teeth. “Coralia, you will continue your studies as a Phantom. You’re already weeks behind on the term, so you’d better keep your head down and stick to your books. But the rest of you . . . don’t make this harder than it already is. Your penitence begins today.” 

Your imprisonment, you mean, Headmaster. 

My Glovemates got me out of a prison . . . just so they could find themselves in one upon their return. 

And here I thought I missed this fucking place. 
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Chapter 20
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Coralia

I FELT MORE ALONE WITHOUT my Glovemates than I had in the Orchard prison. Well . . . that wasn’t quite true. But it sucked ass leaving Fort Nocturnus without them.

The guards led them away. They didn’t put up a fight, and said their short farewells to me before leaving. 

Their message was clear: Don’t fret. Things will be okay. They will be okay. Keep my head down and try to catch up on my studies. Venn even said, smiling, “Who knows, maybe you’ll catch up to us,” since they were technically a class above me.  

I knew they wanted to say more—like what the plan was once they got out of the initiation cells—but they wouldn’t say it in front of Alaric. Plus, we didn’t actually have a plan yet. Everything was in limbo. 

I needed to turn the heat on the stove down, from a boil to a simmer. Everything had been happening at lightning speed: the death, the raid, the rescue, the siege, the running, the decisions, the return, the imprisonment.

It all overwhelmed me.

I left the castle with my head hung low. It wasn’t self-pity I felt, but the pang of loss at knowing I wouldn’t be seeing my mates for the next month. 

Unless . . . I’m able to see them in the prison?

Hm. Alaric never said anything against conjugal visits. I’ll have to test that later on—but for now, head down. Got it.

I walked to my dorm room and found my key didn’t work. I frowned at the door, anger rising inside me for no reason other than I was agitated and tired. 

It was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

I was ready to light the son of a bitch on fire and bust it down. Then, a voice from the other side—

“Go away, Benji. I said I’m not interested!” 

My head tilted curiously. “Charli?”

Her voice sounded inches from the door, getting closer. “Cor Cor?!”

The door flew open and Charli’s cherubic, freckled face took up the space. I thought she would shriek, but instead she burst into tears. “Oh my gosh! You’re back!” 

She lunged at me and wrapped me in her customary mini bear hug. It stole the air from my lungs. 

“Good to see you too, Char,” I croaked, barely able to breathe. 

She said in my ear, “You almost broke your promise, Cor. Don’t ever do that again!”

“My promise?”

“To return!” She backed away and wiped tears from her eyes. 

I frowned, eyebrows arching sadly. “I’m sorry, Char. I didn’t mean to. I was . . . captured.”

“I know. I’ve heard all about it. The rumor mill at the school has been going crazy.” 

I ran a hand through my hair. It was oily and nasty. I made a face.

“Yeah, you need a shower, babe. You stink.”

I smiled at my bestie. “Spirits, it’s so good to see you.”

“I want to hear all about your kidnapping. Was it exciting?”

“I don’t really want to talk about it, Char. If it’s all the same.”

She nodded and backed up into the room, but didn’t move her eyes from me. “Oh, right. Yeah, sorry, that was pretty insensitive. Why would you wanna talk about something so traumatic?” Though she said the words, her eyes gleamed with mischief. 

“Right,” I answered. Desperately seeking a subject change, I chucked a thumb over my shoulder. “My key didn’t work just now.”

“Oh yeah, about that . . .” She scratched her frizzy orange hair. 

“And what’s this about Benji? Benji Gamlet?”

“Yes! That’s why I changed the locks. He’s been annoying me.”

A wide smile broke out on my face. “Oh, give me the deets, girl. Does Charli have a little boyfriend?”

“What?! No!”

“I thought Benji was sweet.”

“And dumb. Sorry, that was mean.” She scooted back to her bed and a telltale white tuft of fur scampered out and hopped into her lap. She brought Bruce Kittenson into a hug, squeezing the kitty close to her chest. “Brucey is all I need.”

There were a million ways I could have taken that, but I resisted the temptation. I could tease Charli about her weird relationship with my ancient cat, but now was not the time. 

Excitement flooded through me at the sight of Bruce. I had missed him, even though I had to admit I hadn’t thought of him much while in jail. My thoughts had been swarmed by wicked hot demons and my Glovemates. It was a case of me not realizing what I had until it was gone.

Mr. Kittenson popped a head over his shoulder, sniffing loudly in my direction. Then his yellow eyes landed on me . . . and he hissed. 

My brow furrowed as I stopped my approach, holding my hands up. “Hey, don’t shoot, Brucey. What’s up?”

He squirmed out of Charli’s arms, hissed again, and dove under the bed. 

I put my hands on my hips. “What the hell. Have you corrupted my cat against me, Char?”

She blushed. “No! I would never. I don’t know what that’s all about, Cor Cor. Maybe he’s sad he hasn’t seen you in so long.”

My frown grew more pronounced. “Like, he thinks I . . . abandoned him?”

Her little shoulders rose and fell. “I dunno, babe.” She got up and waved it off. “Don’t worry, Brucey will come around. He always does.”

She headed for the door, brushing past me.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To the mess hall to get you cinnamon waffles, while you shower.”

Oh, so I guess she’s in charge now? 

I had to admit, I kind of liked this new Charli. More assertive. And a boy chasing after her? Excellent.

Her mention of cinnamon waffles—one of my former faves—made my stomach turn with awful images from my imprisonment. Jeez, who knew something as simple as a cookie could give you PTSD? “Um, think you could just make them regular waffles?”

Her mouth popped open like I was asking her to kill the pope. “What did that awful place do to my Cor Cor, Cor Cor?”

I paused, averting my gaze. “So . . . is that a yes?”

She beamed once more, forgetting the past five seconds. “Of course. But don’t skimp on that shampoo, hun. You need it.”

* * *
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MY SECOND TERM AT SHADOWBLADE Academy began in earnest. I was way behind, not only in my studies, but in my theory and practical usage of shadow magic. 

Luckily, I had a Charli Fairfax to help me out. She was an overachieving, star-studded student. She’d become somewhat of a mentor to a few underclassmen, which I thought was adorable, and everyone loved her. 

She also filled me in on the “rumor mill” during the next few days. Apparently, the mill was Mya Todden. She was Vivi Jade’s roommate, Charli’s ex-roomate, and had become something of a bully thanks to Genevieve, even though Genevieve wasn’t even a hardass anymore. Mya took her role, terrorizing the underclassmen. 

It sucked to see someone who used to be cordial and nice turn into someone ugly and mean. For no fucking reason. 

Peer pressure can be a terrible thing. I sort of understood it. I hoped I could shore up some of the gossip Mya had been spreading about me, which sounded pretty outlandish. 

Already, people were saying I was pregnant with a demon baby. Or, that I’d lured the demons out of the forest and kept them under lock and key on the outskirts of Shadowblade Academy, ready to pounce if anyone fucked with me. 

It gave me a bit of mystical allure to the newbie students, but it was also ridiculous. 

There are definitely some things I miss about Shadowblade Academy more than others. The gossip is not one of them. 

That’s what happened when you crammed a bunch of college-aged people together and expected them to never leave until their studies were finished. They turned batty and crazy and the mob mentality took over. They started believing anything they heard, because they couldn’t go out and make their own experiences—so they had to tear down mine.

I got it. I was one of the “lucky ones” that had gotten out of the Academy. At least for a short stint. 

No one felt sorry I’d been fucking kidnapped to come here, and then kidnapped away from here. 

Goddamn.

My curriculum as a Phantom was heavy. Second-year studies were no joke. A few familiar faces made an appearance on my schedule, including Frilly Hawkins for Advanced Alchemy, Eva Avery for Shadow Purging and Summoning, and Gareon Lews for Advanced Shadow Manipulation. 

Those classes sounded badass. As the next few days transpired, I started to get excited to be back in the academic setting. I had done enough “gallivanting”—as Headmaster Cane would put it—for a while. 

There was also a new addition to my list of teachers: Professor Titus Hanneman, my Advanced Combat instructor. 

He must be Jace Hudson’s replacement, taking over for Physical Intent. Will he take over Shadowball coaching duties too? 

I asked Charli about Professor Hanneman the night after I got my schedule. We sat on the floor of our dorm, stuffing our faces full of donuts and playing Go Fish. It made me feel young and innocent again, like I was getting away with something and Mom was gonna be mad if she caught us staying up late. 

“Pretty attractive, not gonna lie,” she said, then screwed up her little face. “Twos.” 

“Ah. Nice. Go fish.” As she dug into the pile of cards between us, scowling, I said, “Is he, like, Professor Lews hot?”

“Eww, you think Professor Lews is hot?”

I shrugged. “Well, tall and slim?”

“More like lanky.”

“Silver fox?”

“More like silver sparrow.”

I narrowed my eyes on her. Then we both burst out laughing. 

“Fives,” I demanded. 

“Shoot,” Charli answered, then passed me the five of clubs she was holding. I was building a nice little stack. “No, I think Professor Hanneman is handsome like Jace Hudson.”

When she got a dreamy look in her eyes, I looked down at my cards. I didn’t know how to tell her that Jace had an S.O. and she was a mythical dryad woman, and that we’d probably never see him here again. Plus, he looked like a mountain man these days. She probably didn’t know that, and I had to wonder if that was her type.

“Really?” I said, fishing in more ways than one. “So you’re into the big, burly older dudes? A slight thing like you?”

“Opposites attract, Cor Cor.” She nodded sagely. “As you well know.”

“I do?”

“Well, you aren’t anything like your Glovemates.”

“I’m not?” Wait, was I supposed to say “And I’m not attracted to them!” to keep up the charade? I couldn’t remember. 

I shoved a donut into my mouth to stop my blabbing. 

“Sunny is mean. You’re nice. Dax is weird. You’re cool. Venn is funny. You’re . . .”

“Hey!”

She giggled. “I’m just playing. Okay, you’re funny. I’ll give you that one.” She stroked her chin, nodding thoughtfully. “No, the only one I’d say you’re really like is Quentin.”

“Really? Him?”

“You both are pretty private people.”

“I feel like you know everything about me.”

“Yeah, but I’m not most people. And I can tell I don’t know everything, Cor Cor.”

“Fair enough. Okay, what else?” I was intrigued.

“You’re both tactically inclined, if that makes sense? Like, even if you’re not the best Shadowball player on your team, you know what you’re doing. How to play the game outside the game, yeah?”

I went along with it just to keep her talking. “Sure.”

I’m sure mine and Quentin’s supposed likeness had nothing to do with me rescuing his soul. 

Your sarcasm is draining, I said to myself. 

“Anywho,” she swept her hands out like she’d perfectly explained everything, and I was silly for not seeing it. “Opposites attract. Threes.” 

“Damn. Here.” I handed her my pair of threes. Then I blinked and realized my eyelids were heavy. “Oh shit, I think I need to sleep, Char. Big day tomorrow.”

“Okay, Cor Cor. Anymore donuts first?”

We both looked at the box and saw it was empty. Then we groaned and frowned.

I lurched up from the floor and hobbled over to my bed. “Hopefully Brucey talks to me tomorrow.”

“I’m sure he will.” 

Once I’d plopped on the bed, I stared up at the ceiling and slowly began to drift off. I was dead tired, and didn’t have it in me to gossip with Charli all night. 

“You going to sleep soon?” I asked.

“Yeah, I think I’m gonna die from this sugar rush first.” I heard her toss the empty donut box across the room. “Go on without me, Cor Cor.”
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Chapter 21
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Coralia

I THOUGHT GOING TO my classes would be a good way to keep my mind off things. Except every class I went to, when I didn’t see any of my mates in attendance, ripped my heart in two all over again.

I wondered how they were faring in Fort Nocturnus’ basement. It wasn’t anything like the pitch-black prison of the Forbidden Orchard, but I knew it still sucked. 

If my Glovemates really want, they can probably escape their sentence. Torches on the walls cast shadows and gave off light. Those shadows could be used by my skilled cadre to bust out of jail, but I knew it was a matter of honor for them. In exchange for keeping me out of the cells, they had agreed to stay in for their entire sentence.  

Also, if they escaped, they’d have to kill the guards, and then they’d be in real deep shit. Like, execution-level shit. 

My first class was with Frilly Hawkins. I worried she would treat me differently than the other students since my Shadowball team had defeated hers in the finals last semester. 

The tall, statuesque Black woman had her hair in a different style this year, with a frock of tight braids reaching down to the small of her back. 

Finley Winston was her TA, which was pretty cool. Seeing her standing next to Professor Hawkins at the front of class reminded me I’d forgotten to tell Charli about our adventures together—that I’d been cellmates with Finley and we’d become friends, sort of. 

I knew that would excite Char, because she’d had a bit of a girl-crush on Fin since coming to Shadowblade Academy. Like many students here, she was star-struck at the legendary student. 

I wished I knew more about Finley. What made her tick and what made her such a legend here? I mean, I’d seen her fight, and it was very impressive, but there had to be more to it than that.

I hoped I would find out more in my Advanced Alchemy class. 

I quickly realized this class was different than normal Alchemy because we’d be learning more complex tinctures. The formulas were more complicated, with more ingredients. 

In theory, it was the same class, which I was happy about. I’d excelled at Alchemy, even though I’d nearly blown my midterm last semester by crafting a forbidden poison called Umbralmera, which was only supposed to exist in the Fae Realm. 

My ability to craft Umbralmera had both been impressive and dangerous. It had started a disastrous domino effect. Finley Winston had ended up stealing it from a storage closet and using it to assassinate Kalul in Waichee Village, which brought my Glove down there in the first place. 

Finley’s pilfering of the Umbralmera wasn’t schoolwide knowledge, of course. In fact, I doubted Frilly Hawkins even knew, or else she wouldn’t have had her as a teacher’s assistant. Or maybe Professor Hawkins is part of the same dark machine running this place, and she simply doesn’t care. Finley’s value outweighs her risky behavior. 

Professor Hawkins strode across the front of the room, every bit the confident badass I remembered. “We have the return of the illustrious Coralia Hargrave today, class,” she announced, staring down the room at me.

Oh great, so it’s going to be like that? I couldn’t tell if “illustrious” was meant to be snide. A few students snickered, which led me to believe it was. 

One of them was Mya Todden.

I glared at her over my shoulder as her face twisted into a smirk. 

Yeah, she’s definitely changed. Where one bully vacates, another must take her spot, I suppose.  

“Miss Winston will help catch you up on the past few weeks, Miss Hargrave. Let’s see if you can keep up.”

Students messed with the beakers, test tubes, and solutions at their stations. Meanwhile, the professor kept rambling at me specifically. “Advanced Alchemy uses a deeper knowledge of the roots of chemistry, biology, and alchemy to craft solutions we didn’t discuss in the first course, Coralia.”

“I understand, Professor.” 

So far, so good. She hadn’t mentioned the Shadowball final at all. 

“There are tinctures shadowblades employ that don’t involve death and decay. Non-poisons. Potions and elixirs of health, speed, adrenaline. Boosting properties. In this class, you’ll learn to craft such potions to use in your work.”

“Great, I’m looking forward to it.”

“You need to have the first hundred pages of the textbook read by the end of the week.”

Damn, that was a lot. Each page was filled with info and diagrams and formulas. I’d have my work cut out for me. “I can do it, professor.”

“Good. Otherwise you’ll fail.” 

With that, she sent Finley Winston to watch over me. 

The first thing she said to me, in little more than a whisper: “Are we gonna have problems with Mya Todden?”

“Pardon?”

“I saw the way she looked at you. I’ve heard the rumors she’s carelessly been throwing around. So, are we gonna have problems?”

She sounded like a damn mafia hitman the way she talked. “Um, I don’t think so? And what do you mean ‘we,’ Fin?”

Her fine features scrunched together. “We were in the trenches together, Cor. You’ve earned your stripes.” 

It was cool having a protector watching over me, like I was Fin’s little sister. Is that her way of telling me she’s inducted me as a friend? Because I’m all for it. 

I gulped. “Oh. Okay. Well, no, I don’t think we’re gonna have problems with Mya. Plus, I can handle her, thank you very much.”

I didn’t need her thinking I was scared or couldn’t fight my own battles. 

But goddamn did it feel nice having a legend in my back pocket. 

* * *
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“WHAT is ‘shadow purging,’ you might be wondering,” Eva Avery said to me. She had given me an extra thirty minutes of one-on-one time after her Shadow Purging and Summoning class to help catch me up to the rest of the class. 

It meant I would have to skip lunch because I wouldn’t have enough time to make it to Professor Lews’ Advanced Shadow Manipulation class with the extra time Avery was giving me, but I appreciated it all the same.

I suspected I’d be missing quite a few lunches over the next few weeks to get where I needed to be. 

The diminutive professor, who had taught Shadowwalking in my previous semester, perched on the edge of her desk. “Shadow summoning is the act of creating shadows from nothing. It differs from shadow manipulation, which uses natural shadows to do your bidding. Summoning means manifesting.”  

“Why isn’t the class just called ‘shadow manifesting’ then?”

She frowned at me. “Very cute, Coralia.”

It was an honest question. 

“Manipulation twists shadows that already exist. Summoning creates them from inside you, drawing on your inner strength. It is not easy.”

I was looking forward to this class and its practical applications. Finley Winston had used shadow summoning, I assumed, when she escaped Sunny and Quentin in the woods after she’d interrupted Cyrus and Luciano Rockford’s meeting. She had thrown upwards of twenty shadows on the ground as decoys, disappearing into one as a shadowgate and causing confusion among my Glovemates. 

I asked, “How many shadows can you summon before you’re tapped out?”

“Depends on the summoner. The sky is the limit, in theory.”

“Excellent.”

“Don’t push yourself too hard, Coralia.”

“Why? What’s the danger, other than getting exhausted?”

“You can Slip through summoned shadows just as easily as natural ones. In fact, easier, because you have to create the entry and the exit shadow. And if you don’t—or forget to—you’ll get lost inside.” 

She gave me a pointed look. 

It had become well-established across campus that I struggled with Slipping. In fact, I’d probably Slipped to the Spectral Realm more than any other student here. It was something of my superpower, though a dangerous one. On one hand, it had enabled me to rescue Quentin and Desmona’s souls, which was my superpower. Without the Spectral Realm, I wouldn’t have been able to find their wandering spirits. 

It was also risky, however, because there was a chance that once you went to the Spectral Realm, you’d never get out. You’d become a lost soul yourself. 

Luckily, with my experience in such things, I wasn’t too worried. I appreciated Avery’s warnings, but that ship had sailed long ago.

“In terms of stealth operations,” Avery continued, “shadow summoning may be your greatest tool. It enables you to create patches where none exist. And non-shadow-users won’t be able to follow you into them.”

I nodded along, stroking my chin.

Yes, I was definitely looking forward to the practical applications of this new ability.

* * *
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I DIDN’T HAVE THE HEART to tell Professor Gareon Lews I’d already become somewhat of an expert at manipulating shadows. Well, not an expert, I guess, but I know what I’m doing.

His Advanced Shadow Manipulation class was all about forming shadows to use as tools: whips, ropes, blobs, forms, and so on. 

Most of the students hadn’t had any practical use outside the classroom. I, on the other hand, had used manipulation tactics to fight off Leatherwing demons in the Forbidden Orchard and Asberald City. 

I definitely had a leg up on the competition in that regard. I realized this class was going to be my easiest one to master. 

Say one thing for Professor Lews: I still thought he was a hottie. Charli was wrong—he wasn’t lanky and sparrow-like. He did have something of a beaked nose, but he aged like fine wine. The only thing I didn’t care for was the black trench coat he whipped around in, because it made him look like an agent from The Matrix. It was too try-hard.

The class was held outside on the park green, in the large meadow also used as a Shadowball field during the latter half of the semester.

Students messed with the shadows on the ground, bringing them to life to use as defensive and offensive measures. It was fun watching the students bring a thin shadow from a tree branch up from the ground, and then wrap it around their arm like a snake. 

Quentin Argyle had done a similar thing in the forest, except he’d used the rope to hang a man and snap his neck. 

The goodness inside me twisted into something darker when I reminisced on how far I’d come, and all I’d seen. The whimsy of this place was gone, because now all the exercises I saw related to me in different ways—deadly, catastrophic memories from my fights with the demons. 

At least Professor Lews was nice to look at.

* * *
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BY MY FINAL CLASS WITH the new professor, Titus Hanneman, I was exhausted. I’d had a long day and my brain was crammed full of information.

I looked forward to getting out my aggression and not having to think too hard. Physical combat came naturally to me, after having to partake in so much of it outside campus. 

Quite a few students here were way more advanced than me. But none of them would hold a candle to my Glovemates, I knew. 

Mya Todden stood off to the side with her roommate Vivi Jade, who was the TA of Advanced Combat. 

It was comforting to see Genevieve appeared to have some of her old spark back. She still wasn’t the snide asshole from my first semester, but she seemed a little more like herself: haughty, in charge, demanding.

I vowed to speak to her more during this semester to see where her head was at. Maybe, in some weird way, we could even become friends. Speaking with her was my best chance at getting Mya Todden to back down, because Mya still thought the world of Vivi. 

Genevieve had sacrificed a lot in service of Shadowblade Academy. I respected her for it. Her status on campus was well-deserved, even after all she’d put me through. 

It was on this very blue mat, in this very dojo, that she’d put me on my ass during my first days at the Academy. She had walloped me after I’d stood up for Charli, and thus had started our rivalry. 

It was a shame it had to end with her brain getting scrambled by the Leatherwings. 

Maybe her soul isn’t intact, and that’s what’s distracting her or made her change. 

Or maybe she doesn’t deserve to have her mind. 

An empathetic thought, and a cynical one.

Trying to parse my thought patterns was becoming quite a nuisance. 

Maybe it’s something I need to look into. Bring it to Doctor Merryman’s attention. Perhaps he can help me.

Or maybe he’ll try to brainwash me in the same way Alaric Cane has. I can’t trust any of the bastards running this place.

Professor Hanneman made his appearance ten minutes into class. He’d been running late, and apologized. 

Charli was right: the man was good-looking. He was stocky, ripped, and a bit shorter than Jace Hudson. He had a military buzz cut, with the strong chin of an athletic man, and a Hollywood actor’s face. He reminded me a bit of Tom Hardy, complete with a roguish smile and easy way about him.

He definitely wasn’t Jace Hudson, the stern, no-fucks-given man who used to run the Gable Training Facility with an iron fist. 

If anything, Professor Hanneman seemed . . . nice. 

It was a bit odd seeing a friendly, encouraging attitude coming from a fighting instructor.

He dressed in a Karate gi—much different than the fae-tech armor Jace Hudson had worn during class. It made Titus seem like a true martial arts master.  

This class was much like the first semester version, except we were learning advanced wrestling, disarming, and skill techniques. It was less about fighting and more about avoidance and defense. 

I figured I could focus on it the least out of all my classes. The other ones were going to take a lot of effort and brainpower, whereas this one seemed pretty mindless—an exercise to get out my frustrations and tire myself out physically.  

Then the professor said, “Combat is more mental than physical, as you’ll learn under my tutelage. I’m different than my predecessor, because the techniques don’t matter, in my opinion, as much as the intent and execution of them.”

I wasn’t really sure what he meant. Jace’s class was called “Physical Intent,” so what was Hanneman getting at? 

He sparred one of my peers and dropped the guy so fast I didn’t even have time to blink. He used his momentum against him, a total Bruce Lee move, and flipped the student onto his back before twisting his arm in an unnatural way and making the boy tap out with a grimace squeezing his face. 

“With the techniques you’ll learn here, you won’t be swinging a sword wildly or learning to cut a man’s head off with an axe.”

A student raised a hand. “Uh, when will we learn to do those things? Because they sound awesome.”

Hanneman smiled amidst the chuckling from the other students. “In your Specter year, you’ll learn mastery over many types of weapons.”

Ah, yes, the Specter year. The rarely-talked-about third year of Shadowblade Academy. Ghosts and Phantoms were common here, but Specters were a rarity.

Most didn’t make it to that point. One of the reasons was because the Phantom-year final was supposedly quite grueling. Besides the paper tests, the final was topped off with an exhibition sparring match between you and another student. The winner advanced to Specter, the loser went home with their brains amnesia-fied so they never remembered their time here.

All those many long months—sometimes years—of studying . . . for nothing. 

It was cutthroat. 

Staring across the dojo mat at Mya Todden, who kept glancing over at me, I knew I already had my Phantom final opponent lined up.  

* * *
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I FELL ASLEEP WITHIN ten minutes of getting back to my dorm. I was sore and exhausted from my first day back at Shadowblade Academy. 

The term had started as a whirlwind for me, and I knew it was only going to get harder from here. 

I quickly woke within an hour of napping and saw it was nighttime out. Charli hadn’t returned yet—she was out with her gaggle of new friends and admirers. It gave me some alone time . . . which brought thoughts of my Glovemates to the forefront of my mind. 

I couldn’t get them out of my head, no matter how hard I tried. I worried how they were doing in the initiation cells, wallowing in misery while I worked my way through classes. Free.

They’d told me they’d be all right, but how could I know for sure unless I saw them?

It didn’t help I was starting to feel horny, thinking of them again. I wasn’t sure how much time I had before Charli got back, and I didn’t want her to catch me in a compromised position.

With a heavy sigh, I put my back against the wall, sitting atop my bed. I tapped my knees. 

Brucey still wasn’t talking to me, which was shitty. He was hiding somewhere under the bed. I knew I needed to give him space. He’d work out his qualms with me over time. 

Dax and Venn kept cycling through my head. The way they’d fucked me fifteen ways to Sunday, melting my brain and making me come over and over again. The way they’d worked so flawlessly together, and how one of them ate my pussy while the other tongued my ass.

Oh God, just thinking of it is driving me crazy.

There was no way I was getting anymore sleep until I took care of this little problem and alleviated some tension.

I figured it was as good a time as any to check up on the possibility of a conjugal visit to the initiation cells . . .
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Chapter 22
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Dax

ALL DAY AND NIGHT I itched to get out of my cage. The fact I’d gone straight from Waichee Village and the murder of my mother, to a prison cell at my school, appalled me. 

Headmaster Cane had no empathy. I had no doubt he knew what happened in Waichee, since he was already caught up on the Forbidden Orchard mission and the dissipation of the black fog. Someone was feeding him intel. He knew of my mother’s fate and still punished me and the rest of my Glovemates. 

The heartless son of a bitch.

At least Coralia is free.

I longed to see her. Even for just a moment. It would make all the frustration worth it.

Donovenn, Sunder, Quentin, and I were doing the right thing by sacrificing our own freedom for hers. She didn’t deserve to be in two jails, back to back—much less one!

We couldn’t catch up on our studies. We were missing our Specter year, which was supposed to be hard enough without being absent.

I definitely wasn’t feeling a sense of ‘penitence.’ If anything, being here made me resent Shadowblade Academy even more. I should have never come back here. I was a fool for listening to them. I should have acted on my anger and sought my brother out while I could.

I chuckled humorlessly, surprised to hear myself thinking about “acting out on my anger” so willingly. It showed how far I’d come—or devolved—in terms of my self-control.

“What’s so funny, kitty cat?” Sunder asked from out of view. He sat in the cell adjacent to mine. Our four cells were side by side, rather than across the hall from one other, with walls separating us so we couldn’t see each other. 

“I think I’m becoming you, is all, Sunder.” My dry lips cracked from my first smile of the day.

He snorted. “Lucky you. How do you figure?”

“Because I’m furious and I want to kill something.”

He barked a laugh, slapping a hand against the steel bars of his cell. “You still don’t get me, Dax.”

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind. You’ll never be like me, my friend.”

He said it with a sense of pride in his voice. I couldn’t help think: Thank the spirits for that! You’re insufferable. 

Sunder fell quiet. I could tell it was nighttime by the lack of footsteps pounding overhead on the ground level of Fort Nocturnus.

“Why aren’t you asleep?” he asked, breaking the quietness. 

I leaned back against the wall, tilting my head up. “Can’t. Too many thoughts on my mind.”

“Oh, right. All that killing and anger.”

“Yes. I could ask you the same question, Sunder.”

“I’m a vampire, Kilmeade. These are my prime hours.”

“Prison must be worse for you than anyone else.”

“Penitence, Daxy. Penitence. And yes, it is.”

“You’re the last person I’d expect to believe in ‘penitence’ and contrition, Sunder.”

“That’s because it’s all bullshit. Right and wrong is subjective. For instance, do you believe we did the wrong thing rescuing Coralia? Or was it right letting your despicable brother live after helping your mom get killed?”

My lip twitched angrily. “I get it,” I said in a low voice. “I’m going to stop you right there before you start getting too philosophical. You’re only fueling my anger, when I should be sleeping.”

“I’m sorry for fueling your anger, Dax.”

“No, you’re not.”

I could hear the smile break out on his face, even though I couldn’t see it. “Okay, fine. You got me. Get some shuteye, pal. The other two are already out cold. Spirits hang me, I can hear Venn snoring two stalls down.”

“Yes, Donovenn snores like the dead.” 

“How do you know?”

I blinked, mouth popping open. Then I closed it and stayed quiet. 

“Oh, right . . .” he trailed off in a strained voice. 

I knew Donovenn’s sleeping habits because we’d been in the same bed with Coralia. It incensed Sunder knowing what we’d done—the experiences we’d shared. 

The most recent time with M’shyok and Donovenn was still fresh on my mind. My cock sprang to life as I replayed how we’d lived out our filthiest, basest urges. 

I shifted my weight on my sleeping cot, getting riled up as I vividly recalled the animal instinct that had taken over. How my animal had urged me to get behind her lovely ass and sloppily lick her all over, before plunging my cock deep inside her rear. I could barely fit inside that tight ring of muscle, and yet she’d taken it—and Donovenn from the front—with surprising proficiency.

The little trifecta we had going was marvelous. 

She appeared in front of me in my jail cell and I smiled at the image. Her back was to me. The red strands of her hair flashed brighter than the rest of her glorious black locks. Her waist gave way to her big round ass that almost looked like it didn’t belong on a woman of her stature.

She was my curvy warrior. My fierce lover. She had rescued Riann even though my ex had fought against us. The loyalty Coralia showed was unparalleled. 

“Ah, M’shyok, how I miss you,” I mumbled. My hand found its way to my thigh and I rubbed my cock through my pants.

She turned around with a surprised expression on her face—eyes wide, slightly fearful. Her shoes clacked lightly on the tiles of my cell. 

My brain went haywire. I sat up straighter in alarm. With a sharp breath, I said, “M’shyok? Are you . . . really here?”

She nodded and rushed over, then lunged onto my cot and wrapped me in a huge hug. “I was hoping it was you,” she whispered in my ear. Her hair tickled my cheek as she nestled her head into the crook of my shoulder. 

I returned the embrace, my hands gripping her sides. 

Yes, she certainly felt real enough. 

My brow furrowed in confusion. I wondered if I was dreaming. What’s the phrase she’s thrown at me before? “Speak of the devil.”

My thoughts of M’shyok had summoned her to me. “But how?” I asked, my voice barely audible.

She pulled away, a grin wrinkling the corners of her eyes. She winked. “Shadowwalking, babe.”

“You shadowwalked into my cell? Past the guards in the hall?”

She nodded vigorously. “This was the only cell I could travel to because it’s the one I stayed in during my initiation ceremony—the one I recall. I gambled with who might be in here.”

“You’re sure you can shadowgate out of here?”

Her hands caressed my shoulders and she pouted. “Oh, don’t worry about little ol’ me. I’ll be fine. Besides, I don’t want to think about that yet . . .”

My head tilted.

“I missed you, Dax. All of you.” With a slow meander, her hand grazed down my body, ghosting over my skin before landing on my thigh and rubbing the growing bulge there. When I groaned and clamped my jaw, she said, “Oh my, Daxy, is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?”

Anxiety hit me. “You know firearms aren’t allowed on campus, much less the initiation cell, M’shyok.”

She rolled her eyes. “Right. How silly of me. Sorry, it was a corny joke.”

I frowned. “Corny? I’m . . . not sure what you’re trying to say. Did the shadowgate scramble your brain?”

Her exasperation was evident. With a huff, she leaned in and slammed her lips over mine, shocking me. When she pulled away from the kiss, leaving me awestruck, she whispered, “Just shut the fuck up and fuck me, Dax Kilmeade.”

Her hands disappeared into the waistband of my pants. “I . . . don’t think it’s safe.”

Who was I kidding? I couldn’t resist Coralia’s temptation. Not when she was right here, arms draped around me. Not when I could taste her vanilla-scented essence or see those dark eyes glinting with mischief and arousal. 

I could resist many things, but I was powerless against Coralia Hargrave. I could defy her wishes as much as I could defy the rising of the sun.  

“You know I can smell you, princess. And hear you.” Sunder’s voice rumbled from the deep recesses of his lungs.

Her body tensed against mine. “Shit,” she hissed. Her head twisted at the sound, though she couldn’t see him through the wall separating our cells. 

Coralia’s heart pounded against my chest. It gave me satisfaction, seeing how she became smaller against me, instinctively seeking protection.  

“Are you really going to do that when I can smell and hear you?” Sunder snarled. 

“I dunno,” Coralia quickly shot back. The nervousness on her face told me she was trying to think of an answer as swiftly as possible. “I can’t get into your cell, Sunny, so I can’t help you. I’m sorry.” 

“I could break this wall down. I need to feed.” 

“I said I’m sorry.”

“You think that excuses your behavior?”

Coralia’s hand gripped my cock, abruptly. I stifled a grunt. My body went rigid as she massaged my length, and I became hard as a rock in her small hand.

She kept speaking to Sunder while she stroked me. It was oddly one of the most erotic things I’d ever experienced. 

“I guess you’ll just have to punish me when you get out,” she said, her voice going husky. Now she sounded like she was having fun. Teasing the vampire. 

It was a dangerous game she played.

“In a month?” Sunder raged. “You think I can wait that long?”

“What’s a month more? You’ve never even had me.” 

“But I will.”

Coralia’s heart sped up. So did the rate of her hand sliding up and down my cock. I gently brought my pants down to give myself space, then sat my bare ass on the hard cot. 

“Sounds like a promise,” she said, her hand toying. 

“It is. And I don’t break my promises.”

“I know.”

I can’t believe these two are having a conversation while she strokes me. It was utterly depraved, and I loved it. 

Did Sunder know he was getting played with? Could he smell the sex and heat coming from us? 

I couldn’t handle it anymore. Precum leaked from my tip. It made her palm sticky and wet, which she rubbed over my girth. I hugged her to me, my strong arms wrapping around her middle, and then lifted her off the cot. 

She let out a small giggle as her feet left the floor. Her giggle drew out another huff of frustration from Sunder. “I will have my revenge on you, princess . . .” he said, trailing off. I heard the ruffle of fabric, and then the sounds of his hand moving on flesh. “I suppose, for now, I’ll just have to enjoy the show.”

He was masturbating to us.

“But you can’t see anything, you dirty vampire,” Coralia teased.

“Then I guess you’ll just have to make a lot of noise, so I can hear everything.”

Coralia gasped. 

Her gasp dragged into a moan when I yanked her jeans and panties down in one fluid motion and sat her down on my swollen cock. 

I cupped a hand over her mouth. “Shh, M’shyok. Sunder may want to hear us, but we can’t alert the guards down the hall.” 

She nodded profusely, even as her eyes fluttered. 

My hands gripped her hips and I thrust up into her. I had her facing away from me, riding me on the cot as we sat upright.

I knew I wouldn’t last long in this position, with everything going on around me. Sunder’s sounds picked up speed in the other cell. 

Coralia tried her best to contain her moans and whimpers, but she struggled. I was incredibly erect and plunging deep, deep inside her. Her pussy felt tight as a sheath wrapped around my hard dick. My width filled her up completely. 

My hands slid from cupping her ass, to her thighs, to the backs of her knees, where I bent her legs and lifted them. Her pants stretched at her knees, until they slid off one leg and dangled from the heel of the other.  

I moved faster. Coralia’s soft ass cheeks slapped gently against my thighs. Her legs bounced, knees up near her ears.

Her warmth and wetness drove me insane. I could smell her—the vanilla mingling with the sharp scent of her sex. 

Sunder said, “You naughty, naughty Knuckles.” Then he grunted. “You’re going to make me come all over the fucking wall.”

“Do it,” Coralia breathed. She reached out and put her hand against the stone wall, caressing it as she bounced on me, likely envisioning what Sunder looked like on the other side of it, furiously fucking his hand as he listened to us.  

I couldn’t last. It was all too filthy and hot. She shouldn’t even be here right now!

“I’m gonna come, Dax. Oh God, I’m gonna come.” Her words were like oozing syrup.  

Sunder let out a lilting growl. The soft pitter-patter of his release thudded on the other side of the wall. 

I didn’t want to think about what would happen if Coralia was caught with me. What kind of trouble she’d be in. How she’d be punished—

Punish her!

I let out a strangled sound and lifted her off my cock, swiftly, pulling her back against my body. My length jerked in the air—the head enraged and pulsating—before it fell back to rest against Coralia’s belly.

Thick cum shot up, lathering M’shyok’s belly and soiling the shirt riding up near the swell of her breasts.

I let out a deep, low groan as I came. Coralia jiggled where I held her tight. With wobbling thighs, she watched me climax and then had an orgasm of her own. Her head tilted back and she said my name in a long drawl: “Daaaax.”

I flopped back on my cot with her on top of me. Her hair spilled around my face. We both panted and breathed in ragged gulps of air. 

My eyes closed for a moment. “Spirits s-save me.”

“I don’t think your spirits will ever give you that kind of satisfaction, Daxy.”

I chuckled at her quip. She always had them, even in the heat of the moment. 

My hands skimmed her lovely, sweaty body. Unseeing, but feeling everything. I touched every inch of flesh I could, culminating with a squeeze of her heavy breasts underneath her shirt.  

“We need to do this more often,” she said, rolling off me to cuddle against my side. “Like, regularly.” 

“You’d better not.” Sunder sounded angry, but there wasn’t much bite to his words. He was tired from his own ministrations. 

The three of us fell quiet. Dripping water—an ever-present nuisance in this basement prison—became the sole sound. Rather than being annoying, as it usually was, it felt oddly calming. 

Our climaxes had come nearly simultaneously. Imagining the voyeurism and exhibitionism made my thoughts race. 

The steel clank of my cell gate opening drew me from my mellow reverie. 

I jolted upright, shielding a protective arm over Coralia, who looked up aghast at the same time. 

A black-garbed prison warden stood at the bars, hands on his hips. His voice carried through his mask, muffled. “You fools are going to make terrible shadowblades if that was your idea of being stealthy.”

From the other cell, Sunder cackled. “Ha! Good one, dickhead.”

But I wasn’t laughing. I was stunned, thunderstruck, my mind spinning. 

Coralia had come to me like a vision out of the darkness. My greatest wish had come true . . . 

And now my worst fear followed her, falling over us like a shadow.  
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Chapter 23
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Coralia

“YOU SEEM TO want to join your Glovemates in the initiation cells, Miss Hargrave,” Alaric Cane bellowed. “Why are you doing everything in your power to test me?”

I felt like a child being admonished for stealing candy from a gas station. Standing before Headmaster Cane was never pleasant, because he only ever had bad news. This time, it was certainly my own fault. 

I had no one to blame but myself for sneaking into Dax’s prison cell and fucking him. I suppose I should have felt regret. But if I had to do it all over again . . . I wouldn’t change a thing.

It had been ridiculously hot, and just the sort of release I needed. 

Now I had my head bowed, staring at the oak desk in Alaric’s small personal office upstairs in Fort Nocturnus, awaiting my punishment. 

I felt he got off on this kind of shit, honestly.

The ancient man was dressed in his nighties—a sleeping cap, furry black robe with the Shadowblade Academy insignia across its chest, and slippers. He could have been someone’s miserly old grandpa. Hell, he probably was someone’s miserly old grandpa. 

When he realized I wasn’t going to answer his rhetorical question, he said, “You’re the one who gives me this power over you, Coralia.”

It was a total gaslight move. I was in no position to argue with the man though. The headmaster had power over me because he was precisely that: the headmaster. We were all slaves in this place, at the mercy of Alaric Cane’s disciplining. 

I had been caught red-handed. Turned out I couldn’t slam my ass on Dax’s lap, bounce on his thick cock, and listen to Sunder chastise us in the cell next door while he jerked off, and also stay quiet the whole time.  

Who would’a thunk it?

Shadowblade guards were trained to hear a pin drop. I was surprised I hadn’t been caught sooner. Maybe the guard had been feeling generous, knowing I was about to get in big trouble, and gave me the courtesy of letting me finish first.

The headmaster slammed a fist down on the table and I jolted to attention. “By the spirits, girl, fornicating in these hallowed halls?!”

Ten seconds ago I told myself I wasn’t going to argue with him. That flew out the window when he called Fort Nocturnus “hallowed halls.” 

I couldn’t stop the small scoff from ripping free. “Oh please, Headmaster. I’m not the first and I won’t be the last to desecrate this campus. Have you taken a stroll through the central park recently? Students frolic with each other in those bushes daily. There’s probably a few right now—”

“Who debases the park?”

“I’m not a snitch.”

The headmaster quieted, staring daggers at me, and then squared his shoulders to get out of his stooped posture. “The gardens of the Academy are not the same as this castle. Fort Nocturnus is my home, Miss Hargrave.”

My head slanted. “Fort Nocturnus is the haven of Shadowblade Academy’s headmaster, sir. There’s a difference. That happens to be you right now, but the next headmaster will also call this place home. And the one after that.” 

He pinched the bridge of his nose in exasperation. “I don’t need a lecture on how lineages work, girl. You’re missing my point.” 

My hands unclasped from behind my back. I pointed at him. “No, you called this place home. You don’t own Fort Nocturnus any more than you own the Academy itself. Sir.” 

“I’m not arguing with you, Miss Hargrave. Where did you get the notion you can speak so informally with me? That you’re my equal or peer? You’re only digging yourself a deeper grave.”

“If I’m going to get punished, I might as well go out swinging.”

At that, a wrinkle deepened in his face, a twitch of a smirk pulling at his lips. “Your audacity knows no bounds.”

“Impressive, isn’t it?”

He snorted, but it wasn’t an angry snort. Rather, one of disbelief.

Oh shit, have I cracked the man’s stony exterior? Is he caving?

No, no, Alaric Cane is my enemy. He has my best interest at heart the same way he had Waichee Village at heart . . . and look what happened there.

I wasn’t sure if I was disagreeing with myself, or if it was my doppelganger forcing my thoughts to the dark place. Is Alaric Cane actually malevolent or do I just think of him that way right now?

He narrowed his beady eyes, the smirk vanishing. “I know where it comes from. Your mother.”

My brain short-circuited. “Wait, what?”

“You think you’re special and have jurisdiction to do whatever the hell you want here. If not her, then perhaps Sunder Conway.”

For a moment, I was too stunned to speak. “No, what was that you said about my mother? How do you know her?”

“That’s not important, Coralia.”

Of course it is! How the fuck does Alaric Cane know Nora Hargrave, my insufferable, abandoning mom? What the hell does she have to do with any of this?

It was the first time I’d heard my mother’s name mentioned the entire time I’d been at this place. It got my wheels turning.

Alaric was already moving on, wagging a skeletal finger in my direction. “You’re not singular, Miss Hargrave. You’re noteworthy for making it this far in your studies and aiding in the Asberald City mission. But your arrogance will be your downfall, you mark my words.”

Anger coursed through my veins. “As far as I know, sir, I am the only one who has managed to retrieve not one person’s soul, but two people’s souls in this damnable institution. Quentin and Desmona.” 

My rage fluttered from my lips, finally having had enough and letting Alaric Cane know just what I thought of him and Shadowblade Acdemy. My voice rose with every other sentence I spilled. I wasn’t going to let this curmudgeon tear me down. 

“Without me, you wouldn’t have a demonic offspring to study. You wouldn’t have the queen of the fucking dragon shifters in your pocket, because Levia Sunfall doesn’t like you, sir, but she respects me. Quentin, Myria, and Genevieve Jade would all be missing or dead. Your school would look foolish with students regularly going missing and getting killed.

“I found my sister for you. I discovered her darkness and the darkness surrounding her. My Glovemates and I have helped uncover more about the Leatherwings than anyone before us.” I raised my hand in the air and counted off on my fingers. “I have inside knowledge of the Forbidden Orchard, the Kolpoden Grove, Waichee Village, Asberald City, and this Academy. 

“I’m not special because I can Slip to the Spectral Realm and find lost souls. I’m special because I’m tenacious, I’m good at this shit, and the only one standing in my way is you, sir. Not me. It’s stifling.” 

I let out a long, jagged breath after I was done. Goddamn that felt good.  

His slack face said he was unimpressed. “Are you finished?”

His words killed my adrenaline. My shoulders sank, and I was still winded from my monologue. “I think so.” 

“Do you honestly believe I’m going to reward you for having sex with Dax Kilmeade in the initiation cell, while he’s undergoing penitence? Do you think your insubordination deserves a round of applause?”

Well shit, man. No, I don’t think that, but it would be nice to get some appreciation around here!

“No sir.” I was stiff as a board once more, straight-backed. “But I do believe I have the right to be heard. I know whatever punishment you’re planning will be excessive for the offense committed.”

“Ah, so you’re a lawyer now? How do you know my punishment won’t fit the crime?” 

“Because you’re mean.”

He paused a beat, then threw his head back and barked a laugh.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, reeling like I’d been struck.

His smile vanished. “You. Your impudent behavior. You are a valuable asset to this Academy, Miss Hargrave. I won’t deny you that. Perhaps you’d even make a fine debater some day, because the speech you just gave doesn’t lack truth. But you don’t get to gallivant—”

“There you go with that word again.”

“—you don’t get to frolic through my school without repercussions. Everyone knows the score here. What they can and cannot do. It should go without saying you broke our code of conduct.” 

He stopped for a moment, rounded his table, and approached me. It was unnerving letting the old man study my face, my posture, my features. Like he was trying to read my mind and pick my brain.  

“If you consider yourself on the same level of importance as, say, Dawn Rose, or Leviathan Sunfall, then act like it. I’m sure you can imagine their lives haven’t come without adversity. They got to where they are by conquering their demons, and you must too.” He circled around me, still hovering, and I stayed unmoving. “I can also tell—by your anti-authoritative manner, and based on the offense you’ve committed—that sending you to the initiation cells wouldn’t get the job done. It wouldn’t change you, and you might not even see it as punishment. Sending you closer to your Glovemates is not the answer.”

I gulped. “What are you trying to say, sir?”

He came around from the side, ambling in front of me, and stroked his beard. “The best way to punish you is not to take away your freedom. I am sympathetic to the hardship you went through from just such a thing in the Forbidden Orchard. No. Instead, I’ll cut you off from the ones who enable you to act in such a way.”

Okay, he was really giving me the runaround. I’d never known Alaric Cane to be so wordy.

He went back behind his desk, sat, and folded his hands while looking up at me. “That’s why I’m extending your Glovemates’ duration in the initiation cells through the end of the term. Without visitors, of course.”

My eyes bulged. “Wait . . .” Realization dawned on me. “You’re going to keep them imprisoned for the whole semester? Sir, that’s not fair!”

“Isn’t it?”

“What about Venn and Quentin? They didn’t do anything! They were literally asleep.”

“It will be a rude awakening for them in the morning then, won’t it?”

My body felt hot. My heart raced and I was on the verge of having a panic attack. This smarmy bastard knew how to get to me better than I’d expected. An entire semester without seeing my guys?

I should have just kept my mouth shut. I shouldn’t have spilled my mind to Alaric Cane knowing he had all the power; that he didn’t care about my thoughts or the accomplishments I’d achieved. 

In his mind, everything I’d done was in service to the Academy. I was expected to do those things. They didn’t make me special. 

I tried whatever I could think of. “This won’t stand, Headmaster. You’ll have a revolt. Protests like we see on the streets of this country every day.” 

“From the students?” He let out a derisive scoff to let me know what he thought of that. “They can be handled. I think you overestimate the influence and authority your Glovemates have among their peers.”

“Not if I’m leading the demonstration. Do you really want Shadowblade Academy unveiled?”

His features darkened as he stood from his seat. “You’re treading dangerous waters here, girl. Are you openly admitting insurrection? Because I’ll do more than expel you if that’s the case.”

My throat clammed up. Okay, it definitely sounds like I need a lawyer now.

He had called my bluff.  

Tears bit at the corners of my eyes. “Why are you doing this, sir?” 

He gave me a simple shrug. “I guess I’m just mean, Miss Hargrave.” He waved a hand at me. “You’re dismissed.”
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Chapter 24
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Coralia

DEJECTION FOLLOWED me around through the night, stealing my sleep, and into next day. 

I felt like a complete piece of shit. Fucking awful. I roamed free while my guys were confined to jail cells. If I hadn’t been so horny and stupid, they’d be fine. I had made their lives harder for them.

I hoped they wouldn’t hate me once they got out of jail in . . . nearly four months. Jesus, that’s a third of a year. This is so messed up. 

I wouldn’t blame them if they did despise me. They had every reason to. It was all my fault. Sure, Dax could have sent me away, but I’d been quite convincing. And to think, he just lost his mother and his homeland, and now he’s stuck in a cell where he has nothing but his thoughts to dwell on. 

Needless to say, my conjugal visits came to an abrupt end. One and done. 

I had to take responsibility for my actions and eat humble pie. I tried to go to Fort Nocturnus the next morning, but Alaric Cane was busy in meetings and wouldn’t see me. 

I wanted to trade myself for my Glovemates: Free them, imprison me. 

Deep inside, I knew Headmaster Cane wouldn’t go for it. He knew I could handle being jailed and it wouldn’t be the worst punishment. No, he was cunning—and correct—in presuming the worst punishment for me would be to take away access to the people who brought joy to my life: Dax, Venn, Quen, and Sunny.  

I could hardly speak next morning. I was so miserable and didn’t want to get out of bed, but Charli got me out of my shell a bit. She enticed me with a steaming pile of flapjacks from the mess hall. 

Damn that girl and her temptations.

Over breakfast, I explained in clipped detail what had happened the night before. She watched me with slowly-widening eyes and quickly-reddening cheeks. By the time my lurid tale was finished, Char looked like a tomato about to burst. 

“Oh my goodness,” she said. “That’s . . . a lot, Cor Cor.” 

“I know. I screwed up big time.” 

She reached out and put a hand on mine, rubbing my knuckles and giving me her best sympathetic smile. “It’ll be okay, babe. They’ll forgive you.”

For some reason, her touch made me flinch. It was a bit alarming, because that had never happened before. She recognized it too. 

“Sorry, Char,” I said, biting my lip. “I just don’t think words of affirmation are going to get me out of this particular funk.”

With a hurt look, eyebrows arched sadly, she took her hand away. “I understand. Maybe in time.” 

Her eyes looked a bit glassy. She told me she had to meet up with some of her other friends for a pre-class study session, and left the dorm. 

When I got up from our tiny table, feeling even worse but now with syrup and pancakes filling my belly, I noticed Bruce Kittenson keeping to the fringes of the room, like there was a stain of shit surrounding me.

“I know what you mean, Brucey.” 

He hissed and disappeared under Charli’s bed. 

With my morning a complete failure, I made the rounds through my classes. I made a couple of flubs in Advanced Alchemy, pouring in the wrong solution and mixing stuff wrong, which earned me some well-deserved scowls from Professor Hawkins. 

Finley Winston, in her TA role, walked up to me halfway through class. In her deep voice, she asked, “Who shit in your Cheerios?”

I gave her a depressed look. “I did.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Well, that’s disgusting.”

“You asked, Fin.”

She studied me for a moment longer, until it got weird. I turned away, a flush coming to my face. 

“Uh oh,” she said. 

“What?”

“Boy trouble. That’s what’s wrong with you.”

“You could say that. How did you know?”

“Because I’d recognize that puppy-pout, woe-is-me, starry-eyed look anywhere. I’ve felt it a few times in my day. What did you do?”

I made a little offended sound. “Hey, what makes you think I did anything?”

She put her hands on her hips and cocked her head knowingly, as if to say, Come on, bitch, I can read you like an open book.

My shoulders sank. “It’s personal. I don’t really want to talk about it.” I glanced over my shoulders at the other students in the laboratory, poking around with their beakers and test tubes. 

“Is everything all right over there, Finley?” Professor Hawkins called from the front of the class. “You’ve been speaking with Miss Hargrave for a while. Other students may need your attention too.”

“Not as much as this one today, ma’am,” Finley replied. Boldly, if I do say so myself. 

The professor muttered something. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. She’s made mistakes I’d only expect from an amateur alchemist.”

Goddamn, give a girl a break. What is this, Pile-on-Coralia Day? 

Finley clapped me on the shoulder, hard, and grabbed my nearest beaker. She lifted it and swirled the liquid around. “Exactly. I’m trying to explain to her why her phosphorus didn’t mix well with the ambergris.” 

Professor Hawkins flapped a hand at us and turned away. “Carry on.”

I narrowed my eyes on Finley. “Thanks for the solidarity,” I said sarcastically. 

She seemed unaffected. “If Hawkins knows you’re not fine, she’ll leave you alone. That’s what you want, yes?”

“Ye—”

Someone bumped me with their shoulder as they walked by in the aisle. At first I thought it was an accident, but then I spied Mya Todden sneering at me with a shitty little smirk on her face as she waltzed by.

Jesus Christ. When it rains, it pours. 

“Oops,” Mya said with dripping sarcasm as she returned to her table. “Didn’t see you there.”

I spun in my chair, ready to jolt off my seat with a surge of anger. “The hell’s your problem, Mya?”

Finley put a hand on my shoulder and kept me seated. 

Mya raised both hands high and twirled two test tubes. “Your arm was sticking out in the aisle and I had to focus on carrying this, floozy. You don’t want me dropping kerosene all over the place, do you?”

I blinked rapidly, clenching my jaw while trying to keep my frustration from boiling over.

Finley said, “Spirits protect us, Mya, why are you using kerosene in this class? We’re making ointments today, not Molotov cocktails.”

Mya shrugged and bent down to continue her “work.” 

“Wait, did you just call me a floozy?” I asked aloud, rewinding what she’d said. I was ready to get up, pour that kerosene all over her head, and light a match.  

She didn’t answer me.

I stood, curling my hands into fists as I moved forward—

Finley arm-barred me, then wrapped around my middle and yanked me back to my seat. The little nuisance had inhuman strength. “Take a deep breath,” she whispered in my ear as a couple students glanced over at us. “Don’t put me in a position where I have to get you in trouble.”

I took her advice and breathed in through my nose and out through my mouth. Within a few moments, my nostrils were no longer flaring in rage. “Thank you.”

I went back to my studies and kept glancing over my shoulder and seeing Mya Todden staring at me with cold eyes. What the hell did I ever do to her?

Finley said, “Maybe you can take out your frustrations in the dojo.” 

I watched her walk away. 

That’s a damn fine idea, Fin. 

* * *
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IN MY Advanced Combat class, Professor Hanneman ran late again. Why is he always tardy to his own class? It couldn’t look good as a first-year instructor, though it gave me an opportunity to approach Vivi Jade. 

I hadn’t talked to Genevieve in ages. Basically since Asberald City, which at this point felt like ten years ago. The ex-bully had been imprisoned by the demons for a few days. After her rescue, she’d never been the same. 

As a former menace to society, I wanted to try and get some perspective from her. Plus, Mya Todden was her roommate. Her protégé, one might say.

Vivi struck an imposing figure in her black fae-tech armor, coupled with her jet black hair and peach lipstick. The garb was nearly skintight and didn’t leave much to the imagination, and Vivi had a lot to look at. 

She was strapping on lightweight gloves as I walked up to her, and I nearly expected her to lash out and give me a good smack in the face, because that’s what kind of day it was for me. Like, why not?

“If you’re here to talk about Asberald City, I’m over it,” she said. “I’ve already told the lame-ass scientists everything I remember, which isn’t much.” 

I raised my hands. “I come in peace, Vivi. I must say it’s good to hear you sounding a bit like your normal self again.”

“What, bitchy?”

When I gave her a lopsided grin, the corner of her lip twitched. Yeah, she loves it. She loves the attention and the notoriety.

“For a second I thought we’d lost you there,” I said.

“You did lose me, Coralia.”  

I gulped. Oh fuck, does she blame me for Asberald? For getting her captured by the demons? Because I really don’t need anymore enemies today. I hurt Charli, Mya sucks, Alaric’s petty, Finley is one step from putting me in a chokehold, my guys probably want me dead . . .

Vivi must have read the expression on my face. With a heavy sigh, she made a circle with her arms, as if encompassing the entire world. “The proverbial ‘you.’ As in, I was lost, now I am found.” She paused for a moment, frowning while staring deeply into my eyes. “It was Sunny, not you, worm food.”

Ah yes, there’s that lovely nickname. Some things never change.

I tilted my head at her, confused. 

Vivi faced me straight-on. “Sunny forced me to Asberald City to locate Myria’s final destination. You simply kept him from killing me. I guess I should thank you for that.”

I waved a hand at her like it was nothing. Truthfully, he had been draining her blood when I barged into his room, and she was probably right. If I hadn’t shown up when I did, she wouldn’t be with us today—at least not living. If anything, she’d be a much paler, pointy-toothed version of herself. 

I said, “Pfft, you could have taken him.” 

She raised a thin eyebrow. “I know. How is the sunny bastard, anyway?”

I bit my lower lip. “Well . . .”

“I heard he’ll be spending the next decade in the initiation cell.”

My eyes popped. “W-What? Where’d you hear that?”

“Through the grapevine.”

Goddamn, but how? That happened freaking yesterday!

“Did you ever realize you’re dangerous for men’s health?” she asked. “Shit, you’re dangerous for everyone’s health.” 

For some reason, it didn’t piss me off hearing it from Vivi Jade. Like it was meant to be. She pushed, I reacted. In some way, it was almost reassuring.

“I miss you being the big bad bully around town,” I said, fondly. 

She chuckled. “That’s why I like you. You were never afraid to push back. You gas me up and make me a better bitch. But I’m not that bitch anymore.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, slightly embarrassed. “Yeah, well, you’ll always be a Certified Bad Bitch in my eyes, Vivi.” 

It was the highest compliment I could give her. I hoped it would help get the rest of her mojo back.

I felt eyes digging into my back. 

Sure enough, as I turned around I found Mya Todden standing at the other end of the blue mat, glaring at me. 

I jutted my chin toward Mya. “Now then, could you tell me what’s got her fucking panties in a bunch?”

I figured Vivi might know best, as Mya’s roommate. It was my whole impetus for coming over here in the first place—which also gave me an excuse to check up on my old nemesis.  

Vivi said, “I’ve created a monster, haven’t I?”

“Yes, you have. Any idea why she hates me?”

“She just wants to make an impression, Coralia. Like we all do.” Genevieve cracked her knuckles, and for a second I thought she was going to go over there and give Mya a walloping. 

It was cute—like she had sovereignty over the bully kingdom. “Only I get to fuck with Coralia Hargrave, Mya!”

Instead, she kept talking. “Shadowblade Academy is a cutthroat place. You know that as well as anyone. We all have to make a splash to stand out here—to make our mark. I suppose the hill Mya wants to die on is the one where you get taken down a peg.”

It was perhaps the most philosophical take I’d ever heard from Genevieve Jade. I was thoroughly impressed. 

“I never thought of it like that.” I tapped my chin, thinking.

She clicked her tongue. “Or it could be because she’s wanted to fuck Venn Gable since she first saw him, and knows you have him wrapped around your little finger.”

I blinked. “Ah. Fuck.” Hence the “floozy” comment.

“What’s the human phrase? Jealousy is the root of all evil?”

I sighed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Vivi started sashaying away, toward Mya. Over her shoulder, she called out: “Save some dick for the rest of us, worm food.”
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Chapter 25
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Coralia

NOW THAT I KNEW WHAT was spurring Mya’s hatred toward me, I could try to calm down. I was already in hot water and needed to play things smart.

Then again, Headmaster Cane already told me he won’t send me to the gulags. So, uh, hasn’t he basically given me free rein to do whatever I want?

No, I couldn’t think like that. That was the type of thing to get me in big trouble.

Yes, you should think like that. You’ve found the loophole in Alaric’s negligent sentencing. You can do whatever you want without consequence.

I sucked in a breath as Mya started walking toward me. My nerves went on edge, muscles flexing.

Then Titus Hanneman strolled out of the men’s locker room, his broad chest stretching the fabric of his uniform, and he called the class to attention.

Mya narrowed her eyes at me with a scowl, before facing the professor. 

Close call. 

I found it difficult to stay chill, even though I needed to. This was just a no good, rotten day. My frustrations were mounting. I had no one to pacify me except for myself, and I knew how that went. No one to confide in. I had inadvertently pushed away the one person who cared, Charli, by telling her she couldn’t help me. 

Now I felt like I was in a den of vipers with no protection. Vivi wouldn’t do anything, I was pretty certain, but Mya was unpredictable. She’d already bumped into me once—with Finley Winston present, a teacher’s assistant—so clearly she was a bit reckless.  

Just get through this class and everything will be all right, I told myself. 

Or, conversely, put her in the hospital. 

I frowned at my inner clapback. 

Professor Hanneman crossed his arms over his burly chest and examined the two-dozen students loitering in groups around the dojo mat. “Apologies for being late, Phantoms. I’ve been inundated with too many meetings recently. Today we’re working on what I like to call ‘reckless momentum,’ and using it against an adversary.”

How apropos.

“For these exercises, we’ll split up into sparring partners.”

Mya was storming in my direction before Hanneman even finished his sentence. A cruel smirk broke out on her face. 

A flashback hit me: Standing up to Genevieve Jade on this very mat, back when I was a newbie at the Academy and things were simpler. Charli had accidentally spilled something on Vivi in Alchemy class. Vivi poked fun at her in the locker rooms, for being small, and I stood up for my new bestie. Then I challenged Vivi to a brawl. She kicked my ass and sent me to the infirmary. 

Now things were different. I wasn’t the stubborn, untrained whelp I was back in my Ghost-year. 

Okay, I was still stubborn as all get-out. But I had powers now, and certainly more field experience using these powers than Mya did.

I wasn’t afraid of her. I steeled myself, preparing for her barrage of insults. Dark energy swirled inside me, tickling my fingertips.

Then Mya froze, screwed up her face, and turned to find Vivi Jade gripping her elbow. 

“I’ll be your sparring partner, Mya,” Vivi said. 

My brow creased. So did Mya’s. Our eyes tracked each other for a confused moment. 

Vivi helping me? Wow, how times change. What has the world come to? 

Mya wasn’t going to go against her sensei. Genevieve had brought her into this world, and she could take her out. 

Looking a bit glum, Mya’s shoulders sank. She said something to Vivi in a low voice I couldn’t hear—probably about how she wanted to put me in my place. 

“Believe me, I’m doing this for you more than anyone,” Genevieve answered, louder. 

Once she had Mya turned and walking away, the ex-bully gave me a small nod. 

I returned the nod to show my appreciation.

“Need a sparring partner, Coralia? You’re looking a bit lonely over here in the corner all by yourself.”

I looked over my shoulder to find the tall, plump student named Benji Gamlet behind me. He had a kind smile on his face.

Benji was, like, really tall. Over six and a half feet, easily. He was considered one of the nicest students at the Academy. He was also the reason Charli had the locks changed on our dorm, however, because apparently he couldn’t take the hint Char wasn’t interested in him romantically.

Built like a marshmallow, coupled with his height, I tried to imagine him with my tiny best friend, and I just couldn’t do it.

Then again, Charli had been the one who told me “opposites attract,” in regard to her attraction to the burly professor before me, Titus Hanneman. When I looked at Benji’s shock of red hair, his freckles, and his kind smile, I wondered if maybe he and Char were too similar to be compatible. 

At least he wasn’t going to try and fight me. This will give me a chance to give him a talking-to. “Sure, Benji,” I said, flashing him a small smile. “Sounds great.” 

* * *
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I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN the peace wouldn’t last. 

It didn’t help that my psyche was frayed. I was having a hard time regulating my emotions since coming out of the Forbidden Orchard, and now, without my Glovemates to ground me and make me see reason, I was screwed. 

Midway through Advanced Combat, I had the distinct impression I was becoming someone I hardly recognized. I wasn’t myself, and I hadn’t been for a while.

My frustration with Mya Todden had been building like a powder keg. It had to go off. It was just a matter of time.

Benji Gamlet wasn’t the problem, of course. If anything, he helped stave off the inevitable for most of the class.

We sparred, listening to Professor Hanneman’s explanation of different techniques to use your enemy’s momentum against him. This was the first part of a longer process which would span multiple class sessions. For today, we focused on footwork.

Which Benji had very little of. 

Being a bigger dude, he wasn’t as nimble as me. Someone like Charli or Finley would excel in this style of fighting. It was a shame Charli wasn’t in this class. She had her Advanced Combat the session after mine. It would have been nice to have a friend in here.

Between our sparring matches, Benji and I talked.

He ran at me and tried to tackle me to the ground. I watched his feet—as per Hanneman’s instructions—and timed my sidestep so his momentum carried him past me. He reached to the side to try and counterbalance his awkward lunge, his huge hand brushing past my shirt. My hand came up and knocked his arm away. I spun behind him and continued to push him on his way until he stumbled and fell forward.

I helped him up with an outstretched hand. “I’m sorry it’s not going to work out with you and Char, Benji.” 

He brushed himself off. “But why?” Real sadness clouded his eyes. “We’re both nice. I think she’s just the funniest and cutest.”

“We all do, Benj.”

He frowned. “Then what’s the problem?”

I threw my arms up. “Sometimes there’s no real explanation, man. That’s the truth of it. She’s just not that into you. There doesn’t need to be a ‘why’.”

His lower lip trembled. 

Oh God, am I gonna make this big squishy boy cry?

I felt pretty shitty about it. 

How the hell did someone like him ever make it this far at Shadowblade Academy, for crying out loud?

He pulled himself together, thankfully. 

“You need to give her some space. Lurking, following her around . . . that’s creepy behavior. And you’re not a creep, are you, Benji?”

He shook his head, sending red curls swaying. “No.” His mood had soured. The truth hurt, but sometimes it was easiest to just rip the band-aid off.

“Who knows,” I said, trying to give him an encouraging smile, “maybe she’ll come around.”

“Or maybe she’ll hate me forever.” 

“She doesn’t hate you, Benji. Don’t be like that. She just doesn’t like you like that, y’know?”

He nodded slowly. A shy smile came to his lips. “You sound like her when you say that.”

“When I say what?”

“Y’know.”

I bit the inside of my cheek, and now my eyes felt dewy. Goddammit, I’m a mess. I really need to talk to Char, get things straightened with her and apologize for pushing her away. All she’s ever done is help me. 

Two seconds later: But she also betrayed me. 

I scowled at the dark thought. Spirits help me, I needed to get that devil off my shoulder. 

“How the hell did she betray me?” I asked. 

“Huh?”

I gave Benji an embarrassed look, as if to say, “Don’t worry about me, I’m just over here being crazy.” I waved a hand. “Sorry. Just talking to myself.”

He looked at me askance. 

You know how she betrayed you, girl. How else does Vivi Jade and Mya Todden know about your little dalliance in the initiation cells last night? Charli hangs out with Mya in some of her “pre-class studies.” They used to be roommates.  

Oh shit. That’s true. I shook my head adamantly. No, no, she would never.

She isn’t the best at keeping secrets, is she? If not Charli, then who else tattled? Who else knew? 

The answer was clear: no one.

“Um, Coralia, are you okay?”

My head shot up. “Don’t worry about me, Benji. Worry about yourself.”

He was taken aback. Scratching his head, he asked, “Should we keep practicing?”

Mya’s voice boomed across the mat, loud enough for everyone in the dojo to hear. “But she’s a whore, Vivi! Why should I ‘let bygones be bygones’ when she gets to do whatever she wants without a care in the world?”

Being in the midst of my inner struggles with my mind, it sent me over the edge.  

Enough is enough.

Anger pumped through my veins. A curtain of red fell behind my eyelids as I spun away from Benji and marched toward Genevieve and Mya. 

Students glanced over their shoulders as I approached her. No one wanted to miss possible gossip to tell their friends. Schoolyard fights were noteworthy because they were rare.  

Trying to contain my blooming rage while knowing I was skating on thin ice felt like an impossible balance.

Shadow magic coiled inside my belly, swirling, growing, spreading to my limbs. The magic shimmered near my fingertips, beneath closed fists.  

At ten feet away, I stopped. “If you have something to say to me, Mya, spit it out. I’m tired of your shit.”

She turned to me with that wicked smirk. Her nostrils flared. “Oh look, she thinks she has a backbone without her boyfriends around to protect her.”

I bared my teeth like an animal. 

Students let out “awes” and “oohs.” They loved it. 

“At least I’m getting some action,” I snarled.

She took two steps toward me. Her voice lowered, fury at the edges. “You aren’t anymore, bitch. You’re nothing special without your harem. Those boys are locked up because of you—because they think with their dicks and not their brains.” She raised her hands and wagged them in the air in a mock expression of me. “Oh look, it’s the Girl with the Missing Sister. Gah! Give me a fucking break. As if that gives you an excuse to do whatever you want—”

My mind snapped at mention of Myria. 

Arm slanting up from my side, I uncurled my fist. A black rope erupted in a flash from my palm, flying at Mya.

The whip lassoed around her middle before she could blink. Inky darkness looped around her torso, pinning her arms to her body.

Students gasped. Mya’s eyes widened with fear. 

I approached her while keeping her incapacitated. She squirmed and struggled. My voice was on the verge of hysteria—dark and tattered. “Venn is the best of all my guys,” I said with an evil grin, digging in the knife after what I’d learned from Vivi . My voice was so quiet only she could hear it. “He’s the most patient, caring lover I have, and he always makes sure I come first—”

Mya screamed in primal rage. Her body flexed, veins contorting in her neck.

My black whip exploded into nothingness.

I backpedaled, shocked, and raised my other hand to manifest a spell from the depths of the Shadow Realm. 

Except this time, it wasn’t going to be a whip.

A black, jagged spear formed next to me, hovering at my side, pointed at Mya.

Shadow summoning at its finest. Eva Avery would be proud.  

She sucked in a sharp breath and conjured a thin shield of ice. We both knew it wouldn’t be strong enough to stop my javelin. She didn’t have enough time to perfect the defensive spell. 

My arm cocked back, ready to toss it through her pitiful barrier and her vile heart. 

My arm arced forward—

Strong, doughy biceps wrapped around my arms and torso from behind, hugging me tight.

My spell winked out. 

I growled and squirmed inside the freckled arms holding me. “Fucking let go, Benji!” 

“Coralia, it’s not worth—”

A torrential gust of wind knocked into us. My cheeks flapped and my eyes dried as I flew off my feet and flailed, along with Benji. I looked across the way as I went weightless in the air—Mya Todden also launched back, away from us. 

I landed hard on Benji’s marshmallow body. He grunted as I rolled off him onto the mat.

Professor Hanneman stood between us, palms out in both directions like a Shaolin monk. Students gawked in awe. 

I crawled on my hands and knees, noticed the hand Benji had offered me, and slapped it away. I should have been thanking him for making sure I didn’t do something stupid and irreversible. 

Instead, I rebuffed him.

“Don’t take my kindness for weakness, students,” Hanneman growled, “and don’t get on my fucking bad side. There will be no more sparring today. You have your peers to thank for that.”

Students groaned and murmured. A few of them flapped hands through the air at me and Mya. 

Titus Hanneman’s chiseled jaw leveled with me, then turned to the opposite end of the mat. “Miss Hargrave, Miss Todden, with me. Now.”
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Venn

WAKING UP TO FIND MY “penitence” term had exponentially expanded was no fun. For any of us. We were rightfully peeved Coralia had been so careless, and Dax of all people had been the source of that carelessness. 

Dax Kilmeade used to be the upstanding one. The rule-abider. The law-and-order-upholder. Now he was as ragtag as the rest of us. It had been that way since Waichee and the Forbidden Orchard. He no longer seemed to care about the rules. 

The change in the shifter was worrying. 

If I was being honest with myself, I knew I wasn’t angry at him for what he’d done. If Coralia had shadowwalked into my cell, I would have done the same damn thing. 

That’s why I was sad: because it hadn’t been me. 

I knew Cor didn’t have the ability to know which cell she would pop up in. But hearing the secondhand tale of their sexual excursion, with Sunny listening in and getting off while spouting filth to them, reminded me of the exquisite times I’d had with Coralia and Dax together.

Gods, what glorious times those were. I longed for them so badly—to caress her soft chin, run my fingers along her tender neck and cheeks, kiss her warm lips, press my sweaty body against hers. Give Dax a knowing eye as we entered her together. 

I missed her carefree smile. Her strong will. Her spitfire attitude.  

The punishment of the initiation cell was torturous because of the intense boredom and the memories. The lonely nights trapped with your thoughts. 

I wondered how Cor was faring, out there alone in the Academy. She didn’t have her protectors.

Not that she needed us. She could hold her own, as she’d shown in the Forbidden Orchard jail.

No, if it had to be either us or her being locked up, I would take us all day. 

That didn’t make the going any easier. My Glovemates were starting to feel the itch as well. The days were becoming a blur—shitty food every five hours or so; working out alone on our benches, trying to pass the time while grunting and growing more frustrated because we had no outlets for our mounting aggression.

Quentin and I had been dead to the world when Coralia showed up. We had the most reason to be pissed, yet Quen kept his cool. 

I, however, was struggling. 

“This is ridiculous,” I said one day, pacing around my small cell. 

Everyone knew what I was talking about. 

Quentin said, “Hey, she’ll be our equals by the time this is over. Silver lining.”

The silver lining was a thin fucking thread right now. 

“Stop being so fucking nice, Quen.” 

He snort-laughed. “Coming from you, Venn? That’s funny.” 

“You’re both dickheads,” Sunny offered. It was becoming one of his new favorite disses. “Except you’re right, dickhead Venn. I’m not eating fucking boloney sandwiches for the next three months, goddammit. I’m a vampire, and even I can’t stay in this fucker for that long.” 

I leaned my forehead against the cool bars. “What are you saying, sunshine?”

“I’m saying we need to take matters into our own hands. We need to start looking after our own self-interests, because while the princess is out there living her life, we’re in here rotting.”

I understood what he meant. Our selflessness had led to this. Perhaps he’s right. We need to be more proactive about our own lives, rather just letting the pieces lie where they may. 

More selfish.

“What do you think, Dax?” I asked. 

“Does it matter?” Sunny shot back. “He’s the one who got us in this situation in the first place.”

“Sunder is right,” Dax said. “I’m ashamed.”

“You should be,” Sunny snapped—the same guy who’d been jerking off while Dax fucked Coralia. 

“I’ll do whatever the Glove wants to do,” Dax finished. 

Quentin: “Alaric will have a conniption if we try to escape. He’ll kill us, mates. Literally.”  

I sighed. “Well, I feel dead in here. So what’s the big difference?” 

Sunny continued. “The problem is, the shadows aren’t working. I’ve already tested them. A torch shadow is cast in my cell and I can’t use it.”

We all grumbled. 

“Wards,” I said. “To make sure we can’t escape or try shadowwalking again.”

The initiation cell typically worked on the honor system, if you had any control of shadow magic. Yes, it was a way to deduce a Ghost’s power—to haze and initiate them into the cult of the Academy—but for those of us who knew our powers, we could basically escape at will by using any shadow available to us.

Magical wards put a stop to that.

“Probably from Alaric himself,” Quentin sighed. 

Sunny: “It doesn’t make escape impossible. They still have to feed us.” 

I scratched my cheek. “What are you saying, Sunny? That doesn’t change the fact Alaric will likely execute us if we try to escape.”

“Not if he can’t find us. We bide our time and strike when the iron’s hot.” 

“And then what? Escape the Academy?”

Quentin ignored my question. “You’re talking about killing a Shadowblade Academy guard.”

I could practically hear Sunny’s easy shrug. “Hey, we’re criminals in the headmaster’s eyes, right? The guards know what they signed up for when they took this job.”

“That’s heartless, Sunder,” Dax murmured. “Even for you.”

“Desperate times, kitty cat.” Sunny tried a different tact. “Look at it this way: If we manage to escape the initiation cells without using our magic . . . what does that say about us as shadowblades? I’d say it speaks pretty highly of our abilities.” 

“It does show we can outthink our adversaries,” Quentin mused. “That we’d be useful in the field.”

“We already know we’re useful in the field,” Dax reminded him. “Look what we’ve accomplished so far.”

“So we’re in agreement then?” Sunny asked. 

There was a beat of silence. Then, begrudging acceptance.

Spirits save us, I thought. We’re threading the line between morally gray and positively devious . . . and I’m not sure how I feel about that. 

I couldn’t stop the dread from rising inside me—the nagging suspicion we were making a terrible mistake even flirting with such a dramatic idea.
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Coralia

MYA AND I RECEIVED heavy admonishment from Professor Hanneman in his office. “You two know better.” He shook his head at us and took a seat behind his desk. “Someone could have gotten hurt.”

Yes, if I’d had my way, Mya would have been more than hurt. My shadow spear would have killed her. 

The angel on my shoulder said, How have I become this? What’s happening to me?

Maybe I needed a damn supernatural therapist. 

“Who’s going to be the bigger person here?” he asked, eyes swiveling from me to Mya. 

Mya harrumphed. “Coralia Hargrave is selfish, Professor. Four of the strongest supernaturals in this Academy are wiling away because of her actions. Shouldn’t that be cause for concern? You saw what she did today. I can’t work with someone so reckless.”

“Then don’t.” Hanneman shrugged. “Though we focus on teamwork here, many alumni have staked out on their own. Not all shadowblades work together, Miss Todden.”

I gave Mya side-eye but stayed quiet. The way she talks, like she’s so damn virtuous. You’re not fooling anyone.

Still, I had calmed down since nearly killing her. I was lucky Benji had grabbed me at the last second and Titus had blown us over with his spellweaving. 

Benji deserved an apology from me. I suppose Mya did too.

“If you two won’t end your quarrel, I want you to stay away from each other.” The professor stood from his chair. “There’s a certain amount of responsibility that comes with using magic of any kind.” 

Uh oh, here we go. The “with great power comes great responsibility” lecture. 

He could see my eyes glazing over, yet he forged on. “Recklessness is what you get when emotion and rage take over logic. It precipitates a downward spiral, and I don’t want any of you to go that way. Trust me, I’d know.”

I raised a brow. After hearing that, I was interested about learning Titus Hanneman’s past. How did he end up at Shadowblade Academy as Jace Hudson’s successor? How did that job interview play out?

He eyed me as he said all this. 

“Right,” I answered. “No emotion, just logic. We’re meant to be cold-blooded killing machines.”

He puffed up and then deflated, pinching his nose. “That’s not what I meant, Miss Hargrave, and you know it.” With his frustration clearly rising, he raised his hands in peace. “Look, I’m not trying to change who you are. I just don’t want any dead students on my watch. Got it? That’s not the best strategy for job security.”

“So you don’t—”

“Plus,” he continued, sticking a finger in my face to shut me up, “I care about my students. About your safety and wellbeing.” He faced me, his eyebrows arching in a pitying way that made me angrier than it should have. “Coralia, you’ve been through a lot recently. We all know it. Are you sure you’re . . . okay?”

My face scrunched. “What is that supposed to mean?” It means I’m losing my goddamn mind and he’s one-hundred percent right in his assumption: I’m not “okay.”

“You were locked away with demons for weeks,” he said flatly. “No one knows what happened to you in there because you don’t talk about it. Which I understand.” He waved his hands in the air, perhaps frustrated with himself. “I’m not trying to castigate you, Coralia. I’m just concerned. It seems Mya is too.”

Please. This bitch doesn’t care about anyone but herself. Otherwise she wouldn’t make such a spectacle trying to bring me down. 

Like Vivi said: She chose this hill to die on. We have to make a splash to stand out here.

It just so happened to backfire on her. 

“All I’m saying,” Titus went on, “is if you’re not doing well, it’s completely understandable. It’s not a bad thing to ask for help. You might even find it cathartic.”

The only help I need is from my four Glovemates. And they’re currently locked away.

Gods, I was stubborn. Usually a person couldn’t see their faults, but I had no problem realizing how ridiculous I was being.

I just couldn’t stop it. 

For a moment, a chink in my armor formed. I felt it cracking, ready to crumble all around me. I wanted to open up to someone but I didn’t know how to pull the trigger.

Titus was being genuine. It was the look on his face—the worry lines, the arched eyebrows. 

I hated being pitied. I didn’t want people’s sympathy. 

Squaring my shoulders, I shored up my cracked armor. Made it stronger than before. “I appreciate your concern, Professor Hanneman.” My voice sounded robotic in my own ears. “But I’ll be fine.” I dashed a quick look over at Mya. “I believe you’re right though, about keeping us apart. Perhaps it’s for the best.” 

Mya’s presence boiled next to me, the way she shifted her weight from foot to foot. She wanted to explode. She wanted to put me in my place and tell me I was being a coward. 

But after everything Titus and I had said, it would make her look like the bad guy. 

And she wanted to be the hero of this story. 

Hanneman nodded curtly. “Very well.” To Mya: “Miss Todden, what do you say? Keep your distance?”

And your tongue snapped shut, bitch.

She fumed. A vein twitched near her temple. A second later, she had no choice but to relent. “It’s no sweat off my back, Professor Hanneman.” 

Titus smiled at us. He was charming and handsome, for sure. “Great. Then we’re in agreement.”

Let’s just hope the peace can last. 

* * *
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I PRACTICED MY SHADOWWALKING alone in my room later that evening. I wanted to become a specialist in traveling through the Shadow Realm, especially if I was going to rescue souls in the future.

It seemed to be my calling. The thing that made me unique here. 

When I stepped into a shadow and the purple blanket of the Shadow Realm fell over me, swallowing me like I was in a vat of wax, my curiosity got the best of me.

I looked out toward Fort Nocturnus.

I just wanted someone to talk to. I knew I could be in and out of the initiation cells without raising a ruckus—even if it was dangerous. I didn’t have to fuck anyone, though I desperately wanted to.  

My face screwed up when I stared at a wall of gray. There were no shadows for me to leap into. Someone had raised a magical ward to stop anyone from entering or exiting the castle via shadowgate.

Damn you, Alaric Cane! 

Frustration roared to the forefront of my mind. 

It was poor timing for Charli to come into the dorm room.

The pixie-like fox shifter smiled across to me, but it was the same type of smile Hanneman had shown me: worry, pity. “I heard about what happened with Mya, Cor Cor.” 

“Oh gods, not you too, Char,” I whined, tipping my head back in exasperation.

“No, no, I’m sure Mya deserved it. But, um . . .”

As she trailed off, I leveled my face. She had her head bowed and fidgeted in front of her stomach. “What?” I asked, snapping at the poor girl.

Her eyes came up teary and blurry. “You’re not the same as you used to be, Cor!” she blurted. I could only imagine how much strength it took for her to speak up. “What’s happening to you? I’m worried about my bestie.”

My nostrils flared. I rose from my bed. It broke my heart to see her flinch and scoot back in her bed. 

I pointed an accusing finger at her. My mouth had a mind of its own, and I couldn’t stop the words from flowing out. “None of that would have happened today if you hadn’t betrayed me, Charli.”

“B-Betrayed you?!” The shock on her face was enough to stop gravity. 

“Mya knew what I did in the initiation cells. You’re the only one I told about that. Did you blab to her during one of your little gossip sessions?”

Her bottom lip trembled. “N-No! I couldn’t . . .” She stopped and her brow threaded together. “Oh no. Did I? I might have let it slip in passing, Cor Cor. I wasn’t thinking. We just talk so fast, y’know? Oh spirits!”

She fell all over herself, hugging herself and clearly on the precipice of a nervous breakdown.  

If I was my usual self, I would have let it slide right then and there. I would have forgiven her, of course, because I knew Charli Fairfax never meant to do anything maliciously. Honestly, similar to Benji Gamlet, I had to wonder how she thought she had the adequate temperament to become a shadowblade; to become a stone-cold killing machine. 

But I wasn’t my usual self, and I couldn’t just let it go. The devil inside my head kept telling me to let her have it, so she would never make the mistake of crossing me again.

It was something I’d never forgive myself for doing.

“I knew it,” I sneered. “I told you that in confidence, Charli!”

“I know! I’m so sorry,” she sobbed.

“How can I room with someone I can’t trust?”

She leaned forward in her bed, body trembling. “W-What are you s-saying, Cor Cor?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and turned my back to her. Heartless. “I think it’s time we start looking for different roommates, Charli. Perhaps it’ll be better for both of us.”

She ran out the room, crying, before I had a chance to correct myself. 

* * *
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MYRIA AND I SAT IN the backseat of Mom’s Toyota Corolla, staring at the trees passing by. We were teenagers, and a bit too old for this, but it was “nice family bonding time.”

At least that’s the excuse my mom made. 

She sat in the passenger seat while my stepdad, Frank Gipson, drove. 

We were headed for a water park on a hot, balmy summer day. It would be nice to cool off from the stifling Southern heat.

As we snaked through the winding woods leading to Waterland Park, I rolled my window down to feel some of that balmy heat on my face. 

“Roll your window up, Coralia,” Frank said almost immediately. “You’re letting all the AC out.”

I frowned and pushed the button. It didn’t work. “Shoot. My window’s stuck.”

“Dammit,” Frank sighed, shaking his head. “I warned you about that window, didn’t—”

“It’s okay, honey,” Nora said. My mom put a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll fix it when we get there.”

“I’m not paying for another mechanic,” Frank mumbled.

“You won’t have to,” Myria said next to me. I turned my head and found her smiling, very proud of herself. “It’s all fixed.”

Gasping, I looked over. The window was rolled up. 

“How?” I squeaked.

She wagged her fingers like a magician. “Magic. Wind power, I think.”

My mouth fell open. 

“Oh my God,” my mom declared from the front seat. She sounded on the verge of tears. 

“Great job, honey.” This, from Frank, the proud father in that moment.

My sister’s powers had come out of hibernation. 

Later that day, I went down a waterslide that didn’t have nearly enough water in it. My back chafed and burned the whole way down, and I landed in the shallow pool with a grimace.

One of the water pumps was malfunctioning at the park, due to the heat. 

Other kids—younger ones than us—were starting to get ornery. Some cried.

When no one was looking—except me—I cupped my hand over my eyes and watched Myria at the top of the slide. She peered around conspiratorially, to make sure no one watched, then wagged her fingers and water poured down the slide like a flood.

Children cheered. They didn’t know what made the slide work better, but I did. 

Inside, I seethed. My dad patted Myria on the back. “Look how happy you’ve made the rest of the kids. Now imagine what you can do with that power in real situations, honey. You’re going to be so important.”

My mom came up to me. I thought she would console me—tell me my powers would come before too long. That I just needed to age up a bit.

Instead, she said, “Not everyone can be as special as your sister, Coralia.”

I awoke with a jolt. A fine coat of sweat covered me, and I felt icky rolling out of bed. I sat up and rubbed my temples. 

I hadn’t dreamt about my family in a long time. The abandonment I felt. 

It seemed appropriate. I had done an excellent job of abandoning everyone close to me and isolating myself. Even Charli, the one person who had never done wrong by me. Her only hiccup was accidental. 

I needed to give her a heartfelt apology, like Benji Gamlet, and beg her to come back. I didn’t want a new roommate. 

You need to go back to Myria, my inner voice said, shifting my view. Because you are as special as her, and she needs to know it. Charli, the little traitor, can wait.  

Myria has access to Ornoth. Remember him, the lovely demon warden? How splendid and sinful he looked as he cut down Chieftess Fionne Kilmeade? The way his eyes burned holes into your soul and made your body itch with desire?

My mother and stepfather had made me feel useless, time and time again. Myria was treated like the golden child. 

Even then, Myr never grew a complex. She always encouraged me—promising that my powers would come about some day.

And now look at her.

No, I told my inner demons, I don’t need to go find Myria or Ornoth right now. I’m in no condition. 

Dreaming about my family, in such an oddly specific instance, tore me apart. 

Professor Hanneman was right: I need to find help.
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Coralia

I MARCHED INTO DR. Merryman’s office in the infirmary. 

The salty-haired doctor sat behind a desk, stooped over some paperwork. The buttons on his white coat were misaligned, one button off where they were supposed to be, giving him a slightly unkempt look. 

His head tipped up, glasses perched on the end of his nose. The condescending-but-means-well doctor furrowed his thick white brow. “Miss Hargrave.”

“Good, you remember me.”

“Of course. I remember all my patients. What are you doing here? I don’t believe you have an appointment.”

“You didn’t look too busy, so I thought I’d try my chances with a walk-in.” I pumped my hip out to give him a little sass, because I knew he could deliver the sass as well and I didn’t want to be out-sassed. 

He smiled coyly. “We don’t do walk-ins, Miss Hargrave. This is quite unorthodox.” He made a big stink, bobbing his head back and forth. “I suppose we could make an exception though.” His hands templed and he smiled at me again in that slightly-off way.

I wanted to say something like, “Don’t make me sic my dragon queen on you,” because I knew he was deathly afraid of Levia Sunfall. 

I resisted the temptation. 

“What can I do for you?” 

“I’m having a problem”—I tapped my scalp—“with the ol’ noggin.”

“A problem? Please elaborate.”

“Well, Dr. Feelgood—”

“Merryman.”

“—I was hoping to speak with, uh, someone specialized in this department.”

His head tilted. “Such as a psychologist? A therapist? A psychoanalyst?”

Of course he had to throw out three titles and make me choose between one. Again, a bit annoying. 

“Yes,” I said with a firm nod. 

“Which one?”

“All of them.”

He chuckled and leaned back in his chair. I didn’t appreciate the leisurely position he took, because it showed he wasn’t taking me seriously; that he didn’t consider this an urgent matter.

Maybe if he knew what kind of violent, evil things are going on in my head he would be looking at me a bit differently.

Perhaps if he knew I fucked a prisoner while another one jerked off to our lewd sounds, that I tried to kill my peer in combat class, or tried to kick out my lovable best friend from our dorm, he would reconsider his stance. 

“What about the scarecrow?”

He blinked. “The scarecrow?”

I racked my brain, tongue poking out past my lips. “Uhh . . . limp boy?”

“Limfel? You mean Professor Gregory Limfel from Briarwitch Academy?”

“Yes.” I beamed. “That’s what I said, isn’t it?”

He rolled his eyes. “Professor Limfel returned to Briarwitch, Miss Hargrave. Besides, what would you want with him? He’s none of the things I mentioned.”

“But he’s a Turned expert, right?”

Merryman’s eyes flashed with shock. “Why? Do you believe you’ve been Turned?” 

“No. I mean, I don’t know. That’s why I want to talk to him.”

He was back to his haughty, self-important self in an instant. “I’m afraid that’s impossible.” 

“What about Dawn Rose?”

The doctor chortled like I’d made a funny but absurd joke. “Even more difficult to reach, I’m afraid.” 

“Why?”

“Because no one knows where the Absolver is at the moment, Miss Hargrave. That’s what she does: comes and goes, absolving people of their ailments.”

“Sounds exactly what I need.”

“Why don’t you try to explain your symptoms to me and we can go from there? Perhaps I could prescribe you an antidepressant or something of the like.” 

I shook my head. This was a silly idea. “No, that’s all right. A Phantom needs to be in tip-top condition to perform her duties, sir. I don’t want a fuzzy head or lazy muscles.”

Dr. Merryman leaned forward over his desk. “Miss Hargrave, have you ever been on antidepressants before?”

“Haven’t had the need.” That was a bald-faced lie. “Still don’t.” 

He looked at me like I was stupid. “How do you know it won’t help then?”

I blew a raspberry. Because I know it won’t rid the demons from my mind. The literal demons whispering terrible things in my ears. I think I need something a little different than Prozac to treat that. 

Hell, maybe a schizophrenic or bipolar drug, though I know those won’t solve my issues either.

“I just know,” I said. 

Dawn Rose is my best bet. That was a good idea. If she can “absolve” someone of their sick mind, maybe she can do the same for me. Damn shame she’s unavailable.

“You’re sure Dawn Rose is closed for business?”

He chuckled. “Quite sure. Dawn Rose isn’t a businessperson, Miss Hargrave. Come now.” 

“You’re right.” I sliced a hand through the air as he stood. “This was a stupid idea.”

“No, I didn’t say—”

“Thanks for your help, doc.”

I rushed out the room, tail between my legs, before he could round his desk and try to comfort me or convince me to talk to him about my problems. 

Dr. Feelgood was not the answer. 

But I think I’d known that before I even walked into the infirmary. 

* * *
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NEXT, I WALKED SOUTH toward the classrooms. Making my way across campus, I watched the sun beginning to set behind the murky veil in the distance. I dipped past the freshman building and went into the adjacent structure where I knew many professors held their office hours.

Most classes had let out. People were turning in; getting ready to hit the mess hall for dinner; hanging with their friends before they started the whole thing over again tomorrow. I hoped some of the professors liked to linger in their offices past regular hours. 

My shoes clacked down an empty hall and I came to a door and knocked. 

A female voice on the other end said, “Yes? Gareon, is that you?”

My eyes bulged. Professor Gareon Lews? Oh snap. 

“Um, nope.” My voice sounded uncertain. “Sorry, ma’am, it’s me, Coralia Hargrave.”

“Oh! Miss Hargrave, do come in.”

I entered and stared down at the diminutive figure of Eva Avery. I was picking up a running theme between her, Finley, and Charli all excelling as shadowblades. One size does not fit all here . . . unless you’re tiny.  

Eva’s room was decorated on both sides with stuffed bookshelves. Her office had a decidedly cozier, lived-in appeal than Dr. Merryman’s sterile hospital office. The dim yellow light from a corner lamp gave more welcoming vibes than the blinding LED-white of the other room. 

Professor Avery had a smart face, but also a kind one. She tucked some of her short, gray-black hair behind her ear and smiled warmly at me.  

I wasn’t especially close with Eva Avery. We’d never had any discussions outside of class—other than our thirty-minute one-on-ones—but I figured she would be a good soundboard for a different topic nagging at me.

She was the shadowwalking specialist here, after all.

“Yes, Miss Hargrave?” she asked politely, blinking. 

I’d been standing in front of her for spirits-only-knew how long. “Oh, sorry.” I cleared my throat. “I was hoping you had time to discuss, um, shadowgates with me.”

“Of course, dear. Specifically what about them?”

“Slipping from the Shadow Realm, ma’am.”

“Into the Spectral Realm?”

I nodded. 

She rubbed her pointed chin, her knowing eyes gazing into me. Eva Avery was a bit of a paradox. She looked like someone’s sweet old grandmother who didn’t eat enough—all sticks and points and knobby elbows. But her slender build, her gracefulness on her feet, and her small stature made her the perfect specimen for shadowy endeavors. 

I had no doubt Eva had been an exquisite shadowblade in her earlier years, out in the field, before turning to a life of teaching.

“I daresay you might have more experience with the Spectral Realm than even I, dear,” she said with a soft laugh. “I haven’t been there in ages.”

“And I’ve been there multiple times in the past few months alone. Noted.” I bit my lip, suddenly a bit nervous. 

Unlike Merryman, I felt I could talk to Eva. 

She motioned to a cushiony seat across from her and I took it graciously, giving her a small bow. “Thanks. Um, I guess what I’m wondering is: How easy is it to get lost in the Spectral Realm? To lose your soul there?”

“Well, it doesn’t happen often. Coincidentally, or perhaps ironically, most of the people who end up Slipping from the Shadow Realm’s path are more learned rather than less.”

“You’re saying most Ghosts don’t have the power to even get there?”

“Quite right. Or the training.” She nodded succinctly. “As such, if you have enough power to Slip, then you probably have enough power to get out. Though that’s not always the case.”

“Do you know the last time someone Slipped and became lost? Like, detached from their body or whatever? Never seen again? That sort of thing?”

She mulled my question over, her tongue punching little protrusions inside her cheeks. “Hmm. I suppose it would be Quentin Argyle, no?”

“Ah.”

“Genevieve Jade did not lose her soul, contrary to popular opinion.”

I gave her a lopsided smile. “How do you know about Vivi’s history, Professor?”

She matched my mischievous smirk. “I keep up on the gossip around my school, Miss Hargrave, as all good professors should.” 

My smile widened.

“No,” she said, wiping the smile from both our faces as a concerned look muddied hers, “Genevieve suffers from partial amnesia. But she didn’t lose her soul.”

“I don’t believe a person’s ‘soul’ has to be severed from their body for it to be considered lost.” 

Her thin brow threaded. “What do you mean, dear?”

“Well, I rescued Desmona the dryad’s spirit from the Spectral Realm, but her body was still present; her mind and body intact and jiving, as it were. Just with”—I rubbed my fingers together, trying to think of a sufficient phrase—“an evil infection? I guess?”

Professor Avery nodded slowly as she unpacked that. “Interesting. I never thought of it like that. My expertise lies more with the Shadow Realm—the one above Spectral. I’m sorry. Your theory is fascinating, I must say.”

I gave her a shy smile. “Thanks.” I appreciated her not being condescending like Dr. Merryman, and held space for me to come to my own hypotheses. 

“Desmona’s infliction sprouted from the demon child inside her womb, if I’m not mistaken,” she said. When I nodded, she added, “While Genevieve Jade’s amnesia comes from some type of brainwashing against her. She was not, er . . . impregnated . . . the same way Desmona was.”

“Infused.”

Another quizzical look. “Pardon?”

I bowed my head, my voice getting throaty. “That’s what the demons called it.”

“Oh, spirits above,” she said with a sharp breath. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, Coralia.”

“It’s okay,” I said glumly. “They didn’t touch me. Or scramble my brain. I was rescued in time, thanks to my Glovemates. And now they’re in the initiation cells for rescuing me.”

Eva let out a heavy sigh. “It’s a shame, dear. I know. Life isn’t fair, is it?”

“You can say that again, Professor.”

A short silence fell over us. Eva’s chair creaked as she leaned forward, putting her hands in a steeple and staring intently at me. It felt like her dark eyes were drilling into my being—like she was trying to take my soul.

“Coralia, if I may? Why this obsession with the Spectral Realm? With Desmona and Genevieve and Quentin and the like?”

I brushed strands of red and black bangs out of my face and averted my gaze to look at some of the book spines on her shelves. “If I’m going to rescue souls for a living after the Academy, I want to understand what I’m doing. You seem like the best person to talk to because you’re a master of shadowgates, shadowwalking, and the places where those lost souls end up.”

“That’s fair. But I feel there’s more.” 

I swallowed hard, and finally faced her intense stare. 

“You’re astute, Professor Avery,” I said in a nervous tone. I sucked my lips in, let them out in a deep breath. “I think something has happened to my soul, and I don’t know what to do. Or how to fix it.”

“Can you explain it, at least?”

“I can try.” I put my palms flat on her desk. “Ever since my imprisonment in the Forbidden Orchard, there’s been a demon whispering in my mind. No, not a demon . . . a doppelganger, I guess.”

“Doppelganger, dear?”

“Yeah, you know . . . me. But like . . . not me.”

“Interesting.” She flapped a hand. “Go on.”

“Finley Winston, my prison inmate, believed I was eating something that magically corrupted me. She wasn’t eating the same stuff, so she wasn’t tainted. 

“Another woman—an inmate I knew briefly beforehand—became incredibly, uh, enamored with our captors. Total Stockholm Syndrome stuff.”

“Ah. The psychological phenomenon of capture-bonding is quite frightening.” 

“Totally. And it was happening to me, too, but I guess I did a better job of fighting it. Riann . . . she wasn’t so lucky.”

The muscles in Eva’s thin neck tensed. “She was . . . infused?”

“Yes. I believe. I didn’t see anything but I could, um, hear it. And she basically spelled it out.” 

Gods, this was so uncomfortable. Eva Avery had inadvertently become my therapist, and she was great at it, letting me spill my secrets and talk about things I’d had bottled up since those awful days.

“You poor girl.”

“Not as poor as Riann.” At Eva’s wince, I blurted, “Sorry. That was coarse.”

“It’s quite all right. Is there more, Coralia?”

I nodded. “This doppelganger, she also visits in my dreams. Speaks wicked thoughts, telling me to do awful things. I don’t act on them, of course, but it’s scary. I feel like I’m losing control. Like I’m spiraling down, down, down, below the surface of a lake, and no matter how hard I try to come up for air, something is keeping me stuffed down there. Drowning.”

She made an odd gesture I suspected was the supernatural equivalent of a Christian crossing themselves.

“Sorry, that was probably a bit vivid and dramatic.”

Eva shook her head. “Not at all, dear.” 

What a good sport. 

I leaned back in my seat and threw my arms out. “Anywho. That’s why I came to you. I tried talking to Dr. Merryman, but he was a bust. Dawn Rose—the mental health expert in these things, I guess—is incommunicado. Professor Limfel, the Turned expert, is back at Briarwitch Academy, but I don’t think that’s my illness anyway. From what I understand, a Turned person becomes rabid and mindless, almost like a zombie.”

“Right. You don’t fit the symptoms of being Turned.” She stood from her desk for the first time, showing her back to me, and walked to one of the bookshelves. She started fingering the spines, one by one, then tapped one several times. “I’m afraid I don’t know what your affliction is, Coralia. I don’t believe any of my tomes would have the answer, either. It sounds to me like you’re inhibiting symptoms of all three of the aforementioned people—Genevieve Jade’s mind erasure; Desmona’s growing wickedness; Quentin Argyle’s body separation from his soul.”

I gulped. My heart raced. Perhaps it was the finality of Eva Avery’s words. I mean, I knew she didn’t know any better than I did, but she spoke with such conviction . . . and worry. 

Am I doomed?

A second later: Of course not. You are more powerful than her. She knows nothing of what she speaks. 

Be that as it may, I trusted Eva Avery in that moment way more than my own damned thoughts. 

“Sounds like quite the cocktail of shit,” I said, chuckling darkly. “Excuse my French.”

“It is a conundrum, dear. You haven’t told anyone else this story?”

“No. Why, are you going to kill me to keep me quiet?” I couldn’t stop the accusation from flying past my lips. I didn’t even know if I was joking anymore.

It made Eva stumble back a step in shock. She knocked into her bookshelf with a dull thud. “M-Miss Hargrave! I would never!”

I lifted my hands palms-up. “Apologies, Professor. I know that.” I pointed at my head. “I’m not all good up here, remember?”

Her eyes narrowed as she smoothed a hand over her dress. “Hm. All right.” 

I felt bad. I couldn’t use my ailment to excuse myself every time I was being a sarcastic asshole, because then I’d be excusing myself all damn day. 

After a short beat of Eva Avery examining me until I felt flush, she put a palm to her chin. “Since you’re the only person on public record who has ever rescued lost souls from the Spectral Realm, Miss Hargrave, then I suppose the question becomes this: Can you rescue your own soul?”
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Dax

I FELT LITTLE IN THE way of contrition, being locked away, though I should have. My carnal exploits with Coralia had single-handedly doomed my Glove. 

It was an act of selfishness on my part. 

My lack of self-control had been uncharacteristic of me. I blamed it partly on being locked up in a jail cell with no human contact for days on end. 

Now, our Glove wasn’t thinking right. We were being thoughtless and impulsive, driven by frustration and anger. We had no plan for what to do after escaping the initiation cells, if we could manage it at all. Even our tactician, Quentin, was at a loss. He, like the rest of us, just wanted out. 

Sunder’s idea—we could “prove” ourselves as capable shadowblades by escaping, and this was little more than another test by the headmaster—didn’t hold much weight. 

Alaric Cane hadn’t thrown us in here to test us, he’d thrown us in here to punish us.

“We’ll know what to do once the time comes,” Sunder spoke through the bars of his cell. “This place is confining more than just our bodies. It’s affecting our minds.”

It was another wishy-washy notion. The vampire might have been hotheaded and spontaneous, but I liked a good plan. I needed more structure in my life than the vague hope we’d “figure it out once we got there.” 

If this was what I needed to do for penance, however, I would do it. If my Glove would forgive my misdeeds if I helped us escape, then so be it. 

We were a team. All or nothing.

Like the rest of them, I missed Coralia dearly. I’d been lucky enough to touch M’shyok Wahdus most recently—grinding into me, moaning in pleasure as she rode me and dug her fingers into my thighs. 

The rest of my Glovemates had been neglected Coralia for too long. We hadn’t had a chance to relish her daring escape from the Forbidden Orchard because it had been marred by confusion and heartbreak.

Perhaps we should have stayed in the forest. Coming here only transferred M’shyok’s confinement to us. We should have foreseen Alaric Cane punishing us after he warned us there would be repercussions if we left campus and returned to Waichee. 

Even now, I had to wonder how things were going in my village. How Cyrus acted as a leader, after perfectly strategizing and executing our mother’s demise. With her out of the way, my brother could act without restraint. Smuggling operations would bloom. Tyranny would flourish. 

My people had always respected Chieftess Fionne Kilmeade. A reverence based partly on fear, partly on love. With her gone, Cyrus would change the social dynamic and structure of my homeland. He would rule with an iron fist. Perhaps he’d even get in quarrels with other clans in the vast forest, which might lead to visions of conquest and expansion. 

Some Waicheeans—those who supported Cyrus from the onset—had always admired my brother’s ambition. While my mother had been content living a simple life, free from combativeness with other shifter factions, my brother was a completely different animal. His foolhardy alliance with Luciano Rockford was proof.

For now, I could only wallow about about what could have been. Replay the horrors in my mind and wonder what I could have done differently. 

I had brought death to the doorstep of Waichee Village. My trainees and friends, Ailey Kin and Ganius Kin, were dead. Ganius had died a noble death in battle, helping with the extraction of Coralia. Ailey had been struck down like a dog, for nothing more than supporting my mother—the rightful leader of our people. I hoped Topo Kin, that sneaky little weasel, had managed to escape my brother’s clutches.  

In a way, I felt like more of an exile here than I had in my own village.

Sunder’s gravelly voice drew me out of my misery. 

“We all know our roles?”

I stood from my bench and stared overhead at the tiny window in my cell. The twilight colors of purple and pink swept in, signaling the passing of another day. How many more of these days must we languish in here?

I walked to the front of my cell and gripped the bars in my hands, growing angrier with every passing second. “Yes, Sunder.”

“Remind me again,” Donovenn said, his voice whimsical and sarcastic. 

“Shut up, fae boy,” Sunder replied.

“They feed us in an hour.” Quentin took Donovenn’s words literally. “We make light banter. Get the guard off his game. But we stay our hand. Wait until our final late-night meal, when the Academy is quietest. Saul Cambridge should be the warden for the third shift. I know him a bit—he was a Specter when we were Ghosts. Went straight from the Academy to working in-house. He’ll be the easiest to take down because of our familiarity. I’ll be able to get him talking.”

“Idiot walks around here with keys jangling,” Sunder murmured. “Like they’re dangling fresh blood in front of a starved vampire. How are we expected to do nothing?”

“We’re expected to show self-discipline and restraint, Sunder.”

He scoffed at me. “Fuck that.”

I didn’t like this plan. Too many variables. Too much could go wrong. The thing Quentin hadn’t mentioned? We’d be killing his acquaintance, Saul Cambridge, to mask our escape. Knocking him out would only prolong the inevitable.

But isn’t this whole plan prolonging the inevitable? It will be discovered we’ve escaped. It’s only a matter of when. Disposing of Saul simply gives us an extra few hours of invisibility.

The room fell quiet. The drip, drip, drip of nearby water tickled my brain.

Sunder broke the silence. 

“We strike tonight.”
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Coralia

I WASN’T SO DOWN AFTER meeting with Professor Avery. I still didn’t have any concrete strategy, but the simple act of talking out loud about things I hadn’t discussed with anyone—word-vomiting in that poor woman’s office—made me feel infinitely better about my circumstances. 

In the end, Eva Avery made it seem so simple, which I chalked up to her experience and wisdom: If my soul was scarred or overrun by evil, then I needed to save it. 

I had to save myself, as she’d put it. 

Now I just needed to figure out how to do that, if it was even possible. 

My stomach started rumbling after my meeting. I went to the mess hall and ate a sad dinner, alone and in the corner of the giant room. My eyes scanned the area looking for Charli, in the hopes I could apologize for the way I’d acted earlier. 

She wasn’t there.

With a heavy sigh, I cleaned up my plates and headed back to my dorm. Please be there, Char! I prayed she hadn’t taken my threat about finding new roommates literally, or had gone off and done it already. 

I didn’t know what I would do with myself if I lost my bestie. For starters, I’d feel like an absolute asshat. 

With my head down, I climbed the stairs up to the level of my room, wringing my hands out nervously. I reached the top and turned down the hall that led to my room—

And froze when I noticed a male figure standing outside the door, back facing me. He stood with his arms crossed, his foot tapping impatiently on the floor. 

My brow creased when I recognized the man’s stocky frame. “Professor . . . Hudson?”

Jace turned and nearly blew me back down the stairs with his appearance. His beard had vanished. He was clean-shaven for the first time since I’d met him, and I finally got to see the bottom half of his face. 

It was quite a bottom half. 

Jace Hudson had a more sculpted, angular face than I thought he’d have. His bushy beard always hid him and gave a rounded, oval shape to his jawline and chin. 

The man before me was downright handsome. His eyes seemed more brilliant and alive. His jaw was thick, bunched, strong. He looked ten years younger, with just a hint of graying stubble masking his chin.

“Coralia,” he said in his baritone voice. His full lips quirked into a small smile. 

I could have run up and hugged him. The sight of a familiar, friendly face sent me spiraling in weird ways. Contrasting emotions swirled through me. 

We’d been through a lot, me and Jace. He had been my professor first; my fighting instructor. Then the Wrist—the leader—of the Glove I shared with Sunny, Dax, Quen, and Venn. The coach of our Shadowball team before his faux firing and banishment from Shadowblade Academy. A confidant and refugee in Waichee Village. A secret spy sent by the Academy to watch over Chieftess Fionne. The commissioner of Finley Winston, hired to assassinate Dax’s childhood friend, Kalul, to try and stop the Oblyx smuggling operation going on there. Desmona’s caretaker in her time of need, and then her lover. The father-figure of their demon-dryad toddler, Ardith. 

What a life the man had lived.

And that was only in the year I’d known him!

“Spirits fuck me, Jace, are you a sight for sore eyes.”

Taken aback, his brow tugged together. “Really?” 

I approached him. “You look good beardless. Less like a lumberjack.”

He ran his thick fingers over his stubble. “Trying out a new look. Desmona says the beard was . . . prickly. And scaring Ardith.”

I laughed. “Change looks good on you.”

“Thank you.”

For a moment, our eyes locked. We said nothing. 

I felt appreciation, pain, regret, and suspicion for Jace, all in that single glance. Appreciation because he had always been welcoming and an encouraging presence to me. Pain because he had been through a lot. Regret because he had lied to us. Suspicion for the same reason, and because, well, you never knew what you were going to get when Jace Hudson showed up.

He did not usually come as the bearer of fantastic news.

Sure enough, he blinked and the still moment passed. “I wish I could say I’ve come for pleasantries.”

“You mean you’re not here to check up on little ol’ me?” I popped my eyebrows, enunciating my sarcasm. 

“I care for all my Knuckles, Coralia. But no.”

“I know.”

He rubbed the back of his neck and leaned up against the wall, propping up a foot. “I’ve been looking all over for the rest of the guys. I can’t find them anywhere.” 

My heart sank. “Oh Jace,” I said with a pained voice, “I have a lot to catch you up on.”

His head slanted. “Is that so? It’s only been a few weeks since I last saw you.”

“I know.”

A wry smile came to his lips. “It’s always something with you bunch, isn’t it?”

I grinned. It faltered quickly as I went into business mode. “Does Headmaster Cane know you’re here?”

“Not yet. He will soon.”

I felt a sense of pride knowing I was the first one he’d come to. Well, after he couldn’t find the rest of the Glove. “What do you mean, ‘he will soon’?”

“I need to speak with Alaric. First I need to find the boys.” 

“They’re in the initiation cells. Not taking visitors—” I cut myself off and looked away nervously, biting my lip. “Kind of my fault, that one.”

Jace’s eyes widened. “The initiation cells under Fort Nocturnus? Why on Earth—”

“Long story.”

“Can you catch me up on the way to Nocturnus? I guess I’ll be needing to speak with Alaric first.” 

“You don’t sound too excited about that.”

“Would you?”

I snorted. “Touché.”  

He was moving past me already, clearly in a rush.

I was eager to find out what he had to say. The fact he had asked me to catch him up on the deets on the way to the castle—inviting me to his meeting without even batting an eye—made my heart soar. 

He still considered me “one of his guys.” It was an honor I cherished. 

Staring at my front door, I remembered something. I stopped Jace halfway down the hall. “Wait, I have to do something first. Do you know if Charli is in?”

He shook his head. “She left a little while ago. Made a big deal about seeing me but said she had to take care of something.” 

I raised a brow. “Interesting. Okay.” 

“Can it wait? Whatever you need to do?”

“I guess it’s gonna have to.”

I trailed after him down the hall. 

As we hit the stairs, he said, “Gods, Coralia, what the hell have you all done to my Glove while I’ve been gone?”

I scoffed. “What the hell do you expect, Jace? We’ve had no guidance.” I gave him an innocent smile.  

He rolled his eyes. 

* * *
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“YOU PUNISHED THEM FOR that, Al?” Jace asked, flabbergasted. 

Headmaster Cane didn’t seem amused at Jace Hudson’s presence. The Wrist had neglected his duties to Shadowblade Academy after Desmona gave birth to her demon child. I guess I could add “helped deliver a gooey devil baby” to my résumé. 

Jace had left his post here to live with Desmona and assist in rearing the baby—a baby that aged in months what took humans years. Ardith was already a toddler. Jace wanted to help guarantee she would be raised right. 

I could tell it irked Alaric for him to show up randomly, inquiring about things and questioning his authority like he was still in the fold. 

“Yes, Jace,” Alaric said. “And please don’t refer to me so informally in the presence of this one.” He nudged his chin toward me like I was slime. 

Jace’s thick jaw bunched together, the muscles working near his ears. “This is petty, sir.” 

“That’s your opinion. I guess we all have one.” The headmaster walked out from behind his desk. “They were warned not to disobey my directives, Hudson. I forbade them from leaving campus—again—and they went anyway. Now they must suffer the consequences of their actions.”

“For the entire semester?” 

His eyes landed on me. “You can ask Miss Hargrave why their sentence was lengthened.”

Oops. I’d forgotten that little tidbit in my update. 

Jace glared over his shoulder at me. Then he faced the headmaster again. His stance was rigid and businesslike. Transactional. There was no love lost between these two, which kind of sucked because they used to be buds. “My Glove rescued Coralia from the Forbidden Orchard prison and breeding facility, Al—Headmaster. They should be lauded for their efforts, not punished.” 

“That’s what I’ve been saying!” I yelped, tossing up my hands.

“Silence, girl,” Alaric snapped. “The grownups are talking.”

I seethed. Ooh you motherfucker.

“In doing so, they dissolved the one signal we had of keeping an eye on the Orchard: the fogbank.” Alaric shook his head. “With no central apparatus keeping the Leatherwings confined to a single area, now they’re likely roaming the vast forest in their droves. Causing all sorts of untold mayhem.”

“I’ve been in the forest this entire time,” Jace replied, “in case you’ve forgotten. There have been no sightings or mentions of Leatherwing attacks while I’ve been there. They’re in hiding.”

“That’s irrelevant. They won’t hide forever.” 

I stepped forward. “Myria controlled the magical fog ward. I knocked it loose from her. Why hasn’t she put it back up if she has that sort of power?”

Alaric Cane’s nostrils flared. “Also irrelevant.”

“What? How?” 

“Because it is!” the headmaster yelled in exasperation. “Don’t you see? We had eyes on her. Now we don’t.” 

“You weren’t able to penetrate the fog. You didn’t have shit on her, Headmaster.”

“Coralia . . .” Jace groaned. Clearly he’d never heard me speak this way to the headmaster before, but my Glovemates were in jail.

I didn’t care.

“The only reason you know Myria was in that place was because of me,” I rolled on. “I’m the only reason you knw anything about what went on there—”

“We already discussed this,” Alaric droned.

“—and the magical wards surrounding the Forbidden Orchard were more powerful than the wards you’ve erected around this castle.”

The headmaster stiffened. 

Shit. I need to learn to sew so I can stitch my damn mouth shut.

“How do you know a ward was put up around Fort Nocturnus . . . unless you’ve tried using magic in this vicinity?” The headmaster’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. 

Well, my loose tongue had already spilled the tea, so why not lean into it? “Because I did,” I said simply.

His pinched voice became low, threatening. “What did you attempt, Miss Hargrave?”

A loud thud made both of us jump. We spun to Jace, who had smacked his hand down on the oak desk. “None of this is important!” 

Alaric and I stayed quiet. 

Jace sighed. “Headmaster Cane, I’ve been keeping an eye on the events transpiring in and around Waichee Village. Luciano Rockford has inserted his presence there and has his hands in many, many cookie jars.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, he is becoming a real problem. This is far exceeding that simple village in scope.”

“Report, Wrist Hudson. Speak plainly.”

We all knew Jace wasn’t a Wrist anymore. As such, he had no obligation to report to Headmaster Cane. But he did anyway, probably out of respect for his former position, the Academy, and possibly Cane himself. 

“Luciano was a liaison for the Leatherwings.”

“I know that,” replied Alaric. 

“Now, I believe he’s becoming a liaison for a much more dangerous group: Humans.”

Silence. 

I felt confused. How are humans more dangerous than fucking demons from another plane?

“The demons are unorganized,” he said, reading my mind. “They are dangerous, of course, but they work in clusters. As we know, humans are much more assembled.” 

“Luciano Rockford has always mingled in human politics,” Alaric Cane said, tossing a hand to the side. “This is nothing new, Jace.”

“No, you don’t understand, sir. I believe he’s acting as a middleman for both. Creating a network between demons and humans.”

Judging by his posture alone, that made Alaric Cane much more worried. “How do you know this?”

“Because I’ve done my due diligence as a shadowblade. I’ve tracked and followed Luciano. He’s come in and out of Waichee Village, dealing with Chieftain Cyrus Kilmeade. He’s had secret meetings with Leatherwings. I even tracked him to Asberald City, where he met with a woman there. I believe he’s planning something big, sir.”

“What woman?” 

“Aliyah Rosewood.”

A small sound, close to a gasp, passed through Alaric’s lips. “The special counsel of Dobbs & Durham?”

“More like special agent, sir.” 

I flapped my hands in the air. “Wait, wait, hold up. You lost me there.”

Alaric Cane looked annoyed I was even there. Jace Hudson turned to me. “Dobbs & Durham is one of the most influential lobbyist groups in the country. They might not say it outright, but they control the tides of voting, political placements, legislation, and more. They’re one of the most powerful human-run interest groups in America.”

I frowned. 

“Aliyah Rosewood is not human,” Alaric muttered. 

“Hence why she’s dangerous. And why she’s the ‘special counsel’ and not CEO.” 

“What is she?” I asked.

“A vampire.”

“Oh. Damn.”

“Right.”

Headmaster Cane said, “Why is Aliyah Rosewood meeting with a cur like Luciano Rockford?”

“I’m not sure, sir, but therein lies the problem. I’m just one man. I can’t be everywhere at once. I need my Glove.”

Headmaster Cane shook his head as Jace’s ask dawned on him. “Absolutely not, Jace. They must serve their penitence.” 

Jace put a hand on his head in frustration. “You’d risk the state of the supernatural community at large just to punish a few kids? Just to be right?”

My mouth fell open. Oh fuck! Them’s fightin’ words.

“Take any others you want. Hell, you can bring Miss Hargrave along. Get her out of my hair for a bit.”

Jace shook his head. “I need my guys. Coralia included. They’re the only ones I can trust.” 

“You need them to do what exactly, Jace?”

“Shadowblade work, obviously. I’ll oversee them.”

Alaric wouldn’t budge. “It will have to wait until the end of the term.”

“The world doesn’t work on your timeframe, Alaric. I don’t like what I see. It can’t wait. Luciano and Aliyah are meeting within the next three weeks. I believe they’ll be discussing something huge. I want to be there—to gather intelligence and possibly more.” 

The headmaster cursed under his breath and turned away. My heart hammered in my chest as I realized what was happening.

He spun, beard whipping around a second later, and the hope in my chest burst. “I want guarantees from you,” he demanded, thrusting a finger toward Jace. 

“Such as?”

“Guarantees you’ll come back to the Academy after all this. That you’ll work under my jurisdiction once more.”

Jace’s features softened. “I have Desmona and Ardith to look after.”

My heart ached from the tender look on his face. 

“Look after them here.” 

“Desmona can’t be away from her Kolpoden Grove. It gives her strength.”

The headmaster’s tone was heartless. “Sacrifices must be made, Jace. If you want your Knuckles back, you’ll get them back on my terms.”

Conniving son of a bitch. Always needing to get his way, even when he loses. 

“Don’t you see?” Alaric continued. “If I dismiss them of their charges, every student in this Academy will have the notion they can do whatever they want without repercussions. I need a sentinel. A defender to hold the people in place.”

Jace thought about it for a moment, working his jaw over. I could tell he hated being put in this position. “I won’t be a professor again. I work better in the field.”

“I don’t want you as a professor,” Alaric answered. “You’ll work as a shadowblade agent in an . . . unofficial capacity, let’s say.”

“Fine.”

“Good.”

It was settled. 

The three of us left the conference room. Alaric took the lead, shuffling angrily along. 

When he was far enough away to be out of earshot from us, Jace bumped his shoulder into mine. “Not bad, eh?”

I nodded and gulped. I was still feeling nervous as hell about the whole thing. Ecstatic I’d get to see my Glovemates again, worried about the future of the supernatural community as a whole, if Jace’s warning was true. 

I didn’t doubt him for a second. He wouldn’t have left Desmona and Ardith alone, to fend for themselves, if this wasn’t incredibly important. 

“Yup,” I eked out.

He winked at me with a sly grin. “Looks like we’re getting the band back together, cadet.”
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Quentin

THE HOURS DRAGGED EVEN slower than usual. After our mid-meal of slop and porridge, we awaited our late-meal of slop and porridge.

The wait pained me. I grew more and more anxious as time passed, knowing I was on the hook here and responsible for what happened next. I had to convincingly get our prison guard, Saul Cambridge, to get close enough to ours cells so we could take him out. 

Agony swept through me at the thought. Saul had done nothing to deserve this. We were planning on ending his life just so we could, what, get out of jail a couple months early?

The more I thought about it, the more I hated it.

I debated calling off the whole thing. I didn’t care if Sunny thought I was a pussy. I wasn’t like him. None of us were. The vampire seemed to get more wicked as time went on. The moment he didn’t get his way, he spiraled. 

It wasn’t like Sunny was our leader. The loudest and most abrasive, sure. But he wasn’t our Wrist. We weren’t part of “Conway’s Glove.” 

I sat on my bench, leaned over with my elbows on my knees, head resting on top of my hands. My left leg bobbed incessantly from the nerves. 

The hour was upon us. If I had to guess, four hours had passed since our previous meal. Which meant Saul would be coming in soon after the changing of the guard, to deliver the final supper before bedtime. 

“Final supper.” How appropriate. 

Except it wouldn’t be our final supper.

I tried to rack my brain, thinking of any last-minute plan to thwart Sunny’s destructive path. What would Coralia do? Surely not kill an innocent man for the sake of hiding our secrets—so he couldn’t blab about where we’d gone. 

No . . . she would try to reason with Saul. 

But that would give up our plan. We aren’t sly enough—and a shadowblade guard isn’t dumb enough—to believe I’m making light banter over nothing. Not while we’re locked up with a months-long sentence.

Saul will be suspicious. 

I had to wonder if, once we escaped, Coralia would chastise us for our actions and the way we’d gone about it. Will she even forgive us? Is this going to backfire horribly because we’re escaping to see Coralia, but then she hates us for what we’ve done?

Spirits on a rollercoaster, I was driving myself insane. 

I had to be the reasonable one to offset Sunny’s casual brutality. Similar to how Venn had to be the funny one to offset Dax’s seriousness. We all worked in a weird, fucked-up yin-yang system. 

Okay, let’s set the parameters. We can’t use shadows because the wards. Which means the guards can’t either. 

Does our mundane magic still work? Fire and ice and such? We haven’t tried that yet. What if we could incapacitate Saul with a well-placed ice shower? Case him in snow. 

I frowned at the thought. Well, freezing to death wouldn’t be much better than whatever Sunny has planned for him, will it? 

The vampire hadn’t fed in days. He likely planned to drain Saul of his blood once we were out. 

How about a nice gust of wind to blow him back, maybe bump his head hard enough on the wall that he passes out?

At the moment, our strategy was to strangle him once I lulled him into a false sense of security and he got close enough to my bars. To knock him out and grab his keys . . . then finish him once we were all out.

Who’s to say there aren’t three more guards on duty past the hall? Especially after the stunt Coralia pulled? How many people are going to end up dead over this?

I shook my head and stood. Started pacing. 

“Don’t get cold feet now, Quen,” Sunny growled from his cell. 

“Shut it, mate.” 

“You’re the only one who knows him.”

“I know that. But there has to be another—”

“Shh—” Venn cut in. “I hear something.”

We clamped our mouths shut. I went to the bars, my pulse spiking. I’m a shadowblade, I told myself. Killing is in my blood. It’s what I’m trained to do. This is no different than killing any other adversary, like a Leatherwing.

I didn’t believe myself whatsoever.

A big, long shadow filled the wall around the corner, moving down the hallway and flickering from torchlight.

Oh shit. Oh shit—

“Moment of truth,” Sunny whispered. 

What’s my opening line again?! “Hey Saul! How’s it hangin’, mate?” No, no, that’s fucking stupid.

Keys jangled. I couldn’t even hear his boots falling from the blood rushing in my ears. 

He was rounding the corner. 

“Hey!” I called out. “You’re Saul . . . Cambridge?”

The shadow drastically shrank as it reached our room through the arched entryway. 

My head tilted.

In Saul Cambridge’s place was a small, white cat, prancing toward us.

“What the hell?” I said. 

“Isn’t that Coralia’s little bugger?” Sunny asked incredulously. “The fuck’s it doing here?”

“His name is Bruce,” Venn said, pride in his voice. 

“Treachery,” Dax said in a strangled voice, as if superstition had taken over. Dax hated cats, which was funny and ironic because he was one. Perhaps it was because different species of cats were mortal enemies. 

In Bruce’s mouth, a set of keys dangled. 

“No fucking way,” I breathed. I squatted and twiddled my fingers through the bars. “Pspspsps. Here, kitty kitty.”

Bruce dropped the keys right outside my gate. His yellow eyes pierced through the murky darkness as he looked up at me with an unreadable expression. “I’m no cat expert,” I mumbled, “but this little mate is staring at me weird.”

“We know you’re not a pussy expert, Quen,” Sunny shot back. 

I palmed my forehead. Children. My friends are fucking children. 

“Just grab the keys and get moving, man! Quit overthinking everything.”

“Clearly this is serendipity,” Dax said. Then his voice lowered. “Or an omen . . .”

“Or,” Venn posed, “Coralia is helping us. How is that not the first thing that comes to mind, dumbasses? Sunshine was right—this place has rotted your brains.”

We couldn’t contain our excitement.

I swiped the keys off the ground. By the fourth one on the chain, I’d unlocked my cell. I stepped into the hall, stretched my arms over my head, and sighed happily. Freedom never tasted so sweet. 

I went from cell to cell—starting with Dax, then Venn, and finally Sunny.

The three of us stared into the vampire’s cage. 

“What?” he asked, baring his fangs. 

“Think we should let him stew a bit longer, boys?” I asked. “Think about the things he’s done? The things he was going to do to poor Saul?”

“I’m not opposed,” Dax said, eyes glittering. His brilliant white smile broke through his black face. 

“You’re a bad, bad man,” Venn said, wagging a finger at Sunny. “I think you need a bit more penitence time. Look to your inner sunshine.” 

The three of us started walking away.

“Wait—what?! You motherfuckers, get back here!” Sunny screamed. His voice bounced off the walls, filled with utter fury and disbelief. “If you take another step, I’ll rip all your fucking throats out and piss down your necks!”

His hands clanged on the bars. He writhed, and then I turned away. Even Bruce Kittenson followed us, abandoning our brother.

Sunny’s screams followed us—wrenching and furious.

We made it to the turn in the hall, out of the room, before I stopped. I faced Dax and Venn and we all snickered. 

Well, takes one to know one—I guess I’m a fucking child too.

Then I rushed back into the cell room, still laughing.

Sunny was holding onto the bars, his shoulder blades tense as hell. “You fucking assholes.”

I unlocked his gate.

He moved in a flash, charging out, grabbing me by the collar, yanking me close. “Don’t ever fucking do something like that again, Quentin Argyle. Do you understand me? You don’t know what true fury—”

I slapped his hand away. “Cool it, mate.”

He grumbled as we walked to the hall. 

Dax patted him on the shoulder, which earned a deathly scowl. “What was it you once told me, Sunder? Oh yes: ‘Lighten up,’ eh?”

* * *
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WE MOVED AT A SNAIL’S pace. We had no idea what awaited us in the lobby of the basement. There were rooms all over and a guard could’ve popped out at any moment. 

We snaked through the halls like wraiths, crouching as we moved silently as possible. Our mouths were shut—playtime was over—and not a word passed between us. 

Torchlight shone ahead. I put up my fist to stop the crew. 

Bruce Kittenson shuffled past us, meowing.

“Wait!” I hissed. “Pspsps! Come back here!” 

“Little fucker’s gonna give us away,” Sunny growled. 

A slurping sound came from the room ahead. 

Brow furrowed, I faced my guys. 

Then: “Oh, there he is! Who’s my favorite cuddly bean?”

I recognized the voice, but it wasn’t Coralia’s. 

I stood to my full height, as did the rest of the guys. Feeling a bit awkward, I scratched the back of my neck and shrugged. 

We kept moving.

Wild, frizzy, orange hair was the first thing I saw as I walked into the main room.

Charli Fairfax stood before us, loudly sipping a mug of tea or coffee or maybe something a bit stronger. The tiny pixie woman sported a mischievous smirk. “There they are. Cor Cor’s strapping young lads.”

“Charli?” Venn asked, stepping to the front of our group. He was the most acquainted with her, likely because he’d spent the most time in Coralia’s dorm room. “What in the nine circles of Hell are you doing here?”

The girl cocked her head. “How do you even know what that phrase means, Venn?”

“Coralia.”

“Ah. Of course.” She took another sip, looking entirely too relaxed for this situation. 

I was so damn confused. 

That’s when I glanced over her shoulder and saw our prison warden sitting on a chair, sagged against the wall.

Good ol’ Saul Cambridge. 

I inhaled sharply. “Is he . . .”

“Dead?” She giggled. “No, silly. Just taking a nice, long snooze.” She winked. “Advanced Alchemy class has really come in handy.”

“How did you do it?” Sunny asked, sounding equally as perplexed as I felt. 

She rolled her eyes like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “I’m a girl, dummy. It’s not hard. I came in and told him I appreciated all he was doing for the Academy—taking these long hours looking after you ragamuffins. Shared some nice honeydew tea with him.” 

“Ragamuffins?” Venn said with a snort. “That’s a total Charli word.”

She beamed.

“Okay, but why did you do it?” Sunny butted in, killing their moment. “Why are you helping us?”

Her smiling, cheery face flipped in an instant. The sorrow that overcame her small features completely encased her being—her wrinkled, button nose; her helpless eyebrows; her pouting lips; her creased forehead. Even her freckles looked sad. 

It hurt to see. 

“Coralia’s a wreck without you guys. I’ve tried everything I can, but she’s pushing me away, and it sucks. I don’t know what’s wrong with her. I’m hoping you guys might.”

I winced. “Well, I haven’t seen much of her since Waichee, obviously, so I can’t say—”

“I just want my best friend back.” 

I could understand that. We all wanted her back. 

Now we had the chance to do it.  

Excitement and giddiness coursed through my veins. 

We can see her again! We’re free! 

I looked to the stairs that led up to the doorway leading out of this spirits-forsaken hellhole. 

I smiled at my Glovemates, at Charli—

Then the door at the top of the stairs burst open. 

A shadow filled the doorway. Moonlight sliced halfway down the steps, illuminating dancing specks of dust in the air, silhouetting the person.  

I took on a defensive stance. 
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Coralia

I FIGURED I LOOKED just as stunned to see my Glovemates standing in the prison lobby as they did to see me coming down the stairs with Alaric Cane and Jace Hudson behind me. 

If I was stunned, Headmaster Cane was positively stupefied. And livid. “What the fuck is going on in here?!” he screeched when we reached the bottom.

I ignored his whining. Tunnel vision took over, my eyes focusing on my Glovemates: Venn, then Dax, then Quentin, then Sunny. They all looked raggedy as hell, and just as hot as the first day I’d seen them. 

Venn lost his perplexed expression the quickest. He broke out into a crooked grin, pulling half his mouth upward. His eyes crinkled and flared bright purple as they landed on mine. 

Dax’s shining white teeth seemed to light up his entire face. His flat features scrunched and I got the sense he was trying to keep his panther at bay—attempting to hold his animal back from pouncing on me and taking me right there in the cell room with everyone watching.

Quentin seemed relieved. Like I soothed the insanity and constant questions swirling around in his big, troubled brain. He let out a little sigh as we locked eyes, swiping some of his shaggy dark hair off his forehead.  

Sunny scowled. His eyes narrowed. None of that was surprising. But when his suspicious, slightly-confused mien broke on his pale face, it was a beautiful sight. The handsome vampire couldn’t stop his amber eyes from speaking volumes, flaring red and letting me know just how much he craved me and missed me. 

A thrum of anticipation coiled through my body, peppering my skin. My heart filled with joy I hadn’t felt in ages. A strong, heady desire spread a bit further south. 

Then my eyes fell on Charli. What is she doing here? 

Her shy, timid smile nearly brought me to tears. Bruce Kittenson shimmied through her legs to stare up at me, before he hissed and hid behind her skinny calf.

The devil on my shoulder said, She came to steal your men. To take them for her own. 

I knew it was preposterous. I wouldn’t give in to such a ridiculous notion. 

No, Charli loved me. My Glovemates scooted out of the way and slowly faced her, giving her the floor. Their sheer collective size made her look even smaller than usual.

She brightened like a cherry at all the attention.

Nothing needed to be said because I could already read the situation. My mates stared down at her thin frame with reverence and respect.

She had saved them. Rescued them from their prison cells. The sleeping guard at the other end of the room only confirmed it.  

She rescued them for me.

The lovely girl had risked her own freedom at Shadowblade Academy because she knew how much I wanted to see the guys again. She showed utter bravery—something she always commended me for having but thought she lacked. 

Well, definitely not anymore. 

Charli figured my Glovemates might be able to save me from my spiraling path. It was her attempt to get me back to where I belonged—in our dorm room together, getting a stomach ache from laughing and stuffing our faces full of donuts while we played Go Fish and gossiped into the wee hours of the morning.  

I hoped to hell she was right, and that it would work. 

* * *
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WE HAD OUR MEETING there in the prison. Alaric was furious the guys had gotten out of their cages. He planned to discipline the guard, Saul, once he woke up from his sleepy-tea nap. 

Venn and Quentin gave Jace Hudson a hearty welcome, embracing him. Quentin shook the ex-Wrist’s hand, while Sunny glared at him suspiciously. 

With his arms wrapped around his chest, Sunny said, “I’m assuming this—whatever this is—wasn’t proposed by you, Headmaster.”

Alaric bristled. “No, Mr. Conway, I was content with you four running out your sentence.” 

“Why the change of heart?”

The headmaster nudged his chin toward Jace. “Your former Wrist enlightened me on some things. He was quite persuasive.”

Yes, but not before you beat him down and forced an exchange of his happiness for the Glovemates. He’s going to lose Desmona and Ardith because of this ploy.

If I’d ever had my doubts about Jace’s loyalty to us, they washed away after he agreed to rejoin Alaric Cane’s fold in order to free his four Knuckles. The man was sacrificing a lot to “get the band back together.”

“Enlightened you about what, sir?” Dax asked. His head swiveled to Jace and his eyes grew big. “Is Waichee safe, Wrist Hudson?”

Jace nodded diligently. “As safe as can be expected, Dax. Your brother is a handful.” 

“Don’t I know it. What dreadfulness is he up to these days?”

“Running more smuggling operations than ever before. Pissing off other factions. Without the oversight of your mother around, he has free rein. He’s exerting his power. Many villagers are untrusting of him. In my opinion, it’s only a matter of time before he has a rebellion on his hands.”

Dax rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I should be there for that.”

“Unfortunately, my friend, there are more pressing matters.”

Charli’s head darted around like her neck was made of rubber, her eyes giant saucers. It nearly made me laugh.

It dawned on me: This was the first time she’d been present at one of these secretive, behind-the-scenes meetings between faculty and student agents. The inner sanctum. She’d always wanted to be involved in what I was doing, and now no one stopped her from being here or asked her to leave.

You couldn’t exactly ask the person who’d rescued you to bail the room, could you? That would just be rude. 

Her excitement was palpable. I gave her a tiny smirk and she blushed when she caught me peeking.

Jace Hudson went on and explained the situation to the rest of the Glove. In short, the demons behind Luciano Rockford and the humans behind Aliyah Rosewood were meeting soon, seemingly to form an alliance of some kind.

“The late night meeting in the woods,” Dax said once Jace had finished his spiel. “When those humans were killed along with Porter Pindo, and we first put eyes on your mysterious assassin and Luciano Rockford.”

I averted my gaze, not wanting to break it to him that Waichee’s assassin wasn’t so “mysterious” anymore. Finley Winston was the culprit, but Dax still didn’t know that. I didn’t plan to tell him anytime soon, because Finley had killed his friend and we didn’t need a civil war between those two. 

“What about it, Dax?” Venn asked.

“Those human soldiers could have been sent by the leader of this human contingent, to guard Luciano.”

“Or to keep an eye on him,” Venn replied. 

“If that’s the case,” Jace continued, “Luciano has been meeting with the humans for much longer than I originally thought. That makes things even worse.”

Quentin spoke up, asking a pertinent question that had somehow slipped all our minds: “What is their endgame? What could be the goal of pairing the humans and demons together?”

“Mayhem,” Alaric muttered. 

“Yes, sir, but it has to go deeper than that. Luciano is a cunning fucker. He has to have a plan.”

“Which is why I need you all in the field,” Jace said. “I don’t have the manpower to keep watch on him twenty-four-seven and keep Desmona and Ardith safe. Even me being here right now is risky enough.”

“Why would he meet with the humans in Asberald City?” I asked.

“It’s abandoned. Formerly a base of operations for the Leatherwings, as we saw from the prison facility there.” Jace shrugged. “Why not?”

“It’s a way to stay out of the spotlight,” Venn said, “for the humans to stay in the dark.”

“Until their big moment,” Quentin said ominously. 

“Our goal is to figure out what that big moment is,” Alaric Cane said. He walked in front of us, hands clasped behind his back like a drill sergeant. He truly did love his role as headmaster. “The possibilities are endless. It’s pointless speculating what Luciano Rockford’s intentions are of bringing the demons and humans together.”

“The most obvious thing would be infiltration,” Quentin said. “Penetrating human political parties with demons. A takeover.” 

“Again,” Alaric grumbled, “speculation is pointless, Mr. Argyle. We will refrain from it, lest it mislead us in a direction we don’t want to go. The last thing we need is to assume and be wrong, giving up precious time and resources following dead ends.”  

“Right, sir. Of course.”

I was surprised my mates were being so cordial with the man who had no problem letting them rot in jail for the entire semester. It had to be because they wanted to be out in the field again, so they were playing nice. 

“We can’t forget Luciano also has a strong following of his own, as evident by his takeover of my village,” Dax said. “He’s an influential soldier of fortune and pack leader.” 

Dax would know best. His family has been dealing with Luciano much longer than any of us. 

“Good point, Dax,” I said. All this talk was hurting my brain. I needed rest after such a rollercoaster day. 

“Yes, true.” Jace tapped his fingers on his cheek. “Alaric, if I am to return as an agent of Shadowblade Academy . . . does that mean I have the school’s resources at my disposal?”

Alaric mouthed something under his breath. “Within reason, I suppose. Why? What are you thinking?”

“Dax made me realize we should look deeper into Luciano’s people. We have no hold over the demons; no idea where to look since the Forbidden Orchard is gone. But wherever Luciano goes, his men will go.”

“Spy on Luciano? For what cause?”

“Reconnaissance. I’m thinking, if we can successfully infiltrate Luciano’s pack, we can learn more about the people he’ll surround himself with at this upcoming meeting. Discover who his top lieutenants are, what makes them tick, and so on. Since we don’t have direct access to Luciano himself, we can spy on his people to figure out what he’s up to.” 

“Smart, Jace,” I said with a nod. 

“One problem.” Quentin raised a finger. “Luciano’s pack is primarily wolves. All wolves, perhaps.” He made a show of glancing around the room at everyone. “I don’t see any wolf shifters here to blend in, mate.”

Jace hummed to himself. “That does make things more difficult . . .”

“Then that’s where the Academy’s resources will come into play,” Headmaster Cane interjected. “I have some thoughts on people who might be able to aid us in our endeavor. Individuals who have no love lost for Luciano Rockford and his ilk.”

“Who?” Jace asked.

“I will reach out to them first, before I say. I don’t want to betray their confidence if they end up not being able to help us.”

“Fair enough, Headmaster.”

I let out a long, heavy sigh.

It sounded like things were settled. We’d be leaving Shadowblade Academy again, diving off into the unknown with only our intuition and abilities to guide us. Sounds better than rotting in a cell or attending boring classes.

We’d had a taste of shadowblade life outside the Academy, and it was hard to go back to the mundane textbooks and classrooms. Even Shadowball didn’t hold a candle to the excitement of espionage and danger. 

Though nervous at the moment, I was also enthusiastic about the future. 

A new voice broke the silence, turning everyone’s attention because he hadn’t talked the whole meeting.

Sunny asked, “Who did you say heads the human delegation meeting with Luciano, Jace?”

Odd, for Sunny Conway to stay quiet up until now.

“Aliyah Rosewood,” Jace said. “Special counsel to Dobbs & Durham.” 

“Right.”

“Why?”

“I recognize the name, that’s all. Wanted to make sure I hadn’t misheard you.”

Jace gave him a look. “Is there anything you can tell us about her, Sunny?”

“Nope. Sorry.”

Everyone spoke lowly among themselves after that, but my eyes stayed on Sunny as he averted his gaze. The vampire was deep in thought. Not only that—his posture seemed off. Rigid. Nervous, perhaps?

The man was never nervous—always arrogant and confident. When his body language changed, it was real fucking obvious.  

My eyes widened, understanding what his reaction meant. I could feel it in my gut. 

Sunny doesn’t just recognize Aliyah Rosewood’s name . . .

He knows her. 
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Coralia

JACE HUDSON GAVE US a week to get our affairs in order. Then we would go with him, presumably back to the Kolpoden Grove, where we’d plan for our mission against Aliyah Rosewood and Luciano Rockford. 

Charli wasn’t as devastated she couldn’t go as I thought she’d be. In the past, any time I’d left had ruined her. Our goodbyes were always tearful.

That had been when I was Charli’s only friend. Now, she had a whole group of them. It made me a little jealous. She also had Bruce. In the back of my mind, I knew that she secretly looked forward to our separation.

And why wouldn’t she? 

I had been a total bitch to her. 

Maybe this time apart will help heal the schism between us. The last thing I want is for my bestie to hate me. It would break my heart. 

Or perhaps our time away will give her more freedom to conspire against me.

No, that’s bullshit, I tried to tell myself.

Following my Glovemates’ liberation, I felt lighter. I had a new lease on life and was excited to be going on another mission.

It was a fleeting feeling. 

We parted ways without any sexy times, which was understandable. I knew Venn and Dax craved me, and the feeling was mutual, but we were all exhausted. The guys needed at least one night of proper sleep before I came a-knocking and jumped their bones.

As I lay my head on my pillow that evening, the burden of my cursed mind constricted me. It weighed me down like an anchor, threatening to plunge me into the dark depths I’d become so familiar with.

I wished so badly I could force the darkness out. Exfoliate it from my skin, my bones, my heart. 

War waged inside me. I had become such a contradiction of emotions and feelings: Enthusiastic but with heavy energy. Not my usual snarky, doesn’t-take-herself-too-seriously self. Cautious but suspicious of everyone. Brooding and reserved. Quieter than ever.

I ambled leisurely through the Kolpoden Grove, running my hands along the worn bark of each elm tree. Daylight cast thick shadows through the canopies, spreading along the forest floor. 

Voices filtered in, soft and unhurried. I perked up, drawn to them. I recognized both. 

I exited the copse of trees, met by crisp air. Two figures sat at the edge of the island thicket. Their butts were on my side of the island, with their feet perched over the small rushing stream that created a protective moat around the Grove.

Their backs were to me. One larger, womanly shaped. One smaller, with childlike proportions.

Coralia and Ardith.

Evil me and Desmona’s spawn. 

I hid behind an elm tree with my head poking out the side, spying on them. 

“Your role in this place is new growth, Ardith,” Coralia said softly. She put a hand on the toddler demon’s back and rubbed. “With death comes new life.” 

“Death, Auntie Coralia?” Ardith asked in a small voice. 

I had never heard her speak before. She sounded like any other child—though her voice inside my head, in the past, had been ancient and withered. Filled with a long life she had never lived. 

“Yes. The Kolpoden Grove must fall for it to rise from the ashes, rejuvenated.”

No! I thought. I’m corrupting the poor girl!

“It was how I fell, in this very place.” Coralia ran her hand along the grass. “My fall led to my rebirth, with a stronger, deeper purpose.”

“What is your purpose, Auntie?”

“To guide you, my dear.” Spectral Coralia nodded sagely. “To help you rule this forest.”

“Can we both rule?” Ardith squeaked, hopeful.

“Of course. But it will take time. You are not yet ready.” Her hands lifted, sweeping through the sky overhead, gesturing to the swaying trees. “Eventually, this entire land will teem with beautiful wings.” 

“Wings, Auntie?”

“The wings of angels, Ardith.”

Of demonic Leatherwings, more like! I thought. 

I couldn’t stand it any longer—the insidious influence my doppelganger was having on this vulnerable young girl, bastardizing her from every good thing Desmona and Jace had taught her.

I stepped out from the trees. “Don’t listen to her, Ardith,” I said in a cold tone. 

Their necks craned. Behind Ardith, over her shoulder, a wicked smirk spread on my doppelganger’s face, as if to say, “You’re too late.”

“Auntie?” the girl said, confusion in her white eyes. “But you’re sitting right next to me.” Her head turned to make sure Evil Coralia was still there.

She was.

“This one is an imposter, dear child,” Evil Me said, wrapping an arm over Ardith’s shoulder. “Remnants of my past life.” 

“You are the fraud, doppelganger,” I spat. 

“Do you see how angry she is, Ardith? How she interrupts our peaceful meeting to spout such accusations?”

I felt I was losing Desmona’s child. My Spectral Self had gotten to her first, filling her ears with vileness.

Ardith nodded along, and then, her thin eyebrows arched. Her lips firmed into a thin line. She didn’t trust me. “But who is this invader? Why has she come?” 

“Jealousy drives her,” Coralia said. “Uncertainty. She wishes to bring herself out of the hell she has created, but she is too late. Much too late.”

Oh spirits help me. 

“There is no escape for rotten souls of this world, dear child. They cling to hope that doesn’t exist. Which is why death is the only answer . . . and with it, new life.”

“I understand, Auntie. Thank you for showing me the light.”

Even as Ardith said it, the daylight dimmed. The swaying branches stilled. A black fog swept through the tree limbs like inky spider legs, nearing us and blotting out the sun. 

Utter darkness fell over us, engulfing Ardith and Evil Me until they were gone from my sight. I couldn’t see a thing.  

“No, wait!” I cried, reaching a hand out.

When the fog finished its slow sweep and disappeared, the light returned. 

But my Spectral Self and Ardith were gone. Vanished.

Left alone on the edge of the Kolpoden Grove, I wept—not for myself, but for the future my doppelganger wished to create. 

An earthquake shook me. 

I opened my eyes and blinked until the blurry world came into focus.

Someone stared down at me. Sunlight poured in through the window, lighting up half her freckled face. 

Charli.

A worried look chased across her features.

I glanced to my left and right—to the white wall and to Charli’s bed. Oh thank the spirits. My heart settled. It was just a dream.

But how had it seemed so real? 

And why did Charli look like she’d just lived through a nightmare?

“Char, what’s wrong?” My voice cracked from disuse. 

Tears dripped down her cheeks. “Cor Cor, you’ve got to wake up. Oh, it’s just awful!” She let out a choked sob. 

I slowly sat up, rubbing my head. How long was I out?

“What is it, Char? Tell me.”

“Mya Todden is dead.”
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Coralia

MY EYES BULGED. “WHAT?” I asked in barely more than a whisper. “H-How?”

The confusion on my face made Charli’s features twitch. She watched me intently, which only furthered my confusion. 

She knows what you are. 

I wobbled upright, towering over all five feet of Charli. “What happened, Char?”

She struggled through her tears, hyperventilating. “I don’t know, Cor. No one knows!”

My head shook as if trying to eke out the suffocating weight that had settled on me. I couldn’t reconcile what Charli was saying. Mya Todden . . . dead? A student at Shadowblade Academy? How is that possible? 

Anything is possible when the shadows are a weapon. 

But surely the culprit is caught and in chains already? Who would do such a thing? We didn’t get along, but I’d never think to—

She flew too close to the sun and now she’s gone. She was nothing but trouble. You should be happy about this.

How could I be happy about this? That’s someone’s daughter, sister, granddaughter, niece! 

“Coralia . . . are you all right?”

Charli’s words sounded muffled and far away. I blinked at her in a daze. Twin images of the orange-haired, freckled girl stood before me. 

I closed my eyes and palmed my temple. A headache bloomed behind my lids, deep in the recesses of my brain. It started spreading and I grimaced. 

When my eyes opened, the Charli twins were gone. Only one remained, and she stared at me with a hint of horror on her face. Uncertainty and trepidation. 

“I’m okay,” I assured her. “I’ve just got a headache. This is too much, Char.”

“I know. It’s horrible. Who would do such a thing?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”

“You have to let me help you. I know you didn’t like each other, but she was my friend.” 

“Of course.” When her bottom lip trembled, I wrapped her in a huge hug. “Oh Char, I’m so sorry.”

Her voice tickled my neck. “What are you sorry for?”

That’s an odd thing to say. 

She knows the true you. 

I separated from Charli and furrowed my brow. “Because you lost a friend, hun.”

“Oh. Right.”

Doubt clouded her features. 

Oh spirits, don’t tell me . . .

“Is there something wrong, Char?”

Her head whipped left to right. “N-No, Cor Cor. I just . . . it’s nothing. Stupid. People are already gossiping around campus. I’m weak for letting their words have any effect.”

My creased brow grew more pronounced. “What are they saying?”

It was a silly question I didn’t need to ask, because I already knew the answer. I was no idiot. But goddamn does gossip travel quick around here!

Charli looked away from me, head bowed. “They’re, um, they’re saying . . .”

“It’s okay, babe.” I ran a hand over her shoulder, swallowing hard, trying to console her. “You don’t need to say it. I already know.”

Her head shot up. Red-rimmed eyes stared up into my face. “There’s no truth to it, right, Cor Cor? Please tell me—”

“Of course there isn’t,” I said adamantly. Maybe too harshly. I didn’t need to berate her for listening to the rumors—she was already in shitty shape. “We had our differences,” I added, “but I would never do something like this.” 

She sucked her lips in and let out a ragged sigh. It was like the weight of the world had fallen off her shoulders when I promised I’d had nothing to do with Mya’s death. “Okay. I knew it. Like I said, it was just silliness. I’m sorry for doubting you, bestie.”

I shrugged easily. “Besides, I was asleep.” Even as I said the words, my heart felt heavy in my chest. It hurt to hear Charli would believe—for even a second—I’d have something to do with Mya’s death. 

My bestie would have never, ever thought that about the old me. It showed how far we’d strayed from one another. 

“I’m sorry I’ve been such a bad friend, Char.” 

I desperately needed her approval.

She rushed into my body and hugged me like a bear. Her voice came out muffled once more, head squished precariously close to my boobs. “I am too.”

You have nothing to be sorry for, little bestie. 

I cupped the back of her head. “We’ll make it right between us. I promise. For now, we need more information about Mya. We can’t let this stand.”

She stepped back and folded her lips in a thin line. “You’re right. I’m with you, Cor Cor.” 

It seemed her valiant breakout of my Glovemates had given her some lingering confidence. I loved it. 

While I had regressed since meeting Charli, she had grown so much. I was so proud of her. 

Luckily, Mya had never been that close of a friend to Charli, but I knew how shocking and devastating the death of even a passing acquaintance could be. I would need to tread lightly around my best friend for a while, if only to regain her confidence in me. 

And no more wicked thoughts, dammit. There’s no time for it, and I can’t let my mind break.

I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince—or even talking to.

I threw on a fresh Academy uniform and headed for the door. “Let’s go, Char. And bring your detective hat.”

* * *
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DONOVENN AND DAX HAD more information for us. I found them in the mess hall, eating a late breakfast together, bodies stooped over their bowls. 

These two have seemed quite chummy lately.

When I sat down across from them, Charli plopping down beside me, I noticed their severe frowns. 

Everyone we had passed on the way to the mess hall sported the same look: sad, dejected, despondent. 

The mess hall was packed. Not a single empty table lined the place. An air of uncertainty and fear made the huge room stuffy. No doubt other students looking over their shoulders, wondering if they’re next. How awful.

“Hi guys,” I said timidly. 

They glanced up in unison, noticing us for the first time. Venn’s purple skin seemed darker, while Dax’s black skin seemed paler. 

“Big fuck-up to our plans,” Venn lamented. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Jace has been put in charge of the investigation. We’re supposed to leave in a week, but if he hasn’t nailed down a suspect by then . . .”

As Venn trailed off, Dax took over. “Classes have been canceled today—not that we’re enrolled in any.”

Right. They’d been spending the foreseeable future in the initiation cells, so they hadn’t gotten a chance to choose any classes for their Specter year. 

“Headmaster Cane said the day off is for students to mourn, but I think it’s to clear the air. Give Jace room to investigate.”

“So the headmaster is already using his new relationship with Jace to exert authority over him,” I muttered.

“Yes, M’shyok. I suspect he’s trying to keep Jace here.”

“Why? We all heard what Alaric said in the jail. He seemed as on-board as the rest of us to figure out what Luciano and Aliyah are up to.”

Venn shrugged. “So? People can be deceptive, hun. Alaric is one of the most cunning.”

I bit my lip and mulled that over. Then, tilting my head, I asked, “Does that seem a bit weird to you? No offense—and I’m not trying to belittle Mya’s death, because it’s horrible—but don’t we have bigger fish to fry? Alaric would know that.”

Dax finished his food and leaned back in his seat. “True. Time is of the essence.”

Venn shoulder-bumped Dax, looking at me curiously. “I don’t think that’s what she’s trying to say, Daxy.”

“She’s not?”

“I’m not?”

Venn leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “Speak plainly, Cor. I can see the cogs turning.”

I felt a bit embarrassed. I hadn’t expected Venn to be so perceptive, but I knew I could trust everyone at this table. Still, I conspiratorially glanced over my shoulders before leaning forward. “I’m just saying, doesn’t this seem a bit convenient? For Alaric to put a roadblock in front of Jace and keep him here?”

“If you’re saying what I think you’re saying, M’shyok, I believe you’re mistaken.” Dax frowned. “Does Alaric Cane have the capability to do such a horrendous thing? Absolutely. But it makes no sense for him to kill Mya. He’d likely never even met the girl—”

“Making her expendable,” I chirped.

Dax took a deep, calming breath. “He would not sacrifice one of his students for such a petty squabble with Jace Hudson.”

Venn made a skeptical face. “I’m not so sure about that, man. With Alaric, it’s his way or the highway.” He raised his arms in surrender. “In this case, however, I think you’re right. The headmaster of Shadowblade Academy would have no reason to kill a student. No offense, but she’s not important enough.”

“Then who?” I fired.

Their eyes lingered on me for too long—lilac and earthen. Unblinking. 

The insinuation hit me like a ton of bricks. 

“We don’t believe it, hun,” Venn said, before I could try to defend myself for something that hadn’t even been uttered yet. “Of course not. But look around you. You have a lot of balls coming here, honestly.”

The next time I glanced over my shoulders, I noticed what he was talking about. I was getting a lot of attention—passed eyes, over-the-shoulder glares and scowls. “Fucking hell,” I muttered, putting my head in my palms. 

Dax reached out across the table, touching my arm. “We have your back, M’shyok. But Donovenn is right. Perhaps it’s best if you’re not seen out in public, or travel alone through campus, while this investigation is underway.”

My throat felt tight. “The longer this investigation lasts, the more people are gonna think I did it.”

Charli said, “Then we’ll just have to figure it out quick, Cor Cor. Don’t worry, we’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Venn gave the fox shifter an impressed nod. “I like this new Charli.” He inclined his chin. “Thanks again for busting us out of jail yesterday.”

Her cheeks flamed. “O-Oh, it was nothing. Happy to help.” Then her nose wrinkled. “Though it turned out to be for nothing—Alaric, Jace, and Cor were on the way to get you out anyway.”

“Still, it’s the thought that counts. The principle. So thank you.”

Charli gave him a weak smile. In normal circumstances, she would have beamed.

Dax finished his steak and eggs—a hearty breakfast for a hearty panther shifter—then dusted his hands off. “Shall we get moving?”

“What do we do?” I asked.

He winced, and I wasn’t sure what it meant.

“Honestly, Coralia?” Dax continued. “It’s wise to let the rest of us handle this. If you’re seen prying too deep into this, it might look bad. A conflict of interest, if you will.”

I scoffed incredulously, taken aback. “How?”

“Like you might be trying too hard to prove your innocence, hun,” Venn answered for him. “Let the chips fall where they may and trust your Glovemates to do right by you. Trust the process.”

“But don’t be part of the process?”

He took my sarcasm with a smile. “Exactly. You get it.”

“No I don’t. I hate it.”

Charli rubbed my back. “It’s okay, babe. We got this. Maybe you should grab some food?”

“I’m not hungry.” I sulked and crossed my arms over my chest like a toddler throwing a tantrum. This would be the first “mission” Charli would be part of and I wouldn’t. 

A buried thought pushed free to the surface: Now she’ll have more time alone with the Glove. More time to seduce them and steal them from you.

Rage swelled inside me. I didn’t even know what I was fucking mad at anymore. 

The whole damn world. This situation. Mya dying on me when things had finally seemed like they were ready to get back to normal.

“Please don’t pout, Cor,” Venn said. “We’re doing this to protect you.”

“You sound like every shady cop I’ve ever met when you say that, Venn.”

He frowned. 

“Ugh, sorry.” I sighed. 

Dax and Venn stood from the table. 

“Come on,” Dax said, reaching his hand out to take mine. “We will escort you back to your dorm.”

“I know the way, dammit. I’ll be fine.” I stood without taking his proferred hand. 

“Safety first, hun,” Venn said with a wink.

Damn him and his attractiveness. How could he baby me and make it hot at the same time? “Gah, fine,” I relented. “Take the princess to her ivory tower.”

“Come on, Cor Cor, don’t be like that,” Charli whined.

I was in a sour mood, for sure. It was selfish, because the only thing that should have mattered at that moment was finding out what had happened to Mya. 

But I was pissed I wouldn’t get to be part of the search. A Knuckle severed from the Glove. Just when they had regained their freedom and I wanted to see my guys the most.

I followed the boys and Charli out of the mess hall. Eyes tracked me everywhere I went. I didn’t need to search hard to find them—I could feel them on my back. 

This fucking sucks. 

As we stepped out into the morning, which had become overcast in the short time we’d been in the mess hall—because of course it had—I clicked my tongue. “Let’s hope a full-on protest hasn’t gathered outside my dorm room. I can hear it now: Hang the witch . . . Burn the witch . . .”
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Venn

AFTER SEEING CORALIA safely to her dorm—babying her, as she put it—Dax and I went off to find Jace Hudson. As our off-again-on-again Wrist, and the head of Alaric Cane’s investigation, we hoped he had some behind-the-scenes deets he could share with us about Mya Todden.

Marching through campus, I thought back on our breakfast. All the eyes on Coralia, like she was guilty until proven innocent. I hated it, because no one understood her loving spirit and tender heart better than I did. 

Was she a little rough around the edges? Sure. But that was part of her charm. She wasn’t going to back down to any bully or let her friends get bowled over. She was a fighter. 

I did find it a little odd, however, that she hadn’t asked about Mya Todden’s death in more detail. She hadn’t asked how it had happened or most of the five Ws. 

Those were common questions.

Instead, she shied away from those questions. I could look at that one of two ways: Either it meant she already knew that stuff and didn’t want to press the issue or get our heads wrapped up in it to look too closely at her. That was a horrible thought. Or, I was reading too much into it and she had simply been in shock. Maybe even trying to be respectful of Mya by not asking the pertinent questions right off the bat.

I knew I shouldn’t speculate. I couldn’t allow the gossip to influence me.  

We found Jace randomly. 

We were heading for Fort Nocturnus when Dax tapped me on the shoulder and nudged his chin toward the southern end of the green park. Jace marched across the grass, up a knoll, moving in the same direction as us. He didn’t look too happy.

We cut him off at the pass, as it were, and came saddling up beside him. 

“What’s up, Jace?” I asked. Dax took the other side of him.

Jace glanced over his shoulders at us with annoyance written on his face. “What?” he snapped. “I’m your Wrist again, by the way. You can call me that if you want.”

“Nah,” I said, shrugging. “I always called you Jace. It was the law-abiding citizen”—I pointed behind him at Dax—“who called everyone by their proper titles. Hell, he still calls me Donovenn.”

“It’s your name, isn’t it?” Dax drawled.  

“I’m quite busy.” Jace’s voice was clipped, vexed, like he’d just gotten news he didn’t like. 

“Running down leads?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Anything you can tell us?” 

“No.”

I pouted. “Oh, come on. If we’re going to work together again, you’ve gotta trust us . . . Wrist Hudson.”

His upper lip twitched—a lip I could actually see now thanks to his beardlessness. “You were right. It sounds wrong coming out of your mouth. Call me Jace.”

I let out a heavy sigh. I’d never known Jace Hudson to stall, but here we were. We passed over the other end of the hill, came to a few benches and a small pond on the other side of it, and Fort Nocturnus popped into view, looming in the distance.

“Just tell us who the primary suspect is,” I said, posing it as a statement rather than a question.

“You know who the primary suspect is.”

I blurted, “You can’t believe Coralia would actually do something like this.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore. From the interviews I’ve done, it sounds like she hasn’t been herself lately. Quick to anger. An agitator.” 

“That’s bullshit. Mya Todden was a bitch.” As soon as I said the words, guilt ran through me. They both eyed me curiously, so I made a gesture of crossing my heart and looked up to the sky. “Uh, spirits rest her soul. But I’m just calling it like I see it. Genevieve Jade corrupted the girl and made her hate Coralia.”

Dax said, “Coralia has seemed off recently. It’s true.”

“Spirits bite me, Dax, whose side are you on? Have a little camaraderie here, jeez.”

The shifter’s shoulders bobbed up to his ears. “I’m just saying . . .”

“Yeah, well keep it to yourself. Do you think she killed Mya?”

“No.”

“There you go.”

Our conversation carried us to the edge of the eastern side of the park. We stepped onto cobblestones and Jace reached into his pocket for a notebook. He scribbled something down.

“What’cha writing?” I pestered. 

“Genevieve Jade’s name.”

“But Mya and Vivi were friends. Roommates.” 

“Murders are often done by those closest to the victim,” Jace said. He tapped the side of his head. “Criminology 101.” 

“Okay, but what motive would Vivi have? She’s not even mean anymore.” 

“Jealousy? Quick rage? Who knows?” Jace stopped walking, forcing me and Dax to stop as well. “Or, if you want, I could continue investigating Coralia Hargrave.” 

“No, no, Vivi’s good.”

“That’s what I thought.”

We continued walking in silence . . . for about thirty seconds.

“What about Alaric Cane?” I asked, seemingly out of the blue, though Cor’s words from the mess hall had got me thinking.

Jace scoffed, his brow tugging together. “Dammit, Donovenn Gable, lower your voice.”

He scolded me like he was my father. Which I didn’t like, because I had no love for my dad in the Unseelie Court. 

I threw up my arms, trying to act innocent. “Hey, it plays. All I’m saying.”

“Please, enlighten me, Venn. How does it work?”

“Keeps you here, doing his grunt work, no?”

“This is a temporary hiccup in our plans. It won’t last.” He shook his head like he was trying to convince himself of the veracity of my argument. “No, it’s a weak motive. Alaric Cane is sly, and sometimes wicked, but even he wouldn’t stoop to killing a damned student. He cares about his position too much. He doesn’t care about me enough to string me along in the way you’re suggesting.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out.”

“You’re annoying me, Venn. Watch yourself.”

I slipped a couple steps behind him so I was out of his peripheral vision. I hoped Dax would take the stand in my defense, or at least grill Jace in my absence.

It took a good minute of walking for Dax to break the weird silence. “Can you tell us how she was found, sir? Perhaps that will illuminate something.”

“Like what?”

“A clue? Perhaps.”

Jace flared his nostrils and let out a long breath. “It was ugly. She was found behind the freshman classroom buildings, in the shadows, crumpled up. It wasn’t until dawn that a passing student discovered her. The student’s shrieking alerted others. Blood was everywhere on the back walls, pooling around her body. She’d practically been eviscerated. There are custodians cleaning it up even as we speak.”

“Gods save us,” I murmured, my throat going dry. “That’s terrible.”

“So it wasn’t a clean hit,” Dax said, always the matter-of-fact speaker. “No poison, no typical shadowblade techniques?”

“No. She was stabbed by something. Numerous times. Whoever did this was angry as all hell.” 

“Stabbed by . . .”

“A dagger or knife, most likely. It’s too early to tell. Dr. Merryman is doing the honors of the autopsy, but I doubt he’ll find any poison in her system.”

My mind whirled the longer I rolled the new info in my head. 

“Shadowblades typically don’t use weapons,” Dax said in a low voice. The shifter was coming to the same conclusion I was, at the same time. 

“No, they don’t,” Jace said. “At least not until halfway through their Phantom year. Students aren’t even issued weapons until they’re well-trained in using them.” Near the gates of Fort Nocturnus, he stopped. “You know who does issue weapons though? An angry dragon queen named Leviathan Sunfall.”

I blinked. Shit. He had deduced the same thing as me and Dax: Queen Sunfall had gifted us Oblyx Steel swords. 

When fear and anguish crept up my face, Jace’s hard expression softened. “Look.” He leaned closer to us. “I’m going to do everything I can to protect Coralia, okay? She’s part of my Glove. She’s one of us, and we’ll need her on our mission.”

“I feel a ‘but’ coming.”

“But if she had anything to do with this, she’ll have to atone for her sins. This won’t just go away. I can maybe sweep it under the rug for a little bit, but you can bet your ass it’ll be the first thing Alaric Cane brings up once we’re back. After he’s finished using Coralia.”

“She didn’t do it,” I growled. 

“What are you saying, Wrist Hudson?” Dax asked. 

“That a reckoning is coming, one way or another, guys.”

A thought came to me. A despicable, dark thought, but one that nagged and wouldn’t be pushed aside. 

Jace had spoken as if there was room for an ultimatum—“A reckoning is coming,” unless . . . 

It reminded me of my past life in the Unseelie Court, where I became a master botanist, herbalist, and, eventually, a drug dealer. It called back my memories of Garlock, my friend who died from my synthesized herbs. Of the capital punishment I was going to face if Alaric Cane hadn’t interjected. 

How had he interjected? He’d found a scapegoat for my crime. It was something I would always be ashamed of and never live down. To this day, I regretted what happened—how an innocent man had been unjustly convicted for my crime. For Garlock’s death. 

It also made me appreciate the lengths Alaric Cane had gone to free me and bring me here.

And now, that single word played in my head:

Scapegoat.

If Coralia really did do this to Mya, like Jace suspects, then a reckoning certainly is coming . . . unless we can put the murder weapon in someone else’s hands . . .
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Coralia

I QUICKLY GREW BORED and tired of sitting in my room. I couldn’t just sit around while my name was sullied all over campus. The longer I stewed, the angrier I became. 

Charli was out and about, probably mourning with her other friends, so I was alone with my boiling darkness. My cat didn’t even want to talk to me. Brucey had been acting like a big butthole ever since I’d come back from the Forbidden Orchard. It sucked ass, and not in a good way.

I stared out the window of my room, down at the sunny campus of Shadowblade Academy. It made me feel like Rapunzel trapped in her tower. 

I watched as groups of people went by. They headed for the mess hall in the distance, or the library, or the shopping center on the other side of campus. Student groups convened on the meadow at the center of my vision, practicing magic on the hills, chatting near the ponds, making out in the bushes, hanging out. 

And here I was. Stewing. 

Then I saw Finley Winston beneath my window, leaving the dorm building, storming away. I stared at her back as she became smaller. She was dressed in street clothes—black skinny jeans and a black hoodie with her hands shoved in her pockets. She looked goth, which I appreciated, but her garb made her stick out like a sore thumb in the bright, yellow, cloudless day. 

My brow furrowed as an idea came to my head. 

“Fuck it,” I said, no longer able to contain my restlessness. 

I left my dorm without another word. The guys can’t keep me locked up—they should know that better than anyone. 

I made my way downstairs, my mind working double-time to come up with a plan. I knew I was playing with fire. It was probably in my best interest to walk on eggshells, but that wasn’t my vibe. 

I hurried out the building and jogged up to Finley. She’d made it about fifty steps and headed toward the grassy quad.

I cornered the diminutive-yet-powerful shadowblade right there on the cobblestones. 

“What the hell did you do, Finley?”

She froze. Slowly, she turned, keeping her hands in her pockets. When I noticed the cold expression on her face, the chilliness transmitted to my bones like some sort of transfer magic. 

I suppressed a shiver. 

“Excuse me?” 

Yes, definitely playing with fire. I knew, without a doubt, Finley Winston could kick my ass. After what I’d seen her do in the Forbidden Orchard, I better understood why she had a mythical aura around the Academy.

She had strangled a big-ass Leatherwing while still behind bars. With those tiny arms! She punched a demon unconscious like he was a boxer’s speedbag, her hands lighting up with electricity. She sizzled a couple more with her lightning. 

So, yeah, I was starting to get the gist. And now I was calling her out.

“What did you say to me, Cor?” she asked after I didn’t respond the first time. 

I gulped. Is it too late to rewind and go hide in my dorm?

I braced myself. No, I have to find out the truth. 

“It just came to me,” I said, curling my hands into fists. 

“What has?” She took a step toward me, and even with her size-six shoes, it felt menacing. 

“You were the one who told me Mya Todden was going to be a problem.”

Her smooth face hardened. “Because she was. A problem for you. Not me.”

“Right. Okay. But—”

“If you have something to ask me, do it. Otherwise, I’ll just pretend this conversation never happened, so next time I see you I’m not filled with rage.”

Jesus. “You don’t seem like you’re in a very good mood.”

“That’s what you want to ask me, Coralia? A student just died. Why should I be? In fact, have you ever seen me chipper?”

“Only when you want to kill Leatherwings. Let’s try again: Did you kill her?”

She paused for a beat. Her eyes got beady, the corners crinkling. “Do you think I did?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I’m asking.”

“That’s a hell of a thing to ask me, Coralia. We were in the shit together in the Forbidden Orchard, or have you already forgotten?”

“Of course not. One thing has nothing to do with the other.” I tried a different approach, softening my features around her sharp ones. “I have to know, Fin, for my own sanity.”

She sucked her teeth in a hiss, baring them. “I respect your dogged pursuit of the truth. I’m sorry to disappoint you, Coralia, but no, I didn’t kill Mya.”

“But you’ve killed before. And you said Mya was a prob—”

“I know what I said. One thing has nothing to do with the other.” She mocked me, throwing my taunt back in my face, but I didn’t blame her. I was repeating myself because I couldn’t wrap my head around Finley being innocent. 

Or maybe you’re being dishonest with yourself, girl. Maybe you can’t wrap your head around you being guilty. 

No, no, shut up. I wouldn’t do something like that. I was freaking asleep for crying out loud, having a shitty dream about Evil Me and Ardith!

And death. 

Finley had an unnerving gaze. She didn’t blink, like a snake. A sneaky reptile. She was arguably the best shadowblade-in-training, so I knew if she had killed Mya, no one would ever find out it was her. She was good.

My gut was telling me she wasn’t lying though. 

After staring at me for long enough that it was starting to get weird, she said, “Maybe, instead of alienating everyone you’ve befriended, you should look inward.”

“Look inward?”

She nodded once, then said no more. She didn’t need to—Finley believed what everyone else at this damn school believed: I’d killed Mya. The fight we’d had at the dojo didn’t paint me in a very good light.

It was tearing me apart. 

When she turned to walk away, I watched her go and my heart galloped in my chest. “Wait, Fin!”

She stopped, turned.

“Can we forget this conversation happened, like you said?” I arched my eyebrows hopefully.

“What conversation?”

I gave her a small smile. She didn’t return it, just scowled with her Resting Bitch Face, then wheeled around and left my presence. 

I let out a jagged sigh.

That definitely didn’t go over well.

* * *
[image: image]


I WAS HARDHEADED AND stubborn. I knew that. It was starting to cause some serious rifts in my friendships. 

My Glovemates hadn’t come calling since their release from the initiation cells. Not even Venn and Dax—the ones I’d slept with. 

I thought they loved me? And where the hell are Quen and Sunny? Haven’t seen them all day. 

No one was coming to check up on me. 

I reclined in my bed and stared up at the ugly white ceiling. 

No one is coming to save you, Coralia. You’re on your own.

Charli hadn’t been back all day. Bruce kept his distance. I only saw white fur a couple times before he darted under Char’s bed. 

My stubbornness was powerful and I didn’t want to admit I’d made mistakes along the way. That I’d ostracized people who didn’t deserve it: Charli, Finley, my Glovemates, Jace Hudson, even Alaric Cane.

Okay, maybe Alaric deserves it . . . but still.  

Lying there, wallowing in self-pity, I realized I needed to start listening to my inner thoughts more. They were more level-headed and logical. Whoever was talking in there—because it sure as hell didn’t sound like things I would say—was smarter and had been right about everything so far.

I couldn’t deny that any longer.

Finally coming to your senses. Smart girl. Perhaps it’s not too late for you after all. 

Rather than try to fight it, I leaned in. 

I let the darkness fall over me. 

It just so happened to transpire as the sun began to set outside my window, the yellow light giving way to a silvery moon. A full moon.

It was an eerie thing—a premonition, perhaps.

I closed my eyes. My stomach grumbled with hunger, but I didn’t feel like getting up. I was too dejected.  

All right, thoughts, let’s see what terrible nightmares you give me tonight. Will it be Charli abandoning me to be with Mya’s friends? Or my Glovemates deserting me, no longer in love with such a frail, angry woman? No longer following my lead?

You’re underserving of their love anyway, I told myself with a frown. Warm, salty tears trickled down my cheeks. 

And Charli is untrustworthy. You tried to smooth things over, which was a mistake. Don’t forget: She freed your Glovemates without telling you. She poisoned Bruce against you. She spilled your secrets to Mya Todden and made you a laughingstock of the Academy. 

My teeth gnashed together. I writhed in bed, tossing and turning. 

No, no, no! She didn’t mean to do any of that. 

Intentions don’t mean anything, Coralia.

They do!

When she comes back to the room, you’ll give her a piece of your mind. Tell her how you really feel—finally. Get it all out. 

And then we can recover our friendship? Things will be the way they were before?

Yes. Absolutely.

My thoughts calmed me. My struggles ceased, both in the bed and inside my head. I no longer fought myself because the devil on my shoulder was making too much sense.

Fine. When she’s back, we’ll talk. 

We’ll get this all hashed out. 
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Sunny

I SAT ON THE ROOF OF the men’s dorm building, staring down at the quiet, dark campus with my legs dangling over the edge. 

Alaric Cane had enacted a curfew for the week in the wake of Mya Todden’s death, which meant the Academy was quiet this time of night. 

I frequently came up here to reminisce. Despite my popularity on campus, I was actually a bit of a loner. The rooftop gave me respite in the late hours, when vampires were most active. 

It hadn’t always been this way, of course. I wasn’t born a vampire. I was turned into one. A monster.  

Tonight, three names commanded my thoughts: 

Coralia Hargrave.

Mya Todden.

Aliyah Rosewood.

I’d kept my distance from everyone to ponder everything that had happened in the recent months. I liked the surreal quiet tonight, the soft wind across my cheeks.

The Forbidden Orchard had been a disaster. We’d failed in more ways than one. Our ultimate goal of rescuing Coralia, though, had been a success. Many lives were lost, chief among them—no pun intended— Chieftess Fionne. 

I had liked the stern, stoic leader. She could take the heat and dish it out just as well. I now understood where Dax got his temperament and personality from. If only he could be more like his mother in other ways: wry, wise, a bit sardonic.

It was impossible not to blame myself, at least a little, for allowing Fionne to die at the hands of that fucking demon man, and the hands of Coralia’s sister, my former sister-in-Glove, Myria. 

How the mighty have fallen.

I felt like a coward for not doing more in that moment. For hesitating with the rest of my group while Fionne split off and defended our exit. While her soldiers did the same, dying for a cause that wasn’t theirs. 

I played a game of “should’ve, could’ve, would’ve” in my head. We should’ve fled the Orchard the moment we saw the gravity of the situation—how many Leatherwings roamed the meadow. We could have recognized they weren’t going to Waichee Village to recover the phony Oblyx Steel, and our decoy mission had failed. 

If not then, then once Cyrus Kilmeade abandoned us. He halved our soldiers with his cowardice and betrayal, which led directly to his mother’s death, as far as I’m concerned.

We’d had opportunities. We just didn’t take them.

Coming back to Shadowblade Academy, I’d expected a heap of shit to get tossed at us for going against Alaric’s orders. That was unavoidable. We had resigned ourselves to our fate: As long as Coralia was safe, what happened to us didn’t matter.

Being jailed sucked, but it was something I was used to. Inadvertently, I felt like I’d gotten a bit closer to my Glovemates during those long, uncertain days and nights.

Only now I had pulled away from them.

If we were going to join Jace Hudson on this mission of saving the supernatural community from an alliance between humans and demons, I needed to be in the right headspace. I couldn’t do that if I was constantly second-guessing myself and questioning my abilities.

Coralia showing up to fuck Dax while I listened next door and chastised them, stroking myself, growing impossibly aroused, had been icing on the cake during my time in the initiation cell. 

That girl certainly knew how to get under our skin.

Mya Todden’s death was a speedbump as we careened down the highway. I had never cared for Vivi’s lackey, even as far back as when I’d been screwing Vivi to find out more information on Myria’s disappearance. 

People died all the time. 

The mode of her death was gruesome, but this was a dark place. Shit happened. My response might have been callous, but it was genuine.

Which brought me to the final name in my head: Aliyah Rosewood. 

There’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Mostly because I’ve been trying to forget it. 

As a public figure these days, Aliyah wasn’t hard to find if I truly wanted to find her. 

I didn’t, because the name still pained me. 

Is she truly doing what Jace is accusing her of? Soliciting fucking demons, man? That’s a recipe for disaster.

It was a shameful thing. For a shameful person. Ambitious, egotistical, narcissistic. 

Qualities that reminded me of myself, honestly. 

I wonder if we can stop her, or if she’s too far along—

My thoughts broke as I spied a figure emerging from shadows in the distance, near the female dormitory. The person hadn’t come from the doorway of the building, but rather a nearby shadow, as if shadowwalking to elude anyone seeing them. 

I narrowed my eyes and peered into the darkness. The figure headed toward the meadow of the park—slowly, methodically. The moon blanketed the hilly southern region of the quad in a purple and silver sheen. Lampposts dotted the edges of the public grounds, throwing circles of yellow. 

Squinting, I tried to discern the figure. From my distance, it was impossible. They sure are moving slowly. And what’s that they’re holding? It looked like a giant bag of some kind, draped over their arms. 

I leaned back on my hands, kicking my feet, wondering if I should do something. Why? They’re the only person visible for miles, thanks to the curfew. The Academy guards will surely be on them soon.

That’s when a sidelong look at the silhouette gave me a different perspective. 

My eyes widened. I recognized that gait. That wasn’t a bag draped over their arms . . .

I moved in a flash, no longer thinking, just acting.

Pushing off from the side of the rooftop, I plummeted toward the earth. Wind whooshed past me, weightlessness carrying me down.

Half a second before landing, I flicked my wrist and merged a patch of inky black concrete with the Shadow Realm, turning the patch into a small, circular shadowgate. 

I plunged into the sinkhole and, for all intents and purposes, disappeared. 

Seconds later, I emerged a few feet away from a different shadow, standing, brushing off my red cloak.

The slow-moving silhouette had reached the edge of the park, melding with the background. I shadowwalked across small umbral patches to get to the meadow. 

Within minutes, I was at the base of the first hill. I climbed it, eyes darting left and right to see if the person had veered off the path. 

Nope.

I kept moving, using my attuned senses to locate any breathing bodies. 

The meadow flattened on the other side of the hill, giving way to briar patches and rows of dense shrubs. Only a hint of light around the edges—moonlight and distant lamps on the border of the park—lit my path. 

I sniffed, closed my eyes, and listened in all directions. I squatted and put my hand to the earth, to try and feel the tremble of footsteps thudding through the soil.

The person didn’t walk with a shadowblade’s soft, measured gait. I could feel their heavy footfalls, even from this distance, as if they meandered through the thickets like slow-moving molasses. 

I dashed into the shrubs, slapping away the thorny branches and limbs grasping at me. After getting deep into it, the ground became soft and swampy at my feet. 

The central park of Shadowblade Academy was vast, stretching for hundreds of acres. I hadn’t known this area existed. There were countless hidden nooks and crannies for people to traverse, so I wasn’t surprised a portion of the land was boggy and moist. 

The prickly briars opened up into a path, surrounded on all sides by the thickets. Moonlight struggled to find entry here, with only thin spears of light getting through. 

I noticed bootprints in the mud and followed them, slowing my speed to creep along. 

A low voice carried over the soft breeze. It sounded familiar but . . . changed. Robotic and incessant. 

“Betrayal. Treachery. Traitor. Backstabber. All words for the same thing. All words for you.”

My teeth grated and I hurried toward the sound as quickly as my sneaking crouch would allow me. The voice sounded a bit crazed—maniacal, even, as if coming from some inner conflict. 

My boots squelched in the mud, the soft suction pulling at them. If I was going to make it before it was too late, I had to abandon my covert approach.

I threw caution aside and sprinted the rest of the way, pushing past an overturned trunk to make it into a small clearing. 

The first thing I noticed was the large willow tree hanging in front of me, taking up most the real estate in my vision. Moonlight bathed its highest branches. The mud and mulch where I walked yielded to a murky swamp, which edged the ominous-looking willow.

My eyes leveled from the large tree to the person standing before it, her back to me. 

“Coralia.” My voice came out as a hiss. Even though we were in possibly the most secluded area on the entire campus, I still didn’t want to yell, lest I accidentally attract guards outside the park.

She heard my voice but didn’t react. It was like she didn’t hear me, or didn’t want to face me. 

I said, “Princess, what the fuck are you doing?”

That got her attention—either my accusatory tone or my nickname for her.  

Coralia took a moment to turn and face me, due to being weighed down by what she carried. 

A sharp breath flitted down my throat.

Coralia had Charli Fairfax draped over her arms. The legs of the small woman dangled over one arm, her head sagged over the other. Charli’s eyes were closed, her frizzy orange hair plastered against her skull. 

She looked to be sleeping, and gods how I hoped that was the case.

Charli’s body wasn’t the only thing that struck me and demanded my attention. 

It was the look on Coralia’s face.

Blank. Unseeing. Slack.

She looked to be in a trance. 

“A good resting place, isn’t it, Sunder?”

Sunder. Coralia never calls me Sunder. I frowned, my upper lip twitching. “For her, princess? Or for you?”

Her head tilted to the side. So alien-looking it unnerved me, and I never felt unnerved. I had to keep my voice steady so I wouldn’t betray the cold anxiety seeping through my veins. “Put Charli down, Coralia.”

“In the swamp, or against the willow?”

“Very funny, princess.”

She wasn’t smiling. “Charli betrayed me. This must be done.”

Anger rushed through me, replacing the anxiety. My temper had always been short, but this was another level. 

I strode over to her, closing the gap in five steps. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked as I approached her.

“Stopping you from doing something incredibly stupid, girl.” 

Without warning, I cocked my arm back and slapped her hard across the face. Her head swung to the side, but she didn’t make a single sound of pain, which was unsettling. 

I hoped it would jostle her brain out of whatever stupor she was in. 

Guilt and agony swirled through me. I wasn’t about to say “this hurts me more than it hurts you,” because that was some bullshit, but it definitely sent a painful aftershock through my heart. 

She snapped her head back to me and bared her teeth like . . . well, like me. Like a vampire. Seething, she snarled, “You foolish man. You can’t stop this!”

“I can and I will.” 

I brought my hand back behind my ear, readying for another slap. Another jostle. 

This time, she cowered, falling away until her back smacked against the wet bark of the willow trunk. She squeezed Charli in her arms like a teddy bear, not willing to let go. 

I didn’t strike her. Not this time. 

This wasn’t the Coralia I knew. Clearly. Someone was controlling her mind. It saddened me to see her in such a state: sleepwalking, it appeared, with murder fueling her nightmare. 

She hadn’t seemed right since the Forbidden Orchard. Now it was culminating in the wicked musings inside her head demanding she kill her best friend and roommate. 

I couldn’t allow such a thing to happen. I had never been a diplomat like Quentin or Dax, but in that moment, I knew I needed to be. Otherwise, she could snap Charli’s neck in an instant, and even I couldn’t move fast enough to stop her. 

“If you want someone to ruin your life, princess, let me do it,” I said, my voice strong and rising. “I can handle it. The rejection, the hate, the animosity, the loathing. You might someday forgive me, if I’m lucky . . . but you would never forgive yourself for what you’re planning on doing.”

She blinked. For the first time. Her big eyes wavered, brow curling to meet near the bridge of her nose. 

“Pass the hate onto me,” I finished, reaching out as if asking her to put something in my palm. 

Coralia moved forward a step, the confused expression still dominating her face. 

I had a chance—

And I took it, without thinking. 

My body moved in a blur. I shouldered into Coralia. She yelped, not expecting me. I ripped Charli away from her and spun to show her my back in case she wanted to attack something. I strode a few steps away and gently placed Charli flat on the ground, away from the bog. 

“What are you doing, Sunny?”

My ears perked as I straightened. The voice was different. I turned, facing her. 

Coralia’s hands fidgeted in front of her. Her beautiful dark eyes had grown sad in her gorgeous face. She no longer looked possessed—just confused, scared, hurt. 

She wore a nightgown for spirits’ sake, which had been muddied and wrinkled. Clearly she hadn’t planned on doing something like this. 

I approached. “Saving you from yourself, princess.”

“How? What did . . . what happened?”

I wrapped her in a hug. Probably strange for her, coming from the untouchy-unfeely vampire who liked to aggravate her to no end. 

She inhaled deeply and tucked her head into my shoulder, then started sniffling. Her body racked as I held onto her. “I won’t let you go, princess.”

I meant it literally—physically—but also figuratively. 

I couldn’t let whatever vileness had corrupted her consume her completely. I had to do something, and it wasn’t in my nature to be delicate, tactful, or soft.

She needed to know the truth.

I pulled her to arm’s length and grabbed her shoulders, steadying her. “You don’t know what true darkness looks like, princess, but you’re flirting with it. I can’t let you go down that path. As of right now, you only know its shadow . . . but I can show you.”

“Oh Sunny,” she said, swiping her forearm across her runny nose. “Show me what?”

She looked so vulnerable. So small. I could see it was an illusion. Her nightgown swelled from her curves, her heavy breasts and wide hips, and her nipples pebbled in the cold night air.

“How to punish yourself for the atrocities you’ve committed,” I said.

“What atrocities?”

“Don’t be daft, girl. It’s unbecoming of you. You know what you did.”

“No, I really don’t.”

“You killed Mya Todden.”

“I didn’t!” 

She was so quick to anger, like me. Quick to fight. 

I had always liked the fighters. The warriors. My Glovemates saw the same things in Coralia I did: Dax called her M’shyok Wahdus, or “warrior love.” 

I had fallen for Coralia Hargrave, irreparably. 

My hands flew off her shoulders and lifted to the sky. “Look where you are, Coralia! Look who you brought and have sleeping at your feet, and what you planned to do with her!”

“No . . . no . . .” She shook her head adamantly, pinching the bridge of her nose, trying to deny it.

“Tell me, with sincerity, that you didn’t kill Mya.” Her mouth opened, but I held up a finger. “Before you do, remember: You can lie to me all you want. But you can’t lie to yourself.”

Her eyes became glassy. Her chin wrinkled. “Oh fuck.” She rushed forward, leaning her forehead against my chest. “I did it. I know I did. I killed Mya Todden.”

I sighed heavily, rubbing her back. “If we hurry, I can take you back before this little situation is discovered. No one needs to be wise to it.” 

I started pulling away.

“No.” She latched onto me, arms like an iron band around my back. “I don’t want to leave yet.”

“Why?”

She looked up at me with those big eyes, and my resolve crumbled in an instant. I knew why. She didn’t need to say anything. 

“Tell me what I can do to fight this evil in my head,” she said. “Tell me how to win.”

I tipped her chin and she swiped my blond locks off my shoulder, rising to her tiptoes. 

Grabbing the back of her neck, I kissed her hard on the lips, claiming her. Our tongues swirled, our bodies melted together. Our eyes closed and the sensation seemed to last for ages. My cock hardened, grinding into her stomach. My hand roamed at her front, cupping her breast and running over her peaked nipple.

She moaned in my mouth and I swallowed it up. Her taste, her sound, her essence.  

When we pulled back, hunger sparkled in her eyes. 

The same hunger danced inside mine.

I leaned forward, my voice ghosting over the shell of her ear. “I don’t know how to ward off the evil inside you, but there’s one thing I can think of.”  

“What?”

“I can try to fuck the demon out of you.”
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Coralia

“YOU’VE TORTURED ME long enough, princess,” Sunny said. 

I could barely hear his words. He seemed far away. Or perhaps I was still dazed and confused. Everything around me looked dreamlike. 

Where the hell am I?

I didn’t want to think about it. Not with Sunny’s big, warm body pressed so close to me, driving me crazy. 

I wasn’t sure what heightened my arousal so severely, but I wasn’t going to fight it. Not now. Not after Sunny had just saved me from killing my best friend.

Would I really have killed Charli? Over . . . nothing? 

Or would I have snapped out of it at the last second?

I thought about Mya. If I had truly killed her, which I didn’t doubt for a second after hearing Sunny and seeing where I was, then I definitely would have hurt Charli.

She would have deserved it. You have failed.

“No!” I cried out, slamming my mind shut. Rage pulsed through me, mixing with my confusion and the intoxicating buzz. 

“No?” Sunny sneered. “You think I’m lying?”

He thought I was talking about something else—how I “tortured” him for so long. How delectable, then, to have him so close to me now. At such a pivotal moment—such a right moment.

When I didn’t answer, his handsome face hardened over my head. His sharp chin wrinkled. “You don’t want me to fuck you, princess? You don’t want to lose yourself in—”

“Just shut up and take me,” I snapped. 

I would take my anger out on him. Sunny Conway could absorb it, roll with it. After all the prodding and jabbing we’d shared, all through my first term at Shadowblade Academy and well into this second one, I knew he would take my heat. 

He would eat it up and love every second of it.

His lips curled wickedly. It made him so sinfully attractive I thought I would spring a leak right there. 

We weren’t in a romantic location whatsoever. Charli lay unconscious just a few feet away. What did I do to her for her to sleep so heavily? The willow tree behind me tickled my neck with its creeping, ghostly needles. The swamp behind me smelled awful, filled with the croaking of frogs and the trilling of insects. 

Even so . . . it seemed right. This sort of locale checked all the boxes for mine and Sunny’s weird, fucked-up relationship. 

It was as toxic as us.

His rictus grin descended on me, his shadow melding into mine. His body curled against my nightgown and I felt the hot length of him pressing into my belly. 

We became a flurry of touch and sensation. My hands roved over his ripped body, circling his biceps and ghosting over his pecs and abdomen. He was a hard man in all ways: mean, fit, hung. His growing bulge shoved like a hot iron against my belly.

Our lips connected and our kiss turned sloppy. There was no dancing around with this vampire. He took what he wanted and made no excuses.

His hand gripped the back of my head and he tugged my hair. I let out a grunt as my neck whipped back, exposing my throat to him.

He licked his lips. “Maybe I’ll show you why so many people before you called me ‘daddy,’ princess.”

I swallowed hard. He watched my neck tighten. He loved the soft tenderness of my nape. “Yes, please,” I choked out. “Show me . . . daddy.”

It felt so indescribably naughty and perfect referring to him that way. I was giving him everything he wanted, in the hopes he could truly “fuck the demon out of me,” or at the very least, make me forget the devil. 

Make me forget the piece of shit I had become.  

Sunny’s face hovered over mine for a moment longer. His rich cologne and piney scent invaded my senses.

His face came down fangs-first, latching onto my neck. A heavenly vacuum made my eyes roll as he fed on me, sucking my blood with a slurp.

I groaned. He held my hands and arms out so I couldn’t fight him. 

Wetness pooled between my legs, making my thighs sticky. I could hardly hold on. 

My knees wobbled. Darkness threaded my vision, threatening to take over completely.

He pulled away from my neck with a pop and hoisted me up, back against the tree. He grinned. “Oh no you don’t, little girl. You don’t get off that easy.”

“Please. Please get me off!” 

“Please what, princess?”

“Please, daddy!”

He smirked. Usually, that smirk was enough to frustrate me beyond belief. In this moment, it only triggered my nerves and set my libido ablaze. 

Gathering my wrists in his hands, he pinned them over my head, roughly pressing my forearms against the trunk of the willow tree. I went on my tiptoes to stay on the ground—level with him, but then said fuck it—

My legs came up and I wrapped them around his tapered torso, resting my calves on his hard, flexed ass.

I bobbed my eyebrows, as if asking if he was impressed with my strength.

“Quite limber, aren’t you?” he crooned.

“All this working out at the Academy has taught me well. All this fighting—”

“Then fight me.”

“I’m trying.”

He leaned into the shell of my ear. “You’re losing.”

Goosebumps broke out along my collar. My throat constricted around a swallow and my lips went dry.

“I’m not like the others, princess. You’ll see.”

“You’re not like anyone, Sunny.”

“You don’t need to boost my ego. It’s already big enough.”

“I’m not.” I was being honest. Sunny was different than any other man I’d met. He was the only one who could get on my nerves so badly one moment, and then have me wanting to suck his fat cock on my knees the next. “I can tell your ego’s not the only big thing around here, daddy.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Show me.”

“In time. I tease my prey before I give them what they want.”

Damn him! 

I clenched my thighs around his middle, urging him forward—forcing that big dick to press against my nightgown between my legs and soak up my wetness.

I knew if he saw underneath my gown, he wouldn’t have a chance of holding back. He’d be mine.

We played a mental game of cat-and-mouse, to see who would budge first. To see who would relinquish control.

It was a fight I knew I couldn’t win. 

Sunny peppered kisses along my neck, my collar, my arms, behind my ear. A trail of goosebumps sprouted all over until it felt like a chilling wind skittered across my skin.

I moaned in his ear, trying to turn him on even more. 

My wrists started hurting where his hands held mine over my head. But it was pain I relished. Pain I needed, after all I’d done. 

There’s still time to escape, my mind said.

I shut it down, throwing up my wall and forcing my head to be quiet. I didn’t want escape. 

No thoughts. Just vibes. 

Sunny couldn’t get between my legs with his hands because they were occupied holding me up. When another cruel grin broke out on his impossibly chiseled, handsome face, I knew I was in trouble. 

“What are you planning now? Won’t you claim me?” I begged. “I thought you couldn’t stand the torture I put you through. Now you have me in submission, unable to resist you. I couldn’t fight you off if I tried.”

“Oh, don’t I know it, princess. And don’t I love it.”

My eyebrows arched menacingly. “Then what—”

“Be quiet and enjoy what you’ve been missing.”

My eyebrows moved in confusion. What’s he talking—

Something touched my leg. My breath came out as a sharp gasp as it looped around my calf and slid up to my inner thigh.

Wet. Thick. Warm.  

I stared down, aghast, wondering what this new apparatus was and where it came from. 

A tentacle. No—a shadow tentacle, budding from the muddy ground. 

Another appendage slunk up my other leg. The tendrils slithered like black snakes. Sunny had manifested the shadows into physical ropes, and he had me defenseless against them. 

“Oh gods,” I sputtered, just as one of the shadows peeked under my gown and continued to ride up between my wet, sticky legs. 

Sunny hummed to himself. “You’ve heard of shibari, princess? Rope play?”

“Y-Yes.”

He leaned closer, kissed my lip, bit it, sucked on it. I tasted my own blood. “Bet you’ve never heard of shadowplay.”

My mouth popped open—

The tentacle surged into my aching pussy, filling me like a thick dildo. It moved inside me and I gaped in horror, fascination, and awe. 

Sopping wet churning came from my pussy as the tendril fucked me.  

I was caught so unaware—so alarmed—I barely knew how to react. 

But goddamn did it feel good.

I rocked my hips forward against Sunny. “Please, more. More!”

The other tendril curved around my ass, snaking next to the willow tree. It vanished beneath my dress and wriggled over the tense muscles of my asshole. 

“Yes!” I cried out, unable to contain myself. My next words came out in a hiss. “Shove that shadow cock in me, daddy. Fuck my ass with it.”

When it speared into my asshole, I let out a low groan and came abruptly. My toes curled on top of Sunny’s butt. My thighs flexed before wobbling loose as a stream of blessed energy flowed out of me.

The shadow tendrils worked in tandem, using me like a seesaw as they penetrated both holes. I felt like a sex toy, getting pumped at both ends. It was unreal. 

“Oh my God!” I yipped.

The tentacles had complete control of me. I had no clue how Sunny controlled them—he didn’t even need to hold onto my arms for them to keep me off the ground, feet dangling, the weightless sensation pulsing through me. 

I could feel the two tentacles meeting at my core, sliding together—partitioned only by the thin skin between my canals—and bulging my stomach. 

My eyes rolled into the back of my head. I was close to another orga— 

The tentacle in my ass fled with a command from its user, leaving me gaping and breathless. It curled up my body and wrapped around my wrists, taking place of Sunny’s hands so he could be free to use his digits.

His belt came down, then he yanked his pants to his knees.

My rolling eyes went down to the prize—

Sunny’s cock rocketed up. I’d seen it before, staring up at him in Waichee Village when he stood on a bridge overhead in that stupid little loincloth. 

But I’d never seen it like this. 

The vampire was hung as fuck. Easily the biggest I’d seen. His huge slab of meat looked velvety smooth. 

A measure of cold fear swam over me. I clenched down on the wet tentacle still probing my pussy.  

“You look surprised, princess.” He palmed the base of his monster dick and flogged it against my belly.

Gentle slaps rang out. 

“I shouldn’t be,” I groaned. “B-But I’ve never taken something so big. I don’t think it’ll fit.”

“Don’t worry,” he said with a hot wink. “It’s my job to make it fit, not yours. Besides, my shadow tool has been preparing you for it. How does it feel, getting fucked by magic we use as a weapon? Coming all over something that only exists to pleasure you?”

“You’ve weaponized our magic to make me lose my mind, dammit! I need more. Please, daddy.”

“Gladly.”

His devilish smile was the last thing I saw before his cock lunged into me like he was attacking my soaked cunt and stars danced in my eyes, behind my lids.

I gasped and whimpered. He gritted his teeth and fed himself inside me. It filled me to the brim, broadening my tunnel, stretching me apart. 

All the while, the shadow dildo morphed to a smaller size so it could fit alongside Sunny’s girth and continue to pummel me into submission. 

Before I knew what was happening, they both were fucking me in the same hole. That similar seesaw sensation came roaring back, except this time it was all centered in one area. 

My pussy felt abused, raw, the nerve centers firing off on all cylinders, zinging up my entire body like molten lava. 

I bounced on Sunny’s huge cock and the shadow. My legs jiggled on his ass. He stuck his head between my chest and sucked my peaked nipples through the fabric of my nightgown. 

I tipped my head back against the willow tree, staring blindly up at the black noose chaining my hands to the trunk, keeping me lifted in the air. 

Pressure swirled around my middle, coiling around me like the rope around my wrists. But this pressure dissolved—no, it exploded—fragmenting in every direction as the pleasure became too much to hold back.

I came with a long, ragged moan. My body writhed and Sunny’s hips moved like a piston to keep me on his length through my entire climax.

I couldn’t stop shaking. I felt vulnerable and defenseless against the wave of ecstasy rifling through me. My moan morphed from a long one to a short, jagged lilt, like the staccato beat of a drum.

Sunny’s cock felt too damn good. It was sending me into overdrive, a cloud filling my head. 

I could hardly see straight anymore. He was truly fucking me mindless. Senseless.

It’s working! He’s fucking the demon out of me!

Yet the devil still nagged at my shoulder, disappointed I would so willfully give myself to Sunny Conway and not whatever treacherous demon it had in store for me.

But Sunny was my Glovemate. 

Now, I shared a soul with him, like I did with Dax and Venn. Sunny had always known about us, and it angered him. He complained, but didn’t act on those complaints, because those two were like brothers to him. 

He understood they all wanted me, and in order to keep the brotherhood together, they all had to win me over.

To him, it was a competition. 

I sensed he could read my thoughts, because his next words in my ear came out silky-hot: “I’m not like Dax and Venn, my beautiful little pet. I’m possessive. Controlling. You need punishment for your sins.”

“I know.”

He thrust forward with a grunt, flattening my ass against the tree as his cock surged inside me. I yelped, then my voice cut off—

His hand closed around my neck, squeezing the air from my lungs. “And when I want you, I will take you completely. Do you understand?”

The lack of air made me dizzy. “Yes . . . Ugh, fuck yes.”

“Yes what?”

He was humiliating me. Using me. He was the only one in the Glove I’d let do this. It was perfect for his personality. There were no fronts here—no façade. 

This was Sunny at his most Sunny.

I was elated I got to experience it.

“Yes, daddy, I fucking understand. You want to own my body. Possess me.”

“And will you fight it?”

“No!”

He paused. “Disappointing.”

My mouth fell open. “Huh? What?”

His baritone voice lowered menacingly, filling me with exquisite dread even as his cock throbbed inside me and filled me with his shadowy essence. “I want you fighting it every step of the way, princess. That’s how I know you need it. Crave it.” 

He paused, then licked the side of my face with a growl, and I shuddered. “That’s how I know you care.”
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Coralia

WHEN SUNNY WAS FINISHED toying with me, using me, and giving me the strangest, most exhilarating sex of my life, his thick cum dripped down my nightgown where he’d splattered it on me like a broken fire hydrant. 

He had disciplined me in a way only he could—admonishing me, denigrating me, the entire time.

Why am I so damn into it? Jesus, what’s wrong with me?

I didn’t have the thoughts available to ponder the questions with any sincerity. Perhaps later I’d be able to unpack all that business. 

Venn loved me passionately, eager to please like a golden retriever. Dax was shy in the streets and a freak in the sheets. Sunny, well, he was depraved. He used his shadow magic in such a forbidden way, exploiting my body and mind and rendering me helpless while he had his way with me. 

Goddamn was it nice.

For a brief moment, I imagined what it would be like with all three of them. Together. I’d basically felt something similar with Sunny’s tendrils punishing my ass and pussy at the same time. With his giant dick battering my insides while the tendril worked around him, stretching me, touching all my most tender spots, and making me come my brains out. 

I wondered what Quentin Argyle could add to the mix. I already owned part of his soul from fusing it back to him, but it was different than the intimate vibe I’d gotten from these other three. 

What does he look like bare and exposed to me? Physically, mentally, spiritually? 

I felt loose and boneless after my naughty adventure in the swamp against the willow tree. My arms were still tied above my head by the shadow rope. My head hung low between my shoulder blades and my knees pointed inward, knocking together. My body trembled and jerked as aftershocks of our sex jolted through me. Every nerve inside felt tingly, like a powder keg ready to blow. 

One soft touch and I’d be right back to my needy horniness . . . crying out for Daddy Conway to own me and claim me some more. 

Then I lifted my head, slowly, leveling my gaze up from the ground. Sunny stood in front of me with a smug smirk on his face, and this one time I’d let it slide after his incredible performance. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, princess? What—”

I sucked in a sharp breath as my eyes trailed around his body, behind him. 

Charli was propped up on an elbow, a horrified expression on her face like she’d just woken up out of—or fallen into—a nightmare.

“C-Charli!” I stammered. My body writhed as I tried to get Sunny’s tentacle bindings off my wrist. 

He looked over his shoulder nonchalantly.

Char crabwalked away with a squeal. “Cor Cor!” she wailed. Her eyes scanned her strange surroundings, confusion joining the terror on her face as she took in the mud, swamp, creepy trees, and my restrained body. 

Abruptly, she stood, then wobbled on her feet and put a hand to her head. With a grimace, she struck a fighting pose, her little fists in front of her face. “I might be too weak to fight you, Sunny Conway, but I’m gonna give it my best for what you’ve done to my bestie!”

I winced. “No, Char, I can explain—”

Sunny started laughing. He turned to me with a cruel grin. “Should I tell her, or do you want to?”

I gulped. Oh God. Was Sunny going to really make me explain how I had drugged Char, carried her out here, and planned to perform some ritual sacrifice for the fucked-up demon voice in my head? How we had raucous sex right next to her unconscious body?

How will we ever come back from that? 

“What’s going on, Coralia?” Charli squeaked, her voice cracking. “Where are we? Why are you tied up? Why am I here?” 

I glared at Sunny, my lips firming into a thin line.

With a frown, he flicked his wrist and the shadow tentacles released me. I dropped from my tiptoes with a start, grabbing my wrists. They were red and raw. 

Luckily, I was still wearing my nightgown. It was wet and, uh, defiled, but I doubted Charli would notice in the dark. Even the raunchy smell of sex was nicely masked by the tepid, dank smell of the swampland. 

Theoretically, I could get away with this. 

Can I forgive myself if I lie to her right now? I don’t know if I could ever look at her the same.

To my dismay, my horrid thoughts came reeling back like a dormant terror: Of course you can. Then you can bide your time until we can try again. 

Try to kill her again?! 

I had had about enough of this shit. I needed answers to my dangerous thoughts, because they were changing me in all the wrong ways. 

Sunny had only helped temporarily in that regard, by fucking me like a demon himself. Rather than “fuck the demon out of me,” like he’d promised, I worried he had only awoken it in some way. Made it more palpable and louder in my head.

“Cor Cor?” Charli asked again, after I’d fallen quiet for long minutes, staring blankly at her. 

Tears blurred my vision. I blinked them away, not allowing them to fall before I got out what I needed to say. I can’t do that to Charli. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself. She deserves the truth!

The thoughts didn’t answer back. 

Strange, that. Maybe the more I fight against them—repelling and rebelling—the more I can quiet them. 

“Charli, I . . . I don’t know how to say this.” I stopped, opened my mouth to start again, and puffed out a slow breath. “Something’s not right with me, babe.”

She tilted her head—not in confusion, but almost in a snarky way. Definitely not the reaction I expected from my lovable bestie. Her look said: “Yeah, no shit, bitch.” Except Char didn’t cuss, so: “Yeah, duh, babe.”

“Ever since my imprisonment at the Forbidden Orchard, I’ve been off. Dark thoughts cloud my mind.”

“You told me the demons didn’t touch you!”

I put my hands up before she could get hysterical. She wasn’t getting angry at me, but for me. 

Boy will that be changing in a matter of seconds. I couldn’t stall for long. I just needed to spill my guts. “They didn’t, hun. Not . . . like that. But they did something to me, for sure. I can’t figure out what.”

“Okay.” She pouted. “That still doesn’t answer any of my questions.”

I nodded curtly. She had a point. “Where are we? The park. Some secluded section of it. Why was I tied up? Um, I’ll get to that later.” Warmth spread through my cheeks. “And why are you here? Well . . . I think I did something to keep you asleep. Comatose. Then I brought you out here . . . to . . . to . . .”

“To what, Cor Cor?”

The tears raced down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop them. “To hurt you. I-I’m not sure! But that’s what I suspect.” 

Her mouth popped open. She quickly shut it, her sharp, angular jaws working hard. “Oh my gosh.”

“I know.” I averted my gaze to the ground, wiped my eyes with my forearm. “I’m ashamed, Char. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s going on with me or controlling me. I have to do something. If you never want to see me again, I totally get it. We can change roommates tomorrow morning and I can stay the night at—”

“Cor Cor!”

My dewy eyes shot up. Charli was only three feet from me now, staring up at me with saucers. “You’re rambling, babe.”

“Sorry.”

She lunged and hugged me. “It’s going to be okay.” 

In that moment, I could have sobbed. I could have melted in her tiny embrace—which always felt so full, filled with life and vibrancy.

I sniffled in her shoulder, bending a little to get to her height. “Why are you so good to me?”

“Because that’s what besties do, bestie.” With our voices low, she continued whispering in my ear. “Did he have something to do with why I’m not dead right now?”

I nodded in the nook of her shoulder blade, not saying anything. 

“Vampires, am I right? Freaking nightstalkers. I always told you he was a creepy stalker, didn’t I?”

I snort-laughed through my tears, then withdrew. My face was red and shot. My body felt weak and on fire.

She reached up and padded her thumb over my tears, smearing them away. “We’ll figure this out, babe. I promise.”

“Thank you so much, Char. I don’t know what I’d do without you. If I did something to you—”

“But you didn’t.” She tossed a glance over her shoulder. “Guess I have you to thank for that, Sunny.”

He shrugged.

“Guess I owe you one,” she added.

He gave her a lopsided smile. “I’ll give this one to you on the house, girl.” Sunny’s eyes narrowed on me, the satisfied smile on his face wriggling into my soul. A warm thrum of heat flickered to life inside my stomach.  

Sunny is definitely part of me now, after what we’ve done. I can feel it. We share something deeper than ever before. 

Does he sense it too? With that knowing grin? That little nod? He must. 

I wondered if this was something only my mates would ignite within me—like Madam du Mond had foretold—or if I would take a piece of anyone’s soul I fucked in the future.

Not that I planned on sleeping with anyone other than my Glovemates. Not after all we’d been through. Ornoth the demon? He could fuck himself. Humans? Well, if Quentin was truly a human, then he would be the last one I ever shagged . . . if we ever made it that far. The other humans simply weren’t worth it and couldn’t hold a candle to the supernatural sex monsters I’d met at Shadowblade Academy.

I mean, fucking shadowplay? Using magic to manifest ropes and binds and vibrating sex toys out of nothing? How could you freaking compete with that?

My pixie-like best friend dug in close, voice lowering to a whisper. “Sunny stalking you and saving me still doesn’t explain what you were doing tied to that dang tree, Cor Cor.”

I blushed even harder, if that was possible. I was on the verge of imploding from embarrassment or melting like the Wicked Witch of the West.  

“Oh my,” she said, reading me like an open book. 

I bit my lower lip, not saying anything.

“I mean, he’s pretty hot. I get it.”

I chuckled. 

The seriousness came back to her playful, glittering eyes. “We need to get this figured out.”

“I know, but how—”

“Maybe Alaric Cane should have locked your naughty ass in that initiation cell after all, princess,” Sunny said over Charli’s shoulder.

I scowled at him. “That’s fucked up, dude.”

He shrugged easily. “I’m a fucked up dude.”

Yeah, you can say that again. We’re gonna have to have a little talk about this shadowplay business . . .

. . . Namely, when can we do it again? What are the shadowplay business hours like?

I stuffed the naughty thoughts out of my head, though I much preferred them to the piercing darkness seeping through my brain, corrupting me. “I’ve already talked with Eva Avery and Dr. Feelgood about this.” 

Sunny caressed his sharp chin. “Our little excursion didn’t help abate—”

“Nope. At the time it did.” I scratched my cheek. “But it’s come roaring back.”

Charli stared at me with a hard gaze, eyebrows arched. I wondered what was going through her head—if she was even thinking about what I was saying. 

Because I had a different feeling about that look. One I didn’t want to confront. 

After everything I’ve told her, and her forgiving me . . . how am I supposed to tell her about Mya Todden, too? That there’s a very high possibility I had something to do with her death?  

It’s just too much. Mya was a friend of Charli’s, even if she hated me. 

I realized I couldn’t do it. Not in that moment. I had ripped the first band-aid off, but this one would have to wait until we were on sturdier ground.

Though I know the longer I wait to tell her, the worse the outcome will be. Spirits help me—I don’t know how to do this.

Sunny came to my rescue. “What did the doctor and professor say about your condition?”

My shoulders fell, resigned. “Not much, honestly. They both had different opinions, but—”

“Their opinions mean nothing, because they know not what they’re dealing with.”

The new voice shocked all of us. As one, we spun to the low sound coming from the shadows behind us. 

A tall, stout silhouette stood in the dark, a purple sheen of night slanted over his frame.

It was a strange voice for a strange figure: low, almost menacing, but also surprisingly calm. Grating like a bassoon you’d heard one too many times throughout the course of a concerto. 

He stepped out of the weeds, out of the shade, and I saw how strong, big, and thick he really was. The man was as tall as Sunny but wider. Long hair the color of polished marble swept across his shoulders, similar to Sunny’s blond locks in length, but aged, ancient, and even more glorious. His large biceps and broad shoulders made his gaunt face a bit odd; handsome, no doubt, and almost unnatural in appearance. He wore a tight black shirt that stretched across his chest, and a strange kilt-like dress on the bottom half.  

The man looked like an archaic samurai. 

I froze when his yellow eyes went past Sunny and Charli and locked on mine. 

Familiarity struck me like a lighting bolt. 

A sharp gasp squeezed my chest. 

“Well met, Coralia.” He bowed his head and blinked, his black pupils slitting. “It’s me.”
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Coralia

“BR . . . BRUCEY?” 

I blinked in astonishment. Sunny eyed the man suspiciously. Charli backed up next to me, her face awestruck as she stared at the attractive figure before us. 

He looked ripped straight from the pages of a fairytale, with soft, pale skin that seemed to glow in the night. The breeze gently brushed through his elegant hair. I couldn’t tell if he was twenty or two-hundred years old.

The angular face focused on me with a small, kind smile. “Yes, Coralia. We are the one you call Bruce Kittenson.” His voice, smooth yet guttural—a rushing river flowing over stones. 

“But . . .” I felt so baffled I could hardly speak. “You’re not my cat. You’re not a cat at all.” 

It was the dumbest thing to say, yet the only thing I could think of. I was still trying to wrap my mind around what I was seeing. 

Memories of Bruce Kittenson blew through me: How he used to perch on my head when I was a child and I’d pretend to be his noble steed and carry him around while giggling and stretching his arms out past my face like they were the reins of a horse— 

The time we got lost together in a seemingly pleasant valley with a narrow stream and high banks too steep to climb and how the valley turned treacherous and scary with nightfall and Bruce could have easily escaped but he was determined to stay with me until I was safe and he eventually discovered an exit path and guided me there and saved me before I could starve to death— 

The time he rescued me from the initiation cell when first coming here by silently following my captors and giving me the key to the cell which I lied about and said I’d “pulled” to me using “shadow powers”— 

The years of growth where I changed and blossomed into a woman yet my kitty always stayed the same. It wasn’t until my late teens when age started to finally show on the feline’s white fur by going a bit silvery.

I had known Bruce Kittenson longer than anyone in my entire life, with the exception being my family. Even then, I knew Bruce better than my own mother, my sister, and especially my absent biological father who I’d never met. Which was probably why it hurt so bad to see him hissing at me since my return from the Forbidden Orchard, like he hardly recognized me.

Perhaps he didn’t recognize me. Maybe he noticed I wasn’t the same person after coming back from my imprisonment.   

A low rumble passed through his lips, in what I realized was a chuckle. “We are many things, Hashmadrem.”

My brow wrinkled. “What does that mean?”

“Hashmadrem? In your tongue, it could be translated to ‘ward’ or ‘one who is watched.’” 

My confusion doubled. “Translated from what language?”

“From our people’s tongue, Coralia. The folk of the Underlands.”

“The Underlands? Shit, I have too many questions.” A headache pulsed behind my eyes. I put a hand to my temples and squeezed.

“Evidently, Hashmadrem. Sadly, we do not have long, so you must be pointed in your inquiries.” 

“You speak so eloquently.”

“Was that a question?”

I blushed. Next to me, I could hear Charli losing her shit, barely able to contain her little squeaks and noises. She was staring wide-eyed at the man who had become like an intimate lover to her—the cat she chased around all day as a fox, never knowing what he actually was. 

None of us had ever known. How could we?

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You say I am ‘the one who is watched.’ So you’ve been spying on me?” I winced and flapped my hands at him. “Sorry, I didn’t mean for that to sound like an attack, Brucey—er, what should I even call you? I’m sure your name isn’t freaking Bruce Kittenson.” I chuckled nervously. 

Another soft, lax smile spread across his sharp, handsome face. “Our given name, in our tongue, is Arrozul. But we have grown quite accustomed to ‘Bruce Kittenson’ over the years, Hashmadrem. You may call us what you wish.”

“Okay.” I smiled coyly. “Will do. Next one: What, um, are you? How have you stayed a cat for so long? Can you transform at will? Why did you change now—”

He cut me off with a raised palm. “Please.”

“Er, sorry. Right. One at a time. I’ll slow it down.”

His head inclined appreciatively. “In some legends, we are called yōkai. In others, we are cat-sìth. Some, in your circles, call us familiars. To many, we are wardens and watchers. We are called demons, spirits, and even guardian angels.” His sculpted arms rose from his sides. “We are called many things, Hashmadrem, but our primary purpose is to protect. To oversee. To help.”

It all made sense. Everything he said put more and more puzzle pieces onto the board, fitting neatly into place. Yes. Now when I think back on it, Bruce has been “protecting” me, in some way, my entire life. For as long as I can remember. 

He charged bravely into the meeting at Waichee Village, clawing at Luciano’s soldier at the first sign of trouble. He got me out of the jail cell here. He helped Sunny, Dax, Quen, and Venn escape their sentence, which indirectly helped me. 

With all that running through my mind, I suppose my next question was the most logical: “Why now, Bruce? What’s happening that has made you throw aside your hidden skin and come out of hiding?”

His chin twitched at my words. “Hiding? We have never been hiding, Hashmadrem. To answer your question: We have come because you are in more dire need than ever before. We have been tasked with helping you when you are at your weakest and most vulnerable.”

“Who says we can trust you?” Sunny growled, speaking his first words to the cat shapeshifter—which were, unsurprisingly, accusatory. 

Instead of bristling, Arrozul gave Sunny the same disarming, peaceful smile he’d given me. It was evident this guy was a benevolent spirit—or else he was really convincing—and that Sunny had to ask the question out of a duty to me rather than anything else. 

“A fair question, Solphodrin. To answer that question, we would simply give our thanks. Without you, we would have been too late to save our Azbellus—Charli Fairfax—an entity we have become extremely close to and bonded with in a way we never thought possible. We would have lost both our brightest stars, and our mission would have been a failure. We would give you our thanks, Sunder Conway.”

“Solphodrin?” I asked. Beside me, Charli was stuck in a daze, mouth agape. I wanted to give her a chance to speak and ask her own questions, but I felt Bruce’s next words to me would be important. 

Bruce inclined his head. “Protector of one’s soul. In this case, yours, Coralia.” 

Sunny’s eyes widened. 

At his surprise, Bruce made a perplexed expression. “Do you not see it, Sunder? Do you not recognize the pull Hashmadrem charges you with? You, Donovenn Gable, Dax Kilmeade, and Quentin Argyle have been tasked with just as important a duty as us. And yet, we have all failed her.”

Before we could get too carried away on the semantics, or what it all meant, or why he referred to himself as “us” and “we,” I had to ask another question. Because, honestly, Brucey’s words only made more and more sense the longer he went on. 

My fingers trembled in front of my belly. “And what is your ‘task,’ exactly, Arrozul? Your duty? What has called you to me now?”

The faintest sign of sorrow passed over his smooth features, wrinkling his brow. “Your soul is indeed tainted, Hashmadrem. Cursed.”

Pain wrapped around my heart and squeezed. I bowed my head sadly. “I figured as much.” 

“We could find no other way to aid you than by shedding our avatar and presenting ourself to you in our true light.”

“Can I be saved?” I asked. My face fell. “Or is it . . . terminal?”

“Do not fear, Hashmadrem, you can become whole again. Yet it will require sacrifice.”

“Sacrifice?”

“Ours. It appears.” 

My nostrils flared. That wasn’t what I’d expected to hear. “What?” Before he could answer, my lip peeled back in a snarl and I punched a fist into my palm. “Those fucking demons!” They were the cause of all this. 

Arrozul shook his head. “It was not the demonspawn of the Forbidden Orchard who tainted your soul, Hashmadrem. We suspect they imbued you with a temporary seduction enchantment with their foodstuffs, but if anything, it only served to exacerbate your decaying spirit.” The warden templed his hands in front of him, making him look like an arcane oracle. “No, this comes from your soul-fusion with Desmona the forest nymph.”

My eyes bulged. “What the fuck?”

He nodded his understanding, still calm as the gentle breeze blowing through the swamp. “In retrieving her soul from the place you call the Spectral Realm, you inadvertently absorbed her soul and passed yours on to her. In a sense, you let your darker half free to roam the Spectral Realm unbidden, and thus haunt you in this plane.”

“We . . . swapped souls?”

A nod. “Desmona and her spawn, Ardith, were given your pure soul. You took Desmona’s darkness-riddled spirit as your own. It took us a while to understand the truth of what transpired, though we scented it from the onset.”

“That’s why you’ve been hissing at me.”

“Apologies, Hashmadrem,” he said, tilting his chin forward in another reverent bow. “The scent was foul and evil. It was not our intent to offend. Your scent had changed for the first time in twenty-one years, and it alarmed us. We did not understand the extent of your change, at first, or what it meant.”

“And now you do.”

“Yes. Desmona took your pure spirit, you took her marred one. We believe you were entrapped by the Kolpoden Grove. This is always a danger of any otherworldly transference, or ‘gating,’ as you might put it. There is always the risk of getting lost.”

“So that’s what Professor Avery and others have meant when they said we could get ‘lost’ in the Spectral Realm? Not physically, but that we could lose our . . . essence?”

“In a word? Yes.”

“Fascinating.” I bit my lip. “And terrifying.”

“Indeed. We can help you, however.”

“Great. Let’s do it. I’m ready.”

He gave me wistful look—almost nostalgic. “You were always a rambunctious one, Hashmadrem. Always ready to act.”

I grinned at my cat-turned-handsome-spirit-man. “You would know best, Brucey. What can I do?”

“Unfortunately, you cannot rescue your own soul from the Spectral Realm. But we can. We, Arrozul, can do such a ritual because our soul most closely mirrors yours.”

“Oh!”

He put a hand out to stop me before I got too excited. “When this is done, we will take your soul unto us. It will affect us more rapidly than it has affected you.”

My brow scrunched together. “What are you trying to say, Bruce?”

“That when we exchange spirits, Hashmadrem, it will be the end of Bruce Kittenson as you know him.”
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Coralia

I WAS RENDERED MOMENTARILY speechless. Arrozul’s words shook me to my core. The cat that has been with me my entire life, and has always seemed immortal, will die in order to save me?

He must have seen the conflict running across my face. “Do not panic, Coralia. It is not a painful experience and—”

“I can’t let you do it,” I blurted. My head shook adamantly. “I can’t let that sacrifice be made.”

His head tilted to the side, a completely alien expression twisting his features. “Why is that?”

“Because it hurts too badly! You’ve always been there with me, Brucey. I can’t imagine a world without you.”

The soft smile came back. “Ah. Hashmadrem, your words soothe our soul. However, we will still be with you.”

“In spirit? You better not say you’ll be with me in spirit.”

A guilty look muddled his face. 

“Dammit, no, Arrozul!” I took a step toward him. The tall man smelled of fresh-cut flowers and summer fields. It was a scent I could have bathed in. 

I wanted to hug him, but I didn’t know how he’d react to such a gesture. He clearly wasn’t of this world—he didn’t look like it, didn’t speak like it, didn’t act like it. 

Overhead, the bruised night sky began shifting to a lighter shade of purple, signaling dawn fast approaching. Soon, students would be stretching out of their beds and life would go on around us. We were hidden in a nook of the park and I didn’t want to chance being discovered. 

How would students and faculty and guards react to seeing a man like Arrozul on this campus? An uninvited, supernatural life form that only exists to protect me? 

Would he be persecuted? Is he the type of “monster” Alaric Cane vows to extinguish as part of the Shadowblade Academy code? The “dissident, malcontent supernaturals?” Because he surely doesn’t seem malevolent. 

Yet he doesn’t belong here. He knows it. I know it. That’s probably why he says we don’t have long. Or maybe he can only stay shifted for a certain amount of time?

Spirits blow me, I have so many fucking questions! 

Arrozul’s chest expanded with a strong breath. “We can read the clashing within your mind and heart, Hashmadrem. It means everything to us to know you do not wish to part ways, after we’d been uncertain for so long.” His face sank. For the first time, he looked . . . shy. Perhaps even ashamed. When he glanced up at me, his slitted eyes dug deep into my soul. “Sadly, this decision is not yours. As your protector, we would be remiss not to do everything in our power to heal you. Before the darkness takes hold completely.” 

My bottom lip trembled. 

Sunny strode forward, breaking mine and Brucey’s powerful staredown. “Hold on a sec. Before we get into the nitty-gritty of swapping souls and all that, I have some damn questions for you.” 

“We would expect nothing less from such a stalwart defender—”

“Right, right. I told Coralia and I’ll tell you: I don’t need any ego-stroking.” He harrumphed and crossed his arms over his chest. As always, he seemed supremely suspicious. In this instance, it was probably well-deserved. 

Arrozul’s eyes narrowed on Sunny with the closest thing to anger I’d seen from him yet. In that moment, he almost seemed like the bristling cat I knew so well. “Ask your inquiries, then, Solphodrin. Be quick about it—time is of the essence, as we’ve said.”

“Okay. You came out of nowhere like a bat out of hell. What will happen to Coralia when you do this soul-swapping thing?”

“She will no longer feel the weight of wicked spirits corrupting her mind, body, and soul. She will be reborn, in a sense.” 

“Will she remember us?”

“Of course. The ritual does not require a reset of her mind. Only a purification of her soul.”

“Great,” he said, a bit sardonically. He began pacing, head bowed, deep in thought. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Sunny was nervous. For me.

It was quite endearing to witness.

“You say you are her protector.” He pointed a finger at Arrozul. “If that’s the case, who commissioned you? Who gave you this duty?”

It was a fantastic question, one I hadn’t even thought to ask. Who gave you this heavy burden of watching me all these years—through thick and thin; through my struggles, my triumphs, my growth, and my descent? 

The yellow eyes fell on me. “That is something we will only discuss with Hashmadrem.”

I swallowed hard over a lump in my throat. “You can speak in front of them, Brucey. I trust Charli and my Glovemates more than, well, anyone.”

“Very well.” Arrozul bowed, the muscles in his neck tensing. “We were assigned to protect you by your forebears, Coralia.”

I choked on my own spit. “My mother?!”

“No. Your father.”

I scowled. “I don’t even know him. I’ve never met the man. The only man in my life as a child was my mom’s husband, Frank Gipson, and he wasn’t much of a father figure. I doubt he’d have a reason to keep an eye on—”

“It was not Frank Gipson who directed us, Hashmadrem.”

My pulse picked up speed, smashing my heart against my ribcage. Blood rushed in my ears. “Can you tell me who my father is?”

“We cannot. It is not our place.” I opened my mouth to argue, but he put a hand out and silenced me. “Your mother can, however.”

A hush fell over the swamp, save the wind whistling through the willow tree. Even the frogs and bugs had gone quiet. 

My mouth remained open for a full five seconds. When it closed, I realized I was almost crying. Gods, I’ve become such an emotional wreck recently. Get it together, Cor!

No, smite this spirit from this world and return to the light!

The angry voice in my head surged to the front of my mind.

“We must act, now, Coralia. We sense the presence of malignant evil within you, preparing to burst free. If we do not act with expedience, we will miss our window and all will be for naught. You will be lost to us forever. Corrupted absolutely from the inside out.”

He lies!

My head swung back and forth. I tried to fight the voice in my head. It was too strong now. It had come to throw down, and I had a feeling Arrozul wasn’t lying—Evil Me was ready to bust free. 

I turned to Sunny and Charli. Sunny’s face was an angry mask, lips firmed, but I suspected it was because he was nervous about what was going to happen to me. Tears rolled down Charli’s cheeks, which was no surprise. 

“I’m sorry, guys, but I have to do this. He’s right.” With a shaky voice, I added, “Char, I hope you’ll forgive me.”

She rushed forward without a word, throwing her arms around me. “Always, bestie.” Then, she charged past me and lunged at Arrozul without so much as a thought for her own safety. When she hugged the tall man, who had gone from an eighth her size to twice her size, she stuffed her head into his chest. “Please, Brucey, help Coralia. And please remember me!”

A sob broke free from my throat. How can I take him away from her? Now that she knows what he really is? How will Charli not resent me for the rest of our lives?

Arrozul went stiff as Charli embraced him and squeezed, giving him one of her patented bear hugs. Then, to my shock, he slowly put a large hand on her head and started petting her. “Do not fear, Azbellus. We will never forget you. I will never forget you.”

It was the first “I” he had spoken, as if he’d pierced through his dual spirit—the cat and the man—and found the part of him that belonged to Charli and Charli alone.

“What is Azbellus?” she squeaked. 

“Flower of my soul.” 

Oh gods did my heart ever hurt. It broke for them.

Sunny killed the romantic moment. “What will happen after this ‘ritual’?”

“The evil will begin to take hold on us immediately,” Arrozul said. He spoke as if Charli wasn’t still clinging onto him like she was a child on the verge of losing a beloved parent. “Hashmadrem, you must end us. Destroy our mortal frame so the spirit cannot blossom. Otherwise, evil will corrupt us.” 

I blinked away the blurriness from my eyes, but said nothing. I couldn’t say the words “okay.” I couldn’t promise him I’d be able to steal him away from Charli like that.

“The Bruce Kittenson you know will not return to this body. Charli, you have been the great, pleasant surprise of our life.” She wailed, muffled against him. “However, we are not meant to linger on this plane longer than we must.” 

“Can anyone do it?” Sunny asked. “If the princess gets cold feet, for instance?”

“No. She must be the one to finish it. It is our spirit that will be conjoining and then splitting apart.”

“Is the ritual painful?” Sunny, again. He was asking the logical, pragmatic questions because I wasn’t able to in that moment.

“It is not,” Arrozul said. “You have our word.” 

“As much as I can trust the word of an interplanar soul-stealing cat-demon who talks in pluralities,” the vampire mumbled. 

Arrozul chuckled. He didn’t seem to ever get angry or annoyed, even from Sunny’s constant barbs. 

The supernatural being finally peeled Charli from him. Begrudgingly. He stared down his thin feline nose at me. 

I understood what needed to happen. I steeled my nerves and bunched my hands into fists, awaiting whatever strangeness was about to envelop me.  

“I’m ready,” I said, letting out a slow breath of air. 

Arrozul nodded. He stepped forward, towering. “Find your mother, Hashmadrem. Find Nora Hargrave, and she will explain everything. She must.” 

I gulped and nodded.

His hands came up. I noticed the long nails on his fingers made his hands look like cats’ paws. His warm palms touched my temples—

My eyes rolled into the back of my head and I lost my grip on reality.

* * *
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MY DOPPELGANGER FROWNED at me across the isle of the Kolpoden Grove. Ardith stood behind her, hiding among the elm trees. 

“You have made a horrible mistake,” Evil Me said, sneering and putting her hands on her hips. “You would tear me away from this young sapling? This girl who needs my guidance?” She swept a hand out and gestured at Ardith behind her.

“Ardith is not your charge,” I said, folding my arms. I glanced past her to the dryad-demon girl. “She is not your mother, honey, and she does not work in your best interest.”

“And you do?” My doppelganger scoffed with a chuckle.

“I never said I did. It’s not my place to raise her. Just as it’s not yours. It is Desmona’s responsibility, and whoever she wants to allow into her life, be that Jace Hudson or anyone else. Until Desmona gives the okay, Ardith is off-limits. From me. From you. From everyone.”

Ardith shuffled out from behind the elm trees. Her beautiful face looked pure. Frightened. 

Does she really possess my soul inside her? Did she receive me in exchange for Desmona’s scarred soul during the fusion?

It was hard to reconcile. Perhaps it was why she didn’t seem evil, yet, despite being born from a demonic father.  

I said, “Only trust your mother, Ardith. Can you do that?”

“You’re saying I can’t trust you either?” she asked. 

“No. Neither of us.” I pointed to Evil Me and back again. “As much as it pains me to say.” I put my hand to my breast. “I contain part of you inside me, Ardith. Perhaps it will make more sense when you’re older.” Though she’s already huge for a two-month-old. The girl is past my knees!

“Don’t listen to her, Ardith,” Evil Me snapped. 

“You have no more power here,” I announced. I didn’t know where it came from, but I believed it. 

Evil Me threw her head back and cackled. “You would speak of power? The woman who could have had so much of it, but instead has so little?”

My brow furrowed.

“You could have been unparalleled,” Evil Me lamented. “Power eclipsing even that of your sister.”

“I don’t want it. Not if it comes from you and your ‘master.’ I’d rather be happy with my mates than be powerful and evil.” 

“You are a fool. A self-righteous failure.” Her eyes squinted when she realized her words had no effect on me. “I see it now. You are weaker than Myria. This is why you have failed.”

Anger spiked through me. My hand came up, pointing at my doppelganger. “Begone, spirit!” 

The voice ripped out of my throat, though it didn’t sound like mine. It sounded ancient, masculine—like Arrozul. 

Parts of Evil Me vanished, a surge of energy pulsing through her. There was no blood—no dismemberment—just . . . nothing. Arms and legs faded. Her forehead grew translucent. 

My palm thrust forward again. Nothing came out of it, but the invisible power struck my doppelganger all the same.

Her voice warbled, falling away as she spoke wicked things to me, until her mouth moved but no words came out. 

She frowned and turned around to walk toward Ardith.

Ardith gasped and backpedaled into the tree line.

My doppelganger never made it her. 

As soon as she’d made it three steps her body vanished like a billow of dust blown across a sand dune. 
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Coralia

I RETURNED TO MY SENSES, blinking a few times to adjust. 

I felt different, for sure. It wasn’t gut-deep or very noticeable at first. It was a subtle sensation of . . . noiselessness. My lungs filled with more air than I was used to. My head felt light and breezy, rather than bloated and angry at me for every little thing I did. Anxiety didn’t riddle my body. 

Deep-seated hatred no longer had a place in my heart.

I took a step forward, to test the new pep in my step—

Dizziness washed over me. I began to crumple to the ground.

Sunny was there in an instant, behind me, wrapping his strong, supportive arms around my middle and holding me tightly so I could stay on my feet. His piney, sharp scent filled my nose. “I’ve got you, princess,” he whispered in my ear, sending goosebumps budding along my flesh.

I breathed easier knowing he was there, and closed my eyes to take everything in.

My mind seemed all right. Finally. The pervasive thoughts of hurting and killing and destruction and betrayal had abandoned me. 

With a huge sigh of relief, I opened my eyes. 

Charli took up most of my vision, blue orbs huge and stunned. “Cor Cor?” she asked hesitantly. 

“It’s me, babe,” I said with a smile. “I think I’m all better.” 

“It should be an immediate process,” a deep voice behind her said. “Though acclimating might be part of it. Tendrils of your stained spirit might spring up when you least expect it, though it should not be a constant, overbearing burden. Soon, it will disappear completely.”

Arrozul’s mention of “tendrils” reminded me of Sunny railing into me from both ends with his shadow dildos. My cheeks flushed and I felt warm and gooey inside, especially with Sunny holding so tightly onto me until I got firm footing. 

I stood straight and shook off the lewdness and stilted dizziness. Sunny reluctantly released me. Over Charli’s shoulder I spied my ancient kitty cat, still in his powerful “human” form. “I can sense it, Brucey.”

“Aye. As can we.”

“Will you be okay?”

He gave me a lopsided smile. “You know the bargain, Hashmadrem. The darkness inside you was stronger than we expected. A truly heavy weight. Before long, you will not be able to trust the words from our mouth. We will speak in the same elusive way you did—have the same treacherous thoughts. We cannot be around for that to happen.”

“Are you a powerful supernatural, Arrozul?” I asked simply. 

His bushy eyebrows rose. “We have been known to do some things.”

It was the most human non-answer I’d heard, and it made me laugh. 

“Before coming into your life, we were a different being completely,” he added, and I wasn’t sure if he meant literally or figuratively. Like, did I turn him good? Into a protector? Was my precious cat an evil menace before coming into my life?

Let’s be real, I thought playfully, he was a menace in my life too. 

No dark thoughts came to play devil’s advocate. I was left alone with just that—a funny observation of my past. Nothing asked me to kill Arrozul or punish my friends or vanquish my “foes,” who were really my allies. No whispers slithered inside my skull. 

Gods, it felt good.

With that in mind, and feeling more like a pacifist than I had in as long as I could remember, I glanced from Arrozul to Charli. 

She looked torn up. Deflated and sad before I’d even popped her cheery bubble or done anything to make her feel unhappy. Because she knew what I had to do. 

“No,” I said, sudden realization dawning on me as I stared into Charli’s baby blues. 

“No?” Arrozul and Sunny chirped in unison.

“I won’t do it. I won’t kill you, Brucey. I can’t.” 

“Hashmadrem, you must.”

“Coralia!” Sunny scolded. “Don’t be foolish.”

“If I do that, I won’t be any better than those dark thoughts inside my head, wishing violence upon my friends.” I shivered, shaking myself free from the chains that seemed to wrap around my heart.

“That doesn’t even make any sense,” Sunny grumbled, putting a hand to his forehead in exasperation.

Arrozul and I had another staring contest. This time, I wouldn’t be the first to turn away. This time, he would get a true sense of my willpower. 

I’ve fought off Leatherwings and fused lost souls to their owners. I’ve grafted my spirit onto others and made them a slice of me. Evil or not, Bruce Kittenson will always be part of my story. He’s played too big a part in my life for me to toss aside because he has to bear the burden of my darkness. 

Finally, eventually, his head turned. Sadness filled his eyes as he stared at the willow tree past me.

Unless it’s worse than that, and I’m tormenting him by forcing a life upon him filled with terrible thoughts and actions. 

Shit. Is this a mistake? Am I being selfish?

It wasn’t my former evilness guiding the reactionary thought, it was my own doubt. My guilt. My conscience and everything good I possessed. 

How can I make such an impossible decision?

Arrozul sighed. “We are disappointed, Hashmadrem, though not entirely surprised.”

I cocked my head at that. “Oh?”

Sunny said, “What’s your contingency plan if Coralia won’t strike you down?”

“We will retreat to our realm. To the Underlands. There, we will hide away as we are consumed by this darkness, so we do not harm any others.” 

I gulped, struggling to understand his meaning, even though it was plain as day. “You will imprison yourself while you become a monster?”

“Precisely, Hashmadrem.”

“And you’d rather I kill you.”

“In this instance? Yes.” His eyes glanced to Charli, though she didn’t see it. 

I found his reaction a bit odd. “What if this is my dark spirit already speaking through you? Playing tricks on us?”

“It is not. We have kept it at bay thus far.”

My eyes narrowed. “But I can’t be sure of that, can I?”

“Princess, you’re being ridiculous,” Sunny groaned.

No, I’m trying to find any way to keep my friend alive! And to keep my bestie with a non-broken heart. Is that so much to ask?

I bowed my head, reflecting the gesture Arrozul had given me a few times. “I’m sorry, Arrozul. I can’t do it.”

“We understand.” His voice sounded grim.

“Is there any way to reverse what’s happened to you? Or what’s going to happen to you?”

White hair swayed as he shrugged. “We are not certain. Nothing has ever been tried. We suspect you do not have the power to do that at this juncture, however.” 

I nodded and bit my lip. “Okay.” 

“How do we even know you’ll be gating yourself to this Underland you speak of? How can we be sure?” Sunny asked.

“We suppose you can’t, Solphodrin.” Arrozul’s eyes twinkled as he challenged Sunny. 

The vampire rose to the challenge. “And what makes you think I can’t just kill you outright, on my own?”     

“Sunny . . .” I groaned. 

He spun on me. “What? I’m just trying to do the right thing before he wreaks havoc on our world. Because you can’t do it. He told us what will happen, Coralia.”

“You can try to kill us, Sunder Conway,” Arrozul rumbled. His yellow eyes sparkled as he stepped forward, chest to chest with my mate. “Unlike with Hashmadrem, however, we’re not obligated to stand down or not defend ourself.” 

Taut tension filled the air. I didn’t know what I would do if things came to blows. I desperately didn’t want that to happen. 

Whose side would I take? The man who just showed me the time of my life and has changed me in ways I can’t imagine? Or the guy who has been with me my whole life, through every major experience and change I’ve gone through?

Gods, it was a difficult decision.

In the end, I knew who it would be. My eyes zeroed in on Sunny, with his alabaster skin shining in the dark early morning, his chest rising and falling with expectation and resilience, and his blond hair blowing in the breeze.

“Everyone just stop!” Charli yelled. The tension broke like a snapped rubber band. She raised her hands to the heavens. “This isn’t helping anything!” 

I put my hands on my hips and nodded. “She’s right.”

Charli pointed at me. “Who is she expected to help?”

“Me,” Sunny growled.

“Him,” Arrozul agreed.

At that, he earned a suspicious glare from the vampire. “You’re saying I’ll need it?”    

Arrozul simply smiled.

“Spirits, you’re incorrigible, Sunny.” My hand came to my forehead, pressing hard. “Brucey, I need you to leave.”

“Hashmadrem?” 

“Leave Shadowblade Academy before everyone wakes up. Before morning is here and you are seen.”

“Wise words.” He bowed and stepped away, but not before winking at Sunny and saying, “You’ll know where to find us, Sunder Conway.”

“I will?”

“Just come looking.”

The powerful being known as Arrozul and Bruce Kittenson sliced a hand through the air. A slip of air ripped open like jagged fabric. He gave me a single nod. His eyes lingered longer on Charli. 

Then he stepped through and vanished. The portal closed up in a heartbeat. 

“There,” I said, dusting my hands off. “All taken care of.” I gave Sunny a knowing look and a one-liner. “Not everything needs to be finished with violence, tough guy.”

Charli slunk up beside me and squeezed her hand into mine. “Thank you, Cor Cor,” she muttered in a tiny voice at my side. 

Sunny frowned at me. “You know how you’re always wondering if things are going to come back and bite you in the ass?” He pointed to the place where Arrozul had just been standing. “That. That right there is Exhibit A in the exhibition entitled Hell Fucking Yes It’s Going to Come Back and Bite You in the Ass.” 

I shrugged. I was starting to feel more and more incredible as the minutes passed, with my new life and the darkness from before no longer clouding my mind, body, and soul. 

I was indebted to Mr. Kittenson. I couldn’t kill him after what he’d done for me. 

I gave Sunny a wry smile. “We’ll just have to burn that bridge down when we get there, won’t we?”
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Epilogue
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Coralia

A WEEK LATER, THINGS had resumed to a somewhat normal pace at Shadowblade Academy. The investigation into the death of Mya Todden had stalled. 

I suspected my mates had something to do with it, though I couldn’t be sure, and I would never ask. I still hadn’t broken the news to Charli about my involvement in all that madness, but I was preparing to do it, running through the script in my head while eating stacked cinnamon waffles in the mess hall.

In a couple hours, I’d be leaving for the next leg of my adventure with Wrist Hudson and all my Glovemates. I was equally nervous and excited about what that entailed. 

Charli deserved to know what I’d done before I left. 

In a way, it was for my own conscience.

Then she could decide if she still wanted to be my friend once I returned. Or, if she wanted to try and kill me for murdering one of her acquaintances.

I had a sneaking suspicion she wouldn’t. We were too close now—only made closer by my rejuvenated spirit and the absence of Bruce Kittenson for her to hang out with. I was essentially her last remaining real friend, and definitely her only bestie. 

Still, my pulse spiked at the mere thought of admitting out loud I had killed Mya. And I couldn’t turn around and kill Arrozul, even though it would help us in the long run. What kind of hypocrite have I become? What kind of freaking shadowblade?

I told myself I wasn’t a pacifist. Not by a long shot. I only wanted to kill people who actually deserved it, and I didn’t think Arrozul did. He had never wronged me—or anyone I knew, for that matter.

But the time might come . . .

I sighed and finished off my waffles, moaning as I bit into the last morsel. My eyes fluttered. Spirits lick me, it’s so good. I’ve missed this. 

I hadn’t been able to stomach anything cinnamon-related since learning I’d been “enchanted” by those damn cookies in the Forbidden Orchard. It was nice to make a triumphant return to my favorite food group. 

“I know that face,” a voice said in front of me.

My eyes opened to find Venn staring mischievously down at me. Dax, Sunny, and Quentin were behind him. Everyone save Quentin had a look of hunger in their eyes, and it wasn’t hunger for my waffles. 

Even the most mysterious of my group, the Dreamwatcher, had a gleam, like I was showing him a glimpse of the future and he was looking forward to it.

I blushed. “What?” 

“That’s an O-face if I’ve ever seen one,” Venn laughed.

I nearly coughed from cinnamon running down my throat. “No it’s not!” I said around the mouthful.

“Give it to us again, princess,” Sunny teased.

“Screw you, Conway,” I shot back, though I couldn’t keep the grin off my lips for long. 

“That’s Daddy Conway to you.”

I stood and rolled my eyes. “Well, what’s next, boys?”

“Go lug the fae-tech armor out of the dojo and grab our Oblyx swords,” Venn said with a shrug. 

“Prepare for the inevitable,” Dax added.

“And what’s that, kitty cat?” Sunny asked in a singsong voice.

“Trouble. It’s always trouble with you lot.”

Sunny scoffed. “Says the guy who got us involved in an interspecies war that might determine the fate of the entire supernatural community.” 

I nearly chuckled, but then saw Dax’s eyes sink. 

Sunny saw it too. In a rare moment of guilt, he frowned and said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up. Just sort of popped out.”

“I know, Sunder. You do not have much control of that mouth of yours, or what comes out of it.” 

“Even if it’s shit,” Venn jabbed.

“Don’t I know it,” Sunny said, rolling with the punches. “The princess knows I have a little more control with my mouth than—”

“Hey, hey, hey, some of us don’t want to hear it,” Quentin blurted. 

The other guys chuckled in a knowing, giddy way. 

“Jealousy is the root of all evil, Quen,” Sunny said, nodding along with himself. 

His ego had ballooned to a ridiculous size ever since our little soirée in the swamp. I had hoped he might keep it a secret for a bit, but nope, it seemed the rest of the guys had known by that very morning. 

At least I was quite sure they didn’t know the specifics about how depraved and naughty it had been, otherwise Venn and Dax would have had something to say about it. Probably would want to recreate it!

Besides, I couldn’t be pissed at Sunny’s gloating. His hard work chasing me had finally paid off. He deserved his day in the proverbial sun.  

Happiness filled me as I eyed my guys, moving from face to face as quickly as the barbs came. I had missed this. We felt like a unit again.

And as a unit, we were unstoppable. 

There weren’t any evil thoughts that came along with it, either. No one was telling me to run a stake through Sunny’s heart to shut his big mouth, or chastise Dax or Venn for their quips, or put down Quentin for being the last one to bond with me.

Honestly, we felt like a big happy family in that moment.  

Better enjoy it now, girl, because you know it won’t last. 

It wasn’t the evil saying that—just the logical doubts that knew me better than I knew myself. I was always getting into trouble one way or another, and it usually had a ripple effect to everyone around me. 

“Let’s get moving then,” Dax said. 

As soon as we took off, I felt eyes from various students in the mess hall bearing down on me. Sunny crept close beside me and heard me sigh. 

“Is it the looks?” he asked in a low voice. The other guys had moseyed on ahead. 

I nodded sadly. “I’m still getting them. It sucks.”

“That’s going to keep happening, princess, until the Academy gives an official statement about Mya. A definitive announcement.”

“When can we expect that?”

“Not very soon, I fear.” When his eyes caught me out the corner, he smiled. 

Yes, Sunny had definitely had something to do with my “innocence,” or rather my lack of guilt in Mya’s murder. He had probably taken what he knew to Jace Hudson—perhaps leaving out the whole ritual-sacrifice-of-Charli situation—who had gone up the ladder to Headmaster Cane. 

I wasn’t certain, but I was certain. 

I knew they all wanted me in their own way: Alaric wanted to use me, Jace wanted me to keep everyone else glued together, and my Glovemates, well, they just wanted me. 

Their comments about my O-face had made that abundantly clear.

When we reached the hallway leading out of the mess hall, I realized I’d missed what the other three had been talking about while wallowing in my introversion. I guess whatever it had been wasn’t important enough to matter.

Something else important popped into my head though. 

“Wait,” I said, making everyone freeze. The guys sported quizzical looks. “I’ve waited too long to do this.”

Eyebrows furrowed all around. 

“You’ll have to give me a few minutes. I need to run to my dorm real quick.”

“Ah. Gotta give the bestie a goodbye hug, eh?” Venn asked. 

I nodded curtly. “Something like that.”

* * *
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I PUSHED THE DOOR OPEN, already speaking before I stepped inside. “Char, we need to talk real quick. I know we already said our goodbyes, but I have something else I have to tell—”

No one was in the room. I stuttered to a stop in the doorway, hand still on the knob. 

“. . . you.”

My eyes quickly scanned the small space. Without Brucey there to liven it up, it definitely felt more sterile and less lived-in. A bit sad, really. 

“Hm.”

My mind whirled as I wondered where she could have run off to. She’d told me she had a ton of homework to do before class tomorrow. 

I was just about to turn around and head out the door when something caught the corner of my eye. 

A piece of paper on my pillow. 

I only noticed it because it was folded and placed in a triangle, like a small temple. 

A weight fell on my chest, seizing my heart. Despair rifled through me. Oh gods. She’s already made her decision. She hates me! She’s gotten a new roommate!

I rushed over and grabbed the paper, unfurling it. 

Dear Cor Cor, 

I’m sorry I lied about doing my homework. I couldn’t stand the idea of causing you pain with this letter. Just writing it sucks big time. 

I know it’s probably not very smart, but I’ve left with Brucey. Arrozul. I’m still not sure what to call him. Please don’t tell the Academy I’ve gone off campus. They’ll find out soon enough. 

Anyway, I’ve gone away with him to the Underlands. He allowed me to come, and I think I might, like, love him or something. 

You were right. All those little jokes about us being weird and intimate even though he’s a cat and I’m a fox? 

We are weird. It’s true. 

All I know is I can’t bear the thought of leaving him alone while he grows into a mean monster or something. My heart won’t let me. I hope I can mellow him out, y’know? Make sure he doesn’t go on a warpath.

Please don’t think I’ve abandoned you. It would break me.

I love you, Cor Cor, and you’re my favorite person ever. 

But I need to see this through.

All my love, your bestie,

Char

P.S. – Please don’t come searching for me. I’m fine, I promise! 

I collapsed on my bed, reading the letter over and over. My first thought: If I move fast, maybe I can find her before it’s too late! 

Which morphed into: Nooo, I can’t lose her!

Which morphed into reluctant acceptance. 

Charli needed to do what she thought was right. I’d continually left the Academy and come back. Now it was her turn. She was her own person with her own agency. If she thought following Arrozul into some strange, alternate plane was the best plan for her, so be it. I needed to let her live her life.

But goddammit was I going to miss her. 

I wished she’d told me beforehand. 

Yeah, right. If she did, I’d have done everything in my power to stop her. And she knew that.

In that respect, I was glad she hadn’t told me. 

I cried for five minutes straight. Once my tears were gone, I had to put it behind me. I would never put Charli behind me, or my memories with her, but I had too much going on to think about right now. This wasn’t an issue I could tackle right away.

I swore to myself this wouldn’t be the last time I saw my bestie. Not by a long shot. 

Come hell or high water, I was going to find Charli one day, and I would rejoice when I saw what kind of life she and Arrozul had made together.

But today was not that day. 

* * *
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THERE WERE SO MANY unfinished threads going on in my life. 

We still needed to tackle Waichee Village and the tyrant that was Cyrus Kilmeade.

I had no idea what kind of shit-storm I’d be landing in once I returned to Shadowblade Academy. If I returned. Would I be announced as Mya Todden’s killer and castigated or strung up and burned as a witch?

I also needed to seek out my mother—as much as I didn’t want to do that—because Arrozul had told me to and I’d promised I would. Perhaps Nora could tell me more about my past. I wasn’t getting my hopes up. 

My sister Myria was still in the wind.  

And now the Charli and Arrozul situation. Gods, this one hurts.

The most pertinent situation, however, was the one right in front of me. 

We all stood in the conference room of Fort Nocturnus. What we were doing wasn’t something students could see, so we had avoided going to the dojo. It wasn’t very often students were sanctioned to leave the Academy by the headmaster.

Wrist Hudson prepared us for our trek. “We return to Asberald City,” he said, finally revealing where he was taking us. “But not yet.” He gave the floor to Alaric Cane with a sweeping gesture.

“You have two weeks until this alleged meeting, students,” the headmaster said. His fingers twined together as he stood from his desk. “In the meantime, I’m putting you in touch with allies of ours. They’re located at a place called Ironfort, and have agreed to help us. They know Luciano Rockford better than us. From there, you’ll try to discern what you can about Aliyah Rosewood—the other relevant party at this event. This gathering.” He spit the last word like he was allergic to it. 

Yet here we were, having a gathering of our own. Conspiring. The irony wasn’t lost on me. 

“Now then,” Jace said, taking over, “if anyone can help us in our endeavor with Aliyah Rosewood, now would be the time to be out with it.”

His eyes lazily scanned us, as if searching for something. I had a feeling he wasn’t blindly fishing as much as he actually had a hunch. 

I watched Sunny out my peripheral. The first time Aliyah’s name had been mentioned, his reaction had been palpable: Anxious. Agitated. Angry. Perhaps even scared.

He felt me studying him and turned. Sure enough, he had a similar expression twisting his handsome face. 

Jace singled him out—kept glancing at him more than the others—and the jig was up. With our combined looks focused on him, he rolled his eyes and sighed. 

“Fine. I’ll tell you what I know.” 

I bit my lip and held my breath. 

For the first time I could remember, Sunny struggled to find the words. He opened his mouth a few times, closed it, worked his jaw over, and tried again. 

“Aliyah Rosewood is not just any vampire. Before ‘Rosewood,’ her name was Aliyah Conway . . .”

My heart froze.

“. . . and she is the vampire overmistress who made me.”

~
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To Be Continued!

~
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Chapter 1
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Coralia

THE MAN WHO STROLLED down the steps of Ironfort was huge and seriously handsome. A pretty-boy with a mop of black hair, thick eyebrows set on a heavy brow, a jawline chiseled like a Greek sculpture, and the broad-shouldered physique of a man at the peak of his years. 

Headmaster Alaric Cane had sent our Glove to this iron-gray castle in the middle of nowhere to gather information about Luciano Rockford’s upcoming meeting with a vampire named Aliyah Rosewood. 

We expected big things to happen at that meeting, and wanted to be part of it. 

Luciano was a sneaky fucker with his hands in too many cookie jars. He liaised with the demonspawn of the Forbidden Orchard; he smuggled Levia Sunfall’s dragon Oblyx ore until it became too dangerous to continue; he helped Cyrus Kilmeade usurp the throne of Waichee Village. 

Now he planned to meet with a supernatural powerhouse in Aliyah Rosewood, who had huge connections in the human world. If Luciano’s demon friends and Aliyah’s humans linked up and made an alliance of some kind, it could spell doom for the entire supernatural community. We couldn’t idly sit by and watch that happen. 

Hence coming here in the dead of night to meet with the leader of Ironfort. 

We stood in the keep’s courtyard. Panther shifter Dax Kilmeade stood to my left, along with Unseelie fae Venn Gable; to my right, vampire Sunny Conway and mystery man Quentin Argyle. 

These were my dudes. We had come a long way. All but one of them—Quentin—had gone from being mere teammates of mine to something much more. Romantic interests. Soul mates. Whatever you wanted to call them, we’d become incredibly close. 

Some took longer than others to cross that barrier from “friend”—or even “enemy”—to lover. I was of course talking about Sunny Conway, who had most recently tied me up to a willow tree with shadow ropes, snapped me out of my demon-infected murder spree, and fucked me six ways to Sunday. 

It had been a very confusing but ultimately enlightening time. Some of the craziest stuff I’d ever done. Before Sunny, I had only slept with Dax and Venn, who had become masters at pleasuring me simultaneously.

I had no idea why memories of sexy times with my Glovemates commanded my brain during the tense moment I found myself in now. Maybe because the man descending the steps was an absolute hottie and ignited those memories. 

Wrist Jace Hudson, our on-again-off-again leader, greeted Ironfort’s chief. He dipped his head and gave a small, formal bow once the man reached the base of the steps. Ironfort’s lord shoved his hands in the pockets of his form-fitting slacks. Up top, he wore a pressed black suit jacket. He looked sharp. 

Jace said, “Hello, I am Wrist Jace Hudson.” He gestured at us behind him. “This is my team of shadowblades-in-training.”

“The contingent from Shadowblade Academy,” the man across from us said in a deep voice.  

I noticed he didn’t ridicule the title Jace introduced us with—“shadowblades-in-training”—as others had done before. Jace’s intro made us sound like amateurs, but this man didn’t hesitate for a second, narrowing his cunning eyes on us. 

This wasn’t a man who underestimated people. He didn’t chide us or ask why the Academy hadn’t sent “real soldiers” or anything like that.

It was a small token of respect, but one I appreciated.

“Indeed,” Jace said. “Headmaster Alaric Cane sent us, sir, with the hopes you might be able to help us with our little issue.” 

The way Jace said “our little issue” made him sound like a New York mafioso. I had to hide my smile by turning my head. We’re out here in the boonies, surrounded by fields and trees on all sides and a dilapidated prison in the distance. I don’t think we need to be too coy, man. Let’s just say what we mean: We’re here to stop a supernatural war from breaking out.

I wasn’t sure why I was being so critical of Wrist Hudson. Maybe I’d become too used to speaking for the group, and I wanted to analyze his leadership style since he’d retaken the role.  

I’m being too hard on him, I recognized. He only wanted to help. He’d gotten my Glovemates out of a months-long prison sentence in order to “get the band back together,” as he’d put it. Now we were unified again. I should be happy about that.

On top of that, Jace took great risks in coming here, leaving his lover Desmona and her daughter Ardith alone and unprotected in the Appalachian forest he now called home. I figured the dryad Desmona was more than capable of defending herself. 

Jace made these sacrifices because he wanted to do the right thing. He is an ally through and through. I need to be less critical and more thankful to have him on our side. 

The sharp-dressed man took his hands out of his pockets after taking the measure of his visitors. “Shadowblade Academy is a friend to Briarwitch Academy. I am also a friend to Briarwitch Academy. Which means we must be friends as well.”

Sounds logical enough. “Must be,” though? Tradition is everything in these places, I suppose. 

Jace nodded. “I like the way you think, Lord . . .”

“Steel. There’s no need to call me ‘lord.’ Just call me Anvel.” 

Jace’s head jerked to attention. “Anvel Steel? I’m surprised I didn’t recognize you.”

“Why would you, Master Hudson?”

“Because shadowblades are trained to know people, and your name is quite legendary among our ilk.” 

“It is?” I whispered to my guys. We were well out of earshot of Anvel Steel.  

Venn leaned in from my left, close to my ear. “Anvel Steel is one of Dawn Rose’s mates. He fought alongside her in the Battle of Briarwitch a few years back. He was a general, actually.”

Sunny came in from the right with a hiss of a whisper. “Legend has it he killed his own father during it.”

My body went rigid. “So, uh, the moral is to not let his pretty looks deceive me?”

“How’s that gone for you so far, princess? I’m pretty too.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t deceive me. I knew you were an asshole the moment I laid eyes on you. There was no mistaking it.”

Sunny scowled and the rest of the guys stifled their chuckles. 

“We’ll be fine, M’shyok,” Dax assured me. “We are Master Steel’s guests. We won’t be harmed.”

I’d have to take his word for it. 

I focused back on Anvel and Jace’s discussion.

“I suppose I can’t prevent my reputation from preceding me,” Anvel said with an easy shrug. 

“I like this guy already,” Sunny murmured. 

“Yeah, because he reminds you of you,” Quentin mumbled. “Arrogant.”

“You shadowblades really do like your secrets, don’t you?” Anvel asked aloud, cracking a crooked smirk. “What are your soldiers whispering about behind you, Master Hudson?”

Jace looked over his shoulder and silenced us with a glare, scowling like we were schoolchildren acting up. When he faced Anvel again, he made something up on the fly. “My group has met Dawn Rose, sir. They were mumbling about your connection with the Absolver.”

At that, Anvel’s shoulders went a little higher. He squared his posture as if preparing to salute. We’d gotten his attention. 

“Interesting,” he muttered, then stroked his strong chin. “I would like to hear about that. Perhaps in time.” He swept his arm behind him to a bald, elderly man I hadn’t noticed, standing in the shadows at the top of the stairs. “My man Buchanon will show you to your rooms. But not yet.” 

Jace cocked his head. “Not yet?”

“We have agents as well, Master Hudson—”

“Please, sir, if you would have me speak to you as an equal and call you Anvel, then just call me Jace.”

Anvel’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. I could tell he was a crafty man—physically powerful, but also a thinker. “Very well, Jace. I am the chief elder of Ironfort, yet there are other elders present in the great hall. We’ve been patiently awaiting your arrival. We will talk business before you settle down, if it’s all the same to you.”

“As you wish, Anvel,” Jace said with a bow. 

“Chief elder?” I asked under my breath, to my guys. “He doesn’t look old enough to hold that title.”

“Age doesn’t matter when you kill your dad and take his title, does it?” Sunny explained. He sounded giddy with excitement. 

I rolled my eyes. “You’re so dramatic, Sunny. I’m sure the story isn’t that cut and dry. Besides, you like this guy too much already. I think we need to have our wits about us here.”

Sunny’s shoulders bobbed. “Nice people bore me, princess. This guy is clearly not nice. That’s why I like him.”

“Nonetheless,” Venn added out the corner of his mouth, “I agree with Coralia. Keep your eyes peeled, y’all.”

“He didn’t even bring guards out with him,” Quentin pointed out, watching Anvel Steel’s broad back as he started up the steps. “Which means he likely doesn’t see us as a threat.”

Venn started to say, “Doesn’t matter—”

“Anvel Steel is a hybrid shifter,” Dax interjected. “He can probably hear everything we’re saying.”

Goosebumps spread along my arms. “Shit.” I didn’t even know what a “hybrid shifter” was in this context.

We shut our traps.

At the top of the landing, Anvel turned to us and spread his arms out. The gothic castle behind him created an intimidating backdrop. “Welcome to Ironfort, my friends. Please, join me in the great hall. We have much to discuss.”
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Chapter 2
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Coralia

IRONFORT WAS A MARVEL from a different time. It reminded me of Fort Nocturnus, the striking landmark of Shadowblade Academy and home to Headmaster Cane.

A musty scent reached my nose, mingling with the after-aroma of cooked meat. Seemed we had missed dinner. I recognized the powerful odor: wilderness. Shifters, I imagined, who inhabited the outdoors and brought their smells with them inside.

Ironfort’s steward, Buchanon, led us through the sparse halls of the keep. Anvel Steel had disappeared deeper into the castle.

My eyes moved like turrets, taking in the rich tapestries draped across the walls, showing scenes of primal battle and animals fighting among one another. Red carpets guided us down the corridors like runways, with wall-torches lighting our path. Steel chandeliers hung from the rafters of the vaulted rooms we passed through. Portraits of the former lords and ladies of Ironfort adorned the spaces where the grim tapestries were absent. 

Following Buchanon felt like a manufactured experience, as if I’d stepped into a medieval era refusing to change with the modern times, even though I knew modernity waited right outside these walls.

It led to a bit of creative whimsy with my thoughts as we followed Buchanon. What sort of icons of the Middle Ages built this place? Could it have been the same architects who built Fort Nocturnus? Glorious celebrities of mythology and magic who left us contemporary folk to wander their hallowed halls, gawk at their grand visions of architectural design, and ultimately turn their empty fortresses into peaceful homes?

I chuckled quietly at my wandering thoughts. The voice inside my head coming up with the makeshift story didn’t sound like my own.

I had to wonder how “peaceful” this place actually was. The murals depicted war and conflict, as many classical art pieces did, while the portraits showed resolute faces and armored bodies. 

The history of this place surely dates back centuries. The history of it, like Fort Nocturnus, must be amazing.  

At a certain point, with our boots thudding on the red carpets, I got the feeling Buchanon was giving us the scenic route, so to speak, in order to show us the majesty of Ironfort. Like, we could have cut right into the great hall from the foyer, but he wanted us to take in the castle’s magnificence first, and give Anvel Steel and the elders time to prepare. 

Maybe they don’t get many visitors, and this is their chance to show off. I snickered at the idea.

This time when the laugh escaped my lips, Sunny looked over his shoulder with his brows pulled tight. “You good, princess? This place giving you the giggles?”

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it and looked at him askance. His words made my wheels turn. “Actually . . . yeah. Does anyone else feel oddly giddy in here? Like you could sit down and write a book of poetry? I can’t explain it.”

My guys gave me the oh-shit-she’s-gone-crazy look.

Buchanon spoke from the front, his hands clasped behind his back as he led us deeper into the castle. “Those would be the magical wards Master Steel and the elders have erected. They affect everyone differently.” 

“Oh.” I scratched the back of my neck. “Thanks for the honesty, Buchanon.”

“Master Steel would have your people be allies with his. To that end, he believes transparency is essential.”

“Tell Master Steel I agree,” Jace said, walking directly behind Buchanon.

“You can tell him yourself, Master Hudson. We are nearing the great hall.”

Buchanon spoke with such a leveled, proper tone, I couldn’t tell if he was being snide or just speaking his mind. He seemed genuine. He definitely gave Alfred vibes, meeting the stereotypical “butler of the manor” prerequisites: helpful, old and stiff-backed, a bit curmudgeonly.

We went down a hall with large double doors at the end. From a distance I noticed wolf-head doorknobs. 

Before we reached the great hall, we passed three smaller rooms off to the side with doors just barely cracked open. Lamps lit up the rooms, funneling dim light into the hall. 

“These will be your chambers, following your audience with Master Steel,” Buchanon explained, gesturing absentmindedly off to the doors. 

We continued toward the double doors at the end of the corridor. I noticed our group of falling boots had grown lighter. 

Stopping, I twirled to find Sunny posted in front of a half-open bedroom door, staring intently into the room. 

“Tired already, sunshine?” I called out teasingly. “I thought late night was prime vampire hours.”

He smirked as he walked over, before shouldering past me to trail the others. “Three rooms for six of us, princess. Sounds like everyone’s gonna have to double up.” He winked as he passed me. 

And thank the spirits he continued past, because my cheeks lit up like comets. 

I hurried after him. “I don’t know what you’re implying,” I said, playing dumb. Of course I knew what Sunny insinuated: He was perpetually horny and seemed to have this idea he owned me somehow after we had shagged one time. 

What he hinted at was a dangerous proposition. 

I swallowed hard, my eyes taking in the thick muscles near his shoulders, which flexed with every swish of his red cloak. “I’m sure there’s a civil way to figure out the sleeping arrangements . . .” I added. He didn’t even have to reply to hear me squirm. It weighed down my voice like an anchor. 

“. . . and a way that won’t get us kicked out of this place for being indecent.” 

* * *
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A LONG OAK TABLE STRETCHED across the floor of the great hall, taking up most the real estate. Four lampposts in the corners lit the room, giving the impression we had walked into a druid circle or ritual site. 

Luckily, there weren’t any cloaked and hooded dagger-wielders waiting to commence the sacrifice.

Anvel Steel sat at the head of the table on the far end, with two people adjacent to him. 

The woman on Anvel’s right had a mane of wild red hair cascading down her shoulders in waves, a fierce scowl on her face. Judging by the chainmail armor she wore, she meant business. If Ironfort was a portal back to medieval times, this woman was stuck there. 

To Anvel’s left, a lady with a proper, rigid posture, hands folded neatly on the table. She wore the dark robes of a scholar, her dark hair done up in a bun. 

After Buchanon introduced us to the trio, Anvel said, “Thank you, Biew,” and then watched as the steward left the room and closed the double doors behind him. 

I found it cute Anvel had a nickname for the placid old man. It showed Anvel in a more humane light—like he was one of us. The three of them didn’t look much older than any of us, either. Hell, Jace Hudson was probably the oldest person in the room.

Then I remembered we had a vampire in our midst, and I frowned as I glanced over at Sunny. Okay, well, Jace might not be the oldest . . . just the most mature.

Anvel gestured toward us and the table. We crowded around it and took seats. Jace sat at the head opposite Anvel, and I sat next to him on the right, with Quentin to his left. 

Once we were seated, the shifter chief’s burly chest expanded. He let out a long breath, motioning to his right. “Scarlet Starklin, an advisor of mine and the daughter of the former overseer of Witherfang, Rune Starklin.” 

I didn’t know what Witherfang was, or an overseer. Sounded important. 

To his left: “Camille Luna, daughter of the headmistress of Banehearth Academy across the pond, Lady Luna. She is here representing her mother.”

“She is too old and frail to travel across seas,” Camille said with a firm nod. Her bun bobbed atop her head. “At least until we know this threat is real.”

“It is, Madam Luna,” Jace Hudson blurted. 

“We’ll be the judges of that,” Scarlet Starklin snapped. She had a deep, resonant voice. I knew I’d pegged her right: She didn’t take shit from anyone. Probably not even Anvel Steel. The way she casually had her foot propped up on the chair in front of her told me she had a familiar rapport with Anvel—more than with Camille Luna, who seemed an outsider like us. 

They probably fought together at the Battle of Briarwitch, I thought. She could be Anvel’s Charli.

Jace faced Scarlet and matched her intense gaze. He had some piercing eyes of his own, and I knew his opinion on authority after his tumultuous history with Alaric Cane. Namely, he didn’t have a high regard for it. Or patience. 

“Sadly, you aren’t the judges of what is and isn’t important in the supernatural community, Madam Starklin,” he said to her in a flat voice. “While you sit in this castle, or oversee your father’s defunct mining facility at Witherfang, unrest is building across the country.”

Scarlet said nothing for a moment. She didn’t yell, didn’t argue. She simply took in Jace’s words with a calm demeanor. Then she said, almost as a threat, “I also teach combat at Briarwitch Academy.” 

“So do I, at Shadowblade,” Jace answered.

Oh shit. 

The standstill lasted all of five seconds before Anvel broke in and raised his palms. “Everyone calm down. We are supposed to be allies here.” 

“I don’t like his tone,” Scarlet said.

“And I don’t care,” Anvel answered in a deep boom. 

Scarlet cracked her neck left and right, then stared up at the high ceiling in her nonchalant posture, foot still propped up. She was quite disrespectful, in my opinion, but I wasn’t about to say that and risk her wrath. “Anvel,” she said, “we fought alongside Dawn Rose during the Leatherwing and Turned uprising at Briarwitch Academy. We lost many lives, including both our fathers. Are you saying you think this ‘threat’ to our people could possibly be as dangerous as that?”

“Potentially,” I blurted, answering for Anvel. My cheeks reddened as everyone’s attention fell on me. Oops. 

“Who are you again, cadet?” Scarlet asked snidely. 

“She’s our Dawn Rose.” All eyes snapped to Jace Hudson with that bombshell announcement.

I am?

Jace reached over and put a hand on my shoulder. “Coralia Hargrave can do things even the Absolver couldn’t. So let’s not get into a dick-swinging contest, okay? Your lord is right: We’re supposed to be allies.”

Scarlet bristled. “He’s not my lord. I’m simply here representing Briarwitch Academy.” 

“Very well.” Jace acknowledged her with a polite bow of his head. “I apologize if I sounded combative. I am simply frustrated, tired, and I’ve made many sacrifices to be here, as I’m sure we all have.” 

“We’re all on the same side,” I added, picking up where Jace left off. “Let’s act like it.”

The confidence I felt to say such things was a bit alarming, but I couldn’t stop the feeling of power it gave me. 

Anvel shot me another crooked smile. He glanced over at Scarlet. “I like her.” 

“Why, because she’s spunky like Dawn?”

The shifter leader shrugged. “Something like that.”

Jace steepled his hands on the table. “Great. Let’s move on to the business at hand then, shall we? I’m glad you’ve heard of Leatherwings before, because those bastards touch close to why we’re here.”

“We’ve probably fought more Leatherwings than you’ve even seen, Jace Hudson,” Scarlet said. “And for people ‘sitting in our castles,’ we’re also more informed than you think.”

Jace arched a brow. “Oh?”

“We know you are here concerning Luciano Rockford,” Anvel explained.  

I went stiff and glanced at my guys, who also looked tense.

Jace tried to play off his surprise. “How do you know we’re here to talk about Luciano?”

“Because we have a network of agents like Shadowblade Academy does, across the country and beyond. We’ve been keeping tabs on Luciano ever since he escaped the Battle of Briarwitch with his tail between his legs. The mention of his name by Alaric Cane is the only reason we’re sitting here entertaining all this.”

Ah, of course. Headmaster Cane spilled the beans. I couldn’t blame him, really, since he would’ve had to tell Anvel something enticing in order for Ironfort to help us. 

Anvel continued in a measured, steady voice, but I could tell the flatter his tone went, the angrier he became. Even speaking about Luciano triggered him. “Luciano Rockford fought on the side of the Turned and the Leatherwings. He was working with demonspawn long before he came to your neck of the woods.”

“Then you already know he’s been networking with the demons.”

“Yes.”

“And of the meeting he has planned?”

Anvel shrugged. “As I understand it, this ‘meeting’ is more of a gala. A celebrity pageant.” 

“So you’re not taking it seriously?”

Anvel’s eyes grew small beneath the thick ridge of his brow. “I didn’t say that.”

“Calling it a ‘celebrity pageant’ suggests it.”

“Why should we care about what Luciano does or boasts about at a party for rich Abnorms? He’s flaunting his wings like a peacock, which he’s always done.”

Yes, this guy is definitely a bit arrogant like Sunny. I see why he likes him. 

Jace blew out a long breath, shaking his head. “You should care because this isn’t just a party for rich Abnorms. Luciano Rockford is not the only person of interest attending.” 

Anvel’s head tilted, expectant. 

“Do you know Aliyah Rosewood?” Jace asked. 

“Not personally, but, yes, everyone’s heard of her.”

“The vampire mistress will be at the meeting, with her arsenal of human connections.” Jace scrubbed his hands over the table like he was moving them over a chessboard. “This isn’t just a fundraising party or a congratulatory pat on the back for these people, Anvel. This is a calculated business opportunity. A back-alley deal-making event where alliances will be forged. I have no doubt of it.”

Anvel Steel’s curiosity was piqued. I could see it in the way he started massaging his chin, finally taking Jace seriously. “Luciano’s wolf pack is not the same it once was. He’s lost influence. He’s one of the only major pack leaders in this country who doesn’t attend the annual meetings we have at Ironfort, in fact.”

“Just because he doesn’t have the same number of wolves doesn’t mean he’s lost influence. He’s made it in other places.” Jace bobbed his eyebrows, trying to lead Anvel there without saying it and making the leader of Ironfort look stupid.

“The fucking Leatherwings,” Anvel growled. 

“Since the Battle of Briarwitch,” Jace said, “Luciano has had a few years to build his rapport with them.” He leaned forward in his seat, eager. “Luciano hasn’t disappeared or lost power. He’s gone underground, off the grid, and cultivated new relationships.” He lifted one hand to his left, the other to his right. “When Luciano’s conniving demons meet with Aliyah’s ambitious humans who make all the decisions in this country”—he clapped the two hands together, threading his fingers like an implosion—“we’re fucked.”

Anvel blinked. Then he scoffed, incredulously, as if angry with himself for not seeing it sooner. “Shit.”

“Shit is right, big boy,” Sunny said out of nowhere. 

Anvel’s face twisted. “I forget what Biew called you, vampire. Who are you?”

Sunny shrugged, for once unbothered he wasn’t the center of attention. “Just a secret admirer.”

Anvel Steel scratched the shadow of stubble on his cheek. “. . . Right.” He swung his gaze to Jace, his tongue poking divots inside his cheek. Finally, he sighed. “You’ve convinced me, Jace. My agents inside Luciano’s camp haven’t reported things in such detail.” He looked to the two women seated next to him. “Ladies?”

“Agreed,” Camille Luna said. “This is alarming news, though I feel out of my depth in all this. I live halfway across the world.”

“Your support and discretion is still invaluable, Madam Luna,” Anvel said with a small, respectful nod. 

“Yeah, fine,” Scarlet added, flipping some of her wild red hair off her neck. Her propped foot fell off the seat in front of her. “Your story has me curious. What’s our play?”

“The meeting is in a week,” Jace said. He shook his head and waved his hand as if to rewind. “Did I just hear you say you have agents inside Luciano’s camp?”

Anvel smiled. It was a beautiful thing. “Of course. As I said, we’ve been keeping tabs. I simply didn’t take the reports of Luciano’s doings too seriously, and that neglect is my own fault. Nothing raised the alarm quite like you just have.”

At least he admits when he’s wrong. Maybe he’s not the arrogant prick he first came off as, and not like Sunny after all.

Jace jolted up from the table, palms on the surface, drawing all eyes to him. “Can we have access to those undercover agents, Master Steel?”

Anvel nodded slowly. “That’s why we’re here, isn’t it, Master Hudson? My agents can help you get into that gala.” He stood from the table, matching Jace’s stance. “Before you meet him, however, you’re going to need to learn how Luciano Rockford operates.” Another glorious, full smile broke on the calculating shifter’s face. “I believe I can help you with that.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 3


[image: image]


Coralia

ANVEL PACED, CIRCLING behind Scarlet Starklin and Camille Luna like a shark. With his hands behind his back, his head bowed, he looked the very picture of a man deep in thought. 

It was hard to take my eyes off him. He had a commanding presence—a manner of walking and talking that demanded respect.

It will be good to have Anvel Steel as an ally, for whatever may happen in the future. With the Absolver and the Dragoness Queen also in our back pocket, our coffers are getting quite filled with riches.

I frowned at myself. Coffers? Riches? The wards of this damn keep are still screwing with my head. 

When I looked up, Anvel had stopped moving. Silence spread through the room. Even the flickering lampposts seemed to fall quiet.

“Here’s the thing about Luciano,” he said. “He’s full of bravado, yet also cunning. He’s a magician, pulling your attention in one direction while his sleight of hand works where you can’t see.”

I gave the shifter lord a wry smirk. “Is that your way of saying he’s a schemer, sir?”

Anvel chuckled. “Sorry, I’m not usually this verbose.”

“No, you’re not . . .” Scarlet muttered. 

Anvel’s chuckle continued for another few seconds before he settled. “To continue my purple prose, because it seems to annoy Scarlet and that’s a sight to see: Luciano is the flame that draws moths to his light. To that end, I have no doubt he will be attending this gala, but I think it’ll be for show. While he’s stealing everyone’s focus and schmoozing with the important attendees, I suspect the real action will be taking place elsewhere.”

“At that gala, or somewhere else entirely?” Jace wondered for all of us.  

“Probably somewhere near the event, if not inside it. And that’s because”—one of Anvel’s hands came out from behind his back in a peace sign—“there are two people who follow Luciano around like puppies. We should be concerned about both of them because they’re dangerous for different reasons.

“The first is Archer Rockford, Luciano’s son. He’s the heir-apparent of the pack, deals with much of Luciano’s business on the West Coast, and has something to prove to dear papa. Fun fact: He grew up in the same town as Dawn Rose. Anyway, he will certainly be there. If not by Luciano’s side, then lurking. That will be a good test to see if my theory is correct: If Archer is not located by his father’s side, he will be somewhere else doing the dirty work.”

“Okay.” Jace nodded thoughtfully, mulling it over. “And the second person?”

“Mari Settler. Of the two, she’s easily more dangerous. She is Luciano’s actual right-hand lieutenant, in everything but name—an honor gained by merit rather than nepotism. If she had Luciano’s surname, she would be ranked higher than Archer.” Anvel gave us a crooked, knowing grin. “Some even say she will have Luciano’s surname within the year. Then her powerful rise to the top will be complete.”

“So they’re a couple?” I asked. 

“Allegedly. My agents are still working on confirming that. Unlike Luciano, she is more private, so it’s difficult to get anything on her. If we pry too hard, we risk losing everything we’ve gathered—including my agents’ lives—so we’ve been treading carefully.”

“Right,” I said. “Makes sense.”

“The romantic relationship thread could be a complete fabrication, don’t forget—another one of Luciano’s tricks to get people off his trail and lead them to a red herring. Either way, Mari is dangerous. She is more experienced in battle than Archer, and dare I say more cunning than even her lord.” 

“Shit.” I ran a hand through my hair, scratching my scalp. “I see why you’re more worried about her, if she’s so hard to nail down and get to.” 

“Yes. If she ends up being your target, you’ll have your work cut out for you.”

“We can handle it,” Sunny assured. “We’re shadowblades. It’s what we do.”

“Shadowblades-in-training, from what I hear,” Scarlet said in her patronizing tone. 

Sunny blinked at her. He gave her the ol’ once-over. “I could train you, if you’d like? You look like you could use some training, Madam Starklin.”

Scarlet was up from her seat in a flash, her chainmail jangling. “What was that, wretch?”

Anvel hurried to her side of the table and put a hand on her shoulder. “Please, Scarlet. Contain yourself.” 

She whipped toward him, her long hair smacking him in the face. “Did you hear what that fucker just said to me? Dawn would have blown his damn head off by now.”

Sunny chuckled. “Dawn Rose actually likes . . .” I glared at him, and the rest of the guys did too. “. . . me.” 

Once he saw everyone reprimanding him with their eyes, Sunny huffed and crossed his arms over his chest like a kid throwing a tantrum. “Dammit. Fine. I’m sorry, Madam Starklin.” 

The redhead’s eyes narrowed dangerously on him. “I’m not sure if I believe—”

“It’s just . . . you’re an easy target with your stiff disposition and your predictable jabs.”

Scarlet bared her teeth. Black spots formed on her neck and face and her eyes tinged yellow. Dagger-sharp claws elongated from her fingertips. 

I slapped Sunny across the arm. “Shut the fuck up, Sunny!”

He made a struck face and scoffed, incredulous I’d hit him. 

Jace stood and jammed himself between us. He was nearly Sunny’s height, but stockier. And his commanding officer. “Next one won’t be a slap, Conway. And it won’t come from Coralia, either.”

Sunny’s nostrils flared at the challenge. 

Why does he have to be so damn difficult, even now? Even when we’re among allies? Is it because he can’t stand to see a woman disparaging him like Scarlet has? If that’s the reason, it’s not a good look . . .

“You know I don’t pull my punches,” Jace said. 

“Clearly.” Sunny’s eyes flicked over to Anvel and Scarlet. I read the look to mean “You talked shit to them first, which gave me the opening to do the same. Why can you do it but not me?”

“Stand down,” Jace finished. His voice was thick with threats and barely-contained anger. “Apologize to Scarlet Starklin, genuinely.”

When we turned, Scarlet had cooled down from her near-shift into whatever spotted animal she harbored inside her. Leopard? Jaguar? Cheetah? 

It took a long, tense moment for Sunny to slam his ass down in the chair. The pressure left the room like an audible sigh. In a dreary tone, he said, “I apologize for my decorum, Madam Starklin. Please forgive me for being an asshole. It’s hard for me to go against my natural state.”

“What, being an asshole?” Scarlet growled.

“Quite right, ma’am.” Sunny bowed his head apologetically—overly apologetically, really, and I knew it was just for show. As long as Scarlet took it sincerely, it didn’t matter what I thought. 

Scarlet cleared her throat and sat as well. “Apology accepted. But don’t open your mouth again.”

Anvel said, “The fact we can hardly have a meeting between our people without ripping each other’s throats out does not bode well for our future working together, friends.”

I jumped at his suggestion. “No, no, Master Steel. You have to understand, Sunny is an asshole to everyone. It’s not you guys. It’s him.” I rested my hand on Sunny’s strong shoulder. “I’ll be sure to rein him in. Personally.”

Sunny threw his head back and cackled. “Ha! As if you have the power to rein me in, princess.”

I squeezed his shoulder so tight my fingernails dug into his muscle. “Oh, trust me, I have all the power over you, sunshine.”

Camille Luna burst out with a laugh, then slapped the back of her hand over her mouth as her body trembled, as if to hide her lapse in proper etiquette at the table. “Oh, dear, my apologies. It’s just . . . the princess and the sunshine? This is too good.”

For some reason—probably because she was so quiet up until that point—Camille’s airy laughter made everyone at the table chuckle. 

Well, except for me and Sunny. 

Then the chuckling became contagious and it snowballed into full on laughter, and even the princess and the sunshine cracked smiles as the joyous sounds filled the room.

When we had all settled down—which took a good long minute—Anvel said, “Can we put all that behind us, everyone?”

Nods across the table. 

“Good. Because you’ll have your work cut out for you, friends, and you can’t afford to become distracted.” The shifter lord’s eyes focused on us as he spoke.

Guess that means Ironfort’s “aid” ends here. Or at least once we meet his agents. They won’t be coming with us.

It was a shame, but understandable. Anvel Steel had an entire operation to run from Ironfort, which meant keeping the shifter factions in check. He was undoubtedly a busy man.

“Shadowblade Academy is indebted to you for this help, Master Steel,” Jace said. He’d reverted to calling Anvel by his formal title. “And, more importantly perhaps . . . Hudson’s Glove is indebted to you.”

I glanced to my left and right, to my four Glovemates, and saw the resolute looks on their faces. Understanding passed between us and we gave the trio sitting across from us a firm nod in unison, showing our solidarity. 

Anvel’s smile felt genuine this time. When his face fell, he spoke in a grave tone. “I don’t take your pledge lightly, Wrist Hudson, because I know you don’t offer it freely. I thank you.”

“As does Banehearth Academy,” Camille Luna said with a bow so deep her forehead nearly touched the tabletop. “Banehearth’s finest will be on hand should you need us.”

“Briarwitch too,” Scarlet muttered. 

Probably the best we can hope for from her.

Jace and Anvel spoke to each other as equals, which I saw as a good show of respect. I felt like we were finally getting somewhere.

Anvel is right: This is serious business. The joking and the poking can come later, once we’ve squared all this shit away and have it past us. 

For now, we had to focus on how to infiltrate this damned party and put a stop to Aliyah Rosewood and Luciano Rockford’s plans.

“Preventive measures like this are always welcome, since they’re rare,” Anvel announced. “Who can remember the last time the supernatural community was able to stop a catastrophe before it happened? I can’t.”

Jace clenched his jaw and pounded a fist on the table. “Now’s our chance, Anvel.”

“Indeed.” He sat in his chair and leaned forward conspiratorially, his voice going low. “This is what you’ll do to meet with my agents inside Luciano’s camp . . .”
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Coralia

BUCHANON AWAITED US on the other side of the double doors. He led us to the three bedrooms, giving me the one closest to the great hall. My four Glovemates would split the other two rooms among themselves, while the steward took Jace away to show him his separate quarters down a different corridor.  

I appreciated the elderly gentleman giving me my own chambers so I could get my beauty sleep and not have to fight for privacy. 

My room was quaint yet furnished like a king’s suite. Red curtains splashed with gold fringes hung over the French-style window facing out. A huge puffy bed sat atop an elegantly carved wooden frame in the middle of the room, and I had my own restroom and walk-in closet. I didn’t have anything to put in the closet, but it was a nice sentiment nonetheless. My nightstand and the small writing table in the corner of the room were likewise carved from single pieces of old worn wood.

The first thing I did once Buchanon exited was pull back the red curtain and peek out the window. The night sky loomed like a purple bruise, a smattering of gray clouds covering the countless twinkling stars. I smiled at the rolling hills and grasslands which surrounded Ironfort and stretched to the distance, where a line of pines and birches blackened the sky. 

With the position of my room and window, I couldn’t see the moon, yet its brightness backlit the entire picturesque landscape before me. I felt like I was in a fairytale world, or perhaps a beautiful part of the Italian countryside.

With a contented sigh, I let the curtains fall and I went to the huge bed. I disrobed from my traveling clothes until I was left in my panties and bra, then threw back the covers and rolled into bed. 

It was the first moment of peace and quiet I’d had all day, which only made the thoughts in my head louder.

I stared up at a little chandelier hanging from the ceiling and closed my eyes, hoping to beat back my anxiety. My body was bone-tired but my mind still swam. 

We hadn’t even talked about the other side of the coin—Aliyah Rosewood—or how we planned to stop her. We had great ideas on infiltrating Luciano Rockford’s clan, but he was only the liaison in this instance; the man trying to couple the demons and the humans together.

Aliyah had the connections. She had the ear of important politicians, who I figured would be at the gala, and the hearts of her human constituents and lobbyists.  

Maybe taking on Aliyah is something we can bring up with Anvel’s agents once we meet them. They’ll have better understanding of how we can tackle this mission, since they have boots on the ground. They’re closer to what’s going on than Anvel is. Being thrust in the middle, like the agents were, gave them information we couldn’t access until we met them.

I rolled onto my side and stared at the curtains. My thoughts finally began their cyclical journey into nothingness. My eyes were getting droopy.

Then a familiar hint of rich cologne reached my nose. I flared my nostrils in confusion—

The creaking groan of a chair startled me.

I jolted upright. 

Sunny Conway sat at the antique desk in the corner, housed in shadows with one leg crossed over the other.  

My mouth popped open. I snatched the covers and yanked them up to my neck to hide myself. A warm flush came to my cheeks as I stared at the relaxed vampire. “What the hell, Sunny?” I hissed in a harsh whisper. 

Sunny inclined his chin ever so slightly. “Apologies, princess. I didn’t want to wake you.”

“I wasn’t sleeping.” I shook my head to try and start over. “Wait, no. What are you doing in here? How did you get in?”

Sunny’s eyes moved to the floor. 

At first I thought he was being bashful, which was not like him at all. Then I followed his gaze and saw he looked at a shadow on the floor, cast by lamplight. 

It hit me. “Dammit. That’s why you stopped on the way to the hall, to peek inside this room. To get the lay of the land so you could shadowwalk here and know where you were going.”

“Very observant, my dear.”

“Don’t call me that.”

Sunny cocked his head. His handsome face twisted with intrigue. “But I can call you ‘princess’?”

“I don’t know. No. I’m tired. You shouldn’t be in here, Sunny. We need our sleep. We have a big day tomorrow.” 

“I’m aware. I’m not sleepy either.” He clicked his tongue. “Damn vampirism, eh?”

I rolled my eyes. “Who are you bunking with? Who knows you’re in here?”

“Venn fell asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. I waited for him to conk out.” 

I hunched against the headboard of the bed. Sunny leveled his gaze to the lump of fabric where the covers shielded my underwear-clad body. He appeared to be staring through the sheets, eyes eating up my body with X-ray vision. 

My voice came out scathing. “You really think I want sexy times with you after the shit you pulled in the meeting?”

Sunny stood from the desk. My insides twisted as I recoiled, but I wasn’t recoiling out of fear or disgust. 

Quite the contrary. When the vampire stood, it felt like a dangerous, calculated move. A dark knot of desire planted itself in my belly as he gracefully slid toward the bed, slowly, without making a sound. 

The man looked menacing and delectable at the same time. Though I was annoyed with him over how he’d conducted himself in front of Anvel Steel, my body couldn’t deny its pull toward him.

“Do I frustrate you, princess?” he asked in a baritone lower than usual.  

I thanked my lucky stars Sunny didn’t have X-ray vision, or else he would have seen how I squeezed my thighs together under the covers, trying to stave off my growing arousal. “No shit, sunshine. You frustrate everyone.”

“It’s part of my charm, no doubt.”

I scoffed. “Charm? Try cockiness. It’s what makes you so infuriating. You nearly caused us to lose Ironfort’s support with your little stunt against Scarlet. You’re too impulsive.”

He came within three feet of the bed, eyes roving over me. “Yes,” he said, “I am quite impulsive.”

“And aggressive.”

“I don’t deny that either.”

I practically absorbed the warmth of his body as his towering frame loomed over me at the edge of the bed. 

I stared up at him, blinked, and momentarily got lost in his figure. I felt vulnerable in my underwear, while he was fully dressed in his red cloak, dark tunic, and those tight pants that left little to the imagination when my eyes flicked south. 

I could see exactly how I made him feel, even as the arousal in my own body alarmed my senses. 

Sunny leaned forward, bending his knees until we were almost eye level. “I know you’re angry, Coralia.”

“Angry doesn’t explain the half of it.” I put a finger up once our eyes were on an even plane. “No, stop. Don’t come any closer.”

He squatted in front of me and stayed still. His head tilted in a way that made his gaunt face look alien—confused, sad, or a combination of the two. “Take that anger out on me, Coralia. It’s what I’m here for.”

“I—” my voice cracked and I closed my mouth. When I tried again, my tone was throaty and thick. “I don’t know what that means, Sunny.” I averted my gaze from his amber eyes, trying to hide my burning cheeks. Beneath the lifted covers, I was much worse off. 

Pressure had begun to build between my legs. My heart beat erratically, smacking against my ribcage so hard I was sure Sunny could hear it. 

“Yes you do,” he murmured. He reached forward and tilted my chin, forcing me to look at him. “You know exactly what I mean. What I want.” 

I closed my eyes, melting at his touch. A zing of electricity shot through me as he commanded my face—ordering me to look at him without having to say a word. 

“You want me,” I said. My eyes opened to take in his bright, hungry orbs. “But you were a jerk. I can’t forgive that so easily.”

“Don’t be silly, princess. You already have.”

My throat hitched. “W-What?”

His fingers lingered on my chin, forefinger and thumb pinching together. He brought the pad of his thumb up to caress the front of my chin, and it turned into a lengthy brush over my lower lip.

“Such full, lovely lips, Coralia.” 

My eyes shut. I tried to ignore Sunny’s lustful exploration of my lip, but it was impossible. “Don’t try to distract me. You didn’t answer my question.”

“You’ve already forgiven me, princess, because there is nothing to forgive. You need me just as badly as I need you.”

“Lies.”

“Remember what I told you at the willow tree? That when I want you, I’ll take you? And what did you say?”

I gnashed my teeth together.

Sunny shoved one of his fingers into my mouth, parting my lips. “Say it, Coralia.”

Humiliation weighed me down. “I said ‘yes, daddy.’”

I didn’t need to open my eyes to see the smile spread across his beautiful face. I could hear it.

“That’s right. You said you would give yourself to me without a fight. That I could possess you.”

“You told me you were disappointed I wouldn’t fight,” I groaned. He tasted so good. 

“Exactly, princess.” When his voice cut off, I finally opened my eyes. His face was so close I could feel his warm, minty breath on me. I could see the glint of his fangs hiding just beneath his grinning visage. 

“So fight it,” he whispered, then lunged forward and pressed his lips over mine before I could resist or react. His tongue darted around mine, avoiding me, and he pulled back. 

Rage fueled me because he was playing hard to get, not letting me complete the kiss and coil my tongue around his. I snarled, ridges forming in my nose while he held my face tight in front of him. 

“Feed off the anger you feel for me in this moment,” he commanded. “The frustration and annoyance. Try your hardest to make me pay for being a jerk and a nuisance.” 

Sunny leaned forward, cupping the back of my neck to hold me there, his fingers swimming in my hair. 

His grip hurt. I winced, reaching back to try and dislodge his firm hand.  

He easily batted my fingers away with his free arm, and held my wrist down against the mattress.

Sunny’s voice was a fervent demand:

“Fight me, princess!”
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Coralia

SUNNY SLAMMED HIS LIPS over mine like a hungry beast, opening his mouth to give me entry. I slithered my tongue inside his warm, wet mouth and fought to be the aggressor—swirling my tongue over and around his, feeling behind his teeth, exploring the roof of his mouth.

He lifted his hand from my wrist to grab my bare shoulder. Instead of fighting him with my hand once it was free from his clutches, I brought it up to caress his smooth cheek while we kissed.

His fingers went from my shoulder, down, and he ripped my covers away, baring my body to him. 

Goosebumps rode my nape. My nipples hardened in my bra, stabbing into the fabric. I brought my knees together in an attempt to fend him off, but it was a weak attempt.

Sunny pressed forward into my space, lurching over the bed. My knees came up to my chest as he shoved himself at me, scrunching me up like a ball. He grunted as he continued to force his tongue down my throat and pushed up against me.

My toes touched the firm bulge between his legs, straining his pants in an obscene display I couldn’t see but could certainly feel. 

He withdrew from my face, leaving me breathless. A strand of saliva split between our lips as he pulled back so he could reach down for his zipper.

The sole of my foot came down on his bulge, batting his hand away. 

His face tipped, fixing me with an astounded, confused expression.

I shook a finger at him. “Nuh uh,” I said, my tone bratty and darkly playful. I leaned forward to whisper in his ear: “You don’t get to let the monster loose until I say so.”

Sunny swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple rising next to my cheek. I grinned to myself and licked it. 

He returned the favor, stuffing his face between my shoulder and the slender column of my neck. He peppered kisses all over me. 

I squirmed in his grasp. He still held onto the back of my neck, but his grip had loosened as his concentration shifted to his aching cock and my tender throat and collar.

I massaged his cock through his pants with my bare foot, first rubbing up and down before kneading side to side as his length spread over his thigh toward his hip. My toes curled around the telltale outline.

He growled and grabbed my foot by the ankle, fingers tightening around my shin like an iron band. His other hand came around from behind my head and pressed into my breasts.

He did a crazy maneuver: His palm shoved me in the solar plexus, unexpectedly, so I flew back onto the bed. He simultaneously stuck two fingers between my cleavage and pulled toward himself. The quick one-two punch snapped my bra as I reclined. My heavy tits bounced out as I landed with an oof.

He held my bra like a trophy—intact but snapped open—and popped his eyebrows.

I stared at him wide-eyed. “Impressive,” I eked out. “That’s a neat trick.” As my breasts pooled out to my sides, he stared at them like a wolf about to pounce on its prey, and licked his lips. My nipples were impossibly hard.

He lifted my left ankle high and rested my calf on his shoulder. My right foot continued to press hard against his bulge, working it over until I could see the dark stain of precum seeping through his jeans.

Sunny was fit to burst.

“I told you I have power over you, sunshine,” I teased.

His face twisted. “You think this is power? I’ll show you power.”

In an instant, he buried a hand between my warm thighs. I breathed in sharply as he pulled my panties aside and inspected my wet, puffy folds. Juices dripped down my lips, over the swell of my ass. 

He pushed back on my leg resting on his shoulder, bending it at the knee, and stuffed his face between my legs to claim his prize. 

I reached down and fisted his long blond hair, shoving his face into my pussy. No—I’ll show you power, bastard! 

His tongue laved my pussy and lapped up my juices like a dog. 

I curled my left calf around his neck and started choking him. My other foot curled around his enormous mound. 

While he ate me out, somehow he managed to get his pants down. They fell to his knees and his huge cock flopped out onto the edge of the bed, hard as a steel beam. 

My foot continued doing its work, rising and falling against his girth. He held my sole against his dick so he could use my foot like a sex toy. His precum seeped between my toes when I curved them around his bulbous head. 

Meanwhile, his tongue played with my clit, circling swiftly and shooting fireworks off behind my eyelids. 

My back bowed and the bed creaked from our combined weight. 

I was choking him with my leg and thigh while he slurped my wet cunt like it was a Big Gulp and he was a man dying of thirst. I forced his tongue as deep inside my pussy as it would go, while he used my foot like a defibrillator, moving it up and down his length to make friction. 

I’d say we were pretty evenly matched at the moment, and I felt proud about holding my own against the savage sex monster.

Then something sticky wrapped around the calf I’d pressed against the back of his neck in my attempt to asphyxiate him. 

Except he was out of hands. One of them fondled my tits, tweaking my nipples, while the other used my foot like a cock warmer. 

I gasped as realization hit me.

Then I saw it—

A shadowy tendril creeping up behind him, inching over his shoulder and closing around my ankle. The tentacle gripped hard and moved with surprising strength, swinging my leg away from his neck. 

It slithered up my shin, my knee, my thigh, my hip—

I opened my mouth to cry out—

Sunny’s palm clamped down over my lips, muffling me before I could make a noise. 

His head shot up from between my legs, lips glistening with my fluids. 

Now that my focus was elsewhere, I’d forgotten to keep him shoved down there so he could pleasure me. 

“Shh,” he whispered in my ear. His large frame hovered over my body. “You don’t want to wake everyone in the castle, do you?”

My eyes went wide with fear as the tentacle circled the swell of my breast, poked between my cleavage like it wanted to titfuck me, and then finally found my wrists. 

It bound both my wrists together and lifted them above my head, pinning my hands to the headboard.

I kicked, but it did nothing. I squirmed beneath him, but all it did was jiggle my breasts close to his face and make him chuckle. 

Sunny dipped his chin and sucked on my nipple while the shadowplay did his dirty work. His eyes peeked over my bosom. “Tell me you don’t want it, princess.”

I couldn’t say the words. The way he used my body turned me on so badly. It was scary, being pinned by an inanimate thread of magic he could seemingly control with his mind. But it was also intoxicatingly erotic. 

I bent my head back and found the truth of it—the shadow tendril was coming from the chandelier over our heads, hanging from the ceiling over the bed. He had commanded it to free him from my grasp, and now it reversed my maneuver on me. 

The smell of him invaded my senses. His sweat permeated and mingled with mine. I could still feel his tongue probing my pussy, like a shadow-muscle, even though he was face to face with me now, staring down with crimson eyes. 

“You can’t do it,” he said. “You can’t deny me.”

“No!” I wailed. Luckily, my throat was scratchy and raw, so I wasn’t too loud. I had completely forgotten where I was—that I was supposed to be quiet during all this. 

Sunny had gotten the better of me. He’d won again, just like the first time against the willow tree.

This time, he didn’t use the tendril to fuck my pussy or plunge inside my asshole.

He did that honor himself.

His fat cockhead pressed against my wet opening and I moaned in his ear. I struggled for a moment, writhing beneath his weight. His hips ground into mine, and then he pressed forward.

I lurched when he entered me, filling my pussy incredibly deep with his massive length. His girth spread my insides apart, stretching me. If not for my natural lube and the horniness and adrenaline, his thrust would have been painful.

Instead, it was pure bliss. 

My mouth fell open on a silent cry as I abruptly came. Pressure built up in my belly released in a gush of sensations and lightning bolts. 

My legs circled his waist—the only appendages I could freely use with my hands tied above my head by the inky black rope.

Inky and kinky.

I squeezed his tapered middle tight with my legs while he fucked me. My heels fell on his ass cheeks, which hollowed as he flexed and bucked his hips into me, surging that righteous cock deep inside my cunt. 

I couldn’t tell if he had bottomed out, hilting his monster inside me, but it felt close.

I moaned beneath his palm, muffled, clenching my eyes shut as he had his way with me.

The bed’s creaking turned into a groan. Then the headboard was smacking against the wall. There was no way any light sleepers would still be sleeping after this.

Yet I couldn’t stop him. Even if I’d wanted, I couldn’t. 

And I certainly didn’t want to. I felt another orgasm coming, this one more powerful than the first as he slammed into me over and over again. 

“F-Fuck,” I groaned. “I’m gonna squirt all over your fucking chest if you keep this up, daddy.”

White-hot bliss came over me. Unadulterated ecstasy in all my extremities, filling my tired bones with energy and bravado and a filthy mind. 

“Do it, you little slut,” he growled in my ear, then nibbled the lobe. 

His bite hit my weak spot and I exploded on contact.

So I wouldn’t yell, I clamped my open mouth on his neck like a vampire. Like I was him. 

He laughed in my face. His brow stitched together. “Fuck, princess, your pussy is clenching too hard.”

Sunny pulled his body back, but I had him leg-locked by the waist, and I was holding onto him like prey while I came and trembled.  

He bared his fangs and bit into my neck, but his bite hit different than mine. Way different. Mine was a defensive measure to keep from screaming and alerting everyone. His was an offensive measure meant to alleviate my leg-lock. To weaken me. 

It worked.

Immediately as he started siphoning my blood, the surreal feeling of a vacuum sucking out my energy made my legs loosen up around him.

He pulled up and out, freeing his cock from inside my drenched pussy. 

My body shook with a spasm as he continued to drain me. My eyes went unseeing—red, yellow, green behind the lids. Transformative hallucinations. 

When his teeth came off my neck with a slurp, I shuddered and my thoughts and sanity came whooshing back—

He stroked his cock over me—once, twice— 

A jet of juices shot out of me like a geyser. 

He launched thick ropes of cum at the same time. 

Our fluids collided: I splashed him in the chest, just like I’d promised; he painted his load on my tits, between them, up to my neck.

Both our mouths fell open in surprise. 

The shadow around my wrist fell away and disappeared, taking residence back on the ceiling where the chandelier hung.

Sunny Conway was a dripping mess. “Holy shit. I didn’t think you had it in you. You really are a squirter, princess.”

I breathed heavily. His hot spunk coated my front. Shyness immediately came over me now that we were done with our depravity. “Not . . . not usually,” I croaked. 

“Guess it takes a special man to get you off like that,” he said with a crooked smile. 

“Not a special man, Sunny.” I let out a long, ragged breath, trying to get my loud heart to calm down and my body to stop trembling. “A monster.”
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Chapter 6
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Venn

I WAS FUMING WHEN SUNNY returned to our joint room late that evening. It might have even been early in the morning—my mind felt foggy and tired, so I wasn’t sure.

Sunny’s impulsive actions pissed me off, and I was ready to give him a piece of my mind. I found it difficult to lay still and keep the façade going that I’d been sleeping.

He slunk into the room through a shadow. Resting on my side, I listened to his soft footfalls as he grunted and got into the bed on the other side of the room. 

I could smell him. The sex. After a moment of intense silence, with blood rushing in my ears, I said lowly, “Headmaster Cane is right. You just do whatever you want, don’t you Sunny?”

Over my shoulder, Sunny’s bed ruffled. His weight shifted. Probably a bit shocked to hear my voice filling the quiet night. “Venn? You must be sleep-talking. Because I know I didn’t just hear you say Alaric Cane is right about anything.”

I flared my nostrils and sat upright. In the pitch darkness, I could just make out the outline of his body across the room. My attuned Unseelie dark-vision slowly took in his form. “After the shit you pulled tonight, you think you can just go and bother Coralia?”

“Bother?” he drawled in an amused tone. “You must have been sleeping after all, otherwise you’d know I didn’t bother a hair on her body. I’m quite convincing, Venn, and the princess certainly had no complaints once we were finish—”

“Do you even care about her, Sunny?” It was difficult to keep my voice from cracking as I threw my voice at him. It made me feel weak, but I couldn’t help it. “Or is she just a warm body for you to use, to sate your desires?”

His bed creaked as he moved. “Please. Don’t act high and mighty with me, fae boy. Before you lured her with your beguiling smile and jokes, you were fucking spying on her for Alaric Cane. You have no right—”

“I love her though. Things change.”

“Then why can’t they change for me?”

“Because I know you, Sunny. Better than Coralia does. People like you don’t change.”

The vampire fell silent. I couldn’t hear him—probably seething or rolling his eyes. Possibly contemplating my murder. Then he said, “Where is this jealousy coming from?”

“Jealousy?” I scoffed. “It’s not that. I don’t want to see Coralia hurt, and I know you’re the most likely candidate to wound her among us.”

“Sounds like something a jealous person would say.”

“Fuck you, Sunder. You’ve been the most damaging, corrosive person to Coralia from the beginning, all the way until you . . . sealed the deal.” 

“Is it too difficult for you to imagine Coralia might enjoy a little pushback? Rather than being surrounded by yes men and golden retrievers all the time? Maybe she wants to be dominated, Venn. Have you ever thought of that?”

I was already shaking my head, convinced he was wrong. “I know Coralia. It’s not her personality.”

“A person in the streets is often a much different person in the sheets.”

Another scoff ripped past my lips. “Okay, Confucius. You sound ridiculous, like you think you know her so well.”

“And you sound overly protective of someone you don’t know as well as you think. If you believe you can change Coralia, or fix her to fit your needs, then you’re more broken than I am. She doesn’t need fixing or changing.” Sunny swung his legs over the edge of his bed, as if ready to stand in case things became more heated.

It wouldn’t be the first time we’d come to blows. In fact, we had fought over Coralia’s “honor” in the hallway of our dorm room at Shadowblade Academy during her first term. If Jace hadn’t shown up to split us apart, we might have seriously wounded one another.

Sunny’s words weighed heavily on me. In my mind, he couldn’t be right. Is Coralia really so different than I thought, to give herself to a man like Sunny?

When we had first mated, she told me she didn’t want exclusivity. I shouldn’t have been annoyed or angry about this happening, but for some reason—because it was Sunny—it enraged me. 

Maybe he was right though. I can’t try to change or sway Coralia, if Sunny is telling the truth and this is really what she wants. At the end of the day, I’m no better than the vampire.

She will make her own decisions, and I can’t try to interject myself in them . . . even if I don’t agree with them. It’s her body, her right, her life.

I mulled those thoughts over for a moment before coming to a realization. I think, at the end of the day . . . I simply don’t want to be forgotten or pushed aside. Especially for someone like Sunny fucking Conway.  

“I just have to know if this is really what she wants,” I said, thinking out loud. “That you didn’t try to . . . force yourself on her.” 

Sunny made a growling sound. “Careful, Donovenn. I can assure you: She enjoyed me as thoroughly as I enjoyed her.”

Bastard. That doesn’t answer my question. If anything, it riled me up more. Sunny was an expert button-pusher. I was too exhausted and groggy to really think this through completely. I needed more sleep, but someone had stolen it away from me by disappearing from the room, spinning me into a gloomy deep dive of my entire life. 

Fucking hell.

“You aren’t Coralia’s knight in shining armor,” he said. “So quit trying to act like you are. She doesn’t need one.”

His words wounded me. The way he said it made it sound like she didn’t need me, specifically. I understood what he meant, but it still pained me to hear.

This wasn’t about me. 

“What’s your problem with me anyway?” Sunny asked a moment later. “You didn’t have this same sort of vitriol when you found out Dax slept with her. If anything, you welcomed it and joined in with open arms. You think that didn’t hurt me, being the odd man out?” 

I frowned. He had reversed the raging storm inside me, trying to make me feel bad for him.

Then I shook that notion from my head. Feeling sorry for Sunny?! What’s gotten into me?

“You aren’t Dax,” I said simply.

“Thank the spirits for that.”

I let out a heavy sigh. I couldn’t articulate why Sunny aggravated me, more than I already had. Not without getting violent, and I was much too exhausted to throw hands. 

So I stayed quiet. I didn’t apologize or give any ground. It made me feel like a jerk, but I was past the point of no return. 

Sunny, however, couldn’t let it go. He said, “It’s because you find me more threatening than Dax. As long as Coralia chooses your partner of choice, everything is fine. But the moment—”

“Enough, Sunny,” I growled. 

“Hey, you brought all this shit up.”

And I didn’t expect it to blow up in my face, either. I should have waited for morning, when cooler heads might’ve prevailed and we could discuss things without fear of saying something we couldn’t ever take back—a word that could fracture our brotherhood forever.

It was incredible to imagine Coralia brought out all this angst and animosity between the Glovemates.  

“I just want Coralia to be safe, Sunny. That’s all I care about: Her.” I muttered the words in a defeated tone.

His voice surprised me by coming out softer than before. “Believe me, brother, the princess is safer with me than with anyone else.” 

He always spoke with a bit of arrogance—What am I, chopped liver?—but I had to accept Sunny’s words graciously. Accept he was being honest and genuine, because in that moment it sounded like he was. 

“That’s all you had to say,” I murmured.

“Debatable. You came at me guns blazing and wanted a fight. You got one. I’m not mad though. Impressed, actually, that you’re showing a bit of grit for our girl.”

I plopped my head down on the pillow and stared at the ceiling. 

“Our girl,” I echoed in my mind. A small smile broke on my face—one I quickly shuttered. “Go to sleep, Sunny. Now you’re just being annoying. We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

“Well . . .” he said, pausing a beat to chuckle. “Shouldn’t be too hard to pass out after the workout I had tonight.”

Anger swam through me at the typical Sunny send-off. He just couldn’t help himself. I should’ve expected one last jab. 

He’s a maddening motherfucker, isn’t he? 
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Chapter 7
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Sunny

I HAD A KNACK FOR ENRAGING my Glovemates. Practically everything I did pissed them off in some way. 

When I’d first bullied Coralia during her Ghost-year and accidentally Slipped her through a shadowgate sinkhole, Venn had physically attacked me in retaliation. Honestly, Venn had been a good advocate for the princess since the beginning. Even back when I thought of her as nothing more than the faceless sister trying to replace Myria.

He always stood up for her. I admired his resolve, though I wouldn’t admit it to him. Donovenn Gable was a good man to have on your side, and I didn’t want to push him away. I feared the heated conversation we’d had the night before threw us in that direction, which didn’t feel great.

I’d gotten into it on multiple occasions with Dax as well. Usually over Coralia, and how he perceived I treated her, but also because we were very different people. Whereas the panther shifter stayed cool and detached, my fire and aggression made us mix like oil and water.

Dax had always been a follower and rule-abider, which I couldn’t stand. He treated Alaric Cane like the father he’d never had, which brought strife between us. 

After losing Waichee Village, his mother, and the throne to his brother, however, things changed. I recognized more cynicism and anger in Dax than ever before. He didn’t trust Shadowblade Academy or Headmaster Cane these days. I wondered if that distrust was directed at his Glovemates as well. 

It sucked. I missed the old Dax. This new version brought up myriad new reservations between us.

As far as the final Knuckle in the Glove, Quentin Argyle, we had never crossed into nemesis territory like I had with the others. He stayed on the fringes of the group, opting not to get involved in all the shenanigans. 

Maybe that’s why I’d never daydreamed about busting his head open like a watermelon—because Quen had yet to pursue Coralia with any seriousness, and it was hard to tell if he longed for her like the rest of us did. 

In my eyes, Quentin’s not a threat, even if he’s arguably the smartest and best tactician of our group. 

There’s always the chance he’s playing the long con. I should probably be more worried about him than I am, but it isn’t easy when all my focus is on the other two knuckleheads.

Venn had been right about one thing: I was one possessive son of a bitch. Starting to see my Glovemates as rivals and adversaries didn’t feel healthy, but my mind couldn’t stop fixating on it as the sun crowded into the window the following morning.  

And then there was the princess herself. 

Coralia and I had come a long way. No doubt about that. I’d gone from her bully, treating her like an obstacle to our Glove’s success, to having deep feelings for her. 

She had powers unlike any I’d ever seen. Magic beyond our wildest imagination and comprehension, when it came to that soul-fusing stuff.

Yet those parts about her interested me the least. She had too many other qualities that fascinated me beyond her magical powers. 

First, her beauty. An obvious one. Something I’m undeniably attracted to.

Her fierce determination to succeed, or regroup and come back stronger after a failure. I love a woman who fights. She knows that. She did it against Vivi, against Alaric, against her own sister, against Cyrus Kilmeade, against Luciano Rockford, against the demons. She’s been fighting and coming back for more the entire time I’ve known her.  

Which led to her unwillingness to compromise. Once she puts her foot down, that’s that. There’s no changing her mind. She’s resolute, even if it puts her life in danger. 

Which filtered into her steadfast loyalty. Her devotion to friends like Charli, the men in her life—people she hadn’t even met before coming to Shadowblade Academy. She loves quickly and she loves ferociously.

In recent months, she’d also become a capable leader. Got to appreciate a woman who knows what she wants and can point people in the right direction to make it fucking happen. Her leadership abilities, learned in little nuggets from Alaric, Jace, and possibly even Quentin and myself, had excelled her worth to the group, to her friends, to her future. She was learning the “game,” so to speak, and witnessing it had been marvelous. 

The fact she could fuck like a demon and keep up with me in the bedroom, well, I took that as icing on the cake. 

In short, Coralia Hargrave had become a force to be reckoned with. 

I didn’t want to lose her. I couldn’t lose her—not after I’d tasted her. It would destroy me. I’d never allow another Forbidden Orchard situation again. I wouldn’t face that cowardice standing. 

I’ll destroy myself defending her before I feel that anguish, regret, and sorrow in my bones again. I’d much sooner die than let that happen.

It hadn’t been a lie to Venn: If I couldn’t keep Coralia safe, so she could burgeon into this heroic person she was on the cusp of emerging into, then I didn’t matter. 

As I stared up at the ceiling in my bed, listening to Venn scuffle with his clothes and curse on the other side of the room, I finally understood all the hubbub he and Dax had been harping about.

Coralia’s soul and my soul are connected at last. 

Now I get it: That sappy tug at my heart whenever she’s around. The insane lengths I’ll go to in order to keep her safe.  

We had made the leap, and it took a second time mating with her—a reassurance run—to make sure the first time wasn’t a fluke. Now the truth smacked me in the face.

As a stupid smile spread across my cheeks, the door to the room burst open. In marched Dax and Quentin. Venn buckled his pants, put his hands on his hips, and went beside them.

They all stared down at me in the bed, with varying degrees of resentment. Dax looked the angriest, his thick eyebrows arched menacingly on his ebony face. Venn seemed restless, like he hadn’t gotten enough sleep. Gee, I wonder why? Maybe because he was up all night arguing with me and pontificating over his many grievances and perceptions of me. Quentin looked slightly worried, eyes darting from me to the other two. Probably more fearful of what they might do to me, rather than what I’ve done. 

And what had I done, exactly, that two of them hadn’t already done many more times than myself?

I blinked at them. Slowly, I sat up. “What is it?”

Scowls from the lot of them.

“I’m assuming no one’s brought me any morning coffee. Thanks for nothing.”

Still more silence. Dax’s features looked ready to explode. More evidence of his change in nature. For shame.

“Look,” I said, raising my hands. I stopped with my planned soliloquy, then frowned as alarm inched through me. “Is the princess okay?”

“Coralia’s fine,” Dax spat through gritted teeth. 

“Jace is speaking with her in her room,” Quentin added.

“Why? About what?” I wasn’t sure why the idea of Jace Hudson speaking alone with the princess raised my hackles so badly. 

For some reason the boys looked to Quentin for an answer. 

He reeled. “Uh, don’t ask me. I’m the furthest removed from any of this shit. I’m just here to make sure no one gets killed.”

“Why would anyone get killed?” I sighed and raised my hands again. “Look, as long as the princess is okay, then I don’t really care why you’re crowding around me like a Rugby team in a scrum. Get over it.”

Their eyes continued piercing into me, so I continued to fill the awkward void. “Did Venn put you all up to this? Eh, faerie boy? Are you trying to turn the group against me?”

“Venn didn’t do anything, Sunder,” Dax said. “Your actions shook the entire fucking castle.” 

My eyes widened, an impressed pout coming to my lips. “Are we talking metaphorically or . . .”

With a roll of his eyes, Dax spun around and walked away a few steps, as if he couldn’t stand to look at me. 

“He means literally, mate,” Quen said for him. “None of us got any sleep last night.” 

I slanted my head. “Because of what I said to Scarlet—”

“Because of you and Coralia, idiot!” Dax spun, his entire body going taut. 

I had to hide the small smile from my face, because now was not the time to let it rip. Even I knew that. But that is impressive, if true. “Can’t say I’m surprised,” I said, adopting my regular cocky attitude. “Though I am surprised you’re all so spiteful and envious of this whole thing. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Their voices rose as one, cutting each other off, and I had to throw my head back and laugh at the ridiculousness of how flustered they were. 

Quentin put a hand to his chest, as if wounded. “Me, envious? Mate, what have I done to make you think I give a shit?”

“You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t,” I said through my laughter. “Waving your finger at me like a child.”

“You can’t just be a complete asshole and then get whatever you want with Coralia,” Dax growled.

“Apparently I can.” I sighed in an exaggerated way and leaned back on my hands, as if bored of this entire arrangement. Inside, I felt elated I’d somehow caused such communal anguish among them. 

Yes, I was definitely an asshole like that. 

“I already talked to him about it last night, guys,” Venn said, back to his defeated tone. “He has no remorse.”

For some reason, his words rankled me. With my brow stitching together, I said, “Remorse? Spirits save me, guys, what the hell are you all talking about? What are you doing here?” I rose to my feet, forcing them a step away from the bed, and threw my arms out wide. “Do you think if Coralia saw you chittering and whining about our sizzling, incredibly erotic lovemaking, she’d be impressed with how you’re going about things? Or do you not sound like weak little boys who didn’t get your way? Pull yourselves together, for fuck’s sake!”

It came out in a rush and hit them like a punch to the face. They donned shocked expressions, glancing at one another. The bewilderment slowly morphed into embarrassment.

I spoke to them like a disrespecting mother. “This is not the way to air your grievances. And, honestly, you shouldn’t have any grievances about what Coralia and I do. It’s not your business, and it makes you sound like snoopy little bitches. Get a grip.”

“You can’t push us away from her, Sunder,” Dax said.

“When she’s with me, she’s mine,” I snarled. 

“You don’t get to decide—”

“Then talk to her about it!” I bellowed. My voice echoed off the walls of the small room. Hell, the maids of Ironfort could probably hear everything we were yelling about. 

Venn scoffed. “You just said it yourself, Sunny: You would do everything in your power to keep us out of the room if you two were in there together.”

“Then you have to be quicker than me, fae.”

“This isn’t supposed to be a competition for Coralia’s affection.”

“Of course it is!” I boomed. My arms came up in a flourish. “This is Sunny Conway you’re talking to. What did you expect?”

“Not for you to refer to yourself in the third person, for starters,” Venn muttered.

Dax walked up on me, finger thrust toward my chest. “If you try to possess Coralia by yourself, and keep her all to yourself, we can’t keep an eye on her. That’s simply an impossibility to us and—”

“So I have to share?” I cut in. “Is that what you’re saying? That Coralia is simply an object to be passed around between us?” I tsked, crossed my arms over my chest, and shook my head disapprovingly. “That’s low, Dax. Especially for you.”

His finger came up an inch from my nose. “If you hurt her—”

I slapped his finger out of the way, stunning him. “If you try to pull a ‘touch her and I’ll kill you’ with me, Daxy, you’ve lost your goddamn mind. That’s my line.”

The vein at his temple pulsed. He was two seconds from pouncing on me and trying to rip my throat out in his panther form. I could feel it. 

I bent my legs in preparation, ready to dig my hands into his sides if it came to it. 

Then the door swung open and Jace Hudson stormed in with a sheepish Coralia behind him. 

“Everyone shut the fuck up!” he shouted, slamming the door shut. 

Even if I didn’t like the Wrist much these days—for many reasons—I had to admit my heart jumped to my throat when he and Coralia walked in. Up until this point, it had been a three on one.

I could use some backup. My eyes fell on Coralia, searching for any kind of pain or joy or anything to say things were all right between us, but she averted her gaze and let Jace do the talking. 

My heart plummeted just as quickly as it had soared.

Jace motioned behind him with a thumb over his shoulder. “Your moaning is embarrassing. It’s carrying through the fucking hallways.”

I swallowed hard. My eyes darted to the other guys, and we all started to look a lot like kids who were being scolded for playing too loudly, too late at night.

It was time to come home. 

The Wrist continued. “I’ve talked with Coralia—not about you guys, but about what we should do moving forward. I’m going to put this bluntly: We have bigger fish to fry than who is or isn’t porking who in this group. We have a mission, and I’ll be damned if I let angsty teenage drama get in the way of finishing that mission. Spirits on a seesaw, you aren’t even teenagers! So stop acting like it. Got it?”

We winced, heads bowing. Our years of hardcore conditioning and subordination reared its ugly head. We said, “Yes, Wrist,” in unison, and that got a tiny smirk out of Coralia. 

I glared at her, but she simply popped her eyebrows like she owned the place. 

Fuck. I’ve taught her too well. Those qualities I mentioned? They’re being used against me.

How deliciously devious.

“Anvel Steel wants to see us before we go,” Jace added. “I’m sure he can’t wait to be rid of us, so let’s go.”
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Chapter 8
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Coralia

OKAY, SO I HADN’T BEEN aware how the guys thought of me. I mean, I was aware, but not to the extent of their longing. 

They all made it very clear when they ambushed Sunny in his room. I practically heard everything through the walls in the next room over, their voices carrying. 

When Dax and Venn complained about being “tossed aside,” it hurt my heart. Guilt racked me while Jace bombarded me with questions that fell on deaf ears. After a while, he gave up, noticing my focus was elsewhere. 

That lack of focus threw him into a tizzy. As I scratched the back of my neck and awkwardly apologized for the dazed look in my eyes, he huffed and rose from the same chair where Sunny had been sitting the night before when he’d sneakily shadowwalked into my bedroom. 

I shuffled after Jace into the room, hoping I wouldn’t have to say anything. I wanted to see the guys’ reactions, to read their faces. 

The whole time I watched my Glovemates bow their heads, looking ashamed, the guilt grew worse inside me. 

I wasn’t about to apologize for what I’d done with Sunny. That wasn’t it at all. Truth be told, the vampire couldn’t be blamed for everything in this instance, as much as Venn and Dax wanted him to shoulder it. My time with Sunny had been unbelievably satisfying, invigorating, and, as he’d said so loudly, erotic. 

If we were jumping into a shit-show over the next week, with the chance we’d never come out alive, a little extracurricular activity prior to it wasn’t something I should feel ashamed of. 

This was the calm before the storm. Who knew if I’d ever get to wrap my legs around any of them again? This “gala” could be more dangerous than any of us even realize. 

It had taken time to cozy up to Sunny when he invaded my room. But when he had his dominating charm going, he was one difficult fucker to resist. 

So, no, Sunny wasn’t the problem here.

It’s me, I suppose. The recognition hit me hard, and it did nothing to assuage the guilt I already felt. 

I hadn’t been giving Venn, Dax, or Quentin the attention they deserved. At least recently. Perhaps it was the thrill of the conquest—the oozing flutters I felt after bonding with a new soul like Sunny’s. The fresh exhilaration of his hard body against mine. 

Sunny had arguably been pursuing me the longest, though he’d never admit it. Because of that, the taste of him was the sweetest. He was sinful chocolate . . . spiked with a shot of whiskey. 

I couldn’t let Sunny detract from my adoration for the other guys, though. He didn’t detract from them, and I needed them to know that. 

Venn had been the one who physically brought me to Shadowblade Academy. If not for him, I would’ve never met these lovable, chaotic weirdos. During my first term, he was the closest by my side—the only one who seemed to believe in me. 

Venn Gable gave me confidence to let my true self flourish. To let my freak flag fly. He taught me alchemy. He chased me all the way back home after I Slipped to the Crust, knowing it could get him in serious trouble. He fought for me—both physically against Sunny, and emotionally by tossing aside Alaric Cane’s orders to continue spying on me. 

And goddammit, he won me. Fair and square. 

Our love was no fluke.

And Dax Kilmeade . . . well, I had just as many cherished memories with him. He had taken Venn’s side against Sunny back when one of them believed in me and the other didn’t. He wanted to give me a chance. He saw something inside me even I didn’t see.

My potential.

I watched how he interacted with the children of Waichee Village. How different and comfortable he seemed in his homeland. It was there during his transformation from a yes man of the Academy to a sharp, scrutinizing rebel, that I fell for him. 

When his mother died, it was my shoulder he cried on. 

It might’ve been a bit arrogant to presume, but I helped Dax get out of his shell. When he did, and we finally connected in a physical way . . . boy oh boy was it a life-changer. The pure sex that man was capable of. Dax and Venn both, honestly. And even better when they’re together! 

They understood the concept of sharing and inclusivity. I didn’t want just one lover, and they understood. 

Until Sunny rained on their parade. 

Now they felt threatened. 

I hadn’t cracked Quentin yet, though we’d had plenty of moments that made me think we were on the right path. I hoped he felt the same way about me as Venn and Dax did.

Sunny had always been looming. Now he’d finally had me. Tasted me. Dominated me. 

Being the possessive force he was, they feared they would lose me to him.

As Jace stormed out like an angry dad and led us down the hall toward Anvel Steel’s conference room, I stayed back and cycled through all the memories I’d shared with Hudson’s Glove. It took a while for my brain to come to an understanding, but it finally clicked. 

And when it did, I felt bad for all four of them. 

I’m supposed to be the glue in this group, not the thing that drives them apart. I can’t be responsible for fracturing the brotherhood. 

I needed to remind Venn, Dax, and even Quentin of their importance to me. 

We wouldn’t be a team without them.

“M’shyok, are you coming?”

I glanced up, blinking away my dewy eyes. I stood in the doorway, while the boys were twenty feet ahead, staring at me with concerned looks.

I swallowed hard over a lump in my throat. “Sorry. I got lost.” Pointing at my temple and spinning my finger, I tried to make it look like I’d gone crazy.

They weren’t buying it. Their concerned expressions softened. Their arched brows leveled pityingly. 

Venn reached a hand out for me, as if he could touch me even from this distance. “It’s okay, hun. I think we all understand . . . sometimes we just get lost.” His soothing voice washed over me like a warm waterfall. 

“We helped you find yourself once, princess,” Sunny said pointedly, reminding me of the darkness that had enveloped my soul for the better part of my entire Phantom-year. “We can do it again, if you need.”

Tingles spread over my skin, then dove deep inside me. I suppressed a shiver, feeling a bit of déjà vu. My eyes took in Jace, and then my four Glovemates. 

“No, it’s okay boys,” I said, letting out a deep breath. “I’m feeling better already.” I winked, trying to play off my moment of weakness and doubt. “I’m not going anywhere this time.”

Quentin snorted, hands on his hips. “Good, lass. Because you know we’ll fucking come find you.”

My smile widened. “You always do.” 

Nerves fired off inside me. Why am I being so coy? Just go to them, girl!

Sunny took a step away from the group, toward me, almost like a metaphorical stepping away from his brothers. “Hey,” he said, waving a hand absentmindedly in the air. “You know all that shit you heard in there? Forget it, princess. Fuck it.” He turned to his Glovemates. “It’s water under the bridge, right guys?”

Venn, Dax, and Quen nodded and agreed. 

“None of us are going anywhere,” he finished.

It was perhaps the most heartfelt thing I’d ever heard Sunny say to me. It came out genuinely. His amber eyes drilled into my soul. 

“That’s fucking lovely,” Jace said, letting out an aggravated sigh. “Truly.”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. Uh oh. Dad’s mad.

Jace waved me forward. “I’m sorry for being harsh—you all know I’m a sucker for a good love story—but I think we’ve kept our host waiting long enough. No?”

I scampered to them. 

* * *
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ANVEL STEEL PLACED a circular pendant in the center of the table with a clunk. It sounded heavy, built from black metal, with a distinctive wolf’s face carved from strands of iron in the middle. 

The lord of Ironfort wore an identical suit as the night before. After placing the pendant on the table, he stuffed his hands in his pockets and stepped back to acknowledge us. “This is what will get you in with my agents at Asberald City. Show them this amulet.” 

I reached out for the pendant, absorbed by it. Then I snapped my hand closed, hovering over it. “May I?” I asked Anvel, and he dipped his head. 

Turning the thing over in my hand, I said, “Do we all get one of these?” 

“No,” he said sternly. “Just the one. So don’t lose it.”

“We won’t lose it,” I assured him. “What if we get split up?”

Anvel shrugged. “Don’t split up.” He explained his stance. “I can’t have five of these things circulating out of my control. One is hard enough to keep track of. If I had multiple roaming around, who knows where they’d end up? A pawn shop? Luciano’s gang? It would put my people at risk.”

“We understand, Anvel,” Jace said. “Thank you for lending us this one.” 

I reached over to hand the amulet to my Wrist, but he shook his head and shrugged it away. 

My brow threaded together. Strange he doesn’t want to hold onto it for safekeeping. Does he really trust me that much?

Jace said, “Next question—”

“Where’s Lady Firecrotch and Madam Giggles?” Sunny blurted, glancing over his shoulders in an exaggerated way. 

I slapped his shoulder, jaw clenching. Jace adopted the biggest frown of his life. 

Anvel’s lips went flat. He blinked at the vampire. “They didn’t want to be tempted to kill you, sunshine, so they left. I’d say they made the right decision.”

I snickered. 

The vampire smirked. “Fair enough. Smart.”

Jace palmed his forehead and shook his head.

“Your question, Wrist Hudson?” Anvel asked, flicking his gaze over to the exasperated Jace.

It took a moment for Jace to gather himself after Sunny’s bullshit. “Yes, er, where will we be finding these agents of yours? Asberald City is a big place. It might be swarming with enemies during the lead-up to the gala.”

“Indeed, it likely will be.” Anvel took one hand out of his pocket and caressed his sharp chin. “Are you familiar with Asberald’s layout?” 

“Yes. I have a shadowmap of Asberald I’ve used before.”

Anvel quirked an eyebrow, like he wanted to ask what a shadowmap was, but decided not to.

Jace said, “It’s not that exciting. Anyway, yes—we’ve all been there before.”

“Right. You’ll enter through the southwestern entrance. That’s where my people will be patrolling.”

“When?”

Anvel flicked a cuff back and looked at an expensive gold watch on his wrist. “Today. At dusk.”

Jace raised a brow. “So soon?”

A nod from Anvel. “The gala is in four days. We can’t cut it too close. This might be the last time before the event my people will be patrolling that part of Asberald City alone. It was all I could manage.”

Jace bowed his head deeply. “Apologies. I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful or imply—”

“I know, Jace. It’s fine.” 

Silence passed over us. Our leader drummed his fingers on the table, deep in thought, a thousand-yard stare in his eyes. 

“Jace?” I asked quietly, leaning toward him. “What’s wrong?” I hoped he understood my implication: Does Anvel’s idea sound like a trap?

He snapped back to attention, inhaling sharply. “No, no, nothing.” He looked to Anvel. “Is your man still around, Anvel?” 

“Biew?” Anvel asked loudly, eyes roving left to right.

Out of the shadows, the sharp-dressed steward of Ironfort appeared. He held a small paper bag and dropped it in the middle of the table.

I leaned forward, curious, and noticed my mates doing the same. 

Then the bag shook and moved an inch. 

I yelped and reeled back. “Oh shit! What’s in there?”

Jace winced, rubbing his cheek. “A message for me.”

“Arrived this morning, sir,” Buchanon said. 

Jace snatched the bag and upended it on the table—

Out popped a tiny, familiar, reptilian face. A tongue darted out inquisitively. Little spikes adorned its body and head. It padded across the table. 

“Yoshi!” I exclaimed gleefully. I put my hands together and clapped. “Our most ablest and daring messenger!”

The bearded dragon stared blankly at me. 

Dax furrowed his brow, sharing none of my glee. “This creature comes from my homeland. Why was he sent to you, Wrist Hudson?”

“He came from Desmona.”

The happiness died on my lips as I reached out to let the lizard crawl up my arm. He didn’t budge, not sharing my enthusiasm either. It made sense: He was on the job. 

My smile vanished. “Is everything all right in Waichee, Jace?”

“Afraid not,” the Wrist sighed. “Riann is heavily pregnant, my friends. She’s not doing well against the . . . darkness.” He eyed all of us knowingly. 

He needed to say no more on the subject for us to understand.

My mind whirled, dread creeping up my spine. The darkness. The demon baby thrust inside her by Ornoth or one of the other demons of the Forbidden Orchard.

Those fucking bastards.

Hearing Riann’s name and the ominous vibes surrounding her condition was a total kick in the pants. Awful memories sprang to mind. “Spirits save her,” I breathed, my heartbeat picking up speed. “What will you do, Jace?”

His shoulders sagged. “Desmona has been looking after Riann. I have to go check on them to make sure nothing terrible happens.”

Thick quietness spread through the room like a heavy fog. 

I placed a soft hand on Jace’s shoulder. “I understand, Jace. We all do.”

“Do you need our help, Wrist?” Dax asked diligently. 

Some old habits died hard. 

I could see the conflicting emotions running through Jace’s beardless face. He eventually sighed. “I’m sorry this came at such a bad time, guys. I know what I said about completing this mission and its importance . . . but it looks like you’re gonna have to finish this one without me.”
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Chapter 9
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Coralia

JACE LEFT US THE SHADOWMAP before leaving into a shadowgate aimed for Desmona’s Grove. We huddled over the map for the next few hours, debating our course of action, until the sun hung heavy in the sky. 

Sections of the map still had the color-coated markings from our first venture into Asberald, signifying patches of land that were unknown to Jace at the time and were likely swarming with Leatherwings. 

The southwestern entrance of the deserted city seemed to be unimportant. 

We lost track of time in the great hall. Eventually, Buchanon stepped into the room. “It is nearly time for your departure.” 

Our heads popped up like meerkats. 

“There’s an hour time difference between here and Asberald City’s location. Twilight will be fast approaching there.” 

We thanked him. He gave a small bow and left. 

“We ready, y’all?” I asked the group. 

Firm nods from everyone. 

“Remember the strategy,” Quentin said. “Get in quick and find Anvel’s agents. The longer it takes to find them, the more chance we have of being discovered by undesirables.”

“We don’t even know what Anvel’s people look like,” Sunny muttered. 

“Like wolf shifters, sunshine,” Quentin answered flatly. “They look like wolf shifters, just like everyone else in that place right now.”

“Except for the Leatherwings,” Venn said helpfully, raising a finger.

“And possibly the vampires, if Aliyah Rosewood got there early,” I added.

Quentin mumbled under his breath. “Let’s just fucking go.”

Okay, so we weren’t in total agreement about our steps forward. We were kind of winging it, but there was nothing else to be done. 

At least we were ready for action, and we were back in the game. 

* * *
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WE APPEARED THROUGH the same shadow Sunny and I had walked through during my Ghost-year, when we’d gone to find Vivi Jade and her captors. 

Little did we know at the time the horrors we would come across, with the demon prison and breeding facility that held Desmona and Vivi captive, as well as Quentin’s soul-departed body and the corpse of an eviscerated young woman. 

In hindsight, after dealing with Desmona’s traumatic birthing of the demon-spirit Ardith, I wondered if the mysterious dead woman had been someone who simply couldn’t endure the rigors of a demonic pregnancy.

That idea brought two thoughts to mind: First, the stomach-bursting scene from Aliens, and second, Riann. 

I hoped everything would be okay with her. At least she had Desmona and Jace on her side. I felt guilty I wasn’t joining Jace, in case Riann needed a soul-fusion. Then again, who knew if I’d be able to help her when the time came? That mysterious power of mine came on a whim. 

Also, it was decided I was needed here. 

I stuffed down my gritty thoughts as we emerged from the shadowgate. We had a small window to work with. Asberald City stood a hundred yards away, through a copse of gnarled trees and wasteland. The sun slanted precariously in the sky, slashing brightness over the tree limbs. 

From a distance, Asberald City didn’t look the same as it used to. The sinking sunlight cast glares off the jagged, broken windows of the dilapidated skyscrapers.

Once the sun tucked under the horizon behind us, I noticed another huge difference: light. 

Sections of the city lit the purple sky pink with streetlights. Some of the buildings, which formerly looked rusted and grimy, were illuminated inside by light fixtures. It created an eerie half-asleep, half-awake atmosphere to the place.  

“Someone put the power grid back online,” I said. 

“At least in parts,” Quentin noted. 

“Looks like they’ve been planning this event longer than we knew,” Venn said. 

Dax stepped forward from our group, eyes scanning the sky and the tops of the highest buildings. For every three dark buildings, one was bright. It created a sort of Christmas-tree-light effect. 

The panther shifter clicked his tongue. “This might not be solely focused on the gala, friends.”

I cocked my head. “What do you mean, Dax?”

“Why operate a third of the city when this event only needs a single building to be running?”

“Maybe to keep their meeting private,” I pondered aloud. “To keep the scent off their trail, as it were.” The justification sounded weak in my own ears, but it’s what I wanted to believe because the alternative was scarier. 

“No, I think Dax is right,” Quentin said in a deep, suspicious voice. “It makes no sense to erect thirty fucking decoys for one little gala. Something else is going on here.”

I swallowed hard. I had to ask the question that was on all our minds: “Do you think someone’s trying to . . . get the city running again?”

“It’s quite possible, Cor.” Quentin scrubbed his shaggy hair, then put his hands on his hips.

“It would make sense,” Sunny chimed in. “After we dispatched the Leatherwing prison, the fog cover of this place dissipated somewhat, similar to the Forbidden Orchard. It would make sense people are trying to rebuild after all that.”

“Are you saying we inadvertently gave our enemies a home by dispersing the demons?” Venn asked with a scoff. 

Sunny sounded frustrated as he said, “Take your pick, Venn. Replacing one enemy with another? It seems likely. It also couldn’t be helped.” 

“True. These people are fucking cockroaches coming out of the woodwork.”

“We left them a perfectly viable city to do whatever they want,” Sunny finished.

“A perfectly viable dilapidated, abandoned city,” I clarified. 

Quentin raised his palms in front of us. “Look, we won’t know more until we’re in there. So let’s get going.”

“Agreed,” I said.

“I’ll shift and slink inside,” Dax announced.

“Oh no you won’t,” I drawled.

He frowned. “I’m the stealthiest, M’shyok.” 

“Yeah, but we’ve read this book before. We know what happens when we split up. Plus, you heard Anvel.” I took the wolf pendant out of my pocket and wagged it in the air. “We only have one of these bad boys. What happens if you’re captured without it?”

Dax opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. He inclined his head, realizing I was right. “Very well. Apologies for my impulsiveness.” 

I put a hand on his arm and squeezed lightly, drawing his eyes to mine. I smiled softly. “It’s okay, Dax, I know you just want to help. We all do.” 

He returned the smile, flashing those brilliant white teeth in his dark face. Our eyes locked and understanding passed between us. 

This is how I get him and Venn back. This is how I show them I haven’t “tossed them aside” or forgotten them for Sunny. 

These boys don’t need to prove anything to me. They’ve already proven so much.  

With that settled, we hesitantly left the safety of our shadow. We kept our heads on a swivel, moving at a snail’s pace, nearing the fringes of Asberald City. 

The southwestern entrance wasn’t a fortified, fenced entryway as much as it was an opening in the buildings on the outskirts. We ambled around the leafless trees and found a wide road that cut into the flat wasteland and speared right into Asberald.

“This must be the road to the entrance Anvel spoke of,” I said as we stopped on the side of the road. I squinted and peered into the distance. A light, misty fog greeted the evening, slipping into the city and covering much of my visibility beyond the entrance. “I don’t see anyone. Just a deserted landscape, some spooky trees, and the edge of the city. It feels like we’re in the Nevada desert about to hit Vegas.”

Sunny snorted. “Las Vegas, princess? This place might be Sin City, but not the way you’re thinking.”

I tossed him a small smile. When my smile faltered, I said, “What turned this landscape like this, do you guys think? Everything seems so brittle and . . . dead.”

“Leatherwings would be my guess,” Quentin answered. “The demons’ very essence seems to corrupt everything it touches. Remember the Forbidden Orchard? An entire comet-sized crater of treeless land, smack dab in the middle of a rich forest.”

“Right. But I haven’t seen any of those nasty black tentacles that infested the Orchard and belonged to the Leatherwings. Those seem to be a sign of their presence.” 

“We’re only on the outskirts yet, M’shyok,” Dax said. “Let’s keep moving. Out of sight of this road, if we can.”

We nodded in agreement and snuck into the sparse tree line on either side of the road. The spiny trees didn’t provide much cover, but it was all we had to work with. 

At least the trees cast plenty of shadows for us to dive into if we needed a quick escape route. 

As we neared the first structures of Asberald City—a tumbledown inn with a dusty sign hanging across its front, and a few sunken houses—we slowed. 

We were in the boonies. The foliage got thinner as we crept closer. From my vantage, it didn’t look like the city proper had a spot of greenery inside. 

Fear flitted across my nape like a premonition. I didn’t like this dystopian ambiance one bit. 

At that moment, Dax froze at the front. He raised a fist and we all crouched, with nothing to hide behind. 

Low yips and growling reached us, bouncing off the walls of the decrepit houses. 

A wolf poked its snout out from the mouth of an alley about fifty feet away. Even closer, a pair of wolves showed their faces on the opposite side of the road. My eyes swiveled skyward and I gasped at a wolf on the slanted roof of the inn, peering over the edge down at us with shining yellow eyes. 

A few snuck in behind us, having somehow managed to elude Dax, Sunny, and Venn’s honed senses.

Fuck, I thought. We should have let Dax shift. These wolves would have never been able to sneak behind us if he had!

Hands went to hips, fitting around the Oblyx Steel swords we always carried. Only Quentin was without one, but he had a knack for lighting his fists on fire and doing just as much damage that way.

We edged in back to back as the wolves approached. 

I glanced over my shoulder, then ahead. I counted at least a dozen of the stealthy animals.

“Show the pendant, Cor,” Quentin urged me, his tone low but fervent. 

I gulped, fumbled for my pocket with a shaking hand, and pulled out the amulet. “We come in peace!” I yelled desperately, then raised it to the sky like I was trying to summon Captain Planet. 

The growls grew heavier. The wolves continued their slow, measured approach.

“Uhh, it’s not working, guys,” Venn pointed out.

“I fucking knew it,” Sunny growled. “Anvel Steel betrayed us. He’s not a friend of Shadowblade Academy, and probably never was!” 

I hated Sunny’s skepticism, but he made a fair point. Why aren’t the wolves reacting to the pendant?! Could he be right—and this is a ploy to get us ambushed and killed? 

Maybe Anvel Steel was already approached by Luciano or Aliyah and is in league with them!

No. I couldn’t let Sunny’s cynicism rub off on me. I said, “Don’t show fear. Stand your ground,” even though I probably looked like a sweating, scared possum. 

My pep talk wasn’t working for myself, so how much could it work for the others?

A wolf tested us, leaping into our fray.

“Fuck!” Sunny yelled. His Oblyx sword came out in a silver blur. He separated from the group—as he was wont to do—and went in swinging. 

The wolf danced away from Sunny as three more charged the vampire. 

I raised a palm and summoned tendrils of black around my wrist. The threads twisted around my fingertips. 

Venn and Dax charged as one toward a group of wolf shifters. 

Only Quentin thought to use his powers like me. He dipped into a nearby shadow as a wolf pounced at him and streaked through the air. Quen appeared behind him with fists blazing orange. 

As the threads coiled over my fingers like inky DNA strands, I conjured bright blue shards of ice to creep up the strands. I lifted my palm in front of me and the tendrils became coated, turning them into tiny glittering daggers.  

My eyes focused on the battle, to see who needed me most. 

Then I flicked my wrist. Icicle daggers flew forward and pelted into the hides of two wolves attacking Sunny. They yipped like they were getting the worst acupuncture of their lives, then stumbled and sidestepped Sunny’s arcing blade. 

The wolves yipped, fleeing into the distance.

More filled their ranks. 

“Too many!” I yelled, summoning another magic-infused shadow into my hand. 

My guys were each in their own individual skirmishes, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before we were overwhelmed. We needed to get back to a shield-wall type of formation or else we were doomed. 

A low howl rent the night. 

My eyes flew to the sound, where I spotted the huge wolf up high on the slanted inn roof. With the final breaths of sunlight setting behind his silhouette, he struck a terrifying figure. 

Above him, the moon came into sharp focus. It looked full, which meant the wolf shifters’ powers were probably enhanced.

The wolves dashed away from my guys. They avoided magic attacks and sword strikes, adopting a purely defensive posture.

My brow furrowed. What’s going on?

The giant wolf on top of the roof hopped down, landing with a soft thud.

My Glovemates hemmed in around me, swords at the ready, as the wolves stopped attacking.

The newest wolf was bigger than the others, with a sleek, brown-gray coat and powerful leg muscles. All the other hounds stayed behind him in a line, showing obvious obedience to this newcomer.

His vicious fangs dripped saliva. His orange-yellow eyes took me in. 

Sunny speared forward to attack—

Dax put an arm out and stopped him before he could move. 

The wolf shifted in front of us, body creaking in a painful way. I’d become accustomed to hearing it from Dax every time he transformed, yet I still grimaced. 

A tall, wiry man stood before us in the wolf’s place. My eyes quickly scanned him: long, stringy hair. Gaunt, handsome face with a short beard. Corded muscles lining his arms, legs, torso. Big dick hanging between thighs that looked strong enough to pop a watermelon between them.

I dropped my gaze on a gasp as heat flooded my cheeks. 

The man stood proudly before us, examining us with deep, analytical eyes under a shallow ridge of thick eyebrows. He was completely unfazed by his nudity. 

His arms came up and folded over his chest. It didn’t hide a thing. If anything, it only emphasized that long swinging cock my vision “accidentally” caught every few seconds.

“You must be the contingent from Shadowblade Academy,” he said in a slow voice. 

“Yeah, no shit,” Sunny growled. “Why did you attack us after we showed the pendant?”

“Apologies,” the man said. “I didn’t see Anvel’s family crest at first. My men are committed to acting out their part well.” He swept his hand out behind him. “We have to keep up appearances.”

The boys looked to me to say something. It took me a moment to realize the attention was on me, and tear my gaze away from the strapping lad in front of me in his birthday suit. 

“Huh?” I chirped, glancing up with big eyes. “Oh, it’s no problem. No harm, no foul. As long as no one was wounded.”

Another wolf shifted. “There’s an icicle sticking out of my ass, woman! Feel’s like a damned porcupine had his way with me!”

As other wolves changed into their human avatars, a few of them chuckled under their breaths.

My cheeks flared even harder. “Oh . . . sorry about that.”

“He will heal,” the leader wolf said. “Kalfarin just likes to bitch and moan.”

“Heard that,” Sunny blurted, eyeing Dax and Venn beside him.

It took all my willpower to keep my gaze glued on the man’s northern half. “So you know Anvel sent us.”

“The pendant proves it.” 

I tensed up as he straightened. Towering over me, he reached out, took the pendant, and felt it in his hand. He looked back. “It’s authentic, boys.” Facing my group again, he handed me the pendant. “Let’s get out of the open. You’ve come at a dangerous time.” He spun and hurried off the road. 

My eyes found his taut ass for a moment, before I looked away. As I moved after him, with my Glovemates behind me, I said, “Um, what should we call you?”

The handsome, long-haired wolf shifter glanced at me over his shoulder. “My name’s Malikai Sanden. You can call me Kai.”
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Chapter 10
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Coralia

MALIKAI SANDEN LED us bare-assed through Asberald City, past a few darkened blocks of old Victorian houses and shuttered shops.

It was eerie walking through an abandoned city where most of the structures remained intact. I felt like we were strolling through a ghost town, or one of those pop-up cardboard cities used to test nukes. 

Even though we had an escort of a dozen wolf shifters who knew every nook and cranny in Asberald City, I couldn’t stop my eyes from darting left and right with each street we crossed.

A lot of swinging dicks and attractive bodies from Malikai’s group of shifted shifters surrounded our five-man Glove, which might have added to my wandering eyes. It would have been comical, being led by nudists, if my heart wasn’t beating so fast with adrenaline.

Malikai took a meandering path through the city. He clearly knew every street, alley, and cul-de-sac, but didn’t want to be seen with us by other groups of shifter guards who might be loyalists to Luciano Rockford. When he heard low voices in the distance, echoing down the street from a nearby block, he veered down an alley and took us that way instead. 

Behind me, I felt palpable energy permeating from my group. It was practically coming off Venn in waves. Glancing over my shoulder, confused, I noticed he could hardly contain his excitement. 

I raised a single brow at him. 

“What?” he whispered. He checked to make sure Malikai was far enough ahead that he couldn’t hear us. “Malikai Sanden is practically shifter royalty, Cor.”

“Like Anvel?”

Venn nodded. “He’s another one of Dawn Rose’s mates, hun. So, in that sense, yes.” 

Interesting. We’re doing pretty good meeting Dawn’s lovers then. That’s two out of three of her infamous mates, in two days.

We finally came to a small building that looked the same as any other house we’d passed by. It had a front lawn overgrown with weeds. The inside was dark, just like every other structure up until this point.

Only when I peered out further into the city did I see the first signs of light from some of the taller buildings. These fringe streets were totally dark.

With a simple hand gesture, Malikai set half of his men as guards to watch the door and front lawn. Before we reached the house, the door swung open. A young man ran out with a stack of clothes in his hands. 

He handed the clothes to Malikai with a wide smile. “Looks like you found ‘em, Kai. Good work.” His voice was scratchy and lilting, stuck in that awkward stage of adolescence. Though he was lanky and tall enough—though much shorter than Malikai—I realized he couldn’t have been more than thirteen or fourteen years old.

“We did, Ricky,” Kai said. He took the clothes, hopped into the pants, and pulled a tight T-shirt over his head. 

It was a bit disappointing, seeing Malikai go from being unclothed and magnificent to clothed and . . . somewhat less magnificent. 

As Kai dressed himself under the shadow of the house’s awning, Ricky skipped to other naked shifters from the scouting party and handed them shirts and pants as well.

Then he came to my group. His eyes took me in first and didn’t waver. They grew huge in his young face. His lips parted slightly and I thought I noticed a speck of drool at the corners. Without acknowledging me, he called out: “Kai, it’s a lady!” 

Malikai grumbled something and walked over to pull Ricky away from gazing at me like I was a goddess incarnate. “No shit, little man. You act like you’ve never seen one before.” He gave me a small, apologetic smile over Ricky’s head. 

“But . . . she’s the leader!” 

Sunny was the first to answer, snapping out, “Hey, who said she’s the leader, you little sh—”

“I’m Coralia,” I said to cut off Sunny, and stuck out my hand. “Pleased to meet you. Ricky, yes?”

He nodded dumbly. He looked at my hand before taking it in both of his and vigorously shaking it. “You’re as pretty as Aunt Dawny.” His head slanted as he took me in, and I blushed from the awkwardness. “A bit paler, I guess. And maybe a little bigger—”

“Ricky, shut the hell up and get inside,” Kai bellowed. “There are plenty of female pack leaders, boy. Miss Coralia is one of them.”

I smiled at Ricky, whose big brown eyes finally blinked for the first time. I recalled the time Dawn Rose stormed into Alaric Cane’s conference room to gift us the Oblyx Steel swords from Queen Levia Sunfall. I thought she’d looked mundane enough in her hooded gray coat. When the coat came off though, she’d stolen all the air from the room and killed any idea of “mundane” as she’d revealed her striking beauty and commanding aura.

At that moment, I’d known I was in the presence of a legend. Someone important. 

“I’ve actually met Aunt Dawny before, Ricky.” I leaned forward and winked. “I think she was prettier.”

Ricky guffawed and lit up like a tomato.

Malikai put his hand on the boy’s head, turned him around, and sent him stumbling toward the front door of the house. To me, he said, “Did you just say that for the boy’s sake? Or have you really met my Desert Rose before?”

“We’ve met her. She provided us with these weapons”—I tapped the scabbard of my Oblyx sword hanging on my hip—“to help us take out some Leatherwings from this very place.” 

Malikai studied me before clamping his mouth shut, working his jaw over, and nodding. “You must be important then.”

I chewed my lower lip. “Um, well, not as important as the Absolver, obviously.”

“She’s too humble,” Quentin said behind me.

“Indeed,” Dax carried on, “M’shyok Wahdus is the binding that keeps our group together, similar to Miss Dawn Rose with you, Anvel Steel, and Ezekiel Caffrey, sir.”

Malikai’s slow nod continued. It was a bit unnerving, because he watched me the entire time with his analytical, yellow-tinged eyes. I still hadn’t gotten used to being the center of attention.

“Fascinating. It sounds like you’ve seen Dawn more recently than even I have.” I could hear the pain in the depths of his voice. 

He sighed heavily and his tight shoulders loosened. He destroyed the growing tension between us by changing the subject. “Thank you for humoring Little Ricky. He can be a bit precocious, I know. Boys of a certain age, right?” Kai finished with a smile, which made me smile in return. 

That grin, combined with his clear affection for Ricky, showed me Malikai Sanden was a much warmer and accepting spirit than, say, Anvel Steel. 

One was cold iron, the other a warm campfire.

He motioned toward the house. “Let’s get inside before any of Luciano’s patrols walk by and notice you.” 

We followed after him. 

Slightly behind me, Sunny whispered, “I still think it’s ridiculous calling you the leader of the Glove. When you’re alone with me . . . you’re certainly not in charge.” His hand brushed over my side and squeezed, out of sight of anyone else. 

His words and touch tightened my core and made my heart thump with a spike of adrenaline. I gulped past the knot in my belly and tried to sound assertive, but my voice wavered. “Let’s just keep that between us, eh, sunshine?”

* * *
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MALIKAI WAS ALL ACTION inside the main room of the house. It had been gutted, with just a few chairs and tables set up. Nothing decorated the peeling walls. A thick smell of sweat and dust filled the air. 

While Kai rummaged around to set up a table we could put stuff on, Little Ricky stood in the corner, eyes darting around excitedly as he took everything in. Then a big blond man walked in from a hallway. He held a lantern in one hand, giving us at least a little bit of light in the darkness.

The main room became cramped in a hurry, with the three undercover agents and the five of us. 

“Looks like you got them,” said the man in the hallway, lifting the lantern to his face. “Any problems on the way?”

Malikai shook his head and grabbed a rolled up poster from a wall. “Nope,” he said, putting the poster on the table. Then he stood straight. “Well, Kalfarin got an icicle in the ass. Didn’t like that much.”

The blond man rumbled with a deep laugh. “Serves him right after the shit he pulled last week.”

My eyes moved from Kai to the robust blondie. Their easygoing rapport told me they had quite a long history together. The man seemed a bit older than any of us, with some gray in his temples.

“Hoach,” he said, inclining his chin. 

“Coralia Hargrave. These are my Glovemates.” I introduced each guy in turn.

Hoach said, “Pleased to meet you. I’m Kai’s partner.”

My eyebrows jumped. “Partner?”

Even Malikai raised a brow over his shoulder, which flustered the big man. “In crime. Not in the sack.”

I blushed and laughed. 

“We go way back,” he explained.

“Hoach is the leader of the Outcasts,” Kai said. “A group I joined during my time at Briarwitch Academy, which roams around looking for bad guys.” He faced Hoach. “Speaking of which, where are the others?”

“Blackjack and Thorace are out patrolling with another group, trying to keep them away from this sector so they wouldn’t run into you guys.”

“Didn’t do so hot,” Kai said, his voice clipped. “We almost walked right into a patrol on the way here.” 

Hoach cursed under his breath. “I’ll have a chat with them when they’re back.”

Silence fell over the room as Malikai kept trying to unravel the large poster onto the table, but it kept rolling up.

I filled the quietness. “The Outcasts, huh? Roaming, killing bad guys? Sounds a lot like shadowblades.” 

“Yeah, well, we don’t live by the same rules or codes of conduct as your school peers,” Kai answered. 

I slanted my head. “Shadowblades have codes of conduct?”

Kai chuckled. “You tell me.” He finally managed to get the poster unrolled and placed a few things on the corners to keep it spread open: a rock from Ricky, a belt buckle, the lantern from Hoach, and a stack of clothes. 

Given what these guys were, I figured they did a lot of thrift shopping to get the garb they needed. 

Our little back and forth was forgotten as we crowded around the small square table. I squinted down at a hand-drawn map of Asberald City, the lantern casting a wide shadow across it. 

Two concentric circles had been drawn around the city: a small red one around the center, looking like a bullseye, and a wider green circle around that, which took up most the rest of the city except for the outskirts. 

Judging by the shape of the blueprint, where we’d come in, and how far we’d walked, I had a general idea where we were currently located, which was outside of either circle.

Malikai’s finger came down on the wide green sphere, tracing over it. “This is the territory Luciano Rockford’s pack has been patrolling the past few weeks.” 

“Past few weeks?” I asked. “That seems like a long time. Hell, we saw him only a couple months ago.”

“He moves fast. Sneaky fucker.”

“How does he manage to monitor such a large area of land?” Quentin asked, the strategist in him taking over. 

I told myself I’d shut up to let his tactically-minded questions take over. They seemed more pertinent to the task at hand.

Kai’s thick brow bunched together. “What do you mean?”

“We were under the impression Luciano Rockford’s pack had shrunk,” Quentin said. “That he’d lost followers during his transcontinental journey from the West Coast to here.”

“Right.” Malikai scratched the five o’clock shadow of his chin. “Your intelligence is wrong. Luciano’s pack has grown in recent years because he puts on a good recruitment effort. The weasel is a born politician. The size of his pack is why I’ve been able to stay under the radar so long, avoiding him. He would recognize me if it was a smaller group. As far as anyone knows, I don’t exist. Hoach does all the reporting to the higher-ups. This is also why I can’t go inside the meeting with you, unless I want my cover blown.”

“Shit,” I muttered, “he’ll recognize a bunch of us, too.”

“Then we’ll have to formulate our plan around that issue,” Quentin said. 

Sunny sighed and ran a hand through his long blond hair. “What a headache. Really wish we could’ve killed Luciano in the Waichee woods right about now.”

“That would’ve been nice,” Kai agreed, standing straighter. “Anyway, not everyone is happy with Anvel Steel as the self-appointed lord of shifters across North America.”

I couldn’t help but chime in. “Self-appointed lord?” I’m sure jumping in and repeating what he says is super annoying, but that doesn’t sound right. “I thought Ironfort was led by an ‘elder council,’ not just one man. When we were there, two others were present: Scarlet Starklin representing Briarwitch, and Camille Luna representing Banehearth.”

“Not everyone trusts the elder council to do right by them, either. They’re like the elected officials of shifterdom.”

“I’m assuming that’s why you’re not on the council,” I said, a bit bluntly. “You strike me more as a guy who likes to get his hands dirty, rather than sit at a table.”

Kai gave me a roguish smile. “You’re a good read of character, Coralia Hargrave. I’m a nomad and a roamer by nature—I was before Briarwitch Academy, and I was after.”

“What about Dawn? I’m surprised no one is with her.”

“The Absolver goes wherever she pleases, when she wants. She’s earned that right as an unequaled, powerful mindseer. I followed her for a bit after Briarwitch, but while she was extinguishing the Turned infestation on this plane, other business came up for me. Namely, the safety of my people.”

I nodded along with his story. “I’m sorry you can’t be with her.”

“It’s okay. Everything’s cordial between us. Anyway—” he cut himself off and gave me a crooked smile. “Did you say Scarlet Starklin was at Ironfort?”

I nodded. 

“She’s a fiery one, eh? Always liked her.” 

Before I could respond, Kai scratched his chin again, which stole my train of thought. The gesture looked a bit tentative, and I noticed it more the second time, as if he was trying to skirt an issue without stepping on anyone’s toes, but didn’t quite know how to do that.

“You can be straightforward with us, Kai,” I assured him. “Nothing you say will get back to Ironfort or the elder council on our account.”

Malikai’s eyes bored into mine and then dropped. “Anvel Steel is my ally and close friend. He wasn’t always, but we serve the same woman: Dawn Rose. So I support him, and I always will. Let’s get that out of the way. 

“But, Luciano Rockford is more ambitious than he is. He speaks to the shifter cause in a way that resonates with some people—”

“Stupid people,” Hoach grumbled from the side. 

“Yes, agreed. Luciano fought against us and shifter-kind during the Battle of Briarwitch. Still, people are quick to forget.”

“Sounds like humans,” Dax drawled. 

“Sounds like everyone,” Venn corrected.

“Okay, so he has the numbers to keep Asberald City well-occupied.” Quentin pointed at the red circle. “What about this smaller circle.”

“That’s where Aliyah Rosewood’s people are congregating. We don’t have good eyes on that situation because a black fog has risen over the heart of the city the past few days, about four blocks wide.” 

Alarm rifled through me, coating my skin. It was all I could do to suppress a shudder. I shared a worried look with my guys, then faced Kai. “A black fog, you say?”

“Yes.”

The Forbidden Orchard. 

Myria and Ornoth the demon. 

“Fuck.”

“What?” Kai glanced up from the table. “You all look like someone pissed in your soup. What’s the black fog?”

“We’ve seen something similar before,” I murmured. “It’s a magical ward.”

Kai’s muscles tightened all over his body. “Shit. Against all magic?”

“Shifting still works inside it,” Dax said. 

Kai ran a hand through his long hair and then scrubbed his face. “Okay, so all of Luciano’s people will be fine.” His gaze fell on us. “But you won’t.”

I worked over a swallow. “We were hoping to shadowwalk out of there after doing whatever we needed to do at the meeting.”

“Sounds like you won’t be able to.”

“We’ll need another escape plan,” Venn said.

Kai raised his palms. “Hold on there, turbo. We’re jumping the gun. We have to make a plan before we make a contingency plan.” 

“Right. Sorry.”

Kai stepped away from the table. I watched him pace from one side of the room to the other, like a seasoned battlefield commander. From what I’d heard, he was one. 

“Luciano Rockford came to this side of the country to create a Fringe City on the East Coast.”

“Fringe City? What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s a former ramshackle refugee camp Dawn’s brother and his wife grew into a sprawling safe haven for supernaturals over the years. It’s located near Los Angeles.”

“That doesn’t sound like a bad thing,” Quentin said. 

“No, it’s absolutely not.”

“The Outcasts started over there, patrolling the Fringe’s borders,” Hoach said.

“Yes,” Kai shot back, a bit of frustration on his face. “But can you imagine a place like that run by Luciano fucking Rockford?” 

“Yuck,” I said. Apparently I spoke for everyone, judging by their nods. 

“Okay, so Luciano wants an Abnorm utopia built in his own image,” Quentin said snidely, “but what does Aliyah Rosewood want, exactly?”

“Access.” Kai said it so simply, and then expounded a moment later. “To the demons he’s working with. To his huge shifter legion. To his cunning. Similar to how Luciano wants access to Aliyah’s political pull in the human world. It’s quid pro quo for these fuckers.

“You have to understand, Luciano was once the mayor of a community in Los Angeles. He had a bright political future before people turned on him and he joined the wrong side. He lost power after losing the war on Briarwitch—especially from the supernatural community—and he wants it back. At least that’s what I imagine his play is here.”

We mulled that over for a minute. 

It seems conflicting that Luciano is enlisting rebellious supernaturals all over the country, but at the same time lost the respect of them years ago. 

Has so much time really passed that the supernaturals have forgotten how he betrayed them?

Or maybe he’s offering his recruits and allies something Anvel Steel simply can’t give them as elder councilman . . . land, prestige, power . . . high-ranking status in his new legion, perhaps? 

All of these converging ideas swirled in my brain and gave me a headache. An idea speared through the haze and I switched gears, furrowing my brow. “So Myria put up the black fog over Aliyah’s area?”

Malikai raised a brow. “I don’t know who Myria is.”

I gulped, sweating. “Um . . . a friend of Luciano’s. Or at least a friend of the demons.”

“Then yes. Someone raised it, and if what you’re purporting about the fog is true, then the meeting will be held under that cloud.” 

“Maybe it was raised to hide their numbers,” Quen mused.

Sunny butted in: “If it’s anything like the Forbidden Orchard or our first time in Asberald, we know what awful shit they’re doing in that fog.” He glanced over at Little Ricky, who had diligently been listening to everything we’d been saying with wonder in his eyes. 

Sunny looking at Ricky told me he didn’t want to spell out the facts about the breeding operations—not in front of the young teen. I respected that, especially from the ostentatious vampire.

“Yes, yes, that’s all well and good,” I said, waving a hand in front of my face, “but doesn’t it seem a little, um, distrustful for Luciano to put it up around Aliyah’s people—the person he’s going to be negotiating with?”

“Luciano doesn’t control the demons,” Quen pointed out. “He just networks for them. Maybe it wasn’t Luciano’s choice to cast it.”

“Sure,” Sunny said, “but she’s right. I see where you’re going with this, princess.”

Malikai raised his eyebrows and smirked, presumably at the “princess” remark. 

With my face warming, I powered through. “Our mission is to sow discord among Aliyah and Luciano, yeah? Well, it seems Luciano might have inadvertently given us an opening to do that with this fogbank.”

Dax played devil’s advocate, saying, “What if the fogbank has already been arranged between the two, to shut off magical powers and deter intruders that use spells from infiltrating the gala.”

“Such as us,” Venn said. “Assassins.”

I blew out a heavy sigh. “I’m just saying—no matter the reason it’s there, the fog can be a starting point to sow doubt. To plant a seed.”

“I agree with you, Cor,” Quen said, massaging his chin. “Good thinking.”

“Okay,” Malikai said, “so your plan isn’t to kill Luciano and Aliyah?” He sounded perplexed. 

I shook my head. “Our boss believes turning them against each other will have more of an impact.” 

Malikai put his hands on his hips. “I mean, it might start a civil war between supernaturals, but why not?” He said it sarcastically, as if he didn’t agree with our approach.

“Maybe Jace hadn’t thought of that . . .”

“Or if not a civil war, it might start large-scale conflict between humans and us.” 

“Not if we can contain it to just Asberald City,” Quentin said. “Don’t let them turn this place into the next supernatural refugee city. Expose Aliyah as an evil practitioner in her political groups, trying to bring demons into the mix.” 

“Sounds a lot easier said than done,” Sunny complained. 

I said, “I’m inclined to agree with Sunny, Quen.”

Malikai sat on a small stool. “It might be difficult, but all good things are. If you think it can be done . . . it’s worth trying.”

“Okay, but how?” I asked. That’s a quick shift from “it might start a civil war” to “fuck it, let’s give it a go.” 

“Well, first we have to come up with a solid gameplan to turn Aliyah and Luciano against one another. That’s where you guys will come in.” 

“Without our shadow magic or spells,” Venn groaned. “Dax can shift into a panther. Sunny’s a vampire. I’m practically useless without my spells.”

“You’re an Unseelie Fae,” Quentin reminded him, “with a hell of a lot more innate abilities than my ass, okay? So quit bitching.”

I chuckled. The soft sound filled the room, and then Malikai and Hoach were chuckling also. 

Eventually, Kai said, “Hey, you guys came to us. If you don’t think you’re capable of doing this, we can try again next year.”

I knew it was a joke, but I couldn’t help but say, “If there is a next year.”

He grinned. “That’s very dystopian of you, Coralia Hargrave.”

Things were lightening up between us, but it only served to blanket the real issues at hand, of which there were many. 

“Okay,” I said, dragging up a stool to the table with a wood-on-wood groan. “Let’s start talking specifics about this fucking gala, boys. How are we gonna get in and do what we need to do?”
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Chapter 11
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Dax

MALIKAI LEFT US AT the abandoned hideout. He said his team couldn’t linger for too long before suspicions would start to arise. He had to remain undercover so he could delve deeper into Luciano’s organization.  

Coralia was sad to see him and his people go. She’d forged an immediate connection with the wolf shifter and the young man Ricky, which I found intriguing.

She didn’t even know these folks, yet she treated them like kin. It reminded me of the first time I’d fallen for the fiery woman, and how she showed utter loyalty to those she deemed important—those who offered the same loyalty back to her.

I knew it was a slippery slope entrusting that much faith in someone. It was asking for heartbreak, or worse, betrayal. At least in my experience. 

Then again, I didn’t have many fond memories to work with in that department. My own brother had betrayed me and was responsible for our mother’s death. His neglect and deviousness cost me my rightful place in Waichee Village, banning me from my homeland.  

Coralia was different. Even though her sister Myria had done the same thing as Cyrus, abandoning and backstabbing her, M’shyok still saw the light inside people. She gave them the benefit of the doubt, whereas I stayed cynical and apprehensive about any offered help.

I simply couldn’t get over the treachery I’d faced, at the hands of Cyrus, Riann, Alaric Cane—even Shadowblade Academy as a whole. 

Coralia saw things more simply. She saw a man who fought for his people in Malikai. A kindred spirit. He did dangerous work behind enemy lines, willing to risk his life in order to do what he thought was right. 

I knew one thing for certain: Malikai and his Outcasts didn’t have to be here. No one forced them to act as spies in Luciano Rockford’s pack. He’d said as much about his tenuous relationship with Anvel Steel: Though he considered the shifter chieftain a friend, he also didn’t abide by his rule over the shifter packs.

Anvel called Malikai his agents, but that wasn’t true. Malikai was an outsider. A nomad. 

In that, I saw a kindred spirit as well. I considered myself somewhat of a loner and wanderer. Before Coralia bound me to her, that is. I wanted to trust Malikai, and it took deferring to Coralia to do that. I was still too wounded to see the truth through my own eyes.

My warrior love had to act as my conduit and moral compass. 

Before leaving, Malikai promised to check up on us the following afternoon. He would bring us food and any new intel he had—or if not him, a comrade of his. 

We had three days to hunker down in this dilapidated house before the gala. We were expected to stay quiet and avoid the outdoors. For a shadowblade, it should have been easy . . . but we weren’t a Glove of normal shadowblades. 

I knew my friends well. Staying hidden, quiet, and out of sight for such a long time wasn’t in our nature. Sunny got angry. Quentin got antsy. Venn got bored. And I got self-reflective. 

It made sense Wrist Hudson wanted us to arrive early, to steal into Asberald City before the massive influx of people we expected to arrive. 

Knowing that didn’t make it any easier. 

We hadn’t come prepared to stay in one place for so long. I suppose this is something we have to get used to as shadowblades-in-training. Staking out a mark, waiting, and . . . more waiting. 

The first night, I stayed in a corner of the house, in the shadows. I peered out the bottom of a window and saw no activity outside. A few more tall buildings in the distance popped on with lights, proving Luciano or Aliyah was indeed trying to reopen the city in some capacity. 

We had a few rickety beds between us. I slept ass to ass with Venn. Quentin and Sunny took the other bed, and Coralia took a stained couch in another room. 

Morning came and passed with agonizing slowness. By afternoon, we were starting to show the frays I’d been worried about: anxiety, boredom, frustration. 

We were all of the opinion we could’ve been doing something more productive and useful at the moment than sitting on a chipped wooden floor, staring at peeling walls, waiting for time to pass. 

Thoughts like those had gotten us in trouble before. Our impulsiveness as a unit had lost us Coralia to the Forbidden Orchard demons. Our lack of foresight had lost us Waichee Village to Cyrus. 

So we stayed still. 

By mid-afternoon, Malikai made his appearance. He handed us a few sandwiches and water and talked about our upcoming plans for the gala. He left within an hour, relegating us back to our restlessness. That evening, we fine-tuned our plans for the upcoming event. For all our sakes, we had to plan things perfectly. There was little room for error or deviation from what we cooked up. 

Nerves kept me awake that second night, longer than I would have liked. 

My anxiety proved to be our saving grace.

* * *
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MY HEAD JOLTED UP FROM the pillow. I fine sheen of sweat coated my skin like a thin wax film. Venn slept like the dead next to me, his snoring ripping through my mind like nails on a chalkboard. 

It wasn’t his snoring that had alerted me.

Without moving a muscle, I lifted my head and squinted out the window. 

The faint tint of lamplight shone through the bottom slat of the blinds. I heard echoes of footsteps. 

Rolling off the mattress—which was a simple cot without a frame, directly on the floor—I crawled on my hands and knees toward the door, quietly shifting as I moved.

My animal mind took over. The scent of wolves and odorous men jarred my senses. The footfalls became heavier in my attuned panther’s ears. My rapidly beating heart slowed to the pace of a predator on the hunt.

My legs carried me away from the room like a ghost, without waking a single soul around me. 

I skirted to the back of the house and exited through an open window I had noticed earlier in the day. Jumping out the window, the soft pads of my paws helped me land soundlessly. I slithered into the darkness, fixing my senses on the other side of the house where I’d seen the light and heard the footfalls. 

Enemies approaching. 

If they were Malikai’s men, they would’ve been moving more deliberately, stealthily, to make sure they weren’t being followed. These men strolled without nuance. Their boots were heavy. They didn’t expect anyone living this far out in the outskirts of the city, but had to make their rounds regardless. 

Luciano is expanding the scope of his patrol. He must be expecting visitors—Aliyah’s people—and wants to make sure every inch of Asberald City is safe for her arrival. 

I jumped onto a fence behind the house, perched like an oversized housecat, then stretched for the lip of the roof. Once atop the slanted tiles of the roof, I crept to the apex then the other side so I could see out into the city. I knew my coat of black fur hid me from all but the most discerning eyes. 

If you didn’t know to look for me, you’d never see me. 

My eyes narrowed over the edge of the house, onto the road. A patrol group of four men I’d never seen walked the street. They were about two blocks away, headed in the direction of our shelter.

My mind swiftly calculated the time it would take them to get to us. Even with their slow pace, it won’t take more than two minutes.

Then, how skilled they seemed as scouts. They aren’t looking into every house, or even paying great attention to their surroundings. Still, all it would take is one slip-up—one wrong snap of a twig or snore from Venn—for our cover to be blown. 

If that happened, I had no doubt we’d be swarmed by Luciano’s people within minutes. 

As they drew within a block and a half, I got a better look at their faces. As humans, they can’t see me, but I can see them. If they shift, we’ll be on even footing in terms of our senses. They seem sober enough, even if they aren’t taking their job particularly seriously. 

They talked in low voices. No boisterous chatter to wake the entire house.

I had to do something. They were a block away now, inching closer. 

Fuck it.

I jumped off the roof, not bothering to hide my presence or the sounds I made when I landed. My feet connected on the cracked street with a thud. 

I stared daggers at the four men through my slitted eyes. I hissed, baring my fangs, and my hackles rose. 

The guards stopped. They fell quiet, staring at me, then each other. 

I charged at them. 

The men backpedaled, but quickly regrouped and fumbled for their weapons—swords, daggers, clubs.

Most shifters didn’t believe in guns, because they were loud and terrifying. They were also the weapons of humans. 

I closed the gap between us in eight strides.

Their weapons came out—

I veered right at the last second, toward a chest-high brick wall. 

Their feet pounded behind me, voices raised in alarm. 

I jumped over the wall effortlessly, the wind blowing through my coat, the moon shimmering off my back like the reflection off a lake’s surface.

Two of the guards shifted to keep up with me. The other two remained in the back, and I cursed myself as I stared over my shoulder, worried they hadn’t followed.

No, never mind. There they are, just lagging. They didn’t react as well as the other two.

I couldn’t get too far from the hideout. Not because I feared getting lost—my animal instinct would never allow that—but because I worried I’d run into another group of patrolmen. 

If there were four soldiers out this far, who knew how many were deeper in the heart of Asberald City?

Leaping over another connecting wall, I landed on soft yellow grass. The backyard of a house.

The chase was on.

My powerful hind legs corded with muscles as I loped through the yard, over a rickety white fence, into the backyard of another deserted house. 

The two wolves closed in but never kept up. 

I was bigger, stronger, and faster than them.

Once through five lawns, I veered to another street, zig-zagging my way back toward the hideaway.

The two wolves spread out to my flanks. The other two never shifted, which made me believe they weren’t shifters at all. 

I circled around, scooting under a fallen awning, up an overturned telephone pole, then ping-ponged two walls to scamper onto a roof. My directionless movements confused the wolves. 

I peered down from the roof to see the two men had lost their way. One was in an alley, another skulked through the nearby street with a club, jumping at every shadow. 

I decided to add another shadow to the mix. 

Slinking onto the ground from the rooftop, I snuck into the alley, behind the jumpy guard. Shifting, the crackling of my bones alerted him.

When he turned, I was gone—dipped into a shadow cast from the moon against a dumpster. 

The man croaked, “S-Sparley, is that you?”

I shadowwalked and appeared behind him. “No.” 

His mouth opened to scream. 

I closed my arm around his neck, pushed tight, and choked him out with my other hand slapping over his mouth to shut him up. 

He struggled for a moment, but I crushed his neck until he fell limp in my arms, unconscious. 

I dragged the heavy guard behind the dumpster. 

A silhouette passed in front of the alley about twenty feet away, backlit by the moon.

The other human guard. 

I stood from behind the dumpster and whistled. 

The man backpedaled, freezing at the mouth of the alley. “Gary?” 

Pitch black surrounded us, if you didn’t know where to look. My training had taught me to spot shadows in the most unlikely places. Mingling within the darkness were even darker puddles of black—faint outlines of inky patches drawn from the moonlight overhead. 

I shifted into my panther and closed my eyes so my yellow irises didn’t shine. I knew the man wouldn’t be able to see me—not with how dark my fur was in the black alley. 

I also knew it was his duty to check out any troubling situations, despite how scared he appeared. 

His fear was palpable as he shivered his way down the alley, one step at a time. His hand made a tightening sound around the hilt of his club. 

Moving from behind the dumpster, I slunk into the open top of it. Inside the dumpster smelled awful but completely hid me from sight. I shifted once more. 

When the man became parallel with the dumpster, he saw the supine legs of his comrade sticking out from the other side.

“Gary!”

I reached over the lip of the dumpster like a monster emerging from a swamp, and smacked a blue-tinged hand across his face.

His lips sealed as ice spread across his mouth, cutting off any chance of him calling out. His eyes bulged in his head in alarm, hyperventilating.

I flexed my muscles and yanked him over the lip of the industrial trash can. There, I made quick work of him, knocking him out.

For good measure, once I was outside the smelly box, I threw Gary in there too. 

I morphed into my panther and was on my way.

* * *
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THE TWO WOLVES SHOWED themselves soon enough. They hadn’t gone far. 

By the time I picked up their scent, they’d caught mine as well. 

I crept down an empty, narrow street about two blocks from the hideaway. 

One of the wolves jumped out from a bush.

I turned to face him head-on—

And caught a glimpse of the other wolf circling behind me in the shadows.

Fuck. Used my own moves against me. 

I had been careless. Now I was flanked. 

There was a time for stealth, and there was a time for brute strength. 

My paw came out in a massive swipe at the first wolf.

He scampered back.

The second one hopped in, his snarl lifting my whiskers. 

I went up on my forelegs and kicked back without looking—surprising the wolf. 

Caught him in the face. He flew back with a yip. 

The first one came at me and scored a jagged claw across my shoulder. 

I hissed, bared my sharp teeth, and met him on my hind legs. We connected like lions fighting for dominance, hugging and dancing around awkwardly in the middle of the street.

I tried to circle around so my back wasn’t exposed—I had mere seconds before the other wolf would be on me. Then I’d be screwed.

I felt the second wolf’s presence looming behind, timing his strike, even as my jaws opened and I tried to fend off the first one with our snouts snapping.

At the last second, I spun away from the first wolf, managing to get out from his claws, but not before taking another slice across my foreleg. 

I rolled in the street.

The second wolf pounced—

And stayed in midair, legs wheeling like he was trying to ride a bicycle.

My snout wrinkled. 

Shadow-ropes from the ground constricted around his middle and muzzle. He’d been caught in midflight and couldn’t move from the tendrils wrapped around him. He couldn’t even open his mouth to howl. 

I faced the first wolf, both of us awestruck.

My protracted paw hammered him in the face and he flew to the side and didn’t get back up.

Over his body, I spotted a dark silhouette, hands weaving in the air.

I knew that body anywhere.

M’shyok Wahdus. 

My heart soared. 

Before I could rush to her, she brought the struggling, airborne wolf to the ground and kept him restrained. 

I padded over, put a paw on his neck, and pressed until he passed out. 

I shifted into my human form and faced my savior. “M’shyok, what on earth are you doing out here?”

“I could ask the same of you, Daxy boy.” She gave me a smirk, but it died quickly when she realized the severity of the situation. “I caught a glimpse of you escaping the house out the back window.”

“These guards were getting too close to the house. I had to divert their attention.”

“I know.”

“Wait, you saw me flee the house . . . and you trailed me all the way here?”

“No. I trailed the wolves. They aren’t as quiet as you.”

“They didn’t pick up your scent?”

“You commanded all their focus.”

I parted my lips to ask another question, then clamped my mouth shut with a nod. “Thank you. You saved me.”

“You probably had them.”

“Not if that second one hopped on my back.”

She shrugged. She looked more beautiful than ever with the moonlight dancing off her fair face. My cock twitched, which she noticed with a quick glance.

“Plus,” she said, drawing closer, warming the space between us, “I needed some fresh air. It gets stuffy in that place, surrounded by four scruffy boys all the time.”

I chuckled. “I wish we had more time. There’s so much I want to say to you. To do with you.”

She lunged at me, closing the rest of the gap between us, and slammed her lips against mine. I inhaled sharply, surprised, and she parted her full lips and stole my breath. Her body pressed against mine, hand perusing my sides, my thighs. My cock began to harden from her touch. 

Then she stepped back. “I know, love. Same.” 

I blinked. Twice. Then I came back to my senses. “They’re all unconscious.”

“Who, the boys in the house? I know. But we can’t do anything—we’d be too loud and wake them.”

“No, no,” I said, waving my hands, flustered. I pointed down at the unconscious wolves. “I have the other two as well, a few streets back.” 

“Where?”

“In the trash, where they belong.”

“Nice one.”

“Huh?”

“‘In the trash, where they belong.’ Good quip, Daxy. You’re learning.”

My face heated. I dipped my gaze with a small smile tugging at the corners of my lips. “Thank you, M’shyok.” 

She reached out and grabbed my hand. The lightning bolt of her touch zipped through my body, our souls colliding. 

Her beautiful face demanded all my attention.

“Let’s round them up, love,” she said with a roguish grin. “I think we’ve just found our disguises for the gala.”
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Chapter 12
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Coralia

THE FIVE OF US STARED down at the captives, who sat back to back in a circle, gagged and bound with their arms behind them, in the middle of the room. As it turned out, two of them were wolf shifters and two of them were humans.

That tidbit confused us, because we hadn’t known Luciano to enlist humans. It also gave us some ideas. 

Quentin spoke first, arms crossed over his broad chest. “Once their superiors know they’re missing, they’ll send a larger search party.” He faced Dax. “Was this absolutely necessary, friend?”

The panther shifter scratched the side of his head. “Seemed so at the time. They were getting dangerously close to this house.” 

The four patrolmen were conscious, grumbling incoherently beneath their gags, trying to shake off their bleariness. 

“I don’t blame him for trying to divert attention away from us,” Venn said.

“Fine,” Quentin went on, “but now what? We’re screwed.”

Venn shrugged. “You’re the tactician, Quen. Figure it out.”

I smirked at Venn’s abrasiveness. Being caged in a room together had driven all the guys to the boiling point of civility. Frustration ruled us. Sunny stood off to the side against a wall, probably because he feared blowing up on someone if he got closer. 

“Are you sure you didn’t want to just get some fresh air and play a little game of cat and mouse?” Quen asked Dax.

I frowned. “Don’t make assumptions or accuse him of anything, Quen. We’re all on the same team here, so let’s act like it.”

My warning straightened Quen’s back. “Er, okay. My bad. You’re right.”

I inclined my head at his apology then circled the four men. They stared up at me with fear in their eyes. One of them tried to say something but it just came out like “guh guh fuh fah.” 

“I think this one’s saying he can help us,” I said with amusement. I crouched before him. “Are you the leader of this little scouting party, friend?”

He shook his head, but the other three nodded adamantly. 

I chuckled at how quickly they turned on each other, showing no loyalty. Then again, why should they? Everyone knew the leader of a group usually received the brunt of the punishment. They’d been stationed out on the fringes of Asberald, in the coldest, darkest part of the city. It showed their superiors didn’t have much faith or respect for them, either.

“Are you going to yell if I take your gag out?” I asked.

The sweaty man shook his head and blinked.

Dax mumbled, “I don’t know if I trust him, M’shyok.”

“I don’t know if we have a choice,” I said over my shoulder. “We have to do something.” To the captive: “Can we come to some sort of compromise, you think?”

Another nod.

Hesitantly, I reached forward and pulled the tape off, then the sock out of his mouth.

The man coughed, gagged, and spit on the floor between his legs. “Jesus, woman, did the sock have to be dirty?” 

“Sorry, we don’t have a washer-dryer here,” I replied dryly. “Tell us when you’re expected by your boss.” 

“Not until I know you won’t kill us.” 

“I guess you’ll never know that, huh? Unless you take my word for it that we won’t.”

He frowned.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Corporal Sparley.” 

Dax said, “One of the humans, M’shyok. The other is named Gary.” 

“Private Gary,” Sparley spat. Sweat rolled down his ruddy face in rivulets. He shouldered the man next to him, whose sagging head snapped up to attention. 

“You two aren’t shifters like the other two,” I said. “Since when did Luciano start recruiting humans?”

“Since never. We work for the other side.”

My eyebrows lifted a fraction. “Aliyah Rosewood?”

Sparley nodded. 

Odd information, but also enlightening. 

“Then what are you doing with Luciano’s wolves? Why are you paired up?”

“To show . . . what was it? Ah, yes, an ‘association that will lead to fellowship.’”

“Sounds like something Luciano would say,” Dax pointed out.

“He wants to see if your two groups can gel before the alliance between him and Aliyah is made?”

Sparley nodded. “A partnership between leaders won’t mean shit if the grunts are at each other’s throats.”

My lips formed into an impressed frown. “Wise words, Corporal Sparley.” 

“Are you going to tell me who you are?”

“Of course not.”

He flared his nostrils. “You said this was going to be a compromise!”

“It is. You give me intelligence, and I spare your lives. Seems like a pretty good compromise to me.”

His anger died, replaced with frustration. “What more do you want to know?”

“Can we trust a man who so freely spills his secrets?” Dax asked.

“People will do anything to save their lives, friend,” Quentin said.

“They’ll also say anything,” Venn muttered.

I stood, knees creaking, and walked over to grab the map of Asberald. Laying it out in front of him, I said, “Sparley, you’re going to tell me exactly where you’re planning on meeting your superior, what his name is, and what you’re expected to say.”

“And if I don’t? If I just let you guys rot? They’ll send a search party after us if we’re missing for too long. What’s my incentive?”

“You’ll be dead by then.” I shrugged. “Living seems like a pretty good incentive.” Nonchalantly, I pointed at the wall behind me, where Sunny stood like a gargoyle, leg propped up and arms crossed in a universal sign of anger. “If not, that’s fine. Sunny, you wanna do the honors?”

“Gladly,” the vampire seethed. He pushed off from the wall and drew his Oblyx sword with a shlick. Then he hesitated. “Maybe I’ll drain them first.”

Muffled voices filled the room from the three gagged men around Sparley, their bodies jostling against one another. 

“Okay, okay, goddammit,” Sparley growled. He repositioned himself and pointed at the map with a toe. “We’re meeting Sergeant Baines right there. Scheduled an hour before dawn.” 

“Great. Do you know the sergeant well, sir?”

He shrugged and dropped his gaze. “If you’re askin’ if he’ll recognize my face, probably not.”

“He’s lying,” Sunny said.

“I’m not!” 

“He has to go with us to make the report,” the vampire decided, jumping the gun before we’d even gotten there.

I scowled at him over my shoulder, then put on a softer face for Sparley. “What is Private Gary to you, sir?”

His face blanched. “Gary? Why?”

I shrugged. “Humor me.”

“He’s my best bud. Went to the academy together. He’ll finally get his promotion after this bullshit party for the higher-ups.”

Bingo. “You’re scheduled to be inside the gala, as guards?”

“Of course. Most everyone is. If not inside, outside.”

“Excellent.”

Sparley looked confused. 

I stood and huddled around my guys for a moment, away from the four captives. We talked over our options, to make sure we were on the same page. 

“I don’t trust Parsley,” Venn said. 

“Sparley,” I corrected. “Of course we don’t. That’s why Sunny’s right—someone has to go with him to make the report and guarantee he doesn’t do anything stupid or give up our location.”

“Ah.” Quentin nodded, picking up what I was putting down. “And hang Gary’s safety over his head.”

“Exactly.” 

“Smart move, Cor.”

“He could have code to alert his superior,” Dax said. 

I scratched my scalp. “It’s a gamble, but that’s a risk we’re gonna have to take. Not everything is going to fit neatly into a box here.”

“He might recognize his captain, and vice versa, but I don’t think he knows Sergeant Baines well enough to elicit the sort of camaraderie a secret language would require,” Quentin said. 

I was inclined to agree. 

“So, let’s get this straight,” Venn said, bringing his hands out wide. “One of us escorts Parsley to Baines, to give the report everything is fine.”

“Not fine,” Sunny said. “The humans got in a tiff with the shifters. It’s why the shifters aren’t present—they went back to Luciano’s camp.”

“Brilliant,” I said. “Sowing doubt between the camps already.”

Sunny flashed me a mischievous smile.

“All right,” Venn continued, “so after Parsley reports to Baines, the escort brings him back and we let the four of them go?”

“Not until after the gala is over,” I said. “We can’t let them get out.” 

“Dangerous play. What do we do while they’re captive?”

“Act in their stead, of course,” I said simply. “Two of us as Luciano’s guards, two of us as Aliyah’s. Malikai can lend us the last uniform we’ll need to make it a quintet.”

“I don’t see them wearing any uniforms, hun,” Venn said, looking over his shoulder.

Sunny walked over to one of the gagged men and squatted. The man cowered under his lethal gaze. “No uniforms, but they’re wearing patches.” The patch showed a black wolf’s face circled by a wreath of iron. “Aliyah’s humans will have a red rose patch.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

“Because I used to wear it.”

I gulped and nodded. The look on his face told me now was not the time to delve deeper into Sunny’s history with the vampiress. 

The plan was coming together. I felt like we’d transformed a possible catastrophe into a possible asset, and I was proud of my guys for it. 

“That’s all well and good,” Quentin said, “but one last part: Who’s going to escort Corporal Sparley back to his troop?”

As his eyes swiveled from face to face, all our gazes stayed on him. 

His shoulders sagged. “You’ve gotta be shittin’ me, mates.”

I pointed at Venn. “His lavender skin stands out too much. He’s clearly not a human or a shifter. Sunny’s a vampire, which means he’d probably have a higher position in Aliyah’s army than a grunt. That, and he’s too angry. Dax . . . he could work, I guess, as a shifter. But Sparley is Aliyah’s man—a human. So it’s either you or me, buddy, and I’m a woman. Gary is a man.”

Quentin’s shoulders sagged even lower. 

I touched his bicep, squeezing lightly. “Don’t worry, I have every faith in you, Quen. You’re the smart one, remember?”

My words bolstered his confidence. He squared his shoulders and nodded firmly, his shaggy hair bouncing on his shoulders. “All right, lass. You’ve talked me into it.”

“Didn’t take much.”

“It was your eyes, not your words.”

I blushed at his comment, not sure what to make of it. His emerald orbs flared with cosmic energy when I stared into them. I felt our souls tugging together as I touched his arm, begging to twine and twist into one.

Quentin cracked his knuckles and stared down at the four captives, then stepped away from our group. “You ready, Sparley? You’re coming with me, mate.”
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Chapter 13
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Quentin

HOW COULD I TURN CORALIA down when she stared up at me with those big almond eyes? 

I couldn’t. Especially not when our survival and success seemed to hinge on this mission. 

The lass had been so preoccupied with the other three Glovemates recently. I was beginning to feel left out. I had started to think I needed to do something big in order to gain her attention. To show I was worthy of her.

Then it fell into my lap. 

Coralia needed people she could trust, and I desperately needed her to trust me, so we could move a step further in our relationship. The flings she had going with the other guys didn’t hurt me, necessarily, but I certainly sensed the closer she got to them, the further she got from me. 

It was a foolish thing, honing in on the poor girl like that. I simply couldn’t help myself though, ever since Sunny managed to seal the deal with her. 

If that asshole could do it, so could I. 

It wasn’t just a romantic relationship I sought with Coralia. That would be icing on the cake. 

I wanted a deeper bond with her.

She was going places, and I wanted to be by her side. If I was the “strategist” of Hudson’s Glove, I wanted to be an advisor for Coralia once we were finished with Shadowblade Academy.

I wanted to follow her, because she knew how to lead and get the best out of people. 

I hoped I could become a loyal person she could turn to for advice, for help, for anything. A shoulder to cry on, if need be. An idea-brewer in the war room.

I had my strong suits. Coralia just needed to see them. I didn’t have the uncanny strength of Sunny, or the tracking abilities of Dax, or the heart of Venn. 

I needed to provide something else. 

Well, you have a mind you’d put up against any one of those lads, wouldn’t you, old boy?

There was another reason I needed Coralia close: She had a knack for discovering the truth about people. She had learned Dax and Venn’s backstories in a matter of months, without having to pry it out of them. Hell, Dax had shown us his backstory firsthand in Waichee Village. 

With this new development concerning Aliyah Rosewood and Sunny’s mysterious past relations with her, I had no doubt Coralia would squeeze the vampire’s story out of him before this was all said and done. 

Then there was me. The man born with amnesia, unable to remember a thing until my late teenage years. The man she found wandering aimlessly in the Spectral Realm—an intriguing mystery for anyone. 

If there was anything Coralia Hargrave loved as much as her friends, it was a challenge. She became excited with the pursuit of victory; the puzzle of a hard case; the problems during a mission. She worked well under pressure, and it would make her a fantastic shadowblade one day. 

That’s why I needed her close: To help me discover my past and finally learn some truths about myself. I didn’t feel I could do it alone, and the one person I wanted by my side was her. 

I led Corporal Sparley outside our hidey-hole, into the dead night. The man’s arms were tied behind his back. We’d removed the gag and tape from his mouth. 

Coralia poked her head out the door. “How long is the walk to your commander’s base, Sparley?”

“Twenty minutes, give or take.”

“Okay. If you two aren’t back in an hour, poor Gary gets brained.” 

Sparley gasped. “Spirits woman, do you have to be so grotesque? It’s unnerving coming from a woman like you.”

“A woman like me?” Coralia asked, her voice tinged with mirth.

“Attractive. I guess.”

“Aw, shucks, Sparley. You shouldn’t have. If it makes you feel any better, I won’t be doing the killing. I’ll let Sunny feed on Gary first.”

“It doesn’t. Thanks.”

She pushed him out the doorway. 

Cor turned to me. “You’re locked in with Venn’s mind-link?”

I nodded. “We’ll be back before you know it, lass.”

She smiled, dipped her gaze coyly, and disappeared behind the door to close it. 

I pushed Sparley in front of me. My voice came out harsher than before. “Let’s move, mate. Don’t try anything silly.”

We started down the street, slowly. 

“She doesn’t respect you, you know,” Sparley said within the first minute. “Sending you on a suicide mission like this. Alone. It means you’re expendable if anything goes wrong.”

I rolled my eyes. “Nice try, pal.”

Inside, his words struck a nerve, but I’d never show it to this guy. He was trying to get under my skin, probably to give me an offer too good to be true.

Sure enough, after twenty more steps, he said, “I can get you into Aliyah’s good graces.”

“You don’t even know your sergeant well enough to be noticed missing, mate. Shut the fuck up.” 

He frowned. “It hasn’t been more than two hours since we left for patrol . . .” 

As he trailed off sadly, I slapped his back. “I’m doing this for your sake, mate. I don’t want to see your buddy end up with a slit throat.”

“Neither do I. What can we do to help that?”

“Make this go smoothly. Then you’re home free.”

“Not until the gala happens, your girl said.”

I flared my nostrils and spun him toward me. “She’s not my girl, Sparley.” She’s my everything. My vision for the future. “She’s a soldier and a friend.”

“Keep telling yourself that, simp.”

“Simp? How old are you, mate?” 

He gave me a crooked grin. “I learned it from my son. Not even sure what it means.”

Alarm bells went off in my head. “You have a son?”

A nod. “Two.” 

“Damn.”

“Right? So do you still want to kill me or . . .”

“What are their names?”

He hesitated, mouth opening and closing. Crow’s feet crinkled the corners of his eyes. “John and . . . Robert.”

“Ah. The two most common male names in the English language, and it took you three seconds to think of them? They’re John and Robert, and you’re Sparley? Leave the lying to cutthroats and thieves, mate.” 

He cursed under his breath. Then, in a voice so low I could barely hear: “James is actually the most common.”

“Bullshit.”

I realized he was trying to distract me, so I stopped us for a moment to scan my surroundings. We’d passed two blocks of abandoned residential housing, and a wilted park on our left. The faint light of inner Asberald City lit our way a few blocks further. 

“We’re getting closer,” I said. “Keep your eyes on a swivel for other patrols, Sparley. Then you can see John and Robert again.”

He chuckled. “You’re a good sport, despite the position you’re in.”

“Still not as bad as your position.”

He flexed his shoulders. “Can you take these fucking bindings off? I won’t run.”

“I don’t trust you.”

“I could have yelled by now, y’know. Plus, if we do run into another patrol, you think it’ll look good with my hands tied behind my back?”

He made a good point. Sighing, I pulled a dagger from my boot and said, “If you try anything, I kill you. If you yell, I kill you. If we run into another patrol and you try to give them a hand signal, I—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, I get it.” 

I patted him on the shoulder, then turned him around and ran my dagger through the duct tape. “You’re a good sport too, mate. It would be a shame to have to murder you. What would little John and Robert do with themselves?”

* * *
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SPARLEY AND I CROSSED two patrol groups on our way to Sergeant Baines. Luckily, I had on Gary’s shirt, which was a tight fit but it had his rose badge plastered on the shoulder.

We’d gone a few blocks further into the city when we crossed paths with the first group. The five soldiers wore a varying mix of rose and wolf patches.

I walked a bit stiffly past them, and it took Sparley elbowing me in the side to adopt a more casual gait. The five soldiers’ mean eyes scanned us for a moment, and after Sparley and I gave them cordial nods, they continued past us.

“Easy as pie,” I said under my breath. 

“You look like you’re gonna shit yourself,” he whispered.

He wasn’t wrong. My heart beat faster as we came to the stomping grounds of the enemy soldiers. I could hear countless guards and scouts moseying through the streets around us, left, right, center. They swarmed like locusts all over the damned place.

More people means more chances to fuck up our plans, I thought morosely. The Glove definitely needed to hear about the sheer numbers these guys were packing.

Jace Hudson hadn’t been wrong: Something big was happening here.

With my adrenaline pumping, we made it past the second trio of soldiers much easier. I reached deep within myself to look nonchalant and quiet my brain. I didn’t want to think too far ahead.

Finally, we came to a popup command tent. Two soldiers on either side of the flap greeted us. They had AR-15s strapped over their shoulders.

Fuck. It’s a shame the humans don’t live by the same no-guns-allowed policy as the shifters. Makes them much more dangerous.  

“Names and stations,” the one on the right grumbled.

“Sparley. Corporal.”

“Gary. Private.” 

The grim guard checked the badges on our shoulders. “State your business.”

Sparley said, “To relay my report to Sergeant Baines regarding the southwest quadrant between S14 and S17.” 

I figured those were street names. Blocks, perhaps. 

The soldier nodded curtly and moved aside. 

Sparley threw the flap back and we entered. I ducked my head to get in.

Stuffy air greeted me in the cramped tent. Tin boxes were stacked in the corners. A table in the middle had a man poring over it, studying a map much like the one we had in our hideout. 

Sergeant Baines was a tall, slender man with a thick mustache, deep-set eyes, and an overbite. He reminded me a bit of Freddie Mercury in appearance. 

When he faced us and took us in, he said nothing. Sparley didn’t bother saluting him, so neither did I.

I found that odd. Maybe this militia doesn’t have the same code of conduct as a traditional army. Maybe it’s not an army at all, and these guys are just hired mercenaries for Aliyah Rosewood. Something I’ll have to ask. 

“Sir, I’m here to report on S14 through S17,” Sparley said.

Moment of truth. My heart slammed in my ribcage. I hoped no one could hear it. I stood straight-backed, eyes forward like I was facing a drill sergeant. 

Baines seemed preoccupied. Probably wants to get back to his map. “Then do it, Corporal . . .”

“Sparley, sir.” His voice sounded disappointed. “You don’t remem—never mind. S14 and S17 are clear. No sign of agitators or invaders of any kind.”

“How’s the power grid in the southwest quadrant?”

“Still dark, sir.”

Baines clicked his tongue. “Balls. Heisman slacking on his duties again.”

Sparsley said nothing. 

Baines looked up at us. His eyes fell on me for the first time. “Do you agree with your corporal’s report, private?”

“Yes sir,” I said mechanically.

He studied me for a moment longer, looking me up and down. With a frown, he said, “Get a bigger shirt, son. That one hardly fits you.”

“Will do, sir. I’ve been trying to tell Spars—Corporal Sparsley the same thing for—”

“I don’t give a shit. I’m busy.” 

He turned and waved us off over his shoulder.

We slowly backed out, sharing a look with one another. Halfway to the flap, we turned to leave.

Hell yeah, we made—

“Hold,” Baines called out.

My blood froze. 

I gulped and slowly turned with Sparley. 

“The S14 to S17 pair were assigned two of Luciano’s men. Where are they?”

I swallowed over a knot in my throat. Sparley hesitated, so I had to jump in before the silence became deafening. “Slight misunderstanding, sir. They opted to go to their superior’s command tent.”

“Why? What’s a ‘slight misunderstanding,’ son?”

Though he asked me, he looked to Sparley. 

I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. Sweat started to pool between my pits. 

I had to give the corporal credit. He played it well with the pressure breathing down his neck. Sparley said, “A silly tiff is all, sir. Those boys thought they’d get one over on us by cutting past S16 straight to S17. The street that curves? They wanted to skip the cul-de-sac.”

Baines’ chin wrinkled with a heavy frown. “Cul-de-sacs are the most likely areas for malcontents to be hiding. There’s only one way in. Easily watched.”

“That’s what I said. Sir.”

“Hm. I’ll have to speak with their commander. You remember his name?”

Sparley rubbed the back of his neck, clearly still acting. “Ahh, you know, sir—all those animals look the same to me.”

Damn. So it’s like that between the two groups? Good to know.

Baines flattened his frown. “True. Can’t wait ‘til we’re done with these filthy vermin.” The sergeant shook his head adamantly.  

I’m very glad Dax didn’t decide to do this job after all. 

“Very well, you’re dismissed. Hit the mess tent. If you see Heisman on your way there, tell him I want a word with him. Stat.”

“Yes sir,” Sparley said. 

We left the tent. Walked away from the guards, down a street of Sparley’s choosing, veering southwest once no other soldiers were around. 

I let out a long, shaky breath once we were free and alone. I wanted to shadowwalk back to our hideout, badly, but I also didn’t want to scramble poor Sparley’s mind. “Not bad, mate. Can’t lie, that time I did almost shit my pants.” I slapped him hard on the back and he oofed, glaring at me. 

I smiled. “John and Robert would be proud.”
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Chapter 14
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Coralia

THE NIGHT OF THE GALA arrived. Malikai hadn’t been too happy about us capturing four scouts, but nothing bad ever seemed to arise from it, though the final day and night before the gala had been tense. We’d expected bad guys to swarm our position en masse.

Evidently, Quentin’s actions with Corporal Sparley had satisfied the higher-ups. No search party came after Sparley or the others. 

Kidnapping the soldiers gave us access to two badges from Aliyah, which couldn’t be understated. Malikai had plenty of badges from Luciano to use at the event, but these rose patches were invaluable.

They also dictated small changes to our plans, as we could now play both sides, which would make our strategy of turning them against each other easier to accomplish. In theory.

Sunny and Venn wore the wolf patches. Since Sunny had a history with Aliyah, he wanted to stay as far away from her as possible. 

Dax and Quentin wore the rose patches from Aliyah’s contingent. In similar fashion, Dax didn’t want Luciano’s people noticing him from Waichee Village, so he opted for the human side of things.

I expected to wear one or the other, but when nighttime came, Malikai arrived with a gown tucked under his arms. He held it up with a smile. “It belonged to Dawn.”

The dress was a cerulean blue number with a cinched waist, elegant bell sleeves, a hearty scoop down the middle, and a tight hem that would end near my knees. 

Though the dress was pretty, I furrowed my brow. “Um, it’s beautiful, Kai. But why are you showing it to me? And why do you have it?”

His smile remained. He looked so proud. “When Dawn visited me last, she wore it . . . but she didn’t wear it for long. She forgot it and I kept it for safekeeping. It’s for you to wear to the gala, since you won’t be posing as a guard. We need you on the inside.” 

I scratched the back of my head. “I don’t know . . .”

“It’s the best thing I could find for the occasion.” His smile faltered. “You don’t like it?”

I shook my head fervently. “It’s not that. I just don’t know if I’d feel right wearing it. Plus, won’t it draw attention? Attention we’re trying to avoid?”

“Your Glovemates will have your back, Coralia. You have to trust them. You won’t be shaking hands and dancing at the ball, remember, so you’ll be well out of sight. We will make sure of it.”

“How?” I felt the schemes we’d been concocting over the prior three days were changing on me, and I didn’t like it.

“You heard Sparley,” Malikai said, “all the guards will be converging on the event for the evening. Including us. Though I won’t be inside with you, we will be protecting your six outside, and helping your escape when the time comes.”

That made me feel a bit better. “Promise?” 

He put a fist to his chest, his handsome face falling into a serious, solemn expression. “Yes, Miss Hargrave, you have my word.” A twitch of a smile broke out. “Plus, I’ll be wanting that dress back.”

* * *
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WE CERTAINLY LOOKED the part as we descended on the heart of Asberald City, with the exception of me, who stuck out like a sore thumb in my tight blue dress. 

The gown drew plenty of looks from passing patrol groups. The attention I commanded drew focus away from the men at my sides, adorned in their rose and wolf patches, with dark garb and swords at their hips. We had my four Glovemates, plus Malikai and four of his Outcasts.

Kai had left Hoach at the hideout to watch our four captives. They no longer feared for their lives, which made our jobs easier because they weren’t trying to escape or start a ruckus. It seemed Quentin’s rapport with Sparley had been enough to guarantee their trust in us. 

Venn tethered our Glove through his fae mind-link, so we could communicate once we were inside. Malikai was added to the group chat. He had prior experience with the fae power through Dawn’s other mate, Ezekiel Caffrey, so he knew what to expect when voices started going off in his head.

As we made our way through the winding streets of Asberald’s outskirts, and then the “commercial” district deeper in the city, the lights from the skyscrapers overhead brightened our path. 

Malikai tipped his chin in acknowledgment as a party of six wolf shifters passed us, their heads turning and staring at me until they almost ran into telephone poles. When Kai looked straight ahead to our destination, his brow threaded with a frown. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked out the side of my mouth. He was my “escort” to the gala, in case anyone asked for our credentials. He would get us inside, and then we were on our own to execute our plan.

I suspected the plan would change and meld to the shifting circumstances once we were inside.

“The black fog has been lifted.” He jutted his chin to the brightest structure ahead. 

Fully lit up, like something off the Vegas Strip, it was a renovated, grand hotel, at least three stories tall, with a domed top. A definite tourist attraction. The buildings surrounding it were smaller, dimmer, less gaudy. It had “wealthy” and “gala” written all over it. It was also where the largest contingent of soldiers stood guard. 

“Oh shit,” I muttered.

“The fog must have come down this afternoon, for the party.”

“That doesn’t make much sense, does it? Why take down the thing protecting you from magic on the night assassins and spies are most likely to infiltrate and use said magic?”

Malikai shrugged. “Maybe Luciano wants his guests to feel welcome. Not like they’re being corralled.”

Quentin sidled up beside us. “It could have been used as a deterrent leading up to the gala, which they now find overbearing.”

I massaged my chin as we continued on. “I don’t like it. This changes everything.”

“Yeah,” Sunny said behind us, “it means we can use our fucking magic. It’s a blessing, princess, so let’s treat it that way and not look too deeply into it.”

“Not looking ‘too deeply into it’ is how we get ambushed and fucked, Sunny,” I reminded him.

Venn and Dax agreed, but we didn’t have much choice. We were here, and this was happening whether the plans changed on the fly or not.

“Then let’s hope it doesn’t change things too much,” Malikai said. “At least your powers will work. It opens up possibilities.”

“And opens possibilities against us,” I pointed out.

We walked in relative silence for the rest of the way. My mind spun with the implications of the black fog being gone. Could it mean Myria has abandoned the demons? Or have they abandoned her? Will she put it back up once everyone is inside?

Or could it really be that Luciano wants the humans to feel safe when they come to the meeting—to avoid scaring the politicians away from some ominous, dark cyclone you can’t see through?

When I thought of it that way, Malikai’s suggestion made sense. 

Our group made it to the courtyard of the hotel. My mates pulled black masks up over their mouths and noses. Though it made us look like terrorists or bank robbers, it was actually not our idea. Malikai had told us that guards inside the event were expected to wear masks and dark colors, which told politicians and guests not to interact with them because they were on the job. It was an “out of sight, out of mind” strategy on behalf of the gala coordinators, which happened to work to our benefit as well.

With the masks on, it made the chance of discovery by Luciano or Aliyah much less likely. Shakers and movers of the supernatural and human communities would be swarming them, too, and we hoped the combo of masks and decoys would be enough to distract them from us. 

For now, the wolf pack chieftain and the vampiress lobbyist were the least of our worries. 

At the front of the hotel, I tipped my head to stare up at the structure. It had clearly been restored for the occasion. The wide building peaked at the top with red towers in four corners. With its rows of suite windows on all three stories, it looked like a massive yacht had been grounded. Gold fairy lights etched each windowsill and gable, stretching to the edges of the building. A Greek statue stood in the center of the massive courtyard we walked through, beckoning to the heavens and flowing water into a small moat surrounding it.

Cars rolled up and circled the statue—Bentleys, Rolls-Royces, and fancy Escalades. Men and women stepped out from the cars dressed to the nines, in sharp tuxedos and elegant gowns. It was a complete red carpet event, just as expected, though no entourage of reporters or fans awaited the politicians and important people with celebratory pats on the back.

Guards escorted the slick guests from the courtyard to the entrance of the hotel.

Malikai took us around the building to the side, where a large tent had been set up away from the sight of the public. The military tent had soldiers from both sides of the aisle—Luciano and Aliyah’s—checking in soldiers and guards to man their positions. 

Kai took us right to the front of the line and presented the sergeant there with a stern nod, taking down his mask to introduce us. He stepped aside to let the check-in sergeant eye me. I watched as his gaze crept down my cleavage, a perverted look filling his eyes.  

“We are here as the personal retinue of Lady Sylvia Bachmann,” Kai explained. 

The sergeant nodded once, looked down at a clipboard, flipped a few pages, and glanced up at me. Rows of faces lined his paperwork—tiny portraits to discern what certain guests looked like to people who didn’t know, such as this lecherous sergeant. The guests’ faces were lined up like wanted posters.  

I kept my heart at a steady rhythm and stayed silent. My disguise wasn’t perfect, but I didn’t anticipate any issues. Sylvia Bachmann was a real person—a politician on Aliyah’s payroll—but she wasn’t hugely famous. I didn’t suspect every grunt enlisted in Luciano’s army to know what she looked like. Even if the sergeant recognized Bachmann, my disguise was passable in appearance. Sylvia was a bit older, but pale, with dark hair and a comparable build.  

Malikai had chosen Bachmann specifically as someone he knew would be out of town for this event—so I could come in her stead, posing as her—while also being someone who might show up for one of Aliyah Rosewood’s events.  

After a long, tense wait, the sergeant gave me a small bow. “Your hair looks lovely tonight, Lady Bachmann.”

Shit. I forgot about my red strands. Why didn’t anyone in my group mention that?! 

I came up with something on the fly, giving the sergeant a stiff smile. “Thank you. Wanted to change things up a little, you know? Keep it fresh.”

“Well, it is definitely that.” The guard furrowed his brow. “Though might I ask why you’ve decided not to enter through the front gate, with the other guests, ma’am?”

Malikai butted in. “Miss Bachmann would prefer to not be seen with her constituents immediately. She would prefer a libation at the cocktail bar before showing herself to the other guests at a time of her choosing.” His voice took on a frustrated tone. “Will that be a problem, sir?”

The sergeant locked eyes with Malikai, his bristling expression speaking volumes: This is against protocol. You’ll be reprimanded for this when it’s all done. “Mask back up, soldier.” He gave me a small shrug, as if this predicament I’d put him in didn’t annoy the shit out of him. He plastered an icy smile on his face. “It’s your party, ma’am. I hope you enjoy yourself.” 

He stepped aside from the tent with a bow. We walked past him, under the awning, and came to a side door of the building. A valet stationed there opened it for us, and Malikai stopped and swept his arm out to motion me forward. “After you, Miss Bachmann. Your escorts will await you outside.”

I feared parting ways with Malikai, because he seemed to have all the answers. He’d been undercover so long with Luciano’s people, he knew them like family. He spoke their language. My people didn’t. 

“I’ll still be with you up here,” he said in my head, reading the hesitation in my eyes. 

Before I could step into the building, a voice interrupted my train of thought.

“Aye! Private Gary, was it?”

My chest seized, blood rushing through my ears. 

I turned to find a man I’d never seen standing in front of Quentin. Shit.

Quentin pulled his mask down and saluted the bucktoothed man. “Yes sir, you’ve got it. Excellent awareness, noticing me underneath my mask, Sergeant Baines.” 

Baines said, “I never forget a face. Or a body type.”

I hope that’s bullshit.  

Sergeant Baines’ dark eyes landed on me, then back to Quen. “Where is your superior officer, private? Corporal Sparley?”

Without skipping a beat, Quentin said, “He enlisted me to aid in escorting Lady Sylvia Bachmann, sir. Said he’d been stationed on the east side.” 

The opposite direction from us. Quentin’s becoming good at this.

Anxiety riddled my body as we stood stock still to see if Baines would take the lie. 

He blinked. “Interesting. Why would he part ways with his private?”

Quentin shrugged. “Didn’t say, sir. Just that he had a personal stake in the safety of Miss Bachmann.”

Shit. He’s digging the lie deeper and deeper. Baines is too scrutinizing—asks too many questions. I had to think of something quick, to deescalate the situation. 

As more and more seconds ticked away, and Baines chipped away at the lie, I knew there was greater chance of utter disaster breaking out. 

If Baines sends a runner to find Sparley to confirm Quentin’s excuse, we’re screwed. Sparley’s back at the freaking hideout with Hoach.

I surged forward, surprising everyone, and stepped in close to the sergeant. My face contorted with thinly-veiled fury. “If you please, I’ll not hear your inquiries any longer, Sergeant Baines. Not with all these”—my hand twirled in the air in apparent vexation—“men around.” My eyes scanned left and right, conspiratorially looking over Baines’ shoulder. Our conversation was drawing attention. 

I lowered my voice to a whisper in Baines’ ear. “I’ll have you know, sir, Sparley is my escort, if you understand my meaning. Our rendezvous will be clandestine in nature, of course, which is why Private Gary here is watching over me in the interim.” I opened my eyes wide, trying to lay the innuendo on thick and make sure Baines caught my drift that I was secretly fucking Sparley on the side. 

My hands fell on my hips in annoyance. “If you wish, I can call for Spar to meet us and verify all I’ve said . . . if you want to humiliate a sitting member of the House Ways and Means Committee.”

Baines’ eyes turned into saucers. He sputtered, weathered face going beet-purple, and shook his head adamantly. “N-No, ma’am. Not at all. My deepest apologies for suspecting or assuming—”

“Yes, well, you know what they say about assuming, sir. Good day to you.”

I hiked my dress up and stomped past my gawking Glovemates to the side door, not bothering to give Baines another look over my shoulder.

With my head turned away, I smiled deviously. 

It’s fun being a professional liar. 

More importantly, we’d made it inside the gala. 
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Chapter 15
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Coralia

WE WALKED INTO THE hotel on a landing alcove halfway between the first and second levels. The carpet was a garish shade of red with gold flooring underneath. Cookie-cutter Ansel Adams photos hung from the walls.

Loud voices filled the large space, abruptly overwhelming me. They came mostly from below, echoing fifty feet up to the high ceiling, but also from the second and third levels, bouncing off the walls. The entire area was brightly lit with the overbearing bulbs hotels loved to use, leaving very few shadows or unlit space. At least the air-conditioning ran.  

To my left, a hallway with see-through glass on the right side dragged over to a staircase leading up to the second level. Multiple corridors split off along the way, likely to guest rooms. I could see through the open-style stairs that the first thing on the second level was the cocktail bar, inhabited by a few lonely souls with their backs to me.

The hotel’s halls and stairs were built like a spiral, winding in a great sphere around the sides, with a large lobby below, viewable from any railing or balcony overhead, including mine. The high ceiling held the biggest chandelier I’d ever seen smack dab in the middle of it, artfully built from crystal and colorful glass, likely a Dale Chihuly piece. 

Immediately to my right, a stylish staircase with a marble railing twisted down to the wide lobby. This was the staircase where attendees might make their princess entrances. 

Countless politicians and gentry loitered in the open lobby, shaking hands, flashing their million-dollar pearly whites, making introductions. 

With my forearms on the railing, I stared down at the people in their droves. I could see the tops of people’s heads and the sides of their faces, which gave me a good shot of plenty of pretty smiles, expensive hairdos in every style imaginable for the women, and slick styles for the men. 

It’s like I’ve stumbled into the Oscars.

The room reeked of upper class society: officials, businesspeople, entrepreneurs, moneymen, capitalists. The super-exclusive elites of society who didn’t let anyone into their secret clubs unless you had the means to pay your way in.  

This is where democracy comes to die, I thought grimly, apropos of nothing.

I forgot my thoughts didn’t only belong to me at the moment. Quentin spoke in my mind, saying, “A little dramatic, Cor, but you’re not wrong. Events like these are how this country—and the world—get shaped. Let’s just get in, do our job, and get out.”

I said, “Right. Everyone find their marks. Don’t let each other get too far out of your sights. I want eyes on all of us. Stick to the mind-link.” 

My eyes narrowed on the ants below, trying to make out specific faces. It didn’t take long to land on Luciano Rockford over near the hotel information desk, leaning casually against it while he held court among his filthy-rich peers. A half-circle of women and men surrounded him, laughing at his story. 

Sunny jutted his chin at his audience. “That’s Aliyah,” he whispered near my ear.

She was beautiful and pale, like all vampires I’d ever seen, and one of the only people not laughing at his story. Instead, her piercing eyes drilled into Luciano like she was trying to gaze into his soul to see if he was trustworthy or a simple conman. 

Aliyah wore a crimson sheath dress tight around her billowing hips. Her blood-red lipstick was a little on the nose, in my opinion. A swirl of braided brunette hair curled around the top of her head like a crown. Besides her bottom-heavy athleticism, with a shapely thigh visible through a leg-slit of her dress, she looked thin and delicate up top.

I knew looks were deceiving when it came to vampires. Those scrawny arms of hers could probably throw me twenty feet. 

Sunny chuckled next to my ear.

I glared at him, realizing he could hear me. Amusement crinkled near his amber eyes, the outline of his smile visible behind his mask. 

“Let’s move,” I ordered. 

My guys split off. Sunny and Venn, our disguised Luciano “guards,” wandered toward the stairs leading to the cocktail bar. 

I scanned the rest of our surroundings. It was only then I noticed all the armed guards interspersed with the guests below, dressed in dark colors to offset the vibrancy of the attendees. They manned the walls, the halls, entrances to rooms, and the lobby itself, hidden like ninjas. 

In my head, Dax said, “I’m going to find the location of the inner meetings,” and cut down a hallway. Venn took a separate hallway. Sunny climbed the stairs toward the cocktail bar.  

Quentin took my hand to lead me right, toward the princess stairs and the mob of madness below. I hesitated, peering down.

My throat hitched. I nearly missed the first step—

Quentin caught my arm before I could tumble head over heels. “What’s wrong, lass?” 

She stood in the lobby below. I recognized her posture and frame, with her dark hair reaching the small of her back. She faced away from me and mingled with some politicians near a shuttered storefront. 

I felt every bit of color drain from my cheeks. “It’s Myria.” 

I spun around, fleeing before she could turn and see me. 

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

She was here. 

What does it mean? Does this change our plans?

“No,” Sunny growled in my ears. “This changes nothing. We still have a mission to accomplish. Just avoid her and put her out of your mind, princess. We aren’t here for Myria.”

He was right, of course. But I hadn’t seen or heard from my sister since the Forbidden Orchard, and now here she was, rubbing elbows with the deal-makers and rule-breakers of our world.

“If she’s here,” Quentin said beside me, leading me down the hall away from her, “does that mean the demon might be with her somewhere?”

“Ornoth?” I asked. That sleek, evil, handsome incubus with the devilish smile. The bastard responsible for killing Chieftess Fionne, impregnating Riann, and turning all our lives upside down. “I don’t know,” I croaked. “It’s best to keep him out of our minds as well.” 

“Yes,” Venn said, “but if we see him, he might not be avoidable. Keep your eyes peeled, gang.”

“He might not be stoppable either,” I murmured. 

Sunny scoffed in my ear, causing me to grimace. “Don’t give that pretty boy so much credit, princess. We can take him if need be.”

“Not with a throng of shifters and vampires woven in this crowd, sunshine. They’ll eat us alive. Literally.”

“That’s why we’ve gotta do our shit quickly.”

I sighed heavily with exasperation. “Some things are out of our hands, Sunny. We don’t control when the important meetings start.”

“Yes we do. We force their hand.”

“How?” 

Sunny made an amused clicking sound in my ear. “I’m working on it as we speak, princess . . .”
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Chapter 16
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Sunny

I HAD FOUND OUR FIRST mark. 

She half-assedly tried to hide herself, but I was a hound for this sort of shit. I knew where the dangerous loners liked to go when they wanted to be alone, because I was the same way. 

I found her sitting at the end of the long, granite cocktail bar, staring up at a TV screen angled up high behind the bar, playing the evening news. She sipped on a cocktail glass filled with amber liquid—a Manhattan, if I had to guess, given its color and the ambiance of this gaudy event.

I could tell she didn’t enjoy her drink. The corner of her lip twitched after sipping, and she looked askance at the glass. 

This was a blue-collar beer drinker trying to fit in with upper-class society, and failing. She would have liked nothing more than a PBR or a Budweiser, and to rip off the black dress hugging her fit, compact body and swap it out for a pair of Levis and some steel-toed boots she could hike up on that elegant bar with all the shiny, top-shelf liquors dancing in the mellow lamplight across from her.

Even the bartender outclassed her in his white tuxedo and stiff posture. He stared at her through a squeaky glass he cleaned with a towel, like it was a magnifying lens allowing him to see through her faux nobility and her attempt to chum around with the blue bloods in attendance. 

The young bartender’s expression said everything: You’re not one of us. You’re not welcome here. I’d sooner let you drown in that Manhattan than be seen accommodating your ilk, risking exposure to your poor disease and threatening my own ambitions among society’s royals.

I knew that look anywhere, because I’d thought it before. I’d lived it before, on both sides: as a pompous ass and as a recipient of pompous assery.

Being on the other side of the bar, where the short woman with the dishwater hair sat, was a much more enviable position to be in, whether the woman knew it or not.

When you were looked down upon, you were underestimated. You had nowhere to go but up. You were often forgotten and unseen. You had nothing to prove and nothing to lose. You didn’t care what the young twenty-five-year-old bartender with an inexplicable widow’s peak thought about you, while he certainly cared what you thought about him, because that’s all these people did with their lives: They cared what others thought. 

I wouldn’t be underestimating the woman.

As I walked up to the cocktail bar and ignored the other four or five people seated on barstools, my eyes went left to the bartender and right to the woman sitting across from him.

I had been born into the life of the man on the left.

I had become the life of the woman on the right.

Through much battering-down and a healthy serving of Coralia Hargrave, I’d finally started to shed my skin of superiority and self-importance. 

I only noticed it when I stared at the juxtaposition of these two polar opposite people in front of me.  

Which made it unfortunate, then, that she was my enemy in this situation. 

* * *
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I STUDIED THE SCENE for longer than I should have. 

I knew what I needed to do: strike a fair balance between imperious twat, respectful shit-groveler, and humble braggart.

In short, I needed her to notice me. 

I didn’t have my dashing red cloak to hide behind and physically show my loftiness. I needed to keep the flamboyant arm gestures to a minimum. I looked like a peasant in my dark clothes, but I couldn’t act like a scared peasant or else she’d shrug me aside. 

I took my mask off before sliding into the chair next to her. “Is this seat taken?” 

She sat at the far end of the bar, with the nearest person five stools down from her. The seat was decidedly not taken.

She slowly turned to face me. “What if it is?”

Her face? Flat. Affect? Flat. Her vibes gave off flat energy, which had never been attractive in my book. Yet I could see the spark of life behind her dark eyes—the challenge hiding behind those orbs, ready to pounce like the wolf she was. 

“Then I’ll move when your friend gets back,” I said with a shrug. 

She snorted softly and turned back to the TV. With her stooped posture, leaning forward to poke down her Manhattan, she had a very guarded appearance. 

Hard to break through. 

“What?” Coralia asked in my ear.

I turned her off.

“Whatever you do, please don’t hit on me,” she muttered. “It won’t be good for your health.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, both of us staring at the muted TV, “you’re not my type.”

“And what type is that?”

“Short and strong.”

“So you like them tall and weak?”

“Precisely.”

A smirk came to her lips. 

I stuffed down my joy at scoring one on her. Off to a good start.

The bartender lazily walked over and put his hand flat on the bar while striking a pose with his other hand on his hip. “Yeah? What do you need?” 

He looked me up and down like I was this woman’s peer but not his: a peon not worthy to drink at his expensive bar. 

I made an effort to glance behind him, to the shiny bottles of booze. “A goblet of blood, if you have one,” I said with a small chuckle.

That got his eyebrows rising, though he looked rather unimpressed. It also made the woman face me.

“Are you joking?” he asked. “Hard to tell with you people.”

“You people,” I thought with a scoff. “Hardly, my good man. Short of that, I’ll take a Manhattan. And a Dos Equis for the lady in black. Get that drink out of her sight.”

“What makes you think I want a beer?” she asked.

The corny line was on my lips before I could stop it: “Maybe I think you’re the Most Interesting Woman in the World.” 

Her frown grew pronounced. “You said you wouldn’t hit on me.”

“My bad.” I bowed my head in apology. “Low-hanging fruit.”

She sighed, leaned back in her chair, and drained her Manhattan in a single gulp. Putting on a show, are we? Showing your true colors—that you aren’t to be trifled with?

“Well, I don’t want another drink,” she said, “Manhattan or otherwise.”

“Why not?”

“Because I have a meeting to go to.”

“Ew,” I said, making a face. “All the more reason to drown your sorrows.”

“I need to be sharp.”

As the Manhattan landed in front of me, I lifted it, swirled it around, and toasted the air. “Be dull and you’ll throw off whoever you’re doing business with.” 

For the first time, she looked me up and down. Judging by the way her eyes twinkled, she liked what she saw. She was playing over the possibilities in her mind. 

“Who are you?” she asked. 

The first stutter came to my mind. I’d prepared absolutely zero backstory. “Clarence . . .” my eyes roved the drink selection behind the bartender and landed on a Sierra Nevada Torpedo Extra IPA. “Tor . . . nado?”

“That’s a made up name,” she said, again flatly. She didn’t sound too pissed I’d lied to her. If anything, maybe intrigued.

“See?” I shot back. “You’re plenty sharp.” I crossed my arms over my chest, nodding to the liquor bottles on the shelves. “They made that look so easy in The Usual Suspects.”

“Sorry, Keyser Söze.”

My mouth opened, amusement twisting my features. “Ah! So she does have a personality.”

The smirk on her lips died. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

I blinked. “Why do you say that?”

“Because if you did, you’d be shaking in your boots.”

“I’m not wearing boots.”

She rolled her eyes. “You wouldn’t be talking to me like I’m a bimbo you’re trying to shag in the nearest restroom.” 

“I told you, you’re not my type.”

Our eyes locked, neither of us budging. 

Finally, she asked, “Is everything a joke to you?”

“Why, do you like it?”

She leaned away, averting her gaze from me.

“Nope, she hates it,” I decided.

When she looked back, fire cooked in her eyes. “I’m Mari Settler.”

She let the name linger in the air, undoubtedly expecting me to shiver in fear, get on my knees, kiss her boots, and beg for my absurdity. 

“Hi, Mari,” I said, putting out my hand. “Clarence.”

She stared at my hand and blinked, baffled. Then she barked a humorless laugh and took my hand. “We already established that isn’t your real name.”

“Right.”

“So you really don’t know who I am?”

I shrugged. “Just a beautiful, lonely woman on her way to a meeting.”

“Stop. I’d rather you act silly and stupid than flatter me.”

“I can do that.”

“Clearly.”

Our hands were still entwined in a shake, my larger palms engulfing hers. 

“Your hands are freezing,” she stated.

“It’s a blessing and a curse.” I pulled my hand away, feeling a tiny bit self-conscious. 

Her eyes roamed my body again, then stopped on my face. “You ordered a fucking goblet of blood, I’ve already seen the fangs poking out, you have sickly pale skin—”

“My friends call it alabaster—”

“—and your hands are like ice cubes. You’re a vampire.”

I clicked my tongue. “Very astute observation, Ms. Settler.”

Her chin nudged to the wolf-and-wreath patch on my shoulder. “So what are you doing on our side?”

“As opposed to Aliyah Rosewood’s side?” 

“Yes. A vampire amid wolves.”

“Mr. Rockford’s group has a great life insurance policy.”

She snorted and shook her head. She was fully facing me now, no longer interested in the boring shit on the television. “No, really. I want to know what keeps someone like . . . you . . . on our side. Consider it reconnaissance.”

“Why, what do you think I should be doing?”

“Stand-up comedy, maybe.”

I laughed, genuinely, not expecting a barb from her. When my face leveled with hers, she had a crooked grin on her face that made her much livelier. 

“The truth?” I asked, to which she solemnly nodded. “I don’t like humans. Never have.”

“But you were a human . . . once.”

“Didn’t like them then, either.” I sipped my Manhattan, pinky out, and smacked my lips as I placed it on the granite counter. “I don’t like humans,” I repeated, “but I dislike Abnorms who claim to have humanity’s best interests at heart even more.”

“You don’t trust Aliyah Rosewood,” Mari said, threading her hands together on her lap, “even though she’s one of your kind?”

Always push the agenda, I thought, remembering our mission here. 

“Would you? She’s been bumping ‘bows with the shadiest movers and shakers on the planet for years. You have to imagine that type of scumbaggery has rubbed off on her.”

Mari nodded slowly. “Interesting.” She leaned toward me, her voice lowering. “And would you say Luciano shouldn’t do business with her, then, to try and get into her good graces?” 

I raised my palms in surrender. “Hey, all I’m saying is I trust Aliyah Rosewood as far as I can throw her. Speculating what my boss should do, or who he should do business with, is above my pay grade.”

Mari sat back, seemingly intrigued by my answer but also disappointed. I was surprised my opinion actually meant anything to her, in such a short time. 

Or maybe it’s all a ruse. Maybe she’s onto me.

“Plus,” I said, thrusting a single finger in the air, “I’m following Luciano because he’s an ambitious rebel-rouser and I respect that, as a former ambitious rebel-rouser myself. I’m hoping to rise through the ranks and perhaps learn from him.”

“Ah. Which is why you approached one of his top lieutenants so wantonly in a dim bar.” 

I tried to make myself look as shocked as possible, bulging my eyes. “N-No,” I sputtered, right on cue. I checked the silver watch at my wrist. “I approached you because I saw a lonely woman and I had thirty minutes to kill over my lunch break.”  

“Now you have to report back to your commanding officer? Guard some door in this shitty hotel?”

“Precisely.” I shot her a stern nod, like I meant to take my job seriously.

A curious smile came over her, eyes narrowing. If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was eye-fucking me, not the other way around.

Well, that’s not exactly part of my plan.

Understanding passed over her features as the silence dragged for a moment. 

“Fuck that,” she said at last, waving me off. “You’re coming with me.”

I blinked again, eyes widening. “Where, ma’am?”

“You want to ‘rise through the ranks,’ eh? See what the heavy-hitters get up to?”

“I’d love nothing more. But what about my officer?”

“What’s his name?”

“Baines,” I said offhandedly, momentarily forgetting Sergeant Baines worked for Aliyah’s side. Oops.

It wasn’t like Mari Settler would know every grunt working under her. She was too busy and important for that. 

With a flap of her hand, she said, “I’ll let him know your position has changed. Come with me to the meeting and guard my six.”

“Are you sure, ma’am?”

She was already rising from her seat. The woman only came up to my chest when we both stood. 

She reached past me, grabbed my Manhattan, and drained it before slamming it down. “You’re right,” she said, marching away, clearly expecting me to follow, “no need to be sharp all the time. But goddamn is that an awful drink.”

I followed in her footsteps, gleeful mischief rising inside me. “Should’ve taken the Dos Equis, ma’am.”

“Don’t start calling me ma’am now, Clarence Tornado. Your abrasiveness is what made you interesting before. Don’t lose that.”

“Well, that was before I realized you’re a big deal.”

“Was it though?” she questioned.

I chuckled behind her.

“Hey!” the bartender called out, stopping us in our tracks. He threw up his arms. “No tip, lady? These drinks don’t make themselves.”

Mari said, “Here’s a tip: Eat my ass, dickhead.”

I said, “Learn who you’re serving next time before you pout that ugly mug at her. That’s Mari fucking Settler.”

Mari snorted. “I like you even more, hype man.”

“Fuck you, asshole!” the bartender shrieked at me.

Before we turned to leave, I waved him off over my shoulder, which I knew pissed off any self-important twat more than anything. “Not on your luckiest day, pal.”
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Venn

“EN ROUTE TO MARI SETTLER’S mee—”

“Hold that thought.” I cut Sunny off before he could finish his sentence through the mind-link. 

A strange frequency cycled through my ears, momentarily short-circuiting my brain. A wave of dizziness passed over me and I leaned against a wall, knocking a framed photo to the ground in my effort to keep my balance.

With a shake of my head, I popped my eyes wide. The lightheadedness passed and I felt normal again, though I heard a stream of unintelligible, unknown voices in my head.

The fae mind-link could be thought of like a walkie-talkie. It had its own channels—synapses in my mind threading together with other people’s synapses when I operated the link. It was a trained ability, which fae could utilize from birth, but it took time to master.

If someone could manage to tune into the right frequency of my mental “radio,” they could join the station, as it were. 

That’s the feeling I had experienced. It was a very abrupt, noticeable, telltale feeling. 

“Someone’s trying to disrupt my mind-link,” I said to the rest of the gang. 

Coralia was the first to speak. “Who would have the power to do that?”

“Another fae. Most likely. Or someone attuned with the same powers as, say, Dawn Rose.”

“Mindseers,” Dax clarified. 

“Yes.”

I walked down a hall, peering left and right at every intersecting corridor I passed. I was somewhere in the lodging section of the hotel, on the second floor. 

“So this channel is, uh, compromised?” Coralia asked. 

“Could be. It’s hard to tell if they’re locked in or if they were just passing through and accidentally nudged my link.”

“That sounds bad.”

“Could be, hun.”

“Can we . . . change channels?”

I smiled. It was always funny interacting with laymen when it came to psychic powers. “Not separated like we are. It would take another physical convergence. In short, I’d need to be near you.”

“Let’s carry on then,” Quentin said. 

“Good idea, assholes,” Sunny groaned. “Because I’m getting close to where I need to be, and I could use some Gatorade.”

Gatorade, of course, being a code word. 

Unfortunately it was code we’d never discussed.

I lifted my brow and stopped walking. 

Gatorade . . . electrolytes . . . replenishment . . .

Back-up. 

Sunny needed reinforcements.

“Give me a number,” I said, hoping he’d understand my vagueness. 

“Three-oh-seven.”

I clamped my jaw and turned to the nearest door. It read “206” on the placard. 

I hurried down the hall, picking up my pace. “Ten-four.” 

The hall spit me out onto a balcony overlooking the rest of the hotel, above and below. I looked across to the glass partitions of the hallways. A hundred feet of open space separated where I stood from the other side of the hallway. It circled around the building.

Craning my neck, I gazed up at the third story—

And spotted Sunny marching behind a shorter woman with another person behind him.

I ran to a staircase and hurried up, trying to shadow them. I nearly shouldered through two descending Aliyah guards on their way down. They noticed my wolf-and-wreath patch and wrinkled their noses. I could see the outlines of their bared fangs under their masks. 

I smiled at the two women—though they couldn’t see it—gave them a simple wave, and scooted past them. 

Once on the third level, I power-walked around the hallway, navigating the large circular corridors to the other side of the building. 

I passed by rooms: 315, 313, 311—

And stopped. Ahead, two guards stood watch at 307. It looked like a big room—a deluxe suite of some kind.

I sidestepped behind a vending machine to gather my thoughts and come up with a plan. This had always been expected—the need to move Knuckles around in order to get things done and position ourselves in the best way. Now that it was upon me, and incumbent that I succeed, I faltered. 

When I took a deep breath, calm settled over me. The gnashing frequency in my head silenced.

I walked out from behind the vending machine—

And saw Dax coming down the hallway from the opposite direction. We converged on it at the same time. I gave him an almost-imperceptible nod. 

With our masks up, we approached the guards. The woman on my side had on a wolf patch. The man on Dax’s side had a rose badge.

“You’re no longer needed here, private,” I said to the woman as I walked up to her.

Her eyes narrowed in confusion. “What?”

The man wearing the rose patch heard me, faced me, and then Dax. 

“A meeting is about to take place in this room,” I said, “and your presence in front of the door alerts unwanted attention. Mari Settler wants this level cleared.”

Dax continued the lie, saying to the man in front of him, “Aliyah Rosewood agrees. It’s been decided.”

“By whom?” the female guard asked me. “Whose orders? We’ve been stationed—”

“Speak with your commanding officer on the first level outside the western deck,” I said. 

Dax told his guy, “Speak with Sergeant Baines. It was his instruction.”

The woman started to say, “Unless you give me written instructions—”

“Fine,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll find Mari Settler to mention your insubordination and resistance. She’ll decide what to do with you. Can’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”  

I walked away, past her. I made it four steps, six, eight—

“Wait. Wait just a minute!” the woman hissed. “Just hold on there.” She ran over, annoyed. 

I slowed. “Yes?”

Now she looked confused and timid. She stared at the ground, then me, and scratched her head, whipping her ponytail left and right. “I want to get to the bottom of this.”

“There’s nothing to get to the bottom of, private.”

“Can you . . . can you stand guard while I go talk with Sergeant Ong?”

I bowed my head. “Of course. But once Mari Settler and our guest arrives, I won’t be anywhere near this door. The decree applies to me too.” 

She saluted me. “Understood. Thank you, sir.”

Then she took off past me. 

I walked toward 307. Dax had his hand on the shoulder of the remaining guard there, talking to him in a hushed, understanding voice. 

The guard nodded a few times. I heard him say, “Yes, yes, I understand. Still makes no sense.”

“Sergeant Baines will have more intel for you. I’m not paid to ask questions, private, and neither are you.”

With that, the guard exited his station, walked my way, and passed me without a glance. 

Dax and I took our positions on opposite sides of the door. Our hands fell in front of our stomachs as we stared out past the balcony, to the giant chandelier hanging nearly eye-level to us from the ceiling of the hotel.

“Locked in and ready to go,” I said, again using vague language in case we were being spied on. 

Dax didn’t have the same wherewithal. “We’re in position, Sunder.”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. All the Gatorade talk, the numbers, the lingo . . . and Dax threw it all aside with a few choice words.

I hoped his negligence didn’t make a difference. 

So far, things had gone according to schedule: Mari Settler and Sunny were rounding the corner of the hall, while Shadowblade Academy’s finest stood watch outside to let the meeting run unimpeded, on our own terms. 

The one problem? Those guards would be coming back as soon as they uncovered our false directives to move their positions. I gave us ten minutes to complete this meeting before all hell broke loose.  

Because those guards would be coming back with a whole lot of angry friends.

My brow furrowed as I zeroed in on the man walking behind Mari Settler and Sunny. I didn’t recognize his face under the mask, but I did recognize the pale purple skin tone.

My eyes bulged. Fuck.

We had a second problem. 

That’s an Unseelie Fae. 
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Quentin

I NUDGED CORALIA’S arm. “There he is,” I whispered.  

We lounged at a balcony on the second level, staring down at the madness of the lobby below. Luciano and Aliyah were making their rounds like socialites, going opposite directions around the room, trying to steal the spotlight from one another. 

Coralia followed my gaze to a corner near the bathrooms. A snazzy-looking man in a black tailored suit strolled out of the men’s room, dabbed a paper towel over his mouth and chin, and flicked it into a gold-gilded trashcan. Still moving, he motioned for his guards to follow him, and from there they meandered through people until making it to a staircase.

He had the slicked-back black hair and deep-set features of his father.

“We’ve got eyes on The Boy,” Coralia said to the rest of the group as a heads up. 

The Boy, aka the son, aka Archer Rockford. Luciano’s son and his second- or third-in-command alongside Mari Settler. 

Cor and I tried not to make ourselves too obvious, sticking out in the peninsula of the balcony, but it was difficult to keep eyes on Archer without sticking our necks out a little. Thankfully, the parapets of the staircases and hallways were built entirely of glass, making it easy to see through. 

A great feature for a gaudy, five-star hotel . . . not so much for eluding spies like us. 

“Ready to move?” Coralia asked as Archer began climbing the stairs.

I nodded. “Let’s keep the point triangulated.” 

As one, we pushed away from the balcony and followed Archer parallel as he made his way up the stairs and down a hallway across from us, making sure to always stay in his seven or eight o’clock. We didn’t want to be spotted, but it quickly became clear he had other thoughts on his mind, wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings, and neither were his guards. 

The man carried himself with pomp and swagger. He knew he was a big deal because of his father, so spirits help anyone who tried to mess with him.

Archer Rockford had never met Hudson’s Glove.

He ducked into room 226 and left the door open, with both of his guards turning to stand watch. 

Coralia and I headed in that direction. Halfway around the circling hallway, Cor stopped and nodded to me. She stayed about fifty feet back from the open door, and out of sight. 

“Good luck,” she said with a wink.

I gave her a crooked grin and continued on to the room. The guards stopped me within ten feet of the door. 

“Halt,” one of them said in a muffled voice under his mask. He noticed the rose patch on my shoulder. “State your business.”

I put my arms behind me like an orator ready to make a speech, then lifted my chin haughtily, as if I looked down on this poor shifter wretch. “I’ve come to ask if Master Rockford is ready for his meeting with Lady Sylvia Bachmann.”

The guard furrowed his thick brow and pulled a slip of paper out from his back pocket. His head dipped to read the paper. “Master Rockford doesn’t have a meeting scheduled with a Sylvia Bachmann. His next meeting is with a Fredrick Henning.” 

I gave the guards a big, knowing nod, then winked. “Off the books, then. I understand, sirs.” 

The guard slanted his head. “Um, no. Mr. Henning is—”

“Head of the Henning-Halloway hedge fund firm. Yes, I’m aware.” Luckily, I’d heard the name. I wanted to act privy to the situation. 

He narrowed his eyes on me. “If you’re aware, then I’ll ask you return later with Lady—”

“Sir, are you not aware who Lady Bachmann is? Because I don’t believe a sitting member of the House Ways and Means Committee would very much appreciate being tossed aside like trash.” I flapped my hand at him. “Your little hedge fund boy can wait. Or, if you’d like, I’ll tell Lady Bachmann of Archer Rockford’s trepidation in meeting with her, which will of course get back to Aliyah Rosewood.” 

I started back the way I’d come.

After I’d made it eight steps, the second guard said, “Wait, sir.” He hurried over. “Let me ask Mr. Rockford if he will see her.”

“This is disgraceful,” I said, spinning around. “I’ll not have the honorable gentlewoman sitting out in the rain while you two bumble around with your thumbs up your asses.”

“But, it’s not raining . . .”

“It’s a figure of speech, imbecile!” I blew an exaggerated breath out through flared nostrils. “Lady Bachmann is a busy woman. She has other meetings to attend. There is no queue or Disneyland line for her. Either she’s in or she’s out.”

“Fine,” the first guard blurted. “Send her in. Mr. Rockford can do with her as he sees fit. When Henning arrives, she’ll have to go, I imagine.”

“That’s the spirit, mate.” I gave the man a small smile. “I guarantee it to be a riveting conversation for your master.”  

“You’re on, cowgirl,” I said into the mind-link. “Give me three minutes.”

With a small bow, I told the guards, “I’ll return momentarily with the lady.”

I pushed through the guards, continuing past them and the open door. I peeked in and saw Archer sitting at a marble-topped table, peering down at some documents. I continued toward the nearest stairs. 

I had a fifty-fifty shot at my next move: Either the stairs near Coralia’s location behind me, or these ones going forward. I took the latter.

Three minutes later, a heavyset man with a wrinkled suit and a grease stain on his lapel ambled down the stairs, breathing heavily. 

I let out a sigh of relief. 

As the man rounded the railing of the stairs to enter the hall, I walked up alongside him and stopped him with a delicate hand on the shoulder. “Excuse me, Mr. Henning?”

The man sniffed, ran his forearm over his nose, and eyed me with huge, dilated pupils. I noticed a speck of white on the tip of his bushy mustache. 

“Yeah, what is it?” he snarled, shouldering my hand off him.

“You are meeting with Archer Rockford, are you not, sir?” I asked pleasantly, moving into his personal space. 

It made him jumpy. Or maybe that was the coke he’d been snorting on the third level of the lobby. “What’s it to you? Who are you?”

“I’m an associate of Mr. Rockford’s.” 

His eyebrows bunched together. “You’re wearing Aliyah’s badge. What do you mean you’re an associate of Archer Rockford’s? That’s my job, to bridge our groups together, so why the hell—”

“Please, sir,” I said, raising my right hand near his face. He was getting more and more animated as he spoke, and more suspicious . . . which meant my plan was going perfectly. 

When I put my hand in his face, he flipped. 

“Take your fucking mask down and show yourself, you scoundrel!” 

He tried to do some silly martial arts move to twist my arm back, but I spun with the awkward move and came up behind him, reversing his maneuver so his arm cranked behind his back. 

“I already said please once, asshole,” I whispered in his ear. 

Fred Henning’s eyes widened. I could smell the sharp chemical smell of the cocaine on his skin. “W-Why, you fucking heathen. Unhand me! I’m going straight to Aliyah about this, you animal. Do you have any idea who I fucking am?”

“Please, do just that and go to her,” I said calmly. He had stopped trying to throw his weight around, but his body instinctively writhed when I applied pressure on his arm in a way it wasn’t supposed to bend. The grimace reddened his face. “After your little nap,” I finished.

“Huh?”

I spun the man away from the stairs, away from the hallway, and into the darkness of a vending machine alcove. 

With Henning blustering and sniffling, he opened his mouth to yell for help. I shoved him away from me and into the wall—

Where he promptly vanished into the Shadow Realm, his cry silenced before it could begin.

Alone again, I smoothed a hand over my shirt then turned toward the sound of rushing footsteps. 

One of the guards from before rounded the hall. “What’s going on? I thought I heard a yell.”

“What?” I gave him a confused look. “Maybe from the lobby, mate, but not up here.” Shaking my head, I moved past him into the hallway. 

“Where’s your ‘honorable gentlewoman,’ soldier? I thought you were going to find—”

“I was just about to—ah! There she is.” With a wide smile, I pointed over the guard’s shoulder. 

Coralia marched down the hall like she owned the place, her beautiful sky-blue dress hiked up. When she came to the remaining guard at the door, she exchanged a few words and looked over his shoulder at me down the hall. She gave me the tiniest of nods, which the guard beside me didn’t catch.

“Godspeed, lass,” I said, just before she stepped into the room with Archer Rockford.
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Coralia

ARCHER ROCKFORD WAS as handsome as his father, with the same hollowed cheeks, sharp chin, and piercing eyes. His slick pompadour shone with pomade, a sliver spearing down over his forehead. The man already had frown wrinkles forming, though he couldn’t have been more than twenty-five.

He didn’t stand from his shiny desk when I entered the room and closed the door behind me. Just stared at me, his fine features twisting with either confusion or suspicion. “You’re supposed to be a man,” he said in a clipped tone, before I’d even made it two steps inside.

“Excuse me?” I almost added “sir,” but remembered I had a character to play. Lady Sylvia Bachmann, in my mind, was a stone-cold bitch who suffered no fools. 

In that vein, I raised my chin slightly, staring down my nose at him.

“It says right here,” Archer said, thumbing the loose papers in front of him. “Fredrick Henning, CEO and co-founder of Henning-Halloway, and Aliyah Rosewood’s man. Has a picture of his ugly mug and everything.”

“You sound disappointed, Mr. Rockford.” I glided forward to the other end of the table. 

As I got closer and pulled the chair out to sit, I caught him checking me out. “Well . . .” he started, then stopped. “‘Disappointed’ is the wrong word. I’d be a fool to be disappointed that you’ve shown up, Miss . . .”

Ah, so he’s a bit of a pervert. His twinkling eyes told me everything I needed to know, coupled with his twitchy smirk. 

I also recognized a power play when I saw one. Archer was trying to cement himself as the superior in this room by objectifying me right off the bat. 

“Do you need assistance, Cor?” Quentin asked, after I’d let my thought about Archer being a pervert float in my mind. “I’ll kill these two guards and run in there if that fucker so much as lays a hand on you.”

“No, no,” I replied. “Just thinking aloud. I’m fine.”

Archer firmed his lips. “I think I let that silence drag out long enough. This is where you give me your name, woman. Why are you staring at me like that?”

“Your father never taught you any manners, did he?” I asked lowly. 

He shrugged. “Guess not. And my mother didn’t have enough time to.”

I sat, scooted my chair in, and cocked my head. “Why is that?”

“Because she died when I was a kid.”

A frown pulled my lips. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Rockford.”

“Don’t be.” He shook his head and put his hand down on the papers like a five-limbed spider. “You still haven’t told me your name, lady.” 

“Lady is right,” I said. “I’m Lady Sylvia Bachmann, member of the House Ways and Means Committee.” 

His eyebrows popped. “Sounds important.” 

“It means I’m a congresswoman.”

“Which way do you swing?” His eyes lit up as he asked the question, and he wasn’t mature enough to hide the lurid smirk from his lips. “Politically, of course,” he added, gesturing toward me in mock apology.

I rolled my eyes. “Center-left.”

“So you’re not a radical.”

He didn’t ask a question—rather saying it as a statement—but I felt inclined to answer, even though I was making up my entire background on the fly. My voice came out slightly exasperated. “No, Archer, I’m not a radical.”

I needed him to think he was ruffling my feathers. I was only stalling for time, because after sitting with Archer Rockford for all of three minutes, I understood his father wouldn’t give him any heavy-duty responsibilities at this gala.

It had been paramount one of us meet him in person—since he was one of two Luciano lieutenants—to figure that out. But it was quickly becoming clear: This isn’t where the primary meeting is taking place. I propelled my thoughts so my Glovemates could hear me.

“The left acts like they care about everyone. Inclusion and acceptance and all that.”

“Even supernaturals like ourselves,” I added, nodding.

“And what are you, Lady Bachmann?” Archer slanted his head, examining me closely with his eyes darting. “You’re pale enough to be a vampire, but you don’t have the fangs. You’re not like your boss.” 

“Aliyah Rosewood isn’t my boss. She’s my constituent.”

He smiled, baring perfect teeth. “But of course. I meant that figuratively.”

“Would you call Luciano your boss?”

“Yes,” he said immediately. “My father is the pack leader. He owns the keys to the castle.”

I gave him a small smile. “Until it’s your turn.”

Archer inclined his head ever so slightly. He couldn’t wipe that haughty smirk off his face, which told me I was right: He expected to take the reins instead of Mari Settler some day, once his dad was gone.  

Maybe I can sow doubt not just between Luciano and Aliyah, but between Luciano’s subordinates as well, while I’m at it. Sounds like Archer and Mari will have a throne dispute on their hands in the future. 

“Anyway,” he said, “that’s the second time you’ve stalled to answer my question.”

Because I need to make up an answer.

I played dumb. “What did you ask again?”

The immature young man bristled, his neck tensing. He wrinkled his nose for a moment before composing yourself. “Your species, Lady Bachmann. Why does Aliyah Rosewood trust you?”

“I’m mostly human, believe it or not. I’ve dabbled in the arcane arts, but I’m not well-versed.” With a long sigh, I gathered my thoughts, then threaded my fingers together on the table. “Aliyah trusts me because I get shit done on Capitol Hill, Mr. Rockford. Things that benefit her and her people. As a human, I understand other humans—and scumbag politicians—the best.” 

Archer nodded along. “I see. What sort of things have you done to benefit supernaturals?”

I blinked, my mind whirling. His question threw me off my spiel because it was asking a specific—something he could verify or look up—that I wasn’t prepared to answer. 

Shit. 

“Most the laws I speak of are tied up in the tiring legislative process, unfortunately.”

“Same as it ever was.” Archer snorted, waving a hand through the air. “Guess you’re not as good as you think then, eh? All that’s going to change once we come aboard.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Yes, I understand your ilk would like to join the fold, as it were.”

“My ilk? Don’t talk to me like we’re less than you, woman.” He snarled, baring teeth I knew could change into jagged canines in an instant. 

I feigned fear, leaning back in my seat, even as I realized that putting myself in danger like this was accomplishing precisely what I was here to do: Make Luciano doubt Aliyah’s alliance. “Apologies, Mr. Rockford. I meant nothing by it.” 

He grumbled something under his breath.

I waved him on. “Tell me what it is you want, sir.”

He raised four fingers. “Four of our ilk on your little committee. We want to be able to pass legislation for shifters, because we always seem to get left out of the decision-making process. We never get to eat our cake.”

I nodded solemnly. “That’s understandable. I can think of at least two congressmen—elder statesmen—who are retiring soon and not looking for reelection. I can give you the precincts where your people can run and easily win.” 

“Good.”

“What else?”

“The demons want two spots as well.”

I clenched at his words. “The demonspawn . . .” I muttered, shaking my head. “Do you trust them?”

“No, not especially.” Archer shrugged. “Dad wants to get it done, so here I am. We don’t want a supernatural civil war, do we?”

“Of course not.”

“Then it’s best to appease them.”

“I suppose.” We rapid-fired the conversation, our voices getting lower and more frustrated as we went. “Demons aren’t like shifters, Archer.”

“You think I don’t know that?” he snapped.

“They’re agents of chaos.”

“Don’t get melodramatic on me, Lady Bachmann.”

I clicked my tongue, taking that one on the chin. Archer needed to see me as a stalwart politician—not a leaf in the wind, prone to flip-flopping. 

Or maybe that’s exactly what he needs to see . . .

“I can’t guarantee Aliyah will go for it. What can you give us?”

“A shitload of money, to start,” he said with a wicked smile, “to fund whatever little projects and bills you want to pass. Also a new set of constituents you’ve never had before, to guarantee your success in elections. Constituents more powerful than humans.”

“The work of legislation is not a war that can be won with fists, Mr. Rockford. Politics isn’t a boxing match.”

“We’ll see about that,” he answered, mischief chasing across his features.  

I paused for a moment and studied him through narrowed eyes. “You do realize Aliyah Rosewood will hear of everything we’ve discussed, don’t you? Even how you disgustingly eye-fucked me when I walked in, voiced your dismay I wasn’t a man, and have been altogether creepy and drenched in innuendo and half-promises?”

That caught him off-guard. His eyes bulged for a split second before getting beady in his head. “Most women would call it charming.”

“I’m not most women, Mr. Rockford. It’s how I’ve risen to the place I’ve risen to. You’d do well to remember that.”

He inclined his head, giving me that one. “I’ll be sure to do that, ma’am.”

“Just because I’m young doesn’t mean I’ll fall to your ‘charms’ and wiles, sir.”

“You’ve made your point,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Good.” I tapped my fingers on the edge of the desk and gazed around the room. “Now then, what else is there to discuss, while we’re here?”

“Buying you guys all the time I can . . .” 
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Sunny

I STOOD BEHIND MARI Settler with my hands crossed at my crotch in front of me. The short, stocky shifter lieutenant sat at one side of a table, stamping her foot impatiently. The other seat across from her had been empty for a long while.

If Aliyah was trying to play her hand by making Mari wait, showing she controlled the negotiations here, it was working. Mari Settler clearly wasn’t a very patient person.

Neither was I, for that matter. 

I leaned forward and said in a small voice, “Any idea who’s supposed to be showing up?”

“Shut up, Clarence.”

“Yup,” I said, nodding, then shuffled back to my position. 

A moment later, she sighed and tossed me a glance over her shoulder, apparently feeling bad for snapping at me. “Your guess is as good as mine.”  

The man standing to my right, who’d joined us halfway on our trip to the meeting room, remained silent. The purple-hued Unseelie Fae hadn’t spoken a word to either of us yet. 

I had a bad feeling about him. A hood covered his head, making him look like a Sith Lord, and a perpetual frown marred his clean skin. I saw hints of silver-white hair near his temples, telling me he was a well-aged fae.

Then again, Venn had the same silver hair, and he was young for a fae. It was a feature of their race.

Intuitively, I knew this guy was the one who tried disrupting Venn’s fae mind-link. I assumed he was the only other fae besides Venn in this whole building. I could’ve been wrong about that, but I doubted it.

I wanted to know his purpose here, and I hoped to find out soon enough. I resisted telling my Glovemates about Mr. Purple Scowly Face because if he was trying to spy on our internal convo I didn’t want him to know I was onto him.

After about ten minutes of awkward silence and waiting, with only the muffled voices from downstairs carrying through the walls, a door in the corner of the room opened—not the main door where Venn and Dax stood guard. 

As a man stepped into the room, my body tensed and I reflexively tried to meld into the shadows behind me. Oh fuck. 

The man who took a seat across from Mari Settler had buzzed blond hair, broad shoulders, and a freshly-shaven face. His eyes darted to me and Mr. Purple Scowly Face before landing on Mari. 

I thanked the spirits I was wearing a mask—

Because the new guest was none other than Professor Titus Hanneman. The Advanced Combat instructor and Jace Hudson’s replacement after Jace had temporarily left Shadowblade Academy. 

I couldn’t help but project my thoughts out into the void: “Holy shit, boys and girls. We’ve got a problem.”

Mari said, “You must be Aliyah’s guy.”

“Who are they?” Titus asked in a grim tone, nudging his chin to me and the fae over Mari’s shoulders. 

This was the same man who had once wind-blasted Coralia and Mya Todden so they wouldn’t kill each other in the dojo, and then proceeded to tell them he was a nice guy, but not to get on his bad side.  

A fucking double agent, more like. This is his bad side. 

Every muscle in my body twitched with heated anticipation. I was not built for this—resisting the temptation to lash out and publicly accuse him for being a traitor.

When this was all through, Titus Hanneman would be sorry he ever crossed our Glove.  

“This is my . . . apprentice, Clarence Tornado,” Mari said, gesturing over her left shoulder at me. 

“That’s a stupid fucking name,” Hanneman said. “What, boy, do you fancy yourself a fucking superhero?” 

I opened my mouth to snap—

Mari lifted a hand over her shoulder and cut me off. “Don’t mind him. Clarence is here to watch and witness. Not speak.”

Thank God for it, too, because Hanneman would’ve likely recognized my voice. I was surprised he hadn’t called out my long blond hair.

“I don’t like watchers and witnesses,” Titus grumbled, putting his forearms down on the table. “That’s why I came in through the secret door, lady.”

Mari wasn’t intimidated. I had a feeling no one intimidated her, short though she may be. “Too bad. You don’t make the demands here.”

Off to a good start, already at each other’s throats, I thought. I couldn’t turn my brain off, regardless if Mr. Purple Scowly Face could hear my every word or not. 

“And the pointy-eared one?” Titus asked.

“Ambasssador Keld, from the Unseelie Court.” 

The fae named Keld said nothing.

“Let me guess,” Titus drawled, frustrated, “he’s here to witness and watch as well.”

Mari gave him a slight nod. “To see if his people might be interested in joining our endeavor.”

Titus sniffed loudly and cleared his throat. “You’re Mari Settler. Luciano’s number-two.”

“I am.”

“Where’s the big man’s kid?”

“Archer Rockford? In a separate meeting.”

Titus flashed a cruel grin. Every fiber of my being told me not to trust him—and Mari shouldn’t either. I wanted to warn her . . .

Not that I cared about Mari Settler, a spitfire and kindred spirit she may be. I’d just met her, and she was as much my enemy as Professor Hanneman here.

“You’re stuck with me, I’m afraid,” Mari said. 

“I’m sure Luciano gives you all the important work anyway.”

“Yes, he does.” Mari scratched her cheek and tilted her head. “Are you going to introduce yourself? Or are you so fearful of discovery you’ll remain anonymous? It will be hard to believe Aliyah is serious about this alliance if I can’t tell Luciano who I met with.”

“Titus Hanneman.” 

Mari made a clicking sound. “You say that like it’s supposed to mean something to me.”

“If you don’t know me then it means my employer is doing its job.”

“And, pray tell, Mr. Hanneman: Who’s your employer?”

“Shadowblade Academy.”

That got Mari sitting up a bit straighter. Maybe taking the discussion more seriously, too. “So you’re a sneaky fucker, are you?” She showed some of the piss and vinegar from the bar when I’d first met her. 

Titus smiled. “You could say that.”

“I suppose Luciano wanted to keep things close to the chest, if he didn’t even tell me you’re the person I’d be meeting.”

“Maybe you’re not his number-two after all.”

Mari ignored the bait. “He’s talked about infiltrating the Academy for a few months now.”

“Only a few months? That’s when I started the job.”

Interesting, I thought. Why does Luciano Rockford want to infiltrate the Academy? What does he stand to gain from such a risky move?

Supernaturals didn’t come to Shadowblade Academy to rise in the ranks of the paranormal community or seek power. They came to learn and mentor—a hidden place rather than a stronghold of authority like, say, Ironfort. I figured Luciano would be much better off penetrating Aliyah’s public political holdings, rather than a secretive venture into a school for assassins. 

“How did you get the job?” Mari asked. 

“Vacancy in the professorship. That and some shoddy background checking on Alaric Cane’s part. Or some masterful CV-bullshitting on mine.”

Mari snorted. “How did you link up with Aliyah Rosewood? I’m assuming before you started the job.”

“Yes,” was all Titus said to Mari’s fishing attempt. 

Mari caressed her chin and studied the traitorous professor. A tense pause followed. Then, “It’s not Luciano who wants access to Shadowblade Academy.”

“You’re just realizing that now?” Titus asked. “I thought you were supposed to be the smart lieutenant.”

Shit. A cold wave of anxiety rippled through my body as I came to the conclusion before Mari even said the words. It’s the demons. They want to attack the Academy, and who is Luciano to stop them? We’ve been nothing but a thorn in his ass. He doesn’t give two shits about controlling the Academy, like he does the country’s political arena alongside Aliyah Rosewood. He just wants to make the demonspawn happy with their alliance together.

The odd sensation of being watched crept over my skin.

Everything happened all at once. 

I glanced to my right.

Ambassador Keld’s gaze bored into me from underneath his hood, purple eyes blaring. 

“Guys, I’m gonna need your help,” I projected. 

“When?” Venn asked. 

“Now!” 

“Hold on!” came Quentin’s voice, piercing through the muffled veil. “Sunny, Aliyah Rosewood is on her way up to your meeting room as we speak, with a handful of guards. She just got to the bottom of the stairs on the first level. I think we’ve been made! Get out of there!”

Shit fuck. 

I hid my hands behind my back. They swirled with black energy. “Get your asses in here, boys, or I’m fucking toast!”

I had no time to think—just act. 

My specialty. 
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Dax

I OPENED THE DOOR AND started to say, “Excuse me, gentlemen—”

Then my eyes landed on Professor Titus Hanneman at one side of the table, and my voice fell silent. His gaze, along with Mari Settler sitting in front of Sunder, and the Unseelie Fae next to him, all shot toward the door where Donovenn and I stood.  

The stuffy smell of impending energy—the calm before a torrential storm—cloyed in the air like a poisonous cloud.

Venn gasped at the sight of the Unseelie.

Sunny took everyone’s distraction in stride and stepped back a single step into a shadow behind him.

He winked out of existence.

“Shadowblade!” Professor Hanneman railed, pointing an accusatory finger at Mari Settler across the table. He bolted up from his seat, knocking the chair down. “Treachery! You’ve ambushed me with my own kind, bitch!”

Mari stood and spun to find out two people no longer flanked her. Just one. 

Sunder appeared behind Titus Hanneman. His hands twisted with inky tendrils as he reached out—

Titus felt his presence, no doubt using his training, and wheeled out of the way in a one-eighty, facing the vampire. 

The professor locked arms with Sunder, Titus’ body bulking with power, veins popping. 

Mari wheeled back around to see what the commotion was all about—it happened that swiftly—

She spun just in time to see Titus Hanneman use extraordinary strength to lift Sunder off his feet, then launch him over his shoulder. He slammed the vampire into the marble table, shattering the top in an explosion of shards and noise.

Donovenn and I jumped into action, our momentary shock and awe wearing off as Sunder’s pained cry rang out. 

I slammed the door shut, hoping the cacophony hadn’t reverberated to the level below in the hotel, even though I knew it was futile—Quentin had just warned us Aliyah Rosewood was on her way. The jig was up. Someone had squealed. Probably one of the guards we had sent running off to report to fake sergeants. 

Mari made a loud sound in her throat. Her eyes lit yellow, fur caking her body as she began to shift. 

The Unseelie in the corner simply watched the chaos unfold, not moving a muscle. 

Donovenn and I rushed to Sunder’s aid.

“Clarence, what the fuck!” Mari yelled. Her voice became guttural and garbled as she pointed at Donovenn with his wolf patch, thinking him a Luciano guard, and demanded, “Get them off each other!” before completing her shift.  

Titus’ heel stomped down on Sunny’s neck—

But the vampire was too fast, rolling from his back to his belly and crunching over marble shards and wincing as he narrowly avoided the attack. 

Donovenn barreled into the stout professor, using brute force rather than his powers. 

I was two steps behind him.

Titus spun Donovenn around in a circle. The fae’s foot connected with my jaw, stunning me for a moment. 

My instincts took over. I shifted into my panther in the blink of an eye and rose on my hind legs, letting out a vicious hiss.  

Donovenn went low, trying to get a better foundation to offset Titus Hanneman’s uncanny strength.

Mari leaped across the broken table as her wolf. 

I careened at the last second, switching my attack, and swiped a paw at the shifter, sending her skittering on all four legs.

Sunder was back on his feet.

Titus’ hands glowed with green energy. He blew Donovenn back with an invisible wave of wind. My fae friend launched off his feet and flew toward me. 

I ducked, squeezing my body small to avoid his flying form. He whooshed overhead and crashed into the wall, denting it with a harsh thud. 

The room became all snarls and magic and pandemonium. 

My eyes narrowed, senses sharpened. I spotted a weakness in Hanneman’s impromptu battle stance and I charged the professor.

At the same time, Sunder got up behind him, twisting spires of shadows on his fingertips. 

His attack went off first, coiling around both Titus’ arms. 

The professor snapped them quickly enough, but they held just long enough to delay him—

I hurtled at Titus and used all my heavy feline weight to knock him off balance. He stumbled into Sunder’s arms, and together we bear hugged him from both sides. 

Then the three of us were twirling—them on their feet, me on my hind legs and paws—trying to win the battle. Sunder and I hoped to bring him to the ground, while Titus wanted to stay upright. 

Donovenn, limping, joined the fray. 

The door to the room burst open.

I glanced over to see the hooded Unseelie Fae stepping through a portal and vanishing. I kept my vision going toward the door to see who had entered, but then Titus’ body dragged me in a circle and I lost the visual.

I growled and bit into Titus Hanneman’s bicep.

He roared in pain.

Donovenn pushed him at the same time toward a wall. My eyes widened as I noticed his strategy. 

When Titus fell into the wall, Donovenn enacted a shadowgate and they began to vanish.

I charged in after them, adding my weight to the scrum, knowing I couldn’t leave Donovenn alone with a shadowblade as powerful as Titus Hanneman. 

Sunder somehow lost contact with the scuffle. He hurried after us as the purple hue of the Shadow Realm blanketed over my vision and body and we catapulted through the wall, into an adjacent hotel room. 

I stole a glance over my shoulder to see if Sunder had followed us, as the shadowgate began to close behind me—

Someone snatched his leg at the last second, pulling him back, keeping him in 307.  

Aliyah Rosewood had hold of my Glovemate.
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Coralia

GRUNTS AND LOUD CRASHES went off in my head like mortars in a war-torn battlefield.

My heart raced, yet I tried to remain calm in front of Archer Rockford. We’d been talking for the past twenty minutes, and seemed to be making good headway.

He couldn’t learn I was a fraud. 

Sure, I’d been feeding him bullshit, but that’s what I knew would create uncertainty for his father. Archer would go to his father, tell him I’d been squirrelly, the wrong person, and that he didn’t trust me. 

For once, I hoped I came off as an untrustworthy person. 

Then the sounds of fighting exploded in my skull through Venn’s mind-link, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from widening.

“Is everything all right, Lady Bachmann?” Archer asked. Suspicion tightened his lips. 

“Apologies,” I said. “What were we saying?”

“We were discussing signing oil-drilling bills for my shifter constituents.” 

“Oh, right—”

A knock came at the door.

I furrowed my brow and put on an affronted expression, pissed someone would interrupt Lady Bachmann during negotiations. 

The door opened and two guards stood before us. Though I couldn’t see their noses or mouths, the surprise written on the guards’ brows said everything. 

“Sir, ma’am, there’s been an event.”

“An event?” Archer asked, annoyed. “What does that mean, soldier?”

“An incident, sir.” The guard stepped into the room without asking permission. I could tell it angered Archer by the way a vein pulsed in the shifter’s forehead. 

The second guard joined and motioned to us both. “I’m afraid we have to evacuate you.”

Archer snorted. “Under whose orders?” He gestured his finger back and forth between us. “We were just getting to the good stuff.”

“Your father’s, sir.”

Archer jumped to his feet. “Is he all right?”

Aw, the boy is scared for his pappy. 

The guard nodded diligently. “Yes sir. Last we heard, Aliyah Rosewood is taking care of the incident.”

“Like hell she is. And make my dad look bad by being the hero of the evening? Bitch probably set this up!” Archer let out a growl and pushed past the guard into the hallway.

I stood from the table but didn’t move, hoping the guards and Archer would ignore me and forget about me. 

Then Archer half-turned in the hallway and thrust a finger at me. “You can tell her I said that, Sylvia.”

“You can bet I will.”

With another snort of derision, Archer started down the hall. I heard one of the guards say in a skittish voice, “Um, sir, we’re supposed to lead you through a back exit, not down the main hallway. We aren’t sure yet what the extent of the attack is.” His voice faded away as they put distance from the room.

Once I couldn’t hear them any longer, I hiked up my dress and flew into the hall, immediately jogging the opposite direction Archer had gone. Below, over the railing, the gala went on in full swing. Everyone remained oblivious to whatever was happening up here.

“What the hell’s going on?” I asked into the mind-link. “Someone give me an update!”

Quentin answered first: “I see you, Cor. There—across the gap.” I craned my neck to look up at the third level and saw him about a hundred feet away from me across the circular hallway. 

It was too bad this damned building didn’t have a straight-through route to get to him. I’d have to wind around to the nearest staircase to get to the third story, which would waste precious seconds.  

“Where are the others?” I asked. 

“They all went inside the Mari Settler meeting in room 307.”

“And no one’s come out?” Shock wavered in my voice. 

“No. Just a lot of loudness. I’m rushing over there now.” 

A new voice chimed in my head: “Don’t go to 307, go to 308!” 

Venn. 

Then Dax: “No! Gah.” He struggled for a moment, grunting and growling. “They’ll never get here unmolested!”

Like an idiot, I put my hand to my ear like I was listening into an earpiece. “What do you mean? Dax? Venn?!” 

They didn’t respond.

I pumped my speed up from a jog to a sprint. Guards ran down the hall away from me, appearing out of doorways. Everyone seemed to be heading upstairs, to the third level, while trying to hide in the dark alcoves so they didn’t disrupt the party happening downstairs.

I wondered if Luciano Rockford even knew an incident was taking place in 307. 

Making it to a flight of stairs, I prepared to jump them two at a time. “Get to them Quen. Don’t wait for me!” 

“Already on it.” A minute later, Quentin’s voice rang out again. “Shit. Professor Titus Hanneman?”

“What?!” I said aloud, to no one. “What the fuck is he doing here?”

“Let’s ask him when we haul him into Shadowblade Academy,” Venn huffed, voice sounding labored in my head. “The three of us have him restrained in 308, Coralia. Quen helped.”

“Wait. The three of you?”

Where was my fourth?

My stomach sank.

“Guys, where the hell is Sunny?” 

I didn’t need to hear it from the mind-link to find out. Sunny’s baritone voice smacked off the wall—furious and struggling. 

My neck snapped up and over to my right. 

Aliyah Rosewood pushed a bound Sunny Conway out of room 307 and into the hall. No less than eight guards surrounded her and Sunny, shoving him along down the corridor. 

I gasped. 

A few guards stayed behind, outside room 308—the one Venn, Dax, Quen, and Professor Hanneman occupied.

My head moved on a swivel, trying to keep track of where Aliyah led Sunny, while also staying trained on my boys holding Hanneman down. “Watch it, guys. Guards are right outside the door, brandishing weapons. They’re about to charge in.”

“Don’t worry about us, hun!” Venn yelled in my ear. “Just keep eyes on Sunny! We’ll double back—shit.”

“What?”

“Sunny isn’t part of my mind-link anymore. Someone scrambled his connection. He can’t hear us.”

I started panicking. “So if I lose sight of him, we’ll lose him for good?”

“We will find him, M’shyok Wahdus,” Dax assured me. “Wherever they take him.”

I’d been down this road before. I knew how this story ended: with death and destruction and sacrifice. 

I couldn’t let that happen again. 

“Fuck that. There’s no time for that,” I said grimly. 

I’d already been taken once, by bastards closely associated with these people. I wasn’t going to let my most asinine, infuriating, heart-stopping mate get taken too.

I steeled myself, clenching my hands into fists, and made a decision to pursue the ornery vampire no matter the cost. 

I didn’t have time to climb the stairs. If they stuffed Sunny down a separate hallway while I was in the middle of ascending the flight, I’d lose sight of him.

Instead, I lunged across the hall going as fast as I could, trying to get under the slower-moving procession of Aliyah, Sunny, and the guards on the third level.

Hang on, Sunny! I’m coming!
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Sunny

ALIYAH ROSEWOOD HAD snatched me away from the shadowgate in the wall of 307 at the last second. The last inch.

Now she had me in her custody. 

My former overmistress. 

It was a title that sunk to my bones and soured my stomach. It brought a layer of sweat to my brow, nervousness roiling inside me like I hadn’t felt in years.

She’d bound my hands behind my back with some sort of glowing band of green and purple magic. It extinguished my powers immediately, so I couldn’t use my shadow magic to try and escape, or my mundane magic, or even hear my Glovemates through Venn’s mind-link. 

What kind of bastard possesses such a thing? How did Aliyah get her hands on this?

After binding me, she tossed me into the hallway and pushed me along while I writhed and struggled. At least four guards followed behind me, along with Mari Settler, and four led in front of me, along with Aliyah. 

Mari Settler yelled out over my shoulder, “Miss Rosewood, this is highly irregular. What is this man to you? He wears my people’s patch on his shoulder. Why are you taking him away?”

I appreciated her earnestness, but Luciano’s lieutenant had no idea what she was getting herself into. 

Aliyah didn’t answer her. She might not have even known who Mari Settler was, other than an annoyance.

“Luciano will hear of this,” Mari finished, which Aliyah answered with a dark chuckle. 

I stared at the vampiress’ backside. She looked as enticing as ever. Her hip-length hair piled on top of her head like a den of vipers. The seductress wore a blood-red dress snug against her form, with a pale, shapely thigh showing through a leg slit with every powerful step she took. Her strong, flexed ass sashayed from side to side, reminding me of times long past. 

I blinked and bared my fangs angrily. I wouldn’t let her appearance and our past history shape my thoughts. It was one of her powers—seduction and domination—and was how I’d first fallen into her web of lies.  

Without looking at me, Aliyah said, “Not much has changed, Sunder. You’re still as brazen and foolish as ever.” She stopped and turned to face me, causing our entire procession to halt. 

Her hands went to her hips, long nails digging into her dress. “Did you really believe you could disrupt this operation—a lengthy, calculated undertaking that’s been in the works for months? And with a handful of ragtag supernaturals, no less?”

I stared at her bright, puffy lips. Her cheeks hollowed as she placed her tongue behind her teeth in a way that always stirred me in the past and gave her a steely, enchanting appearance. 

“I’ve done it once before, Aliyah,” I said glumly, my eyes flaring as they locked on hers. “Remember? To escape you.”

A cruel grin stretched across her face, showing me the true evil inside that pretty head of hers. “Cute,” she said in a demeaning tone. “And what happened to the others, pray tell?”

I dropped my gaze to the slight swell of her chest, then to the floor. 

She chuckled. “They all died. And it was all your fault. I suppose it’s your turn next, after I question you and squeeze every last bit of information from you, boy.”

“Then you might as well run a stake through my heart now, because I’ll never betray my friends.”

Her head rolled back and she laughed. “Ha! Look at valiant little Sunder, all grown up. You think you’re a big man now? A hero?”

I clenched my jaw. “I never said that.”

“Good. Lest you forget, you betrayed me all those years ago. What makes betraying your friends any different?”

“You turned me into a fucking monster!” I screamed. My voice turned hoarse and cracked with emotion. I cursed myself for my weakness in front of all these people. I was showing my true colors when I stood in front of this controlling, masterful cunt.

But how could I not? We had been through so much together, for decades. 

Once upon a time, Aliyah Conway had been my only family.

She’d made sure of it. 

I had stuck to her like a lost puppy, after being indoctrinated into her cult of tyranny. 

“That’s the fucking difference, bitch,” I breathed, my voice coming out jagged and sharp. “To this day, I’m still trying to shed the evil skin you cloaked around me.”

“I created nothing,” she answered, shaking her head a fraction. “I only unveiled what was already there. I gave you gifts beyond your wildest imagination, which you’ve squandered.” 

She leaned closer. I could feel her breath on my ear. The hairs on my neck stood and my whole body shuddered with repulsion and lust. 

Her brooding tone lowered, voice going husky. “All I did was give you a little push, sweetie,” she murmured. “I gave you purpose by opening the door to the monster you harbored all along, hiding in the dark . . .”

As she trailed off, she lightly kissed the side of my face. My stomach seized. 

“. . . and yet you’ve retreated back into that shadow in the dark. Rumors have found my ear, Sunder. I hear you’ve joined Alaric Cane of all people.”

I wanted to deny it. Mari Settler couldn’t hear her when she was so close. I needed Mari to believe I belonged with Luciano. Even if I died, I couldn’t fail this mission.

But, it seemed Aliyah Rosewood was already one step ahead of me. As usual. 

Aliyah stood to her full height—a tall woman, nearly eye-level with me—and placed her hands back on her wide hips. “Have you learned fun things, sweetie? Have you been a good little student? Did they teach you more than I taught you—about passion and intuition and control and manipulation and fucking and—”

“Shut up, you evil bitch,” I snarled through my clasped fangs. I bit down so hard I thought my teeth would crack. “I belong to Luciano Rockford. Whatever rumors you’ve heard are false.”

“Fuck me, man,” Mari Settler said somewhere behind me. “I don’t even know what’s going on anymore. Those Manhattans were a bad idea.” With exasperation edging her voice, I could imagine her throwing up her arms and giving up. 

No, I can’t let her doubt me!

She continued. “I told you I should have never had a second drink, Clarence—Sunder—whoever the fuck you are!”

“It’s all right, Mari,” I said, trying to calm her. “Aliyah Rosewood is a master manipulator. You just heard her. She’s trying to turn you against me.”

“I hardly even know you,” Mari scoffed. “Why should I trust you over her?”

“Because you can read her face, can’t you?” I continued eyeing Aliyah’s smug expression. “Look at those wicked eyes. That smirk. She’s everything you hate about these sorts of events. The bourgeoisie looking down her nose at the proletariat. Looking down at you.”

Aliyah laughed. “You’re one to talk of the bourgeoisie, Sunder! You were born into it.” The vampiress waved Mari Settler off. “Come now. Let’s take Sunder Conway to your boss Luciano, show his face, and get to the bottom of this, shall we?”

Mari let out a heavy sigh. “Sounds like a plan to me.” Almost as an afterthought, she muttered, “Sorry, Clarence. You seemed like a good enough dude.”

“He is quite beguiling, isn’t he?” Aliyah chirped.

Now she was getting on Mari’s good side.

My shoulders sagged. I’d failed my job.  

A familiar, smooth voice carried on the stuffy air like velvet and sweet lies. “Handing the vampire over to Luciano Rockford won’t be necessary.” 

Aliyah spun and looked up at the tall figure who had appeared behind her—

A sharp intake of breath parted my lips. 

Ornoth, the wickedly attractive demon from the Forbidden Orchard, stood in front of the overmistress.

And at his side, taking up much less space but still emanating as big of a presence?

Myria Hargrave.

Ornoth’s fingers curled toward Aliyah. 

“You can hand him over to me, Madam Rosewood.”
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Coralia

MY MAD DASH TO GET to Sunny and Aliyah halted as I rounded a corner and gazed skyward to get my bearings.

An icicle of fear and anxiety lodged itself in my chest. 

There stood Ornoth and Myria, looming over my vampiric mate and his former overmistress. 

Horrible memories flashed through my brain: Ornoth’s cool contempt as he entered my cell in the Forbidden Orchard, telling me I wasn’t ready to be used as breeding stock for his devious purposes; the sounds of Riann’s attack in the cell next to mine, and her longing moans as Ornoth bred her and didn’t give her the same leeway as me—knowing I could hear every fleshy clap. 

Then thoughts of my sister coiled around my heart and squeezed: How I had come to Shadowblade Academy to find her, only to be led on a wild, mysterious chase through this very city in search of her. How Myria had eluded us the first time, in the prison facility where I believed the Leatherwings had forced her to flee . . .

. . . only to find out in the Forbidden Orchard that she had escaped on purpose. 

That my own sister was my prison warden, and she’d been willing to give me up to that sanctimonious devil beside her. 

Hate, sadness, and anger boiled inside me in equal measures. I wanted to hate Myria for putting me through that—for causing so much death and destruction in and outside the Forbidden Orchard. For ruining so many lives.

Another part of me wanted to rescue her still. The anguish cut deep. I knew my sweet sister, and so did my Glovemates, from when she had attended Shadowblade Academy and been part of their team.

We all knew this wasn’t her. 

Someone—most likely Ornoth—had brainwashed Myria in a similar way as Riann.

I had seen her earlier in the lobby of the hotel, just briefly, but had put her in the back of my mind for the sake of our mission. I’d forgotten about her. 

Now she stood in front of Sunny, with Ornoth at her side. I couldn’t block her out any longer. 

How did she get up here so fast? Where did Ornoth come from? How was she invited to this gala? What kind of connections has she created while working with the demons?

I had so many unanswered questions. 

Yet, in that moment, I couldn’t focus on my sister or Ornoth or Aliyah or Mari Settler. 

They were terrorizing my mate, and I couldn’t let that stand. 

From my position below on the second story, it seemed Ornoth was motioning for Aliyah to hand Sunny over to him. 

I knew if that happened, I would never see Sunny again. He didn’t have the, uh, mechanics necessary to make him useful to Ornoth. He couldn’t create demon babies, so therefore he was useless.

So why does Ornoth want him, if not to kill him outright?

The reason didn’t matter. All I knew was I had one chance, and seemingly no way of making it work with all the powerful enemies above me. 

Who was I to stop my deadly, brainwashed sister, an ages-old vampiress, and an overpowered demon?

“You’re not alone, Coralia,” said a voice in my head.

Quentin.

“Remember the Spectral Plane?”

How could I forget? “Of course,” I said with a sad smile. “Dreamwatcher.”

His calm voice soothed me. My tense shoulders loosened. My fists unclenched. 

I knew what I needed to do. 

Slowly, I crept down the hall, back against the wall to keep myself hidden, stalking toward the congregation. Craning my neck, I stared up through the glass partition to pinpoint where everyone was located.

I tiptoed underneath them like a shark in the water, moving directly below them until I no longer had sight of their bodies. 

I took a deep breath. Closed my eyes. Listened to them discussing Sunny’s exchange like a cattle auction. 

“You can do things no other shadowblade has ever done, lass.”

I worked my jaw over and closed my hands into fists, trying to muster up the courage. My fingernails bit crescent moons into my palms. 

“Show them,” Quentin finished. 

Shadows bubbled under my feet like a marshy bog. Inky blackness wrapped around my forearms and hands as I became one with the shadows. I dug my heels into the ground and—

An explosion erupted all around.

Screams filled the hotel. 

My powers winked out and I gasped, eyes blinking rapidly as I lost focus.

I rushed over to the balcony railing and peered out.

Tufts of gray and black fur streamed through the lobby. The wolves blazed a trail of mayhem, frightening humans with snapping jaws and yipping cries. People ran around like headless chickens, heading for the exits as the party came to a screeching halt. 

Choking black smoke rose from a corner of the building where the explosion had come from. 

Someone had literally bombed the side of the building to break into the gala. Now they terrorized the patrons—the humans who weren’t involved in supernatural business. 

Then I saw a bigger brown wolf leading a pack of Luciano wolf shifters on a wild goose chase through the giant room, causing complete chaos and mayhem.

“Quentin is right, Coralia. You aren’t alone.”

My heart soared at the new voice in my head.

“Malikai!”

I’d forgotten Venn had put him in the group chat. He’d been quiet the whole time, listening and lurking—waiting for his time to strike. 

“How did you get in?” I asked frantically. 

“Used the humans’ own weapons against them. They call it C-4.”

“How will you remain undercover in Luciano’s pack after this?”

“Some protections are worth losing for a good cause, Coralia. This is one of those causes.”

I craned my neck and saw chins looking over the balcony above—Myria, Ornoth, Aliyah, the whole lot. 

Malikai had created the perfect diversion. 

“Be safe, friend,” I said to the wolf shifter. “I won’t forget this.”

“Do what you need to do, Miss Hargrave.”

His command boosted my confidence.

I fell back into my meditative, energized state, with my shadow magic permeating my body.

I stepped into a patch of blackness in the hallway and the disorienting quilt of the Shadow Realm fell over me. Purple hues dominated my vision. I couldn’t make out physical forms for the blotted shapes and inky silhouettes. 

I pushed up from the floor, using my shadows to wrap around my ankles and lift me—utilizing one of Sunny’s tricks, but instead of to pin and restrain, to fly and liberate. 

Ten, fifteen feet I rose, hands carving above my head like I was swimming through the sky itself. 

The third story ceiling grew in my eyes as I floated faster toward it, too fast—

With a harsh yell, I punched a fist into the purple Shadow Realm and opened a gate through the bottom of the balcony. 

I surged through it, melding into the floor and the rug—

And appeared right behind Sunny, as if peeking out of a lifted manhole in the middle of the street. Aliyah’s heels and Ornoth’s steel-toed boots framed my face. 

I floated in the Shadow Realm, with only my head and neck above the floor, staring at Sunny’s shoes. Remember when you sinkholed me through the ground my first year at the Academy, sunshine? A wicked smile sliced across my face. 

Time to get a taste of your own medicine. 

With a grunt, I wrapped my ethereal hands around Sunny’s ankles and materialized myself in the natural world.

Immense pressure squeezed my midsection. Air punched out of my lungs. 

Sunny jolted and dropped his gaze, undoubtedly surprised at spindly fingers on his legs, or the shock of black-and-red hair between them.  

I pulled down as hard as I could, yanking Sunny into the Shadow Realm with me, through the sinkhole, with my shadow anklets tugging me back to the second story.

He let out a tiny, reflexive yelp before his voice was swallowed up by the portal. 

Sunny poofed from the third level before Aliyah or Ornoth or Myria could realize he’d been snatched out from under them. Literally.

But that didn’t stop Ornoth’s voice from bellowing down to the second level once we emerged:

“Do it now, Myria!”

* * *
[image: image]


I DARTED THROUGH THE Shadow Realm in the hallway, then quickly realized Sunny wasn’t keeping pace with me. 

Furrowing my brow, I turned to find him hobbling, arms pinned behind his back by a glowing band.

“Next level!” he yelled, catching up and darting a look over his shoulder to see if we were being followed. 

Panic rose inside me. The Shadow Realm was becoming more and more opaque all over—like a cloudy film rather than a blotted expressionist painting—as it tried to lure me to the nearest shadow to emerge from. 

One couldn’t stay in the realm for too long before becoming lost, impossibly disoriented, and Slipping.

“First level?” I asked, staring over the lavender railing. It transformed under my hand into a wisp of purple smoke. 

“No!” he yelled. “Slip, princess! Next level!”

His words faded in and out. I could see them like radio frequencies. My eyes widened. 

Oh. I understood now, but didn’t know why he wanted me to do it. 

A man—fully fleshed-out, rather than a smudged ink shape—appeared from around the corner. He was in the Shadow Realm with us.

The fat man, face pale as snow with absolute terror in his eyes, bumbled over to us. “Where the hell am I?! What are you people?!”

I could’ve asked the same thing, but I didn’t have the time. 

His eyes turned into saucers in his head. He stumbled back a step and pointed over my shoulder, sniffing loudly.

I spun around—

A score of black tendrils spewed from the third level balcony, searching and feeling their way toward us.

“What the fuck is that?” I cried.

“No time to find out!” Sunny yelled.

I spun, grabbed the fat man in his greased suit, and tossed him into the nearest shadow on the wall to send him back to the material plane and hopefully create a speed-bump for the tentacle monster headed our way. 

Then I wrapped my arms around Sunny. “Hold on, sunshine!”

I catapulted us over the railing.

We both screamed as we went off the designated trajectory of the Shadow Realm’s path, plummeting toward the lobby on the first floor.

I didn’t feel weightless. I felt like I was tumbling through the void. 

With a harsh buzz, we landed on our backs, staring up. I felt no pain from the twenty-foot fall. The purple sheen of the Shadow Realm had given way to complete silence and an ancient, natural landscape around us. 

The golden walls of the Asberald hotel were craggy cliffs on both sides. The elegant red rugs had transformed into rocky, flat dirt. We were somewhere in a valley. The sky was the color of granite.  

Our Slip to the Spectral Realm had been a success, but I didn’t know where to go from here. No one had explained this part to me. 

Hell, I didn’t even know where I was. 

I glanced over at Sunny in confusion. The magical belt binding his arms together had been left in the Shadow Realm. 

He stared heavenward and pointed. “Princess, look!”

My eyes followed his finger.  

The seeking tendrils from the Shadow Realm had morphed into beings of pure shadow. They scaled the rocky cliffsides like ninjas, crawling diagonally toward us on their hands and feet, spiderlike.

“What the fuck are those?!” 

The tendrils had split off into at least five apparitions—one for each tentacle. In the Shadow Realm they had looked like something out of an H.P. Lovecraft novel. The Spectral Realm had unveiled their true forms.

Faces of sheer black twisted and turned in our direction. They moved unnaturally—clearly not people from the human world. 

Sunny helped me to our feet and we took off through the valley, no exit in sight. 

The shadows gave chase. They multiplied all around us, splitting off into threes, then fives, until at least thirty silent predators stalked us from the walls of the cliffs, moving as fast as mountain goats. 

They were closing in around us.  

A bright, colorful glow appeared in front of us like a rainbow door, at least a quarter-mile away. It called to me and Sunny—a beacon.

“An exit!” Sunny cried out. “Hopefully.”

If it wasn’t, we were screwed. These ephemeral beings looked out of our wheelhouse. I wasn’t looking forward to having to fight them, especially so many.

The silence of their pursuit turned into a buzz, then a hiss, as they drew closer.

Still we ran. My thighs burned like hellfire. I pushed on. Sunny could outpace me all day, but he was holding back to make sure I was right behind him. 

He wouldn’t leave me, just like I wouldn’t leave him.

We were halfway to the glowing door—

Then it winked out of existence. 

The beige cliffs turned slate gray. The hissing from our shadowy hunters fell silent, yet they continued to trail after us. 

“No!” I yelled, mouth falling open as I stuttered to a stop and wheeled around to desperately search for a new exit.

I found nothing. Just flat, barren landscape in every direction. Even the cliffs had started to slowly evaporate, thinning and becoming translucent. The entire Spectral Realm had taken on a muted appearance. 

The world was vanishing around us.

We were stuck in the Spectral Realm. 

Our pursuers gained on us and closed fast. 

I put up my fists next to Sunny.  

We readied ourselves to fight to the death. 

But no magic came to my fingertips. 

“Well . . .” Sunny said grimly, blinking at his wagging fingers. “This is not quite the daring escape I had hoped for.”

Above us in the slate-gray sky, a voice filtered in like it was coming from the spirits themselves:

“Not so fast, motherfucker!” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 25


[image: image]


Quentin

“NOT SO FAST, MOTHERFUCKER!” I shouted as I careened out of the wall next to room 320 and into the hallway.

After I helped restrain Professor Hanneman in room 308, Venn and Dax bound and gagged him with shadows. They wrestled him through a shadowgate in the floor, toward the lobby, trying to escape the hotel while Malikai and his pack distracted everyone.

I hesitated to follow them.

Then Aliyah’s guards kicked in the door and burst into the room—

And found no one.

I had already gated through the wall into the next room over . . . and continued doing that, room to room, in pursuit of Sunny and Coralia.

Just in case, I told myself.

I burst through the wall and slid out into the hallway with a shadow-whip at the ready, then called jagged streaks of lightning to the whip. 

Ornoth, Myria, Aliyah, and a gaggle of guards stood before me. Ornoth looked to be calling up some ancient power, summoning something as Myria focused on a sinkhole at her feet, funneling wisps of shadows into the floor where Sunny and Coralia had escaped. 

Ornoth’s hands moved in arcane gestures, his eyes closed. 

I cracked my lightning whip and drew everyone’s attention. 

Guards charged me, some of them baring fangs.

Aliyah stayed back.

My eyes widened. 

I sidestepped into the shadowgate and vanished, then put my hands forward and walked like a ghost through the walls toward the nearest shadow I could find. 

Two rooms down, I emerged once more.

This time I was on the other side of Ornoth and his summoning—whatever it was he was doing.  

“Is it done?” he said in a low, brooding voice.

Myria nodded and rose from her knees, then cracked her knuckles. “It is.” 

“Good.”

I snarled and raised my whip to attack the demon—not Myria, because I couldn’t bring myself to swing at my former Glovemate. But Ornoth was free game. 

My whip crackled with black and blue energy. 

The demon spun toward me as I charged—

He lifted his hands and unclenched his fists, his spell complete.

Black fog fell over me in an instant. 

Not just me—everywhere.

It’s him controlling the magical ward fog, not Myria! 

My whip vanished from my hand, all my powers sapped in an instant. 

Fear rifled through my body, because my momentum was still bringing me to Ornoth, but I no longer had a magical attack with which to fuck him up.

Plus, I was in the middle of a battle cry: “Don’t fuck with my friends, mate!”

And then my electric whip was gone. 

It was quite embarrassing.

I kept the attack going regardless, already committed. 

Ornoth smiled wickedly at me. 

I curled my hand into a fist and punched at his neck.

He moved as fast as a blur and was suddenly beside me. Clearly his magical abilities weren’t hampered by his black mist.

“Shit,” I grumbled to myself. 

His arms lashed out, one grabbing my forearm to hold my punch still, the other jamming up against the joint of my elbow. 

Unbelievable pain pierced through me as he broke my arm, and I could see the bone bend irregularly beneath the skin of my elbow. 

I cried out, my knees wobbling.

He laughed.

Myria stood behind him, unmoving, unsmiling, her black eyes not recognizing me. 

Ornoth had me right where he wanted me. He was going to kill me.

Somewhere deep inside, I summoned courage to press on.

I faced him, my useless arm wobbling in his grasp like a floundering fish. 

Our eyes locked. 

Something like doubt flickered in his eyes.

Almost like a sense of recognition.

He hesitated. Time stopped for a heartbeat. 

I took the opportunity.

My forehead slammed into his face. 

He stumbled back into the wall, releasing me. 

The black fog evaporated in an instant. 

Anger pulsed on his handsome gray features as he rubbed his chin, collected himself, and bared his teeth to charge at me. 

Mouth popping open, I stepped back and upended myself over the balcony railing. 

Then I was plunging through the sky, weightless—

So reminiscent of the time I had been tossed off the roof of a building in this very city, chasing the same mark, Luciano, in my Ghost-year at Shadowblade Academy during the “hit gone wrong.” 

Except, this time, I didn’t expect anyone to open up a big yawning shadowgate on the ground to swallow me up and save my ass . . .
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Coralia

SUNNY DREW HIS OBLYX sword and valiantly stepped in front of me to fight off our shadowy attackers. Dressed in the silly blue gown Malikai had given me, I had no weapon. It was back at the hideaway with Hoach. 

There was no escaping these bloodthirsty, unnatural manifestations. All I could do was gaze at Sunny’s broad shoulders and watch his muscles flex, tears dappling my eyes.

Our magic had failed us. Now we were going to die in some nameless valley, surrounded by disappearing mountainsides. 

When the shadows catapulted off the sides of the cliffs and hit the ground in front of us, they straightened onto their feet and charged. 

Magic or not, Sunny moved like the wind carving through tree limbs. He cleaved through the first row, blade singing in the humid night. His silver blade flashed brilliantly against the muted landscape. 

Each strike was like dragging a hand through smoke. The shadows didn’t fall—their bodies separated into wisps of mist before realigning and falling back together. 

Sunny roared in frustration, realizing his attacks had no effect in this surreal dreamscape.  

The shadowmen surrounded us but didn’t approach. They formed a circle, trying to cut off our retreat.

As they hissed and drew closer, I nudged my back against Sunny’s. My fists came up, ready to pummel these fuckers if it came to it, knowing my attacks would be futile. If Sunny’s Oblyx sword didn’t hurt them, neither would my knuckles. 

The shadows charged as one—

Light pierced the sky. The dissipating cliffs abruptly solidified to their full, stony faces. The muted gray of the world around us sprouted to life.

Most importantly, the rainbow door beamed in front of me. 

“Sunny!” I screamed. 

He risked a look over his shoulder and gasped. 

The shadows leaped, falling toward us—

We ducked and rolled, bringing ourselves low to the ground, and crawled away. 

The attackers floundered in our absence, landing on nothing to kill. They scanned the ground, their hisses growing louder.

We were already halfway to the door, sprinting like our lives depended on it.

The shadows bit at my heels.  

Sunny sheathed his sword mid-run, gathered me in his arms, and put on the afterburners. 

He was too fast. Even with me in his arms, head banging against his chest, he put distance between us and the shadows. I could smell his sweat—feel it dripping down my face.

The glowing door in the middle of nowhere became brighter, larger. 

The shadowpeople reached out with claws to grab at us.

Sunny bellowed and launched himself at the door—

Everything fizzled around me. 

The last thing I saw: a handful of shadows leaping into the portal behind us, before their essence dissipated like sand blowing across a dune. 

Blackness swept over us. 

* * *
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I AWOKE PRONE, ON MY back, immediately propping myself up on my elbows. My head swam. I put a palm to my temple to try and soothe the dull ache.

Frantically, my eyes darted, taking in my surroundings. Sunny stood behind me, arms crossed, staring out at Asberald City, with its patches of bright lights and a column of smoke rising in the distance from the hotel Malikai had terrorized.

Sunny helped me up without a word. 

The Spectral Realm had spit us out onto the fringes of town. The southwestern edge. 

Strange, I thought, like it knew to bring us close to our hideout. I projected my thoughts: “Hello? Can anyone hear me?”

Radio silence. I’d lost connection with Venn’s mind-link in the Spectral Realm. 

Fear coiled around me like a squeezing python, making me shiver. 

Sunny wrapped his arms around me and pulled me close, smashing my face against his chest. “It’ll be all right, princess.”

“How do you know?”

“Just follow me. We have to move fast.”

He led me by the hand into our secret house—the place we’d called home for the past three days and nights. 

The broad-shouldered, funny leader of the Outcasts, Hoach, stood in the den. He didn’t look too funny now. He looked slightly apprehensive. “Miss Hargrave,” he said with a nod. At his feet, the four guards Dax had captured sat in a circle, but their legs and arms weren’t restrained any longer. 

“Are you going to let them go now, Hoach?” I asked, jutting my chin toward Corporal Sparley, Private Gary, and the other two. 

“As soon as I know Malikai is safe.”

“Is he?” a smaller voice squeaked behind me. 

Little Ricky, in the corner, arms hugging his torso. His bottom lip trembled. 

I walked over to the teen and tousled his hair. “I can’t lie to you, Ricky. I don’t know.”

The boy—just on the cusp of adulthood, unable to hide his emotions—sniffled and nodded sadly, dropping his eyes to the floor. “I understand, ma’am. Thank you for being honest.”

“He saved us,” I announced, turning from Ricky to Hoach. “Kai made sure to give us a diversion long enough to do what we needed to do.”

“Did you succeed in your mission?” Hoach asked. 

“Of putting Luciano and Aliyah at each other’s throats? I can’t imagine we failed.”

Sunny snorted in agreement, like he thought I was being too humble. “Those two won’t trust each other after this. There’s no way. At the very least, the humans won’t—they’ll think Luciano is a vicious, unpredictable monster, with his wolves running rampant through the hotel.”

“But it was Malikai who did that, not Luciano,” I said.

“They won’t know the difference, princess. They’ll see wolves and think it was Luciano. To them, we’re all the same. This will set back human-supernatural relations months, if not years.”

“You sound happy about that.”

Sunny shrugged. “Better than the alternative of letting Luciano or Aliyah dictate things. I’d rather get new management in those positions.”

I cocked my head with a sly smile. “Do you see yourself in such a position, sunshine?”

“Hell no. I can’t stand you people. How well do you think I’d do having to put up with humans? I can’t test my patience that far—” 

“Did I hear someone say ‘sunshine’?” 

I gasped and wheeled at the familiar voice.

Venn took up the doorway of the nearest room, a smile spreading across his lavender skin.

“Venn!” I yelled, then rushed over and threw my arms around him.

He squeezed me and whispered, “Hello, hun,” before taking me to arm’s length. He looked bruised from his fight with Professor Hanneman. 

“Where’s Dax?” I asked, running a gentle a hand over his darker bruises. 

He tossed a thumb over his shoulder. “In the room watching Hanneman to make sure he doesn’t escape his bindings.” 

“That fucker has a lot to answer for,” I said, scowling. 

“Indeed he does. We’ll present him to Headmaster Cane. Should give us some much-needed leverage.”

“How did you and Dax escape the gala?”

“We managed to flee through a shadowgate just before the black fog came up.”

My heart hammered in my throat. “The black fog went back up?”

Venn furrowed his silver brow. “You didn’t know? It was only up for a matter of minutes.”

Behind me, Sunny said, “That must’ve been what kept us trapped in the Spectral Realm, princess.”

I nodded, biting my bottom lip. My eyebrows arched helplessly as I stared up at Venn’s purple eyes. “Where’s Quentin, love?”

He sighed heavily, puffing up his cheeks. “I don’t know, hun. I fear he didn’t make it out of the—”

“I bet he’s responsible for bringing the fog down,” Sunny interrupted. I was thankful he cut Venn off, because I didn’t want to hear what he’d been ready to say. “Damn stupid gallantry of his,” the vampire finished with a shake of his head.  

Sadness rolled through me. Did I sacrifice one mate just to save another? Quentin for Sunny?

If it was true, I’d never forgive mysel—

“Ahhh!”

I jolted at the loud wail coming from outside.

We all rushed over to a window. It almost sounded like someone trying to imitate the howl of a wolf, and failing miserably. 

When I pushed the door open, my mouth dropped. 

Malikai galloped toward us at the end of the street, with three other wolves beside him. 

And riding on the back of that big brown hound? Quentin, crying out like he’d lost his mind from exhilaration as he bounced astride Malikai Sanden.

I put my hands to my head in disbelief. A tear of gratitude rolled down my cheek. 

The wolf abruptly put on the brakes and Quentin flew off, tumbling on the ground like a sushi roll. 

The pack leader shifted and I hurried over to help Quentin.

He beamed at me, a dazed glint in his eyes. “Holy shit that was intense!” 

I threw my head back and laughed, still in shock. “W-What happened?” I stammered, kneeling to join him as he sat up. My hands fell on his knees, our eyes locking. 

Excitement and life like I’d never seen blazed in Quentin Argyle’s green eyes. “Well, my arm’s broken, courtesy of Ornoth the asshole.” He lifted his limp arm. 

I inhaled sharply. “Oh my God, Quen!”

“Don’t worry, I can’t feel it. Adrenaline’s riding too high, lass. I’m sure it’ll hurt like a bitch in a little while.” He made a gesture of punching with his good arm. “I socked that fucker good, Cor. Probably gave me a concussion.”

I smiled. And here he thought he was the weakest of us, with no abilities.

Quen’s good arm moved in a flourish as he continued. “Then I jumped over the balcony, ready to try and shadowwalk away. But I mistimed it.”

“The black fog,” Sunny said, walking over and helping Quentin to his feet. 

Quen nodded. “It was still vanishing while I fell. My powers were gone. I’d fucked up Ornoth’s focus, killing the fog, but it wasn’t an immediate drop like I’d banked on.” Our tactician was wobbly on his feet, clearly unbalanced and dizzy from his ride with Malikai.

“Then this big lovable bastard streamed through the sky and caught me!” Quen said enthusiastically, pointing over at Malikai. “Like a goddamn superhero.”

The loner just smiled and dipped his gaze, avoiding the spectacle as he walked bare-assed toward the house.

“It was the craziest shit of my life. And this is coming from someone who lived in the Spectral Realm for months. Couldn’t believe it, mates.”

Quentin was riding a high I’d never seen before. I loved it—lived for it. Every huge smile of his was infectious, making me echo his elation.  

Seconds later, Malikai came out with pants on. “Everyone, I’m loving this reunion, but I’m afraid we’ve got to move. Our cover will be blown after all this. Luciano will scour the ends of Asberald to find out who betrayed him, and we can’t be here when he does.”

“Right,” I said, seriousness taking over. “Let’s shadowwalk out of here, back to the safety of the Academy. Malikai, you’re more than welcome to—”

“I will be going to Ironfort. For now. Thank you for the invitation, Miss Hargrave.”

I was a little sad at that. Malikai Sanden was a hell of an ally to have: experienced, friendly, and helpful. Still, I nodded my understanding and bowed. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for us. Again.”  

Dax appeared in the doorway. His firm face showed none of the excitement Quentin and I felt. “Before we go to the Academy, we need to take a pit stop at the Forbidden Orchard. I’ve just received word from Wrist Hudson about Riann.” 
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Coralia

“. . . AND THEN I SAID my last name was Tornado, because, well, I’m an idiot and misread the label on the beer bottle.” Sunny threw his hands up.

Everyone chuckled with muted laughter. We were all dead tired.

At least Sunny was showing a modicum of self-deprecation, which I thought would go a long way toward his overall growth. He was trying to keep our drained spirits up, which I appreciated, especially considering he was usually the one responsible for draining them.

We made slow progress through the forest while Sunny regaled us with his schmoozing of Mari Settler. Heading toward the Kolpoden Grove, we took a long, roundabout path to avoid getting near Waichee Village, where Dax’s brother ruled and had it out for us. 

Our Glove was battered and bruised, but we had survived the ordeal of the Asberald gala. Even with our haphazard plan, for once we found ourselves successful. Hopefully. 

Our energy was sapped. All the shadowwalking and stress would fuck anyone up. We wanted sleep and rest, yet Dax had sounded urgent. 

So we trudged on. 

Sunny continued. “The bottle said ‘Torpedo,’ but subconsciously I thought Tornado sounded like a more badass shifter name, if I was going to lean into the whole ‘I’m on Luciano Rockford’s team.’”

“Okay,” Venn said, swatting a mosquito, “but Clarence? That’s the first name you could come up with? Because that’s where you fucked up.”

“Donovenn is right,” Dax added. “Clarence is not a badass shifter name. I would know.” The panther shifter pushed Titus Hanneman along in front of him, at the back of the group. The professor-spy was bound and gagged. We didn’t want to hear anything he had to say.

Sunny glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, the kitty cat’s gonna tell me what a badass shifter name should sound like? Why, because you have so much experience?”

“His name is Dax Kilmeade,” Venn pointed out. “That’s a pretty badass name, if I do say so myself.”

“Thank you, Donovenn,” Dax replied. 

Sunny tsked. “Whatever, assholes.”

I walked up alongside him and squeezed his shoulder. “I think you did great.” 

The vampire shot me a surprised look, his lips slowly peeling into a small grin. “Thank you, princess.”

I patted him on the back and continued on with a nod, to the front of the group where Quentin led. “But Clarence Tornado is still a stupid fucking name.”

“Gah!” Sunny cried out, wounded.

I giggled, which snowballed to Venn and Dax also laughing. 

We were in fine spirits considering the ordeal we’d escaped. We were becoming accustomed to all the turmoil and drama ruling our lives.  

Maybe that’s what shadowblade training is all about? Learning how to deal with the failures, the successes, the deaths. Learning how to put it all behind you.

Quentin hobbled ten paces in front of everyone else, staying to himself. He grunted as he moved, holding his broken arm tucked against his chest. 

He’d gotten the worst of it. In the grand scheme of things, a broken arm wasn’t that bad considering we all could have died. 

I put my hand on his shoulder. “How you holding up, champ?”

“Don’t trust her and her beguiling ways, with that little hand-on-the-shoulder trick, Quen!” Sunny yelled behind us, before Dax scolded him for being so loud and possibly attracting scouts. “She’s a succubus!”

Quentin ignored the enthusiastic vampire and smiled at me through his obvious pain. “I’ll live, lass. It’s just a broken bone.”

My eyebrows arched sadly. “Yeah, but we need to get it looked at ASAP, to make sure it repairs right.”

“The spellweavers in the infirmary should heal it up just fine. I’ll go there first thing once we’re back at the Academy.”

“Promise?”

He popped his eyebrows. “You can go with me to make sure . . . if you want.”

My sad look shifted into a smile. “Deal.”

I studied his green eyes and he searched my dark ones. We had done a lot of soul-searching, no pun intended, in the past. At times, it had seemed like we were on the brink of a big breakthrough, yet we had never burst through.

I was determined to change that.

He had put so much on the line for the rest of us, going totally off-script and risking his life while his Glovemates made their respective escapes. 

Quen couldn’t have expected to live through a fight with Ornoth, Myria, Aliyah Rosewood, Mari Settler, and eight guards. There was no way. 

Which means he was prepared to sacrifice himself just so we could escape. 

I cleared my throat and stared ahead as we strolled, unable to face him in case I started tearing up when I spoke next. My voice came out cracked and hoarse. “I want you to put more value on your life from now on, Quen. Can you promise me that?”

He said nothing for a moment. Leaves crunched underfoot.

“What do you mean, lass?”

I flared my nostrils, trying to avoid sniffling. “You risked too much trying to help us escape. It was reckless and foolish. You could have died!”

“I would risk it again if I had to.”

“I know, and that’s . . . that’s the problem.”

“Why, Coralia?”

Spirits bite me, are all men this thick? Or is he really just trying to make me say it?

“Because I’d be heartbroken if you died, you big oaf. That’s why.”

Silence hung heavy. Trilling insects and swishing branches filled the quiet night. The others chatted behind, giving us space. They couldn’t hear our conversation. 

After a few moments, the silence grew awkward. I refused to look over, but I didn’t need to. I could feel Quentin’s eyes boring into the side of my face. He hadn’t lifted his gaze, searching me for . . . something.

A rough hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me toward him.

I yelped—

Then Quentin’s lips pressed against mine. He eagerly claimed me, sending heat flooding through my core and butterflies swirling in my stomach.  

He showed me how much my words meant to him—how much we mutually cared for one another—without having to say a thing. He let his tongue do all the talking as it slipped into my mouth. 

I gasped inside him, tasting his soft scent of summer fields. He inhaled my breath and kept the kiss long and lingering, his one good hand keeping me steady.

My knees wobbled. I closed my eyes. My body drifted into his, pushing against his firm frame, feeling the bulky muscles underneath his clothes. 

My vigilant protector. My Dreamwatcher.

“Ow, fuck,” he murmured, separating his lips from mine and taking a step back.

The dream abruptly ended.

With a wince, his eyes moved down to his cradled arm.

“Shit,” I croaked, brushing hair out of my face. “Sorry.”

The forest was strangely quiet. No movement behind us. Quentin and I turned and found everyone frozen in place, gawking at us with wide, unblinking eyes.

My cheeks burned with hot embarrassment. “Shit. Uh. Don’t everyone go making a big deal about that all at once, you hear me?” My voice sounded tiny in my ears, impossible to hide my humiliation at the three men staring at me like they’d just witnessed Christ resurrected. 

These were also three men I had slept with, and thought of as lovers, which added layers. My embarrassment felt well-deserved.  

Dax broke the stillness first with a knowing smile. “I know that feeling all too well, Quentin. It is a singular feeling.” 

Venn had a faraway look in his eyes. “It’s about time you joined the club, brother.”

Sunny frowned. “Get a room, you two.” He was the only one who didn’t seem thrilled about this new development, and I understood it: Quentin was potentially new competition for the possessive vampire. 

I laughed, the sound a bit hysterical, and spun back around so I wouldn’t have to keep looking at them.

Quentin’s warm hand threaded into mine, our fingers intertwining at our sides.

We continued on like that for a while, hand in hand, peacefully content as a spark of something new and exciting burgeoned between us. 

Something that would change our relationship forever.  

For that short moment in the middle of the night, with the moon overhead basking the forest in silver light, and the chirring of the bugs and swaying of the trees providing a peaceful soundtrack to our travels, things felt just right.

Unfortunately, it all went to shit once we reached the Kolpoden Grove. 
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ARDITH “GREETED” US on the outskirts of Desmona’s Kolpoden Grove. She tried to hide behind the massive elm trees as we approached, scampering from one trunk to the next. With the moon bright, the black blurs of her body weren’t as sneaky as she thought.

I caught her out the corner of my eye. I imagined the rest of my Glove did too, but no one said anything. We kept heading for the small stream that separated the rest of the forest from Desmona’s “island” of life-giving trees.  

Smirking, I called out, “Oh no. Do you smell that, guys?”

Venn caught on first, smiling. “What do you think it is, Cor?”

“Smells like a stinky little demon to me.”

Ardith’s little head popped out from behind a trunk once we reached the stream. As she scooted out and showed her entire body, I nearly jolted from shock.

The girl had grown. Again. Her head now reached above my waist. A short while ago, she had only come up to my thighs. Ashen-gray bark—almost petrified looking—sprouted from her shoulders and knees in thin layers. Her tiny horns now looked like twigs, and the green vasculature of her body resembled the veins of a leaf. Her face was light gray and her stringy black hair was filled with forest debris.  

Eerie black pools stared back at me. 

“My, Ardith, haven’t you grown?” I eked out.

The child scared the shit out of me. She had only been born months ago, yet she already matched the size and shape of a ten-year-old.  

The girl continued to stare at me unceasingly, unnervingly. Saying nothing.

“She’s hard to keep up with, that’s for sure,” came a new voice, soft and ethereal.

Desmona appeared at the top of the hill leading to her thicket, gracefully moving toward us like a ballerina. She sported none of the same black and gray features of her daughter, because she didn’t share the same demonic bloodline. 

The leafy, green, magical woman was all dryad. A force of nature. Her gaunt, beautiful fairytale face stared down at us. “I am glad you have come, friends.”

“Apologies for being held up, Des,” Dax said, passing me to approach her. She was still the only person Dax used a nickname with—Des—besides my moniker of M’shyok Wahdus. “We came as soon as we could.”

“How did you even know to come?” I asked him. 

As if on cue, a tiny lizard scampered out of his pants pocket, down his leg, and flicked its tongue at me before scurrying off to join Desmona at the top of the hill. 

“Yoshi!” I exclaimed, clapping my hands. The bearded dragon never failed to bring a smile to my face. I was overjoyed he’d made another appearance, but didn’t know why Dax had hid him from me until now. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to sideline our focus, though Sunny’s silly stories and Quentin kissing me had taken care of that.  

“Wait . . .” Sunny began, scratching his cheek. “That thing met up with us all the way in Asberald City?”

I scowled at him. “He’s not a thing, dick. He’s our noble messenger lizard.”

“It is baffling though,” Quentin said, hands on his hips. “That little critter sure can cover ground fast.”

“We can’t explain or begin to understand everything Mother Nature can do, Quentin,” Dax said with a small bow of his head. 

At the back of the group, Venn led Professor Hanneman to the rest of us. “What should we do with this guy?”

“Let him rot.” A new voice, this one from the side.

Jace Hudson lounged against a tree, arms crossed. He pushed off and walked over to us. His beard was starting to grow back, which I wasn’t sure was a good thing or not. Does it mean he’s reverting back to old ways? Renouncing his life at the Academy to become a mountain man and join Desmona here once more?

“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” I said. 

“Same.” Jace grunted, eyes falling on the gagged mouth of Titus Hanneman, who mumbled something unintelligible. “So this was my great replacement at the Academy, eh?”

“Not much of a replacement, honestly,” Venn said. 

“Wanna kick his ass?” Sunny asked, hope springing in his voice. 

Jace snorted. “He’s not worth the time. We’ll let Alaric handle him.”

Titus’ eyes bulged. He desperately whined, the muffled sound annoying to my ears. 

“It’s a shame you had to be a traitor, Hanneman. You could have done good things at the Academy.” Jace shrugged and turned away. “Now we’ll never know.”

Titus dropped his gaze to the forest floor. 

Jace walked away, disgusted, and joined Desmona at the top of the incline. He put an arm around her slender shoulder. “I’m happy you all lived and made it here. I’m sorry I couldn’t join you in Asberald.”

“We managed,” I said, then raised a brow. “Are you sure you’re happy? Because you have dark circles under your eyes like Nosferatu.”

He didn’t laugh at my silly joke. His lips firmed, and I could tell he was troubled. “Yes . . . well, no. I’m afraid you are too late.”

“Too late, Wrist Hudson?” Dax instinctively took a step forward. 

Jace locked eyes with him. His hard, tired face softened just a fraction as he saw the pleading look in Dax’s eyes. “Riann is dead, my friend. I’m sorry.” 

My hand flew to my heart. “No.”

Dax bowed his head. His hands clenched at his sides, biceps flexing as he tried to control his anger. His voice came out like seeping poison.

“How?”

For a moment, Jace said nothing. Absolute quiet in the Grove.

Then Dax raised his head and spoke louder, more decisively: “How!” His voice echoed through the forest, sending night birds croaking into the sky.

Jace wasn’t deterred or alarmed at Dax’s fury. It hurt me to see. The Wrist regarded his pupil, as if deciding how to answer, and finally spoke. “The demonic pregnancy proved too much for her, Dax. She was not powerful enough to withstand the birth. Neither she nor the child made it.”

Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. We had almost saved her. Ornoth had brainwashed her in the Forbidden Orchard prison before “infusing” her, but her mind slowly recovered the further she got from the prison. 

Riann had been on the mend . . . and now she was gone.

Dax’s first lover. Childhood friend. Enemy and joiner of Cyrus’ corrupt group. Prisoner. 

The discovery of Riann’s death shocked me. It weighed on me like a numb chill. It made me think of that poor nameless, eviscerated girl from the Asberald City prison. 

If the result of Riann’s doomed pregnancy was anything like that, then maybe she was in a better place now. Because that had looked like hell on earth. 

I should have done something! I should have done more—come here with Jace before Asberald. There was time to do both!

Doubt followed that thought: I wouldn’t have been able to find my way back to my Glove safely. We’d had a small window to work with. 

Angry sorrow surged through me. Riann’s death made me want to kill Ornoth and his cronies even more. To put a stop to the demonspawn breeding operation once and for all. 

“Can I see her?” Dax asked. 

Jace shook his head adamantly. “I’m sorry, Dax. It was not a dignified death. I can’t do that to you.”

Dax stayed quiet, breathing hard. I slowly walked up to him to reach out, but he shrugged himself away before I could.

He let out a guttural roar that shook the foundations of the forest itself. Trees shivered from his raw fury. He shifted into his panther and sprung away into the trees, disappearing before I had a chance to call his name.

I gasped and ran forward.

Quentin reached out and grabbed me around the waist. “Let him go, lass,” he said in my ear. “He needs to be alone.”

I sniffled, bottom lip trembling. “But . . . but . . . what if he goes and does something stupid? What if he tries to invade Waichee to get to Cyrus?”

“He won’t. Dax is no fool. He knows going into Waichee right now would be a death wish . . . and he doesn’t want to die. He wants to kill.”

Tears trickled down my cheeks. Not for Riann, necessarily, though that was tragic—but for Dax’s pain. He had already been through so much, and now this was just another knock weighing down his heart.

Cyrus was to blame for this. Dax’s brother had ordered Riann to scout the outskirts of the Forbidden Orchard, which got her captured. Cyrus knew it would incense Dax and the Glove—put them into action to save me and Riann—and separate Chieftess Fionne from the village so he could make his move to usurp her position. 

I hoped Quen was right, that Dax wouldn’t do anything stupid in his fit of rage. 

I wanted to chase him, to assure him everything was going to be all right. 

It was too bad I didn’t know if that was true. 
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I SAT IN THE DARKNESS of the Kolpoden Grove, butt on the grass, back against a wide elm. We didn’t use campfires out here because Desmona would smite us before allowing anyone to burn precious wood for a fire.

It was a chilly, dreary evening. The rest of the gang had fallen asleep in a little half-circle of bodies, but I wouldn’t be able to sleep until Dax returned. 

He’d been gone an hour. 

I couldn’t stop my nerves from rising to the surface, my knees bouncing with my hands clasped between them.

The deep black night started to give way to a lighter purple, signaling dawn in a few hours. I’d need some rest if I was going to leave for the Academy any time soon.

A “pssst” startled me and drew my head to the right. 

I squinted, trying to see who called me. Then I stood, followed the soft footfalls, and left the clearing where my Glovemates slept. 

Jace Hudson loitered in another section of the Grove, alone, arms crossed. The hooting of an owl sounded nearby. 

I sighed heavily as I neared him. “Wrist Hudson.” 

“Coralia,” he said, “thanks for joining me. Didn’t want to wake the others.”

“Why, do you have secrets to spill?” I narrowed my eyes on him accusingly. 

He frowned. 

“Sorry. Quick to suspicion these days.”

His frown tugged the other way, into a tiny smile. “Don’t be sorry. It makes a good shadowblade.” He took a step away. “How did the gala go? You said earlier you barely managed.”

“It was chaotic,” I answered. “Do you want a full debriefing? Now?”

“No. I trust you. Was the mission a success?”

“I think so. We had the help of Malikai Sanden, one of Dawn Rose’s mates. He blew up part of the hotel, sending politicians running for the hills.”

Jace snorted with a soft chuckle. “Wish I could have seen that.”

“It was epic. I felt like a real shadowblade in there, Jace—disguising ourselves, spying, scheming, doing . . . shadowblade shit.”

“Good. Then you’ve seen being a shadowblade isn’t always about killing. Assassination missions are necessary but uncommon. Sometimes it’s just as much about subterfuge, teamwork, and operating behind the scenes.”

“I’m starting to realize that.”  

Jace nodded and looked away, as if trying to gather his thoughts. When he faced me, he said, “How are the rest of the guys? I miss them.”

I felt proud knowing Jace was asking me about the Glove he’d cultivated and looked after for so long. The team he had built. It showed he thought of me as a leader, like the others were beginning to.

“Well,” I started, rolling through my memories, “Sunny got in over his head as usual and had to be rescued and—”

“Who did the rescuing?”

“I did, actually.”

He winked. “‘Atta girl.”

I reddened. “Then Quentin saved all our asses, with Malikai’s help. Sunny actually seems in great spirits after the fact, joking around with the guys more. I think he’s starting to warm up to everyone.”

“Great, it only took two years.” Sarcasm dripped from his voice. “I’m sure you had nothing to do with that change in him.”

My blush deepened. I was lucky it was night, or the scarlet hue would’ve been more obvious. I didn’t want to get into the personal relationship status between me and the guys with Jace, but the Wrist wasn’t wrong. 

Bonding with me, and consummating that bond, had certainly seemed to change Sunny’s outlook on a lot of things. 

I continued on, trying to blow past his remark. “Quentin broke his arm fighting Ornoth. Badly. He’ll need to see Dr. Merryman once we return to the Academy.”

A serious look crossed Jace’s face. He hollowed his cheeks. “Ornoth was there? That doesn’t bode well, though it’s not very surprising considering Luciano planned to incorporate the demonspawn into his plans with Aliyah.”

“Right.”

“How about your sister? Was Myria there?”

I nodded slowly. “I didn’t run into her though. Quentin said she looked . . . lost.”

“Dammit. Fucking demons.”

“You think Ornoth brainwashed her?”

“Him or someone else, is my guess.”

I swallowed over a lump in my throat. 

Jace reached out and put a hand on my arm. “Don’t worry, Coralia. We still have time to rescue her.”

“I’m not so sure that’s true . . . but thank you for the sentiment.”

He patted my arm and drew his hand back. 

Another thought came to me. “Someone tried to infiltrate Venn’s fae mind-link while we were there. An Unseelie Fae in the meeting between Hanneman and Mari Settler. He was called Ambassador Keld, I believe.”

Jace’s brow furrowed. “What the hell? I didn’t even know fae could do that. Like listening into a police radio frequency?”

“Guess we’re both learning things today,” I shot back. My eyes ventured over to a black lump saddled up against a tree trunk—the sleeping form of Titus Hanneman. I had wondered where Jace stowed him. 

No wonder the former Physical Intent instructor couldn’t sleep. He had to watch over our prisoner.

“Any idea what this fae wanted?” 

I continued staring at Hanneman’s body. “Sunny said it sounded like he was there to gauge the Unseelie Court’s interest in joining the alliance between Luciano and Aliyah.”

“Fuck,” Jace breathed, spinning around to pace. “That would be awful. We already have vampires and shifters and politicians and demons to worry about. We don’t need to add conquest-minded fae to the mix.”

“Yeah, well, I don’t think we have to worry about that quite yet. Like I said, Aliyah and Luciano haven’t made the pact. If anything, they’re further apart now than when the gala began.”

“Good work.” Jace massaged his chin, the stubble making a scratching sound. “Have to wonder how Luciano got to the Unseelie Court. Must have an in somewhere. It’s worth looking into.”

“Right, well, that’s above my pay grade.” 

“A lot of things are above your pay grade these days, Coralia. I think you’ve been handling them with aplomb.” 

“Thanks again.” I sighed, blowing a raspberry. “To finish the rundown of my guys, Dax . . . well”—I gestured vaguely at the trees surrounding us—“you’ve seen how Dax is doing.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll round him up soon.”

“You don’t think he’ll come back on his own volition?”

Jace stared at me with stern eyes, unblinking. “If you’re here . . . then yes, he probably will. You’re the glue to the Glove I could never be, Coralia.”

A shiver crept up my spine. It wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate Wrist Hudson’s words—I’d never received so many back-to-back compliments from him before—but hearing him say it, and recognize it, made me nervous. 

Almost like he was saying he wasn’t needed anymore. 

I don’t think Jace quite realizes how much we still need him. We aren’t ready for the big time. Not without his leadership and calm demeanor. Even Dax and Quen, our normal stoic guys, are starting to fray at the edges. Dax just ran off, and Quen showed questionable—albeit heroic—judgment at the gala.  

We need experience and wisdom, and for all his faults, Jace provides that.

We all trust him. Well, except maybe Sunny. But he wouldn’t trust his own dog. 

I had to ask the burning question: “Will you be returning to Shadowblade Academy with us, Jace?”

His features crinkled with sorrow. “That was the deal I promised Alaric Cane: Get the guys out of prison so we could stop this alliance, and then I’d return. I intend to honor it.”

My heart shot to my throat—thankful this wasn’t the Wrist’s farewell speech. 

“I also have to bring this sack of shit in.” He toed Titus’ sleeping body. “Don’t worry, I don’t want the credit for capturing him . . . I just want to be in the room to see the look on Alaric’s face when he sees how royally he fucked up hiring this guy to take my place.” 

The Wrist’s brow furrowed, deep in his thoughts as he rattled on. “The problem is bringing Desmona and Ardith. There’s a darkness growing around here again—not like the Forbidden Orchard, but something malignant all the same. Forces are moving against one another. Cyrus Kilmeade and his ilk. I don’t feel safe leaving Des and the kid here much longer.”

“I understand.”

“But they don’t belong at Shadowblade Academy, and I can’t tear them away from their home. This is Desmona’s home.” He gestured in frustration. “Alaric would never go for it anyway.”

“Can Desmona be separated from her Grove for long? It gives her life, right?”

“Yes. We’ve discussed trying to transplant her Grove somewhere near the Academy, but that would be a huge endeavor. Plus I’m not sure it would work. Her power comes from the earth itself: the roots, the whole thing. It’s been like trying to pull teeth discussing it with her.”

Jace had never let me into his inner circle like this. He was talking to me as a peer, rather than a student. It was another thing to feel proud about, but I couldn’t get over the nagging sensation he was trying to ask for advice—that he was at his wits’ end about how to deal with all these moving parts.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have the answers he sought. “I’m sorry, Jace. It sounds rough. I’m sure you’ll come to an understanding with her. It’s clear you care about Desmona and Ardith a whole lot.”

He sucked his upper lip and clicked his tongue. “Sure do.” Then he chuckled and patted me on the shoulder as he walked by. “Don’t worry, Cor, I’m just babbling. I’ll figure it out. You need to get some sleep.”

I chewed my fingernails. “I can’t sleep knowing Dax is out there alone.”

He stopped walking. “It really riles you up that much, huh?”

My throat constricted. I swallowed through it and nodded. “Do you think he’ll be all right? Like . . . in the long run? With this whole Riann thing?”

“Yes. I do. But I honestly think you’re better suited to answer that question than I am, Coralia.” 

My brow stitched together. “But you’re his Wrist. You’ve known him longer than any of us. He looks up to you.”

“True. But he loves you, Cor. They all do.” His hard features softened as he stared into my eyes. Jace smiled a genuine, fond, sad smile at me, like he was preparing to pass the torch. “You know the heart of Hudson’s Glove better than I ever have, Coralia Hargrave. You are the heart of Hudson’s Glove.”
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Dax

THE WIND SLANTED AS I ran headlong into it, beating my fur down over my sinewy, corded body. I galloped through the forest as fast as I could, my four legs moving seamlessly to carry me on the wind, through the trees, over the foliage, and into deeper darkness. 

I packed my human mind away and tossed it off a cliff. 

My animal roamed free, forcing out my frustrations and aggressions.

The mad sprint brought me back to my youth—being a cub in Waichee Village, racing Kalul and Riann and the other shifters, always trying to be the best.

I wanted to impress my mother, to show her I was worthy of the Kilmeade name. I wanted to impress the mythical, awe-inspiring dryad, Desmona, and my childhood crush, Riann. 

Most of all, I wanted to beat my brother. 

Things had been easy and carefree back then. 

Cyrus and I were always neck and neck, yet I was more disciplined. My discipline and competitive nature came out against him and I typically won our bouts. 

Thus began the early rivalry with my sibling.

Because of our rivalry, and Cyrus’ usual defeat at my hands, he had more to prove. The young cub had a chip on his shoulder. He acquired his white tattoos at a young age, to separate himself from me. He took on any and all operations asked of him, trying to prove his worth. 

Eventually, those missions spiraled him into the darker depths of my kin. The smuggling. The violence.  

For the longest time, I’d been completely unaware of the dangerous things he’d gotten involved in. 

“Pure and untainted,” as Headmaster Cane once said about me when he came to take me to Shadowblade Academy. “More promising than the rest of them.”

My mother signed off on Alaric taking me to further my studies and hone my abilities. To come back one day as a beacon of hope for our people, perhaps.

Fionne possibly saw the potential in me, yet now I believed she’d wanted to get me away from the madness Cyrus involved himself in. 

It was too late for my younger brother—free rein and not enough discipline had been his downfall. But it wasn’t too late for me, and the only way Mother could guarantee I didn’t get swept up into the criminality was to send me off. 

To force my abdication of heir apparent.

For a long time, I’d been angry with her. Our relationship was never quite the same after that—she severed our close bond by sending me away. I knew she’d only been trying to do the best for her cub, which I eventually realized . . . but there was more to it than that.

Chieftess Fionne was not blameless in how Cyrus turned out. That free rein and unruliness? It stemmed from her lack of oversight. She turned a blind eye to the jobs Cyrus took—the thievery and savagery against loggers and other clans. 

Some of it wasn’t turning a blind eye. It was intentional. Fionne knew her stoic son—the leader I was supposed to become—would need a war general willing to get his hands dirty and do the dark things I wasn’t willing to do.

I believed she intentionally raised Cyrus with that in mind . . . and it led to her death at his hands. The denial that she’d raised a cunning monster had been my mother’s ultimate failing. 

Mother’s death hadn’t been a direct thing, yet it had the paw prints of Cyrus all over it: the deceit, the betrayal, the cleverness, the violence. 

I growled to myself as I pushed on, leaping onto a tree trunk and climbing it paw-over-paw, my nails biting into the bark and sending flecks of wood spraying below. 

I ventured out on a limb and hopped to the next tree, creating a network between the branches up high in the canopies. 

Cyrus hadn’t stopped with our mother’s death. He strung Riann along. The girl we’d known since cubhood. The same one I’d been arranged to marry, before abdicating my position and passing her onto Cyrus, the next in line to the throne.

Cyrus sent Riann on a suicide mission to the Forbidden Orchard, knowing it would draw our attention and separate Waichee from its most able soldiers. 

Just like with Fionne, his duplicitous paws were all over Riann’s death, yet he hadn’t directly run the spear through her heart. 

My eyes burned as I hit the ground running, billowing leaves and dirt behind me. I felt the hot tears streaking across my black face, wetting my ears. 

I’m so sorry, Riann.

I wanted vengeance now more than ever. 

Cyrus had to pay for what he’d done to our mother, and to the first important girl in our lives.  

The people of Waichee Village could not be led by a tyrant. It wasn’t sustainable. Otherwise they might eventually become entrenched in his vile ways, and then all was truly lost.

I had half a mind to storm over to Waichee right now and challenge him to D’ulkan. To duel my brother to the death—something I should have finished a long time ago—to rid the world of his venom before it could fester and infect others. 

But I knew I couldn’t do it. As angry and frustrated as I was, I had obligations to other people now. A mission to complete. A Glove to aid to the best of my abilities.

A woman to love.

In such a short time, M’shyok Wahdus had replaced all other priorities in my life.

Cyrus would get his comeuppance . . . but I couldn’t charge heedlessly into the enemy camp and expect victory. I wouldn’t make it to the fucking chieftain’s tent before being struck down by people I knew. My villagers feared my brother’s wrath more than they respected their loyalty to me. They would kill me because they had to, for the sake and safety of their families. 

Trees whirred on both sides as I found a path and dug my heels in, running so hard I was beginning to tire. 

My clenched muscles burned, so I slowed to a trot, head hung low between my shoulder blades.

A thunk over my head raised my hackles.

I glanced up. An arrow protruded from the tree behind me. I didn’t recognize its white fletching. 

My instincts kicked in and I immediately shimmied up the tree, kicking and cracking the arrow on my way up.

Another arrow slammed into the bole below my hind legs. 

I vanished into the canopy, then turned and stared out, narrowing my yellow eyes.

Five shapes moved stealthily through the underbrush. 

It seemed I’d be getting my chance to attack Cyrus’ people sooner rather than later. They came to me. I can’t deny the serendipity of it, can I?

I could have fled to the Kolpoden Grove. But my anger was refueled. My fury rejuvenated.

I would take it out on them.

One thing my learning at Shadowblade Academy had given me over all my peers: abilities they couldn’t fathom. I could use my shadow magic in my panther form.

I spied three men and two women, all wearing light leather shirts and breechcloths to make traversing the thick woods easy and silent. 

I prepared my path like a master chess player, watching as the moon dappled silver between the trees around us.

One man stepped into a patch of light, momentarily—

I jumped from the branch, flying over the five scouts.

Their bows went high and they shot aimlessly with a unified gasp of surprise.

I landed in the shadow next to the light and promptly disappeared into it. 

Raised voices reached my ears in an unintelligible streak as I ran through their bodies in the Shadow Realm, the purple blot of their silhouettes easy to mark. 

I launched out of the shadow cast from the tree I had just climbed, returning near my original position but with the scouts all turned in the wrong direction. 

I lunged at the nearest man, simultaneous with him turning at the sound of my low purr. Tackling his smaller body, my large feline form easily brought him to the ground. My paws clenched on his shoulders, drawing blood. I opened my mouth to rip out his throat—

Then stopped as his eyes bulged in silent fear.

I recognized him.

Arrows trained on me as the other four turned, and I knew I had faulted by hesitating. I had grown weak in my absence from Waichee, and now I would pay by getting my body riddled with my people’s arrows.

“Wait!” the prone man under me cried out. “Do not loose!”

My thick brow furrowed above my yellow eyes. 

I slowly shifted into my human avatar. 

“D-Dax Kin?” the man stuttered. 

I stood and helped him up with an outstretched palm. “Darok.”

“Dax Kin!” he repeated, more excitedly.

He brushed off the blood from his shoulders.

“I apologize for the flesh wound,” I said, nodding to them.

The other four scouts looked askance at one another, slowly lowering their bows.

“And I’m sorry for the arrows,” Darok said. “Thought you were one of Cyrus’ men prowling about.”

Darok was a young-faced, able-bodied man from my mother’s retinue. A nineteen-year-old who had joined her in the Forbidden Orchard rescue mission, and had been the sole surviving member from her troop. 

We’d stashed the young man away at Desmona’s Grove, where he said he would chronicle Fionne’s legacy and avenge her. 

He asked, “What are you doing here, Dax Kin?” 

“My people are staying at Desmona’s Kolpoden Grove.”

His face brightened with hope.

“Just overnight,” I said, squashing his hopes of my illustrious return. “Your turn. Who are these four at your side?” I motioned to the soldiers around him, each of them looking young but determined. I didn’t recognize them from my village. 

“A lot has changed in the months you’ve been gone, sir.” He strolled away, urging me to follow. The six of us headed toward the Kolpoden Grove.

“Enlighten me, Darok Kin.”

“I’ve made good on my promise, sir.” He gave me a firm nod, brows arched. “I have rallied clans outside Waichee to come to our aid. To rebel against Cyrus.”

I was stunned. “Magnificent. They freely come to your cause?”

“They know it’s only a matter of time until he descends on their villages, especially with Luciano Rockford’s men at Cyrus’ beck and call.”

“Gah,” I snarled, spitting on the ground. “I’ve heard Luciano Rockford’s name entirely too much recently.”

“Yes, well, the clans wish to be proactive, sir.”

I put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “You make me proud, Darok. Proud to be Waicheean.”

Tears welled in his eyes.

“My mother would be proud of you as well, kinsman.”

He sniffled. “You don’t know what it means to hear you say that, Dax Kin. To gain your approval.”

I couldn’t charge foolishly into Waichee Village for this very reason. I’d be letting people like Darok down. People I didn’t even know were coming to honor my mother—to aid the village’s defense with the same goals in mind. 

I draped my arm over Darok’s shoulder. “Come, my friend. Tell me everything that’s been happening in my absence. I want to know how you’ve been making Cyrus pay.”

For the moment, Darok had reignited my passion and made me forget Riann’s death. 

As we slowly meandered back to the Kolpoden Grove, I realized I had too much to live for—too much at stake nowadays—and I simply needed to live moment to moment, like this. 

I had to have faith things would get easier and better, eventually. Especially if I surrounded myself with friends. 
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Coralia

WHEN DAX RETURNED WITH five Waicheeans in the wee hours, I jumped from my tree stump, rushed to him, and threw a huge hug around his broad shoulders and tense neck. 

I tucked my face into the crook of his shoulder. “Thank the spirits. I thought I’d lost you again.”

His hands cupped my waist. “You’ve never lost me, M’shyok. I’m sorry for my cowardice. For running away from you and my friends.”

I kissed his cheek. “It’s not cowardice to mourn the loss of someone close, my love. We all grieve in our own way.”

Our bodies touched, and it wasn’t until I felt a hard, hot pillar pressing against my middle that I realized he was completely naked. It hadn’t even dawned on me that he’d emerged from the bushes in his birthday suit. 

Oh shit, I guess I’m getting too used to the casual nudity. Or maybe I was just too excited to see him to notice.

When I looked up at him with a wry grin, his face darkened and he averted his gaze. He scratched the back of his neck, timidly. “I hoped to arrive when everyone was asleep, so I could don some clothes.”

My grin grew wider. I pressed a finger to his brow, running a tender touch across his temple and down his sculpted cheek. “You almost succeeded. Everyone else is asleep but me. ”

I didn’t try to hide my innuendo. I might have even popped my eyebrows. I knew what hot-blooded men like Dax needed and, honestly, I needed it too after all the shit we’d been through recently. 

Near-death experiences like the one at Asberald always reignited my zest for life, after the fact, as if reminding me to grab the people I cherished and show them why—and how—I loved them. I never wanted to be separated from my guys, if possible.

Darok and his four scouts moseyed away from us, deeper into the Kolpoden Grove to find places to sit and rest. They undoubtedly realized things were getting hot and heavy, if Dax’s growing arousal was anything to go by.

“I think I owe you a rain check for Asberald,” I whispered in his ear, my breath brushing over his neck. 

His body tensed. “Oh?”

“Mmhm. When I found you on the street, diverting Sparley and his gang away from us. Quite the courageous act, Mr. Kilmeade.”

My approach was two-pronged: I wanted to relieve my anxieties and fuck Dax, because I hadn’t had him alone in quite some time; I also wanted to make him forget Riann’s awful fate, if only for a little while.

But I didn’t want to push.

“If you’re comfortable with all this . . .” I said, trailing off as I studied his face for any flicker of doubt.

Instead, I saw his eyes flare yellow as he held his beast at bay and glanced over my shoulders. His hands tightened on my waist for a moment, squeezing possessively. 

I bit my bottom lip, and that was the ticket.

His upper lip quivered with barely-restrained animal instinct. Gone was the shy shifter from before, not sure how to react when he grew hard around me. 

In one fluid motion, Dax took me by the wrist, turned, and peeled for the trees away from the Kolpoden Grove. 

Our feet splashed through the small stream as we made our hasty exit. He tugged me along like he owned me. It reminded me of the first time the shifter had shown me what he was really capable of, when he’d fucked me silly all night in the treetop house of Waichee Village.

My belly did a little dance of lust and anticipation. I gasped wordlessly when he took me to a copse out of earshot from the Grove and spun me around to face him. 

I spied his massive erection jutting out from between his legs, curving up toward me and glistening at the bulbous head. It bobbed in the night like a weighty pole. My eyes widened at the intimidating sight. 

And here I thought I’d get at least a couple hours of sleep before having to wake up with the rest of the gang.

Not on Dax’s watch.

The eager shifter crowded me with his larger body, pressing his nakedness to my clothed form. He shoved his hard cock against my belly, so it flattened against his own, then dipped his head and claimed my mouth with a searing kiss.

Our tongues swirled and I became lost in the throe. I pushed out all other thoughts.

From Quentin to Dax, I was over here slutting out my mouth to anyone and everyone, and it made me feel dirty and sexy. The fat dick pressed against my middle didn’t hurt either, to prove my confidence.

Dax’s arms framed my head on either side, palms against the tree. His muscles bulged and I ran a brisk touch over them before my hands ventured south to his cock. 

While we kissed, I caressed him, stroking his length in both hands. My left moved to the top of his shaft, where I circled my palm around his slick cockhead and felt the precum seeping between my fingers. My right hand moved lower, cupping his balls and gently kneading them.

Dax growled like a monster in my mouth, the purr reverberating all the way down my throat to my stomach and pussy. 

I shuddered and shimmied out of my pants, letting them fall to my ankles. 

Dax’s hand fell on my breast. The other trailed south and cupped my throbbing pussy. He played with me, curving a finger inside to feel my wetness, and then removing it just as fast. 

“No, love, don’t tease me,” I whined.

“You love it, M’shyok.”

He knew me too well, knowing what to do when I asked him something. I was combative and anti-authoritarian. It took a man like Dax to put me in my place and show me what I really wanted, even if my words said otherwise.

Two thick fingers plunged inside me and probed my most tender spot. Lightning shot along my extremities, falling into a molten place below my belly. 

The thrum of excitement set goosebumps sprouting along my skin.

Dax removed his hand from my drenched cunt and wrapped both palms around my waist, then hoisted me into the air. 

I let out a gasp as I straddled his pelvis, feet dangling off the ground. 

He smiled at me. Without warning, he planted me on his huge cock. 

My eyes rolled back. 

I hugged his neck, leaning my forehead against his.

Dax pumped up and into me. His cock filled my depths and reminded me what I’d been missing—what I hadn’t been able to take advantage of the last time we were alone, in Asberald.

Stars exploded behind my eyelids with every buck of his hips. My words came out lilting, then as an unintelligible moan as he carry-fucked me in the middle of the woods.

My legs naturally found their way around his body, tugging him close. 

For a moment, I thought I felt fur along the back of his neck, but it must have just been his hairs standing on edge. 

He picked up speed, hips careening against the fleshy backs of my thighs, spearing me deep. 

I raked my nails down his back and he growled in my ear. Then he returned the favor, except his nails came with actual claws. 

I yelped in pain and pleasure. He dug shallow trenches into my back—not enough to bleed or scar, but enough to leave red marks.

He slammed me into the tree as his rhythm became more erratic. 

The oof and blast of my body colliding with the tree ignited something inside me. My toes curled on top of his ass and my entire body shook as I came. 

When I squeezed his shoulder muscles next, I definitely felt fur. My eyes opened and I saw the yellow orbs and black slits of his animal’s eyes staring back at me.

My breath caught in my throat.

He wasn’t shifted, but somewhere in a limbo state between the two—his primal urge taking over and skewering me on his cock while my poor backside raked up and down the tree trunk with every bounce.

“I-It hurts,” I moaned.

In response, his slid his face into the nook of my neck and licked me. 

I let out a very improper “hnngh” and said nothing more. My mind had stopped working.

Dax pulled me away from the tree then heaved me up and off his cock. The face I looked into was almost unrecognizable, but I didn’t care. I had experienced Dax’s ravenousness before. 

At this point, I had no control over what he was going to do with me, and I yearned for it.

He placed me delicately on my feet. I wobbled, knees nearly buckling, and reached out for the tree trunk for balance. 

Dax chuckled darkly behind me. 

My throat hitched when his arms wrapped around me again, from behind, and lifted me like a briefcase, tucking me under his arm. 

My feet kicked futilely. He was manhandling me.

When he planted me down, he put me on all fours like I was an animal. My hands and knees crunched on grass and leaves. 

Dax slapped my ass. I yelped. The sounds echoed through the windswept trees.

My mouth fell open, chest heaving. “Dax, you’re so rough tonight!”

“It’s been too long since I’ve had you all to myself, my warrior love.” He paused. “Or would you rather I stop?”

“No!” 

I raised my ass up against his front and could feel his weighty balls against my skin when he crouched. 

I tried to crawl away, just to give him something to work for.

He straddled my wide hips and squatted over me, breath sweeping over my neck. His hand tangled into my hair and grabbed a fistful by the root, stopping me in my tracks.

I whimpered, my neck wrenching back.

I loved it rough, and Dax knew it. 

He repositioned himself, keeping my rear raised and stationary with his knees squeezing against my hips like the flanks of a horse. 

His fat cockhead flossed over my tight asshole and veered down—

He was inside my pussy before I could react, the hard length curving to hit my G-spot.

My head sagged between my shoulder blades, toes curling in the grass. I went down on my forearms, which naturally raised my ass even more. 

Dax pummeled me from above, his balls clapping against my flesh. He held me down, kept me immobile, and had his way with me, hips bucking to the rhythm of the quiet forest.

From this top-down angle, he pounded deep into me. I could feel him slamming my insides. The position made me feel humiliated, like a total whore, and I craved every second of it. 

Another orgasm rocked me, starting at my core and pulsing outward like a spider’s web. The pressure building between my legs released in a flood of happy chemicals and bliss.

I ground my teeth then gasped with my tongue lolling, my climax tickling my brain. 

Dax groaned, snapped my head back one last time, and then his huge dick pulsed. His body piled on top of mine, hard flat belly against my round ass, forcing me lower onto the grass. His breathing in my ear became a low, groaning pitch. 

Dax pulled out suddenly and sprayed himself all over my ass and back.  

When his hot cum rained on me, it was like tiny pinpricks of pleasure—warm ecstasy igniting every nerve ending.

I let out short, shallow breaths, still lost in the mind-numbing euphoria. 

A weird, dark thought ran through me then: Dax didn’t have Riann any longer. He didn’t have—nor ever had—Desmona, the beautiful tree spirit. 

He was all mine. 

When he went on his hands and knees next to me, both of us chuckling in the afterglow of our savage, sweaty session, I turned my head over to him.

“Thank the spirits you’re all mine, Dax Kilmeade. I’m never giving you up.”

“Good. Because I never want anyone else, M’shyok.”
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Coralia

DAX RETURNING WITH renewed vigor beside the Waichee rebel scouting party was a blessing for me, because I got to feel every inch of that restored confidence.

It was exactly what I’d needed, and afterward, I fell into a deep sleep beside my panther shifter lover, right there against the tree outside the Kolpoden Grove. 

Dax hugged me tight as I curled around his hard naked body.

I awoke with a blaring beam of sunlight heating my face, sweat beading my brow. Cool air hit my cheeks as a shadow took the spot in front of me, blocking the sunlight. 

With a groan, my crunchy eyes slowly opened. I found myself staring up at the silhouette of Venn Gable. The fae had his fists on his hips. His posture told me he wasn’t happy about what he was seeing.

That’s when my eyes skimmed my body and I realized I was still pantsless. A fierce heat that had nothing to do with the sun danced across my cheeks. “Oh shit,” I grumbled, covering myself with my arms.

His eyes burned holes into my skin, and the small smirk on his lips didn’t help alleviate my utter embarrassment. 

I grabbed my pants nearby and scurried around the tree trunk to squeeze into them. When I poked my head around the side, my cheeks still burned. “Um, sorry you had to see that.”

He barked a laugh. “Sorry? I love it.” 

I smiled shyly. 

“Don’t be sorry for me,” he continued. “Be sorry Wrist Hudson saw you like that.”

My smile froze, died, and my stomach sank. “Fuck. Tell me you’re lying.”

“He headed this direction to scout. Came back in a fluster, not saying a word, head bowed. I walked over to see what had him in such a tizzy. Lo and behold.”

I groaned, flopping onto my side. “Oh spirits strike me down. Please kill me.”

“A little dramatic, hun. Jace is dating someone who doesn’t own a single strip of clothing, remember? He’s seen worse.”

Well, that was true. But I wasn’t a natural tree goddess like Desmona. I was a flesh and blood human, and Jace was my instructor. 

The humiliation was all-consuming.

“Still,” he said, studying me as he stroked his chin, “you work fast.”

I opened one eye from the grass. “Huh?”

“With Quen. A kiss in the afternoon and this in the evening?”

My brow jumped. I scanned my surroundings and noticed we were alone. Dax was gone, and Venn had no idea who I’d been with.

“Oh,” I said, biting my lip. “It, um, wasn’t Quen . . .”

His brow stitched together. “Don’t tell me you let Sunny ravage you out here in—”

“It was Dax, Venn.” Frustration flooded through me. “Not that it’s any concern of yours what I do with Sunny.” I raised my chin haughtily as I sat up, got to my feet, and dusted myself off. 

The irritation on his lips fell away, replaced by confusion. “Dax? Damn. Well now I’m sad I didn’t get an invite.”

Venn and Dax had been my lovely “tag team” partners. Together, they knew how to take me to the tippy top of Pleasure Mountain.  

“Sorry, hun,” I said, rubbing my neck, dropping my gaze. “It happened so fast. He needed . . . something extra to help him through this, I think.”

Venn snorted, shaking his head. “Did he tell you that?”

“No. It’s what I sensed.”

“Because of Riann?”

My shoulders raised a fraction. “Yes.”

“So it was a pity fuck?”

My mouth fell open. Before I knew what I was doing, I smacked him across the shoulder. “Venn! Don’t say that.”

He chuckled and rubbed his arm. “Sorry, sorry. That was mean.” Shaking his head some more, he turned toward the Kolpoden Grove. “Come on, you vixen, let’s get back to the Grove before people start asking questions . . .”

“Okay.”

“. . . unless you want to make them wait, and you can show me what you did to Dax.” He waggled his eyebrows.

I rolled my eyes and moved past him, taking his hand in mine. “You’re incorrigible, Donovenn Gable. The lot of you.”

He stared down at our threaded fingers, frowning. “So all I get is a little hand-holding, and Dax gets the whole enchilada?”

“If you keep whining, hand-holding is all you’ll ever get, buddy.”

His voice became clipped, body stiff. “Hey, I like holding hands. It’s my favorite thing. Some say it’s even more taboo than penetr—”

“Just shut up, hun.”

“Yup. Got it.”

* * *
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AS WE EMERGED FROM the greenery into the clearing of Desmona’s island, many sets of eyes stared at me with varying degrees of curiosity, embarrassment, and hunger.

I had to reclaim the vibe before it swallowed me whole.

“Okay, okay,” I said, lifting my hands as I walked in between Sunny and Quentin. “I don’t want to hear a peep out of anyone. Where’s Darok and the scouts?”

“Leaving. Dax is giving his farewells.” Jace lounged in the corner, against a tree, as usual. His gaze was unreadable. Penetrating. “He wants to stay apprised of the situation in Waichee.” 

I averted my eyes with a quickness. He’s seen me naked from the waist down! “O-Okay. Cool. Are we ready then?”

“What’s the plan, Stan?” Venn asked.

Jace pushed away from the tree. He crossed his arms, studying our faces. “I’ve already given my own farewells, too.”

My heart sank. “I’m so sorry you have to leave Ardith and Desmona behind, Jace.”

The man had sacrificed a lot. I hoped he’d be able to transplant Desmona’s Grove near Shadowblade Academy—or in the Academy, even—so he could have them close. 

“Me too,” he sighed, then cleared his throat before the emotion could seep into his voice. “It won’t be forever though. I’m coming back here the minute I can, once I can weasel out from underneath Alaric’s thumb. If any of you have a problem with that . . .”

I gulped, looked left and right, and saw no one had a problem with that. There was a lot of head-shaking.

“Good. Then let’s go gather Dax and head for the shadowgate.”

We started moving. Desmona and her daughter didn’t come to say goodbye, and I wasn’t about to go looking for them. Desmona probably resented us for taking Jace from her again.  

As we left the Grove, Sunny nudged his shoulder against mine and handed me a wooden bowl of rich, earthy slop.

“Thank you,” I said, taking the bowl and slurping it up. “That’s sweet of you, Sunny.”

His nose wrinkled at the word “sweet,” which made me smile behind the rim of the bowl. “You look like you could use the nourishment,” he jabbed.

I blushed. So he knows. Hell, who am I kidding? Everyone knows.

I couldn’t hide that kind of stuff from my mates any longer. Sunny didn’t grow angry knowing I’d slept with Dax the night before, which I felt was a sign of growth for the controlling vampire. In the past, he would have chastised me. Now he just teased me. 

I could take teasing. As Dax had showed, I even enjoyed it, given the right circumstance.

I felt eyes on me and turned to see Quentin staring. His face was impassive, blank. I slowed down so he could catch up. “Are you . . . all right, Quen?”

Finishing my bowl of food, I gulped. 

He slowly nodded. “Just envious is all.”

I inhaled sharply and coughed on the last bite. 

He gave me a small wink. “Don’t worry about me, lass. I’m no stranger to longing. I know what you and the others get up to.”

I nodded, not able to find the words to respond. Quentin looked so handsome with his shaggy mane of black hair, his startling green eyes, and his sheer size. If anything, he looked . . . relaxed.

Though he was jealous of my time with Dax, like the others, he had the look of a man who knew his time was coming. We had kissed yesterday and he still had an aura of mellow contentedness around him.

Quen was a patient man. Had to be as a strategist. 

I stared into those green eyes and wondered what he was strategizing at that moment. How to take me? When to make the move? It’s like a game between us, and I fear I’m on the losing side. 

He was charming, hot, and calm. He was an undeniably attractive man. 

Is that really such a bad thing to lose to?
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Coralia

WE RETURNED TO SHADOWBLADE Academy in the middle of the day, to little fanfare. I was fine with that. 

Students made their rounds in pressed Academy uniforms, with showered, fresh faces, heading to and from classes. Meanwhile, we stank of the forest and nature and hadn’t bathed since the Ice Age. Our group stuck out like sore thumbs and got more than a few curious glances. 

I’d forgotten how much I missed a nice, hot shower and a fluffy bed. We’d only been gone for a couple weeks, but it felt like months.

As we all crowded Jace, he looked to the castle of Fort Nocturnus, jutting out of the ground like a dark spear in the bright sun. Titus Hanneman stood in the middle of our group with his hands bound and mouth gagged, with a rope for Jace to lead him. 

Students hadn’t noticed him yet. Once they did, the rumors would get to the other side of campus before we could blink. 

“Guess we’d better get this over with and deposit him,” Jace said. 

We all nodded and fell in line behind him.

I said, “Think we should try shadowwalking to Nocturnus? So people don’t see Hanneman?”

Jace glanced over my shoulder. “Too late for that.” 

I followed his eyes and saw a smattering of students in the distance, their hands cupping their mouths, watching us. 

“Plus,” he went on, “there’s not a shadow in sight at midday with all this sun.”

He was right about that. We were smack dab in the middle of campus without any trees or buildings to provide us cover. We had moved out of the shadowy alley where we’d gated in. If we had wanted to shadowwalk with our captive, we should have done it when we first arrived. But we were all beat from too much interplanar traveling.  

“Shit,” I mumbled.

Jace pulled Hanneman forward using the rope. The stocky ex-Advanced Combat instructor dragged his feet, knowing he had a less-than-ideal fate to look forward to.

At least ten black-garbed guards approached us from the castle before we came within a hundred yards of it.

“This doesn’t look promising,” Jace said with a scowl, stopping our procession.

We waited for the masked shadowguards to reach us. The entire time, the audience of students grew. Everyone talked with hushed voices, but like alleged criminals leaving a courthouse, we didn’t give the reporters any answers.

The shadowguard in front stopped. “Sirs. Ma’am”—he inclined his chin to me—“Headmaster Cane is aware of your arrival. He requests an immediate debriefing in the conference room of Fort Nocturnus.”

It wasn’t a “request” at all.

“That’s where we were headed,” Jace drawled, his tone annoyed. “Have you come to provide an escort for us, soldier?”

The guard bowed. “Yes sir. Just in case.”

“What, you think students are going to start pelting us with rocks? Booing us and throwing lettuce heads because we’re dragging a prisoner with us?”

“With all due respect, sir, I believe it’s the identity of the prisoner which draws attention to you.”

Yeah, no shit. 

“Also,” the guard continued, “it’s part of recent protocol changes at the Academy. We are only following orders, sir.”

I furrowed my brow. Recent protocol changes? What the hell is that?

Jace gestured past the guard. “Lead on, my good man.”

We stormed toward Fort Nocturnus to the tune of the “Imperial March” playing in my head.

Inside the gates, the guards didn’t let us wander through the castle alone. Instead, they stayed with us all the way until we made it past the sculptures, into the winding hallways, and into the grand conference room. 

Alaric Cane sat behind his oak desk with his hands folded. Nothing had changed about him, with his white beard sweeping the tabletop. My heart plunged at seeing him, because he always made my fear and anxiety spike.

More surprising than the headmaster, however, was the Unseelie Fae standing behind him, hands clasped in front of him. He wore a mocha-colored tunic and had firm lips stretching across his handsome lavender face. He looked a smidge older than Venn, though it was almost impossible to tell age with these people. He was a few inches shorter than my mate.

My breath jerked and I halted in the doorway. My eyes instinctively turned toward Sunny, who was slowly shaking his head. “Not the same guy,” he said in a whisper, reading my mind and alleviating my fears about this being Ambassador Keld from the meeting with Mari Settler and Professor Hanneman.

The last thing we needed was to find out Keld was some sort of undercover agent working for Alaric at the gala. If that was the case, why would we have been necessary at all?

Alaric stood from behind his desk and swept his arms out toward us. His scratchy voice poked holes in my brain. “Ah, my most troubling and illustrious students return. With their elusive Wrist and—”

He stopped himself short as Jace stepped to the side to present Titus Hanneman. The prisoner stared down at the ground in apparent shame, and tried to hide in the shadow of the taller Wrist. 

“—what the fuck is this?” Alaric finished with a growl. All sense of faux decorum went out the window. His chin quivered with rage, beaked nose wrinkling like he was staring at a leper.

Jace pulled the rope forward, forcing Titus into the foreground of our group, and then tossed his end on the floor. “This, Al, is a traitor.”

Alaric’s eyes went beady. “Elaborate, Wrist Hudson.”

With my right hand, I clutched my left wrist in front of my belly, so hard my skin blanched. Alaric Cane’s fury looked on the fritz, barely contained. I didn’t want to see him explode in front of us, because I’d heard his power was terrible and I’d seen enough death for a while.

“It’s all part of our report, Headmaster.”

Alaric took a seat, motioning Jace forward. We crept behind him and stayed a good ten feet back.

Jace quickly summed up the story of our journey to Ironfort, meeting Anvel Steel, and his subsequent disappearance to the Kolpoden Grove. “Unfortunately, Riann of Waichee Village died from her infusion by the demonspawn. I had to go to the Grove to make sure Desmona and Ardith were safe.”

“The demon whelp has a name?”

Jace stiffened. “Of course she does, Al . . . Headmaster. She’s a living being, and Desmona is raising her right.” He shook his head, frustrated, then thumbed over his shoulder. “Anyway, the Knuckles would have a better, more relevant report than me. I simply wanted to drop this sack of shit off.” 

“You will be staying, as per our agreement, yes?” Alaric asked, leaning forward in his chair expectantly.

“I will.”

“Good.” Alaric raked a hand through his long beard, his eyes taking on a faraway look. “I should have known something was afoot when our Combat instructor failed to show for his scheduled classes over the last week.”

“Um, yeah, that sounds like a pretty good indicator, sir.”

Alaric narrowed his eyes. “That’s enough out of you, Wrist. Fall back in line. Who will tell me what happened at the gala?”

I hesitantly stepped forward, but then Sunny lapped me with a long step in front of the group. He glanced over and winked, and I wasn’t about to argue about him taking the lead. I hated being in front of Alaric Cane.

“We met with Anvel Steel’s agent inside Asberald City,” Sunny began without preamble. I appreciated him not mentioning Malikai by name, in case the wolf shifter wanted to try remaining undercover. “The agent helped us get inside the event. I was personally in the room with Mari Settler and Titus Hanneman, having maneuvered my way to Settler’s good side.”

“Well done, Mr. Conway. Hanneman worked for Aliyah Rosewood, then?”

“Yes sir,” Sunny said, dipping his head. 

I’d never seen him respond so subordinately to the headmaster. He always tried to push Alaric’s buttons. Am I really seeing a completely new side to the vampire? Has our run-in with Aliyah woken up something inside him? 

“Meanwhile,” Sunny continued, “Coralia distracted Archer Rockford, Luciano’s son and lieutenant, in a separate meeting. As I understand it, they discussed the specifics of implanting Luciano’s shifters into different groups of Aliyah’s human-backed political posts.” Sunny looked over to me for confirmation, brow raised.

I nodded hastily. “Yes, that’s right.”

Alaric drummed his fingers on the table. “What did Settler and Hanneman discuss?”

Sunny hesitated, averting his gaze as he presumably gathered his thoughts. When he looked back to Alaric, he glanced at Titus first. “Professor Hanneman showed his true colors in that meeting, sir. He discussed helping Luciano gain access to Shadowblade Academy.”

Alaric reeled, shocked. “For what purpose would Luciano want access to these hallowed grounds?”

“Not for Luciano’s shifters, sir. Luciano wanted to use Titus Hanneman as a conduit for the demons he’s befriended—to gain access here. As we later found out, Ornoth and Myria Hargrave were also present at the gala.”

A small twitch went through Headmaster Cane’s chin and eye. “That still doesn’t answer what purpose—”

“I don’t know, sir. Perhaps to have an easier time abducting students to . . . infuse. Perhaps to get the Academy out of their way, considering the lengths we go to thwart evil enterprises like this one. Maybe to . . . kill you.”

Sunny’s eyes didn’t move from the headmaster’s weathered face. 

Alaric didn’t react to the assumption of assassination. His face became a stone mask. Dark. “Why are you speculating, Sunder? Why don’t you have a clear answer?”

“Because all hell broke loose before I got the chance to confirm. Aliyah discovered our duplicity. We hardly made it out alive, and wouldn’t have without the help of Anvel Steel’s agent, who came at just the right time.”

“Or Quentin,” I blurted. “His arm broke in the process.” Eyeing my struggling Glovemate off to the side, I noticed how Quen cradled his arm, which had bruised dramatically near his elbow where the bone protruded just under the surface of his skin. I nearly gagged at the sight, before facing Alaric Cane and seeing the darkness in his eyes. “He . . . needs a doctor.”

“Soon enough, Miss Hargrave.” Alaric said it nonchalantly, like he didn’t give a shit what happened to Quentin. 

Alaric’s steely gaze fell on Titus Hanneman’s skittish frame. “I suppose I’ll have to get the rest of the answers I seek from this turncoat.”

“Yes, sir, I suppose you will,” Sunny said easily. 

The vampire was definitely not averse to or squeamish about interrogation and torture. In fact, I thought he might have enjoyed that type of thing. I had no doubt that’s where things were headed for Titus Hanneman, and for a split second I felt sorry for the guy. He had come here to do good work, and then his ambitions led him astray, down a terrible path.

At least that’s what I imagined. There was also the chance he had come to Shadowblade Academy as a spy first, never intending to become a good professor. In which case he could burn in Hell for all I cared.

Jeez, I’m getting just as dark and fed up as Sunny, I realized, alarmed at my thought process.

“Anything else, Sunder?” Alaric asked.

Sunny pointed his chin toward the man standing behind the headmaster, who had remained silent in the shadows, unmoving. “There was one of his kind at the meeting. An Ambassador Keld.”

For the first time, the mysterious Unseelie Fae shifted his weight from one foot to the other.  

Alaric’s thick white eyebrows jumped. “Oh?”

“Yes. Who’s the new guy?” Sunny asked bluntly. “I’m sure you can imagine how strange it is running into a bunch of Unseelie Fae in every meeting we’ve attended recently.”

“I know who you are,” Venn said out of nowhere, stepping up from our line. His eyes narrowed on the ghostly fae behind Alaric. “You’re Ezekiel Caffrey. Practically a legend in the Unseelie Court.”

The man named Ezekiel said in a wispy voice, “For all the wrong reasons, I’m sure.”

I stared at him, stunned. I had heard of Ezekiel Caffrey—everyone here had. He was perhaps the most famous shadowblade of all time. He was also Dawn Rose’s third and final mate, which meant we were batting perfect on meeting the trifecta of Dawn’s lovers over the past two weeks. I found that coincidence interesting.

“Mr. Caffrey is here for unrelated reasons,” Alaric said in a clipped tone. “Regardless, you students have done well. I’ve learned through the grapevine Luciano and Aliyah are at odds now. Your mission succeeded. Alliance averted. You’ve bought us precious time to make their friction more permanent.”

Sunny didn’t rise to the compliment or the subject change. “Then why is he in this meeting?” he asked, still staring at Ezekiel Caffrey. “I find that hard to believe—”

“He is here investigating, Sunder.” Annoyance flickered over Alaric’s wrinkles. “Investigating Mya Todden’s death. I decided to outsource the case, to get fresh eyes. Who better to bring in—and know the ins and outs of this campus—than one of our most distinguished alums?”

My heart hammered in my chest. I tried to hide my shock, but it was a poor attempt. I had suspected this time would come, though a part of me had hoped it would be forgotten or swept under the rug.

Plus, I hadn’t counted on the most legendary shadowblade of our era taking on the detective role. Shit.

The stern fae had his long silver hair pulled into a ponytail. Our eyes locked, and his didn’t waver. 

I nearly had a panic attack and admitted my guilt right then and there.

“My arm’s still broken, you know,” Quentin said, as if noticing the fear in my gaze and trying to say anything to get me out of there.

Alaric blinked. “I suppose that’s all I need from your Glove for now. Retire to the infirmary, Mr. Argyle. I’ll take Titus Hanneman off your hands, Mr. Hudson.” 

I saw the violence in Alaric’s eyes as he stared at our prisoner. Guilt swam through me. I need to get out of here before I fall apart at the seams. 

In unison, our Glove moved to leave the room. 

We didn’t make it to the door before Alaric’s voice dramatically called out and stopped us. 

“Miss Hargrave?”

I slowly turned. “Yes, Headmaster?”

His eyes narrowed. “I would like to see you at your earliest convenience. For now, rest up.” A smile spread across his wrinkled face—trying to look innocent and encouraging, but instead looking like it belonged to a treacherous devil. “Come alone, please.”
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Coralia

“GUYS, I NEED TIME TO think. I appreciate you all.” I put a hand to my temple, freaking out.

My boys crowded me, each of them wanting their opinions voiced after we left the conference room following Alaric Cane’s cryptic message to me.

They wanted me to know they had my back. I appreciated that from them, but this was an entirely different animal than the mission we’d just been on.

Alaric Cane wasn’t technically my enemy. He wasn’t my mission. I couldn’t just go against him for flimsy reasons, or I’d be expelled or worse. 

My fate could very well end up like Titus Hanneman’s!

Jace Hudson was the only one who kept his distance. He hadn’t been around for the Mya Todden stuff, so he didn’t have much of an opinion. Plus, he seemed gloomy after the meeting, probably because he missed Desmona and Ardith and was wondering what the hell he’d gotten himself into coming back here. 

All these new regulations and protocols, probably set in place by Ezekiel Caffrey while he investigated, had to make Jace uncomfortable. He left for his professor’s quarters on the other side of campus—a room in a building I’d never stepped foot in. I wasn’t sure he still had a room here, so maybe he was leaving to get that situated and to rest his weary head.

Dax said, “You don’t think we need to come up with something, M’shyok? A contingency plan of some kind?”

“A contingency for what?” Venn asked.

I was growing agitated. I needed them to understand and respect when I wanted alone time. My mates, though I loved them to death, could be overbearing.

Sunny said, “The princess has the best idea what she’s in for, so let her—”

“Guys, guys!” I threw my hands out. Magic spurted from my fingertips accidentally, blowing a gust of wind at the four of them. My frustration pulsed out of me, inadvertently, though it was a weak gust that only sent them back on their heels a step or two. 

Still, it got their attention. Their eyes widened.

“Sorry,” I said glumly. “I cherish you all. So much. But I need rest. We all do. Can we reconvene later tonight about this? Maybe in the dojo—somewhere private?”

The four of them shared uncomfortable looks. 

“I guess,” Sunny grumbled, running a hand through his long hair.

“You have to let us help, hun,” Venn said, which agitated me even more. “But yes. Fine.”

Dax nodded. “What will you do, Coralia?”

“See Quentin to the infirmary, make sure he’s okay, and then go to my dorm room if I still have one. I’m going to sleep for six hours minimum.”

That drew a couple smiles. 

They agreed to meet later. Sunny winked at me after glancing at a surprised Quentin. His smoldering amber eyes made my insides tingle.

I walked alongside Quen in the blaring midday sun. Halfway there, he said, “You really don’t have to come with me, lass. I can make it to the infirmary alone. I’m a big boy.”

“I’m sure you are,” I said, though I honestly didn’t mean any innuendo. I didn’t add on to my sentence, opting to keep it vague. 

For a moment, I became lost in my head. If Ezekiel Caffrey has somehow discovered I killed Mya Todden, I’m fucked. There’s no way around that. Alaric Cane won’t put up with a murderer among his students. Despite his cold attitude and demeanor, he does care for the safety of his students. I think.

He wouldn’t have hired Ezekiel otherwise.

Part of me wished I could go to Ironfort and find Anvel Steel, or perhaps Malikai Sanden somewhere near Asberald City, to ask them to recall Ezekiel from the Academy. See if they could vouch for me and call the dogs off, as it were.

But that sounded cowardly even as I thought it. 

I need to take care of my own problems. This is very much a problem of my own making. 

I knew it would come to this, once I returned from the Asberald mission. Headmaster Cane has a knack for congratulating you with one hand and punishing you with the other.

I can’t get flustered or act surprised. I just have to think . . . which means I need sleep so my brain is working better. 

Maybe I can come up with some kind of deal.

“Cor?” 

I blinked up at Quentin. “Huh?” 

“We’re here.” He gestured to the front of the building. “See? I made it just fine. You can go get some shuteye if you—”

“The bone in that arm looks like it’s about to poke through the skin.” I pinched my nose tight in disgust. 

“Another reason for you to go. I have a feeling it’s gonna get worse before it gets prettier.”

I frowned. “Do you want me to go, Quen?”

His mouth slowly closed, forehead creasing. “Well, no . . .”

“Okay. Then it’s settled. I’m coming in with you.”

We marched into the infirmary without another word. I hadn’t meant to snap at him, but my sleep deprivation and anxiety were starting to impact my mood and reactions.

The bright-white LED lights of the hospital made my eyes burn and water. Definitely didn’t help my headache.

The nurse behind the front desk took one look at Quen’s arm and her eyes became saucers. “That doesn’t look good.”

“Is that a professional opinion, ma’am, or a personal one?”

The young woman, who was probably a student-nurse, blushed at the tall dark stranger in front of her. “Do you have an appointment?”

Quentin glanced at me. Then, “Yes. With Dr. Merryman.”

The nurse tucked some strands of light-blonde hair behind her ears, leaned into her computer screen, and muttered, “It doesn’t look like Dr. Merryman has an appointment this hour. What did you say your name—”

“If you could find him and tell him Quentin Argyle and Coralia Hargrave are here for his three o’clock, that would be lovely, ma’am.”

The nurse nodded diligently and shuffled away. In our defense, we didn’t look like a couple you wanted to argue with. We hadn’t bathed, our faces were worn and drawn, and I, personally, looked ready to snap and throw down at any moment. 

Dr. Merryman appeared around the corner a few minutes later, dusting bread crumbs off his white coat and finishing chewing—with his mouth open—what looked like a sandwich. 

“Ah,” he said, clapping with a condescending smile. “Two of Hudson’s finest. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“My arm’s fucked, doc,” Quen said, gently lifting it with his good hand. 

Merryman clicked his tongue and squeezed his lips together. “Yes. I can see that. Let’s go, right this way.”

He took us out of the lobby, past the hubbub of nursing stations, rows of rooms, and to the back of the building to partitioned patient stalls. 

He brought us into a stall and closed the curtain, then motioned for Quentin to sit on the gurney, and me in the visitor’s chair off to the side. The doctor took one look at the arm and said, “Glad you came when you did. Looks like it might not set right if we don’t act swiftly.”

“Will I be able to use it again?” Quen asked.

“Looks like a clean break, so yes. Some spellweaving, painkillers, and a sturdy splint should take care of it.”

“Thank the spirits for magic,” Quentin muttered.

“Quite right, young man.”

It took all of five minutes for Merryman to work his spellweaving magic over the wounded arm. His hands hovered inches above the crook of Quentin’s elbow, until green swirls of energy dripped from his fingertips and absorbed into the wound. 

Quentin grunted as the magic did its work.

I averted my gaze, tensing up and gnashing my teeth together when I heard the snap and crack of bones realigning. “Jesus, that sounds awful.”

Quen took it like a champ. I was decidedly more squeamish.

After the doctor was done, Quentin breathed heavily through flared nostrils. His mouth had flattened into a firm line, as if trying to be a big man and deny any pain he felt, despite the sweat beading his brow. 

“It’s okay, Quen, it’s just me,” I said quietly. I stood from the chair and put my hand on his shoulder. I could instantly feel his muscles loosen. 

Merryman bid us adieu and a nurse returned with a splint and bandage to wrap up the arm. Quentin was stone-faced during the entire procedure. 

Afterward, Quentin moved to get up from the gurney, but the nurse stopped him with a hand on his chest. “Not so fast, sir. You need to rest for a while before you get up. The spellweaving might have adverse effects on your body. Please lie still for at least half an hour. Then you’ll be released.”

“Released?” Quentin asked, raising a brow. His muscles tightened.  

“It’s not a prison, hun. Don’t worry.” I ran my hand from his shoulder over his broad back, gently urging him to recline. “Thank you, Nurse . . .”

“Jackie.”

“Bullshit.”

The nurse jolted. “E-Excuse me?”

“Never mind. Thank you . . . Nurse Jackie.”

She exited. We were alone.

I groaned as I sat on the plastic chair and my knees creaked.

Quentin said, “I know. This is stupid. I’m sorry you were roped into it.”

“Calm down, big guy,” I said, chuckling. “It’s fine. I like being with you. I’m just glad you’re gonna be okay.”

“Say that again, lass.”

I chewed my lip. “What? I’m just glad you’re gonna be okay?”

“No. The other one.”

Warmth came to my cheeks. I realized what he was doing. “I like being with you, Quentin.”

He smiled. “That made coming here worth it.”

I laughed again. “I never knew you were so suspicious of doctors.”

“They couldn’t fix my memory. I’ve never found them useful.” 

“Until now. Maybe you’ll recognize their importance after they fixed your arm in less than ten minutes.”

He stared up at the stucco ceiling, smiling. “I suppose you’re right, Cor.”

“Did it hurt?”

“Not any worse than when it broke.”

I snorted like a pig and slapped a hand over my face to hide my embarrassment. “Sorry. Didn’t expect you to say that.”

Quentin shot me a roguish expression, his puffy lips lifted in a smirk, his eyes glittering with crinkles at the corners. “Never heard that sound from you before.”

“Shut up,” I said playfully, coyly. 

Slowly, I mellowed out and melted into the chair, stretching my legs out in front of me. I basked in the companionable silence, twining my fingers together on my belly, and scanned the sparse room: desk, sink, tiny trash can, gurney, big hot man on gurney. “So, thirty minutes, huh? So much to do in thirty minutes.”

His stomach vibrated with a low laugh. “Don’t get any ideas, lass.”

I straightened my posture and gave him the same mischievous smirk he’d given me moments before. “Little ol’ me? I have no ideas.”

“I’ve heard you say this, so let me tell you something, Cor: You’re more incorrigible than anyone in the Glove.”

I wagged my eyebrows. “Would you say I put the cor in incorrigible, Quen?”

He rolled his eyes. “That was so bad I think I’m gonna have nightmares.”

I threw my head back and laughed. The fluttering sound filled the room.

“You seem in good spirits,” Quentin said.

I kicked my feet and stared down at them. “Trying to live in the present, love. Trying not to think about Alaric sending me to the gulags.” When I glanced up, Quentin had a struck look on his face. “W-What?” I stammered.

“Did you just call me ‘love’?”

My mouth fell open. Heat flooded my body. Shit, did I? No, I couldn’t—“S-Sorry! All this ‘lass’ and ‘mate’ stuff with you must have thrown me off. Maybe I wanted to feel ‘part of’ or some—”

“Cor . . . calm down. It’s fine.” His face brightened. “I liked it. Honestly. Just didn’t expect it is all.”

“Where does all that ‘lass’ and ‘mate’ stuff come from, anyway? You don’t even have an accent. Are you Irish or Australian or something?”

Quentin pointed to his temple. “Can’t remember that far back. One of the first voices I recall, though, was from a woman who used those words a lot. She had a thick accent.”

I tilted my head. I’d never heard this story before. “Do you know who she was?”

A quick headshake. “Afraid not. I see her in my dreams sometimes, strangely enough. I guess her words stuck with me. So I use them. Force of habit.”  

I stood from the chair, feeling the urge to go to him. “That’s fascinating, Quen,” I said as I walked up to his gurney. He turned his eyes up to me and I took his hand. “I wish we could find out who she is.”

“She seemed a bit older. Could be dead by now. Hell, might not have even been a real person. Maybe she was only in my dreams and I’m just crazy.”

I scoffed. “I doubt that’s true.”

Our gazes locked. The ambiance in the room had turned from funny and joking to serious and somber in a heartbeat. A heady sensation rolled over me in waves as I stared down at the last piece of my puzzle—the final Glovemate I sought but still hadn’t had. 

Quentin was the most elusive and patient of my guys, but I wasn’t as patient. My curiosity was burning a hole through me. 

His features softened. He squeezed my hand in his. “Cor, I don’t want to send you off alone to Alaric Cane. What do you think he wants with you?”

His question surprised me. Then I remembered only Sunny had found me in the dead of night with Charli, near the willow tree and the park swamp. Filled with trepidation, I said, “I don’t want to scare you off, Quen.”

His fingers squeezed even tighter around mine, one of them curving to rub my palm. “You can tell me anything, Coralia. I promise.”

I gulped. Moment of truth. I guess taking accountability for my actions starts now?

“I think I killed Mya Todden.” The words came out in a rush. After, my shoulders sagged. I felt better letting them off my chest, but my pulse spiked with the anticipation of rejection.

“I know, lass.”

My whole system shut down. Short-circuited. I breathed, “You . . . do?”

“The whole Glove does. Sunny has a big mouth. We’ve opted not to speak about it, as a unit.”

“Why not?”

I was still flabbergasted, barely registering his words. 

“Because you were not in control of your mind back then, Cor.” Quentin shifted his weight, propping up on his side with his good arm. “I’m honestly happy Sunny managed to, uh, snap you out of that dark fog trapping you. Whatever devious means he used.”

His irises glimmered as he finished. He knew exactly what Sunny had done to “snap me out of it.” Like he’d said, Sunny had a big mouth, and wouldn’t play down his sexual exploits with me if it meant getting one over on his Glovemates. He didn’t have that kind of self-control.

The seriousness of the situation sank into me, this time with a tinge of desire thrumming through my body as I recalled Sunny’s “exploits.” 

“Mind-fucked or not,” I said, “I’m still responsible, Quen. I need to own it.”

“If that’s what you feel is necessary, you know I’ll support you. Remember, I’ve been with you since the beginning. As your Dreamwatcher.” 

I smiled.

“The whole Glove will fight for you,” he said. “Whatever happens.”

I swallowed over a lump in my throat. My lungs felt tight. I could feel my eyes getting dewy. I tried to change the subject. “How’s your arm feeling?”

His smile widened on one side. “It’s fine. I think we still have twenty-three minutes before we can leave.”

Ideas ran rampant in my head. “Twenty-three minutes to do wha—”

He yanked my hand toward him, pulling the top half of my body over the gurney. Before I could yelp at his sudden maneuver, he closed his lips around mine in a heart-stopping kiss. 
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Quentin

THE KISS FROM THE FOREST was not enough. It was never enough. I had flip-flopped for months about this moment, not knowing when to pull the trigger. 

Fear of rejection haunted me like it did all men wishing to get closer to the one they loved. The last thing I wanted was to push Coralia away, so I’d bided my time. Read her features. Studied her actions. Saw how she interacted with the other Glovemates. 

I had only ever tried to be helpful. Coralia had the temper of an angry porcupine. I knew screwing up with her once was a nail in the coffin. I didn’t think there was room for second chances with her. It needed to be done right the first time.

Luckily, she had never aimed her fury at me. I tended to stay on the peripheries, like Dax used to do before changing over the previous months. He hadn’t changed in a bad way—just became more assertive.

When Desmona had rebuffed me from the Kolpoden Grove, setting her forest against me because she thought I had something to do with her attack in the Asberald City prison, I thought that was the end. That Coralia would would always be suspicious of me and see who I really was.

But I didn’t even know who I really was. I had always hoped to figure it out with Coralia. Together.

That night in the forest, she had come searching for me, in my most deflated moment. When she saw me, she jumped into my arms like I was a long-lost lover, and I realized how foolish I’d been to doubt her loyalty.

Now I had her in my arms, her tongue in my mouth, dancing with mine. She leaned over the railing of the gurney, hopping over it, and put her entire body on me. 

The pale beauty from my dreams now straddled my chest, legs planted on either side of me. She dipped her head forward to make the kiss deeper while her hands roamed through my black mane. 

I closed my eyes and gave myself to her. To her faint vanilla scent and cinnamon aftertaste. To the feel of her hips in my hands, and her waist.

When my hands traversed the luscious curves of her ass, she didn’t resist. She moaned in my mouth.

It needed to be done right the first time . . . and here we were in a public setting, hidden only by a flimsy curtain from the world around us. I could hear low voices and the clacking of heels and shoes on the linoleum floor outside our stall as life went on around us. 

I wasn’t sure if this was right at all, but if Coralia had no objections about it, neither did I. 

I couldn’t deny the pounding of my heart—the thrill of knowing we were risking getting caught, and we simply didn’t care. Our need was too great.

She pulled back a fraction, our lips leaving a strand of saliva between them. Her cheeks flushed, eyes half-lidded. 

Still straddling my midsection, she put her hands on my hard chest and massaged me. Her voice came out husky. “You were so brave at the gala, my love. My foolish, brave Dreamwatcher.”

I smiled and ran a tender palm over her forearms with my good arm. I could already feel the strength returning in the other one, though it ached. “Like I said back then, lass, I’d do it all over again if I had to. Arm break and everything.”

She leaned down with an arresting smile, drawing my attention to her pale, rose-tinted cheeks and her coffee eyes and her small, perfect nose. Her pink, swollen lips.

Her face rubbed against mine. She whispered in my ear, “Did you know, when we first met, I imagined what it would be like to fuck you in my mind? Back when that was the only place where you lived?”

My throat tightened on a sharp inhale. The swell of my cock bumped against her jeans, and she ground her ass on my bulge. The ache of confinement in my pants was becoming too much to bear. 

When she nibbled on my earlobe after her lustful admission, I groaned and precum stained the front of my pants.

“I want to live in your mind forever, love,” I whispered, holding her body tight against mine with one strong arm around her middle. “I want to sear myself onto your mind so you never forget me.”

“I never will,” she breathed. “I can’t. You’ve become part of me. Remember? I own bits of your soul from when I rescued it.” She continued to grind her ass into my diamond-hard cock, adding in a sultry tone, “And aren’t I glad I did that?”

“Spirits help me—the things I want to do to you. The things you make me think.” My hands found her breasts and I squeezed lightly, fondling her through her shirt and then pinching her nipples until she threw her head back. “You rescued bits of my soul . . . now I want yours in return. All of it. I’ve felt a connection with you since the very beginning. It’s the reason you barged into the Spectral Realm and found me. I just know it. Returning my soul to my cold body made that connection permanent. Can you feel it?”

“Ugh, goddammit. Yes!” she cried, biting back her words so she didn’t yell. “I can feel all of you.” She stared down at me with a smoldering, tempting glint to her eyes. “So why don’t you stop blabbering and fuck me like I know you want to?”

My eyes widened with absolute lust. I couldn’t contain it any longer—one hand lifted her slightly off my belly while the other went down and unzipped myself. I pulled my pants down even as she started to wiggle hers to her thighs. 

My cock rocketed up, meeting the fleshy roundness of her ass cheeks with a soft clap.

Coralia reached behind her, found my shaft, ran her hand down my length, and gasped. “Holy shit. You’re hard as a rock. And fucking huge. Why are all my mates so hung?”

I winked and gave her a ravenous smile. “Guess you picked well.”

“Or lucked into it.”

She palmed my slick crown and I bit my tongue, trying to hold back. Then she laced my dick between her ass crack and I couldn’t stand it any longer. My body shifted and writhed under her weight. 

“Not so fast, big guy,” she said, mimicking the nurse’s tone from earlier while she put her free hand on my chest. “It’s my turn to do you a favor.”

I blinked at her, astounded.

She guided me to her wet lips and teased me some more, flicking my cockhead against her folds.

Then she sat down with a satisfying thump, clapping her wide ass against my hips. My cock surged inside her warmth.

She threw her head back. All I could do was admire her beauty and stature as she began to ride me. “You fill me so much, Quen. Oh God, you’re so deep.”

I reached up and clamped a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t moan too loudly. The risk of getting caught was always more enticing than actually getting caught, especially considering we were on thin ice with Alaric Cane at the moment.

Isn’t this how she got in trouble in the initiation cells? Showing up to fuck Dax while Sunny watched, and getting caught?

Coralia apparently had a kink I needed to explore more. “You’re a little exhibitionist, aren’t you, lass?” I snarled with a wicked smile. 

Her tits bounced as she picked up speed on top of me, hands gripping my shirt with white knuckles. Her nails bit into my pecs. “You have no idea, Quen. No fucking idea how much I want you all to own me. Get me out of my own head. Make me feel things I’ve never felt.”

I chuckled darkly. “I’m sure that can be arranged, my little minx.”

I suddenly pumped my hips and pummeled my cock up into her. Her body jiggled and bounced, mouth falling open. I knew another moan was coming, so I clamped her mouth shut again. “Nope, lass, not until I say it’s okay.”

Her whimper came out muffled, eyes imploring me.

“D-Do that again,” she croaked once I released her beautiful lips.

I bucked my hips and slammed into her again, watching as her eyes rolled back. 

She fell forward, forehead against mine. “Fuck me like you mean it, Quentin.”

I wrapped my good arm around her middle. “You asked for it, love.”

Lifting myself with my hips and ass, I started pelting up into her, taking over the power position. Her ass slapped on top of me, and I knew we’d be discovered any second if I kept it up.

Her body wobbled on top of mine. She was losing strength to do anything. Just a few minutes ago, she’d said she desperately needed to sleep.

I would just have to fuck her to sleep.

I moved with wild speed, infusing my body with threads of magic that empowered my burning calves and thighs and ass. My body reacted like it wasn’t mine—like I was possessed, and all Coralia could do was bite her tongue and take my huge cock deep inside her exquisite, tight cunt. 

Her wetness made the going easy. I stretched her and continued to careen. She wasn’t even bouncing anymore—just staying in a stationary position with her ass and pussy parted to let me have my way with her. 

Coralia’s groans and moans became a stuttering song in my ears. 

Making sure not to use my recovering arm, I swiftly rolled from my back to my side, bringing her with me. Her leg stayed up above my hip and I began fucking her sideways. 

The railing of the gurney embedded into her fat ass. The whole apparatus shook and squeaked, trembling under our weight and raw movements. 

She clamped down on me and my cock throbbed. Listening to her soft moans, and the sound of the metal bed smacking against her ass, had me ready to blow. 

“Fuck, lass, you feel too good.”

“You handle me like I’m a fucking sex doll, Quen. It’s better than I ever could have imagined!”

Her words pushed me over the edge.

I pulled out with a wet squelch and lifted her leg—grimacing as I used my bad arm nestled against my side to do it. Then I rammed my cock between her thighs like a scalding-hot iron.

She squeezed her thighs together.

I reached down and massaged her clit, wildly palming her pussy until she was a squirming, coming mess in my hands. 

Her thighs rubbed along my length as her body writhed from her orgasm. 

I groaned from the friction. Heady tension rumbled up from my balls to my cock. A wave of bliss swam over my body, simmering between my legs. 

I exploded out past her thighs, spewing ropes of cum against the wall behind her, on the far side of the gurney. 

We breathed heavily, melting into another kiss. 

Then our bodies fell into a sweaty, near-comatose state as we cuddled. 

I opened my mouth to tell her how much it meant to have her with me—

The sound of footsteps drawing close cut me off. 

Our eyes widened, chuckles escaping our lips. We yanked our pants up and stayed in our snuggled position. 

When the curtain peeled back, Nurse Jackie faced my back, and Coralia’s head was tucked into my neck. Neither of us could see her. 

But her words—cautious and a bit alarmed—told us how she felt. “Uh, Mr. Argyle? Miss Hargrave?”

We pretended we were both napping. The sheet of the gurney was utterly disheveled. Our faces, if she could see them, were covered with sweat.

We wouldn’t be fooling anyone. 

I hoped she couldn’t smell our sweaty sex or see the trail of cum trickling down the white wall next to our hospital bed. Thankfully, our stall was rather dark. 

“Yeah?” I said in an intentionally dreary voice. 

“How are you feeling, Mr. Argyle?”

“Peachy. Has it been a half hour already, lass?”

“It has. You’re free to go if your arm is feeling better.”

“Wow,” I said, clearing my throat. “The time really flew.”
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Coralia

QUENTIN WAS RIGHT: The connection of our souls felt permanent now. Solidified. It had been an impromptu thing, taking him in the infirmary while he healed. I didn’t regret it. 

How could I? With that action, I felt more aligned with my Glovemates than ever before. Something surreal and intangible hovered inside me, close to the surface of my skin but also bolstering my heart. 

I had finally bonded with all my mates. Something about that made me feel powerful and alive, even though I was bone-tired after our little soiree. 

Quentin and I walked hand in hand out of the hospital, heading for the dorm buildings in the distance.

I felt lightheaded. Out of the blue, I shook my head and said, “I still can’t believe the lengths you went to help us all escape the gala, love. Honestly, what were you thinking, trying to take on Ornoth and Myria and Aliyah and everyone else?”

He shrugged. “I don’t think I was thinking, lass. I just wanted my friends to be safe, so I acted. Diverted attention.”

“Even with your ‘tactical’ mind?”

He snorted, dipping his head in shame. “Tactics sort of flew out the window there.”

I rubbed his back. “Well, the courage you showed makes you one of the best. You could have easily gone with Dax and Venn to take Titus Hanneman away. Instead, you stayed.”

“I knew you were there. Of course I stayed.”

I nodded, fighting back emotions. “Thank you.” Going on my tiptoes, I gave him a peck on the lips.

Quen slowed his stroll until he stopped walking altogether. “I think part of it was selfishness too, Cor. I’ve always wanted to make my mark. To show I was worthy in your eyes.”

My chin trembled. “If you were trying to get me to notice you . . . it worked. But I’ve always noticed you, Quen. Ever since I first saw you in the Spectral Realm and called you Dreamwatcher.”

He let out a contented sigh, his massive chest expanding with the effort. “That means a lot.”

I nudged his shoulder and kept walking. “Maybe you can rest easy now. I know I will after that.”

His low, rumbling chuckle was music to my ears.

Another short bout of silence, then a question popped into my head. “Quen?”

“Yeah?”

“When you told Alaric Myria looked . . . lost . . . what did you mean?”

He took a second to respond, doubtlessly hearing the fragility in my voice and wanting to say the right words. I wanted honesty more than anything, to know what I was up against. 

“Your sister . . . she wasn’t in her right state.”

“Yeah, I already knew that from the Forbidden Orchard.”

“She almost seemed robotic at the gala. Someone whose only purpose is to follow orders like a puppy. She had no agency. No authority over her body, from what I could tell.”

I sighed, shaking my head. It was worse than I’d feared. “What do you think happened to her?”

Quen rubbed his cheek, pulling at his skin. “I believe the same insidious darkness that afflicted you after the Forbidden Orchard has dominated Myria, but it’s had much more time to work on her. She is not in control of her own mind.”

“Do you think we can save her?”

His hand squeezed tightly around mine. “We have to. Yes. From what I’ve heard, she was the one who came searching for me after I disappeared during our Ghost-year final. She found my glove. She followed the clues, and it got her captured by the Leatherwings. I feel obligated to try saving her, Cor, as I’m sure you do.”

It was nice hearing someone committed to doing the right thing. I’d come to Shadowblade Academy to find my sister, and had been appalled by what I saw. Now, I needed to work on a strategy to get her back. 

And who better to offer strategic help than Quen?

“Also,” Quen said, raising a finger, “I forgot to tell Alaric a small detail. When I found Ornoth, he was in a deep, meditative state. I knocked it out of him.”

My brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“The demon controlled the black fog, lass, not Myria. She never had that type of power—spirits, I don’t think shadowblades can even do something like that, raising a magical ward from black mist.”

“You mean like in the Forbidden Orchard?”

“Yes. I believe it was Ornoth controlling it then, too. When I broke his concentration and physically hurt him, the fog fell.” 

I racked my brain for answers, but only came up with confusion. “That makes no sense. At the Forbidden Orchard, I ran into Myria and knocked her on her ass. It was right then that the fog dissipated. I’m sure of it.”

Quentin nodded slowly, taking it all in. He stared at the cobblestones at our feet with renewed interest. “I believe you, love. I’m just trying to justify it all. There’s something we’re not getting here.” 

What could it mean? 

We’d made it to the dorms. I didn’t want to leave without finishing our discussion. It seemed too important. 

I stared up at Quen hopefully, silently begging for an answer to our dilemma. 

A light went on behind his eyes. Horror dragged across his features.

“What . . . what is it, Quen?”

He shook his head quickly. “I don’t want to speculate, Cor.”

“Please!” I rushed him, grabbing his good arm. “It’s me, love. It’s Coralia.”

He looked down at me, almost pityingly. “I’m just thinking . . . what if it wasn’t coincidence?”

“As in?”

“Ornoth controls the fog, and he lowered it in the Forbidden Orchard at the same time you fought and broke Myria’s concentration.”

I inhaled sharply. “Why would he do that?”

A shrug. “More speculation. The only reason I can think is to allow us to escape. But for the life of me, I can’t figure out why that fucking demon would want to make our escape easier . . .”

* * *
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I OPENED THE DOOR OF my dorm room and stood there, staring in. A sharp pang of loss abruptly tugged at my insides. The room was exactly how I’d left it weeks ago, though it smelled a bit musty and vacant. 

On one side of the room, sparse white walls and a plain bed stared at me, showing someone with an uninteresting life. On the other side, the bed was flowery, pink, and posters of popular ‘90s emo bands lined the walls: Taking Back Sunday, Jimmy Eat World, Death Cab for Cutie.

My eyebrows arched sadly. 

My favorite roomie wasn’t there to greet me. She wasn’t there to hop into my arms and squeeze the life out of me with a massive bear hug that was way too strong for her little frame.

Charli Fairfax. My wide-eyed, wild-haired fox shifter.

I missed my bestie, and it wasn’t until I stepped into my room—our room—that it hit me square in the chest. 

All the recent shenanigans had helped stuff that part of my life down. The part of my life that actually mattered outside of Shadowblade Academy. 

Once I’d warmed up to the idea of staying here to finish my studies, I had always hoped to graduate with Charli by my side. Together, we’d strike off into the world as expert assassins or lovable spies. We’d be the greatest kick-ass duo the world had ever seen.

Then she fell in love with my fucking cat, Bruce Kittenson. The ancient, reticent snowball who had been with me since the beginning. 

Of course, Bruce turned out to be much more than a ball of white floof. He turned out to be Arrozul, an arcane demon from a different world who’d been tasked with watching my growth throughout the years.

Who could’ve known? 

I should have suspected something when Brucey reached the ripe old age of twenty, and never slowed down. If anything, his energy increased, as if the kitty had a serious case of animal Benjamin Button disease. 

Bruce, or Arrozul, had taken my tarnished soul into his body, giving me his pure, untainted spirit in return. He saved my life and my sanity. Then he escaped to the demon realm to hide away while the darkness consumed him, so he wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

And Charli joined him. In secret. 

I stepped into the room and blew a raspberry, shoving my hands in my pockets to peruse Charli’s side of the room like I was wandering through a museum. 

This stuffy room didn’t feel like home anymore. Charli and Brucey had given life to this little twelve-by-nineteen-foot space in a way I didn’t realize until they were gone. I hadn’t had to think about it much after their vanishing act because I’d immediately been called to go to Ironfort with the boys. 

Now it all hit me . . . and it sucked balls.

I left Charli’s side of the room, making sure not to touch anything. Just in case she decides to miraculously return. Wouldn’t that be something? I’d be able to give her a gigantic bear-squeeze of my own for once.

I knew now what it felt like for Charli when I left—having to frequently leave the Academy to take care of business off campus, whether that be in Asberald City, Waichee Village, the Forbidden Orchard, or anywhere else.

At the end of the day, I had always returned. Maybe not right on schedule all the time, but I managed to come back. I kept my promises.

The trumpet parade I’d always received from my bestie had been second to none.

I flopped down on my bed face-first, then spoke into my pillow. “I need to find her.”

She had told me not to follow her, the little weasel. Her letter announcing her departure from the Academy had practically begged me to carry on without her. 

So far, I supposed I was doing an all right job. 

How much longer will that last though, now that I’m stuck at the Academy again? I mean, shit, I don’t even know if she’d be allowed back in if she did decide to return! 

For me, except for one time, I’d always been sanctioned by the Academy to leave for my missions. I was privileged in that sense, because students were forbidden from leaving the school until they finished their studies. Which took the better part of three years.

With Charli’s decision, she had essentially resigned herself to a fate outside of this place. 

Love trumps all.

I wept softly into my pillow, remembering all the fun times we’d had: Chatting about boys, gossiping in the mess hall. Playing Go Fish and stuffing our faces full of donuts late at night before the day of a big test. Charli teaching me how to utilize my magic. Standing up for her against Vivi Jade and getting my ass kicked. Okay, that one wasn’t very fun. Charli cheering me on from the sidelines of my Shadowball games.

We had grown apart near the end, due to me turning into an evil bitch—literally—but we made a comeback.

I’d never forget the good times.

I wasn’t known for toeing the line and doing what I was told, so who knew? Maybe I’d embark on a new adventure to find my lovable bestie in the future, once all this Academy shit was behind me.  
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Coralia

I DEFINITELY GOT MY six hours of sleep, and then some.

When I woke from my dreamless slumber and lifted my head from the pillow, the side of my face was damp from drool. Saliva caked the corners of my mouth, and sleep-lines creased my cheeks. 

I groaned and rolled over, checking the wall clock. It read 6:07 AM.

I had arrived at my dorm sometime when the sun was setting, around six, and promptly fell asleep after mourning Charli’s absence. 

Holy shit, I’ve been asleep for twelve hours.

I wanted to say it felt good getting that much shuteye, passed out in my comfy bed, but that would be a lie. I felt groggy and tired from oversleeping. It’s weird how that works—get too much sleep and you’re right back where you started. Tired.

No one waited in my dorm room with a heaping pile of cinnamon waffles. I was a little bummed about that. 

I peeled out of my rancid adventuring clothes and wrapped a towel around my body, then grabbed a fresh Academy uniform from the drawer near my bed. 

I wanted to get a jump on the day. I wasn’t scheduled for classes—leaving for Asberald City to stop a human-supernatural alliance had put the kibosh on my studies for a while—but I had other matters to take care of.

Namely, seeing what Alaric Cane wanted with me. 

I told myself I would march in there, fearless, and not give the headmaster any quarter. I wouldn’t quake before his merciless stare or his grating voice.

I would take a shower first, and try to summon my confidence. Stinking up the castle so they could smell me two blocks away didn’t sound great. I would rather they didn’t see me coming.

I wonder if the old man is even awake this early. I’ve seen him in his nighties and fuzzy cap, so I doubt it. That’s a man who needs his beauty sleep.

I glanced one last time at Charli’s bed. Just like I missed her, I missed my boys. Honestly, I was a bit surprised they’d respected my wishes to be alone for a while so I could think . . .

. . . which made my shock even greater when I opened the door and found a pile of men sleeping in various comical ways in the hallway. 

All four of them were present: Dax sagged up against the wall with his chin dropped into his chest; Quentin on his side a few feet down, scrunched in a near-fetal position; Sunny on his back, out like a rock; Venn snoring opposite Dax’s wall, slumped off to the side.

A student walked out of her room and had to tiptoe around Sunny, grimacing at me, and then step lightly over Quen’s prone form.  

I covered my mouth, chuckling lightly. It’s the thought that counts. They stayed away to respect my boundaries, but couldn’t stay completely away.

Posing against the door frame with my arms folded over my towel and chest, I loudly cleared my throat. 

Heads popped up, bleary-eyed and dazed. 

Sunny was the first to respond, groaning as he propped himself up on his elbows. “Shit, what time is it?”

Dax’s head jolted up. He scanned left and right, hilariously confused in his usually-sharp eyes.

Venn tumbled to the side, then went on his hands and knees and crawled to his feet. He brushed himself off, wobbled in place, and checked a wristwatch I didn’t even know he owned. “Ten past six.” 

From the ground, Quentin’s eyes opened and he stared up at me with a serene smile plastered on his face. That’s when I realized I was standing over him and he was likely getting an upskirt shot underneath my towel. 

I glared and tightened the towel around my naked body, which made him chuckle. He slowly got to his feet.

“What are you all doing here?” I asked, an amused lilt to my voice. 

Sunny put his hands on his hips and flapped his lips in an effortless ‘pffft’ that I knew he probably practiced in the mirror for hours to show his utter indifference to everyone around him. “You think we’d let you go see Alaric Cane alone? We’re not that stupid, princess.”

“Right. But why are you all outside my dorm room?”

“We weren’t invited in,” Venn answered simply, as if it was obvious. 

I frowned crookedly, trying not to smile. “No one knocked.”

Quentin’s eyebrows jumped up his forehead. “You’re saying if we’d knocked . . . you would have let us in?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. But now we’ll never know, will we?”

He cursed under his breath, glancing away.

I giggled. “No, really, it means a lot you all came for little ol’ me.” I eyed them one at a time, slowly raising my brows at my handsome mates. “How long were you all here?”

“What time did I drop you off?” Quen asked. 

“Around sundown.”

“Then I probably showed up at six thirty.”

I snorted. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

His serious face told me he wasn’t kidding me.

“Seven for me,” Sunny said.

“Daxy and I hit the mess hall, so I’d guess seven-thirty?” Venn posed the question to the panther shifter. 

“Wait,” I said, holding up my palm. “You mean you guys didn’t collaborate this? You just showed up on your own?”

Sunny gave me a wicked smile. “I thought I was being sly and would get some brownie points. Imagine my dismay when I found Quen already here, with purple boy and the kitty cat right behind.” 

I could have cried. They didn’t understand how much that meant to me. They couldn’t. Especially after my dark night thinking of the emptiness and lifelessness of this place without Charli and Bruce around. 

My mates had come to show unity and solidarity with me, each on their own time, because they cared.

I had frequently felt abandoned in my life: By the father I never knew, by my own mother, by my sister when she first flew the coop for Briarwitch Academy before coming here. It was one of the reasons I had never stayed in one place for long, always traveling like a nomad.  

Once upon a time, Venn had told me if I felt like I had no family, I should make a family with them.

Now, I understood. That time had finally come. My heart was overfilled with love and appreciation for each of these guys. They had given me a home with them. Made me part of their odd family. 

Faces started popping out of rooms up and down the hall, with more than a few dark looks and scowls headed my way from the waking students. 

“Looks like not much has changed,” I mumbled. 

Sunny crowded me. His voice was low. “They’re jealous. Believe me, I know what jealousy looks like, and that’s it.”

“Jealous of what?” 

“Of all the hot guys you have wrapped around your little finger. Obviously.”

I grinned mischievously. “I never thought I’d hear the day Sunny admitted—”

“Hey, hey!” he blurted. “I’m talking about the other three. I’m as independent as they come.”

The other three in question groaned and rolled their eyes.

Sunny shot me a vicious smile, and I knew he wasn’t being serious. He truly had changed his tune since we’d first met. Changed in a big, awesome way.

“I’m gonna hit the showers before all the students decide to revolt and Caesar my ass.”

“We’ll join you,” Sunny announced. When I gave him a look over my shoulder, he added, “As protection.”

I cackled. “I don’t think so, buddy.”

His shoulders sagged.

“As much as I’d love you four to join me, I need to keep my mind sharp for what’s to come . . . which is impossible when I’m with any of you.”

“I think it’s smart, lass,” Quentin said.

Sunny immediately snapped back. “Hey, whatever, ass-kisser. Don’t be trying to play Good Cop just because you finally got some last night.”

I blinked at Quen. “You told—”

“He didn’t have to,” Sunny cut in. “I have instincts. One of them is knowing when a person has been laid from a mile away. You can call it my Laidar.”

“I have actual instincts,” Dax said. As a panther shifter, his enhanced senses helped him point out tiny details.  

Venn shrugged. “I just listened to Sunny give Quen shit for it.”

Sunny guffawed. “I was just pulling his leg!” He elbowed Quen, popping his eyebrows. “From what I hear, maybe I should say I was pulling his third leg.” 

My face heated up the color of the sun.  

Sunny continued, rambling on until I tuned him out. “If I were you, I’d tread lightly, Quen. If word gets out about your little tryst with the princess, there’s gonna be lots of angry women on this campus . . . and they’re all training to be assassins!” He laughed at his own joke, turning to Dax and Venn. “Imagine being a girl with the hots for him, then losing him to the demons, then him returning from the dead—giving you another shot at love—only to lose him to another demon. In their eyes I mean. The princess isn’t a demon, of course.” 

I locked eyes with Quentin, who hadn’t drawn his gaze from me yet. His smile was innocent, his shrug hopeless. “You see? This is the shit I have to put up with when you’re not around. Please forgive me—I told them nothing. They’re too discerning.”

I wasn’t mad at my guys. I was overjoyed they were all happily jawing, though I needed to flee them before I melted into an embarrassed puddle at their feet.

“I’m, uh, gonna go now,” I said meekly, then shuffled past them before anymore smartass remarks could come my way.
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Coralia

I STOOD IN ALARIC CANE’S conference room. For once, he wasn’t here yet. I was early. 

There’s a first time for everything, I suppose.

Granted, it was only seven o’clock in the morning. 

I waited, standing, not trusting the chair opposite his desk. A few minutes in, a shelf of books in the back of the room swung inward, revealing a secret door.

Headmaster Cane popped out with a mug of steaming coffee in his hand. He wore his customary black robe with the Shadowblade Academy seal across the front: a white masquerade mask with a black dagger stabbed through the right eyehole. 

My eyebrows lifted a fraction as he appeared from the hidden door and closed the bookshelf behind him. 

“Nifty,” I said.

“Don’t let anyone ever tell you I don’t know how to make an entrance, Miss Hargrave.” He shuffled over toward his desk but didn’t sit, standing off to the side of it, examining me with his beady eyes. Then he sipped his coffee and rolled a hand at me. “I appreciate your expeditiousness. It shows . . . something. Earnestness? Understanding the gravity of the situation? I don’t know. I’m tired.”

“Sorry to rouse you from your peaceful slumber.”

A tiny smile flicked at the corner of his lips, beneath his long beard. “You lot have been doing that to me for quite some time, Coralia. I’m used to it.”

My brow furrowed. Is it just me, or does he seem more chipper than I’ve ever seen him? Maybe it’s the coffee, and I always catch him toward the end of the day when he’s coming down off the caffeine. I nearly laughed at the idea of such an inhuman mage having such a human quirk. 

The banter died as I scanned the room and the shadows in the corners. “Where’s your guard dog?”

“Who, Ezekiel Caffrey?”

I inclined my chin.

“Come now, Miss Hargrave. That’s quite rude. Don’t be angry with Mr. Caffrey. He’s simply doing his job, as I asked him to do. And he’s quite good at it.”

“I’m sure.” Alaric’s chiding did make me feel a bit guilty, honestly. I didn’t know Ezekiel from Jeremiah, so who was I to judge his character? He hadn’t done anything wrong.

“To answer your question, he isn’t needed for this.” Alaric stooped behind his desk, remaining standing. He put his coffee mug down, then thought better of it and lifted it to his lips. “Unless he is needed . . . and you’re feeling guilty about something?” 

One of his eyes widened, accusatory and suspicious. 

“Nice try, Headmaster.” 

He chuckled, a raspy sound I wasn’t used to hearing. “I’m surprised you actually came alone, as I requested.”

“I didn’t. The guys are in the hall behind me. Waiting.”

“For what?”

“My screams? I don’t know.” 

His face grew serious. “Don’t be so dramatic, Coralia.”

“It’s hard not to be when I’m around you, Headmaster. No offense.”

“None taken.” He flapped a skeletal hand at me.

This has to be a Good Cop routine similar to what Sunny was talking about. This isn’t the Headmaster Cane I know—the powerful, ominous, mysterious wizard who always seems ready to strike down anyone who talks badly to him.

“Where’s Titus Hanneman?” I asked.

“Well under control. You need not worry about him.”

“Believe me, I don’t.”

Another small smile. “Good.”

A short pause swirled around us like mist. Then I said, “This chat is nice and all, Headmaster, and I’m happy you seem to be in such an agreeable mood, but why am I here?”

“To brass tacks then.” He sighed and perched himself on the side of his oak desk. “Mr. Caffrey has brought some things to my attention. Students talk. Students are scared, and for good reason. One of their own died on this campus, and I can’t tolerate that. I’m sure you understand.”

“Of course I do. You’re in charge of their safety.”

“Quite right, Miss Hargrave.”

More silence. It was becoming unnerving. I clasped my hands behind my back to avoid anxiously fidgeting. 

He raised two fingers. “I have two things to say to you, Miss Hargrave. One will scare you. The other might surprise you.”

“I can’t wait to hear them.” My voice came out flat, but inside, my heart rampaged against my ribcage.

“Before I say either, I want to give you a chance to speak. To come clean, as it were.” 

He finally sat in his comfy chair. Leaned forward. Folded his hands in that way he always did when he examined you under the microscope of his beady eyes.

Responsibility. Accountability. 

The two words rang out inside my head like church bells. I started to sweat under my arms, trying to keep my composure. It took everything in my power to resist biting my fingernails or chewing my lip—nervous tics I was terrible at hiding.

Finally, after a long, drawn-out silence . . . I let go. 

The burden was too heavy. It had been since the beginning. I was a terrible liar and couldn’t keep this horrible secret any longer. 

Even if I was staring death in the face, in the form of this gaunt, long-bearded executioner, I needed release from the anxiety of keeping it bottled up. Quentin knew. Sunny knew. The whole gang knew. Students were starting to whisper. 

Enough was enough.

If I was going to become a better person, I needed to own up to my tragedies and mistakes.

“I did it,” I said, as sternly as I could muster. My world tilted sideways. “At least I believe I did.”

“Did what, exactly, Coralia?”

My heartbeat continued at heart-attack levels, but the pressure had already begun to flood out of me.

“I killed Mya Todden, sir.”

He didn’t react at first. He tilted his head about two degrees to the side. Studied me even harder, eyes roving up and down. “Why?”

“I don’t know. That’s the honest truth. You have to understand, Headmaster, darkness clouded my vision and mind after returning from the Forbidden Orchard. That place changed me. Made me evil.”

“And you’re rehabilitated?” 

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Hard to explain. I recovered my own lost soul.” 

My explanation was a half-truth—okay, a bald-faced lie—but I didn’t want to explain Arrozul’s presence at the Academy or how he’d rescued me or anything of that nature. 

“In exchange for what?”

“Pardon?”

“You recovered your lost soul in exchange for what? Because from what I’ve heard, your roommate has also gone missing. One Charli Fairfax.”

My throat hitched. “Charli is alive and well, I promise you. She escaped the Academy.” I felt like a snitch, and tried to circle back. “Fusing souls doesn’t work that way, sir. There’s no exchanging anything.”

His skinny fingers drummed the tabletop. “Let’s say I believe you. And I suppose I must, conveniently, because you’re the only one who understands your power.”

“Even I don’t understand it, sir. Not how it happens, where it comes from, or even how to control it.”

“But you understand enough to know how it works.”

“Well, I’ve done it a few times, haven’t I? With Quentin Argyle, Desmona, and now myself.” 

I was digging the hole deeper, getting out of one weighty lie to make room for another. Because there had been an exchange, as Alaric presumed: Arrozul’s soul for mine.

The tense silence between us became deafening from the blood rushing in my ears.

“Fascinating, Coralia, I must say.”

I blinked, shocked. That’s it?

He raised those two fingers again. “Here’s what I will say to you. First: I already knew. I just wanted to hear you say it. Like I said, Ezekiel is good at his job.”

“How did he know?”

“The wounds on her body, clearly from an Oblyx Steel weapon. Unless it was one of your Glovemates who killed the poor girl, and you’re covering for them? That’s a possibility too—”

“No, I swear it. They had nothing to do with this. They were just as distraught as I was once I snapped out of it and they learned the truth.”

“So they’ve known this whole time?”

Fuck. My stupid, big-ass mouth. I bowed my head. “I-I suppose so. I mean . . . yes.”

Alaric sucked his thin lips inside his mouth. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

I lifted my head, trying to stay calm. “What was the second thing you wanted to tell me, sir?”

“That I don’t particularly care.”

My heart stopped as the other shoe dropped, eyes flashing wide with unfettered surprise. 

“Ex-Excuse me?”

He stood from his chair. “Here’s what’s going to happen, Coralia. I’m going to send you somewhere off campus while this blows over. I know, I know, that goes against every rule I’ve ever harped on. Ezekiel is an excellent detective—because he’s taken part in situations such as this before—but he’s also too honorable by half. He won’t stop until the killer is brought to ‘justice.’” 

I frowned.

“In short, I got more than I bargained for.” He chuckled to himself and shook his head. “The person I’ll be sending you to fancies herself somewhat of a historian. You will get along famously, I’m sure.”

I was already shaking my head. “Wait, I don’t understand. I can’t just—what’s going on? I can’t just leave like this. What will people say?”

“Do you really care what people say? Seems like you don’t.”

“What about my Glove? My mates?”—Oops, bungled that one—“I mean my Glovemates. Can they come?”

“Of course not. You will go alone.”

“No.”

“No?”

“I don’t particularly like the idea of being under your thumb like this, Headmaster Cane. With all due respect.” 

His lips firmed. “Child, while you’re attending my Academy, you’re always under my thumb.” He rolled his wrist nonchalantly. “It’s either this or imprisonment until expulsion or execution. Glamouring your mind so you never remember any of your friends or Shadowblade Academy again. Something horrible along those lines.”

Sweat fell with gale force winds down my forehead and face. 

He said, “This is for your own protection, Coralia.” 

“Isn’t that what you told Dax,” I blurted, “while you were systematically sanctioning the death of his clan?”

“I can see you don’t trust me.”

“How can I? After something like that?”

Alaric sighed heavily and sat. He spoke slowly to me, like a teacher explaining something to an unruly child. “That was to stop an apocalyptic, draconic war with Levia Sunfall, Miss Hargrave, and to keep the demonspawn from getting their hands on her Oblyx weapons—to stop another interplanar war.” 

I was stunned to silence. I didn’t know how to respond. “Can I have time to think about this?”

“No.” 

Fucking hell.

“I’m doing you a favor, Miss Hargrave.” 

“Sounds more like a scheme to keep me close to you but away from everyone else. To separate me. Why would you do this favor for me?”

“Sometimes I ask myself the same question.”

“That’s not an answer.”

He looked up from his desk, his jaw bunching together. I had a feeling I was reaching the end of his morning happy mood. “You want the honest truth, girl?”

“I think I deserve it. Yes.”

“Because you have a power unlike any we’ve ever seen at this Academy. You’re far more important to us alive than dead. Mya Todden . . . I’m sure she would have made a fine shadowblade in the years to come. But you’re more valuable than the poor girl’s legacy, whatever it may be.”

I started freaking out, saying the first things that came to mind. “This is just a balance of worthiness? A calculation?”

He lifted his hands into the air. “I’m not the one who killed Miss Todden, Coralia. It’s always a balance.”

I flared my nostrils. “So you want to study me. That’s what you’re saying.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You implied it.”

“Whatever lets you sleep at night, child. I expected resistance, but not to this extent.”

I scoffed. “I’m supposed to thank you for ripping me away from everyone I care about? Just when I’ve finally returned?”

“A little appreciation wouldn’t hurt.” He stood, palms flat on the table, clearly irritated with my attempts at weaseling my way out of this. His eyes flared with anger. “I don’t care how you take this, Coralia. Do you understand? You’re showing your spoiled entitlement. Your whiny childishness will not work. This isn’t a fucking negotiation! You murdered a fucking student, and this is the answer!”

His fist slammed the tabletop. 

The loud thud made me stumble back a step. His raised voice caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand.

Then he fell silent and sat with a heavy breath. He composed himself, sitting straighter. “This is not the punishment you think it is. Believe me, things could be much, much worse for you . . . and they will be if you don’t follow my instructions.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 39


[image: image]


Coralia

THE BOYS DIDN’T WANT me to go. Obviously. 

In the hallway outside the conference room, they rained down countless reasons why I shouldn’t accept Alaric Cane’s directive and go to some nameless place of his choosing. I’d already thought of most the reasons before they said them.

“He’ll control you, absolutely.” Quentin’s face was as pale as a winter’s night. “We’ll have no way to get to you, lass. To help you.”

“He says I won’t need any help there,” I said calmly, trying to soothe his worries. 

“You haven’t trusted this fucker since you stepped foot on this campus, and now you do something like this?” Sunny railed, hands thrown up to the heavens. 

“I don’t have a choice, Sunny. He made that quite clear.”

“This reeks of duplicity, M’shyok. The fact we can’t go with you doesn’t sit well with me.”

I faced Dax. “Me either. He says if you all go, it’ll raise suspicion with Ezekiel Caffrey.”  

“So it’s better if you go alone?” Venn cried out. “I call bullshit. Ezekiel doesn’t have authority here—only Headmaster Cane does. Even if he could prove without a doubt you did what he thinks you did, it’s up to Cane whether to prosecute you or not.” He shook his head adamantly, as if his logic and opinion would sway the entire outcome. “No, the others are right, hun. This sounds like an Alaric Cane scheme.”

“I know,” I said through clenched teeth. Frustration shot through me. The guys had me crowded against a wall, their faces drawn and worried. Talk about overbearing!

Finally, I grunted and shouldered my way past Sunny and Quen, stepping out into the middle of the hall, away from them. When they turned to me with their handsome, stricken faces, no one said a thing. They could read the anger pulsing across my face. 

I stamped my foot and balled my hands into fists. “I have no choice, guys! What don’t you get about that? It’s either this or jail or the electric chair—whatever they use to fry supernaturals! Alaric has me dead to rights, and he knows it.”

Collectively, their shoulders drooped. The fight left their lungs and they shared anxious looks with one another. Quentin was the one to answer for all of them.

“We’re just concerned, love.”

His low-spoken words were like a punch to the gut. He hadn’t said anything I didn’t already know, but the way he said it made things seem more permanent. The tight face, eyes crinkled with worry-lines, his green eyes dimmer than usual, spoke volumes.

I took in a ragged breath and let it out slowly. “I know. I am too. We all knew something like this might happen once we returned from the gala mission. Or at least I did.”

“After all you’ve done for that sly bastard . . .” Sunny growled with an enraged scoff, turning away. He looked ready to explode, and I figured he didn’t want me to see it.

“It’s never enough, is it?” Venn mumbled, answering Sunny’s unasked question before he’d trailed off.

“Nope. Just gotta roll with the punches, right?” I gave them a small, sad smile. “I mean, Alaric makes a point: It could be worse.”

“You don’t know where he’s sending you,” Dax pointed out, “so how could you know that? What if he’s sending you to another plane?”

My Glovemates’ logical answers in the face of my hopefulness were starting to piss me off. “I’m just trying to stay optimistic, Dax. He said I’d be on this plane, in the care of some kind of historian.”

The shifter scrunched his brow. “Historian? An interesting distinction.”

I shrugged. “Maybe he wants me to discover something, but he doesn’t feel comfortable talking about it here.” I roamed to the wall opposite the guys and leaned against it, putting my head back to stare up at the vaulted ceiling of Fort Nocturnus. “At least he’s giving me options. Like I said, it could be worse.”

“You still aren’t getting a fair shake,” Sunny snapped.

When he fell quiet, it became clear everyone had run out of steam. They looked more deflated than angry. They’d voiced their concerns and I’d taken it all in, but at the end of the day I didn’t really have a choice, even though I’d just said otherwise.

I dipped my head to look at them. In a meek voice, I asked, “So are we . . . good?”

Their heads shot up.

“Good?” Sunny spat, and I thought he was about to blow up on me. “You don’t deserve this, princess. You aren’t to blame. You have nothing to do with deciding your own punishment.”

“Well, I sort of di—”

“Of course we’re good. We all care about you, dammit.”

His tough love approach made me smile. Sunny always came across as this arrogant, boastful dude—and he was—but when he talked to me like that, it showed me how much of a squishy marshmallow he really was underneath it all. At least where I was concerned.

I scratched the back of my scalp. “I mean, I did do the crime, guys. Maybe this is all part of my rehabilitation or atonement. Like, this is what the spirits think I need to do.”

Quen gave me a crooked smile. “Don’t start believing in our spirits now, you little hippie.”

I laughed. “Hey! I call out to the spirits all the time!”

His smirk widened. “Yeah, usually with the suffix of ‘blow me’ or ‘fuck me sideways’ or something. It doesn’t quite make you sound like a serious believer when you call out to the spirits and then tell them to eat your ass in the same breath.”

My face burned as the boys chuckled. 

Quentin had helped raise the somber mood, and for that I was thankful. Even if he did it at my expense.

I nibbled on my lip. “Jeez, love, when it comes out of your mouth like that . . . it makes me sound pretty naughty and disgusting, doesn’t it?”

“Sure does,” Sunny proclaimed. He folded his arms over his chest with a firm nod. “I knew you were a kinky one the first time you said something like that.”

I lifted an eyebrow at him. The vampire’s sharp chin, raised skyward, arms folded, was the type of haughty expression I’d come to expect and love from Sunder Conway.

I shook my head and snickered under my breath. Inside my stomach, heat dwelled, simmering, and I knew it would only take a little nudge to get it boiling. “Can we, like, have a group hug or something before things get carried away?”

We did. The men wrapped their arms over my shoulders, weighing me down, and I found myself stuck in the middle of their tall, strong bodies, shadows falling over me from how they blocked out the hallway lights. Their vying scents mingled and created an intoxicating aroma that made my whole body thrum with excitement. 

I shivered to fight it off. For the first time, I imagined what it would be like with all of them draped over me like this . . . but in a different setting . . . Perhaps in the bedroom . . . without a stitch of clothing anywhere . . .

Good Lord. I snapped my eyes open. I’d better get the hell out of here before security walks by. What the hell am I thinking?

“I love you all,” I announced. 

They slowly pulled back, frowns on their faces morphing into downcast smiles. I could tell how hard it was for them to let me go, because I felt the same way. 

“What’s the timeline looking like, love?” Quen asked.

“Hopefully no more than a week. Alaric said as soon as Ezekiel Caffrey reports his final findings about Mya Todden’s death—which will likely implicate me—he’ll be thanked for his services and sent away. Then I can come back home.”

“Home,” Venn echoed reverently. The shine in his purple eyes told me he remembered when he’d first said I should make a “home” with him and the Glove. 

He looked happy I had finally done it. 

The sentimental fae pulled me close, touching his forehead to mine. A quick pulse of energy ran through my head, down my arms and body as if traveling through my veins.

When Venn pulled back, he smiled. “Now we’re mind-linked, hun. We can stay in touch while you’re gone and can keep you apprised of anything going on here—anything weird or shady or whatever.”

I cupped his chin, running the pad of my thumb over his cheek. “Thank you, Venn. I’d love that.”

“You’d better do the same,” Sunny grumbled. “The moment we hear anything’s amiss with you, we’ll drop everything and bully Alaric Cane until he’s forced to tell us where you are. You can count on that, princess.” He snapped his fingers. “We’ll be at your side that fast.”

I smiled at him. Yeah, definitely a squishy marshmallow. 
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Coralia

ALARIC DIDN’T GIVE me a chance to go to my dorm and pack a bag or anything. I would be going with only the clothes on my back. 

I was acting squirrelly. He probably feared I’d have a change of heart and make a run for it if he lost sight of me again. 

He’s not wrong to assume that, either.

When I stepped into the conference room after saying my goodbyes, he looked up from his desk. “Took you long enough.”

“Yeah, whatever,” I said, rolling my eyes. My rapport with the headmaster was . . . interesting, to say the least. “We had a lot to talk about.”

“I don’t see how that’s possib—you know what, I don’t care. Let’s just get this done. Ezekiel is scheduled to arrive with a new report any minute. I was worried I’d have to drag you in here myself. I’m too old for this shit.”

You can say that again, douche-canoe.

He motioned me forward, to his desk, and started making arcane hand gestures.

A portal ripped into existence. 

I raised my brow. “No shadowgate?”

He shook his head sternly. “Ezekiel is trained to sniff out shadowgates. He has wards up and would notice.”

“He can do that? Damn. You really did get more than you bargained for calling him in.”

A small shrug. “Generational talent, Miss Hargrave. I didn’t expect you would be the one he suspects as the murderer. The one student who is simultaneously the biggest pain in my ass, and the most important.”

“I thought you value the safety of all the students here.”

“Of course I do.” 

I resisted rolling my eyes a second time. 

I stepped toward the clear, shimmering wave of space the portal took up. Then I paused and faced him, curiosity taking over. “Question, sir. Who did you think did it?”

He thought for a moment, frowning. “Genevieve Jade.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s a mean bitch, Miss Hargrave.”

I tossed him a wicked smile. “That’s the Vivi I know and love and love to hate. Glad to see she’s back to her regular self.”

“Yes, yes, she’s really made a full recovery. Back to fine form.” He shooed me toward the portal with both hands. “Now will you go?”

I took another step forward.

“She’s also the only student who came to your defense during all this.”

Alaric’s words stopped me cold. 

“Really?” I croaked, and started to turn around. 

“Yes,” he said.

Before I could face him completely or ask what she’d said, a latch clicked open on the other side of the room—

And Alaric Cane shoved me into the portal. 

* * *
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THE STATIC WORLD OF the Traveler Plane—what we called the mysterious gateway between worlds—jarred my senses. I tumbled through it from Alaric’s hard shove, until I started to get my bearings. Then I felt like I was walking on water, or floating through the air, with no destination in mind.

It was limbo. Aimless. Timeless.

I had no idea where the highway of interconnecting dreams and realities led me. I was much less familiar with this plane—and its specific mode of travel—than the Shadow Realm. 

I eventually stumbled onto hard ground and tipped forward, landing on my hands and knees. It was as if Alaric’s push had carried me halfway across the country.

Black pebbles and rubble bit into my palms. I winced as I lifted my scratched-up hands and looked at them. My knees were scuffed as well. 

The portal had spit me out onto pavement. A black, tarry road with yellow lines running through it. My head whipped over my shoulders in alarm, hoping I wasn’t about to get flattened by a semi-truck on the freeway.

No cars came from either direction. I limped over to the sidewalk. Heat scorched my arms, though the sun was still rising.

It told me a couple things: First, I was probably still in the same time zone as Shadowblade Academy. Second, this place was going to get hotter than hell, whereas the Academy had a blanket of protective mountains to shield it from the worst of the heat. 

I walked down the side of the road, not sure where to go. I was in the backwoods, which was evident by the lack of cars coming down this two-lane thoroughfare, and the bright greenery on either side of the street.

That’s when I looked up, shielded the sun from my eyes, and really took in where I was. I recognized the sharp smell of pine and the smoky hickory. It was so distinct I could taste it. The boundless sky that stretched across my entire field of vision. The crisp breeze coming off the low coastal plain.  

I was in North Carolina.

My heart skipped a beat. Way to bring it all the way back to where it began, Alaric, I thought drearily.

I’d been born in this state. Or so I believed. 

Growing up a nuisance to everyone around me, I’d left my home at eighteen. I struck out, zigzagged across the South to do little odd jobs and try to get by, and eventually made it to New Orleans.

The Crust, on the outskirts of NOLA, was where I finally decided to put down my roots—at least for a while—once I met Marlow, got a job at the thrift, and moved in as her roommate. 

Then all hell broke loose with the whole Shadowblade Academy kidnapping thing that went down on my twenty-first birthday.

Painful memories took over as I wandered aimlessly down the road, not sure where to go. My feet moved without any help from my brain. They knew where to take me, even if I didn’t know where I was going.

I walked over a bridge and looked over the railing. A thin creek curved underneath the bridge. Lots of creeks and rivers in North Carolina. 

When I came to the end of the bridge, the road turned gravelly, then dusty, then practically non-developed as I marched across a dirt road. To my right, a large field opened up—tall grass and gardens—with a house near the back of the plot. It was a pretty Colonial-style house, squat and sturdy with two rows of windows and two peaked gables. There were lots of these types of houses here, usually in the countryside tucked away from the cities. Much too fancy for my tastes.

Regardless, I headed toward the house. Anything to find some sign of life in this place—make sure I’m not in the Spectral Realm, devoid of life. The pungent, bitter smell of a nearby swamp reached my nose as I got closer to the house. I wondered how vast this plot of land was.

When I reached the door, I rang the bell. Then I smoothed my Academy uniform over my body and cleared my throat. I didn’t even know what I’d ask when the stranger popped their head out.

How could I ask for directions when I didn’t know where I was going?

Alaric really dropped the ball on this one, dammit.

Muffled footsteps sounded on the other side. A second later, a light thud and a voice: “Ow, fuck!” 

Then more footsteps.

I tilted my head, confused.

The door cracked open.

My stomach dropped, mouth falling open. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

Nora Hargrave stood in the doorway, unfazed, holding a full glass of pinot noir in her visible hand. 

My mother, in the flesh.

“That fucking asshole . . .” she replied, trailing off.

Then she stepped away and disappeared into the mansion, leaving the door ajar.

I blinked, utterly baffled. 

I barged in, anger rising within me like a tidal wave. A tsunami of frustration and pain and sadness. “What the hell, Mom!” I cried out, skittering through the lovely foyer and elegant hallway past it, following my mom’s footsteps on the slippery wood flooring. 

We made it to the kitchen. Bright, white, huge marble island in the middle; double-decker steel fridge. Classic cookie-cutter rich shit.

I still hadn’t gotten my brain back online yet, so I just threw up my arms when she leaned against the island, cornered, and took a casual sip of her wine.

“What the hell is this?!” I shouted.

“You tell me, Coralia,” she grated. “You showed up at my doorstep.”

Every word from her prodded my spine. She spoke with such a condescending tone, I didn’t even know if she meant to do it anymore. She was just like that. 

Before she had shown up on my twenty-first birthday, begging me to find Myria, I hadn’t talked to her in three years. I hadn’t spoken to her since going to Shadowblade Academy, of course, because why would I? 

So, basically, she had been out of my life going on five years. The first part of that chunk of time—my escape from the dreary shit-factory I called home—had been my idea. My plan. 

My leaving undoubtedly hurt her. Her little girl had escaped her psychologically abusive household, painting her as a terrible mother. I was sure it only added to her resentment toward me.

In some small way, that resentment—the hurt I caused her—gave me grim satisfaction. It was terrible, but I couldn’t help it. All the baggage led me to that feeling of vindication. 

And now she sipped red wine, scowling, casually giving me that “what do you want from me?” stare.

I tried to calm my nerves. 

Wasn’t gonna happen.

“So?” she asked, eyebrows high on her pretty face. Though she was twice my age, she looked good. Wrinkles had started to form near her lips, probably from frowning all the time, but there was no doubting she was an attractive woman. Her skin was a bit darker than mine. She shared the same brown locks—minus the red streaks—as me, tumbling past her shoulders, and she wore a pretty pinstripe suit that made her look fashionable and in charge. The bitch was skinnier than I was. Probably from her diet of cigarettes and booze.

“So what?” I echoed, just as childishly. 

“Are you going to tell me what you’re doing here, Coralia?”

I clammed up. Can’t exactly tell her that, can I? Breaking all sorts of Academy protocols and shit. “You never came back,” I whined. “After you told me about Myria missing—that I had to go find her.”

She shrugged her thin blades. “I stuck around for a while, came back to your place. Your roommate told me you had vanished. She was heartbroken over it.” A tiny sneer added to the lines at the corners of her mouth. “Way to go, honey.”

The terrible urge to kill her rifled through me. 

“Did you find her?” she asked, turning away. A beam of sunlight streaked through a window, basking her hair in an auburn hue and highlighting the true sorrow she was trying to hide when talking about my sister. 

I didn’t want to tell her that, yes, I’d found Myria, but she had been brainwashed by a demon. She had always been the good girl. I knew it would break my mom, and as much as I resented her, I didn’t want to be the one responsible for shoving her off the deep end.

She was already drinking her lunch in the middle of the week, for fuck’s sake.

Instead of mentioning all that, I dropped the question and scanned my surroundings. Not a family portrait or photo in sight. The place hardly looked lived-in. “Whose freaking house is this monstrosity?”

“Frank bought it for us when we got back together.”

My eyebrows jumped. “You guys broke up? You guys got back together?”

“Long story.”

I rubbed the back of my neck, feeling a bit ashamed for barging in like a bat out of hell. I shuffled to the archway of the kitchen and poked my head out toward the living room and a staircase. “Where is Frank? How’s he been?”

I didn’t really care how my awful stepdad had been, but I wanted to try a new tactic. Get on Mom’s good side, because there was obviously a reason I was here.

It hit me a second later. Brucey—er, Arrozul—told me to find Mom to learn more about myself, and about him. Could Alaric Cane have known that? Could he have known about Arrozul showing up?

Is the headmaster responsible for pointing me in the right direction here? Because this seems highly bizarre, and more than just coincidence or serendipity.

“You look lost, honey,” she said, a sharp bite behind her words.

I blinked. “Huh?”

“Frank hasn’t spoken to me since Myria went missing.”

“Oh.” I frowned and bowed my head, the shame coming back in full force. “Sorry to hear it, Mom.”

“I’m not.” Another unconcerned shrug. “He’s probably drinking himself to death at some shitty bar down the road.”

“Is that better or worse than drinking yourself to death at home?”

Her eyebrows arched angrily. 

I nudged my chin at the wineglass in her hand. “It’s freaking noon, Mom. I’m just sayin’.”

“Yeah, well, don’t. You never told me what you’re doing here. Since you deflected from mentioning Myria, and you’re lollygagging about your purpose here, I’m sure it’s because of some secretive stuff. So out with it.”

I ran a hand through my hair. “Yeah, uh, I was sent here by . . . someone.”

She sipped her wine, rolled it in her mouth, and leveled her gaze at me. “Yeah, I figured. Does his name rhyme with Shitdick Stain?”

My face contorted. I tried to play the rhyme in my head and line it up and—

Oh my God!

Breath wheezed past my lips, hardly more than a whisper. “Fuck. How do you know who Alaric Cane is, Mom? Is that the ‘fucking asshole’ in question when you opened the door?”

My whole world began to crumble down around me, like an avalanche—a freefall I knew was going to get worse as the seconds passed. Soon, it would pile me high, until I couldn’t breathe. My chest already felt tight. I couldn’t reconcile my mother, Nora Hargrave, knowing anything about Shadowblade Academy. When she had come to my doorstep that night on my twenty-first, she had looked utterly lost, like she had no idea about the Academy or where Myria was.

“Well,” she said nonchalantly, “I know he’s too much of a pussy to handle all this shit himself, and that’s probably why he pawned you off on me.”

“Handle what, Mom?!” My hands flew up to the sides of my head. Panic and hyperventilation were setting in. Nora’s lax attitude toward this whole thing only made it worse, like she couldn’t be bothered. Like I was the butt of a terrible joke everyone else was in on, and I didn’t even understand the joke. 

She said nothing, lips pursing.

I lifted my hands to the heavens, begging. “You said you didn’t know anything about Myria’s whereabouts! Where she was! You knew nothing about Shadowblade Academy, and now you’re telling me you know who Alaric Cane is? Explain yourself, woman!”

She puffed her cheeks. I could tell all of this was very inconvenient for her. 

Finally, she put her glass on the counter and stretched her arms out along the island. “I needed you to find your own way there, Coralia, to find your sister. I couldn’t do it. I’m locked out of the Academy. I can’t get in.”

“Locked out?” My heart thudded in my ears. “Why?”

A pause. Our eyes locked.

“Oh, goddammit.” She turned away, made a disgusted sound in her throat, and grabbed her wine. She drained the rest of it in one big gulp and threw the glass into the sink, shattering it.

I recoiled, startled.

“I guess it’s time,” she muttered, then shouldered her way past me, out of the kitchen and into the living room. “I hoped to be sober during this.” 

“Time for what?” I called out, shuffling after her.

“The talk, girl.”
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Coralia

NORA SWEPT INTO THE cozy living room, which was surrounded by a couple bookshelves and a huge flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Opposite the wall sat an ottoman and a plush couch. 

Sitting on the ottoman, she draped one leg over the other, shifted in her seat, and frowned. Unable to get comfortable, she bolted up from the chair and disappeared back into the kitchen.

I stayed in the den, eyes unblinking, watching her lose her mind. I was in the same boat and tried to gather my thoughts. 

I heard the pop of a cork, then the glug-glug of pouring. A moment later, she reappeared with two wineglasses in hand, and shoved one at me. “Drink up, honey.”

“Huh?” I stared blankly at her.

“You’re of age, right? Believe me, you’re gonna need this.”

Slowly, I took the glass. When in Rome, I thought, taking my first sip.

She plopped down on the ottoman with a sigh, swirling the wine in her hand. I sat opposite her, on a comfy rocking chair near the TV. 

A/C blasted into the room, covering me in a chill. Or maybe that was the look on my mother’s face.

“Where to start?” she asked.

“I already have too many questions, so you’d better just go.”

She pursed her lips. Still staring at me. Blinked. Opened her mouth to say something. Thought better of it and closed her mouth. Ran her tongue over her shiny red bottom lip. Looked away. Looked back to me. “What do you know of the word ‘Umbralite,’ Coralia?”

“Never heard of it.”

“Oh boy.” 

She said it with an unspoken “this is gonna be a doozy.” My ribcage felt weak from the battering it was taking from my heart.

“Umbralites are a species of demon.”

I raised a palm, shaking my head. “Nope. Let me stop you right there. First off, how do you know this?”

She snorted. “Isn’t it obvious, girl? I know Alaric Cane. I went to Shadowblade Academy.”

My eyes bulged. “You’re a . . . shadowblade? My own mother? All along?”

“Well, no, not exactly. I didn’t finish my studies.”

“Why not?”

Her upper lip peeled back in a snarl. “Can I tell the fucking story or what?”

I winced and took a sip of the wine to calm my nerves. Slowly, I rocked on the chair. “Sorry.”

“Umbralites are an ancient species with powers to control shadows. Sound familiar? Great. That’s because all shadowblades—or anyone who can utilize shadow magic, really—have a hint of Umbralite blood in their veins, passed down from eons ago.” She pointed at herself. “I do. You do. Myria does. Et cetera. Don’t look at me like that—it’s a fraction of a percent, so it’s not like you were raised in Hell or anything. But it’s enough Umbralite blood to give you those powers. Like I said, every shadow-user has a smidgen of Umbralite DNA in their system. You’re not that special.”

I had no response. Is Mom telling me we’re not . . . human? That my entire life has been a fraud? That all of our lives have been frauds?

“You look stunned,” she said.

“I am.”

“Good. Anyway. When I attended Shadowblade Academy, one of my professors let it slip about Umbralites. My friend and I broke into the Pruit Library to try and discover more about them.”

“Who was the friend?”

Something passed over her features—a flash I would have missed if I’d blinked—though I couldn’t read it. “Her name was Emma.”

“What’s the Pruit Library?”

A thin eyebrow lifted. “Jesus, Coralia, you really haven’t done your due diligence, have you? It’s the classified library on the top level of Fort Nocturnus. Named after the famous alum, Philo Pruit.”

“Ah,” I said, offering a tiny smirk. “That’s why Alaric Cane said you fancy yourself a bit of a historian.”

Her face darkened. “He said that? Asshole.”

I was still dumbstruck, but things were starting to fall into place. Nora was saying all the right things, knowing the names of the buildings, the people. She wasn’t pulling my leg—she really had attended Shadowblade Academy. 

It was a jaw-dropping revelation, but I knew I needed to stay poised and sharp so I didn’t miss anything she said because of my befuddlement.

“Anyway, Emma and I broke in, found some ancient texts, and learned about the Umbralites. I wanted to discover more about my genealogy, as I’m sure you’ve been interested in since discovering you had powers.”

I nodded diligently. “Yes.”

She took a long pull of her wine, smacked her lips, and shifted her legs. “Unfortunately, we were caught during our escape from Pruit. By the same professor who accidentally name-dropped the demons. Can you guess who that professor was?”

I gulped. “Alaric Cane?”

“Bingo.” She pointed her wineglass at me. “Good, you’re keeping up.”

I swear, everything she does is patronizing.

“Alaric was conflicted, but he eventually reported us to the headmaster. Emma and I were thrown in the initiation cells. Then we were expelled and glamoured.”

“Glamoured? That’s what the fae do to people, right?”

A nod. “It invokes amnesia. It does other things, too, but for the purposes of this story, that’s all you need to know. Alaric Cane and the faculty of Shadowblade Academy wanted to wipe our memories clean.” She shrugged. “It wasn’t that groundbreaking. It’s what always happens to students who are kicked out.”

“Oh.” I scratched the back of my neck. “But you still remember . . .”

She raised a finger. “Yes. Exactly. And that’s because they underestimated my friend Emma.” Her eyes took on a glassy expression, and she averted her gaze. 

It was the second time I’d seen that look, and I felt I could finally read the expression fluttering across her face: Pain. Grief.

“You see, Coralia, Emma was a high fae. She came from a powerful family line. Because of that, the glamour had no affect on her. Then she used her power to cast off my bonds as well. She freed my mind and everything came whirling back.”

I gnashed my teeth together. “Which is why you have such a hatred for Shadowblade Academy today.”

“Hatred is a strong word. I have a . . . healthy distaste for the Academy. Although, yes, I rather do hate Alaric Cane.”

“Why?”

“I’m not finished with the story.” Another sip from her glass. It was almost empty. “After our botched stint at Shadowblade Academy, Emma did the unthinkable. She wooed—or was wooed by—Alaric Cane.”

My mind broke. “What?!”

“She began a courtship with him, then an illicit, taboo affair. My heart broke over it. I felt betrayed.”

“Ew.” I screwed up my face.

“Yes, well, he might be old and gray now—I haven’t seen him in years, so you’d know best—”

“He is.”

“—but he was once quite handsome. And charming. And our professor. You know how young, hormonal girls are with that kind of thing.”

I instantly thought of Jace Hudson, and understood where she was coming from. 

“At least those were the excuses I gave Emma. The benefit of the doubt. Since the glamour never worked on her, she still knew the way to Shadowblade Academy, whereas I have never been able to find my way back, even with my amnesia dispelled. She would shadowwalk there to be with Alaric after hours. I was crushed.”

“Why?”

My mother looked at me. Her face twisted with sudden concern, deep wrinkles ridging her forehead. She bit her lip like I always did. “I wasn’t always how I am, Coralia.”

She said it genuinely. Her voice nearly cracked. Sorrow tugged at my heart, to see her break character for a short moment and reveal herself to me. “What do you mean, Mom?”

“Once upon a time, honey . . . Emma and I loved each other. We weren’t just friends. At least I thought. Maybe I was young and naïve.” 

My throat went dry. I gulped hard over it, wincing. “O-Oh. I see.”

Another small nod, and then the magic was broken. “During our time at the Academy, and then after she broke it off with Alaric, I was there for her.” A hint of embarrassment came to her cheeks, making her look away. “And, um, some years after that.”

I blinked. “Frank.”

A small nod of acknowledgment. 

Oh my God, my mother had a side fling—a woman—all while Myria and I were growing up? What other parts of my life have been a lie, other than me apparently being part demon?!

“That’s what caused you and Frank to split up,” I said.

“In part,” she acknowledged. “Mind you, this was years ago. You . . . actually weren’t born when Emma and I were a thing.”

“What happened to her?”

She blinked and glanced toward a window. The sun brightened the sad features on her face. Illuminated by the glow of the sunlight, I noticed more wrinkles than I’d realized before. 

“She died.”

My heart broke for her. I didn’t even know that was possible, after all we’d been through as mother and daughter. But here we were, having a conversation—perhaps the first cordial one I could remember in years.

She was breaking my mind over and over again, spilling long-kept secret after long-kept secret.

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” I croaked.

“So am I.”

We paused for a beat. She finished her wine, but didn’t get up to go for more. 

“Mom?”

Slowly, she looked at me, the pain of countless memories, a journey to her past, still etched on her face. 

“Why are you telling me all this now?” 

“Because I’m assuming there has to be a reason Alaric Cane sent you to me,” she answered. “And it’s probably because things are fucked at the Academy.”

I stroked my chin. “I mean, I don’t think they’re that bad? Just for me, maybe.”

“Why, honey, what have you done?”

I liked how she accused me first, rather than suspecting something had been done to me. I mean, she wasn’t wrong, but it would have been nice to have some support. “Long story,” I said, echoing her words from before.

She gave me a wicked smile. “Fair play.”

I kicked my feet awkwardly at the Turkish rug in front of me. “You said I wasn’t born when your fling with Emma happened. Was Myria?”

“Yes. This was soon after Myria’s birth. Frank was ecstatic to have a daughter of his own . . . which gave me time to do my own thing. It was terrible of me, I guess, but I didn’t care. I had recently reconnected with Emma since her fallout with Alaric, and so I took the opportunity to get closer. And then, um, one thing led to another from there.”

She started fidgeting, not sure what to do with her hands now that her wineglass was empty on the stand next to her. I understood that nervous tic well.

A light bulb went off. Something wasn’t adding up. The closed-off way my mom always acted, and now her sudden openness? 

She was telling the story she wanted to tell. But she was hiding something from me. I could see it in the way she sat—her stiffness, her nervousness. It wasn’t just her sorrow over losing Emma. 

I stood my ground, not willing to leave until I uncovered the real reason I was here. She had told me a loving, heart-wrenching tale, but I knew that wasn’t all there was to it.

“Arrozul told me to find you, Mom,” I announced.

When I mentioned the demon’s name, Nora’s face jolted up. Fear coiled around her eyes, the color draining from her cheeks. 

“He told me you would explain, because my father sent him after me. All those years, Brucey wasn’t just my lovable cat. And you knew.” I firmed my lips. “I know Frank wasn’t my real dad. Obviously. So what aren’t you telling me, Mom?”

She sucked her teeth, grimacing. Then her eyes landed on the wineglass I cupped in my lap. “That glass is looking pretty full there. You really want the truth? Fine.” She snapped her fingers. “But either drink that or hand it over . . . because this is going to be hard to hear. And even harder to say.”
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Coralia

“IT HAPPENED ABOUT FOUR years after Emma and I were kicked out of the Academy.”

Nora leaned forward in her seat, recollecting the memory. I could tell by the look on her face it was a painful one. She had escaped into the kitchen, poured another glass of wine to steady her nerves, and returned. Mom was a bit wobbly on her feet now, yet she still had full command of her voice, without any slurring. 

Quite the tolerance on this woman.

Things must have gotten really bad between her and Frank for her to be drinking so heavily. Or maybe it’s the fact her favorite daughter, the golden child, Myria, has been missing for so long. And her other daughter, the black sheep, me, hates speaking to her.

She tapped the side of her wineglass with a red nail—ting-ting-ting. She gnawed her lip and the inside of her cheek. Then she looked up toward the ceiling, as if trying to recall how the memory went.

“Shortly after Shadowblade, Emma and I split. I later learned she had started her taboo affair with Alaric. Meanwhile, I found a boring, normal human man to be with. I was tired of magical bullshit.”

Enter Frank Gipson.

“Frank was mainly to get back at Emma. I think. Emma wasn’t jealous like me though. She didn’t care. I was just about to dump Frank when I became pregnant with Myria. For the sap’s sake, I had to stay with him. Now we’re back where I said—four years after the Academy. Myria must have been three.”

My mom was stalling, glancing up at me and then away every few seconds. Her anxiety was making me anxious, and I wanted to tell her just to get on with it. 

But I didn’t push. I sat comfortably in the rocking chair, putting on a placid face while inside I spiraled. 

“Emma had just dumped Alaric. Or vice versa. I never pried too much about him—I was just happy to have Em back. Frank was still around though, so Emma and I stayed friends at that point.

“Frank went on a weeklong hunting trip with some guys he worked with, leaving me with baby Myri. Fucking men.” She rolled her eyes in frustration. “Emma and I were getting closer again, so we decided we wanted to have some fun too. Screw the guys getting to have their little circle-jerks in the woods while the women were forced to be domestic slaves.”

Yeah, Mom was clearly drunk now. Blabbering. Letting out all these deep-seated resentments. 

I didn’t blame her for it. I would have done the same, because she was clearly unhappy with Frank, and probably always had been. I would have felt bad for the guy if he hadn’t been such a shitty stepdad to me.

Nora flapped a hand at me. Her posture was stooped, much different than the relaxed, leaned-back pose from earlier. “Anyway, I got a babysitter and Emma and I went out on the town. We were hitting it off like old times.” She gave a small, honest smile. Not directed at me, but in remembrance of those simpler times.

Then her eyebrows furrowed, threading together in confusion. 

“It all happened so fast,” she eked out. Her voice came out scratchy now, filled with emotion. I noticed tears prickling the corners of her eyes. “We met these two boys. Real handsome motherfuckers. Could’ve been brothers.” She shook her head, looked up at me with a sniffle. “Mind you, Coralia, Em and I were pretty wild back then. It was a different time, you know?”

“I know, Mom.” Anything to keep her talking. She looked ready to clam up, or on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I wanted to reach out across the room, take her hand in mine, and tell her everything was going to be okay.

First I needed her to get through this story. 

My time at Shadowblade Academy had made me cold. Or maybe that was just the years of agony I’d faced at the hands of my stepdad and mother. 

I couldn’t cave now. Not yet.

“What happened with the boys you met, Mom?” I asked, my voice little more than a whisper.

“We went back to their place to, you know, have some fun.”

The back of my skull smacked into the chair as I reeled. “The four of you together?”

She nodded glumly. “Different times,” she repeated. “Simpler times.” Her face twisted with anger. “Until it wasn’t. They attacked us, Coralia. The whole memory is fuzzy, like our brains weren’t our own. One went with Emma, the other with me. It was hard to even tell them apart because of the haze. We’d been smoking dope, drinking, popping pills, you name it. At first, it seemed so innocent.”

My stomach dropped to the floor. A pit opened up in its place. “Oh my God, Mom,” I gasped breathlessly. My hand went to my thudding heart. “You were . . .”

“Yes. Both of us.” 

Righteous fury like I’d never known coursed through my veins. My head throbbed. The shadows on the wall started to move on their own, swirling and squiggling along the surface, dancing on the floor.

Nora looked around wild-eyed, then at me. “Control yourself, Coralia. I’m not finished.”

It’s me doing that?!

I took a deep breath. But that only made it worse. I started hyperventilating. 

“Drink the wine, Cor!” she screeched, sitting up straight. 

I grabbed the glass next to me with shaking hands. Downed it in one go. The mellow burn pulsed down my throat. I coughed and closed my eyes.

Slowly, my heartbeat calmed. When I opened my eyes, the shadows from the TV and the lamps weren’t moving any longer. The room stood still.

“I’m sorry,” I said, bowing my head.

“It’s okay. I know this is unpleasant to hear.”

“Unpleasant” is an understatement.

“It gets worse,” she warned, eyeing me cautiously. 

I gritted my teeth. Through them, I spit out, “Did you ever get their names, Mom?”

“Of course. I’ll never forget their names—odd ones, too, which should’ve been the first clue something was off with them.”

“What were they?” I begged, leaning forward in my rocking chair until my feet touched the rug. 

“Vornal and Ornoth.”

My heart seized. Cold sweat layered my forehead. Shock squeezed my lungs. 

She stared at me, worry pinching her face. “Are you all right? Jesus, you look like you’re gonna puke.”

Ornoth. 

Bile rose in my throat, burning all the way up my esophagus. For a moment, I thought she was right—I was going to heave all over her expensive rug. 

Then her face slanted. Understanding dawned on her face. “You recognize the names.”

“One of them.”

“My God.”

I gulped, trying to control my shallow breaths. “Is that the end of it, Mom?”

“No, honey.” 

I couldn’t handle this.

But I had to.

A fluttering started in the pit of my stomach, rising up like a premonition—telling my future before I even knew what Nora was going to say.

“I broke up with Frank, seemingly out of nowhere. When he returned from his hunting trip, I was gone. Poor Myri.” Her face sank. “Emma and I consoled one another, moved in, cried every night. That sort of thing. Then . . . three months later . . . you popped out of me. Grew in my belly like some sort of hyperactive parasite.” She spat the words.  

A curtain of black fell behind my eyes. 

There it was. The premonition I’d known was coming before she’d even said it. 

I stammered, trying to understand it all, while also trying to remain conscious. My head pounded incessantly. The wine was a bad idea. “I was born from a demon? From your rape.”

“Yes, honey.” She nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry, Coralia. There’s no easy way to tell you that.”

My mother never wanted me. Never planned for me.

No wonder she rejected me all my life, acting like I was a nuisance. Like I didn’t belong. 

And Frank . . . if he knew . . . then it explains his malevolence and mental and psychological abuse. 

Myria was his daughter. Not me. 

I was a mistake.

No . . . a reminder.

A reminder of every terrible thing that had happened to my mother while they were separated.

“Frank and I eventually got back together.” She snorted, shaking her head. “Imagine his surprise when I gave him the ultimatum: Either you take me with this new toddler, or not at all. I told him you were adopted, because how was I supposed to explain you’d been conceived and born just five months prior?”

I looked up at her, pain digging deep into my soul. “Which one?” I asked out of the blue.

She stitched her brow together. “What?”

“Which demon was it that . . . infused you?”

“Infused? That’s an interesting way to—”

“Which one, Mom!”

“Vornal!”

My breath shot out. Oh thank God. Not Ornoth—not the evil bastard I know. Not the one who nearly attacked me in the Forbidden Orchard.

“Ornoth took Emma,” she added, her bottom lip trembling. “We both gave birth around the same time. Home births . . . obviously. God, it was so fucking awful.”

“Wait. Emma had a child too?”

“Yes. And then she went a little . . . mad. Understandable, considering the circumstances, right?” My mom let out a small huff of despair. “She thought the demon was coming after her, trying to steal the child. I remember telling her, ‘Then give it to him! Why do you care, Em? It’s a child born from the most demonic means imaginable! Why do you want anything to do with it?!’”

My mom’s voice finished on a shriek, her palm slapping into the knuckles of her other hand as she relived the horrible memories. 

When she looked up at me, her features softened.

If that’s how she thought of Emma and her baby, I could only imagine how she thought of me.

Spirits save me.

I had to imagine she had tried every abortion measure—everything in her power to prevent my birth. 

I would have done the same thing. 

I also knew it probably didn’t work. I wasn’t human—wasn’t born of this realm.

I recalled Riann. Dying at the hands of Ornoth’s baby. Too weak to fight off the darkness. 

Desmona. Living, but just barely. Only because I helped save her.

Nora and Emma were in the same boat. They must have been slightly protected by their shadow powers—their Umbralite heritage. 

“I couldn’t convince her,” Nora moaned. “And I didn’t believe her. I couldn’t save her, Cor. I went back to my mundane life with Frank, like nothing had happened. Trying to forget it all. Em spiraled and lost herself.”

“What happened to her, Mom?”

“I don’t know exactly how she died. It had to be the demon. Before that, she handed her baby over to the one man she thought could protect it—as if she knew what her future looked like. Knew her end was near.” She gulped. “She gave the baby to the one person she thought could keep the child a secret, and possibly raise it safely.”

No fucking way, I thought, shaking my head. No fucking way.

Tears trickled down Nora’s cheeks. Her sharp resolve had broken. “I remember she glamoured that poor child, to make sure it would never remember its horrible past. How it was born. It was a mercy, Coralia. Do you understand? It was a mercy!” Her voice came out hysterical.

My whisper escaped my lips on a windless breath. “Who did Emma give the baby to, Mom?”

I already knew. 

“Alaric Cane.”

Jesus Christ.

“Meanwhile, that white cat you always loved showed up out of nowhere once I moved back in with Frank. He was always by your side.”

Brucey. Arrozul. Sent by my father, Vornal—a grotesque demon rapist who forced himself on my mother. Sent to watch while I grew. To keep tabs on me. Probably to try and corrupt me to the demonic side once I was old enough. 

But this demon Vornal . . . he underestimated me. Because I made that fucking cat love me, and changed his mission, against all odds.

All the resentment for my mom flooded out of my heart, crashing on a rocky crag like a pirate ship running aground while trying to escape a heavily-armed navy. It was us against them—the little guys against the horrid bastards of this world and other worlds I’d never visited.

Now, I only felt pity, pain, and shared Nora’s grief. After today, I could never hold the same hatred in my heart for her. Not after what she’d been through. What she’d kept to herself all these years. 

“That’s the truth of your genealogy, Coralia.” She sniffled, trying to fight back a full-blown meltdown. 

I was close to one myself. I felt dizzy. Angry. Sad. 

I’m part Umbralite, part human, part demon.

I sighed heavily—possibly heavier and with more weight on my shoulders than ever before. “Thank you for telling me, Mom. I . . . I know it was hard.”

She nodded succinctly, turning away from me and putting her trembling hands on her lap. “It’s for the best, honey. You needed to know eventually. I just thought I would have more time to prepare. Sorry it all rushed out like that.”

She let out a soft chuckle, and I moved my eyes from the patterns of the Turkish rug to her tear-riddled face, wondering what the hell she could be laughing about.

There was a look of disbelief in her teary eyes as she gazed faraway, out the window. “God,” she said, “I haven’t talked about Emma in years. It’s almost . . . therapeutic in a way. Cathartic.”

“I’m sure.”

“If there’s any good from this story whatsoever, honey, it’s telling you about her. About us.” She smiled fondly. “Emma Argyle was the best person I ever knew. Sometimes I wonder what happened to that poor baby of hers.”

I nodded slowly, still reeling from everything and—

“Wait.” My head jerked. Another wave of dizziness passed through me, abruptly scalding my senses. “What did you just say Emma’s last name was?”

Her head slanted, a nub forming between the arch of her brow. She opened her mouth to answer—

The sound of shattering glass whipped both our heads toward the kitchen.

I gasped and locked eyes with my mom. 

All the color fled her face. 

Someone was in the house. 
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Venn

CORALIA HADN’T EVOKED any words or cry for help through her thoughts, yet I could sense an undercurrent of fear and sadness in my mind-link. With our souls aligned like they were, she didn’t need to say anything for me to be able to tell something was wrong. 

It was dusk at Shadowblade Academy. A time when the longest shadows cast across the campus, creeping up the walls of the buildings from the setting sun, slashing in great arcs over the ground. Most of the entire school was covered in looming patches of inky darkness.

Dax and I left the mess hall after an early supper. Quentin and Sunny were elsewhere, training in the dojo. They wanted to be in tiptop shape for when Coralia returned, both of them expecting to be sent on another mission within short order.

I wasn’t so sure that was true. Headmaster Cane had a tendency to use his people to do his bidding then cast them aside when they were no longer necessary. 

I felt we were somewhere between those places: Coralia had taken all his attention. The rest of Hudson’s Glove wasn’t needed right now, but we were always ready should things go south. 

I wanted to be in excellent fighting form as well, but a man had to eat. 

“Donovenn, is everything all right?” Dax asked as we exited the cafeteria for the brisk autumn evening. When I faced him with a blank look, he added, “Your brow has been drawn with concern since we sat down to eat.”

I let out a deep breath. “It’s Coralia,” I admitted.

His posture went rigid. “What’s happened with M’shyok? Is she all right?”

“That’s just it, Daxy, I can’t tell. I would know if our mind-link was broken—if something awful happened—so it isn’t that. But she’s boxing me out.”

“Boxing you out?”

“Making so I can’t hear her thoughts. Actively putting up a shield to repel my intrusions.”

A frown etched itself on Dax’s dark face, lines forming near his lips. “Perhaps she wishes for her thoughts to be private at this time.”

“Yes, I just . . . hope nothing has gone wrong.”

He reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. “Coralia would let us know if she was in danger, my friend. She is stubborn, but not stupid.”

I shot him a small smile. “You’re right. I’m sure I’m worrying over nothing.”

“We have been through a lot with our beautiful mate.” I noticed how he didn’t attach the “Glove” in front of “mate.” 

My smile grew. Warmth flooded my lavender cheeks. “You and I especially, when you think of it,” I said with a small wink.

Shyness dawned on Dax’s face.

Besides being the first two Glovemates to consummate our bond with Coralia, we had also participated in steamy sessions with her, together, on numerous occasions. The same couldn’t be said for Sunny, who was possessive as all hell and wanted Cor to himself, and Quentin, who was too new to the horizontal tango club to have had the chance.  

“Yes, I can’t put my finger on what happens there,” Dax muttered. “My animal sees your exploits with M’shyok and must act.”

I snorted, laughing. “Same here. Except I have no animal to use as an excuse.” I shrugged. “When I see you two getting it on, it turns me on. Simple as that. Thank the spirits Cor isn’t opposed to the idea of multiple lovers, or else we’d be at each other’s throats, I daresay.”

Dax nodded. “She is a very open young woman.”

Our talk brought us under the awning of a loggia, an open-air corridor connected at the roof to a classroom building. To our right, thin columns let in slashes of the dying sun.

Making our way down the walkway, we followed in the wake of a couple, their low voices reverberating back to us. Other students appeared from the left, leaving the classroom building to make their way past us toward the mess hall.

For a moment, there was silence, with only the footsteps of Dax and I, and the footsteps of the couple ahead, echoing across the stone hallway.

Something caught the corner of my eye. 

Furrowing my brow, my eyes darted left. Shadows moved gracefully across the wall, slithering like a snake parallel to the couple ahead of us. 

I glanced right. No one was controlling the shadows that I could see—no shadow manipulation happening.

“Dax?” I said, nudging my chin in that direction. “What’s that—”

The thick, snaky shadow sprang out of the wall toward the students in front of us. A gasp tore from my lungs as it melded from a formless shape into a humanoid one with two arms and two legs—wispy, ashen, faceless.

Inky hands reached out for the nearest student on the left, who had her head turned to the right, talking to her companion, completely unaware.

When the hands clasped around her shoulder and bicep, she shrieked.

“Dax!” I repeated, more emphatically this time.

The panther shifter was already on the move, galloping forward mid-shift, a loud growl piercing through twilight.

The humanoid shadow made no sound as it yanked the screaming student toward a pool of blackness stamped on the wall. 

I instinctively reached for my hip but found no weapon. I cursed myself, realizing I’d left my Oblyx sword in my dorm room.

Why would I ever need it in Shadowblade Academy?

I was protected here.

Or so I’d always thought.

The students were no less than twenty feet in front of me. Dax had already closed the gap—

The shadow pulled her toward the wall while she struggled to fend it off, but swiped at nothingness with her textbook. She was a foot from being dragged into the shadow’s portal. 

Six inches.

Dax lunged through the air, body skittering off the wall with his jaws agape. 

As the shifter tore through the shadow at the last second, the form dissipated—tearing in half—and the hands disappeared from around the student’s arms. 

Just in time.

My eyes widened. 

The shadow was reforming, coagulating from its two clouds of wispy blackness into a single form.

Dax’s attack had staved off its attempt at abducting the student, but hadn’t wounded it. 

“Run!” I called out to the students, rushing forward.

My hands blazed with blue ice. 

The students didn’t flee.

It made sense. These were also shadowblades-in-training, not hapless scholars who couldn’t defend themselves.

The man in the group stepped beside the woman, pushing her trembling body behind him. His hands coiled with black energy, a terrible snarl on his face.

Dax’s paws slid across the ground and he came ripping back toward the shadow, which was now fully formed.

Two more inhuman beings leaped from the wall. 

My hands surged forward, sending a sheet of ice careening toward one of the newcomers.

When my magic struck, the ice spread across its body with a satisfying crackle, encasing it in a tomb of blue and white crystals. Inside the ice, the shadow—now a formless blob—bounced around, trying to find any inch of air. I knew if it found that inch, it would escape like smoke through an open window. So I doubled down and summoned another sheet of ice to fortify it.

Dax pawed futilely at the first shadow being. His beastly mind hadn’t put together yet that his strikes were harmless to it. 

The male student shielding his female companion snapped a shadow-whip across the third shadow, but it merely became lost in its intangible body, also having no effect.

The student recoiled, eyes widening in surprise to see his magic rendered useless. 

“Use your mundane magic!” I screamed, entering the fray. 

Too late.

The shadow lunged, its hand twisting into a cruel spear point. It slid creepily toward the student and ran the shadow-weapon through the young man’s torso. 

The blade poked out his back. His body crumpled. When the shadow drew out of him, blood sprayed from the student’s caved chest.  

The woman behind him let out a shrill wail, getting the worst of the blood spatter from the exit wound.

“Fuck!” I cried. 

The first shadow attacked Dax. He deftly wormed his sinewy body out of the way and dipped into a shadow to vanish. He appeared behind the attacker in his human form, hands waving with fists of orange flames.  

When Dax put his hands on the shadow’s back, it erupted like a burning witch, sizzling with noiseless cries as it writhed in the ornate hallway. The acrid smoke from the monster burned the ceiling of the roof and smelled of scorched meat. 

These beings are both shadow and flesh! What the fuck are they?!

I had no time to think. There was still one left, with its shadow-spear aimed at the female student, who was now covered in the gore of her friend and shaking where she stood. 

Dax was the first to her. He stepped in front of the blade and grabbed it with his fiery hands. The weapon nicked the panther shifter in the stomach. 

With a grimace, Dax upturned the blade, ran his clasped fingers down its haft, and connected his flaming digits with the shadow’s wrist.

It began to burn.

I came up behind it and summoned lightning in my palm. I didn’t want to counterattack Dax’s fire with ice, so I slapped electricity through the shadow being to see if it had a favorable effect.

It did.

The jagged bolts of purple-blue tore through the shadow and turned it into a puff of smoke in the air, quickly blown away by the gentle breeze.

The woman put her bloody hands to the sides of her head as she knelt before her companion.

He lay in a lake of his own blood, open eyes glazed and unseeing. 

“Oh Antony! Please!” she screamed, cradling his head as she looked up at us. “You have to save him!”

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to give her the bad news, so I unceremoniously swept his limp body into my arms and started running toward the infirmary. Dax was right behind me, pulling the hysterical student along. 

I knew the man in my arms was dead. But the spellweavers of the infirmary could do some crazy shit, so who really knew? 

Off in the distance, from another part of campus, a shriek carried on the wind. Then a chorus of surprised shouting from all over. 

I glanced over my shoulder at Dax as I sprinted into the middle of campus with the student in my arms. 

What the fuck’s going on? That was the look I gave Dax. His shocked, dark eyes, flaring yellow, told me he had no idea and was just as confused as I was.

Throughout my mad dash to the infirmary, with blood that wasn’t mine smearing on my chest, and blood that was mine throbbing in my ears, I could only think one thing: 

“Coralia!”
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Coralia

ORNOTH STOOD IN MY mother’s fucking kitchen, wearing a crisp black suit, hands tucked casually in the pockets of his slacks. 

Behind him, a broken window next to a sidedoor, which he had unlocked to walk in. Out of all the ways the demon could have arrived here, he’d broken in like a common burglar, as if to prove how easy everything came to him.

I was the first one to the archway. My hands immediately balled into fists, shock rifling through me. 

My mom wheeled in behind me, stumbling along. A sharp gasp passed through her lips close to my ear. I put my arm out to bar her from charging in. 

When Ornoth looked over my shoulder and saw her, his chiseled face curved into a rictus grin, showing bright, filed teeth. “Hello, Nora Hargrave.”

My mother screamed in rage. “Motherfucker!”

She tried to run forward. I stopped her, hugging her body and pulling her back. “No, Mom! He’s too dangerous!”

I whipped her behind me and faced the powerful demon. “How the fuck did you find me?”

“Simple. I found your mother and watched her, young fawn. I knew you would show up eventually.”

He took a step forward.

My hands rippled with black magic, twisting up my forearms. “Not another step, bastard.”

He stopped. Cocked his head. “What’s more impressive, I must admit, is how I found your precious school.”

My throat plunged to my stomach.

His smile widened at the fear I felt. “I have your lovely daughter to thank for that, Nora.” He gave her an evil smile. “Vornal sends his regards, by the way.”

My mom sizzled with fury. I could feel her presence behind me, simultaneously growing in strength and weakening in resolve. I wouldn’t be able to hold her back from Ornoth’s baiting for much longer—not with how much wine she had consumed.

“Where’s my fucking daughter, you heartless beast?!” she railed.

“Myria is well in hand, doing as she’s told,” he replied with eerie calm. “She gave me access to Shadowblade Academy. Something I’ve been trying to do for years.”

“But how?” I breathed.

His smile faltered. “I admit I might have scrambled her mind a bit when she joined our side. She lost her way to Shadowblade Academy. Perhaps I was a bit too . . . forceful.” His smile returned, even wider. “Like mother like daughter, eh, Nora? You both lost the path.”

Mom screamed again. “Give me back my daughter!” Her voice was ragged, filled with tears. 

I still didn’t understand. My head ached, trying to parse through what Ornoth was saying, while also trying to protect my mother from making a terrible, impulsive mistake.

Ornoth read me like an open book, blinking his gray eyes once. “Recall the gala, young fawn. I know you can do it. You’re not dense.”

The gala? What does that have to do with . . .

It came to me, leaving me speechless. 

“You all put on quite a show there, as I knew you would,” Ornoth said. “As I wagered.”

“Wagered?”

“The black fog, girl. I knew your people wouldn’t be able to resist its allure—not after the Forbidden Orchard. It drew you to us like moths to fire.”

“And then you . . . dropped it,” I rasped. “The night of the event.”

“I needed you to be able to draw your shadowgates, child, so Myria could send our apparitions after you; so she could relocate the thread leading to your Academy. Your friends helped in that endeavor, when they escaped with Titus Hanneman in hand. As did you, when you and the vampire fled through your portals.”

A cold chill crept up my spine. Those creepy beings that attacked us in the Spectral Realm—they were sent by Myria and Ornoth to follow us. They must have gotten through when we left the Spectral Realm . . .

. . . but we didn’t go directly back to Shadowblade. We went to the Kolpoden Grove first.

Oh spirits. 

I couldn’t tell Ornoth for fear of what it meant for Desmona and Ardith. Ardith was likely his child, after all.

My jaw dropped, full understanding battering me like a tsunami. It was all a ruse. Luciano and Aliyah’s alliance never really mattered. It was hardly even talked about. 

Yes, I spoke with Archer Rockford about the alliance, but the real meeting with Mari Settler and Titus Hanneman focused on the demons’ relations with Shadowblade Academy.

How could we have all missed that? 

Ornoth drew us to the gala, hoping we’d show up. When Dax and Venn shadowwalked out of there, Myria cast some sort of spell to track them, eventually, back to Shadowblade Academy. She did the same to me when I rescued Sunny. 

Myria was just a tool for Ornoth—the shadowwalker he needed to get to us. 

Ornoth studied the look on my face. “You understand now. I see it. We have access to your Academy again, young fawn. How does it feel to fail so spectacularly and simultaneously believe you succeeded in your mission?”

Anger coursed through my veins. I knew he was baiting me, but how could I resist?

“Even now,” Ornoth said, pulling his hands out of his pockets to lift them at his sides, “my shadowborn creatures swarm your campus, doing my bidding. Causing mayhem. With the Academy out of the way, my ascent will be swift and absolute. We will have no one to stop us.”

What about Briarwitch Academy? Banehearth Academy? Ironfort? Malikai Sanden and his Outcasts? All the other supernatural communities of this world?

I didn’t know Ornoth’s endgame, but I knew he had underestimated the will of our people.

My small, roguish smile caused Ornoth’s smirk to flip into a frown. 

“What do you find amusing?”

“Oh nothing, Ornoth. Simply how you’ve misjudged the people of this realm.”

His perfect nose wrinkled. “You’ll regret saying that, foolish girl. Your people will join me or die. Just you watch.”

“My people would rather die than be enslaved by a piece of shit like you.”

His gray eyes slitted, flaring red. Small horns sprouted from his flat forehead. “Bitch!”

“Coralia!”

Venn’s voice in my head stopped me cold. I stood upright, removing my hands from around my mom’s shoulders—the only things keeping her back. 

As soon as my hands went up to my head with a wince, Nora acted—

A jagged black tendril shot out from her hand. “Give me Myria, motherfucker!” 

The attack was unfocused, my mother clearly rusty and also inebriated.

Ornoth caught the spear of darkness in one hand, casually wrapping it around his wrist. Then he grinned.

With a twist, he yanked the shadow toward him—

My mother flew halfway across the kitchen.

“No!” I screamed, palms jutting out in reflex.

I summoned a small shadowgate in front of Ornoth, like a goalie’s net. When my mom skittered across the kitchen toward the demon, she vanished a few feet in front of him, into the portal—

And appeared behind me, right where she’d been. 

Ornoth’s lips folded into a smirk. “Neat trick. Now it’s my turn.”

Spikes of flame singed his clothes from his body. The red fire erupted off his back and arms in twisting multitudes, without him even lifting his arms. 

The fiery avalanche cascaded toward us.

I clamored and shielded my mother, then pulled her out of the archway just before the molten magic could reach us.

The house began to sizzle, burning with hellfire.

I took Mom’s hand in mine, leading her dizzily through the living room, toward the foyer and the front door.

Ornoth flew through the air behind us, feet levitating off the ground. Magic rippled off his body in waves—terrible, violent power the likes of which I’d never seen.

He was simply too strong. He’d never shown this side of himself in the Forbidden Orchard or Asberald City.

Ornoth had been toying with us.

I knew I couldn’t beat him. Couldn’t risk my mother’s life trying. 

If what Ornoth said was true—which I didn’t doubt—he could follow us into the Shadow Realm now. 

Plus, I couldn’t return to the Academy through the Shadow Realm because I didn’t have a clear line of sight to get there. There wasn’t a portal here I recognized enough to bring me all the way to campus.

But I did have one trick I hoped Ornoth couldn’t follow. 

We reached the front door and burst through it, even as half the house went up in flames. 

Ornoth came out right behind us, gliding through his path of destruction—in broad daylight, no less.

His brazenness! 

He was gaining on us, slowly. I had no doubt he could zoom through the air if he wanted, but he was playing with his prey like we were mice.

The demon enjoyed the thrill of the hunt more than anything.

I cast a shadow on the ground and hopped into it, bringing my crying, wheezing mother with me. 

Purple fields blanketed us, the air swirling with the essence of the Shadow Realm. We sprinted forward in the darkness, toward the bridge—toward the location of my arrival here. 

I chanced a look over my shoulder and saw the blot of Ornoth’s body, smudged as he remained in the human realm but still trailed us.

Then his likeness appeared in the Shadow Realm behind us.

“Fuck!” I yelled in a garbled voice.

The plane of shadows drew us toward the nearest exit—a wide patch of blackness cast by a tree on the other side of the bridge. 

The creek underneath stood still as we tore over it.

Ornoth bared his scary teeth and put on the afterburners, floating through the sky like a god.

I had one shot. One chance. And I didn’t even know if it would work—if it would lose us forever.

Ornoth saw my target ahead—the shadow looming across the empty road on the other side of the bridge.

The call to it urged me on. My thighs burned. My heart raced.

Then I pitched Nora and myself over the side of the bridge, into the creek, abruptly changing trajectory—

We didn’t land in the water.

Our bodies kept tumbling, a scream ripping from Nora’s throat and my own. 

I landed on my hands and feet in a valley. My eyes scanned the sky: The same valley as before, when Sunny and I had escaped the gala, shortly before being attacked by Ornoth’s shadowborn minions.

What’s the importance of this place?

I didn’t care. I helped my mom up and limped forward. We had to keep moving.

Ornoth didn’t appear behind us. 

I had to hope that, even if Myria had sent shadows here, Ornoth still didn’t have access to the Spectral Realm. It was different than the Shadow Realm—a deeper plane.

“Where are we?!” Nora cried.

I said nothing. Kept running.

In the distance, I spied the same glowing rainbow door as before. 

I prayed to the spirits, to God, to whoever would listen, that it wouldn’t wink out of existence on me like it had the last time. Otherwise we’d be trapped here forever, for all I knew.

A loud voice bellowed across the sky, coming from the heavens: “I may not be able to find you here, Coralia Hargrave—but I can still find your people!”
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Coralia

WE BURST THROUGH THE rainbow door and everything went sideways. I closed my eyes to keep from hurtling and hurling through limbo.  

We stumbled out onto a rough road. I slipped on a pothole and nearly went down. It was night, with gaslamps lighting the narrow, antique street on either side. For a moment, I thought I’d been transported back to the 1900s, and I started to panic.

Can the rainbow door not only send us through space . . . but also time?! Then I looked around, screwing up my face, and realized we had just been taken to New Orleans.

Oh. Never mind.

More specifically, the Crust. My self-made hometown.

But why the Crust? Why here . . . now?

I had no control over the Spectral Realm’s mode of travel. Last time I’d taken the glowing portal when Sunny and I had been stuck in that cavernous valley, it had spit us out near Malikai’s hideaway in the boonies of Asberald City. At the time, that had been appropriate.

Maybe it sends me . . . where I need to be?

I couldn’t figure out the importance of the Crust at a time like this. Not when I was still trying to wrap my head around everything that had just happened.

Now that Ornoth didn’t seem to be anywhere near us, I grabbed my mom’s hand, got off the street under lamplight, and huddled over her. We breathed heavily.

I doubled over to catch my breath. Mom slid to her butt, back against a brick wall, trying to calm herself. Her eyes were closed. Then they tightened, paleness came over her, and she leaned over and puked on the sidewalk. 

A man from a passing group of people yelled, “Stay off Bourbon Street if you can’t handle your booze, lady!”

“Hey, fuck you!” I yelled back. We were miles from Bourbon Street, party central in the French Quarter. 

While we waited in relative silence, getting our heart rates and our nerves to a respectable level, I thought about everything that had transpired over the past hour, and tried to compartmentalize it to understand it better.  

I’m the product of demonic breeding. An older wave of it that isn’t unlike the breeding going on today, with Riann, Desmona, and others as recent victims.

Over twenty years ago, my mom and her friend Emma were attacked by two demons. They were infused, and I was the result of my mother’s pregnancy, while . . . 

I blinked, shaking my head, and stood upright. 

Emma Argyle. The name my mom said before we were so rudely interrupted by Ornoth’s break-in. I knew the truth of it, because it just made perfect sense.

. . . while Emma Argyle gave birth to Quentin. As a fae, she glamoured Quentin, which gave him amnesia for most of his life.

I took it one step further, speculating what happened next. Mom said Emma died, years later. Quentin got his memory back sometime in his teens . . . and my bet is it happened the same time his mother died. 

I put a hand to my sweaty forehead and exhaled. Hard. Spirits eat my ass, how am I ever going to lay this on Quen? What can I possibly say? “Hey, love, so I just found out our moms were besties and we’re both byproducts of demonic assaults on them. Solidarity!”

I reached a hand down. “Come on.”

It took a long time for Nora to crane her neck. She stared at my hand with disgust. “What?”

“We have to keep moving. You heard Ornoth—he has a way to find our people. I can get us back to Shadowblade Academy from here.”

She let out a snort, disbelief on her face. “Our people? Your people, perhaps. Why don’t you just give up, Coralia? He’ll find us eventually. We can’t stop him.”

“Give up?” I sneered. My mom looked so small and vulnerable, sitting next to a puddle of her own vomit. “Mom, the fight hasn’t even started. I don’t give up.”

She threw her arms up, looking around the street aimlessly. “Why? You’re back home. Where you started. If you’re lucky, you can forget any of this ever happened. I could probably help find a fae to make that hap—”

“And what about Myria?” I interrupted. 

A pause. Mom stuck her head between her knees, body deflating. “She’s in cahoots with Ornoth. Too far gone, I’m sure.” She shook her head, sniffling. “My daughter is lost.”

“Yeah? Well . . . not this one. And I intend to find Myria and make her better.”

“How?”

“I have powers you never had, Mom. Powers no shadowblade has ever seen before. I don’t have time to explain it . . . but I have to believe I can help her.”

“What, did Alaric tell you that? That you’re special?”

I focused on her curled lips. The malevolence she showed—the righteous anger. 

“He’s said it more to me in my two terms at Shadowblade Academy than you did my entire life, Mom. So, yeah, I guess he did.”

Her eyes twitched. They looked glassy.

“Get up,” I ordered. “You’re still drunk, talking nonsense.”

“I’m not going, Coralia.”

My nose wrinkled. God, she’s being such a quitter. Such a whiner. What do I have to do to snap her out of it? “Why?” I demanded to know. “You’re giving up that easily?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll regret this tomorrow morning, when you’re sober. That rat bastard burned your whole fucking house down in North Carolina.”

“Frank will get the insurance money for it. Not a huge deal. Not like I had anything important in there anyway.”

I hadn’t seen any photos or childhood relics in that sparse mansion, so I understood what she meant. But still . . . she had an excuse for everything, and it was starting to drive me mad.

“Don’t make me say it again, Mom.” I put my hand out a second time, urging her to take it.

“I don’t want to go to Shadowblade Academy, Coralia!” Tears traced lines down her smudged cheeks. “I can’t face that place. Not after everything that’s happened. I’m barred from there. They think I’ve had my memories swept clean.”

“Then show them you still mean business.” It was the pep talk my mom needed. She looked up at me with a strange glint in her teary eyes.

Hope.

“Show them what the Hargrave name means. Do it for Emma’s memory, if nothing else. Don’t you want to kill Ornoth for what he did to her?”

“Of course I do.”

“Don’t you want to give Shitdick Stain Alaric Cane a piece of your mind?”

A snort. She rolled her head back against the brick. “Yes. Oh God yes.”

“Don’t you want to find Myria?”

“More than anything.” Her eyes remained closed.

I’d kept one last reason in my back pocket, not sure if I was going to use it. When she still didn’t budge from her near-comatose drunken state, yet looked like she was on the verge . . . I used my ace in the hole: 

“Don’t you want to meet Emma’s child?”

Her eyes snapped open. “W-What?”

“I know him. You said Emma’s surname is Argyle?”

She let out a small whimper as she nodded.

“Then Quentin fits the bill.”

“Quentin . . .” she said dreamily, trailing off, rolling his name over on her tongue.

“And let me tell you, Mother. He wasn’t raised as some hellion or malignant tumor on society. He’s no demon.” I gave her a small smile. “He’s one of the best men I’ve ever met.”

Nora wobbled to her feet, determination on her face. 

I was stunned. I couldn’t believe that was what did it—not me, not Alaric, not Ornoth, not even my sister. 

Emma Argyle’s son. 

The same child Nora had begged Emma to get rid of—and hand over to Ornoth—all those years ago.

“You have to hold onto hope, Mom. It’s the only thing we have. It’s all Quen had, and he turned out fine.”

For the first time, Nora Hargrave had no excuse.

Nothing belligerent to say. 

She took my hand, and we walked down the murky street together.  
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Chapter 46
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Coralia

WE TOOK THE SHADOWGATE behind Jose’s Ranchero, which I remembered from when Sunny had unsuccessfully tried to forcefully abduct me from the Crust. The gate let us out into the room I had first arrived in—the one Venn had brought me to inside Fort Nocturnus.

I hadn’t known the exact paths of either gate—Sunny’s or Venn’s—but I knew both of them well enough to connect the two to a location I recalled in the Academy.  

We showed up unscathed, somewhere on the ground level of the castle, above the initiation cells and the dreary basement of the castle.

“God,” Nora spat, looking around, “this place is just as gaudy and shitty as I remember.”

I rolled my eyes. “You would get along great with Vivi Jade.”

“Who’s she? A friend of yours?”

“Not exactly.”

“A bitch?”

I smiled at my mom, which earned a wicked smirk from her. 

We were starting to bond over our passive-aggressiveness. Woohoo. Have to start somewhere.

We exited the room and walked down the medieval, red-carpeted corridor. 

My surprise was immense when we turned the corner into one of the main rooms of Nocturnus and out popped Headmaster Cane with a bevy of black-garbed guards and scholarly-looking folk at his side. 

They hurried past us without blinking or batting an eye—not even noticing us—hustling toward the front gates of the fortress. 

I faced my mom, who had a stricken look on her face. 

“Alaric Cane!” she screeched, stepping out into the huge room with vaunted ceilings and Middle Age chandeliers.

Alaric’s body went as stiff as a board at the grating sound of my mom’s voice. He stopped walking abruptly, then slowly turned to face us.

His beady eyes got bigger than I’d ever seen before.

Tense silence passed between us—my mom’s decades-old nemesis just thirty feet away, with only a chandelier and some open space separating them. 

“Nope.”

With that single utterance and a shake of his head, the headmaster wheeled around with his entourage. He moved so fast his beard took a second to meet up with his spinning body. 

My mom let out a curdling scoff. She ran past me at a jog, and I was compelled to follow.

“Don’t turn your back to me, coward! Asshole!” Nora thrust a finger toward his backside as she ran. 

One of the guards muttered, “Sir, should we dispose of the intruder? We have no idea how she managed to get in during lockdown and—”

“Doesn’t matter. Let her follow for all I care.” Alaric hurried forward, pumping his fists at his sides like a professional power-walker, and glanced over his shoulder. “Now is not the time, Ms. Hargrave!”

That didn’t stop my hostile mother.

Alaric Cane reached the giant double doors of Fort Nocturnus a few seconds before we did. His guards pushed them open and by that time we were alongside the headmaster. 

But none of us spoke—we just gawked—

Because everyone’s attention was drawn to the park green in the center of campus, and the bright red spotlight shining there. 

Ornoth floated within the spotlight, forty feet in the air. He had no visible wings that should’ve been able to let him fly, or hover, so effortlessly. 

Yet there he was.

Below, huddled all around campus, stood countless students. Dozens, maybe even hundreds. Hell, it might have been the entire student body of Shadowblade Academy below Ornoth, waiting with bated breath.

As I drew closer alongside Nora, Alaric Cane, and his posse, I tipped my head back to listen to what Ornoth had to say. He seemed to be midway through a speech. 

We reached the edge of the green. My eyes fell and scanned the frightened faces and the resolute looks of despair and determination. 

That’s when I saw my mates scattered around the audience. As Alaric approached in his ornate gown, and I came behind him, it wasn’t hard for my mates to find me. They rushed around the congregation of students to join us. 

My heart soared at the sight of my guys—Sunny, Quentin, Dax, Venn—all together, racing to be by my side. 

“You would be wise to heed my counsel, students,” Ornoth announced. He whirled in the air, staring down at us like we were ants. His voice carried across the entire campus, just in case a few stragglers hadn’t made it. 

“As you well know by now . . . I have access to your precious Academy. The keys to the castle.” He rumbled with wicked laughter. “Shadowblade Academy as you know it will not stand. You will be squashed underfoot like so many insects. I will rain terror upon you, as I have your peers this day.”

He raised a finger—a lifeline.

“Or! I could offer you salvation. Freedom from the shackles of this place. The rules. The professors. The secretive life. With me, you will gain all the notoriety of being a shadowblade, with none of the anonymity. You will be rewarded for your great endeavors—hailed as heroes among my people. I recognize merit and value when I see it.”

His voice lowered into a threatening boom.

“I will not squander your lives as your superiors have.”

My eyes burned from not blinking. My neck hurt. 

Ornoth gave a hell of a speech. I just had to hope his powers of persuasion—however magical they might be—weren’t better than my people’s force of resilience.

“You have intruded upon these hallowed grounds, demonspawn, for the last time!” 

All eyes turned to Alaric Cane, whose shrieking, pinched voice didn’t have the oomph or power of Ornoth’s smooth, demonic timbre. 

It rang of desperation. Shrill outrage.

Ornoth just laughed. “You think you can stop me, old man?”

Alaric’s lips peeled back behind his beard. I was close enough to read the fury etched into the very fiber of his being. 

“Perhaps not now,” Alaric said. “But tomorrow? The next day?”

“You will not live long enough to see the next day.”

I sincerely hoped Ornoth was being metaphorical.

Fear wrapped around my spine and squeezed.

I had to wonder why no one was trying to attack him or take him out. He was alone up there. 

What could Ornoth have possibly done to warrant such fear from the entire school? 

What happened in my absence?

He answered my question a moment later. 

“You have lost a dozen students this day. A dozen friends, lovers, comrades.” Ornoth’s hand balled into a fist in front of his face. “That was only with a paltry sum of my power.” His arms opened invitingly, as if to embrace us. “Would you allow more unnecessary death? Or would you join me and take the fight to the real enemy? The humans!”

A short pause as he twirled in the air, studying the insects beneath him. “Would you suffer more pointless defeat at the hands of a force you cannot hope to defeat? . . . or would you JOIN ME?!” 

His voice rose to truly demonic levels, the guttural demand booming across the heavens and the earth and the sea. 

No one answered. Crickets. 

The students might have been entranced with his rhetoric, or frightened, or just plain dumbstruck. 

They might have been considering his offer, which I feared with a thundering heart.

“Begone, wicked entity!” Alaric Cane announced. “And know you have lost this day. You may have murdered our brethren, but your havoc only empowers us! Even as you fly on the wings of terror, speaking madness and fear, you only bolster our resolve, our dignity, and our courage! We will never wilt. You will lose this conflict!”

Alaric raised his hands to the sky, and I swore the clouds above Shadowblade Academy shifted. Darkened.

The students erupted in cheers. In salutes. In middle-fingers for Ornoth. The sound was so loud and abrasive it swept into the air like a physical thing, slamming into my chest and pulling the air from my lungs. 

Ornoth growled savagely above the din and thrust a long-nailed finger down toward our headmaster—toward the man responsible for thwarting his grandiose declaration, standing up to him, and giving the shadowblades-in-training the Braveheart speech of a lifetime. 

Pinched voice and everything, Alaric had come through, giving us the hope we needed. 

Judging by the frightened, desperate expressions on the young faces of the students just moments before, it was possibly the greatest triumph of Alaric Cane’s career as headmaster. 

“You will regret this decision with your foolish lives!” Ornoth announced ominously, his voice roaring above the cacophony. 

He twisted a portal into being and vanished into it. 

Immediately after his exit, students ripped shadows into the sky, whipping them against the backdrop of the moon like dark comets. It felt like the shadowblade equivalent to a college class tossing their caps into the air after graduation.

I reached out and put a hand on Alaric’s slender shoulder. He jumped from my touch.

“You did well, Alaric,” I said. “Just this once . . . you did good.”

The old man gave me a sad look, then a soft smile. 

Another hand landed on his opposite shoulder. 

He turned his head—

And was promptly slapped across the face by my mother. 

“That’s for twenty-five years of fucking up, you bastard. It was long overdue.” Nora sneered into the face of the stunned headmaster, grabbing his robe by the collar. “A Hargrave never forgets, Alaric Cane.”
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Epilogue
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Coralia

STUDENTS WERE FORCED to disperse after Ornoth’s ominous speech. A select few were able to join Alaric Cane in the conference room of Fort Nocturnus, for an immediate emergency meeting. 

Of those few, I managed to weasel myself in, along with my mother and my Glovemates. Then there was Jace Hudson, Professors Eva Avery, Gareon Lews, Frilly Hawkins, and a few other notable faces. Finley Winston stood off in the corner. Next to her, Ezekiel Caffrey. 

Alaric Cane took center stage, in command of the conference so it wouldn’t get unwieldy or distracted. The last thing we needed was for everyone to start talking over each other. This couldn’t devolve into a frightened free for all, which meant we needed a mediator. 

We had managed to make the large room cramped and stuffy with all the important people present. There were lost looks and confusion aplenty.

Alaric began by putting his hands together in front of him. “Obviously, in light of the severe events of the day, we must act. Promptly.” He looked around the room. “Suggestions?”

I rolled my eyes. So much for mediating.

As suspected, voices erupted all at once. 

Alaric called on Jace Hudson first. 

Our Wrist stepped forward. “We must look after our students, first and foremost. Pay close attention to them, to their morale. Make sure they don’t break under pressure.”

“Under what pressure, Mr. Hudson?” Alaric asked.

Jace’s face screwed up. His beard was getting bigger, bushier, almost back to its old state. “Under the pressure of joining Ornoth, of course.” 

“They wouldn’t do that,” Alaric said, shaking his head adamantly. “They will stand strong.”

Jace scoffed. “I wouldn’t be so sure. And hope isn’t a winning strategy, Headmaster. With all due respect.”

A low murmur began. 

“Jace is right,” I blurted out. All eyes turned to me, and my heart leaped in my chest. I stepped forward, earning the displeased gaze of Alaric Cane’s beady eyes. 

“The ones Ornoth doesn’t kill outright, he will enslave. He will brainwash them, turning them into mindless puppets whose only purpose is to serve his evil deeds.”

Alaric frowned. “Let’s not get melodramatic, Miss Har—”

“Coralia is right, and you know it, Alaric,” Mom spat.

Jace pointed over at us. “I agree with Coralia and . . . the lady who looks like Coralia.” He inclined his head to Nora, as if showing he meant no disrespect. “The students don’t know what will happen to them. How can they? They have no idea what transpired with Coralia Hargrave’s sister. Only a special few of us know that—the ones in this room, mostly.”

“Yes,” Alaric said, “fine. Then we must bolster our defenses. We haven’t the time or luxury to tell the entire student body what happened to Myria Hargrave.”

“You could hold a schoolwide audience in Grimmer Hall,” Professor Eva Avery suggested. Her diminutive frame was almost entirely blocked out by the hawkish form of Professor Gareon Lews in front of her. 

“No, no,” Alaric said, “that will only act to frighten the students.”

“Maybe it’s the scare they need to convince them Ornoth is not the answer,” Gareon said, coming to Eva’s defense. I recalled the one time I went to Eva for help, she had been expecting Gareon to be knocking at her door. Perhaps a little office romance.

“I fear we haven’t the time to convince them,” Alaric said, flip-flopping from a moment before when he had said the students would stand strong. “No, we must ramp up studies. Boost security. Turn this place into a garrison and prepare for battle.”

“Prepare for battle . . . or war?” Gareon asked. “Because either way, we don’t know when it’s coming. Their surprise attack today was enough to terrorize the students. Some of them might never be the same, after believing they were safe behind these secretive walls for so long.”

Ezekiel Caffrey stepped forward from the corner of the room, arms crossed over his chest. The legendary Unseelie fae frowned at us all. “Briarwitch Academy prepared for just such a thing, years ago. To defend against the Turned army. The Academy was weaponized into a cadet-factory . . . and even then, with victory came great loss. Catastrophic loss, even.”

“What are you trying to say, Mr. Caffrey?” Alaric snarled.

“That if you act upon this decision, Headmaster Cane, you must prepare yourself for the possibility of a similar outcome. Can you do that? Accept the death of so many of your students—your charges?”

Alaric gulped. He looked frightened. Perhaps the only other time I’d witnessed this look on his face was when he’d been in the presence of Queen Levia Sunfall.

“We will have to,” Alaric muttered at last.

“Maybe we won’t have to do it alone,” I said. 

Faces spun in my direction, their expressions begging me to elaborate. My thoughts of Levia Sunfall, and Ezekiel’s mention of Briarwitch, were the things prompting my response.  

“We have allies, dammit.” I threw my arms up. “The shifters of Ironfort. The students of Banehearth and Briarwitch Academies. Hell, even the fucking dragons of Caan. We don’t have to go it alone.”

I hadn’t mentioned Waichee Village, or the rebellion Darok was putting together; Malikai’s Outcasts; people who would rather stay hidden from public view.

“Yes, that’s all well and good,” Alaric said, “but who could possibly unify all those disparate groups together and convince them to join us?”

I put my hands on my hips and cocked my head. Like, duh. “You’re looking at her, Headmaster.”

That got a few chuckles from the audience.

I confidently poked my chin toward my Glovemates. “Hudson’s Glove will do it.”

Alaric began with a headshake. “This would be too important of a mission, child—”

“I trust her,” Jace cut in. Giving me a smile, he added, “I’ve watched Coralia Hargrave’s growth since she arrived here. Er . . . in the time I’ve been here.” More nervous chuckles. “She has what it takes. All five of them do. They are the best bet we have, and we can help them along the way, in any way they might need assistance.”

Alaric blew out a long breath. “This is asking too much. It’s too important—”

“Do you want to do it yourself, Headmaster?” I jabbed, furrowing my bow. 

A few people gasped. It appeared not everyone here was familiar with how I talked to my superior. How our rapport had formed. 

He gave me a roguish smile at that. “Clever, girl. You know I’m too old for such a thing, and not liked enough.”

“Plus, the students here need your guidance,” I said, trying to pay him a compliment while also letting him off the hook. I didn’t need to embarrass the guy. 

Everyone fell quiet as the attention focused solely on me. I used to hate being the center of attention, but now I was starting to warm up to it. 

I had fallen into my place as a leader, and everyone here needed to know it if they didn’t already. The fervor inside me compelled me to continue, to really lay everything on the line. I had started to understand some things recently, and people needed to know the extent of this threat. 

Sighing, I averted my gaze to gather my thoughts, then leveled my weighty stare to my peers and instructors, imploring them to really listen. 

“Ornoth wishes to enslave the students and destroy humanity. To give rise to our demonic overlords. Fine. But what do the students here share? Shadow magic. He wants to infuse that power into his next line of rapid-growth offspring, and create a hybrid army of demonic soldiers that is unstoppable. 

“Riann the shifter. Desmona the dryad. Vivi the shadowblade—though thank the spirits we got to her in time. They all contain powers foreign to Ornoth, which he means to implant in his next wave of ‘children’ and utilize.”

For a moment, everyone was shocked to silence. I was pretty sure I’d laid out an idea many hadn’t thought of—maybe hadn’t even realized, known, or suspected. 

At this stage, I was more privy to what was going on behind the scenes than people like Professors Avery, Lews, and Hawkins. 

“Look,” I continued, letting out a deep breath while I tried to level with them. “Eventually, given enough time, and with the promise of glory, fame, and status . . . even the most able minds will crack. I’m talking about the students. My peers. If we don’t act swiftly and do something to guarantee their safety and confidence in us, I fear all will be lost. They will willingly go to Ornoth’s side, with his false promises.”

I was speaking from experience: My own sister had done just such a thing by joining Ornoth for false promises of rescuing Quentin. 

When I finished my monologue, the quietness overwhelmed me. All I could hear was the heavy breathing of everyone in the room, spiking my nerves.

Jace Hudson came to my rescue before I could shrink within myself. “Wise words, Coralia.” 

Eva Avery, Gareon Lews, and Frilly Hawkins were next to agree. Before long, I had all my professors—present and former—on my side. 

I gave Alaric a look, challenging him to disagree. To toss me aside like he loved to do. To patronize me for my youthful vigor and foolhardiness.

My overconfidence. My obstinance.

Ezekiel Caffrey stepped forward. Everyone looked at him, and fear rippled through my chest. I held my breath. 

Shit. I forgot about him. The investigation! He’s going to shut it down—tell me I’m still a suspect. Blow me up in front of everyone!

Instead, his gaze fell on Venn. The only other Unseelie Fae in the room. “I can help you travel to the Fae Realm,” he told my mate. “Perhaps, together, we can gather allies there.”

My held breath let out on a wheeze, but no one heard it because Ezekiel’s words started a shitstorm of comments from all over—excited comments meant to whip us into action. 

Dax nodded encouragingly and spoke up. “I can go to Waichee. If not there, because of Cyrus, then nearby. Gather the other noble clans. Darok’s people.”

I suspected no one knew what he was talking about—who the hell knew about Waichee Village?—but he still got support from the crowd.

My heart raced with enthusiasm. Anticipation. Everyone came out of the woodwork with an idea about who we could call upon. 

“If we can find them, I’ll talk to the dragons,” I said. 

“Maybe even Dawn Rose could join the fray,” Quentin voiced with a smile, wanting to be part of the action. “Can’t think of a more worthy cause than a fight against the extinction of an entire species!”

The hubbub inside the Fort Nocturnus conference room was palpable and electric.  

“True, Quentin!” Jace called out with a hard pat on his back.

At mention of Quen’s name, I saw my mom’s eyes jet in his direction. She faced him, walked up to him, put her hands on his shoulders, and studied his face. Searching for something. 

“You look just like her,” Nora said in a low voice, locking eyes with him. I could only hear it over the loud crowd because I was so close. “I’m so glad you’ve grown up right.”

Quentin’s features twisted in confusion. “Ma’am?” He turned to me. “Cor? What’s this lady talking about? I can smell booze on her breath.”

My heart raced, but for a different reason this time. I bit my lip and tried to give him a casual smile, but I knew I must have looked sickly. “We can talk about it a little later, love. Is that all right?”

Quentin shrugged. “Fine with me.” He slowly stepped away from Nora, who continued watching him with pure admiration, a glassy glint to her eye, a smile on her face. 

Alaric Cane managed to get the robust group under control. Flapping his hands a bit, people eventually paid him attention and quieted. 

“This is the most urgent priority now, friends,” Alaric announced. “All other tasks must take a back seat. Sadly, there’s no time to mourn the losses of today. We don’t know when Ornoth might strike again, now that he has access to our school. For the sake of Shadowblade Academy’s survival, this is the battle now—not Luciano, not Aliyah, not anyone else.”

I let out a weighty sigh. “I fear this was the battle all along, Headmaster . . . and we’re only now starting to realize it.”

* * *
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AFTER THE EXCITING flurry of Alaric’s meeting, everyone dispersed. We had rejuvenated our cause and our grit.

Fingers wrapped around my elbow as I began to walk out with my mates. We were all jazzed about things to come, and I just wanted to be alone with them for a while.

To commiserate the deaths. Learn about what transpired, so we could work to never let it happen again. Finally tell Quentin about his secret past—how we really were intertwined. I knew it would be a hard conversation. 

When the hand grabbed my elbow, frustration immediately set in. I turned and stared into the wily face of my mother. Great. Forgot about her. The last person I want to talk to right now, honestly. 

Her stern face twisted into some kind of a small, knowing smile. “You were right in bringing me here, Coralia. Thank you.”

“Um, you’re welcome.” My eyes darted to my mates. They all shrugged at me—I was on my own.

Dammit.

“It was worth coming here, if only to hear that.”

My eyebrows pinched together. “To hear what, Mom?”

“To hear what a strong person you’ve become, despite everything you had going against you. You rose above the storm of shit we threw at you when you were younger, and became a leader. A thinker. A lover.”

My bottom lip quivered. Shock set in.

Nora squeezed my shoulder hard. She put on her best face, smile faltering. “I know you didn’t hear it enough when you were younger, and it’s much too late now, but . . . I’m proud of you, honey.”

My resolve crumbled. With wobbling knees, I collapsed forward.

And I wept in my mother’s arms.

~
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To Be Continued!
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Chapter 1
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Coralia

“AND THAT’S THE STORY of your mother, Quentin.” Nora took a long sip from her wineglass and settled into the rolling chair with a sigh. 

From the edge of my bed across the room, I stared at my mother. My first thought: Why does she look so comfortable in here, like she’s taken over my dorm room? Where’d she find the wine in Shadowblade Academy? This is not a vibe. 

Then I was whooshed back to the present and I glanced over at Quentin next to me. His kissable lips were slightly propped open. He leaned forward on bated breath, eyes unblinking, elbows on knees. 

Quen sported a blank expression for a long while before averting his gaze from Nora and staring at the floor between his legs. His shoulders sagged.

I placed a hand on his knee and squeezed. 

I felt horrible for my mate. My Dreamwatcher. Amnesia had haunted him all his life. Now he’d discovered the truth: His memory loss had been purposeful—cast by his high fae mom to keep him from learning the dark truth of his lineage. 

Nora’s tale made even more sense to me the second go around. I picked up on things I hadn’t initially, due to my sheer shock at the time while in that gaudy North Carolinian estate. 

That feeling I’d always gotten around Quentin, that we were connected somehow? It was more than some woo-woo bonding of our souls after I’d rescued his spirit from the Spectral Realm. 

Our connection stemmed from our shared experience. We’d both been born as test dummies for the wretched demonspawn, during a prior wave of these “infusions” little more than twenty years ago. 

While Nora had retold the story, a fact hit me square in the face—the reason why the demons had been doing this. Ornoth had explained his plan during his recent visit to campus, promising everyone at the Academy a harsh death if we didn’t join him. 

That’s undoubtedly what the demons have always wanted. Even twenty-odd years ago, during the previous influx of infusions. 

They want soldiers for their evil armies. And not just any soldiers—hybrids, who can offer more than they already have. 

Demonspawn like Ornoth want beings with the strength and cunning of demons, coupled with other powers: the shapechanging capabilities of shifters; the blood of Umbralites—those born from shadows—so they can control the darkness around them; the agelessness of vampires; the magic of fae; the natural affinity of dryads. 

The demons want it all for themselves. 

With that realization at the forefront of my mind, it gave me more conviction than ever. These bastards have to be stopped at all costs. They can’t be allowed to take over this “human realm”—a world so trivial and beneath them, but so essential to everyone living on it.

It has to start at the top . . . with the breeders.  

Overwhelming fury boiled my blood as I tried to console Quen on his newfound history. I couldn’t think straight.

The biggest shame of all was that Quentin and I hadn’t even gotten the worst of it! That award belonged to our mothers—Nora Hargrave, Emma Argyle—and the other women who’d been used as breeding stock, forced to carry rapidly-growing alien babies inside of them, and then left to die. 

Or if not left to die, they were driven to insanity by the fear of constantly being watched; the horror of being stalked and hunted by the demon fathers.

The sheer trauma it must have caused them. Shit like that never went away. Hell, it had driven my mother to alcoholism and had likely killed Emma.

“You all right there, honey?” Mom asked, lifting an eyebrow toward my hand on Quentin. “You’re white-knuckling your hunky boyfriend’s knee over there.”

I blushed and withdrew my hand from his knee like I’d touched a burning stove. “Oops, sorry Quen. I’m just so pissed about all of this. I know it’s hard to take in. You take as much time as you need, love.” 

He said nothing, eyes facing the floor. His brow threaded, making him look deep in thought, and his upper lip angrily trembled. 

He whipped his face up at my mother. “You’re certain Ornoth is my father, ma’am?”

“Yes.” Nora nodded. Took another sip of wine. Leaned her head back.  

She was entirely too casual about all this. Even though she’d just ripped open Quentin’s life and shuffled the pieces around, she acted like it was a regular Thursday afternoon. 

The booze has turned her heartless, I thought. 

Yes, she had finally given me the approval I so desperately sought. It had come after I’d given a few choice words to the Academy higher-ups following Ornoth’s fire-and-brimstone threats to the school.  

Even being surrounded by the likes of Headmaster Alaric Cane and others of his stature, I had put on my big girl panties and stepped into my new role as leader. I had given us some direction and some options, and Nora had told me she was proud of me and I’d wept in her arms.

Yippee.  

That time had passed. She’d been here for a week since that fateful night, always with a wineglass in her hand. If my special power was to find lost souls, hers was to perpetually fill her cups and rip apart perfectly peaceful souls.

Quentin was her latest victim. 

She wouldn’t even talk about her history with Alaric Cane, which annoyed me. I needed to speak directly to the headmaster when I got the chance. I think I’ve worked my way into his good graces, finally, and deserve a direct line of communication with the surly old bat.

“Your father is Ornoth,” I repeated to Quen, “and mine is his brother, Vornal.”

Nora tapped her glass. “Not brother, dear. They’re like brothers.” She pointed between us. “Otherwise you two would be cousins.”

My eyes bulged and I hid my face from embarrassment. My mom laughed at both of us.

“You should see your faces,” she said through her laughter. “I get it though. I imagine it would kill the romance, bumping uglies and finding out you’re relat—”

“Okay, okay. Enough, Mom!” My face flushed. Was she trying to kill me via humiliation?

Her chuckling slowly subsided. Getting tipsier by the minute, her inhibitions and restraint flew out the window. “Anyway,” she said, crossing one knee over the other, “Vornal took me, Ornoth took Emma. And that’s all I’ll say about that.”

“Do we know if Vornal is still alive?” I asked through gritted teeth. 

“Don’t know, dear. He’s never exactly stopped by for a chat. I reckon if he is alive he’s not on this plane of existence. Not like Ornoth, who seems to be making a concerted effort to find his offspring.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Call it a hunch. Emma always feared she was being watched like prey. My biggest regret is calling her crazy. Someone was trying to hurt her . . . otherwise she’d still be with us today. I believe that in my bones.”

“What was she like?” Quentin blurted.

His question stopped my mom. Her sentence ended with her mouth open and it stayed that way for many seconds. Sadness washed over her features. 

Her voice softened when she spoke next, directly to Quentin. “She was lovely. You have her piercing green eyes. I always said hers were gateways into worlds I could get lost in—better portals than any magic we could conjure. Honest, heartfelt eyes.” After a firm nod, a smile filled with pain twitched her lips. Her voice lowered. “You also have her bone structure, which you can’t complain about either.”

Quentin gave a tiny smile, the first I’d seen during this entire conversation. “Eyes that were better portals than any magic, eh? You’re quite eloquent, Ms. Hargrave.”

I wanted to say something snide to my mom, to knock her down a peg, because her smile as she stared into Quentin’s face was a bit too friendly and warm. 

But she did the stooping for me. “Not bad for a washed-up lush, huh?”

My anger dissipated. Groaning, I felt like an absolute asshole. “Oh come on, Mom. You’re not that bad.”

“Alaric told me if I want to stay in Shadowblade Academy, I have to quit drinking. He can’t have a student’s crazy drunk mom wandering the halls all hours of the night.” She chuckled to herself. “Someone’s going to think I’m a demon ghost and try to murder me.”

My eyebrows arched. “That’s . . . oddly macabre. Alaric said that?”

“Not the murdering part. But yes. And that’s all he’s said to me. Can you believe the gall?”

“He’s been through some hard times of his own, Mom, I’m sure.”

“Yeah. We both loved the same woman.”

“Which is why your hatred for one another is eternal, isn’t it?” I didn’t need her to say the answer. I could see it written on her face plain as day. “You two should give each other a break. Or at least try.”

“I think that ship sailed long ago, honey.”

“What about me?” Quentin asked. 

“What about you, hot stuff?” Mom replied.

I rolled my eyes. Spirits bend me over backward—someone come get their drunk mother out of here. Oh wait, that’s right: It’s my freaking drunk mother!

“Do you think Headmaster Cane will talk to me about any of this?” Quen continued. 

Nora shrugged. “Won’t hurt to ask. Besides, if you’re going to learn more, it’ll have to be through him. He’s the one who raised you, after all.” 

I scratched my head. I’d like to be a fly on the wall during that conversation. But I didn’t want to push. This was about Quentin’s upbringing and amnesia. It wasn’t my place to impose. 

Then he turned his head to me. “Will you come with, love?”

I blinked at him, slowly smiling as I stared into his eyes. “Of course, Quen. I’d like nothing more.”

“Call it moral support.” 

His sharp features filling with color and shyness turned me on. I couldn’t help but giggle. “I’ve, uh, got some things to talk to Alaric about anyway.”

Looks like my meeting with the headmaster fell right in my lap. How convenient. 

My mom cleared her throat. Sarcastically she said, “Well aren’t you guys just the cutest?”

The jealousy permeated off her like a physical thing.

“Uh . . . thanks?” Frustration rifled through me. 

“Maybe you two should get a room.”

Her demeanor had changed from soft to sad to wicked all in a matter of minutes. What a mood swing. I knew the pain of seeing others in love affected her, and I tried not to blow up on her. 

But she was my mom. Our baggage was immense. 

I gestured vaguely around me. “We are in my room, Mom. You’re the one who’s making herself at home here.”

“Oh. Right.” She looked around as if she didn’t know where she was or how she’d gotten here. 

Then she stood to leave. 

“Thank you for telling me everything, Ms. Hargrave,” Quentin said, standing and bowing his head like a gentleman. “I know it wasn’t easy reliving that.”

She grunted with a small nod. 

When Nora made it to the door, I said, “You never told me what you’re gonna do, Mom.”

She stopped and tossed a look over her shoulder. “About what?” 

“You said Alaric demanded you stop drinking if you plan on staying here. Are you gonna stop?”

She drained her wineglass in a sheer act of defiance. “That’s just the thing, honey. I don’t plan on staying here. Shadowblade Academy is cursed. It ripped my heart in two, spit me out, and brought me nothing but pain.” She stole one last glance over her shoulder at me, a deep frown slicing her face. “It’ll do the same to you if you stick around for too long, Coralia.”
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Chapter 2
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Coralia

QUENTIN AND I SAT IN silence for a long minute. We blankly stared at the door, a bit in shock.

Finally, Quen ran a hand through his curly locks and scratched his scalp. “Your mom’s pretty intense, lass.”

I leaned back on my hands. “You can say that again.”

More silence. For some reason I felt awkward in the moment, which was rare when I was around Quentin. 

He sat rigid at the edge of the bed. Straight-backed. 

I leaned forward and rubbed his muscled side. “Are you okay? I know it’s a lot. I was basically struck stupid also when she first told me.” 

“I’ll be all right, love. If anything, Nora has just made me want to discover more about my mother and my upbringing.”

“Sounds like Headmaster Cane is definitely the guy to ask.”

As he stood, the bed groaned. It sounded lonely. For a second there, I had thought we wouldn’t leave . . . 

“I’m sorry to badmouth your mother,” he said, taking my hand in his. He whirled on me before I knew what was happening, and then his towering presence was taking up my personal space. 

I breathed heavy. “It’s . . . you didn’t. You’re right, she is intense. But she deserves to be. Right?”

“After all she’s been through?” Quentin cupped my chin and lifted my gaze to his face. “She absolutely does.”

I stared into those windows he called eyes. Mom was right about one thing: I could stare into them forever. They were powerful emeralds flecked with turquoise and silver, like a sea storm raging in an ocean abyss. 

He was too close to ignore. His right eyebrow crooked. “Why don’t you say those sorts of things to her, lass? That she shouldn’t be ashamed to feel pain?”

I bit my lower lip and glanced away. His touch felt so real and strong. Then he let me go. I found myself staring at Charli’s pink bed, which had sat undisturbed for months.

Finally, I bowed my head. “Because I don’t have the courage to do it.” Quen held my deflated body against him. His scent of summer fields and smoky cologne invaded my senses. “She’d just laugh in my face.” I squished my cheek against his broad chest. “I think it’s physically impossible for us to be nice to each other. In the rare moments we are, the spell breaks once we realize what we’re doing. It’s like our souls are telling us to be at odds.”

Quentin took me to arm’s length and tilted my chin again. He inspected my dewy eyes. Dipping his head, he slanted his lips over mine to try and make me forget my awful thoughts. 

It worked. For a second. I became transfixed with his taste and feel. His tongue swirled around mine and he swallowed up my breath. 

When I pulled away, I was panting. Our eyes locked.

“I’m sorry for that, lass. Truly.” His voice was low and thick, desire flitting at the edges—or something else. 

Pity, perhaps. 

Quentin should’ve known I was the last person to ever want pity. I hadn’t become the de facto leader of Hudson’s Glove by being pitiful or timid. I had staked my claim and sought it out, knowing I could lead the boys better than they could. 

They needed a guiding star. I took the position with my merits and their shared love for me.

“You have to understand, Quen . . .” I trailed off and tried to think how to say it. “Even though she was a victim, and she went through all this horrible, heartbreaking shit . . . she still treated me like a blight to her world. All through my formative years. My stepdad was even worse, acting like I was the bane of his existence. An abomination. Like I shouldn’t exist.”

His jaw clenched. Tears streaked down my cheeks and I hated myself for it. I didn’t want to show weakness, but dredging up the past always did it. 

“I understand, lass. Say no more.” He cupped my cheek, his palm cool and dry against my wet, warm face. His thumb wiped tears away. 

I slid my hand over his and closed my eyes.

He let out a sound. “Hell, maybe I was better off having my memory erased by my mother.”

I mean, he wasn’t wrong. He never had to live through all that turmoil and defeat and despair. Emma Argyle might have been onto something. 

It begged the question: What would I have preferred? To live my life and turn out the way I had, or to never have my memories until my twenties?

My head spun trying to decide. I couldn’t. 

Quentin seemed to read my mind. “Then again,” he said, “you wouldn’t have become the extraordinary woman you are today without your experiences, Coralia. The good, bad, and ugly. Remember that.”

With that single utterance, he decided for me. For him, life had been like being cast into darkness and then exploding free from a bonfire. Everything had come all at once.

For me, my experiences had given me time to grow. To understand. To find myself. To change my circumstances. To learn. 

To find my mates. 

Yes, Quentin was definitely right. I had to cherish my memories—especially the good ones—and not take them for granted.

I smiled up at him. “You’re wise, Quen.” Hugging him, I said into his ear, “I wouldn’t change this for the world. So you’re right. Maybe things happened the way they happened—for both of us—for a reason.”

I tilted my head into the crook of his neck and kissed his cheek. He turned his face and claimed my lips before I could back down onto the heels of my feet. 

His arms grabbed around my waist, possessively, nearly lifting me from the floor. 

My breath hitched. “What about seeing Alaric?”

He scoffed in a delicious way. “Alaric Cane can wait, lass. He’s old. He’s not going anywhere.”

I blinked and chuckled in his ear, curling up against him. His hardness pressed against my belly through his jeans.

“Yeah,” I said playfully, “but can the death of the Academy and everyone we love wait?”

He shrugged. “It’s going to have to. After all this? I need you right now.”

With a growl, he hoisted me off the ground. I wrapped my legs around his waist and giggled in his ear as he held me up and carried me like I weighed nothing. 

His eyes flared like stormy diamonds and I purred and nipped at his ear to tease him.

I could feel his cock grinding against the curve of my ass. 

Quentin unceremoniously tossed me on the bed, on my back. I let out a yelp of surprise. By the time my eyes were open and I stared up at him, his pants had magically vanished. 

My mate’s huge cock swung from across his thigh, jutting forward and swaying between his legs. 

I licked my lips and narrowed my eyes on him.

He stood over me in all his glory, his fat cock mere inches from my red, puffy lips. The masculine musk was too much. It drove my brain haywire—an intoxicating aroma that set my blood on fire. 

I sat up straight on the edge of the bed and bobbed my eyebrows at him, opening my mouth wide. 

I stuck out my tongue.

Quentin let out an exasperated huff as I struck a subservient, obedient pose, my hands folded in my lap. 

He surged forward, unable to stop himself. One hand grabbed the back of my head, and the other gripped the base of his dick.

He grunted. “This is one side of you I love, lass.”

“After ordering you guys around all day, a girl needs a break,” I answered, just before his cock smeared precum over the bridge of my nose and across my cheek. 

“Ordering us around? Is that it?” His voice came out dark and devious. 

I nodded. “Yup.”

He threw his head back and laughed. “All right. Then I’ll give you all the break you need, little girl.”

Before I could retort, his cock punched forward, spearing past my lips. It filled my mouth and left an incredible taste. 

The first time I’d had Quentin, I had done the initiating while his arm had been healing in the infirmary. The timing had seemed right. He hadn’t been dominant at all. If anything, I had been, riding him and urging him into me as we fucked like bunnies.

This time, he took the reins. 

I wanted to see what Quentin was capable of after all our sappiness from the hour before. The sad tears had run dry and now I needed happy tears from a good face-fucking to get over it.

To feel alive again. 

I gave him a spirited blowjob, grabbing his strong hips and pushing my face forward. The hand on the back of my head helped me along, until his large dick pressed against the back of my throat and I gagged on his length. 

My eyes rolled. My mouth watered. He bucked his hips and had his way with my face, like I was simply a toy for his pleasure. He showed me I could act as bratty as I wanted, but when push came to shove, he would always get the upper hand on me in the dominance department.  

Once he got in a rhythm, I slid one hand from his hip to my jeans, below the waistband, and into my panties. I fingered myself as he blurred my vision with his violent thrusts.

And here I’d thought Quentin was the soft, kind one. That this post-wallowing session would be tender and sweet.

Nope. Quen could be just like the others when he wanted: possessive like Sunny, passionate like Venn, surprising like Dax. 

I fucking loved it. 

“What would the others think if they walked in and saw you between my legs right now, hmm?” Amusement and lust dripped from his words. 

He’s already daydreaming about something like that happening. Glad I’m not the only one.  

His hand gripped a fistful of my hair and pulled my head back so I could speak, wrenching my neck to force me to stare up at him. 

I coughed, drooled out the corners of my mouth, and glared at him with glittering eyes. “They’d want to join in, of course.” 

His nostrils flared. “I see where Sunny gets his possessiveness from.” 

I perked my eyebrows. “Oh?”

“I don’t want anyone near you right now. You’re mine and no one else’s, lass.”

Yes . . . for right now. “I hope you don’t think that all the time, big boy,” I said, giving him a crooked smile. “Because you’ll be sorely disappointed when you walk in on me and Venn and Dax together . . .”

His emerald eyes brightened, widening as if imagining it. “Somehow I don’t think disappointment would factor into my feelings if I stumbled upon that.” 

I smiled roguishly. 

He let go of my hair and shoved me on my back. The bed creaked as I melted into the mattress. He groped my legs, yanked off my pants, and I wiggled to make it easier and faster.

When I was bare from the waist down—with the exception of my damp panties—he ran his tongue over his upper lip, growled like an animal, and grabbed my ankles. He lifted my legs and parted them through the small resistance I gave him. 

I wanted Quentin to overpower me.

He did. Wonderfully. He was not a man to mess around once I got him going. Good to know. When he’s in his element, he’s really ready to go!

“Give me your sweet cunt, Coralia,” he snarled. 

“Yes sir!”

He dragged me to the edge of the bed, bent his knees, and leveled his cock with my panties. My legs went straight up against his washboard abs, until my feet were in his face. 

He placed my calves on either shoulder, hooking his fingers beneath my underwear. Slowly, agonizingly, he slid them aside, and my legs wobbled on his shoulders as I tried to hurry him up.

My pussy ached for him. My clit throbbed and it needed desperate attention. Please don’t let him forget about my magical little—

The pad of his thumb circled my clit before the thought had even completed. It poofed from my mind and I moaned. My legs instinctively squeezed around his neck.

He laughed as he played with me and watched my body writhe from his ministrations. 

My fingers dug into the sheets at my sides. I bowed my back to thrust my core against his fingers. “It’s not enough!” I wailed, even though I was seconds from coming. 

His fingers were thick and lovely hooking inside my pussy, but I knew something thicker and hotter was inches away and I could hardly take it.

A scalding hot iron branded my insides as his cock abruptly filled me. My mouth popped open from the suddenness of it—and was that his finger still inside, and his thumb dragging across my clit?

I lost my mind. 

He railed back and forth, slipping his finger out of my cunt when his cock throbbed harder and left him no more space to work with. He stretched my poor little pussy, beating into me. His white-hot cock made my belly come alive with fire and heat and bliss. It washed over me in waves, a tsunami of sensations and pressure building all over my body. 

I came with him inside me, even as he continued past my jiggling and squirming. “Oh fuck me, Quentin! Spirits fuck me!”

The bed creaked from his heavy thrusts. His balls slapped into my ass from his angle. When he leaned forward to kiss me, my legs bent back until my knees were pressing against my tits. 

He had me pretzeled and there was nothing I could do about it but take it and love it and beg for more. 

Quentin wasn’t just a Dreamwatcher—he was a dream. His body amplified with magical energy the more he fucked me. Rather than getting tired, he became more animated and electric. 

If Sunny used shadows to do his bidding and fuck his victims raw, then Quentin used his learned magic to enhance his own prowess. 

It was unbelievable. Everything I could have hoped for from my final mate. It felt more real than the first time, when we’d been in public, keeping our voices down and just learning one another’s bodies. 

Now I could be as loud as I wanted. And I was. 

The bed smacked into the wall and thuds rang out in the room. I was sure my voice carried through the halls outside, even with the door closed. The bed sounded like it was about to give way from our passionate fuck-fest. 

After coming for a third or fourth time, I couldn’t think anymore. The pleasure overwhelmed me. 

I reached down, arms sliding on the outsides of my bent legs, and spread my ass cheeks apart to try and give him more room to fill me, because it felt like he was growing even bigger inside me. 

My wetness dribbled between my fingers. I yelled in his ear while his heavy nuts slapped against my knuckles. 

“Coming again!” I screamed, rolling my head back.

Stars fired off like comets behind my lids. 

He growled and stood, stumbling for a moment as his cock launched out of my pussy with a loud pop. 

It glistened with my fluids. He pumped the engorged shaft two times before spraying his cum all over me. His seed showered and pelted me like tiny hot raindrops. 

At the same time, I lost myself to an orgasm that shut my brain offline.  

I was still letting out spasms nearly a minute later, when he flopped down on the bed next to me and our sweaty bodies melded. Our breaths came out labored and heavy.

“Three spirits in a trench coat, man, where’d you learn to do that?” I gasped.

He let out a bark of a chuckle, sounding a bit surprised himself. “I don’t know. Honest truth.”

We laughed, curling against one another.

A few minutes later, blessed quietness had fallen over us. Our breathing slowed and my thoughts slowly came back to me. 

“Okay,” he said, “now we can go see Alaric.”

I snorted. “Are you kidding me? Now I need a shower and a freaking steak dinner to get all those calories back! Holy shit. Alaric Cane’s bony ass can keep waiting.”
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Coralia

HEADMASTER ALARIC CANE blinked at us. His wrinkled face looked weathered, eyes sunken even deeper in his skull than usual. Clearly the man had not been getting good sleep.

The ongoing threat of an imminent demonic invasion into his cherished, hidden academy might have had something to do with his apparent exhaustion.

An awkward twitch unsettled his jaw. He stared down at his oak desk. “I had hoped this day wouldn’t come for a while longer yet.”

He said it as if he was the inconvenienced one, and not Quentin—the boy whose life had been shrouded in mystery his entire upbringing, and now flipped upside down. He was so close to answers now. His bouncing leg where he sat next to me betrayed his anxiety. 

“You can’t avoid it any longer, Headmaster,” I said. “Quentin is here now and he knows the truth.” I spoke to Alaric these days like he was a peer rather than my superior. He didn’t seem to mind. It abhorred the other students and faculty when they heard how I conversed with the ancient wizard.

“And what is this truth you speak of, exactly?”

“My rearing,” Quen said in a thick voice. “My birth.”

“Who told you these things?”

“Nora Hargrave.”

Alaric’s eyes narrowed. “Of course. That woman’s been a thorn in my side for decades now. She’s still here?”

I scoffed, ignoring his question. “Maybe you shouldn’t have sent me to her to get me away from the Academy, Headmaster. You could’ve kept your secrets forever.”

“Is Nora sober?”

“Drunker than ever.”

The headmaster paused and nodded, the veins pulsing in his forehead. He flared his beaked nose. “You needed to learn about your upbringing, Miss Hargrave, which is why I sent you to her. I didn’t expect Nora would touch on . . .” His voice trailed off. He looked away.

“Emma?” I pressed.

A small nod from the headmaster. He looked so small and vulnerable—not the regal, powerful mage we had seen the night Ornoth showed up. 

Say one thing for Alaric Cane: He was a fantastic orator. He had singlehandedly staved off Ornoth’s greedy mission of indoctrinating students to his cause. 

The sorrow on his face now, haunting his gray eyes, hurt to look at. It touched deep in my soul—the type of pain I’d felt when my mom had first shared the secrets with me. The type of pain and confusion I imagined Quentin shared with me. 

“What will it be, sir?” I asked, leaning forward in my cushioned seat. “Will you continue to stall and wallow? Or will you enlighten the man you raised from a young pup? Like he deserves?”

Alaric swallowed hard over the sharp knot of his throat. “Very well.” He turned from me to Quentin. “Just know, boy, I didn’t raise you alone. I hardly raised you at all, in fact. So don’t start thinking of me as a father figure.”

Quentin’s shoulders fell. The tightness left his body, replaced with an aura of sadness. 

It was a damn hard thing to say, much less hear. Not an auspicious start to Alaric’s tale, the curmudgeonly old fart.

“It’s true, I kept you fed and hidden and safe from your demonic . . . progenitor.” Alaric threaded his skeletal fingers together on his desk. His voice adopted a cursory tone, like that of a battlefield reporter. 

I suspected it was the only thing keeping him together—distancing himself from the anguish of his story. Of Emma Argyle. 

I’d learned from Mom that Emma had left her side after they were expelled from Shadowblade Academy. Emma had snuck over to Alaric at some point for a secret romance, before returning back to Nora later on. So, clearly, Quentin’s mother felt something for the headmaster—a professor at the time—and obviously Alaric felt something for her.

I imagined Alaric Cane hadn’t spoken about this in years, if ever.

“I also kept you out of sight, Quentin,” Alaric continued, “away from the professors and students and anyone who might’ve posed a threat to you. You can never be too careful.”

“When did you take me from my mother?” Quentin asked.

Alaric’s neck muscles tensed. “I didn’t take you from anyone, boy. I did it for your mother.”

Quentin leaned back in his seat, startled at the headmaster’s abrasive, frustrated tone. “I—my apologies, sir. I didn’t mean it like that.”

A touchy subject for everyone, it seems. 

Alaric lifted his chin with an air of disdain before leveling his gaze on Quentin. “You were a whelp. Emma believed you were in danger. She glamoured you before leaving.” His eyebrows softened. “She did love you, Quentin. It was never her intent to abandon you.”

Quentin’s jaw clamped down, the muscles bunching near his ears. “When was she planning on taking me back?”

A shrug. “When things were safer. When Ornoth was dead, I suppose.”

“Which never happened.”

“No. Sadly, it happened the other way around. Emma was right all along, and she was killed.”

“Any idea how?”

Alaric’s lips firmed into a line. He sucked at the inside of his cheek and let out a long sigh. “No, son, I do not. I still wonder, every now and again. More so lately with Nora Hargrave sticking around like a bad tattoo, unearthing past heartbreaks.”

The love triangle between my mom, Emma, and Alaric must’ve been pretty heavy for Nora and Alaric to still hate each other this many years later.

Maybe they blame each other for Emma’s death.

I wanted to throw all my questions out into the open, but I didn’t feel it was my place. This was Quentin’s time to learn about himself and his mother and his lost youth.

“If I had to wager a guess,” Alaric said after a long, tense moment, “I imagine Ornoth killed her in a rage, once she refused to hand you over or tell him your location.”

“She sounds like a strong woman,” Quentin murmured.

“She was.” 

More silence.

A question thrust into my mind above all the others, and it had to be asked. “Do you think Ornoth knows Quentin is here? That his offspring was brought here years ago, and maybe that’s one of the reasons the demon wants to destroy Shadowblade Academy so badly?”

Alaric mulled that over, brow pinching together. “An interesting theory. I suppose it could be true, though I doubt it. At this point, his ‘son’ has been missing from him for over twenty years. He likely has many others to spoil and brainwash. I don’t see any reason for him to assume Quentin would be at the Academy.”

“Quen might’ve been missing for twenty years, but a father that wicked and dedicated would go through a whole lot to find him,” I offered. “I don’t think he’d just give up. It would always be in the back of his mind.”

Alaric inclined his head. “That could be true, I admit. I don’t have the answers.”

Shifting his weight in his seat, Quentin looked askance at us both. He sucked his lip. 

“What is it, love?” I asked.

“I just remembered something. On the balcony of the Asberald City hotel, when I tried to buy you and Sunny time to escape. I attacked Ornoth and he smothered my magic. Then he broke my arm and . . . hesitated as our eyes locked. He could have easily killed me. I recall a strange look passing over his face—recognition, maybe? Familiarity? His hesitance gave me enough time to headbutt him and get the hell out of there.”

My eyes widened. Quentin had never disclosed that to me. But why would he? It had been a trivial tidbit until now.

His story seemed to confirm my suspicion. “Shit. That doesn’t sound good for us.”

Alaric pulled at his long beard. “No, it doesn’t. Do you truly believe he thinks you were his son? That he recognized you from when you were an infant? Spirits, he might have never even seen you before.”

“True.” Quentin shrugged. “Maybe it was nothing. Just thought I’d mention it.”

I didn’t think it was nothing. Another thing a father might recognize: his son’s eyes, so much like his own. 

Then again, who the hell am I to know what a father would or wouldn’t think or do? It’s not like I have a great track record with my own demon dad or stepdad. I don’t know shit about fathers.

We had come to a standstill about Ornoth, so we moved on. Quentin said, “What can you tell me about my upbringing, sir?” 

“Only that it was tedious and repetitive for you, I’m sure. You always complained as a boy about wanting to do more—go places, see things. I couldn’t allow you to leave here.” Alaric let a sad smile slip beneath his beard. “Luckily for me, you forgot everything the next morning, so it didn’t become a dragging issue.”

Quentin frowned. “Yeah,” he said dryly, “how convenient for you.”

Alaric’s face twisted angrily, but quickly softened once he noticed Quen’s deflated posture. “I loved your mother, Quentin. I want you to know that.”

“Can the same be said about me?”

“I—” the headmaster stuttered to a stop. Paused a beat. “No. I wanted to give you a life, but you were not my son, and I did not love you like one.”

Ouch. What a cold man. It reminded me of Jace Hudson and his dryad lover Desmona, whose daughter Ardith had come from a demon and was probably a constant reminder to Jace of that fact. Quen might have been a painful reminder to Alaric of “the one that got away.” Emma, the lover he couldn’t protect. He raised the kid with that always in the back of his mind.

I tuned into the conversation just in time to hear Alaric say, “I’m sorry. I lived a busy life, moving my career from professorial pursuits to, eventually, headmaster. My work took precedence.”

Quentin gave a lopsided smile. “At least you’re honest, sir. I don’t hold it against you.”

“Thank you.”

There was a small pause. I probably should have left the room at that point. Things were getting a bit intimate between them, and I wondered if I wasn’t blocking all the truth from coming out by being there.

Then again, Quentin’s past was linked with mine. There was no way around that. His past—Emma Argyle’s and Nora Hargrave’s—was my past, and I had every right to learn about it too.

Even so . . . 

Quentin seemed to feel my hesitance. My withdrawing. He reached over and took my hand in his. “What else, sir? How about my adolescence?”

“I sent you to join the military once you were of a certain age. You made it through boot camp—”

“With the humans?”

“Yes. I wanted to raise you like one.”

I wrinkled my nose. “You wanted intel on the humans, you mean. An inside man.”

Alaric flashed a devilish smile. “Astute, Coralia.” He rolled his wrist. “In any event, you didn’t last long. You had the physical requisites in abundance, and your superiors told me you excelled in strategy, but your foggy memory became a liability. So I took you back to the Academy.” 

“Interesting.” Quentin massaged his chin’s stubble. “How long was I gone?”

“Nearly two years, from sixteen to eighteen.”

He lurched back. “That recently?”

“Yes. When you returned, you had fire in your belly, yet could never remember why. I decided it was a good time to teach you mundane magic—in secret, of course. Then, well, your memory started returning. You retained some of the knowledge I passed down to you, which shocked me. I decided that when you were ready, you would join Shadowblade Academy. And so you did.”

“My memory came back . . .” Quentin said, as if trying to recall the exact moment it happened. “And you found it strange?”

Alaric didn’t speak for a long while. Finally, he said, “Strange is one way to put it, son.” He averted his gaze, looking far off. When he faced Quentin once more, his eyes were glassy. “The day your memory came back, Quentin, was the saddest day of my life.”

I gasped. What a fucked up thing to say!

Quentin went stone-still. Rigid.

“It was the saddest day of my life because it meant Emma Argyle, the woman I’d always loved, was dead.”
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Chapter 4
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Coralia

DESPITE THE SOLEMN subject of our conversation with Headmaster Cane, Quentin was a stronger person than I. Once Alaric finished his tale, my mate wasn’t dejected or filled with sorrow or anger or a sense of betrayal. 

On the contrary, he seemed relieved to finally know more about himself, from the man who had raised him in secret. He wasn’t a grudge-holder. 

I couldn’t help but think about Quentin’s life in more jaded, cynical terms. It’s easy to imagine Quentin Argyle as a workshop kid—someone who’s always been here at the Academy, soaking up knowledge and learning—even though his amnesia kept him from really sponging information for a long time. 

One might even say he was groomed to become a shadowblade from a young age. Manipulated. Forced into a role without choice.

He didn’t see it that way. I could tell by the stern, confident spark in his eye. Puzzle pieces started to fall into place. He seemed more resolved than ever.

He told Alaric, “Thank you for your honesty and candor, sir. I feel . . . vindicated, I suppose.” He scratched his cheek. “No, that’s not the right word. I feel liberated.”

“I am glad for it, Quentin.” Alaric inclined his chin. “It’s a weight off my shoulders as well.”

My head swiveled between the two of them. I thought Quentin was taking all this surprisingly well. He really is quite a team player. 

“What happens next?” I asked. I didn’t feel like the conversation was over. 

Alaric’s brow lifted. “Concerning what, Miss Hargrave? I’ve told Mr. Argyle everything I know about him. From here on, I suppose he’ll have to do like the rest of us: plow forward, shape his life how he sees fit, and grow.”

It was eloquent and tidy, I guess, but I didn’t feel satisfied. 

Quentin put a hand on my shoulder, stopping me from debating, my mouth half-open. “Headmaster Cane didn’t need to tell me those things, love. He’s earned my loyalty. And he’s right: I can move on now.”

I narrowed my eyes at them both. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to hear, but I still felt oddly gypped. 

Before I could explain myself, Headmaster Cane raised a finger. “There is a matter to discuss, actually. Since I have you here, Miss Hargrave. It is a conversation to be done in private.” He eyed Quentin, dismissing him.

Quen’s eyes narrowed. He glanced over at me. 

My heart started thumping, with the attention swinging to me. Hold on now. This wasn’t part of the plan.

In a low voice, Quentin said to me, “Should I round up the others?”

I had to bite back my smile. He made his point clear: Quentin might have given his loyalty to Headmaster Cane, but his allegiance was to me first, above all. Even above the leader of our school.

I loved him for it.

I knew Quentin was asking, in a thinly-veiled way, if he should gather our other Glovemates in case Alaric tried to pull a fast one on me—like last time—and do something shady. In case I needed to escape. 

I let my smile slip, eyeing Alaric with a bit of a haughty smirk. Letting him know that, try as he might, Quentin Argyle was my boy. Not his. 

It felt good to have that kind of camaraderie and devotion from someone. From four someones. Alaric Cane had probably never had that in his life, judging by how Emma Argyle had ping-ponged from him to my mom.

The headmaster’s gaze on me trembled with vexation. His withering face got tighter in the cheeks. “Yes,” he said, “you should round up Hudson’s Glove.”

My heart leaped to my throat. 

It happened so fast—the other shoe dropping and putting me in my place. He shifted the power dynamic like that, back in his favor with a single, well-placed demand. Showing how I might have been cunning and wily, but he was still the head honcho. 

Alaric Cane and only Alaric Cane dictated the narrative of Shadowblade Academy. We were just visitors here in his house.

His words lingered in the air, during which time I spiraled with anxiety. 

Then he said, “Not because I’m going to punish Coralia for anything. You needn’t worry about that, Quentin. Find the other Knuckles so we can discuss our plan moving forward, regarding Ornoth.”

I exhaled slow and sharp through my nostrils. My heart went back to a respectable rhythm.

Following Ornoth’s threatening speech a week ago, I’d told the headmaster and a group of faculty I would hoist the Academy banner and help find allies to our cause, to fight the demons. Everyone had dismissed me at first. Then more and more people came to my aid, supporting my claim I could succeed: Jace Hudson, Professors Eva Avery and Gareon Lews; even my own mother.

The chickens had come home to roost. It was time to make good on my word, however foolish it seemed in hindsight.

“Very well, sir,” Quentin said. He stood and gave a small bow. To me: “You know where we’ll be, love.”

Yep. Right outside this damn door, ready to bust it down in case anything happens.

I didn’t think Alaric Cane would have the audacity. Despite one very large elephant in the room I had successfully kept at bay until now, I had the somewhat arrogant and likely naïve inclination I was too important to fuck with at the moment. 

No one else at this school was going to raise the banner.

Once Quentin left the conference room, however, leaving me alone with the headmaster, Alaric brought forth said elephant in the room. “We have a matter to discuss, you and I.” His tone scalded me. 

This time, my stomach twisted in knots and my palms turned clammy.

He leaned forward in his chair, beard sweeping over the tabletop. He read the fear in my eyes. “It can’t be avoided forever, Coralia.”

Fuck. Can’t it though?

I swallowed through the tightness in my throat.

“Mya Todden.” His voice was heavy. Portentous. As if uttering her name was a death sentence.

It very well could have been.

For matters like these Headmaster Cane showed his might once again: He was judge, jury, and executioner for all Academy transgressions.

I should have never given him that fucking snooty smirk like I owned the place. Stupid, stupid move, girl.

I had inadvertently given him every reason to flex his power over me.

The singular question was this: Had I proven myself valuable enough to stave off punishment for my crimes? Because the damnable truth was I had killed Mya Todden. I’d been lost in a mind-fog of darkness at the time, sure, but that didn’t excuse my actions.

Up until now, I had told myself to own up to it, take responsibility, and accept my fate. 

Now that the moment had come, and Alaric Cane’s abrupt sentencing seemed on the tip of his tongue, and my entire life balanced in the palms of his hands, I was just plain terrified.  

I clenched my hands together beneath the lip of the desk, squeezing so hard my fingers lost feeling. My face grew cold as the color fled my skin.

I bowed my head in a show of servitude and acceptance. “I understand, Headmaster. I’m ready for whatever punishment you deem fit.” It took all my willpower to squeeze the words from my throat. 

He cocked a brow, an impressed frown twisting his features. “Is that so?”

I nodded. “I know I can’t prolong the inevitable. All I ask is my Glovemates not be held as accessories, because they truly had nothing to do with Miss Todden’s death.”

Another agonizing wait passed. He really knows how to drum up suspense, goddammit!

His pinched voice rattled my nerves. “I must say, you’re showing quite a bit of maturity and poise, Miss Hargrave. Considering your position.”

“Thank you, sir.” I tapped my foot impatiently. “But I think flattery will only make me wilt even faster.”

He chuckled. 

My eyes ripped to him, startled at his reaction. This is no laughing matter, Al!

“As far as I’m concerned,” he said, “one of Ornoth’s demon infiltrators killed Mya Todden.”

I reeled, mind spinning. “W-What?”

He gave me an unconcerned shrug. “It was a sad day for the Academy. Many lives were lost, including hers.”

I narrowed my brow. “But . . . the time line doesn’t add up at all. Students know Mya Todden was killed before—”

“They’ll forget,” he snapped. “New tragedies have a way of overshadowing past ones. Ornoth’s promise of war takes precedence over anything prior to it.”

Ah. There it is. I have proven myself too valuable for the cause. My heart fluttered wildly. Ezekiel Caffrey, the expert shadowblade alum and investigator of Mya’s death, had gathered enough evidence to indict me and try me. I was guilty as sin and Ezekiel and Alaric knew it. 

“Do you understand, Miss Hargrave?” the headmaster asked expectantly. 

Yes, I understood he was telling me to go along with a line that was complete bullshit . . . 

. . . and also exonerated me. What a hell of a situation to put me in.

I couldn’t balk or think about it for long. I wasn’t holier-than-thou. Plus, it’s not like he actually gave me an option—he was simply rendering his verdict.

Obviously I wasn’t innocent. If Alaric Cane was trying to save me from embarrassment and justice, who was I to stop him? As I’d said: He and only he controlled the narrative. 

I gulped hard. “I do, sir.” 

“Good. Miss Todden will be given a proper burial in due time, along with the rest of the students murdered during that callous, tragic day. For now, your schoolmates must remain focused. We cannot derail them with even more heartache.”

“I understand.” My voice was robotic in my ears. You need your student-cadets trained into proper soldiers before Ornoth decides to attack again, which could come any day.

All of Shadowblade Academy was on edge, skating a razor wire of fear and anxiety. Since my Glovemates and I had inadvertently opened a shadowgate during the Asberald gala mission, which gave my sister Myria a route back here, Ornoth had the luxury of waging his attack on us whenever he wanted. 

It was so fucking nerve-racking.  

In little over a week the entire campus had been turned into a garrison. Classes had been switched—knowledge courses changing for combat-oriented ones. Wards and extra defenses had been raised in preparation. 

Now I had the thankless task of trying to save all our asses by gathering people to our side. 

“All right.” Alaric lightly slapped the table to let me know our meeting was adjourned with my acquittal. “When your gallant Glovemates arrive to defend your honor, Miss Hargrave, I’ll see you in here together. For now, I’m taking lunch. Good afternoon.”

He got up and left the conference room through his secret bookshelf side door, leaving me there to ponder things. 

My heart slowed but my mind raced. 

If we were Briarwitch Academy or Banehearth or basically any of the other supernatural academies, our plan of recruiting allies might have been easier. 

But Shadowblade Academy worked in, well, the shadows, and was historically and notoriously noncommittal to outside help. Which meant we never helped anyone either, unless something dire threatened the supernatural community as a whole.

Shadowblade Academy dealt with existential problems, such as the ones we faced now: the eradication of our alliance with humanity and the extinction of our people. 

Our assassins did not aid Briarwitch Academy during the Battle of Briarwitch, when the Turned army marched upon our allies. When the Witherfang mining facility had been uncovered, we were nowhere to be found.

Now we wanted to ask these people to help us in our time of need?

Good fucking luck.

And I had stupidly agreed to take on this utterly daunting task. I reckoned it would require a whole lot of masterful diplomacy—something I had never been trained in—and luck. 

Standing from the table, I sighed heavily.  

Why the hell do I always put myself in these situations?

Then I shook my head as I made my way to the door. Well, look on the bright side: At least I’m not going to be executed. Yet.  
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Chapter 5


[image: image]


Sunny

MY PRACTICE SWORD FLASHED, slicing left and right, scaring my opponent into a defensive stance. 

It wasn’t really a “stance” at all. More of a desperate attempt to not get smacked by my whirling weapon. Rivulets of sweat ran down his forehead and brow; the dampened pits, staining his Academy uniform blacker than black.

“It’s a wooden fucking sword!” I roared, trying to light a fire under the Ghost’s ass. 

It didn’t work. No sooner had I said the words than the student squealed and dropped his weapon.

I snarled and slapped the sword against his side, hard, pretending I couldn’t stop my momentum—even though I could have stopped my swing on a dime.

He cried out and doubled over. 

I showed him my fangs as he cowered. No more than twenty years old, the boy was a sorry excuse for a “peer.” 

This is what we call shadowblades-in-training these days? Pathetic.

Loud footsteps thudded on the mat behind me, trembling the ground beneath my feet. 

I spun to find Benji Gamlet charging at me, trying to catch me while I wasn’t looking. The redheaded fool looked like the Pillsbury Doughboy as he bumbled along, his fluffy body jiggling. 

I parried him three times and spun around his clumsy swings. He matched my movements and came at me headlong, all offense and no defense.

It was a strategy I could respect, but Benji had no chance. He was a Phantom, which meant he had more combat experience than most of these useless sacks, but I had decades of training over him. 

For a moment, he had me on my heels. Then my wooden sword accidentally crunched his right wrist and he yelped and dropped his blade.

I put mine across his neck.

Instead of surrendering, he dropped with surprising speed for such a man, swooped up his practice sword, and tried to take my feet out from under me. 

I laughed as I hopped over his swing. At least the kid had spirit.

But that didn’t stop me from kneeing him in the face on his way up from his crouched position. He flew back, landing hard on his ass with blood streaming down his nose. 

His nose wasn’t broken—I hadn’t put enough force into my flying knee to do much damage—but it would feel broken for a few days. His eyes already welled with tears, though they weren’t sad tears but the blurry kind you get whenever your nose gets crunched. 

“Nice try, Gamlet,” I said dryly, shaking my head. 

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Finley Winston fighting off two students at once. Then three students. One of them was Maddi Hartwell, a spunky little Phantom who also knew how to use a weapon.

Finley took her out in three swings before focusing on the others and putting them out of their misery with a few quick sweeps of her feet and jabs of her practice sword.

I frowned at Finley once she was finished with her group. She gave me a tiny smirk and popped her eyebrows.

That chick knows what she’s doing. I hated it. Her black bob swished as she turned away from me. It boiled my blood. I faced my group of students to egg them on.

“Sunny,” a voice said over my shoulder. 

I wheeled. Jace Hudson marched toward me. His eyes fell on the doubled-over student to my right, and Benji grabbing his bloody nose to my left. 

“Yes, Jace?” I asked, my voice the very picture of innocence.

“You’re here to train students into soldiers. Not send them to the infirmary.”

My eyes narrowed. “One does not exclude the other, Jace. How will they ever learn what a real-world fight is like if they can’t take a little wooden slap across the face?”

“It’s not your call to make,” Jace chided. “Also, ‘little slaps’ rarely draw blood.”

“That’s a matter of opinion,” I scoffed. “These students shouldn’t even be here. Is this honestly the best we have?”

“No. That’s the point. These are the students lacking in their skills. Combat skills in particular. We need to get them up to speed per Headmaster Cane’s orders.”

“There you are following Cane’s orders like a dog again.”

His nostrils flared. “What was that, Knuckle?”

Oh, he wants me to repeat it? “I’m sorry, Wrist, did I stutter?”

“Sounds like you’re trying to get your ass kicked, Sunny.”

I gave him an impressed pout. “Is that a challenge or a promise?” My sword circled in front of me.

I itched to take on my superior. I knew he wouldn’t do it. Not in front of all the students he was in charge of training, in the off-chance I embarrassed him. 

Jace’s beard looked a little grayer these days, after all. I had to wonder if he had the same capabilities he used to after being out of the game for so long.

The Wrist backed down, squaring his shoulders to save face. “I notice you glare at Miss Winston every time you drop a student on their ass,” he said, changing the subject.

I shrugged, trying not to make a big deal out of it. “She’s the only one with any balls around here. Funny, that, since she’s the smallest and most ball-less student in the dojo.”

Jace let out a humorless chuckle. “You think you can take Finley?”

“Yes. Why, has she said anything to you about me?”

My voice sounded a bit too eager in my ears. 

This time, Jace’s chuckle had some genuine laughter behind it. “You’re one arrogant, narcissistic son of a bitch, Sunder Conway.”

“You’re only noticing that now?”

“Finley hasn’t mentioned you a single time, kid—”

“Watch who you’re calling a kid, Wrist. I’m your senior in everything but title.”

Jace rolled his eyes. He swept his hand toward Finley across the way. She was fighting a few more students. “She has nothing to prove, Sunny. Don’t you see that? She doesn’t care about your competitiveness. She’s just returning your looks to goad you and you’re walking right into it. Be smarter.”

Frustration sizzled inside me. 

He continued his lecture. “What you need to do is stop trying to contend with Finley Winston. Stop trying to outshine her. Train your handful of students to the best of your ability. We need to get them more secure and self-sufficient.”

He was probably right, but I wouldn’t admit it. Plus, I was bored. “Tall task, Jace. It’s not my fault the raggedy students you gave me can hardly recognize their swords from their dicks.”

“So help them recognize. This job takes more nuance than you’re giving.” Jace nodded his chin toward my would-be rival. “Do you notice any difference between Finley and yourself?”

“She’s fun-sized and dainty and I’m tall and hung?” Talk about walking right into it.

Jace put his hands on his forehead, clearly annoyed. “You really never take anything seriously, do you?”

“Do you want an honest answer to that?”

“The difference is she has ten students waiting in line, eager to challenge her to a bout. Meanwhile, you have three kids shaking like leaves in your queue.”

“Yeah, because she’s easier to take down. They know she’ll go easy on them. I won’t. Hence why they flock to her and not me.”

“No, it’s because the students know they’ll learn from her and won’t simply get their asses knocked to the ground without any lesson behind it.”

I raised a finger in my defense. “An ass-beating is a learning experience. It’s called tough love, Jace.”

Jace said nothing for a moment. He simply stared at me with his hands biting into his hips. Then he shook his head. “Clearly I’m not getting through.”

You are, but you’re also just such an easy bear to poke.

“Try to be more inspiring and helpful like Finley, Sunny. That’s all I’m saying. Don’t scare the students into never wanting to pick up a sword again. That won’t get us anywhere. Go ahead and take ten to regroup.”

He wandered off after that, leaving me staring at his back. 

I didn’t need to take ten. I didn’t need to regroup. Finley Winston and I had very different teaching philosophies, and if Jace didn’t like it, he could find another assistant combat tutor. 

I was going to keep breaking these students down until they became warm gushy clay I could mold into unbending steel walls. I would get these kids in tiptop shape one way or another and I would keep knocking them down until they got there.

My eyebrows perked as an idea came to me. Maybe I challenge Finley herself, in front of all the students. Then we can see who the best really is. 

If she’s such a legendary fighter, she should have no problem taking me on. And if I beat her, then it gives credence to my, uh, teaching style. 

A foreign feeling washed through me. 

Doubt. Hesitance.

But if I lose, well, then I’ll probably have to kill myself from embarrassment. “The bully gets put in his place” and all that. I would never live it down.

I shrugged. I just can’t lose. Simple as—

“Sunny,” a new voice called behind me. 

“Gah, what is it?” I growled, spinning to chew off the newcomer’s face.

Quentin stood at the foot of the mat with his arms crossed over his chest. My Glovemate worn a serious, flat expression. I couldn’t read his eyes, which was rare considering how expressive they usually were.

“It’s time,” he said. “Coralia needs our help.”

I dropped my sword to the floor before he’d even finished the sentence. All the training and bullshit with Finley went out the window in an instant. “What’s happened to her?”

“Not sure. I believe Headmaster Cane might be sentencing her for Mya Todden’s death as we speak.”

“Motherfucker.” I bared my fangs. “And you left her alone with him?”

“I had no choice. He promised not to do any—”

My growl stopped him short. “You should know better than anyone you can’t trust a promise or word or fucking squeak out of our illustrious headmaster, Quen.”

A curious expression crinkled his features. “Yeah . . . you have no idea.” 

I threaded my brow at that, confused, then let it go. “Come on.” 

We moved for the exit of the dojo together. Jace watched us go and gave me a small nod, as if realizing what was going on.

Whatever was going on, the Wrist understood if it involved Quentin and me together, it was more important than dealing with the dregs of Shadowblade Academy.

Finley could have them to herself. 

Before we reached the exit, I overheard two students in passing, mumbling hopelessly to one another.

“What does it matter how good we get with a sword, anyway?” one of the students said, rubbing his red-raw elbow. “Ornoth could show up any day. Then we’re all fucked.”

“I know, right?” the other replied. “We’ll never be ready for him. This is pointless.”

It wasn’t the first time over the past week I’d heard students speaking in hushed tones about the rocky future of Shadowblade Academy. They whispered about it in the corridors, in the mess hall, out on the park green, always with that undercurrent of helplessness and defeat. 

This time it irked me more than usual because it made me notice something: Coralia was right. The students were losing hope and confidence and faith. Fast. With such an uncertain future, they had no clear leader to look to, and a decidedly bleak outlook. The looming threat of Ornoth’s demon army hung over them like ominous tides before a hurricane. 

It won’t be long before they start staging protests.

We needed to do something to bolster our morale and defenses before we lost them entirely to the cunning demon cunt. 

I sighed, falling in step beside Quentin. Maybe Wrist Hudson is right after all and my beat-them-into-the-dirt style of tutoring isn’t the best morale booster. 

Because what happens after the protests spark a movement? 

Rebellion and, eventually, defection.
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Chapter 6
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Venn

ALL ACROSS SHADOWBLADE Academy people were in a tizzy. Professors, tutors, and trainers pulled twelve- to sixteen-hour days trying to reach whatever invisible, unattainable goal Headmaster Cane had set for them. The students needed to be shaped into soldiers, posthaste. They were getting a crash course in wartime training and not everyone responded well to the new, breakneck speed of their tutelage. 

Students no longer walked the grounds with smiles on their faces. I noticed a lot of sagging shoulders, bowed heads, exhausted expressions, and people deep in thought with their brows creased.

Panic seemed on the fringes, creeping ever inward.  

Many students wanted to be left alone to think. They spurned their friends. Even though Alaric had told everyone to walk in groups—in case another impromptu shadowy invasion happened—people seemed too disheartened to heed his warning and advice. Too distracted. Too traumatized.

I understood their dilemma.

Not every student was attached to a Glove or had the camaraderie and support of other shadowblades-in-training. The first-year Ghosts, especially, seemed lost, recently arrived and trying to get their bearings on this intimidating school. 

Without any direction or firm leadership, it was only a matter of time until they wavered. 

My theory was that people like me, senior students, had to be there for the younger students when they fell, to help them back up. To push them in the right direction and make sure they didn’t veer from their studies and training.

Senior students had begun taking more hands-on roles in coaching the Ghosts and Phantoms. I had been appointed the poison assistant under Professor Frilly Hawkins. We weren’t even sugarcoating the alchemical aspect of it anymore. There was no time to learn how to make silly little salves and love potions when war loomed. Poison tinctures and healing balms were the primary potions we’d need, and we were manufacturing them at assembly-line speeds. 

Dax, ever the sneaky one, had taken on a position under Professor Gareon Lews, to bring students up to speed on shadow manipulation, shadow summoning, and things of that ilk. We needed our army to be able to travel quickly, smoothly, and silently, without any hiccups.

Quentin and Coralia taught shadowwalking with Professor Eva Avery. The historical aspects of shadowgates and the Shadow and Spectral Realms were mainly forgotten for the practical aspects instead. Rather than teaching what they were, which would have been an entire semester worth of knowledge, they were teaching how they worked.

When not assisting Professor Avery, Quen and Cor spent time in the war council with the higher-ups, going over strategy.

Sunny and Finley Winston taught combat under Jace Hudson. The dojo with my family name on it—the Gable Training Facility—was open twenty-four-seven these days for students who wanted to spar or workout at any odd hour of the day or night. 

So was the mess hall. It was constantly packed, even in the wee hours of morning that could still be considered night. 

That’s where I sat, in the corner of the giant auditorium, taking my lunch after a three hour laboratory session. The hall was quieter than usual, despite the large number of students taking up space. I peered out at the busy sea of faces, locked in a tense atmosphere with low conversations and hushed whispers. 

It was like staring at a dimly lit candle, where one small breeze could spread the fire of fear across the entire campus.  

I wanted to reach out to my peers but I didn’t know how. These kids didn’t know me from Steve. I couldn’t invite them into my Glove, either, because we were full up. Knuckles could only group up to five on a team. 

I was thankful and appreciative for all my gang did. 

I had Dax to lean on in times of trouble. My best friend in the group and the calmest of us. The panther shifter made sure the candle of doubt was never stoked too brightly. 

Quentin had a reassuring nature too. He’d been spending more time with Coralia, but he deserved it. The man had been through a lot. I’d heard he was learning more and more about his ugly past. 

Probably getting some much-needed alone time with Cor, also, which I’m slightly jealous of.

Then there was Sunny. I was even thankful for the exasperating vampire. He was a force to be reckoned with, fierce, and would make sure we stayed the course. There was no straying on Sunny’s watch.

He would probably make fun of me and call me too compassionate if I told him I wanted to help these lesser, younger students. He would say something like, “You can’t help everyone,” or “it’s survival of the fittest,” or “if they die, they die” in his best Ivan Drago impersonation.

If I was too compassionate, he was too sociopathic. There had to be a happy medium because I could see the cloud on the horizon and it was a dark one. 

Once one student had a mental or nervous breakdown, word of it would spread like wildfire. The gossip would create a fearful domino effect and we’d all be screwed. 

Ornoth’s demons would prey on that weakness. He had already offered a simple way out of this hellscape: Join him.

The offer wasn’t bad on its face, if I was being honest—even if Ornoth’s promises were all lies. He said anyone who joined him would gain fame, fortune, and status. He vowed a hierarchy based on merits rather than nepotism or wealth. 

It all sounded too good to be true—and it was—but try telling that to a twenty-one-year-old Ghost fresh out of Briarwitch Academy with no idea what the future held or even if his new school would exist next semester.

Doubtful, scared thoughts like those haunted every third or fourth face I watched in the mess hall.

“I thought I’d find you here.”

I looked over my shoulder to find Dax Kilmeade rounding the table behind me. His face was solemn, his cheeks drawn, undoubtedly from sleep deprivation.

When he sat across from me and put down his eating tray, he offered me a small smile, shining his brilliant white teeth in his black face. “You look tired, brother.”

“So do you, Dax.” I looked down at my empty plate.

“You’ve been spending a lot of time here, Donovenn.”

He always spoke to people like he was their father. The man hated using nicknames. It made me feel like he was scolding me, even when he was just trying to make conversation.

“Train, work, eat, shit, sleep,” I said. “That’s what the last week has been. Where else should I be?”

He bit into a sandwich. “Fair point. Except your tray is empty.” He nudged his chin toward my side. “Yet you’re still here.”

“Is a man not allowed to sit and think?” My voice came out more frustrated than I’d meant it to. 

We all had short tempers these days. 

“I apologize if I offended.”

I sighed. “It’s okay. You’re right. I’m tired. That’s all it is.”

“Perhaps we’ve been away from M’shyok Wahdus’ side for too long.” He loved using his native sobriquet for Coralia, his “warrior love.” The only person he afforded a nickname, if it could be called that. Well, her and Desmona the dryad, whom he grew up with and called ‘Des.’

“You’re not wrong about that,” I said, “but she’s just as busy as we are, what with the war council, Quentin, setting things in motion. She’s an important player in all this, you know?”

A small nod. He scratched his ear before finishing his sandwich. “She has come a long way since she first joined Hudson’s Glove.” 

I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled. “I’ll say. Isn’t she still technically a Phantom? I don’t even know anymore. The titles seem to mean less and less around here.”

“Very true, Donovenn. Perhaps we need a change of scenery.”

I perked up slightly, slanting my head. “What do you mean? Like away from the Academy?”

“Perhaps. We are to be sent on a mission before too long, yes? Maybe what we’re feeling is . . . how do you say it? Cottage frenzy?”

I laughed, snorting. “You mean cabin fever? Maybe you’re right. Everyone seems to be getting squirrelly around here.” 

I appreciated Dax for making me laugh for the first time in days, however unwittingly it had been.

“On a smaller scale,” he continued, “maybe we can change the scenery now. Without getting too far from the Academy’s reach.”

My brow threaded with confusion. “What do you mean?”

A shrug. “I don’t know. Let’s see . . .” he trailed off, pulling at the skin of his chin. Then his eyes brightened. “How about we go to the infirmary?”

I frowned. “Um, that sounds the opposite of a fun and exciting adventure, Dax.”

“We can check on the students we rescued last week from the demon shadows.”

I’d nearly forgotten about them in the whirlwind of activity since then. Dax and I had been present when the first shadow creatures sent by Ornoth and Myria attacked a pair of students walking down a hallway, directly in front of us. 

After destroying the shadows, we’d rushed the students to the infirmary before Ornoth showed up. One of them, a male, had been gravely wounded, while his female companion had been hysterical about it.

I almost didn’t want to learn the fate of those two, fearing it wasn’t good news.  

But Dax knew how to get me moving again. He knew how to use my compassion against me. I stood from my table, slapping the countertop. “You’re right. Let’s do it.”

Hope sprang inside me—the first glimmer of it I’d felt in a while. 

Dax was right about one thing: There was a shining beacon of hope that sashayed across this Academy. Coralia was a living warehouse of the stuff, and I missed her dearly. If there was anyone who was going to get us out of this mess—this funk—it was her. 

* * *
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“I’M SORRY, GENTLEMEN, but we cannot discuss the status of patients with students,” Nurse Jackie said to me. 

Despite having a comical name, she was cute and she knew how to use it to calm frustrations. She blinked her huge eyes and smiled her cheery smile and expected everyone to just accept it and move on. 

Dax and I were built differently though. 

“So you’re telling us they are patients, then?” I asked, my eyes twinkling with mischief.

She let out a small sound of exasperation, shaking her head. “I didn’t say that.”

“What about Dr. Merryman?” Dax asked, leaning forward on the counter, forearms down flat. “Can we speak with him?”

I couldn’t believe Dax was pulling a “don’t you know who we are?” card, but here we were. We’d had high hopes coming over here and now Jackie was shutting us down cold.

She threaded her delicate fingers together. “Gentlemen, I’m sorry. It’s against rules and regulations. Unless you have a note from the superior—”

“Headmaster Cane?” Dax interjected.

“Yes. Unless Headmaster Cane allows it, my hands are tied. I’m . . . sorry.” 

To her credit, she did look sorry. Eyebrows arched hopelessly, lips pouting, eyelashes fluttering. 

I didn’t buy it for a second. Arching my silver brows, I said, “What the hell is this? Does doctor-patient confidentiality actually work here? Like, is it a HIPAA violation not to help us? Who the hell is gonna prosecute—”

Dax put a hand on my shoulder, stopping me before I could get anymore animated. “Donovenn, brother, please. Nurse Jacquelyn is not the enemy.”

She smiled at him.

“We will have to speak with Headmaster Cane,” he finished.

I sighed, put my hand to my temple, and nodded. “I’m sorry, Jackie. Okay. Fine.”

Then we walked out. We had another mission now. 

And we weren’t more than twenty feet out of the infirmary when Quentin and Sunny crossed our paths. 

“There you are,” Quentin said, the sun beating down on his shaggy black hair. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you two.” His eyebrows lifted a fraction when he noticed the building we were standing in front of. “Is everything okay?”

I flapped a hand behind me. “No one’s hurt. Well, at least not us. We were just checking on something but got shut down. What’s up?”

“It’s time,” Quentin said ominously, vaguely.

I popped an eyebrow. “Come again?”

“Dammit,” he whined, deflating. “You guys are all killing my badass catchphrase moment.”

“Um, sorry. It sounded badass enough, I guess?” I scratched my head. What does he want from me? I’m not in the mood.

“Headmaster Cane wants to see us,” he said. 

Sunny stood off to the side, shifting his weight impatiently. “We’re about to be sent somewhere. Let’s get to it, fuckers. The princess is already with the king and we don’t want to keep His Majesty waiting. Remember what happened last time they were left alone together?”

My eyes bulged. How could I forget? Coralia was sent off-campus to a place away from all of us—her mother’s state of North Carolina—with only my fae mind-link to connect us to her. 

It had been a frightening, terrible situation. The whole Ornoth thing happened while she was gone and we felt helpless to protect her. 

Apparently the demon lord went to her first. 

We couldn’t let that happen again. 

“Dammit, why didn’t you just lead with that?” I growled, and was already moving past them, Dax on my heels.

At least there was some silver lining to this dreary day: A mission had dropped right in my lap, and I finally felt some excitement in my bones. 

I just prayed Coralia would be part of it this time. 
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Chapter 7
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Coralia

I BIT MY NAILS AND tapped my feet, waiting on a bench in the hallway outside the conference room. I felt like I was in a nerve-racking courtroom drama, waiting for my turn in front of a judge and jury to plead my case in the hopes I wouldn’t be whisked off to jail.

Except my judgment had already come. I’d been found “not guilty” even though I was decidedly guilty for Mya Todden’s death. 

I didn’t know how to feel about it. I certainly wasn’t excited or even relieved about my exoneration.

I didn’t think I deserved special treatment. Guilt tore me apart at the thought of Mya Todden’s poor family, who likely had no idea what happened to their daughter at this school. 

Now, after finding out about her untimely, tragic demise—one which Alaric Cane would surely drum up a fictitious version of—they would have no closure. 

A demise I was responsible for.

Everyone close to me told me I couldn’t be blamed because a literal demon had controlled my mind in that terrible moment. That same demonic brainwashing had almost caused me to kill my best friend and roommate, Charli, too. My cat-turned-demonic-guardian, Bruce Kittenson, aka Arrozul, had taken on the burden of my tarnished soul and been forced to retreat to the demon realm to let it corrupt him.

How could I not be blamed for all that?

The words of encouragement I heard came from my people. Of course they were going to try to make me feel better about myself. Blameless and innocent. 

There was a big gap between what I should have felt and what I actually felt. 

I asked myself again: How can I not blame myself? The Oblyx sword was in my hands. I did those awful things to Mya, even if I have no recollection of it. 

For all those confusing reasons, part of me bore immense hatred for the demons. For what they had done to me and made me do to others. I wanted revenge against the evil devils, pure and simple. Vengeance for Mya, for Desmona, for Vivi, for every other person they had ever harmed—especially the women, who received a particularly cruel form of torture from the bastards.

If only the students at Shadowblade Academy knew the turmoil I’d gone through at the hands of Ornoth and his ilk, they’d never let his illusions of grandeur muddy their minds. They would scoff at the idea of joining him if they knew what he would actually demand: their bodies, their minds, their souls.

Screw the notions of gold and land and property and status. Ornoth preyed on the weakest parts of humanity: greed, opportunism, doubt, and fear. 

Someone had to reveal the man behind the curtain in order to win this war. I was certain of it.

My thoughts tumbled in my mind, circling madly, and an idea started to resonate, pushing through the murk.  

Shit . . . maybe I should tell the entire student body what happened to me. Many of them trust me. I frowned. Just as many of them don’t though. 

It was a dicey proposition. 

On one hand, it would expose me as a freaking murderer. It would confirm all the gossip floating around campus since Mya’s death and I’d be drowned under the weight of their outrage. They’d want to tie a noose around my neck right then and there, in Glimmer Hall, directly after my speech. Headmaster Cane would likely have no choice but to oblige them. Even he couldn’t protect me from the angry mob I’d be forging against me. 

On the other hand, a speech like that might liberate me from the guilt weighing me down. If not liberation, it would at least give the more rebellious-minded students reason to pause. To think about what they’re really doing after hearing about it from someone who has firsthand experience in Ornoth’s custody. I could show them how he’s deceiving them, dangling fool’s gold in front of their eyes; how dangerous and serious a move this is for them to take, for the sake of our entire species as magical beings.

We were supposed to be the ones fighting on the side of humanity and Earth. The “human realm,” as others called it.

We were supposed to be the last defense against “dissident, malcontent supernaturals,” as Alaric Cane had said so long ago in his orientation speech to newcomers of the Academy. 

It was one thing for Ornoth to have a demonic army of his own people—plus whatever hybrid supernaturals they had birthed. It was an entirely different thing for him to have free, willing participants from our own side filling his horde. People who knew secrets about Shadowblade Academy and Briarwitch and all the rest.

So, how can we put the fear of God—for lack of a better phrase—in these students? These kids who really had no loyalty to Alaric or anyone else, and were promised unfathomable glories? Kids who were just trying to find their way in this magical world?

I sighed and leaned back in my bench, the back of my skull against the wall as I stared up at the high-vaulted ceiling of Fort Nocturnus. A headache pulsed behind my eyes, so I closed them.  

Is it worth sacrificing myself for this pivotal cause? For the greater good? 

I wasn’t sure I had the courage to do it. I’d have to think long and hard about it. 

Maybe I’ll have to bring it up with my Glovemates. Though I already know what their response will be: disbelief and outrage that I’d even entertain such a thing.

My mates were selfish when it came to me.

I wondered if I would finally feel vindicated if my truth came out. If “doing the right thing” and telling the students about me would actually change anything at all.

Or will I go down in history as a giant hypocrite of the Academy? Will I be damned as the girl who killed her own classmate and then turned around and urged everyone else not to do the same thing? Not to be like me?

I puffed out my cheeks and blew out a long breath. 

Yeah, I definitely needed to take a long think about this. Whatever my mates counseled, it needed to be my decision.

Luckily, thudding boots and low murmurs broke my dreary thoughts. Down the hall, my Glovemates marched toward me.

They struck badass figures, hot and scowly and growly as they stormed toward my bench. 

“Are we too late?” Sunny asked first.

I slowly stood from the bench, only to be surrounded by the towering studs. I looked askance at the vampire. “Uhh, too late for what?”

He threw up his hands in frustration. “I don’t know, woman! For whatever bullshit Alaric Cane is planning.”

I smiled at him. Sunny cared so hard for me but it was so difficult for him to show it in any way other than anger. I had to laugh at that. “You’re not too late, sunshine. He’s inside the conference room, I think, waiting for the five of us to show up.”

“Good. Then let’s get this over with.” Sunny marched past me to the doors.

When Quentin passed me, I slapped his ass and said, “What took so long, Dreamwatcher? You were gone an hour. I was starting to get worried.”

He jolted from the sudden slap to his rear. Even I didn’t know what had come over me with that one. 

Then he smirked deliciously. “Everyone was all scattered about.” His thick brow furrowed. “How about you? You look a bit scattered too, lass.”

“Oh, you know. Just been thinking.”

“About what?”

“Eternal damnation and my restless spirit. Absolution from all transgressions. The extinction of an entire species. You know, the usual stuff.”

He chuckled and draped his arm over my shoulder. “Let’s go, Moonwalker, before Sunny has a conniption.”

I laughed as Sunny threw open the doors with an air of self-righteous indignation, and we followed him in. 

“I think that ship has sailed long ago, love,” I said, tipping my head against Quentin’s shoulder. “Sunder Conway is in a permanent state of hissy fits.”
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Chapter 8
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Coralia

HEADMASTER CANE MET us with little fanfare, seated behind his desk once again with his fingers twined together. This time, the mysterious Unseelie Fae investigator, Ezekiel Caffrey, stood behind him with his hands clasped at his stomach.

I was surprised Mr. Caffrey was still on campus after the investigation of Mya Todden’s death concluded. His purple eyes landed on mine and I quickly darted my gaze away, shame squeezing my insides.

He knew what I’d done. He was the one who figured it out. He also knew my punishment, or lack of it.

“Glad you all could make it,” Alaric said flatly once we were standing shoulder to shoulder across from his desk. He passed me a miserly glance before taking in the rest of the gang. “It’s time for you to make good on your oaths to the Academy.”

I felt the shoulders around me stiffen. Dax to my left, Venn to my right, Sunny and Quentin bookending.

“You mean the oath the princess made for us,” Sunny pointed out, never one to let a barb go unbarbed.

I leaned forward, looked past Venn’s front, and scowled at him. He smiled back at me.

What an asshat.

“Yes, well, she is your leader, is she not?” Alaric asked. “In lieu of Jace Hudson?”

Our looks flipped. Mine turned into a devious smile and Sunny’s fell into a frown. When he faced the headmaster, he said, “That was never decided. Coralia has as much authority over us as—”

“I really don’t care, Mr. Conway,” Alaric interrupted, his tone already tired. “I just like to see you squirm.”

I barked a laugh. Sunny’s frown deepened, etching into his perfectly smooth, stupid vampiric face that I often wanted to punch, and other times wanted to ride.

Sunny said, “You wound me, Headmaster.”

Now Alaric barked, surprising all of us. “If you can’t stand the heat, Sunder, get out of the kitchen.”

I put a hand over my mouth and snorted into my palm. Who the hell is this guy and what has he done with Headmaster Cane?

“So it’s like that, sir?” Sunny asked, his voice low with menace. “We’re supposed to be buddy-buddy now?”

Alaric shrugged his bony shoulders. “Whatever will keep you from subverting my directives, Mr. Conway.”

He’s being surprisingly candid. I appreciated it, but also knew it was likely one of his tactics: Keep us snickering before sending us on a dangerous mission. Sunny wasn’t wrong to suspect an ulterior motive.

“Why is he in here, sir?” Venn asked, nudging his chin toward Ezekiel Caffrey. Though he was one of Venn’s kinsmen, Venn’s tone suggested he didn’t particularly like Dawn Rose’s fae mate.

“We’ll get to that in due time, Mr. Gable.” Alaric stood from his comfy chair, came out from behind his desk, and stopped in front of us. He was a tall, lanky old man, able to stare eye to eye with any of us. His dark orbs gleamed with secrets and darkness and power. 

Not a man to underestimate or be friendly with.

This distrust coming after he’d just discharged me of my crimes and proclaimed me innocent. One would think after all the rigmarole of that investigation—and the favorable outcome for me—he was firmly in my corner. 

You can never be too sure about the wily old curmudgeon. He’s a schemer at heart.

“I know you will bitch and moan about it,” he began, “but I’m separating your Glove to send you on solo missions.” 

Sure enough, we collectively groaned. 

Before any of us could argue or complain, he continued. “The thing we’re lacking most right now is time. You all know it. Otherwise, I would let your merry little band frolic off to each location to make your case together. With the Academy under dire distress and with pressure to get things done, I can’t risk our safety.”

“You suspect Ornoth will attack again soon?” I asked.

To answer my question, he asked one of his own: “What’s stopping him?”

“I . . . don’t know. Is that rhetorical?”

Alaric shook his head, slowly shuffled over to me, and stared into my face. It was unnerving. “No, I want your opinion. What do you think would keep Ornoth from attacking us right now, when we’re at our weakest?”

I had no answer for him. He could see it in my eyes. As the “leader,” I was expected to say something. 

This is probably just a test to try and humiliate me. To put me in my place so he can prove he is the wisest and most learned of us.

I squared my shoulders and cleared my throat. “I say again, sir: I don’t know.”

“I might,” Venn said, taking some of the heat off me. 

Alaric walked over to the Unseelie and stared into his eyes just like he had me. I thought his tactic was a very strange way of conducting a conversation—standing two feet in front of someone, in their personal space, glaring at them, waiting for them to wilt. 

Is it a power play? Is he trying to read our faces for any doubt? For any clue of something he can use to his benefit?

I realized in that moment that my wariness and skepticism of Headmaster Cane ran bone deep. Even deeper than I’d thought.

“Ornoth won’t attack us right now because we’re not at our weakest,” Venn explained.

“How do you figure, Donovenn? We have no standing army. Hardly any allies.”

“Because Ornoth hasn’t squeezed everything out of Shadowblade Academy that he can yet. I suspect he’ll give the students another appearance and a final, uh, proposition, before too long. But he won’t attack us.”

“You seem confident in that assessment, Mr. Gable. Explain.” Alaric quirked his white caterpillar brows. 

“He would rather induct people into his army than kill them. Warm bodies are more useful to him than cold ones.”

“Unless he Turns them,” Sunny muttered. “Then it doesn’t matter.”

“We aren’t sure he has that capability,” Venn shot back. “Turning is an affliction of the mind, not the body. Or so we’ve been taught.”

“I felt cold and dead enough when my body was separated from my soul,” Quentin blurted. When all eyes turned to him, he shrugged. “You can call it what you want, but I think Ornoth can use any body to his benefit—alive or dead.”

I noticed a few things in rapid succession: One, Quentin was agreeing with Sunny, which was rare. Two, Venn’s ideas sounded more deeply thought-out than I’d ever seen before. I didn’t typically think of him as a strategist. That distinction belonged to Quen. 

Maybe during the past dismal week Venn’s been running all this over in his mind and has needed an excuse to let it all out.

Needless to say, Venn’s thoughts on the situation interested me.

Evidently, Alaric felt the same. He said, “Enough of all that. Donovenn, continue your assessment.”

With the attention firmly on my fae mate, he didn’t back down. He stood taller in front of Alaric. “I’ve heard . . . grim tidings, over the past few days. Whispered in the halls, in the courtyards, in the park. Everywhere I go.”

Alaric rolled his wrist. “That’s all very poetic, son, but not very enlightening. Please cut to these ‘grim tidings.’”

Venn’s voice was choked with empathy. “Students are scared, Headmaster. Not just about the imminent threat of a demon invasion—they’re scared for their futures. They’re worried what this place will look like a year from now, if it even stands.”

An intense pause settled over us, the silence making my ears ring. 

“Purple boy is right,” Sunny said, coming to Venn’s defense after just arguing with him about Turned semantics a moment before. “I’ve heard it too. Heard it just a few minutes ago walking out of the dojo, actually.”

“All that fear is stretching like a taut rubber band. Soon, the band is going to snap.” Venn swallowed. “And then we’ll have out and out insurrection. Students will be more prone to follow Ornoth and fall into his web once that happens. That’s what Ornoth is waiting for, in my opinion, sir.”

“He hopes to take us down from within,” Quentin murmured, more to himself than anyone else. “Smart.”

“He is right.” From behind Alaric, Ezekiel Caffrey stepped forward. “Though Donovenn’s words are not revealing any great truth. A blind man could see the uneasiness rattling Shadowblade Academy to its core.”

“Then why are we not doing anything about it?” Venn asked bitingly. 

Alaric stepped away from him, nodding his white, balding head. “We’re trying, Donovenn. It’s why we’ve ramped up studies and training.” He spun on us. “It’s also why I’ve called you here, because your missions pertain directly to rebuilding and solidifying the confidence of this institution.”

I felt like I was getting drafted, wondering where my superior would send me.

Alaric’s skinny, gnarled fingers came out from behind his back and pointed at Venn. “You will be going to the Fae Realm, Donovenn, to elicit their support.” He shook his head. “No, ‘elicit’ is not the right word. Spirits, you’re going there to beg for their support.”

Sunny mumbled, “How the mighty have fallen to their knees.”

Alaric ignored him. “The Seelie Fae are a proud, self-righteous race. A little groveling might go a long way with them.”

Venn’s eyes widened. “Did you say the Seelie Fae, sir? Um, have you forgotten what I am?” He gestured at his lavender-hued skin. “The antithesis of those people?”

“I know, son.” Alaric’s tone softened a bit. He went behind his desk and pulled out a necklace with an amulet hanging from it. The pendant was shaped in the mask-and-dagger emblem of Shadowblade Academy. “Which is why you will all be given one of these, to tell our prospective allies you come with my seal.”

Venn didn’t let the shiny object persuade him. “I’m also no diplomat, sir.”

“Which is why your kinsman, Ezekiel Caffrey, will be going with you. He has a good rapport with the Seelie Fae.”

Venn’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. I understood the look well: Ezekiel was being sent to watch over him.

“Do you have any qualms about that, Mr. Gable?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Venn gave Alaric a curt shake of his head.

“Good.” The headmaster faced our panther shifter. “Dax Kilmeade, you will go to the outskirts of Waichee Village. I will not have you go in Waichee Village, for obvious reasons”—those reasons being his shitty brother, Cyrus, currently ruled there—“but rather to Desmona’s Kolpoden Grove. Jace Hudson has reported a growing group of clans gathered near there in support of our cause.”

“They’re in support of dethroning Cyrus, Headmaster,” Dax corrected. “They know nothing of Shadowblade Academy.”

“Then you’ll have to enlighten them.”

“Without mentioning what the Academy is, sir?”

“You’ll have to be persuasive.”

Dax frowned. “Wrist Hudson will want to go with me, if we’re going anywhere near Desmona’s Grove.”

“Then let him. Finley Winston can run Jace’s combat training while you’re gone.” 

Alaric Cane took out another necklace and placed it on the table. He looked to Sunny next. “I was hoping you might go to Ironfort, Sunder . . . if it fits your busy schedule.”

Sunny smirked. “I don’t know why you keep being an asshole to me specifically, sir, but I like it. Ironfort is fine with me. I see a kindred spirit in Anvel Steel.”

“Yes, I’ve heard the chieftain of Ironfort is quite arrogant, brash, and assertive.”

“Exactly.”

“Good,” Alaric said. Next, Quentin. “Mr. Argyle, I’m sending you to Asberald City. It has become somewhat of a dead zone since your Glove successfully disrupted the alliance-building between Luciano Rockford and Aliyah Rosewood.” He smiled encouragingly. “People fear the Wolf of Asberald.”

“The Wolf of Asberald, sir?” Quentin asked. 

“Malikai Sanden. What the humans are calling him these days.”

Quentin smiled. “Ah. Badass. After what he pulled at the gala, I understand why.”

“Yes, and you’ve also ridden the man in his wolf form, from what I’ve heard?”

Sunny burst out laughing. “The hits just keep coming.” 

I scowled at him, confused, then Alaric’s words worked over in my mind and I couldn’t stop from snickering also. 

Still laughing, Sunny said, “From what I’ve heard, Headmaster, Quen has ridden the Wolf of Asberald harder than Dawn Rose has.”

Alaric rolled his eyes. “Grow up, Sunder.”

“Forever young.”

“Quentin, I’m hoping your adventure with Malikai Sanden might have endeared him to you. We can use every ally we can find and his reputation speaks volumes.”

“It does indeed.”

Alaric hesitated. Doubt crinkled the corners of his eyes. He had a personal bond with Quentin, obviously, after we’d just learned he raised the damn guy. “This could be the most dangerous mission of the bunch, son, because of possible . . . lurking dangers.”

“You mean possible Leatherwing stragglers?”

“Just so. Can you handle it?”

“As long as I have a location to find Malikai quickly, I don’t see why not.”

Fear trickled through me for Quentin’s safety. “I want to go with him,” I blurted.

“I’m afraid not, Miss Hargrave. I have a special mission for you.”

I raised a brow.

“You will go to Briarwitch Academy to try and enlist the support of the school’s soldiers. They will have the largest force to help us and they’ve been through something like this before. Briarwitch will prove invaluable support in the coming weeks.”

I gritted my teeth. “We also didn’t help them in their time of need, did we?”

Alaric’s face didn’t sink. It hardened. “No. We did not. Which is why this is the most important task of all, and paramount to our success. You’ll have to be persuasive. Can you do it?”

I flared my nostrils. “I don’t really have a choice, do I, Headmaster?”

A small smile from the weathered old schemer. “No, Miss Hargrave. You do not.”
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Coralia

WE HAD A DAY AND A night to strategize and prepare before our departures. In two days, the five of us would strike off in different directions. We would be separated once more—the same as it ever was. 

I knew half that time would be spent sleeping, for all of us, since we’d been run ragged over the past week trying to mold the students into soldiers. 

The other half of the time . . . well, I didn’t suspect I’d be doing much planning, honestly.

What’s there to plan? I’d never been to Briarwitch Academy. I didn’t know the people. Spirits help me, any other Glovemate would have been a better fit, in my opinion, because they’d all attended the Academy for their “undergraduate” studies. 

In order to attend Shadowblade Academy, one had to complete their mundane magic education, and also have access to shadow magic. Accessing shadow magic meant having a hint of Umbralite blood in you, which, judging by the sheer number of students at Shadowblade Academy, was not all that uncommon. 

The Umbralite race must have been a busy one before going extinct—or at least “extinct” as far as we knew. 

Perhaps they are the originators of the breeding operation Ornoth is trying to enact. It wouldn’t surprise me, since Umbralites are a type of demon themselves, according to my mom.

I had no idea what to expect at Briarwitch, and therefore couldn’t plan a damn thing. The only people I knew from there—Dawn Rose and her three mates—no longer attended or stayed at the Academy. 

If Dawn Rose happened to be present, which I sincerely doubted, I’d have a good chance of turning ears. She would give me the reputation I needed to ask for aid from . . .

From who?

The thought hit me: That’s what I can do while I wait: Ask the boys who the important people of Briarwitch are. The headmaster and higher-ups. 

It would be a start. 

But as I left the conference room with my mates, I couldn’t force my mind to hold any more information for the moment. Prior to them showing up, a headache had sprouted from my cyclical, maddening thoughts about what to do. 

I was driving myself to the brink of mental exhaustion. I couldn’t afford a breakdown right now. 

Plus, seeing all my guys in the conference room with me, speaking their minds, laying out their plans, and rising to the occasion, put other thoughts in my head. 

I’d seen the way Venn and Dax had looked at me. The way they both tried to squeeze in closer to my left and right, sandwiching me between their big bodies in front of Alaric Cane, as if they longed for my touch and any amount of it empowered them.

I’d been neglecting my first two mates for too long. Well, my first three, really. They didn’t need to tell me they required attention for me to realize it—men weren’t that nuanced. They were probably too proud to bring it up. Sunny definitely was, and though his angry outbursts were nothing new, there was a certain level of frustration in his eyes and words that struck me. 

It was true I’d been spending a lot of time with Quentin. I didn’t regret it. He was my newest mate and I wanted to stay close to him while he learned about his past. He needed a person to commiserate with. It could only be me because I’d gone through the same motions of shock, denial, grief, and acceptance.

Now I worried what the future held for the five of us, as a unit. I knew we would always be okay, because at their core, they just wanted to make sure I was happy and content. Their jealousy about me spending time with Quentin didn’t run deep enough for them to hold grudges. Even Sunny’s. 

No, I worried for their actual lives.

These missions sounded dangerous. 

What if Venn gets shackled, kidnapped, or killed by the Seelie Court, simply for being born the wrong color? Even though he’s probably nicer than any of those Seelie Fae?

What if Dax gets too close to Waichee Village, runs into a scouting party, and gets caught by Cyrus and jailed or executed?

What if Sunny goes to Ironfort and moves in with Anvel Steel to start an insufferable bromance, and I never see him again?

What if Quentin gets gobbled up by a pack of Leatherwings he doesn’t see coming?

No matter which way I looked at it, there was a lot that could go wrong over the next few days. They probably had the same fears about me as I had about them. 

I had to put faith in my mates. I knew they were entirely capable. They would get the job done no matter how difficult the task.  

Pushing down my fears didn’t come easy. If something happened to even one of them, I’d never be the same. I’d be ruined. We all would. Hudson’s Glove would have an empty hole too big and daunting to ever be filled by anyone else.

We might even crumble as a unit because of it, if we lost Venn’s heart, or Dax’s soul, or Quentin’s mind, or Sunny’s fire.

As I walked down the hall in Fort Nocturnus, away from the conference room, I decided something. 

I can’t let us part without telling them how I feel. Without bringing them all to me at last. Just in case it’s the last time the five of us lay eyes on each other. 

Not now, when things are so tense and confusing between us. We love each other too much.  

It might be awkward . . . but I have to at least try. 

A roguish smile crept up the corner of my mouth. Maybe it will even energize them—pump them up for their missions—if they know what they have to look forward to when they return.

I wasn’t sure how to go about it, or if I was even ready for such a thing. I had no idea how to broach the subject. I guess people probably just dive in with both feet, huh? Move forward and don’t look back? Don’t lose yourself to shame and humiliation and the fear of rejection?

Sunny turned around at that moment, to see how far I’d fallen back from the rest of the group. He stopped walking and gave me a curious look. “What’s got you grinning like a raccoon about to perform a heist?”

I tried to flatten my expression but couldn’t stop the smile-lines from etching around my lips. “What ever do you mean, dear Sunder?”

The rest of the guys stopped. 

Sunny folded his arms over his chest. “Okay, now I definitely know you’re plotting something, when you start talking to me like a court jester from a medieval play. What’s up, princess?”

Damn. I hadn’t expected the moment to come so swiftly. It was my own damn fault because Sunny was right: I probably looked like a duplicitous Ponzi schemer with the smug smirk he’d caught stretching my lips. 

Now they all peered inquisitively at me with varying degrees of curiosity and suspicion and mirth. 

My cheeks flushed like a tomato. How is this possible? That I’m so rabid in the bedroom but such a pansy whenever things of that nature come up in conversation? I swear to God, I’m like a nun who moonlights as a stripper at times.

I was also a terrible liar and horrible at hiding my expressions. 

“What are you plotting in that dirty little mind of yours?” Sunny snapped. Now he was smirking too.

“N-Nothing!” I stammered, averting my gaze to the floor. I hadn’t meant to look so submissive, but it was impossible to look at him without licking his face when he put on that sizzling visage.

The rest of the guys smiled. Glanced at one another.

I had to come up with something. An excuse that, let’s be real, none of them would believe.

I raised my chin high, trying to put on an air of haughtiness, even though I knew someone like Sunny would only see it as an air of brattiness. “Venn,” I said, “you did wonderful work in there. I think you really made Alaric think about what it means to be ‘weak.’ You’re right: Shadowblade Academy is not there yet.”

Venn’s head snapped back, surprise registering on his face. “Oh, um, thank you, hun.” 

“Oh come on!” Sunny drawled, throwing up his arms in frustration. “I know you weren’t thinking about what an expert tactical and political asset Venn has become with that devious smile. Don’t lie to me, princess.”

“Sunny,” I said, taking him on next, trying to ignore his comical analysis, “you were an asshole like usual. Good job. You’ve shown zero growth.”

He frowned, his bottom lip twitching. “At least I’m not launching you through shadowgate sinkholes anymore, or feeding off you against your will.”

“True.” I nodded curtly. “You also have managed to make Headmaster Cane look at things differently, because he—for whatever reason—seems scared of you.”

“Alaric Cane is not scared of Sunder, M’shyok,” Dax said flatly. “If Sunder starts to believe that, he won’t be able to get his head through the door down the hall. I beg you, don’t encourage him.” 

“Fine. Not scared, but . . . more agreeable? I’m trying to say Alaric seems more prone to work with you, Sunny, rather than against you.”

Sunny cocked his head. He didn’t thank me. “Okay? What are you getting at, Coralia? What is this, your grand farewell speech?”

I shook my head adamantly. Turned to Quentin. “And you, Quen, nice work on the ‘bodies dead or alive’ thing. Brilliant stuff.” I made a chef’s kiss motion. 

He ruffled his curly mop and raised his brow. “You’re starting to scare me, love. All of us. Are you trying to tell us something?”

I’m trying to stall, you big oaf! Because I don’t know what I’m doing!

I said, “I just want you guys to know how appreciated you all are. To me. How much I appreciate you all. Guys. Are. Appreciated.” 

I paused and swallowed hard. 

“Shit. She’s stroking out.” Venn sounded for real. 

With a tied tongue I’d come to the end of the road. I had no other stalling tactics to use. 

Both feet into the deep end, I guess.

“Sunny,” I said, prodding my fingertips together, “you’re basically running the dojo right now, yeah? And it’s open twenty-four-seven?”

“It is.” His eyes narrowed. Understanding dawned in his elegant, gaunt face, with those sharp-as-glass cheeks. 

“Ah. A shame.” I clicked my tongue, looked away. “I was hoping to have a meeting with all five of us . . . so we could, uh, plan our departures. Like Alaric wants.”

“Yes, like Alaric wants,” Quentin said, catching on. “Of course, lass.”

I shrugged my shoulders up to my ears. “I can’t think of a space big and private enough to accommodate us all, you see?”

“What about the park?” Dax asked. 

“Big enough, hun, but definitely not private enough.”

He blinked, clearly not understanding. I wasn’t sure if I could lay it on any thicker. Dax Kilmeade had always been the most aloof, can’t-take-a-hint kind of guy. It was adorable. 

Sunny spoke up. “Lucky for you, I have a key to the dojo. Since I’m helping Jace.”

“Oh!” I cried out, clapping lightly. “How lucky for me. For us.”

“I can close up shop for a while,” he said, shrugging. “Hardly anyone comes in during the predawn hours. The students aren’t the most energetic bunch at the moment, as you well know.”

“Right. Especially if they don’t even know whose side they’re gonna be on in a couple months.”

“Exactly.”

“What about Fin Winston?”

“Finley’s gotta sleep like the rest of us. She’s not a fucking superhero, princess.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

He smiled at me, impatience flitting around the edges.

“I’m loving all this coded talk,” Quentin said, “truly, I live for it. But I’m also starving. Venn and Dax got to eat. You and I haven’t, Coralia, since our . . . morning together.”

Sunny flared his nostrils, turning to face his brother-in-arms. “And how was your morning together, Quentin?”

Oh God. This was a bad idea. Sunny will never go for it if we actually get there. His jealousy burns too bright. Maybe he is a grudge-holder after all. “It was terrible,” I answered for Quen, surprising all four of them. “Because Quentin’s past life sucks ass. No offense, love.”

“None taken, lass.”

“Which is why tonight will be better. We can get a lot off our chests before we part. I agree with Quen though”—I nodded profusely, finally able to get everything out—“I gotta eat. So does he. Sunny, don’t you have someone’s neck you should be sucking on?”

“The only person whose neck I want to be sucking on is standing right in front of me, princess.”

“Okay!” I yelped, melting from his words. Starting to sweat, I shuffled past the broad chests of my four guys, elbowing my way through them. “Heading to the mess hall now. Don’t follow me! Gotta recuperate!”

Then I was gone. 

But not before I heard Dax’s voice bounce off the walls: “Recuperate from what?”

A hard slap on the back had the shifter coughing. Quentin’s voice made me smile.

“From our terrible morning, kitty cat.”
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Coralia

IT WASN’T GOING TO work. The timing wasn’t right. The vibe was off.

I could feel it in the air the moment my four Glovemates walked into the dojo together, looking like ridiculously hot cover models gliding across a red carpet. Or a blue mat, in this case. 

I’d been waiting in the dojo for the better part of an hour, biting my nails in anxious anticipation. No amount of planning could have prepared me for what I wanted to do. 

It was almost a relief—a weight off my shoulders—when I realized now was not the time to make my move. The cool breeze following my boys into the huge room was like a sign from the spirits. 

This wasn’t something I could force or manufacture. 

Even though they were all dressed in their best, with Sunny’s red cloak billowing behind him, Quen’s shaggy mop glistening with dew, Venn’s silver hair and purple orbs shining from the moonlight, and Dax’s best tribal gear showing every inch of his muscled, ripped thighs from the leg slits of his outfit. 

They all looked so sexy and smoldering I just wanted to eat them for breakfast. I wanted them so badly, and they knew it. They could read it in my eyes. 

They could also sense the doubt flickering across my features. The hesitation on my face.

There could be no doubt for a moment like this. No awkwardness—as impossible of a condition as that was to ask.

Instead, I decided we could use this moment together for other purposes: to air our dirty laundry; get everything out in the open; set the record straight; lay down some expectations, hopes, and dreams.

I swallowed hard and stood from my chair near the back where the locker rooms were located. The guys had to traverse a football-field of mats to make it to me, and I didn’t tear my gaze away from their muscled physiques even once.

When they were in front of me, they stopped and formed a half-circle. Crowding me. Preparing to pounce. 

The sparkle in their eyes dimmed as they studied my face. 

I blinked.

“Shit.” 

Venn said it, speaking for all of us.

“I know,” I said, arching my brow hopelessly. “I’m sorry. Shit is right.”

He walked over to me and put a caring hand on my shoulder. The touch was enough to ignite the flame of desire inside me. I was ready to jump his bones and fuck everyone in this goddamn room. Still, something felt off.

Then he said, “It’s all right, hun. It’s not your fault. This isn’t a fairytale we can just manifest out of nothing.”

My funny, full-hearted poisoner of a first mate was becoming quite eloquent and wise. 

“I know.” I bowed my head sadly. “I just thought . . . since we’re all leaving each other’s sides again . . .”

“It will happen, M’shyok,” Dax said, nodding encouragingly. “If you want. When you are ready. When the time is right.”

Quentin snorted, flapping a hand at me. “It’s not a big deal, love. These missions don’t sound too dangerous anyway. We’ve dealt with way worse than a little recon and alliance forming.” 

“Yeah, we’ve done alliance breaking,” Venn said, smiling his full lips at me. “Much harder to do, so I’ve heard.”

I chuckled. My heart grew in my chest, even as the blood rushed in my ears. They always knew how to make me feel better when I was hesitant or doubtful.

I truly did love them.

“Besides,” Sunny said, “it’s not like we’ve been spending the last hour pacing around the mess hall in full-on sweats.”

And then there was Sunny.

My face fell. “Oh God.”

“Don’t listen to him, love,” Quentin said, punching Sunny in the shoulder. “He’s just being Sunny.”

The vampire shot me a wicked grin—his customary look when he knew he’d gotten one over on me. 

My sinking stomach lifted back into my belly. “Thank the spirits. I was worried he was telling the truth.”

Their eyes avoided me.

Shit. Sunny was telling the truth.

Now I felt guilty, even though they all were telling me not to.

Surprisingly, Sunny came to the rescue, albeit in an unorthodox way. “I’ll be honest with you, princess. I’m happy it’s not happening right now.”

“Why?” I chirped.

“Because I’m not ready.”

Everyone’s eyes whipped over to him, so fast I thought I could hear necks cracking from whiplash.

He shrugged, calm now that he was the center of attention where he belonged. “My fire for you burns like a thousand suns, Coralia,” he explained. He shot suspicious glances at the others. “I will take you right here, right now. That’s a promise.” 

My heart thundered, a hand going above my breast to make sure it wouldn’t beat out of my chest. But?

“But I’ll make every one of these sorry sacks watch,” Sunny growled, his demeanor changing in an instant. “I’ll fight them for the honor of it. Sorry, princess, but that’s the truth.”

I blinked rapidly, trying to get my brain online, not sure how to take in everything Sunder had just said. Then it came to me in a flash. “Holy shit,” I murmured, “I take everything back. You really have grown.”

His face was struck dumb. “What? How? Didn’t you hear what I said? I said what everyone thought I would say. When you’re with me, you’re mine and mine alone.”

“Yeah, but you also said you’re not ready. When is Sunder Conway not ready for anything? And, more importantly, when would he admit it?”

His mouth opened. He hadn’t planned to show feelings. What he’d thought was a usual response had meant so much more to me. I saw him in a different light, recognizing the façade he always tried to play up. 

“The eternally faultless has shown a fault,” I murmured. “You’ve shown vulnerability and, despite all the other shit you just said, I don’t think any of us could hold that against you.”

I watched Sunny’s face twist with denial in five different ways, in about two seconds flat. He didn’t want his wall of superiority to be struck down. The jealous mean streak he’d built his entire reputation on was at risk.

“I can hold that corny-ass line against you, Lord Byron Sunshine,” Venn clapped back. “My fire for you burns like a thousand suns. Really, man?” Then he smiled genuinely, which he was so good at. “Except Cor’s right—I don’t think any of us could hold the rest against you.”

Sunny tossed his blond locks off his shoulders. “Well fuck me.”

He didn’t even try to deny it.

I felt bad for him, so I decided to change the subject to try and let him save face. I knew what he had said would resonate with the rest of us for days.

“I thought we could use this last night together to talk about some things, then. To get it all out in the open.”

They nodded, facing me curiously. The boys took different, relaxed positions around the dojo: Sunny leaning against a wall with his foot propped up behind him; Quentin sitting on the mat, arms stretched back; Dax in another corner, caressing his chin; Venn sitting on a chair in front of me, eyes drinking me up.

With Quentin’s permission, I told everyone what we had learned about him. About me. They stayed quiet as they listened, eyes wavering between me and him every few seconds. 

“The demons who attacked our mothers and infused them with us are not related, but they might as well be. Vornal is the name of my father, apparently. Quentin’s is Ornoth, who we all know well.”

“Spirits on a seesaw,” Venn gawked. 

“I know. It’s a lot to take in.”

“Gives us even more of a reason to fuck that guy up,” Sunny growled.

“Agreed.” I looked to Quentin. He nodded his agreement as well. It wasn’t like our Dreamwatcher had a fondness or affinity for his “father.” He wanted him dead just as much as we did.

“This isn’t just a war for Shadowblade Academy,” I said. “It’s a war for everyone who comes after us, too, so they don’t have to fear what happened to Nora Hargrave or Emma Argyle happening to them. We need to put a stop to these barbaric, archaic practices the demons think they can thrust upon our kind. 

“We need to make sure the ones who have been infused have our support. That they aren’t shunned or neglected. We have to show them people like Desmona to look to for inspiration—raising her child Ardith to the best of her ability, despite Ardith coming from grim origins. Being demon-born is none of these people’s faults. Ornoth and Vornal and anyone like them are rapists and sadists and evil motherfuckers, and they have to be stopped, even if we have to follow them to the demon realm to do it.”

There was a short pause as I fell silent. My heart pulsed in my throat, feeling raw. It had all come out of me so angrily, with so much passion. 

Quentin broke the tension in the room. “Damn, lass, you really know how to give a fiery speech. No wonder we let you lead us around like dogs.”

The rest of the guys laughed. I broke into a smile, blushing from his compliment. 

Dax said, “You speak with so much conviction and heart, M’shyok Wahdus. That is why we will follow you to the ends of the Earth.”

“We will help you make your vision come true,” Venn agreed. He punched a hand into his fist. “To the best of our ability, we will be there for you.”

I beamed at them. “Thank you, guys. It all starts with these missions Headmaster Cane has given us.”

“You were doing so well,” Sunny grumbled. When I looked askance at him, he elaborated. “Don’t make it sound like these tasks are gallant and heartfelt, when all Alaric did was pass the buck onto us. I still hate the bastard as much as ever.”

“That’s fine. But they are important operations. We need allies. Alaric is right about that much.”

He cursed under his breath, wrapping his arms around his torso. “I guess . . .”

“Don’t be gloomy, sunshine. Hell, you have the easiest one of all of us: meeting with Anvel Steel, who’s already an ally.”

“Who I also trust as far as I can throw.”

I shrugged. “Better than going to Asberald City like Quen, or the Seelie Court like Venn, or Appalachia like Dax.”

Sunny scanned the room. “I’ll switch places with any one of you. Right now.”

“That’s not the point, Sunny,” Quentin rumbled. 

“We were given our individual tasks based on our acquaintances, Sunder,” Dax added. “M’shyok is right. They must be fulfilled if we’re going to beat back the likes of Ornoth and Vornal.”

“We don’t even know what size their army will be,” Sunny complained.

“Better to be overprepared and ready than underprepared and caught flatfooted like last time,” Quentin snapped back. “You know that better than anyone, Sunny. Just look at the time we ran blindly into the Forbidden Orchard and lost Coralia.”

Sunny finally relented, waving off Quentin’s logic. “Yeah, yeah, I get it. Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

I took a deep breath. I wanted to lift his spirits. I could tell Sunny didn’t really care about any of this shit. I didn’t want to send him off this way.

The missions were distractions for him. His complaints were hollow. I knew what he was getting at, and he just didn’t want to say it out loud. 

“I promise you this, guys,” I began, gaining all their attention. My fingertip slammed into my other palm over and over as I spoke, for emphasis. “Next time we meet, after these missions, however many days it takes . . . we will be ready for each other. Doubt and anxiety will have no place here, because we’ll be so damned happy to see one another. Mark my words: We’re gonna throw our love around so hard we won’t be able to think straight.” I locked eyes with them, an impish smile slicing across my face. “Or at least I won’t.”

At that, my group of lovers grinned their best grins, making my heart flutter like it had the first time I’d laid eyes on them.
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Chapter 11
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Quentin

ASBERALD CITY. MY MORTAL nemesis. I got here through a familiar shadowgate from the Academy. Showed up right on the city’s doorstep, so to speak. 

I’d been here entirely too much. First as a prisoner in my own soulless body, then for the chaotic gala where I’d gotten my arm broken . . . by my father.

Everything I’d learned was still fucking me up. I’m part demon. And part Umbralite. But my mother was apparently fae, so that means I’m part fae, too? Where are my pointy ears?

I was grateful I’d had Coralia to lead me through it all. To help guide me with her presence. 

I hadn’t had time to process the whirlwind of information I’d learned about myself from Nora Hargrave and Alaric Cane, which was probably for the best. I had a mission to do. My grief or surprise or whatever else could wait until later. 

Easier said than done.

As I walked into the city through the southwest entrance, like last time, it was hard to keep out the dark thoughts. This beacon of a city kept drawing me toward it, and the darkness inside me with it. 

Except this time, I was utterly alone. Who made this fucking plan again? Because it sucks, now that I’m here. And of course they had to send me here at night—“just in case”—when it’s scariest. 

I shook my head as I walked past the first dilapidated structures on the outskirts of town. To make matters worse, a dense fog followed me in, clinging to me just to make my life harder. As if this place isn’t already spooky enough.

My eyes scanned my surroundings—or what I could see of them through the low fogbank hovering inches above the ground and obstructing my view. 

I noticed the slanted hotel sign hanging from the gable of a building to my left, sticking above the fog and gently swinging in the breeze. It was some true horror movie shit. This is where Malikai’s people attacked us before they knew who we were.

This time, no one greeted me. No low growls or yellow eyes peering in through the bleak darkness. Just me and my thoughts and the eerie, abandoned city.

The lights in the center of the city were still on, way in the distance. I thought it would give me some comfort, since I wasn’t enveloped in complete blackness, but it did the opposite. 

It made me think I was being watched—that this place wasn’t as much of a “dead zone” as Headmaster Cane had said it was. Who could still be living here? From what I’ve heard, Malikai frightened away all the humans, who were only visiting to begin with. 

A stomach-twisting thought wormed its way into my mind. What if Aliyah Rosewood decided to open a base of operations here and that’s why the power grid is still operating? Aliyah and her coven of vampires.

The thought made me shiver. They could’ve been lurking around any corner, leading me by the nose right into an ambush. 

I stole a glance into every alley mouth I passed. Around every corner before I turned. Nothing. I moved slowly and methodically, making sure I didn’t run into anything or anyone. 

Of course they send the one guy without a shiny-ass sword into the most dangerous place of all. 

I couldn’t stop my mind from spiraling with all the ways I’d been slighted. How can Alaric be so sure Malikai is even still here? Because “reports” told him? Who makes these damned reports?

Trying to stop my self-pity party, I took a deep breath once I reached the first neighborhood district. The fog started to dissipate, leaving a sour taste in my mouth and a strange odor of oil and tar in my nose.

I felt like I’d walked a mile. Gazing behind me, I could still see the southwest entrance in the distance. 

Broken houses lined the sides of the road. Caved-in roofs and toppled mailboxes and yellow grass overgrown with weeds and mildew. 

Something crunched to my left—a leaf or stick.

Jumpy, I spun and bent my knees. My hands flared with orange fire before I’d even completed my turn. My breath halted in my chest on a sharp intake.

A tiny white head popped up from the weeds. It slanted curiously at me, yellow eyes shining.

My breath slowly hissed out of me. “A fucking cat,” I grumbled. The kitty hopped out from the ruined garden, into the road in front of me, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. Sure looks a lot like Coralia’s. 

But Bruce Kittenson had gone to the demon realm. He was gone, and I knew it. Now my memory was trying to play tricks on me.

Just another silly little white cat. 

I passed the tiny fluff ball, extinguishing the fire from my hands, and continued down the road. A few minutes later, I heard a soft pitter-patter and a high-pitched mrow. 

I looked over my shoulder. The cat was following me. 

I didn’t stop for it, which made me feel like a piece of shit. I wanted to be in and out of this place as quickly as possible. I couldn’t let a little kitten’s cuteness distract me. Plus, with all the magic drawn to Asberald, I’m still not entirely convinced it’s not a shape-changer of some kind. What happens when I crouch down to pet it and its jaws open up like a bear’s and it eats me whole?

Yeah, I’d definitely spent too much time dreading coming here. I was starting to crack, and I’d only been in Asberald for twenty minutes.

I continued on, letting the cat follow me, since he wasn’t doing any harm. At the moment. 

At the Academy, I had spent hours poring over Jace Hudson’s shadowmap of the city. Alaric Cane had directed me in a specific direction, near where we’d first met Malikai. Not a specific location, but an area wide enough to where Kai would find me. 

I had asked: “How?” 

Alaric’s answer: “Because he’s an expert tracker. It’s what he does.” 

Okay, true enough. But would he shoot first and ask questions later, like the first time we’d met? There was no way to feel good about what I was doing.

Our need for allies at the Academy wasn’t keeping me going. The only thing keeping one foot in front of the other was Coralia’s promise—the urge to see her again, be with her, and cuddle her in my arms. The desire to fuck her and take her and make her mine. The hope we’d always be together, fastened at the hip. 

More than anything, I didn’t want to let her down. 

It was starting to get chilly. I wrapped my arms around my torso while I walked, eyes always darting.

After a few more minutes, I noticed the pitter-patter behind me had stopped. 

“Goddammit, what the hell kitty?” I asked, turning around. 

The cat was gone.

I gulped. Definitely some horror movie shit. 

My knees bent in a fighter’s stance again, my nerves firing off, jittery as hell. I clenched my jaw and flared my nostrils, trying to smell for anything untoward or foreign. 

I couldn’t dally. 

Sweeping back around, I continued—

And froze when a strong breeze blew my hair all around my face. Too strong of a breeze to be natural.

My stomach dropped when I glanced up into the purple sky and saw wings beating the air above me. 

Leathery, black wings, like an oversized bat’s. 

My throat went dry. I stood stone-still as the Leatherwing cruised through the air over me, no more than twenty feet in the sky.

The monster casually glided past without noticing me. His head never bent down to look. Thank the spirits for that, because it would have seen a terrified man standing in the middle of the street about to piss himself.

Unable to keep it together, I bolted immediately once the demon had vanished into the hazy night behind me. 

I made it to an alley and hid just inside the mouth, tucking myself into the shadows. Waiting and watching. 

Another crunch behind me—

I spun. 

The cat was back, on top of a dumpster, staring oddly at me.

“Man, fuck this place,” I wheezed. 

The cat hissed. 

“I’m not the enemy you little—”

Thud.

Heat washed over me. I wheeled, fear creeping into my blood.

A grotesque, black, furry, naked body towered over me, five feet away, wings beating dramatically.

The Leatherwing’s human-goat-like face elongated, jaw opening to let out a shrill screech.

My eyes widened as I backpedaled.

Dead zone my fucking ass!
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Chapter 12
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Dax

WRIST HUDSON STRODE through the forest like he owned it. Like he had lived here his entire life. 

Granted, the man had become quite accustomed to my homeland. Yet he was not of the forest. He was not a dweller of the trees, with his home fifty feet up in a hammock. He didn’t live in the branches or commiserate with the dryads or speak to the plants. 

He had been adopted into the wilderness.

It irked me a bit. He led us through the winding paths of the constricting forest, even though it was my territory. The one I had grown up running through, heedless of my future, trying to catch the wind.

Riann. Kalul. My mother, Chieftess Fionne. 

My three closest kinsmen as a cub. Now, all three of them dead. And not just dead, but the victims of cruel, terrible fates.

Riann had been my first childhood love, before I’d known what love was. My fierce competitor. Killed before her time by the exacting punishment of a demon-borne infusion. An evil pregnancy she could not endure.

Kalul, killed by poison. Murdered by people from the very place I now called home, Shadowblade Academy. Killed in cold blood in an attempt to stop my people’s illegal smuggling of dragon-owned Oblyx Steel. 

Fionne, my mother, stabbed through the chest with her own spear, by none other than Ornoth: the same demon responsible for raping and killing Riann; for helping Cyrus take over my village; for bringing untold death and destruction to my kin.

The same demon, I wagered, who had tried to bring down the ancient, glorious tree spirit Desmona by imprisoning and infusing her. The last remaining fixture of my past life. A spirit too powerful to be felled by the likes of such wicked power. 

I didn’t mind Jace Hudson leading me through the forest like a blind dog. Not when I thought of all the grief and terrible memories that had been thrust upon me from this place. 

When I was a cub, Waichee Village had been at the height of its power. We were the strongest clan in the southern half of Appalachia. Other factions vied for power but we treated them as would-be allies rather than rivals and foes. When the loggers came, threatening all of us, we banded together and pushed them out. 

We were a strong people.

Now, Waichee was a shell of its former self. Cyrus Kilmeade, the man I was ashamed to call my brother, haunted the forest like an ever-present whisper. 

My brother was a true tyrant, raised in the way of Ornoth and Luciano Rockford and all the other despicable creatures who had rubbed off on him through the years.

Some day—sooner, I hoped, rather than later—he would need to be stopped. I would have to put him down for good. 

My people deserved to be free. They deserved to lick their wounds and have a time of peace once more, free from tyrants and loggers and politicians and death. 

But there was hope. 

Hope hiding in the bushes and creeping through the underbrush. Hope holding meetings in the forest caverns, dwelling where no one dared look. Hope raising the banner of defiance against a wicked warlord hellbent on conquest.

The other factions had come together. My young kinsman—one of Fionne’s toughest personal bodyguards and the last still living from her contingent—had told me as much. 

I trusted Darok Kin.

Now I just needed to find him. 

Doubt circled through my mind as I followed in Jace’s footsteps. He slapped branches out of his way, while I let them caress me as they were meant to. 

Small differences like that were what made me a native and him an eternal visitor. A tourist, one might say, only staying here as long as he had to, until his lover Desmona and her daughter were freed from their Grove surrounded by enemies. 

I wished that time would never come. I wouldn’t tell Jace, but Desmona belonged here, with her native trees. The Kolpoden elms gave her life, empowered her, and would do the same for Ardith. 

It was my wish Jace Hudson—if he was really here to stay beside Desmona forever—would find it within himself to truly make Waichee his home. Cast off the bonds placed on him by Alaric Cane, always drawing him back to Shadowblade Academy, and create a life away from it all.

It was what I hoped for myself, too, but with Coralia Hargrave. My warrior love. 

As much as I tried to keep the creeping doubt out of my head, the closer we came to the Kolpoden Grove, the worse the thoughts infiltrated.

If I meet Darok Kin here, how can I ask for his help? Will I not be leading his people away from the fight against Cyrus just so they can help us in a foreign land? Putting more pressure on Desmona and the people of this forest to defend themselves, alone, when they are finally on the verge of building a true rebellion?

How can I possibly ask that of him—to rip him away from the fight here, where he belongs?

I recognized more of a reason for Jace Hudson to be here than I’d initially thought. Perhaps if I was the diplomat—the “friend of the people” who could get us a meeting with Darok—Jace was the one who would make the offer and urge Darok into action to help us.

With his call for aid, the Wrist would likely offer some of his own: Help us, and you will have the support of Shadowblade Academy in your own endeavors here.

It was always an exchange—a trade-off—for Alaric Cane. The headmaster was as clever as they came. He wouldn’t be sending Wrist Hudson here just so Jace could check on his lover and lover’s daughter. In fact, I imagined Alaric despised Desmona and Ardith for tearing his ablest Wrist away from him.

“You haven’t spoken a word since we left the Academy, Dax,” Jace said. His boots crunched on leaves and twigs. He didn’t look over his shoulder at me as he spoke.

“I am listening.”

“For what? I haven’t said a thing either.”

“For signs of danger. For allies.”

A small chuckle rumbled his body. “Let me know when you find them.”

“We are nearing the Kolpoden Grove.”

“I know.” His words came out harshly, as if admonishing me for thinking he didn’t know the way to his “home.”

It was a foolish thought. Desmona would always open up the forest to her lover. Just like she would close it off to those she didn’t want finding her Grove, she could lead friends right to her.

“Do you sense any danger near the Grove?” Jace asked.

“Not as of yet, sir.”

“You don’t need to call me ‘sir,’ Dax. I thought we’d gotten beyond that after all this time.”

“Force of habit, Wrist.”

Silence settled over us. The tranquil sounds of the forest filled the space: chirring insects, chirping birds, and a soft wind through the leaves.

“You are a man of few words,” he said at last. “I respect that, Dax, even if it is hard to figure out what’s going on in that head of yours.”

That was the point, and he knew it. For the longest time, I didn’t give him an answer, which only furthered his point. I didn’t appreciate the roundabout, indirect way certain humans spoke to one another.

If he wanted to say something about my quietness, he would just have to say it out loud. I wasn’t going to try to read his mind.

“And I respect straightforwardness, Wrist,” I said at last. 

He chuckled again, but there was no humor in it. “I feel you don’t like me anymore.”

“Like, sir?” What does that even mean?

“Ever since I coupled with Desmona.”

I flared my nostrils, curling my hands into fists. He didn’t see any of it, but I had a feeling he could sense my rigid change in posture behind him. 

“Pure coincidence,” I said.

He stopped. I almost ran into him. Turning, he said, “Coincidence? With what?”

“With Shadowblade Academy slaughtering my people.”

His lengthy beard twitched. Then his stocky face softened. “I had no hand in that, my friend.”

“Yet you knew it was happening and didn’t stop it. You came here under false pretenses, sir—lying to your Glove to be Alaric’s pawn.”

“It was not my intent—”

“But it happened. Intentions don’t matter, Jace Hudson. Actions do. You acted on Alaric Cane’s behalf, without telling me, when you knew what was planned for my people.”

His eyebrows arched sadly. With his mouth partly opened, he began to say something, but then cut himself off. He took a moment to gather his words, bowing his head. “If you never forgive me, I’d understand. I’d hoped we had moved past all that tragedy.”

“I cannot move past tragedy when I am living in it, Wrist Hudson. Until my people are safe, I cannot move on.”

His jaw clenched, bunching near his neck. “Same.”

With that, he turned around and kept walking.

“Same.” I thought about that simple word. He means Desmona and Ardith. He truly does think of them as his people. 

I had often misjudged Jace Hudson, admittedly. He had come through for our Glove countless times—even leaving Desmona’s side when he didn’t have to, to come rescue us from Alaric Cane’s initiation cells. To request our help in defeating Luciano Rockford and Aliyah Rosewood, knowing it would force him back under Alaric’s thumb. He’d taught me what it meant to be a shadowblade, much before I was ready to call myself one. 

Still, even with everything he had done for us, and for me specifically, that didn’t wash away the things he had done to us.

I feared it would forever be impossible for me to fully trust him. 

Impossible for me to soften my heart for the man I once admired so much.

* * *
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THE KOLPODEN GROVE was still intact. The towering elms curled around the island like a cocoon, spearmint-green leaves glimmering from the night’s moon.  

Spirits be good, I said to myself as we entered the small plot of land surrounded by its thin moat. We stepped over the shallow stream and gained the incline.

The trees opened up for us like a flower in bloom. 

Once we walked into the cocoon, I spotted Desmona among the roots and trunks. 

Ardith stood next to the dryad, grasping at Desmona’s side.

The girl had grown to the height of her mother’s belly. The dark gray sheen of her skin had paled to a softer hue. I wagered it was all thanks to her upbringing in the forest. She looked more plant than demon now, with her tiny black horns having turned brown and flaky and covered in thin vines. Her unnerving eyes stared like black puddles at me—a trait from her demon heritage she would likely never lose. 

Jace rushed to Desmona and threw his arms around her. They kissed. It was as natural as anything I’d ever seen. Spirit and man, together, basking in one another’s love. In nature’s love.

“You are safe, beloved,” Desmona said in her ethereal tone. Over Jace’s shoulder, she spied me and smiled. “And you have brought back one of the oldest friends of the forest.”

I approached and bowed my head in deference. “It is lovely to see you again, Des. Ardith looks well, as do you.”

“Oh, dear Dax, you’ve grown weary in your time away from the woods.”

If she was talking about the bags under my eyes, or the drawn look on my face, she wasn’t wrong. I was tired. Not just physically, but spiritually.

“I’m afraid the catastrophes of my time here have caused irreparable harm,” I said sadly. With a small smile, I tried to lighten the mood. “But I still hope for a brighter future.”

Her smile grew. “The optimist is still alive inside you, at least.”

“Always, kinswoman.”

Desmona took Jace to arm’s length. “How are you, M’yrku? Keeping well in that house of shadows of yours?”

He grunted. “Only as long as I have to.”

“Do not take it wrongly, beloved. I understand your honor is important to you, as are your friends. Just know Ardith and I eagerly await your permanent return. Whenever that may be.”

Jace gathered both her hands in his, dipping his head and moving close to her in a pleading gesture. “I cannot convince you to move your Grove to the Academy, can I? As much as I’ve already tried—”

“No, beloved, you cannot.” She sighed heavily. “I hope you understand.”

“Of course I do.” Disappointment racked Jace’s face.

“I do not trust that chieftain of yours,” Desmona explained. “Alaric Cane is a selfish man.” She gently gathered the bottom of Jace’s beard in her fist and, with a slight smile, tugged it. It was a show of affection that made me uncomfortable to be in the same vicinity as them. “It’s a wonder that place has not managed to change you into the same.”  

Jace pulled back from Desmona, reluctantly. “Please, enough of us. How are you, Des? How has it been here? Any new threats to your Grove, my love?”

Desmona bobbed her head from left to right. “Define ‘threat,’ M’yrku.”

Jace bit back a snort.

“It’s nothing we can’t handle,” the dryad clarified. 

“Waichee Village?” 

“Still corrupt. Still growing like a plague.” 

Jace raked his beard. “I fear we disposed of one plague—the Forbidden Orchard—just to allow a new one to sprout.”

“Sprout and blossom, my love, yes. Sadly.” Desmona drew her hand out, her spindly fingers dragging across the trunk of an elm. “But my trees give us strength. Here, we are safe.”

“Until they come for you in earnest, you mean.” 

Desmona did not look bothered. “As I said, M’yrku, they are not a threat. The people of this region are more of a threat to each other than to me and Ardith.”

“Do you speak of the other shifter clans? The ones I asked you about?”

The lithe woman nodded and leaned against a thick tree. “They’ve grown in size and eagerness. I fear a large-scale clash is destined for the near future, between Waichee and the revolution.”

“Perhaps I can stave that off for a time . . .” Jace trailed off.

“Yes. Perhaps. As requested, your visitors have come to meet, M’yrku. But they are not here for you, beloved.” Her eyes fell on me. “They are here to speak with their kinsman.”

She gave me a small smile, and I returned it. I had only been suspecting one visitor: Darok Kin. “They?”

The branches to her right rustled and opened. Out walked Darok Kin and a friend and trainee I had long believed dead, from when Cyrus overtook Waichee: Topo Kin.

My two friends held hands, fiercely, and I could not have grinned any wider.
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Chapter 13


[image: image]


Venn

EZEKIEL CAFFREY USED a traditional portal to send us to the Fae Realm. My nerves were shot, tiny pinpricks inside jumping all over. Anticipation was killing me. 

The portal let us out onto a hilly landscape, covered in rushes of golden grass and flowing rivers like something out of a fantasy tale. It could have easily been a picturesque spot in the Italian countryside, if not for the blazing, unnatural fuchsia sky, which signaled nighttime in the Seelie Realm. 

From atop a hill, I looked over my shoulder and squinted. Far in the distance, barely visible even with my preternatural sight, the vivid reddish sky dimmed to indigo purple in the Unseelie side. The sky itself sliced down the middle to dictate where the two fae districts separated. 

One side of that line was golden and shining. The other—my homeland—tinted with a sickly green sky during the day. It was colder, rockier, and swampier than the Seelie boundary. 

If nothing else, the uglier geography of the Unseelie Court gave the impression to outsiders that Unseelie were “evil,” while the golden lands of the Seelie Court spelled goodness. 

It was all bullshit.

I had heard King Oberon and Queen Tiana Albright of the Seelie Court were just as tenacious, cunning, and conspiring as anyone from the Unseelie Court, though I had no firsthand knowledge to confirm that. Given my upbringing, indoctrination obviously played a part in my beliefs. The Unseelie Fae weren’t any more wicked than the Seelie, they just prided themselves on the reputation.

I didn’t miss my time here in the mystical land of the Fae Realm, filled with ambitious ladder-climbers and some of the worst backstabbers I’d ever seen.

As we walked down the other side of the hill, with the temperate breeze warming my skin, Ezekiel asked, “When was the last time you were on the Seelie aisle of things, Mr. Gable?”

My brow pinched in confusion. “Physically? As in the Seelie Court?”

A small nod. He stared at the ground as he walked toward the next hill, while my eyes darted left and right to take the grand landscape in. He seemed at home here.

“Never, that I can remember.” 

He lifted his eyebrows. “Oh? Not even for alliance building, military operations, education?”

“The Gable family is a fixture in the Unseelie Court,” I said. “We never had a reason to traverse the end of the Sculptorwood and come to the Seelie Court.”

“Interesting. I find it imperative to study ones opposites. I won’t call the Seelie your enemy, Donovenn, because we both know that’s simplifying the point.”

“Thank you.” I bowed my head as we continued up the next hill. “When was the last time you were here?”

“Recently. I am from here, after all.”

I stopped walking, baffled. “Wait. What?”

A small smirk creased the corner of his dark face. “As I said, Donovenn, it’s imperative to study ones opposites. I lived so long in the Unseelie Court people believe I’m from there. But I am Seelie.”

For some reason, that made things even worse between us. I had already not trusted him when I’d thought we were both Unseelie. Finding out he was Seelie gave my distrust more validity.

I had never even thought Ezekiel Caffrey, the legendary shadowblade assassin, could be from across the wood—born from this golden land of shimmering lights.

“Your skin,” I said. “It’s nearly as dark and purple as mine.”

He chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes, it wasn’t always like this. As I said, I spent much time in the Unseelie Court, and we both know how the winds there change a person.”

It was believed, or at least heavily rumored, that the green-tinged sky blanketing the Unseelie Court contained minerals and qualities that changed a fae’s skin color to the lavender shade we were now. I had always thought that happened at birth—not that you could change simply from living there long enough.

Fascinating.

Ezekiel said, “Just as your family name of Gable is a fixture of the Unseelie Court, so is the Caffrey Fin on this side of the aisle.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and gave me another shrug. “My legend became such that I simply allowed folks from Shadowblade Academy to think I was Unseelie. Headmaster Cane’s idea. He said it ‘struck the right kind of fear’ into the hearts of the students. My actions at Briarwitch are documented from my time with Dawn Rose, and no one would ever believe a Seelie Fae capable of such death and cruelty.”

Even I knew the stories of Zeke’s work as an assassin at Briarwitch, all in the name of mitigating threats for Shadowblade Academy. He was something of a myth, though I had a feeling the truth was stranger than fiction.

At the zenith of the next high hill, a massive city sloped across the horizon. White towers and spires speared to the heavens, a glistening river wound through it, and splendid white marble glinted from the moonlight like glittery diamonds. Its magnificence and otherworldliness was everything I’d heard of the Seelie Court capital.  

“Now that you know the truth about me,” he said, “I’m hoping we can trust each other. When we are in the Shining City of Veras, stay close to me. Folk might get the wrong idea if they see an Unseelie traipsing across the cobblestone roads.”

I frowned. “I thought you just said the Courts are not enemies.”

He chuckled. “I did. Now try telling that to laymen who have believed differently for centuries. Just because I speak of the way things should be, Donovenn Gable, does not change the way things are.”

* * *
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I DID PRECISELY AS Ezekiel told me. As we marched through the angelic gates, bookended by guards adorned in splendid silver armor, glares shot my way.

The glares didn’t stop once we stepped deeper into the heart of the city. They got worse.

Once the fair folk saw who was leading me, however, the tension fell. Ezekiel Caffrey received nods of approval and even salutes from a few folk.

The fae here likely believed I was his prisoner, which meant they didn’t have to worry about me mucking up their grand city.

I disliked it, but I bit my tongue and went along with it. I had to remember this was a means to an end: the humiliation of getting stared at like I was a leper would hopefully lead to retaining allies for Shadowblade Academy in our upcoming fight against evil.

If I had to deal with a few sour pouts and silly scowls to get there, so be it. 

Countless soldiers marched through the streets, alongside the citizens and city-folk pushing their carts to their shops and places of business. The guards here looked elite and uniform, wearing the same brilliant silver armor, making a statement. 

Why does Ezekiel dress in tunics and muted colors, as opposed to the grandiose fittings of the soldiers here? Has his time at the Unseelie Court and Shadowblade Academy made him forget his roots? Or forsworn them?

Perhaps he just didn’t give a shit what he looked like. He wasn’t a legend for his looks—he was a legend for his skill.

Without having to speak with the man, I started to respect him the longer I walked by his side. People here knew who he was and were happy to see his homecoming. He was kind to the folk of Veras. 

Eventually, we made it to the towering castle where the king and queen of the Seelie Fae resided. It was as resplendent as the rest of the city. For a moment under the shining-steel gateway, I gawked at the multiple layers of the castle, craning my neck to take it all in.

A tall guard approached us, flanked on both sides by helmeted guards. This one had his helmet off, with a platinum blond mane, and stared down at the shorter Ezekiel. “Lord Caffrey, you come suddenly. We have not prepared for your arrival, nor were we aware of it.”

Zeke smiled. “Peace, Abraham, old friend. My arrival needs no preparation, as you should know.”

Abraham’s thin lips firmed. He didn’t smile, but he did incline his chin slightly. “Even so. What is your business here?”

“I request an audience with the king and queen. My friend and I come at the behest of Headmaster Alaric Cane of Shadowblade Academy.” He reached out and put a hand on my shoulder.

“Your . . . friend?” Abraham’s eyes took me in with disdain, his handsome face contorting. 

“That’s what I said,” Ezekiel answered. When he squeezed my arm, it was a sign for me to show my necklace with the mask-and-dagger emblem on it, and I did. 

Abraham glanced at the pendant, flaring his nostrils. “You do always come with such odd company, Ezekiel.”

“I’m just such a likable fellow,” he said, somewhat self-deprecatingly. 

Abraham turned. “I’ll be back.”

Once we were alone, I said, “He doesn’t like me.”

“No one here likes you, Venn. They hardly like me either. They just act like it because it’s expected of them.”

I bit my lower lip. Sounded deceptive and wrong. 

Abraham returned swiftly. He said the king and queen would see us, and led us through the gilded halls of Veras Castle. 

In the throne room, covered in silver and gold, the Albrights sat next to one another. They were elderly fae, with graying silver hair and shallow wrinkles. Other than gold-lined robes, they didn’t adorn themselves with jewelry or anything of the sort. They let their city do the talking for them, when it came to splendor and opulence.

“Ah, the shining gem of the Caffrey Fin,” King Oberon said in a homely voice. “Returned at last.” He regarded me with bright eyes. “And with a distant brethren of ours, no less. You’re far from home, boy.”

I swallowed hard. “Yes, sire, I am.”

“The circumstance must be dire for wily old Alaric Cane to ask for assistance—from the Seelie, no less.”

“It is, sire.”

Even though Zeke had told me to let him do the talking, how was I supposed to ignore the king of the Seelie Fae when he directly spoke to me? 

His wife, Queen Tiana, already bristled. She didn’t hide her plain disgust for me nearly as well as her husband, and before she’d even said a word I knew she was likely a shrill, shrewd enchantress. The cold chill to King Oberon’s warm, grandfatherly tone.

Oberon opened his mouth to continue. Before he could, light footsteps drew his attention to the right, behind a side door. The door burst open and two small children ran in, giggling and hopping around like rodents. They had the fairest faces I’d ever seen, with big pointed ears framing flaxen hair. 

“Faith, Abel, grandsire is busy!” Oberon yelled at them. “We have guests.” 

The kids stopped shouting. They turned to us, narrowing their eyes. The children were clearly twins, no more than a handful of years old. 

The girl stared up at me with her huge doe eyes. “He’s purple, granddaddy.”

“He is.”

“So am I, Princess Faith,” Ezekiel said, taking some of the heat away from me. 

“Not as purple as him. You’re more brown. Why?”

Ezekiel chuckled. “I don’t know, Princess Faith. Do you remember me? It is good to see you and Abel.”

Oberon’s voice boomed. “Abraham! What kind of Royal Guardsman allows such heartless infiltration during a meeting by such ragamuffins as this?”

He spoke the words sternly, yet I had to smile. He loved his grandchildren, even when they annoyed him. They were the joint heirs to the Seelie Throne, after all.  

Armor creaked and clanked as Abraham ran into the room. “Apologies, my liege. I did not see—” 

The twins giggled as he tried to catch them and ferry them away. Eventually, and with much labor, he herded them away and closed the side door behind them. 

“Now then,” Oberon said, clasping his hands together. “Where were we?”

“They were about to petition aid of the Seelie Court,” Tiana Albright cut in, voice hitched with vexation. “As is the only reason anyone ever comes before us, husband: when they are in need of something from us.”

Ezekiel told them of the imminent demon invasion to the Academy; Ornoth’s threat and the death of the students; of the demon apparitions hunting our people. 

To their credit, the king and queen listened intently, without interruption. When it was all said and done, their faces remained blank. The ancient royals looked at one another, undoubtedly using their fae mind-link to speak.

Queen Tiana spoke, sending my heart nervously thumping. “We will not aid Shadowblade Academy in this endeavor, Ezekiel of the Caffrey Fin.”

My stomach dropped to my boots, heart twisting.

“Our reasons are thus,” Tiana continued, squeezing the arms of her gaudy throne. “The Seelie army is stretched thin, dealing with the ubiquitous threat of the Unseelie. More importantly, we have not forgotten the last time we intervened in the human realm, on behalf of Briarwitch Academy. That war brought much death and destruction to our people. We were unjustly honored or rewarded for our sacrifices. For those reasons, Alaric Cane’s request for aid is denied by the Seelie Court.”

My throat constricted, the air leaving my lungs like I’d been punched in the gut. I felt weak. 

Ezekiel’s dark orbs flared with anger as he looked to his lieges. “Queen Albright, do you forget who helped retrieve your treasured grandchildren? Who aided in the rescue of the prince and princess of the Seelie Court?”

Tiana raised her chin defiantly. “Of course we do not forget, Ezekiel. What you and Dawn Rose did for our grandchildren will never be forgotten. Even so, our decision stands.”

Zeke’s hands curled into fists. “You talk of unjust honor, yet you will not do this for me? As a personal favor—for my allegiance and faith to the Court?”

The queen stood from her throne like a terrifying vision, thin robe swishing around her. “For the last time, Ezekiel of the Caffrey Fin: Our decision stands.”

Zeke’s shoulders slumped. With a small nod, he accepted his failure. When we left the throne room, stunned, it took us many long minutes of walking through the castle before either of us mustered the courage to speak.

Once outside, I said, “What next?” 

Ezekiel Caffrey let out a hearty sigh. “We move to our backup plan.”

“Our backup plan?”

“We must travel to the Unseelie Court, friend.” He put a hand on my shoulder, even as my blood ran cold and sweat beaded my brow. “If the Seelie will not help us, then at the very least we must make sure the Unseelie will not hurt us.”
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Chapter 14
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Sunny

I STEPPED INTO IRONFORT behind the stiff-backed, elderly butler, Buchanon.

I was a bit sullen about my circumstance. I couldn’t believe, with all my abilities and powers of persuasion, Alaric would send me off to bump elbows with Anvel Steel.

I could have been clawing my way through the jungle, igniting the fire inside the Waichee rebels. Or skulking through the shadows of Asberald City, sniffing out Malikai Sanden and his Outcasts. Spirits knew I would have been a better candidate than Quentin. 

Even in the Seelie Court, I knew I could hold my own. Sure, I’d never been there, but they were just people, right? Magical faerie people, but still just people. If they thought they had pride, well, wait until they met Sunder Conway.

But no, I had been sent to the middle-of-nowhere home to the leading shifter in all of shifterdom. Ironfort looked boring from the outside with its gray stone walls and crumpling infrastructure. Inside, it was worse, because the ostentatious attempt at “royalty” left a sour taste in my mouth.

I had dined with kings and queens. I knew what gaudy ought to look like, and it wasn’t this. Anvel and his kind tried too hard to look important in this ever-changing modern society. 

Shifters were becoming things of the past. Old relics who used their senses and animalistic abilities to do their bidding, when a simple bullet would suffice. Hell, a bullet could put down a shifter just like any sad human. 

Not a vampire. Unless beheaded and staked, I would always recover. Shifters were temporary, while vampires were eternal. To continue the analogy, shifters were the knife you brought to a gun fight. 

Shifters didn’t even use guns because they considered them abominations of nature. Talk about old-timey. It was more likely because they couldn’t get their hands on them, and were too scared of being mistaken for humans, who they typically despised. 

At least the fae, who lived for centuries, would never go out of style for that fact alone. They could reinvent themselves, whereas shifters were stuck in the “old ways.”

And then the demons, the new bad kids on the block. Ancient but innovative. They were a handful. The shadow blood we all possessed at the Academy from the Umbralite sect of demons—that was some heavy, DNA-altering shit. Ornoth’s hybrid armies spoke of the future. 

I didn’t dislike Anvel Steel personally. He was a hard-ass and attractive like me, and seemed to have all his ducks in a row. In that respect, I suppose it made sense to send me here out of anyone else, because we had similar interests and attitudes. 

I still rather would have been getting my hands dirty like the rest of the guys. 

“Each of these missions is just as important as the next,” Alaric had said. 

Horseshit. This mission wasn’t as important because Anvel Steel was already an ally. Otherwise Cane wouldn’t have sent us here in the first place, prior to the Asberald gala. Clearly he had something on Steel, in order to get us an audience with him.

That asshole headmaster was giving me kid gloves to work with. He didn’t trust me.

Following Buchanon’s slow stroll through the red-carpeted, dusty corridors didn’t help my rosy outlook either.

Eventually we made it to the hall leading to the meeting room. As we crossed, my eyes strayed to the doors of the chambers where we’d slept last time here. I recalled the lovely night of pissing Coralia off and then fucking her senseless.

The memory brought a crude smile to my face. 

Buchanon led me into the meeting room with the long, ornate table. Anvel sat at the end. This time, the fiery bitch, Scarlet Starklin, and the surly would-be librarian, Camille Luna, were not present. 

It was just the wolf shifter lord, leaning forward with his elbows on the table, chin resting in his palms. Looking bored as hell.

That makes two of us, pal.

Anvel was dressed sharply, as usual, in a black tuxedo that hugged his large, muscled frame. His garb couldn’t compare with my crimson cloak and glorious blond locks, if he wanted to get into a noble war of fashion with me.

The butler swept his arm at me. “Master Sunder Conway, sir.”

Before Anvel could answer, I said, “I’m not your master, Biew. Don’t call me that.”

“It is a matter of decorum, sir,” Buchanon said, bowing his head. “To signify the status of our visitors.”

“I know what it is, just—ugh, never mind.” I shooed my hand at him. 

“You just said you’re not his master,” Anvel said from across the room, “so don’t try to shoo him away.” Instead, Anvel did it, as if to assert dominance over me. He stood from his chair and motioned Buchanon to the double doors in nearly the exact same motion I had. “You may go, Biew. Thank you.” Once the glorified butler was gone, Anvel’s steely eyes pierced into me. “Also, don’t call him ‘Biew.’ That’s reserved for me and me only.”

I put my hands up in surrender. He doesn’t want to be here anymore than I do. “My bad, my royal liege.”

“My royal liege—that doesn’t even make sense . . .” He trailed off, groaned, and put a hand to his temple. “Why the hell did they send me the most exasperating man of the bunch?”

I shot him a roguish smile. “Maybe it speaks to their opinion of your own attitude, sovereign lord king of—”

“Shut up. Please, I’m begging you. Enough with the faux flattery.”

My smile widened. I already had him begging. This was going to be a cakewalk. 

“I read something about alliances in the missive to me. Do you honestly think this is the best way of going about it, bloodsucker?”

I shrugged. “I’m not a diplomat, Your Honor.”

“No shit.” He grumbled and sat, begrudgingly motioning for the foot of the table on my side—the furthest possible spot from him.

I sat and scooted in my chair with a wooden creak as it dragged across the floor. The vein at his temple bulged and he winced from the sound.

“In Asberald City,” I began, “I managed to convince Mari Settler I was on her side—an ambitious grunt, looking for a break. She willfully let me into her inner circle to attend the meeting with Titus Hanneman.”

“Your point?”

“I can schmooze with the best of them.”

Anvel sat back in his chair. “Mari Settler probably thought you wanted to fuck her.”

“Does it matter what she thought? As long as it worked.” I rolled a hand at him. “But to your point: Yes, I think Mari did want to fuck me.”

“Well, I don’t want to fuck you, Sunder. I don’t think you want to fuck me either.”

I bobbed my eyebrows mischievously. “A gentleman never kisses and tells.”

He rolled his eyes. “Yes, but you are enamored and smitten with Coralia Hargrave. Your little wall-shaking display last time proved that. She is your weakness.”

My muscles tightened. I clamped my jaw.

“Don’t worry,” he said, “Dawn Rose was my weakness as well. Still is. These women . . . they’re also the greatest strength of men like you and me.”

“Men like you and me?”

“Red-blooded, hungry men.” Now it was his turn to grin deviously. 

“My blood runs cold, Anvel. I’m a vampire.”

“It runs hot when you’re around Coralia.”

“Fair enough. What are you trying to say?”

“I’m simply pointing out: No matter what airs you put on or how you speak of Mari Settler’s desire to bed you, you don’t fool me. You are obsessed with Ms. Hargrave. Everything else is just talk. Fluff. You would never stray from her.”

Well, he nailed that one. I couldn’t deny anything he’d said or hide it from my face. I said nothing, taking his words in.

“We are singular men, you and I. That’s why Alaric Cane sent you—rather than any other—to me.”

“Singular men how?”

“Would you kill anyone who harmed a hair on Coralia’s body?”

“Of course.”

“Would you bathe in the blood of your enemies, if they were also the enemies of Coralia?”

“A little dramatic, but yes. I am a vampire, remember.”

A tiny, knowing nod. “Same goes for me, with Dawn. You and I know what it takes to protect our loved ones. And to possess them like they want to be possessed.”

My eyes widened for a fraction of a second. How does he know me so well? Maybe we really are that similar.

“Dominant men like us can often find common ground, Sunder. We can just as easily rip each other’s throats out, I suppose.”

His eyes glinted. I recalled the story—or myth, perhaps—of Anvel Steel killing his own father during the Battle of Briarwitch . . . by ripping his throat out. 

The innuendo, mixed with that dark gaze, unnerved me. A rarity for me. “This is all well and good, Anvel, but what are you getting at?”

“I’m simply trying to understand you. I think I finally have.”

I gritted my teeth. As much as it hurt to say, I had to: “I think you’re right.”

“Good. Then let’s move onto the business at hand.”

“Demons want to fuck up Shadowblade Academy. They want to turn the boys into soldiers and impregnate the women and blah, blah, blah. You know the drill.”

“Sounds dark.”

“They’ve already infiltrated us once. We’re pressed for time.”

“They’re going to try and harm Coralia?” he asked, goading me with a smug look.

I clenched my jaw. “Yes,” I spit through gritted teeth. My anger was impossible to mask. “She’s the primary target, in fact.”

“No wonder you were sent to me.”

“Huh?”

“You’re the only one who could show such conviction without having to muster it up. The fury comes naturally to you, Sunder. You can’t hide it when I mention Coralia Hargrave, your . . . princess.”

“I know. My temper is something I’ve been trying to work on. Haven’t had much success. Therapy hasn’t helped.”

“No, it’s good. Don’t lose that rage. Use it.” He lifted his arms out. “What is it you want from me?”

“You are the chieftain of all the powerful shifter packs in the country.”

A firm headshake. “Each pack has its own alpha. I am simply the liaison for all those alphas.”

I scoffed. “Call it what you will, Anvel. You’re the alpha of the alphas. You’re important and you have access to a shifter army. Alaric Cane wants that army.”

He smiled. “You don’t beat around the bush.”

“Did you expect anything less?”

“No.” His smile wavered. “You want me to convene the elder council to ask for their help against a demon army?”

“Yes. Quickly.”

Anvel put his hands together. “I don’t even know where Shadowblade Academy is. Neither do my alphas.”

I lounged in my chair comfortably, resting a leg over my knee. “Neither do I, honestly. The wards have a way of making its borders murky.” 

“How will we find the grounds we are to defend? We’ll need time to set up a solid defense.”

“I will lead you there through shadowgates. Portals. So will my friends.”

“What will we get in return for this aid?”

Thanks from the bottom of our hearts? Hell if I know. Alaric didn’t tell me that much. 

I fumbled for a second, trying to think of something. Then I raised a finger and sat forward, chair groaning. “Besides the usual: accolades and our undying thanks, we will also open the gates to your people. The shifter packs will be able to attend and learn from Shadowblade Academy’s countless tomes and secrets. Imagine the knowledge and history you could learn in that place.” 

His thick brow rose. “My people will be able to visit without being or becoming shadowblade cadets?”

“Yes.”

“You will open your doors to outsiders?”

“That’s what I just said, isn’t it?”

He leaned forward even further. “Is this coming from you or from Headmaster Cane?”

I scratched my smooth cheek. “I actually just came up with it on the spot. But I was sent here to negotiate, and that’s what I’m doing. I can convince Alaric to make it happen if you help us.”

“I want it in writing.”

“Deal.”

He paused for a second. I had to admit, the negotiation had my blood pumping. The prospect of a successful mission always thrilled me. I knew it would thrill Coralia too—the best reward of all.

Anvel Steel studied me. He caressed the stubble at his cheek. “My people could use that knowledge. It would embolden and strengthen the shifter clans. We could become a powerful force again in this modern world.”

“Exactly what I was thinking.”

One final pause. Then, a firm nod. “Very well, Sunder Conway. Guarantee what you just offered and I will summon the elder council and convey the terms. I’m sure they will be favorable to this cause of yours. Destroying the demons will be a preventative measure to make sure the shifter packs aren’t attacked next.”

“I like the way you think.” I clapped and sat back, tension lifting off my shoulders. “Then we have a deal.”

He pointed a thick finger at me, eyes narrowing. “But if you fuck me on this, bloodsucker, just know that I’m coming for you.”

From anyone else, I would have shrugged off the threat and laughed them out of the room.

But from Anvel Steel? I had to admit my butthole clenched up for a moment.
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Chapter 15
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Quentin

I STUMBLED INTO THE darkness of the alley, fear kicking my adrenaline into gear. Managing to catch myself before I fell, I spun and bolted.  

The Leatherwing screeched and took a step after me. Powerful wings flapped, sending a solid sheet of air at my back.

My feet lifted off the ground as the wave of wind knocked me forward. I pinwheeled, trying to keep my balance, but ended up skidding on my knees. Gravel and concrete bit into my palms. 

Wincing, I hopped from all fours onto my feet and kept running. I didn’t bother looking over my shoulder—I could feel its presence around me.

I had no idea where I was going. Asberald City became a blur on all sides. Cracked windows, bowled-over telephone poles, and toppled streetlights whirred past as I made my way down a two-lane road.

My feet carried me toward the brighter parts of the city, with functioning streetlights.

For some reason, I associated light with safety. 

Then I swerved to a halt, standing in the street. The light isn’t my ally here. I’ll find no solace behind those hotel doors or in the bright warehouses or skyscrapers.

I wheeled, charging my fists with electricity. Shadows curled up along the edges. 

The Leatherwing came careening out of the alley, flying a foot off the ground. Without the walls restraining it, the demon spread its gnarled wings and surged toward me.

My hands lashed out, two shadow-whips slicing the air. Electricity crackled along the lengths of my ropes.

They snapped like a sonic boom against the Leatherwing, sizzling fur and drawing red slashes through skin. 

The demon squealed, blown back by my attack, and landed on its feet. 

I swung my whips back to me and snapped them out again. This time, the demon cocooned itself in wings, using them like a shield. Even as I scored hits across the bat-like appendages, little damage was left in the wake of my shadow tendrils.

I drew back the whips one last time, trying to keep the demon at bay—at least fifteen feet away.

The creature timed it perfectly and launched through the air as my whips came toward me. 

On a gasp, my eyes bulged. I darted left to a fallen streetlight. Vicious claws and fangs glinted as the Leatherwing closed the gap in two powerful wing-flaps.

I winked my shadow summons out of existence and gnashed my teeth, squaring the foundation of my legs like I was going to take the demon’s tackle right in my chest.

Claws came forward. Saliva dripped from jagged teeth. Red flared in its eyes as it tasted its next meal just feet away—

And I sidestepped into a shadow at the last second.

The pull of the Shadow Realm catapulted me where I’d been looking—across the street to the patch cast by the toppled streetlight.

I emerged. With the demon confused and its back to me, I turned and sprinted in the other direction.

I wasn’t Sunder Conway, fearless in the face of defeat and overconfident in my abilities. I had no qualms about living to fight another day, even if it meant running with my tail between my legs. 

My pride could take the hit. My body? Probably couldn’t take too many hits from the Leatherwing’s dagger-sized claws. 

I tossed aside stealth and barreled through the city on burning legs, trying to stay one step ahead of the demon. I had no destination in sight, moving on pure survival instinct and nothing else.

Sweat pooled under my arms and trickled down my forehead. Adrenaline kept me going but my lungs burned and I knew I wouldn’t last much longer.

I careened into an alley and out the other side, up a short block before realizing it was a cul-de-sac and had to turn around. 

When I turned, I saw no sight of the demon—

And the sky became hazy and humid once more. 

“Fuck.”

It crashed through the low cloud with another terrible screech. If nothing else, it alerted other Leatherwings. 

I was screwed. No way back except for a brick wall about fifteen feet high and two-story houses on either side of me. 

The Leatherwing landed on the ground and gave me a rictus grin, knowing he had me trapped. 

Gritting my teeth, I remembered the good times with Coralia and my Glove. If this was going to be the end, I would go out with those memories in mind.

Memories. 

I had finally gained them back, like long-lost heirlooms. I knew my past and, dark as it was, I was grateful to know it. 

Coralia had helped me gain that. Helped my memories return.

I can’t let all that go to waste. Not after coming so far.

The Leatherwing ambled toward me, its furry legs ending at hooves. It clacked on the concrete, moving deliberately, enjoying stalking me like prey.

Fuck that.

I dashed to the side, to my left, straight to the wall of a tall house. Before I could face-plant into the facade, I leaped and reached up with all my length. I was a tall man with a long wingspan—

And my fingertips found purchase at the lip of the second-story roof. Shadows helped me below, pushing off the ground and acting as a trampoline to boost me the last few inches I needed to get onto the roof. 

From there, I stumbled and kept moving. At the end of the lip, adrenaline carried me and I jumped through the air, clearing the ten-foot gap and crunching on tiles of another roof. 

I was in a completely different world up here, able to see far and wide to all the nearby rooftops. I planned my escape—

Yet the Leatherwing flew up and over, perching itself at the end of the roof in front of me. 

Cutting off my escape. 

I skidded to a halt. Tiles from the deck spilled off and skittered to the ground with a crash. 

My brow furrowed, eyes scanning my surroundings. 

To my left, shadows. Moving fast, parallel to me on another rooftop. Shadows moved on my right too—short and squat and swift.

The Leatherwing made a strange mewling sound like a cackling goat. 

I peeled my lip back in a snarl, trying to match its ugly intensity—trying to buy myself time so I could come up with yet another escape route.

Finally, the Leatherwing seemed tired of toying with me. It broke into a sprint, rushing me with its wings flattened against its body. 

It was going to pluck me off the roof with how fast it charged.

Again.

I recalled the “hit gone wrong,” when a Leatherwing had lifted me off the roof of a six-story building and tossed me to the ground to my death. Or near death. 

Then the gala, when I had upended myself over the railing to escape Ornoth’s fury, to my death. Or near death.

What is it with me and high places? 

I was two-for-two on surviving those, but I didn’t think I’d survive a third fall.

My hands shimmered with blue energy—ice this time.

The Leatherwing came in, halted upright—surprising me—and slashed with its claws. 

I backpedaled, teetered on the edge of the roof, and took a gash across my forearm.

Gritting my teeth, ignoring the bloody pain, I ducked and punched the thing in its big dangling dick. 

It squealed like a bitch, staggering. 

I rushed forward, using my momentum and leaping into the air to crash an icy elbow across its head. 

It swayed, momentarily stunned, but quickly recovered and lashed out again. 

I put both my arms up and cried out as the talons struck me, blood spraying from my forearms. My knees wobbled, nearly buckling. 

The shadows to my left and right emerged like a swift-moving mist. They landed on the rooftop with nary a crunch under their feet.

Howls filled the sky. 

The Leatherwing stretched tall, turning away from me.

Wolves pounced on it from all sides—six of them at least. 

The demon realized it was outnumbered. It tried to beat its wings to get into the air and escape.

Its cloven feet left the ground, managing ten inches of space—

Then it was brought down by the weight of six wolves dragging it, bearing down on the beast. Wings ripped like torn paper. Claws and fangs slashed. Dark blood filled the air and the jaws of my saviors.

I molded a magical icicle in my closed fist.

The Leatherwing lifted its head, opening its maw wide to scream for help—

And I stabbed it through the mouth with the ice spear. Inky blood cascaded over the rooftop, the icicle punching through to the other side, impaling the monster’s face. Gore and brain matter covered me. 

The monster dropped dead.

I fell to a knee, hands on the tiles of the roof. 

The wolves shifted into humans.

I looked up at the tall, wiry man standing naked before me. “Took you long enough, Wolf of Asberald.”

* * *
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MALIKAI SANDEN TOOK a pile of clothes from Little Ricky’s outstretched hands. He wiped the blood and Leatherwing muck off him with the shirt then tossed it to the ground. He put on the pants, thankfully, so I didn’t have to have a conversation with a grown man’s cock flapping about in the wind.

“Sorry we took so long, friend,” he said. “You move fast for a human. Kept us on our toes.” 

“Yeah, well, turns out I’m not fully human.” I didn’t bother elaborating. “How long were you tailing me?”

As we conversed, Ricky tended to me and sprayed ointment on my bloody arms, then wrapped them in gauze. I winced from the sting of the ointment, thanked the boy, and tousled his hair. He smiled up at me.  

Malikai had taken me to the outskirts of town, not far from where my group had first stayed with him. 

“We noticed you in the alley. Actually, we noticed the Leatherwing in the sky first. Then we saw where it landed and spied you.”

I nodded. “Thank you for saving my life, Kai. Again.” I took his arm in mine in a handshake of camaraderie.

“That’s twice now,” said the burly blond man beside him. Hoach held up a peace sign. 

“I’m aware, big guy,” I said, scratching the back of my neck with embarrassment. “I’ll try to return the favor at some point.”

Hoach was the leader of the Outcasts—what Malikai called their group. It was a puppet title. Malikai was obviously the true captain here and had given Hoach the position to feel special.

That said, I’d seen Hoach in the fight against the Leatherwing. The huge wolf certainly carried his own weight. He would be a fantastic ally to have. All these gritty sons of bitches would. They’d been in “the fight” longer than any of us, always in the thick of it.

You couldn’t buy experience like that.

I surveyed my gloomy surroundings: a busted fence, a house covered in graffiti, a yellow-dirt lawn. “You haven’t updated your digs much.”

“We go where the Leatherwings aren’t,” Malikai said. “Luxury isn’t part of the deal.”

“I take it they’ve infiltrated the city again?”

“They never left. Well, some of them did. The number of stragglers is growing by the day though. Someone is calling them back. We’ve seen vampires too.”

“Did you ever leave, Kai?” We could get to the “someone is calling them back” part in a minute. 

“No, other than a few days in hiding after the gala. Luciano staged a mass exodus. He pulled out of the city but we didn’t follow. He didn’t bother looking for us—the renegade shifters who cost him the alliance.”

I smiled. “You really put a chink in his armor, eh?”

“Guess so. Word is he’s moved underground to lick his wounds after the union with Aliyah Rosewood went south.”

“Good.” I nodded and looked at him with a slight smile. “You’re aware what the humans are calling you now?”

“Wolf of Asberald? Silly, but I’ll take it. As long as it keeps them too scared to come here, that’s good enough for me.”

I leaned against the wall of the house and crossed my arms over my chest, wincing. I thought for a moment on how to traverse the next subject.

Kai broke the ice. “Why are you here, Quen? Glutton for punishment? Wasn’t almost dying one time good enough, or are you looking for more?”

“Clearly.” I shook my head and sighed deeply, then reached into my shirt and pulled out the pendant around my neck. “I’m here on Shadowblade Academy business.”

I told him about the demon threat.

Malikai scratched his five-day-old beard as I spoke. His eyes went half-lidded and the expression on his face told me he knew more than he’d been letting on.

“That explains a lot,” he said once I was finished with my tale. “Aliyah Rosewood has taken up residence in Asberald City. She moved away from her state district, seemingly away from humanity. Judging by the influx of Leatherwings, I think she’s leapfrogged Luciano and cut a deal with the demons directly.”

“Shit.” I mulled that over. It didn’t change a lot in terms of my plans, but it did make things more convoluted. 

I’d always known it was a possibility: Ornoth gaining allies from our “human realm.” It appeared he’d tricked Aliyah Rosewood, the powerful vampiress overmistress, into joining forces.

“You think Luciano’s out of the picture then?” I asked after a long minute. 

Kai snorted. “That rodent? He’s never out of the picture for long. No, I think he’s biding his time to see who the winner of this bout will be. Then he’ll try to clean up the scraps.”

“I don’t think Ornoth will let him do that,” I said. “He’ll force Luciano to decide where his allegiances lie.”

“Probably won’t be much of a decision then.” After a short pause, Kai broached the main subject. “Why are you here, Quentin? Without your Glove no less.”

“The others are in different corners of the world—and other worlds—trying to rummage up support as well. Time is of the essence, you see.”

“Ah. Right. And Shadowblade Academy wants the Outcasts on their side?”

“Yes. If it’s not too much to ask.”

He shrugged, looking to Hoach, to Ricky, to a few of his other loyal followers. He received small nods from his closest men and women.

When he looked over to me, he said, “We don’t have many in the way of numbers. A few dozen.”

“Anything will help, Kai.” I bowed my head. “Beyond that, I think you’ll be great for recruitment efforts. You have the battlefield experience many of our cadets at the school are lacking.”

Kai bared his teeth. “As long as you don’t try to pass me onto a desk job. I’m not a paper-pusher, Quentin.”

“Never. When the fighting comes, believe me, you’ll be in the thick of it.”

He grunted. “Then you have our support. Let’s stop this scourge before it grows unwieldy, comrade.”
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Dax

I SPOKE WITH MY BRETHREN in a quiet, secluded area of the Kolpoden Grove, the stream trickling at our backs. We were not disturbed while we talked of battles past and future.

I looked to Topo Kin. The giant elm he sat against made the slender man appear even smaller. His wiry muscles protruded on a skeletal frame, and I worried for the young man’s health. 

Darok Kin sat next to him, knees against his chest, legs parted. His knee touched Topo’s. 

Topo Kin was the last remaining cadet under my charge. Seeing his face had drawn out deep-seated guilt and hope in equal measures. It was a bittersweet thing, laying eyes on him once more. 

With a hint of a smirk, I asked, “How did you weasel your way out of harm this time, Topo Kin?”

The weasel shifter snorted with a small cough. He likely tired of the joke, but as long as I lived, I would continue to tell it. “It was not easy, Dax Kin. Cyrus sent his hounds after me, scouring every corner of the woods surrounding Waichee Village.” He played with a flower in his lap, twirling it. When he looked up to me, where I stood before them, his mischievous face curved with a smile. “My animal may not be much use in combat, but it is quite excellent in terms of secrecy. I was able to elude capture long enough to scurry away.”

“He came upon a scouting party of ours, brother,” Darok said to me, “much like you did months ago.”

I nodded gravely and studied the lined face of Darok Kin, the erstwhile guard of my mother. He was older now, a thin beard blackening his acorn-brown face. 

“We promptly invited him into our budding rebellion,” Darok finished. He reached out and placed a gentle hand on Topo’s knee, squeezing lightly. When the fairer man glanced over at him, they both smiled, and I noticed a blush stain Topo’s face. “From there, our companionship grew.”

It tugged at my heart, seeing these two like this: homeless yet still fighting on in spite of the tragedies they’d lived through. Darok had seen his ward, his chieftess, killed before his eyes. Topo had witnessed the same with his cadet friends. 

Both had been powerless to do anything about it.

But not anymore. Now they fought with tenacity and sheer grit, willing love over their fear of the future. They wished and battled for a better future—one they may not live to see. These two were true spirits of courage. I was proud for the defiant young men they had become in the face of my wicked sibling.

They embodied all the ideals I had grown up nourishing, yet could not always embody myself. 

“I am overjoyed you two managed to find love in such dire circumstances.” My voice came out low. It was difficult for me to show emotion at times—even worse since my mother passed—but I tried my best. “Would that we could all have the bravery of you two, I’d say the factions of Appalachia would prosper.”

“Thank you, Dax Kin,” Darok said, bowing his head deeply. “Your words move me.”

I sat with a groan, across from them in the clearing. I crunched on leaves and twigs as I tried to make myself comfortable, staring eye to eye with my two kinsmen. “Now then, I’m afraid we must speak on the reason I’m here, and the reason is bleak.”

They listened intently as I told the tale of the demon army. Only Topo seemed slightly fearful when I mentioned the unprompted, flatfooted attack on the Academy, which resulted in the deaths of students. Darok just stared with his jaw set.

I was painfully aware my petition for their help might elicit resistance. For good reason. They had been building a militia to fight off Cyrus. I would be asking them to aid Shadowblade Academy for the greater good—the same place that had sanctioned the death of my kinsmen. 

It was an impossible task I set out to do, yet I had to try. This was what I could “bring to the table” in terms of building our army. 

Once I was finished the story, I asked a final question. “How goes your rebellion, brothers?”

Topo spoke first. “I have acted as spy and intelligence-gatherer, Dax Kin.” That made sense, given his size and stealthiness as a weasel. “Cyrus’ army grows. He rules with an iron fist, as I’m sure you can imagine. No one is allowed to leave the village.”

My head snapped back. “Even for hunts and food gathering? For trading?”

“All trades are brought to Waichee proper. Hunts are heavily guarded and watched. He has the townspeople in his grip, yet I notice cracks in his leadership. The people hate him.” Topo threw aside the flower he’d been spinning in his hand. “To that end, we have an opening. But we cannot strike now.”

“Why is that?”

“He’s bolstering his defenses. I’ve now seen three sets of Synthok meet with Cyrus in the village. What they discussed, I do not know.”

“What sort of outsiders are these?”

“They do not appear shifter or human. One man was tall with graying skin. Handsome and otherworldly.”

My teeth grated. “Ornoth. Leader of the demons. Damn it all.”

Darok raised his brow. “Then Cyrus is cementing a union with the demons.” His shoulders sank. “Our window has closed. Our people truly are doomed.”

“Not so fast, Darok Kin.” I raised a palm to stop him from wallowing. “If we can defeat Ornoth and his minions, Cyrus will lose his ally and the window will open once more. If your insurrection can help us in this endeavor—perhaps here, on the peripheries—we might have a chance.”

“We wouldn’t have to go to your magical school to fight these beings?” Darok asked.

“Perhaps not. It can be negotiated. If Cyrus truly is joining forces with the demons—whether willfully or not—then the fight is here, too. Cyrus will be just another head that must be cut from the hydra.”

My allies understood. They agreed to help in short order, yet I knew the number of Waicheeans on their side was small. 

I said, “Last we spoke, Darok, you told me of the pact you’d forged with other Appalachian clans. How does that fare?”

Darok nodded diligently, his expression excited to explain all he’d done in my absence. “We have gained the support of the Fyjii clan to the south. The beavers are small but fierce.”

I smiled. “Yes, they are known for their tenacity. A fine addition to any force.”

He counted off on his fingers. “We’ve also enlisted the Kenqua hawk clan to aid us, and the great black bear shifters of the Sylah.”

That last one, particularly, made my eyebrows pop, impressed. The Sylah had always been loners, similar to the panthers of the Waichee. Darok surprised me by managing to gather them to our side. “Well done, my friend. It’s extraordinary you’ve gathered those three, and speaks to your abilities as an organizer. It seems you’ve taken my words to heart. With the brawn of the Sylah, the cunning of the Fyjii, and the speed of the Kenqua, you have a better chance of defeating Cyrus than most.”

“Yes, as long as his demons are taken care of,” Darok said, his tone souring.

“We will get to them. The allies in my Glove have already begun preparing ways to silence Ornoth and his evil kin. We will persevere, brothers.” 

My two kinsmen nodded diligently. They believed me, even after all we’d been through. 

I cradled my chin, rubbing it. “Waichee is lucky to have such strong allies . . . without the citizens even knowing it, no less.”

“Yes, well, our village was always quite open to outsiders,” Topo said. “Your mother did a fine job of fostering community, even among the solitary black panthers.”

“Indeed. I thank you, Topo Kin, for your kind words on the late chieftess.” I tried to hold back the pain from my voice.

Topo let out a small sound, glanced away, and then back to the ground. “Ganius the moose, Ailey the bobcat, Riann the mountain lion, so many others—accepted into the black panther clan of Waichee. The clan of outsiders and outcasts.”

“Kinsmen and kinswomen, all of them,” I grunted. Sorrow and shame rifled through me. 

“It’s hard to believe they’re all gone,” Topo finished, bowing his head sadly. Ganius and Ailey had been his closest friends.

Yes, it was hard to believe.

But now I believed in something new, with fresh fervor: I believed in this pact among factions. With four powerful clans of the woods together, Cyrus would fall. I just needed Topo Kin and Darok Kin to believe it.

“That’s why we have to keep fighting, in the names of all those who have fallen, brothers. We will avenge their deaths.” I stood and reached down to help them to their feet. They looked up at me with hopefulness in their eyes, before each man took one of my hands and rose.

Once they were on their feet, my eyes flared gold as I felt my panther coming to life. “I assure you that much. Our fallen kin will be avenged. A new dawn of Waicheeans will rise from the embers of my brother’s rotting corpse.”
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Chapter 17
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Venn

IN THE LARGE CITY OF Verelet, tucked away with a craggy mountainside to its back, stood the grounds of the place I had called home for so many years.

The Unseelie Court. Base of operations for some of the most dubious individuals I’d ever known. These were the people who had raised me and, eventually, turned me away from the Unseelie’s dreary, cynical life.

For hundreds of years the Unseelie had been mired at war with the Seelie. For the last few decades, a tenuous truce had been intact, though roving squads of soldiers often found themselves at odds near the border towns. I had been born during this truce, yet raised to be prepared for an outbreak of combat at any moment. 

Instead of leaning into the battle-hardened way of my people, I’d gone the other way. I became a renowned botanist, having found a love of plants and the more peaceful things in life. The Unseelie Court housed some of the rarest, most extraordinary flora in all the planes.

Sadly, my way turned dark. In becoming enamored with the plant-life of my people, I found new ways to synthesize the flora. I had hoped to make medicine. But many of my creations as a young man inevitably became drugs and poisons. They were stolen from me, for my people to use. 

I became a pawn to the Unseelie, which led me to a rebellious life outside the Court. It hadn’t taken much to push me in that direction.

Once King Magus and Queen Delphine Tenebris discovered my expertise in cytology, they seized my means of production and took my discoveries for themselves, to use against our enemies within and without.

My best friend since childhood, Garlock, overdosed and died using a drug made from my hands. Coming from a well-to-do family himself, Garlock’s death could not be overlooked. While I suffered guilt and shame, I also faced the executioner’s axe. 

Unseelie royalty had found a way to get rid of me, yet legally keep my inventions, all without having to raise a finger. I was doomed, and the fruit of my toils would go to my superiors. 

Then Alaric Cane had intervened. To this day I had no idea how he found out about my plight. He found a convenient scapegoat for Garlock’s death—which resulted in another, lesser kinsman’s execution instead of mine—and whisked me away to the human realm.

There, I was expected to become a spy for the Unseelie. To hone my abilities and return as a hired killer for my people. Alaric put me through Briarwitch Academy to train my mundane magic as a spellshield, and then eventually Shadowblade Academy, to hone my expertise as a poison-maker. 

Now I realized the truth: Alaric was simply another powerful opportunist, who saw fit to use my talents for his own benefit.

Shadowblades needed poisons, after all, since we were the assassins of the supernatural world.

These age-old thoughts roamed during our travels into to my old country. Ezekiel skirted us around the vast Sculptorwood, using portals every now and again to get us closer to our destination.

When the city loomed on the horizon, my stomach dropped. I was really here, returning home after so long.

I had hoped to never return to this despairing place. 

The sky had turned its crude shade of green, signaling daylight. I much preferred the blue skies of the human realm.

Because of Ezekiel’s concord with both sides of the Fae Realm, soldiers, scouts, and guards let us pass wherever we went. No one batted an eye at me—a clear Unseelie—because they didn’t recognize who I was.

As we strolled through the labyrinthine roads of Verelet, making our way past the city to reach the castle grounds, that all changed. The veteran guards who protected the Unseelie Court from harm recognized me, and many of them raised their eyebrows and scowled as I bowed my head to try and hide my face.

When we stood in front of the ancient gates of my people, with the earthen-built castle rising along the side of the mountain, I took in a deep breath to gather myself. Painful memories fluttered through my mind.

Ezekiel patted me on the back encouragingly then walked me into my home.

* * *
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KING AND QUEEN TENEBRIS would not see us, despite who Ezekiel Caffrey brought with him. Or perhaps because of it.

I had to wonder how Zeke managed amity with both the Seelie and Unseelie, and how he was treated fairly by both. Did his reputation simply grant him such amnesty? Or was he conspiring with one, granting secrets to the other, or acting as a double agent of sorts?

I supposed it didn’t matter at this point. I didn’t call the Unseelie Court home any longer. I didn’t really care what happened to it.

But Ezekiel seemed determined to get Alaric Cane’s message across. 

It was the first time I’d shown my face in Court in years. Luckily, we came at a time when the legislative body was in the middle of a gathering, so I didn’t come across many recognizable faces as we made our way through the castle—faces of people who would remember what happened to me. 

The courtiers used the excuse of the legislative congregation for why the king and queen couldn’t see us personally. Instead, we were given an ambassador to speak with.

Ezekiel and I waited in a dimly-lit hall for a long while before being granted access into one of the many meeting rooms in the castle.

There, Ambassador Keld waited. The same man present during the fateful meeting between Mari Settler and Professor Titus Hanneman at the Asberald gala.

He stood tall and straight-backed, hands clasped in front of him. 

Just as I remembered him.

A severe expression wrinkled the lines near Keld’s mouth as he stared down his beaked nose at us.

Ezekiel Caffrey bowed. “Ambassador Keld. Well met.”

Keld’s purple eyes stayed locked with mine. He didn’t address Ezekiel at all, preferring to scowl at me instead. 

With a small quirk of my lips, I inclined my chin. “Hello . . . Father.”

Keld blinked. His thin silver brow arched menacingly. “Son.”

Yes, Keld Gable was my father. I hadn’t discussed that revelation with my Glovemates because it didn’t seem to matter at the time. I had hoped that once he stepped through that portal during the Settler-Hanneman meeting, I would never see him again. All would be forgotten.

I shouldn’t have been so naïve. 

Even with a mask over his face during the gala, I would have recognized his gait anywhere. I’d known who the mysterious Unseelie was the first moment I’d laid eyes on him, yet I’d said nothing. 

Alaric Cane would have known Ambassador Keld’s status as well. He probably kept it a secret from the Glove to avoid headaches and unwanted attention toward me. After all, I had been Alaric’s spy for many years, always on his good side—including spying on Coralia Hargrave when she’d first arrived at Shadowblade Academy.

Headmaster Cane and I had a certain rapport he didn’t want to compromise by airing my dirty laundry to my teammates.

Keld Gable was not the one who donated to the Academy and put his name on the Gable Training Facility. That had been an ancestor—his father’s father—in an attempt to curry favor with the shadowblades and form a loose alliance with the Unseelie. My father preferred to act behind the scenes, which was why only a few knew who he was.

None of that had stopped him from putting his own son on the chopping block to make up for my friend’s death.

Now I stood before him, our eyes boring into one another, and feelings of guilt and rage bloomed inside me.

“Mr. Caffrey, if it is all the same to you, I would like to speak to my son alone,” Father said, his voice cold and detached—the exact opposite of how I tried to comport myself through the years away from him. 

To my surprise, Zeke shook his head. “Unfortunately, it’s not all the same to me, Ambassador. Donovenn Gable is my charge. I don’t mean to separate myself from him.” He didn’t even look over at me or consult with me. Ezekiel likely feared he’d never see me again if he lost sight of me. For good reason. 

Courage steeled my blood at his words. “Anything you have to say to me, Father, you can say in front of Ezekiel Caffrey.”

“Yes, the Honorable Caffrey Fin,” Keld said with a slight tinge of distaste. “Very well.” He threaded his fingers together in front of him, examining me, waiting.

“Why were you at the Asberald gala?” I asked. 

“Reconnaissance for our lieges.”

“Your lieges.”

His lips thinned. “You may have been absent for the majority of this last decade, son, but King Magus and Queen Delphine are still your sovereigns. To say anything less is to invite treason.” His head casually cocked to the side. “Would you add that charge to your list of offenses?”

I frowned. I wasn’t going to argue with my father about this—not when I was on his home turf. I bowed my head slightly. “Of course not, Father.”

“Good. Now, out with it.” He hurried me along with a dismissive flap of his hand. “I have an important meeting with parliament to attend. The king and queen have given me authority to preside over this matter of yours, whatever it is. You should be thankful.”

I’d rather deal with the king and queen, honestly. As devious as they are.

“You know of the demon Ornoth and his plan to overtake the human realm,” I said, a statement rather than a question. He had been at the same gala as me. 

“Yes.” He didn’t try to deny it. 

“And how he is gathering strength to his side.”

A small nod.

“Then you know he must be stopped.”

At that, my father pursed his lips. “Do I?”

My throat constricted.

“What has the human realm ever been to the Unseelie, other than a headache?”

My nose wrinkled with anger and my hands knotted into fists at my sides. “Saying things like that is what gives the Unseelie a bad reputation, Father.”

“A bad reputation to whom? The humans? We hardly care what our inferiors think of us, son. They sully themselves just fine without our need to intervene.”

“Then you will remain outside of this conflict?”

“I did not say that.”

We stared hard at one another, trying to read the nuance behind each other’s words. It was never a direct conversation with the Unseelie.

The fact was, the Unseelie did care what others thought of them. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been punished for Garlock’s death. It had tainted the Gable family name and made us look bad.

“What is Alaric Cane’s wish?” Ambassador Keld asked, as if it mattered at all to him.

“To call upon the Seelie and Unseelie to help us repel the invaders.”

“Seeing as you have Ezekiel Caffrey in your midst, I take it you went to the Seelie Court first to make your petition.”

I nodded.

“And their answer?”

Before I could open my mouth, Ezekiel shot in: “They are taking it under advisement, and we await our answer.” 

A bluff. One my father called immediately, with a small smile playing on his lips. “I think not, Mr. Caffrey. If the Seelie response had been favorable, you wouldn’t have come all the way over here directly after. No, you were rebuffed, and now attempt to persuade the Unseelie to not intervene in the conflict, or intervene on your behalf.”

He had us dead to rights.

“Will you?” I asked. “Not intervene. Stay out of it. This will unbalance the scales in a bad way, Father.”

“Perhaps we want unbalanced scales when it comes to the Seelie,” Keld said, smirking. “With the help of the denizens of the Underlands, we can bargain a greater position for our people in the Fae Realm. Is that not what you want, son, being an Unseelie?”

“I don’t want war.”

“It’s too late for that. War is on your doorstep. The only thing to decide is who participates in said war . . . and who benefits.”

I growled, knowing where this was going. He was just goading me now, using the cynical tactics of the Unseelie to paint a grim picture.

My father held up his palm. “Here is the truth of it, son—why I wanted to speak with you in private, so I would not embarrass you.” He took a step toward me, crossing the gallery in a few strides. His hands fell to his robe. “You were always a disgrace, Donovenn. Always unruly. But, for your sake and for the sake of the Gable family name, it is time for you to return home. Perhaps you can work on atoning for your crimes.”

“I won’t be coming home,” I snapped, “because I do not call this place my own. And if you try to keep me here against my will, dear father, then you’ll bring down the force of Shadowblade Academy on your doorstep.”

A smirk ghosted over his face. “As I suspected. Rebellious as always. You have not learned much in your education I see.” With a great sigh, he waved a hand at me. “Then here’s what will happen: Even as we speak, the king and queen discuss our options with the parliamentary body. If we can stake a claim on the human realm, we must act, to position ourselves. There has never been a better chance to do so.”

Fear shot through my veins like a drug. “You will invite war with the Seelie after all these years?”

“They’ve already said they won’t intervene. Your presence here proves that.”

“That might change if they discover the Unseelie are joining the fray.”

A shrug. “A risk we’re willing to take, son. With the help of the demons, we have the stronger army. At last.”

“You don’t know what you’re getting yourselves into.” My voice rose. “This is madness, Father!” 

“No. This is Unseelie. What we were born to do. The demons will win this war, son, and we will be on the right side of history when it’s over. You’ve shown it clearly enough, Donovenn: You do not belong here. Be gone from my sight and don’t come back. Return to the losing side of this conflict, where you may live out the rest of your disgraceful days.” 
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Coralia

HEADMASTER CANE SENT me through a mundane portal to reach my destination. According to him, my mission was the most important because it involved the biggest force joining our side. Or feasibly joining our side. Nothing was set in stone yet. 

I wouldn’t blame Briarwitch Academy for not coming to our aid. We didn’t help them during their terrible fight with the Turned army. Look how that played out—countless deaths on the side of Briarwitch, despite their eventual victory. 

I say “we,” but of course I hadn’t been around during any of that.

After arriving on the outskirts of the Academy, I walked down a yellow pathway toward the gleaming white buildings in front of me. A twinkling forest circled me on all sides. Even though the otherworldly woods called to me, I put my mission in my mind and bullheaded my way toward Briarwitch Academy.

At the gates, I showed my pendant and the guards took pause. Ultimately, they put their asses into gear and led me onto campus. 

Allies or not, one did not simply ignore the call of Alaric Cane and Shadowblade Academy.

Classes were in session. The grounds I walked through were nearly empty. The chilly mountain air led me to believe we were higher north in the continental United States than Shadowblade Academy.

The Briarwitch Center jutted into the sky in the middle of campus. It was like the yin to my Academy’s yang, Fort Nocturnus. Pointed spires twisted from the white, gothic architecture toward the heavens. Stained-glass windows glinted from the sunlight and reminded me of a place of worship. A cathedral. Inside, the windows cast rainbows on the marble floor.

Robed scholars meandered through the Center on every story, going from room to room, not paying me any attention. My attendants’ white armor clanked as they led me past countless closed doors. With my head on a swivel, taking everything in, I wondered how many secrets this place had compared to Shadowblade Academy. 

Most supernaturals would have known the answer to that because they would’ve attended Briarwitch first in order to attend my university. I was a special case, arriving without my consent. I’d had to learn on the fly about my magic, which put me at a disadvantage compared to other students. 

Luckily I was a quick learner. Once my powers got going—mundane and shadow abilities—I never stopped moving. Now, I considered myself one of the most powerful magic-users at the school, besides perhaps the faculty, Finley Winston, and a few others. I certainly had more real-world experience than practically every other student there.

I had earned my spot to come here. I didn’t need the robed scholars giving me the cold shoulder or beady eyes, because they didn’t know what I’d been through. How much hard work I’d put in. How much anguish I’d suffered.

The guards stuffed me in a small waiting room while they disappeared to round up whoever they could to meet with me.

Half an hour later, the guards retrieved me. They led me up to the second level, past a few rooms, and into a high-ceilinged chamber. 

Three people awaited me in the room, standing at the end of a table in a line. 

The centermost individual was a gorgeous, voluptuous woman with fair skin, glasses, and the pointy ears of a fae. Her full lips were flat and her hands rested casually in front of her stomach. She wore a dark blue robe. 

To her left and slightly behind her stood one of the most massive men I’d ever seen. Bigger than any of my mates, even. Bald and bearded, he sported a prosthetic leg, which looked like a chicken leg compared to the rest of his huge body.  

The blonde woman to the far right had her arms crossed over her chest and a frown on her pouty face. Undeniably pretty as well, she looked only a handful of years older than me. Her stance screamed sassy and guarded, and she gave off total Vivi Jade vibes.

The woman in the middle spoke in a calm, soothing tone. “Hello, I am Headmistress Constance Mayflower.” She motioned to her left. “This is Professor Zane Crockett”—and to her right—“and Professor Sadie Reinhardt. This is the ‘council’ I could muster in so short a time.”

I bowed my head deferentially. “Thank you, Headmistress Mayflower. Don’t take this the wrong way, but honestly anyone in a position of power will do for this.”

Constance nodded. “Well, here we are.” A small smile crept up her smooth face. “I don’t take missives from Shadowblade Academy lightly. Alaric Cane is not one I want on my bad side.”

The man to her left grunted and looked ready to roll his eyes. Clearly he didn’t share the same high opinion as the headmistress. 

I didn’t really care. Constance Mayflower held all the power here. She was the one I needed to convince to help us. “Yes, Headmaster Cane is an interesting one.” 

“How is the old man?”

“Still old, ma’am.”

She chuckled lightly, giving me a full, genuine smile. She had kind eyes. “Glad to see you have a sense of humor, Miss . . .”

I jumped to attention as she trailed off. “Oh, sorry. My name is Coralia Hargrave.” I gave her another small bow.

“A sense of humor in Shadowblade Academy,” the huge man said in a rumbling, full-throated voice that seemed to come from the pit of his stomach. “That’s an oxymoron, is it not?”

I kept my fake smile going. “You tell me, Professor Crockett. Your school trained more than half the students who now attend my Academy.”

Constance gave me another smirk. She turned to Zane. “She’s not afraid of you. I like her.”

“I don’t,” said Professor Reinhardt from the right. Her voice was a bit pinched and bitchy sounding. Yep, definitely Vivi vibes. “Are you a student or staff, girl?” To her peers, she said, “She reminds me of Dawn Rose.”

My eyes lit up. “Yes, I was hoping to run across Dawn Rose at her alma mater.”

Constance’s head tilted. “You know Dawn?”

I nodded profusely, excited. “Oh yes. She visited our Academy a while back.” I touched the sword at my side. “Gave me this Oblyx Steel sword as a present from Queen Leviathan Sunfall.”

Headmistress Mayflower let out a huff of surprise. “Impressive, young lady. Well, if Dawn saw fit to gift you such a weapon, perhaps we should temper our opinions, eh, Professor Reinhardt?” She fixed the younger woman with raised eyebrows, and emphasized “professor,” as if pointing out that it was a tenuous position. 

“Agreed,” Zane Crockett said. He gave me the top of his head when he inclined his chin my way. 

I returned the gesture. If a man could admit his first impression of me was wrong, I was all for it. Especially one in a position of power.

I had met all-powerful schemers like Ornoth and Alaric Cane; incredibly skilled magic-users like Dawn Rose and Desmona; straight-up revelatory supernaturals like Queen Levia and her mates. These three were not going to scare me or intimidate me, despite my younger years and smaller stature. They were all tall and imposing, but I steeled myself and carried on.

“Unfortunately,” Constance said, “Dawn Rose is not present at the moment. We are not sure where she is.”

Typical, I thought snidely, frowning. Honestly, it saddened me. I’ve been told she gallivants around the world fending off Turned uprisings, Absolving them, trying to shift the tide of evil . . . 

But what could be more evil and imposing than the threat we all face now, at the hands of Ornoth and his minions? How does she not know about everything that’s happening?

Dawn Rose had always seemed mythical and legendary from the stories of her. I had to remember she was a flesh and blood human—or at least close to one—and not omnipotent or godlike. 

According to the stories, her involvement in the Battle of Briarwitch had singlehandedly turned the tide in the school’s favor. I wanted that kind of power on my side—she was the biggest fish we could have reeled in—but I’d have to settle for everyone else, I supposed.

I went on to tell my story as Alaric Cane had directed me. I didn’t embellish the tale, opting for straightforward facts about the demons. I also didn’t tell of my time as their prisoner, because I didn’t want to become longwinded. 

When I was all done, the three of them consulted in silence. I had a feeling Constance put a fae mind-link between the three of them to converse without me being able to hear. 

Zane spoke first, hands clasped behind his back. He didn’t regard me angrily, but matter-of-factly, like a military commander. “Why should we aid Shadowblade Academy when they did not come to our aid in our time of need, Miss Hargrave?”

I frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t speculate why Alaric Can chose not to help Briarwitch Academy, sir. I wasn’t there. But I am now. I’ve tried my hardest to change the temperature of the school and bring people together. 

“Had I attended Shadowblade Academy when the Turned army attacked Briarwitch, I like to think I could have convinced Alaric to help.”

“You have a very high estimation of yourself,” Sadie Reinhardt said. “Very Dawn-like of you.”

I raised my brows. “I get the feeling you don’t like her, ma’am.”

“We had our differences as students. We’re fine now.”

I puffed out my cheeks and exhaled. “Are you sure about that?”

Red flamed Sadie’s cheeks. She opened her mouth to speak—

Constance Mayflower’s laugh cut her off. The soft sound filled the room with warmth. It made me feel more relaxed and at ease with these three, like we were old friends chatting in a bar.  

I furrowed my brow at the warmth. It feels magical, almost. Seductive, even?

“Let’s not get off track,” Zane said gruffly, glancing out the corner of his eye at Sadie’s red face. To me, he said, “Your words did not answer my question, Miss Hargrave.”

Shit, they didn’t? I bit my bottom lip. Averting my gaze, I tried to think of something clever. 

Then I squared my shoulders. Honesty is the best policy. There’s no point trying to be cute with them.

“This threat is unlike any we’ve seen since the Turned army,” I began, making sure not to say it overshadowed the Turned army lest I make our war seem more important than theirs had been. “It’s an existential threat to supernatural society as a whole. Once they take over Shadowblade Academy, which they consider the last line of defense against them, who’s to say who is next? If Briarwitch, Banehearth, Shadowblade, and all the other academies are separated, the demons will pick us apart one by one. Does it not make more sense to combine our efforts in this first push? Make it the final push?”

Feeling like I was on a roll, I started counting off on my fingers before any of them could retort. “Currently, as I speak with you, we are requesting help from the shifter clans led by Anvel Steel; his allies at Banehearth Academy and Witherfang’s Scarlett Starklin. We’re acquiring the Outcasts led by Malikai Sanden and the shifter rebels of Appalachia. We’re enlisting the Seelie Court.”

Throughout my spiel, recognition flashed on their faces. I purposefully named off people they knew to try to get an emotional reaction.

But it was the last one—mention of the Seelie Court—that made Constance Mayflower’s eyes gleam. The flash was only momentary but I saw the rigidness in her posture; the change in her disposition. 

“If all of them help”—I stopped short of guaranteeing it because I wasn’t sure that was true—“will Briarwitch Academy be the last to hold out? Will you stay on the sidelines because of some perceived vendetta between the two schools? It makes no sense to me. This is bigger than any of us. Bigger than our feelings or egos.”

Zane Crockett nodded deeply. “To that, I agree as well, Miss Hargrave. Well said.” 

Sadie Reinhardt said, “You speak like her, too. That’s not a bad thing. Dawn always had a way with words.”

They looked to the headmistress.

“Do you know who has been sent to speak with the Seelie Court?” Constance asked.

“My ma—my Glovemate, Donovenn Gable. He goes with Ezekiel Caffrey.”

She sniffed. “Then he is in good hands. Still, it may not be enough.”

“Ma’am?” I asked, confused.

“The Seelie are a cautious, uptight bunch, Coralia. Just as we have a ‘perceived vendetta’ against Shadowblade Academy, as you put it, the Seelie Court holds the same feelings toward us at Briarwitch Academy.”

“Why, ma’am?”

“Because we dragged them into a war where fae died.” She sighed and rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Luckily, I’ve dealt with them enough. We can make it work.”

I was a bit confused still. Why was she honing in on the Seelie Court so much, out of all the groups I’d mentioned?

She explained a moment later. “I have no doubt your people will be able to garner the support of Anvel, Malikai, and Ezekiel. They are honorable, good people. Plus, they’re Dawn Rose’s mates. Perhaps they can suck her into the fold.” She gave me a small, knowing smile. “Smart, doing it that way.”

I wish I could have said it was my idea. 

She leaned forward, palms flat on the table. “You see, Miss Hargrave, besides being the headmistress of Briarwitch Academy, I also have sway in the Seelie Court. I can get them to help you.”

My heart soared. 

She pointed at me. “If the Unseelie plan to get involved, which undoubtedly they will, I can mobilize support from King Oberon and Queen Tiana simply by bringing up the Unseelie.”

I smiled at her. “Thank you so much, ma’am. You would do that?” 

She nodded.

My smile wavered. I creased my brow. Wait, she’s deflecting though. That’s not what I was sent here to get!

“That’s excellent, ma’am,” I said hesitantly, pausing, “. . . but we already have an emissary going to the Seelie to ask for their help. What about Briarwitch Academy?”

Constance turned to Zane Crockett. “I will ask my longest tenured peer his opinion on the matter.”

Zane said, “Besides my professorship, I am the general of the Briarwitch forces, Miss Hargrave—”

“They have multiple fancy titles,” Sadie interjected, apropos of nothing. “I don’t.”

Zane shot her a glare. She chuckled, more at ease with the surly man. 

General Crockett regarded me again. “We will put the dilemma of Shadowblade and Briarwitch Academy on hold for the time being. I believe you are correct: This threat is more pressing than any petty discord we may share. 

“I can train the cadets of Briarwitch Academy to help you, Miss Hargrave, but you will need to buy us time. Can you do that?”

I swallowed hard over the knot of hopefulness lodged in my neck. “I-I think? I mean, yes. I’ll make sure Alaric understands.”

He quirked a brow. “First-name basis with the headmaster, eh?”

“We have a rapport.”

At that, the three of them smiled. 

Constance said, “Sadie is right. You remind me of Dawn Rose. In a good way. I just hope you’re not as hardheaded as she is, Miss Hargrave.”

I snapped a smile at her and knocked my skull with a fist. “Probably twice as much, ma’am.” 

Constance chuckled. “Then we have our work cut out for us.” In a flash, her quaintness was gone. Her eyebrows arched sternly. “I must thank you, Miss Hargrave, for bringing us this opportunity. Not only to fight the demon army, but to heal.” 

I was happy she saw this as an opportunity rather than a chore. When she smacked her fist on the table, I jumped to attention, startled. 

Her eyes glittered with determination. “Let this be the first step to rebuilding the venerable, deep-rooted alliance our illustrious institutions once shared.”
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Chapter 19
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Coralia

I FELT GIDDY AND LIGHTHEADED after the meeting. Adrenaline pumped through my veins. I couldn’t believe I had done it. Briarwitch Academy on our side and the Seelie Fae?!

I imagined the possibilities. We certainly can’t lose with these two forces on our side, right? Even if the others don’t join us, it might be enough.

I shook my head at that thought, frowning. No, I need to have more faith in my mates. They’ll get the job done and soon we’ll have an unstoppable force even Ornoth and his fuckfaces can’t touch.

I could’ve burst from excitement.

The guards led me back through the labyrinthine hallways of the Center. They deposited me on the front doorstep of the cathedral and left me to my devices.

It was only then, once I was alone in front of the Briarwitch Center with students strolling all over after classes had gotten out, I realized I had no means to get back to Shadowblade Academy.

Shit. I chewed my lip and wheeled around, then scratched my head. The sun hammered my face and I squinted, wondering what to do.

I couldn’t shadowgate back to the Academy because I didn’t know where I was. There were no familiar shadows here I could use as a portal. 

With a sigh, I readied myself to march into the Center and ask if someone could give me a ride. Surely Constance Mayflower or someone else has been to Shadowblade Academy before and can drop me off.

I halted after two steps, wondering if asking something like that would show weakness. It’s like I’m asking Mom to pick me up from the movies. I need to be able to figure this out myself.

I stood there for a full ten minutes, lost and awkward, as chattering students walked by. Some of them glanced at me with curious expressions, no doubt wondering who the new girl was.

“Oh, fuck it,” I said out loud, at last. I had to humble myself, toss my ego, and go ask for—

“Coralia.”

The voice behind me stopped me dead. A thrum of exhilaration fluttered through my tummy like a mob of butterflies, and I spun around. 

Ezekiel Caffrey walked through a throng of students, leading the way. Behind him, Venn smiled at me, waving. 

“Venn!” I cried out, happiness bubbling up inside me.

I rushed him, elbowing my way past students. When I was five feet away, I closed the gap with a jump, leaping into his arms in a massive hug. 

He laughed in my ear, caressing my hair against the back of my head. “There she is.”

I screwed my eyes shut and hugged him as hard as I could. Tears pricked the corners of my eyes. I wasn’t sure why I was having such a visceral reaction at seeing him since we’d only been separated for a few days. Something about Venn standing there in the sunlight, lavender skin shining like an amethyst, made my whole body clench up and my eyes well. 

It was the familiarity of seeing someone I knew—someone I cherished—amidst a crowd of strangers.

It always seemed to be Venn. Our reunion reminded me when Sunny had inadvertently sinkholed me to the Crust. Venn had come and rescued when I’d been at my lowest point, returning me to the Academy. He told me to make a family with him and the Glove, since I didn’t really have one of my own. 

“You okay, hun?” he whispered in my ear, then took me to arm’s length. “What’s the matter, Cor?” The pad of his thumb smudged a single tear on my cheek. His eyebrows threaded worriedly.

I sniffled and wiped my snotty nose with my forearm. “I’m just so happy to see you. So grateful to have you in my life.”

His smile burned through the sunlight. Up until his arrival, I had been putting on a façade—a stiff mask needed to win over Headmistress Mayflower. With him around, I could let all that go. I could be myself.

It was a surefire case of the old adage: You don’t know what you have until it’s gone. Even these few days had been painful, knowing I was all alone without my mates to help me. 

“I love you, Venn.” I went on my tiptoes to kiss him, closing my eyes as the tender kiss enveloped all my senses. I became lost.

Until a throat loudly cleared next to us. 

Cheeks burning, I pulled back and averted my gaze to Ezekiel, who simply watched us like a voyeur, blank expression on his face. 

“I am glad for your reunion,” he said, “but we come under urgent circumstances. Have you spoken with Headmistress Mayflower yet, Miss Hargrave?”

I nodded. “I have. And—”

“Good, then perhaps she’s not too far. The Unseelie are going to act against us. We must alert the headmistress so she can try to convince the king and queen of the Seelie Court to help us.”

Zeke was already moving toward the gates. 

“Ezekiel,” I said to his backside. “Don’t worry about it. She knows. She’s agreed to help.”

He froze, slowly turned, and creased his brow. “You managed to convince her?”

“I did.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes, Ezekiel.” I popped my hips and put my hands on them, striking a pose. “Don’t look so shocked, sir.”

Venn scratched the back of his head. “I told him not to underestimate you—that if anyone could get it done, it would be you. Guy wouldn’t listen.”

I said, “Alaric Cane sent me here for a reason. He didn’t underestimate me.” 

Zeke bowed his head. “True, ma’am. My apologies.”

I smiled at him and winked. “Headmistress Mayflower will take care of getting the Seelie on our side by using the anger they have for the Unseelie to our benefit. All she and General Crockett ask is we buy them some time so they can get the armies in order.”

“How do we do that?” Venn asked. 

I shrugged. “No idea. Maybe Alaric can tell us.” My face flushed again. I looked away and scratched my cheek. “Actually, I’m glad you guys showed up when you did, because I was about to scamper in there and beg for a ride back home . . .”

Venn laughed. He clapped me on the shoulder. “Luckily we have a vehicle with us.” He swept his hand to Ezekiel. 

Tension left the fae’s shoulders. “Yes, yes, I know the way. Let’s get going back to Shadowblade Academy. I’m glad you were able to complete the mission, Coralia.” He gave me a hint of a smile. “I promise I won’t underestimate your abilities again.”

* * *
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BACK AT SHADOWBLADE Academy, I felt energized. I noticed Venn slumping a bit and asked him what was up.

“I feel slightly embarrassed I failed my mission, when you completed yours and mine so easily.” 

I put an arm around his waist and squeezed him tight as we walked toward Fort Nocturnus. It felt good being on familiar ground again. “You didn’t fail, babe. You did your best.”

“I guess,” he muttered, “but maybe you should have been sent to the Seelie Court in my stead. Would have probably gotten better results.”

I scoffed. “Bullshit. I don’t think any of us could have convinced the king and queen to help us, if you couldn’t. That mission was doomed to fail from the start. Luckily we got Headmistress Mayflower on our side. She seems important.”

“She is,” Ezekiel grunted ahead of us. 

I narrowed my eyes. Eavesdropper.

We were headed to the Fort to debrief Headmaster Cane. I hoped to see the rest of my mates around every corner in the hallways. My heart stuttered, hoping they were all back safely. The nagging at the back of my head wouldn’t go away until I knew for sure. 

As we approached the large conference room where we always met, I heard a loud, muffled voice inside. Again, hope sprouted inside me like a sunflower. 

But the voice I heard, though familiar, was female. My heart squeezed, knowing it wasn’t my mates. 

I caught the end of her sentence as we approached the double doors. 

“Why was I not alerted sooner to this?”

Curiosity got the best of me. When Venn stopped, I pushed past him toward the door—

Only to get bowled out of the way by Ezekiel. An expression I’d never seen—something like longing—flashed across the fae’s smooth face. He dramatically pushed the doors open and stood in the archway with a slack face.

Dawn Rose leaned over Alaric Cane’s table, berating him with a finger smashing down on the desk, while he remained seated and took his admonishment with an empty expression.

Their faces whipped to the opened doorway. Dawn stopped talking midsentence. Her lips stayed parted as she choked off a word and straightened. “Z-Zeke?”

The fae rushed to her and they had a fierce embrace. I glanced over at Venn and smiled. He grinned back at me, threading his fingers with mine at our sides. 

We stayed in the doorway while Dawn Rose and her mate kissed for a brief moment, mirroring what Zeke had seen me and Venn do. 

It was Alaric Cane who cleared his throat this time. 

Dawn faced me, not bothering with him. “Thank you for bringing him back to me,” she said, bowing. Her chocolate hair swished around her shoulders, falling over her face. 

I matched her bow. “It wasn’t me, ma’am. He was destined to be by your side, clearly.”

Her full lips twisted up. “I like that.”

“Do you have this covered, Ezekiel? I need rest.” My chin motioned between him and Alaric Cane.

The fae nodded diligently. “Yes, Miss Hargrave. I will debrief the headmaster regarding our missions and the outcomes.”

“Good.” I squeezed Venn’s hand, watched his confused expression with amusement, and then spun around toward the hallway.

I heard Alaric’s chair push out from his desk, the scuffling sound of him jumping to his feet. “I’ll want a full report from you and your Glovemates as well, Coralia!”

I flapped a hand over my shoulder. “Just as soon as I find them, Al.”

Venn smacked his forehead with his palm. We were out of earshot within seconds. “I can’t believe you talk to him like that.”

“He can take it,” I said cheerfully. “Plus, he deserves it after all the shit he puts us through.”

Venn’s arm draped over my neck, his hand curling around my shoulder. He read between the lines, saying, “The rest of the guys will be all right, hun. They can take care of themselves.”

“I know, I know. I just wish I was with all of you all the time. Why can’t it be like that?”

He sighed and kept his arm on me. I loved it. He made me feel safe and protected, even from my own thoughts. “We all have responsibilities, Cor. Sometimes they don’t coincide.”

I frowned as we turned a corner. “Yeah, well, I hate—”

Three figures marched down the hallway in our direction. They spoke with each other in hushed tones. 

The men looked hot as fuck with their snippy grins as they conversed, like a trio of brothers shooting the shit, having bro-time while smack-talking each other like only brothers could do. 

My insides tingled at the sight of them. I interlaced my fingers together and felt overwhelmed, just like when I’d seen Venn at Briarwitch Academy.

My boys. All in a row. 

All alive. All happy, if it could be believed.

This has to be a dream.

“Guys!” I squealed, and their faces upturned in unison.

When they smiled, brilliant white teeth flashing before me, the visual stamped itself on my mind. It was something I’d never forget. 

I rushed Dax, Sunny, and Quentin, with Venn close behind me. 

We had a sappy group hug and I melted in their loving hands.
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Chapter 20
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Coralia

“. . . AND AFTER THE stinky motherfucker had me teetering at the edge of the rooftop, the wolves pounced and I stabbed it through the face with an icicle. When I looked up, what did I see? Malikai’s dick swinging in the breeze, dangling inches from my face. I was like, ‘Thanks for saving me, man, but I hope you’re not expecting me to return the favor like that.’” 

Everyone laughed as Quentin finished his story. I sat on his lap, his arm curled around my side, hand resting dangerously on the top of my ass. He had me nestled against him, as if daring one of the others to pry me off his big body.

I had no idea how I had ended up in Quen’s lap. It was a blur. My mind was foggy and I buzzed with energy while I listened to the lurid tales of my mates and their respective journeys.

Reaching over to my left and leaning down from the chair, I snagged the half-full wine bottle from the floor and pulled it to my lips. 

We all sat in the dojo, sprawled out, drinking fine wine like college kids ought to. We’d found the booze in a room of Fort Nocturnus that had its doors wide open—a cellar of some kind. Big mistake keeping that door open. We’d snatched up the bottles without even thinking about it.

If we were going to get in trouble for it, I didn’t care. I was having a great time with my boys, catching up with them. It was late, but I wasn’t sure how late. I’d lost track of everything save their bodies and expressions.

A heady sensation filled my head and inched down my body. Having Quen’s hand on my butt, even through my jeans, made my heart flutter and my skin prickle. I kept catching the other guys glancing over, wondering when he would remove his palm.

Quentin was nonverbally challenging them. I only made things worse perching myself on his lap. I loved teasing them after all the times they had teased me individually. 

Even slightly tipsy and getting drunker by the hour, I felt like I had control here. It was empowering and liberating. 

This was the kind of natural, organic relationship I had always dreamed of fostering with my mates. Though I had taken each of them and they had taken me as their own, and our souls were entwined, this was something else. 

Tomorrow they could go back to bickering and disagreeing about every odd little thing, like siblings. For now, they were mine. 

I licked my lips, eyeing Sunny where he sat on the blue mat across the way. His jaw was set tight. He forced out a devilish smile as I scooted closer to Quentin, until my head leaned against his shoulder. 

The demon boy had me enveloped by his huge body, swaddled like a little bundle on his knees, my legs kicked over the other side. 

“God, I would have loved to see that,” I giggled. With my eyes still on Sunny, something came over me and I reached up and slid my palm over Quen’s cheek, scooting his face closer to mine until our cheeks nearly touched.

My eyebrows popped. What are you gonna do, bad boy Sunny? You big dominant vampire you? Are you gonna watch as I have my way with Quentin?

“What,” Quentin answered, “Kai’s cock swaying near my face?”

My cheeks reddened and the other three guys laughed at my embarrassment. “N-No!” I squeaked. “The look on your face when he stood over you.” I averted my gaze and my voice went low and throaty. “I mean . . . or what you said . . .”

Quentin let out a scoff. I clapped his chest playfully and he took the wine bottle out of my hand and placed it on the ground. 

I furrowed my brow. “Hey what the hell, I was—”

His lips smashed over mine before I knew what was happening. The laughter died from the other guys. 

They watched Quentin’s kiss deepen. His tongue slammed past my parted lips and dominated mine. He took control and I closed my eyes, tasting his earthiness. His cock bulged under my ass. 

When he pulled back, he smiled. “I’m just playing with you, love. I know what you meant.”

“Good,” I choked out, my face drenched with color. I chanced a look over my shoulder and saw Dax with his legs splayed out, sitting back easily on his hands on the blue mat. A prominent outline protruded between his legs, snaking over the top of his thigh toward his hip. It grew by the second. 

I gulped and Quentin pinched my chin between his fingers and forced me to look up at him. He brushed strands of my hair out of my face, tucking them behind my ears, and kissed me again. 

The chatter had died. Everyone was focused on the main course—the feast sitting on Quentin’s lap like a prize. A reward for their hard work gathering an army for Alaric Cane. 

I cupped Quentin’s cheeks and squished him hard as I made out with him. Our noses touched and our saliva mingled, our kiss turning sloppy.

Then I was pulled away and yelped. 

My feet wheeled as weightlessness fell over me. Fear and confusion settled in my eyes and reflected back in Quentin’s as I was ripped away from him.

It was only then I noticed the strong hands at my sides, lifting me.

Seconds later, I was framed between Sunny’s legs on the mat, his arms wrapped around me, hugging under my breasts. My nipples pebbled from the close vicinity of his strong arms. 

“Mine,” the vampire growled close to my ear, his voice animalistic. 

My lips parted in disbelief. The confusion on Quentin’s face flashed to anger then curled into mischief and curiosity, as if wondering how I would react being taken away from him by our most domineering Glovemate.

“Hey!” I squealed, squirming to try and get out of Sunny’s grip. It was no use. He was too strong. “I’m not just an object to be passed around, dammit.”

Sunny snorted. The other two—Dax to his left and Venn sitting on a chair to his right—cocked their heads and shared looks. They seemed to have a secret, wordless language, plotting their immediate revenge.

I squeezed my thighs together, enthralled with this turn of events. The masculinity swarmed around the room, stuffy and thick. Their hungry gazes made my stomach flip. They no longer looked at me with laughter or curiosity, but with eagerness and desire. 

All of them. 

These were hot-blooded men, each of them the apex of their respective kind. They were used to taking what they wanted . . . but now Sunny had me warded off like he owned me. 

Oh, this’ll be good, I thought darkly, allowing myself to be thought of as a trophy. Will the other guys let it slide? Will they let Sunny try to possess me, like he always does?

For some reason, I thought not. 

Not this time. Not when they all wanted me so badly and I wanted them so badly. 

I’d made a promise before we left on our missions. Now we were here, the hour was getting late, and I felt that familiar thundering in my chest from my heart filling with adrenaline and anticipation. 

“I don’t belong to any one of you,” I said. My voice cracked and betrayed my true thoughts. My panties dampened and I worried it would start to show through the fabric of my pants. 

“Does anyone have the balls to try and stop me?” Sunny asked, head on a swivel as he challenged and goaded each of the other guys. He had hold of me like a freaking backpack, arms and legs hooking over me, and wasn’t going to let me go without a fight. 

“I thought you had changed, Sunny,” I whispered.

His arms bracketed me and pressed against the sides of my breasts. “Not that much,” he grunted. “Though I did learn something from Anvel Steel.”

My curiosity piqued. “Oh?”

His voice was hot on the nape of my neck. The shell of my ear tightened when he whispered into it. “Yes, princess. I learned it isn’t wrong to feel how I do. I shouldn’t try to fight my urges for you. He tried the same thing with Dawn Rose and failed . . . and now look at him . . . alpha of the packs.”

“You’re not Anvel Steel.”

“You’re right,” he replied, his breath scalding hot. “I’m better. Meaner.” 

Goosebumps ran up my neck and arms. I went rigid, but when he licked my ear and nibbled on the lobe, I melted in his grasp, my ass scooting back against the rock-hard erection flossing me. 

His right hand began to journey down my side, then under my breast, brushing the swell enough to make my nipples painfully hard. “I also realized I’d rather have part of you than lose all of you to these raggedy assholes.”

A dark chuckle from the other guys. He really had changed, if he had accepted his place in my group. 

I couldn’t think enough to laugh. Sunny’s hand was getting frighteningly close, slithering down my belly button, then my pants . . . and then sinking under my waistband.

I inhaled sharply, neck tightening, belly going flat. 

The other three watched as his hand disappeared into my pants. It bulged my crotch through the jeans as he roamed, until his fingers slid inside my panties and the palm of his hand ghosted over my clit.

I seized, clenching my jaw. My back arched when his fingers slid over my wet seam, toying with me. 

My clit throbbed for attention. The eyes from Dax and Venn and Quen only made me more desperate for their touch. For their approval. 

Sunny’s fingers dipped into my pussy while the heel of his palm circled over my clit.

I let out a moan, my throat drying even as wetness pooled between my legs. I knocked my knees together and dipped my head back against his chest. His chin rested on top of my skull so he could watch the other three as he played with me like an expert exhibitionist.

His fingers moved faster. I writhed as he held me down with one arm and finger-fucked me with the other. 

“Calm down, sunshine,” I begged. “T-There’s enough of me to go around.”

“Is there though?” His voice dripped with lust. “I think we’ll have to test that theory.”

With that single command, Dax stood from the mat—the first to react. He stared down at us with a primal gaze, his panther taking over. He studied us like two rutting beasts in the wild. Something he wanted part of.

Dax’s erection strained to the side in his pants. He unzipped and bared himself to us, unashamed as his cock jutted out from his body. His long dick throbbed, dark against his perfect midnight skin.

He walked over and crouched before me and Sunny.

I reached down with my hands and clenched Sunny’s thighs while he fucked me with his fingers for everyone to see. 

Up until that point, I was hidden—my dignity intact because of the pants I wore. They provided a shield. 

Once Dax lost his trousers, I knew it was only a matter of time—

“Take her pants off,” Sunny demanded. 

Dax nodded and reached for my ankles. 

“Oh fuck,” I croaked. 
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Coralia

“YOU’LL SEE HOW MUCH we really own you, princess,” Sunny promised me.

I wanted him to be right. Oh God, I desperately wanted them all to claim me and fuck the life out of me and make my little mind go blank. 

It was time for them to show me what they could do, together, as one. My journey had brought me to this point, and this time it felt right.

My head buzzed with booze and headiness and nasty depravity. I wanted these boys to do their worst to me—things I couldn’t even fathom. 

If we were all going to take part in an interplanar war with demons, and death was going to come knocking at our door, I wanted passionate release before it happened.

I needed it. I deserved it.

Dax took my pants off with two quick yanks. I didn’t try fighting him, instead stretching my legs out to make it easier. Then my creamy legs were bare, with only my panties warding off my mate’s advance. 

Venn and Quentin stood from their places to examine the goings-on. Sunny’s fingers worked faster, sloppier, spilling my wetness onto the floor and sending my juices trickling down the insides of my thighs.

I spread my legs to give them all a view, my eyes rolling wildly as knots twisted in my belly. “Give it to me, Sunny, you fucking bloodsucker.”

He bit into my neck and started siphoning my lifeblood. As my energy waned, my flight-or-fight kicked in and I squirmed in his grip. Hyperventilation took over, warmth flooding my senses, insane pressure building in my pussy. 

He pulled back with a satisfying groan. 

Dax stood over me, stroking his cock just inches from my face. “Come here, M’shyok.”

I couldn’t exactly move. Sunny wouldn’t let me.

So Dax took it upon himself and moved closer. He brushed his cock against my cheek, over my forehead as I stared up at the thick underside of it. My eyes went crossways like a dumb slut and I licked his fat dick. 

He couldn’t contain himself. With a firm grip on the back of my head, he plunged his dick inside my mouth. His salty sweetness pulsed inside me, stretching my jaw, and I choked on him.

Dax was a big boy. All my guys were. I knew it would be tough accommodating all of them—I didn’t even know how it would work.

But they seemed to have an idea.

Sunny chuckled darkly in my ears. “There you go, kitty cat. Show our eager little princess what you can do. Claim her mouth and don’t let her breathe.”

I tried to inhale through my nose, but Dax was being rough with me. His big dick clogged my throat and kissed the back of it. I gagged and snorted. 

Sunny put his hand on the back of my head and forced me along Dax’s length, pushing to make sure I deepthroated as much of him as I could. 

I could feel my neck bulge. My eyes widened, tears streaming down my cheeks.

It had all happened so fast. 

Sunny’s hands moved out of my pussy and I hummed on Dax’s cock in protest. I needed something there to fuck me silly while Dax face-fucked me into a mindless mess. 

My vision blurred from the way Sunny violently moved my head. I was giving the sloppiest blowjob of my life because I had no control over it—only these two men did.

Then something wet and bumpy licked my pussy and my whole body spasmed. I tried to look down past Dax’s cock and saw just a hint of Venn between my legs. He had belly-crawled to me through Dax’s legs, taking it upon himself to seize what he wanted.

He ate me out and I clamped my thighs against his cheeks. His hands wrapped under my thighs and around, giving him full control as his tongue darted inside my pussy and then flicked my aching clit. 

I bucked my hips into his face, needy for it all. The entire time, my thoughts vanished while Dax skull-fucked me like his life depended on it. 

“Enough of this,” Quentin said, and for a moment everyone stopped. Or at least their movements became slower, curious, wondering what the hell he was on about.

Quen is not about to pull a dad card! I need this!

“How do you idiots not have her pussy stuffed full yet? Amateurs.”

Sunny cackled. Dax pumped his hips and thrust into my face. I wrapped my arms around his taut ass cheeks and urged him even deeper, until I couldn’t breathe and didn’t want to.

If I passed out, so be it. I wanted every inch of that big fat cock sinking into my esophagus and pumping my belly full of cum.

But Sunny didn’t give him the chance to finish. Instead, the vampire lifted me from behind, onto my feet.

I wobbled in place, confused, boneless, barely able to stand. 

I felt something slick against my shins. When I looked down, black tendrils had wrapped around my legs, coming in from all sides. Other shadow ropes looped around my arms and lifted them to the sides.

I gasped when the tentacles moved me like a puppet, launching me off the ground and holding me akimbo, spread-eagle in the air.  

I gurgled spit and Dax’s precum, feeling like a savage animal.

“You really are a kinky one, aren’t you, sunshine?” Quentin said. 

“The shadows will hold her up, but they won’t last forever. So shut up and fill her hole before I do, Quentin,” the vampire snarled. “Or if you’re not man enough . . .”

Quen scoffed and pushed between my legs. He didn’t need to be told twice. His bulbous, wet cockhead kissed my entrance and smeared stickiness over my slit.  

“Do it, Quen,” I rasped, feeling weightless in the air. It was incredible what shadow summons could do when used right. 

And Sunny definitely knew how to use them right.

I glanced to my sides and saw how immobile and vulnerable I was, planked in the air. A floating body. My pussy dribbled juices onto the dojo mat, three feet down.

Quentin cupped my ass cheeks and surged into me in one go. His hard dick stretched my pussy lips and my eyes bulged as I finally got the cock I’d been craving.

Or at least one of them.

I wasn’t sure if Quentin hilted himself balls-deep inside me, but it sure felt like it. He was a hung motherfucker and I came when he entered me, toes curling. 

I knew it was only the first orgasm of many, so I tried to keep control over myself and not let the wave crash too hard.

Easier said than done. He battered my insides with each thrust, pounding my pussy and rearranging my guts with his size.

Venn was next. He swung a leg over me and straddled my chest. He could stand without putting weight on me because of the vines keeping me lifted. 

“Oh fuck,” I said. 

His cock slapped down on my chest, weighty and thick. That beautiful lavender hue called to me, the veins throbbing along the length of him.

He lifted my shirt then tore it off, taking my bra with it. My breasts flopped out and pooled to my sides. I was totally naked. 

Venn grinned and gathered my heavy tits in his hands. He sandwiched the mounds around his cock and used my breasts like putty, thrusting his hard dick between them without any say-so from me. 

“Hell yes, Venn, fuck those big soft tits like you own them,” I growled, feeling the surge of lust swell inside me. I dipped my chin and watched as his cock burst through the top of my cleavage, his crown leaking all over my collarbone. 

Eventually, his cockhead smacked against my chin, then my lips. I opened my mouth and started circling my tongue around his tip while he ravaged my breasts. 

Another orgasm was coming and I could barely hold on. I knew this one would be bigger than the last—earth-shattering and explosive because of all the naughty things these guys were doing to me. 

Dax pushed Sunny out of the way and mounted my face from the front. He tipped my head back and draped his long cock across my nose, lips, and chin. His heavy balls pooled on my forehead. He hooked my mouth open and buried his length, sinking into the open tunnel of my throat.

Happy tears trickled down my face, upside down. Dax’s balls smacked into my forehead as he recklessly face-fucked me. His hand caressed the bulging outline he created in my neck with every thrust.

Dax, Venn, and Quen had me like a conveyor belt, all of them servicing me—and themselves—simultaneously.

I couldn’t breathe. My mind rattled, my eyes blurry. The remaining thoughts in my brain fled my body as the three of them had their way with me.

It turned sloppy and loud quickly. My moans hummed off Dax’s dick. Quentin pummeled my insides. Venn’s cock was getting slipperier by the second as he fucked my fat tits.

Then Sunny took my immobile wrist and wrapped my fingers around his massive dick. The vampire gave himself a handjob while the other three fucked me silly, but I could tell by Sunny’s grunts that it wasn’t enough for him.

“Fuck that, it’s my turn,” he growled. 

* * *
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MY BODY SHIVERED FROM the aftershock of an explosive orgasm. I squirted all over the dojo mat as Quentin pulled out of me, leaving me gaping and heaving.

Sunny retracted the shadows.

Before I could fall, he grabbed me by the ass and back and kept me airborne. Dax and Venn stood away, finished with my face and tits.

My face was a mess, mucked up by spit and froth and the taste of Dax. My boobs were wet and clammy and slick with Venn’s precum.

All four of my guys were still hard as diamonds.

Sunny wrapped my useless legs around his middle, lifting me up. “Ready to be devoured, princess?”

I nodded, unable to form words. He kissed me— 

Then planted me on his cock.

I cried out, throwing my head back, gripping his shoulders for stability. My whole body shook. 

His hands embedded in my ass cheeks, clutching me against him as he bounced my poor body on top of his giant cock. “God, you’re too fucking tight for your own good, princess. The way you clamp down on my cock so hard—it’s driving me crazy.”

“I need to stretch that ass around my dick,” Quentin grumbled, and then he was behind me.

I was wedged between two hard chests with nowhere to go but up and down over and over again.

Quentin’s fat dick probed the tight ring of my asshole and I shivered from delight. 

“Do it, you filthy motherfucker,” I snarled. “You d-dirty Dreamwatcher. Quit watching and—”

He speared my asshole before I could say anymore. My words ended on a howl as his dick stretched my hole and pushed deep inside. 

They seesawed me on their cocks. My tits smashed against Sunny’s chest. I hugged him tight, trying not to pass out, gritting my teeth and clenching my eyes shut from the sheer pleasure and pain. 

Dax and Venn growled like beasts, clearly wanting part of the action.

When Sunny was finished with me, he stepped aside, letting Dax take his place. One cock left my hole only to be replaced by another. 

The different shape and size of Dax’s dick did wonders for me, changing the whole game. I creamed all over his dick, just as I had Sunny’s.

Quentin pumped hard and fast, moving at a staccato rhythm until my entire body jiggled and bounced from the way he pummeled my ass.

I wouldn’t be able to sit right for a week.

He finished by pulling out and spraying himself all over my backside.

Then Venn pushed him out of the way and he fucked me with Dax, keeping me in the air.

It wasn’t until they finally brought me to my hands and knees, on the blessed ground at last, that I tried to crawl away. Just for a moment of respite from the insatiable men and our depraved orgy. My pussy ached from coming so hard. My body trembled. My ass was sore and gaping.

“Oh g-g-goddammit,” I stammered. My mind had broken and I’d forgotten how to think or speak. 

Sunny yanked my hair and I squealed as he wrenched my face up. “You’re such a good little slut, princess. Where do you think you’re going? Finished already?”

I mewled and shook my head. “Never.”

He smiled and stroked himself. His cockhead swelled inches from my face, pisshole expanding. I gasped and clenched my eyes shut. Seconds later, warm ropes of sticky cum splattered over my face. It dripped down my forehead, nose, eyes, cheeks, chin, mouth. 

Everywhere. 

My hands and feet gave out. I went tits-down on the mat with a wet squelch. I was soaked in sweat and cum—but not nearly enough for them.

Venn spanked my ass and I barely let out a sound. “I think we’ve punished her too hard,” he said, always the thoughtful and kind one. 

“Fuck that,” Sunny growled. “We haven’t done enough. I’ve been waiting to fuck our beautiful little girl for weeks while Quen’s had his way with her.”

“There’s always more time, sunshine,” Venn said, and I could hear him stroking his cock above me. He grunted and loosed his load over my back, casually, like I was simply his receptacle.

I couldn’t believe all my mates could be so naughty together, working in tandem. 

Dax’s load joined Venn’s. Before I knew it I was a completely haggard mess in front of them—a toy for them to come on and own.  

I knew my place now. When I got these guys raring to go, there was no stopping them. I truly felt like their property and there was nowhere I would’ve rather been than at their feet. 

It opened up so many possibilities but I couldn’t think straight to check them all off. All I could do was lay there and pant and heave and bask in their copious cum-shots. 

My whole body dripped with their seed . . . but not my pussy or ass. I was slightly let down about that. I figured everyone shot their shot too quickly because of all the excitement of doing it together for the first time.

Sunny noticed it too. “Next time,” he said darkly, “we fill your little holes with our cum until you’re fit to burst, princess. Do you understand?”

I nodded dumbly, my cheek pressed against the cold mat. It felt so nice when the rest of my body was on fire. “Yes sir.”

“Good. You’re going to be our little cumdump to show us how much you appreciate us, aren’t you?” 

I nodded again. “Please. God. Yes.”

Sunny was staking his claim. They all had by coming all over me and marking their territory.

I belonged to them. It would only get better from here. This first time had been a revelation, but Sunny was laying down the law and explaining how things would go from here on out: As long as my Glovemates had access to me, they would use me to their hearts’ content.

And I would love every filthy fucking second of it.
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Coralia

FOR THE NEXT HOUR, I felt like I was floating high above the world. I was outside of my body, happy and flying and looking down contentedly at the five bodies sprawled out on the dojo mat.

I sat naked on the floor, diagonally between Sunny’s legs, with my butt nestled up against his crotch. Every once in a while I’d feel a flicker of life against my ass, his cock wanting more. The vampire’s insatiable appetite was one of the things I loved about him.

My legs and feet draped over his right knee. Venn sat next to the vampire, my legs resting on his thighs. He massaged my weary feet, working feeling back into my body. 

I had my head crooked on Quentin’s shoulder, who sat on the other side of Sunny. He rubbed my temples and tried to help put thoughts back in my head. It was a long time until I felt like I could think straight again.

The only mate whose body didn’t touch mine, currently, was Dax, but he didn’t seem to mind. The panther shifter was on his back in front of us, staring up at the high ceiling of the dojo with his hands on his chest. He looked very much like a curious cat at that moment.

Together, the five of us basked in the afterglow of what we’d just done. I felt full—not just of my guys, but my heart. My soul mingled with all of theirs, joyous and liberated from the confines of my mortal body.

It was a bit dramatic, but I couldn’t put it any other way. 

This was where I was meant to be. 

My found family had become closer to me than any group of people I’d ever known. I didn’t want to let them go. I couldn’t even think about it without my eyes getting teary. 

If only it could always be like this. Sitting around, tits out, pondering nothing, enjoying the silent company of my broody companions. “Balancing my humors,” I think the medieval scholars would call it.

I knew it wouldn’t last because there was much work to be done. Which was why I had to enjoy every second of it I could. 

None of us spoke for a long, long time. The only sound filling the air was the gentle kneading of Venn’s hands on my skin, the calm molding of Quentin’s fingers in my scalp, and Sunny’s low groans as he hugged me close against him like I was his most cherished possession. 

It was an amazing sensation knowing I was the top priority of all these hard men. They would give up anything for me. They would fight and scheme and murder for me. 

The sense of control it gave me was unparalleled. How lucky can one girl get?

Yes, I had many grim aspects in my life: my sister was an evil demon-worshipper; my mom was a directionless alcoholic who had all but given up; an army of sinister demons, shifters, vampires, and Unseelie were prone to attack us at any moment. 

Apocalypse loomed heavy.

But for now, I couldn’t think about those things. Lovely memories of my mates threaded through my mind: our first meetings; how I hated them in the beginning; how I didn’t feel like I belonged here.

Everything had changed. I called Shadowblade Academy my home more than I ever had the Crust or New Orleans or North Carolina or anywhere else.

A second later, I furrowed my brow and amended that idea. No, Shadowblade Academy isn’t my home . . . Hudson’s Glove is my home. Wherever these boys go, as long as they’re with me, will be my home.

I smiled at the thought.

Then a loud knock came at the door of the dojo, far, far across the giant blue mat. 

For a split second, I thought I was dreaming. 

Then I snapped to attention, startled when another knock came. 

I tried to sit up but Sunny forced me back, arms barring my breasts while he selfishly held onto me.  

We were all naked as the day we were born, and the smell of sex and sweat still lingered in the air like a dense fog. Hell, I could still see the stains of my mates’ cum where it had splattered against the floor. Some of it still dried on my body.

The annoying raps at the door got louder and more urgent and started to hurt my head. 

Quentin glanced over to Sunny and cleared his throat. His voice sounded raspy from disuse. “Uh . . . you remembered to lock the door, right?”

I felt Sunny’s lips form a U against the back of my head. “No shit. They would’ve barged in already if I hadn’t.”

Venn sat up straighter but still had his arms propped back without a care in the world. “What do we do?”

I shrugged. “Guess we could just wait until they knock the door down with a battering ram.”

The boys chuckled. We stared off in the direction of the door. Almost a Shadowball field away, and yet the sounds carried angrily through the airy facility.

Crack—crack—crack!

Finally, I took Sunny’s broad arms off my belly by the hands, then stood with a groan. “Guess we shouldn’t do that, eh?”

Blood rushed to my ears when I stood. I wobbled, dizziness sweeping over me from the effort.

Behind me, Quentin steadied me by the shoulders. “Easy now, lass. You’ve been through a lot.”

I winced, looking left and right. For the first time since before we had fucked, I could distinctly feel every sore muscle and aching bone and sweaty pore on my body. “Jesus, no kidding.” I cracked my jaw. “My mouth feels like it’s gonna fall off and my throat is bruised. Thanks, Dax.” 

I looked down and popped my eyebrows. Dax still lounged on his back in front of us, his heavy cock draped against his thigh. 

The panther put his hands behind his head and gave me a roguish smile. “You’re welcome, M’shyok Wahdus. Let me know when you need to be stretched more.” There was no sarcasm in his tone. His bluntness made me tingle with heat.

Speaking of stretched, I thought with a wince, hand going down south, my pussy and ass also feel battered and used. I put a hand to my forehead to hide my embarrassment. “My ass feels like it’s yawning. I’m not gonna sit right for a week.”

“That’s the hope, love,” Quentin said next to me. He put an encouraging hand on my shoulder, but it only humiliated me more.

“Next time you need to sit,” Sunny quipped, “one of our hard cocks will be waiting. You can plant yourself down on—”

“Guys, I’m loving this absurdly raunchy talk,” Venn cut in, “but that knocking at the door is giving me a migraine. Can we do something about it before we’re all thrown in the initiation cells for indecent exposure and fornicating on Academy property?”

The rest of the guys grumbled. Dax slowly stood to join the rest of us on our feet.

“Fine, buzzkill,” Sunny drawled. “You know, I expected that from Dax, but not you, purple boy.”

I looked around, eyes screwing up. “Where are our clothes?” 

I found mine a short minute later, tossed haphazardly around the room. The guys’ were similarly in piles all over.

I tiptoed around them, avoiding the landmines on the mat, and daintily picked up my panties. My bra and shirt were ripped to shreds. “Great. You guys owe me,” I said, holding up the sad excuse for a bra.

The guys chuckled and started getting to their clothes. Venn handed me his shirt, and I saw the pride on his face when I put it on—knowing I was covered in him and his smell.

“Wait,” I ordered, and they all stopped on a dime, straightening to look at me. 

I wanted to drink them in one last time, together, before the dream ended. Their bodies were cut from granite. Their muscles dipped so severely near their waists I could have sailed a boat through the valleys of their Adonis belts. Chiseled biceps and calves stared back at me. Long, thick, heavy cocks hung between bulky thighs, begging to be worshipped. They each had a certain hue and shape I’d never forget. 

Dax was long and dark with the slight curve of an eggplant when he was hard. Venn had an aesthetically beautiful cock, with that smooth lavender sheen and rosy tip. Quentin was thick and veiny and something you just wanted to sit on. Sunny had a baseball bat, huge and frightening in all respects, but bigger near his mushroom head.

“Okay,” I said with a small smile playing at the corners of my lips. I wasn’t scared anymore of looking, and I drank them in like spiced rum before glancing up. “All done. You can get dressed now.”

They shared looks, slightly embarrassed to be ogled. Get used to it, dudes. Now you know how it feels. 

“Pervert,” Sunny muttered. There was no anger in his voice. If anything, his cock jerked as he stepped into his pants, and I knew he’d be hiding another sizable erection before long.

A minute later, dressed and bedraggled, we walked together to the door. 

Crack—crack—crack!

“Coming, coming, damn,” I muttered aloud. The knocking had been going on for so long it must have been a robot at the door. “You have the patience of a monk.”

“And the audacity of one,” Sunny added, whatever that meant.

Quentin swung the door open. 

We stared down at the diminutive frame of Finley Winston. One hand on her hip, the other pantomiming knocking in the air. “Fucking finally,” she growled. She took us all in, clearly not afraid or intimidated despite being so much smaller than us.

Finley stuck her palm out in front of Sunny, motioning for him. “Give me the key. That’s the last time you lock me out of the fucking dojo I work at, bloodsucker. You’re lucky there’s not a line of cadets out here waiting, listening to you all.”

When Sunny lifted the key hesitantly, her hand moved quicker than I could see and snatched it out of the air. 

“Listening to us?” Venn asked, raising a brow curiously.

Fin’s face went flat. “Yes, Donovenn, listening to your exhausting moans and cries and slaps of—”

“You were eavesdropping on us?” I snapped.

Her hands went to her hips. “I’m no voyeur, Coralia, but your cavorting could wake the dead.” She went on her tiptoes and looked past us, eyes getting beady. “Y’all better have steam cleaned that freaking mat. Spirits help me, I’m not rolling around in—”

“Aw shucks.” Sunny snapped his fingers and gave her a challenging stare, voice low. “Forgot. Guess you’ll have to take care of it for us, as the custodial keymaster of the Gable Training Facility and all.”

Nostrils flaring, Finley clamped her jaw and matched his deadly gaze. They clearly had some sort of competitive streak going and I didn’t want to be in the middle of it. Especially not with my stomach sinking and my face burning bright as the sun. 

“Why are you here, Finley?” I eked out.

She stepped out of the doorway and pointed back the way she had come. “Get your slutty asses out here. The headmaster wants to see you.”
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Coralia

IT WAS VERY LATE FOR Headmaster Cane to be seeing us. 

Is there an emergency, or has new intelligence come to light while I’ve been . . . frolicking with my mates?

Despite every muscle in my body aching, I walked with pep in my step. I felt new and alive after our steamy session in the dojo. Rejuvenated and ready to tackle any adversary or obstacle standing in my way.

My boys surrounded me like faithful bodyguards. It was hard not to feel special, proud, and a bit cocky when I had four of the hottest guys at the Academy at my beck and call, willing to do anything for me.

We marched through campus toward Fort Nocturnus. My eyes scanned left and right as we passed the central park. “It’s quiet out,” I noticed. “Hardly anyone around.”

“It’s late, princess,” Sunny said simply.

“Yeah, but that hasn’t stopped shadowblades from training before. Night is when shadows are most prevalent—hell, the whole world feels like one big shadow.”

“That’s not quite true, M’shyok,” Dax pointed out, raising a finger. “Sunlight draws the longest shadows. Without a source of light, our powers are nearly useless.”

Thanks for the mansplanation, Daxy.

“Bullshit,” Venn said, gesturing at a building to our right, cloaked in blackness. “We can practically use any part of that structure to our benefit. We also have streetlights all over campus just for the reason you’re saying, kitty cat.”

Before Dax could respond, I held up a hand and felt giddy when it shut them up. “I don’t want to start an argument. I just meant to say it’s odd hardly anyone’s out training. Especially now when things are so dire.”

Quentin said, “I think therein lies the rub. The students haven’t been feeling the love. They don’t feel they have anything to fight for.”

“Um, their lives?” I spat, slightly irritated.

“Not good enough, lass. Not when they don’t see it as being real. The threat, I mean.”

We continued on, silence gathering around us like a heavy cape. Our shoes clacked on the cobblestones and squished on the dewy grass when we cut through the park.

Quentin’s words, namely the reality of “the threat,” reminded me of my experience as a captive to the demons. The way they had warped my mind. I thought again of how I could best relay a message to my schoolmates—prove to them how grave siding with Ornoth really was. How it was a terrible idea they would come to regret. 

Ornoth and his magic had cracked my mind. I’d been one of the lucky ones, able to get out and recover. Even then, sacrifice and pain followed me. 

The idea of laying myself bare to the students, people I hardly knew—many of whom already saw me as a pariah because of Mya Todden’s death—made my stomach twist. I didn’t have the courage to put myself to task like that, even if it was for the greater good.

I wasn’t a mind-reader, so who knew if it really was for the greater good, or if it would just backfire like many of my other plans had.

If I even suggested it to my boys, they’d write off the idea as being ludicrous and foolhardy. 

“I understand morale is low,” I said after a minute of thinking, “but do you guys really think the students will turn to Ornoth for support? Do you think they’re that blind and stupid?”

“People are preservationists at their core, Coralia,” Quentin said, his voice going logical and curious, like he was discussing the weather and not treason or betrayal. “If they believe Ornoth has the best chance of keeping them alive, I do believe they’ll side with him. Sadly. Thus is the struggle of human nature.”

I let out a defeated sigh. 

“Just look at Myria.” Sunny’s voice was thick. When he noticed me stiffen at mention of my sister, his eyebrows arched. “I’m sorry, princess, but it’s worth pointing out. She’s the best example we have of the demons’ cunning. Myria brimmed with willpower and kindness, yet she still went to the dark side, as it were.”

Sorrow filled me. I bowed my head, voice squeaking. “She thought she was saving Quentin.”

Sunny put a hand on my back, which made me inhale sharply before I settled into him. “That’s the power of the demons, Coralia. They tell you what you want to hear. Ornoth is doing it now on a larger scale. We’re fighting against that very deviousness.”

I bit my lip and chewed a fingernail. “I understand. Still, there has to be something we can do. Some way to inject hope and understanding into our classmates.”

Sunny bit back a laugh and snorted. “Well, if every student could go through the transformative fuck-fest we just went through, it would be a good start. Talk about giving you something to look forward to and live for.”

I laughed in surprise. The others joined in with muted chuckles.

Venn smiled. “I mean, you’re not wrong, sunshine.”

“Okay, noted,” I said. “Every student just has to get pounded into submission by four hot studs. That’ll give them the come to Jesus moment they need.”

I appreciated Sunny for breaking the negativity with some much-needed comedy. But as we made it to the gates of Fort Nocturnus, I couldn’t help but think the situation was gloomier than I’d even realized. 

The weight of the world tugged at my shoulders, burdening me, bringing me down.

I had a possible answer to the talks of rebellion and the feelings of anxiety and indifference sweeping through campus.

I just needed the fearlessness and courage to pull the trigger.  

* * *
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DAWN ROSE HAD A LEG over her knee, sitting in a chair off to the side of the large desk. It seemed the Absolver would be staying, at least for the immediate future, until things were resolved here.

I had a sneaking suspicion even Dawn wouldn’t be able to help our students. They didn’t know Dawn from Ron.

It has to be someone they know well—whether in a good or bad way. A classmate who will be fighting alongside them in the coming battles. 

Behind his desk, Headmaster Cane steepled his fingers and studied us. The five of us stood in a row. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, trying to get comfortable.

“Thank you for coming at this late hour,” he said, voice raw and scratchy, likely from holding meetings all day.

“I don’t feel we had much of a choice, sir,” I said for my group.

Alaric gave me a small smile. He sat back calmly. “I like to think—”

“We know our place here, Headmaster,” I interjected before he could try to woo us with small talk. I wouldn’t let him put us at ease with his faux compassion. “We know the score.”

His jaw tightened, beard twitching. He leaned forward. “Very well. Onto it then. I know you have all been successful in your missions, in some way or another. I want to know the specific terms of each of your diplomacy missions—what is expected of us, and what we will gain in return. I’m aware no two deals ever look alike; they’re all bound to the whims of the individuals making them in the moment.” 

I looked left and right. My boys had hesitant looks on their faces.

“Anyone is free to start,” Alaric said dryly. 

“Is Dawn Rose your counsel in this matter, sir?” I asked, jutting my chin toward the quiet woman in the corner.

If I sought a quick subject change to gather my thoughts, Alaric saw right through it. “Don’t worry about Miss Rose, Coralia. That is beyond your purview. Just answer my questions.”

That’s a longwinded way of saying “yes,” I thought. This guy and his damn grilling techniques. Always putting our feet to the fire.

Dax stepped forward, hands behind his back. “I’ve negotiated military support from three strong factions in Appalachia: the Sylah black bear clan, the Fyjii beaver clan, and the Kenqua hawk clan. They, along with the Waicheean rebels, will be led by my brethren, Topo and Darok, sir.

“Cyrus Kilmeade has been seen courting the favor of demons in Waichee Village. Our rebel militia will fight them in the forest, keeping them occupied and keeping the demons from joining the fight here . . . should it come to us.”

Alaric nodded along, stroking his beard. “And in return, Mr. Kilmeade?”

The knot in Dax’s throat bobbed. “Shadowblade Academy will help them eradicate the Waicheean enemies after our war is over, sir.”

Alaric sucked his upper lip into his mouth, building the suspense. Then he said, “Fine work, Dax. You have kept our hallowed Academy free from outsiders, yet retained those outsiders to help us. Very clever.”

Dax’s shoulders sagged in obvious relief. “Thank you, Headmaster.” 

“These terms are agreeable. Next?”

With Alaric’s surprising cordialness and praise toward Dax, the rest of us could breathe a little easier.

Quentin stepped up to bat. “Aliyah Rosewood has taken Asberald City as her base of operations. Malikai wishes to depose her and turn the city into a refugee camp for destitute supernaturals. A haven for outcasts.”

“Admirable, Mr. Argyle.”

“Shadowblade Academy is expected to help in that endeavor, clearing out the Leatherwings—if the result of this war doesn’t do that for us.”

“But of course.”

Alaric’s eyes moved to Venn, and the fae stepped forward cautiously. “Thanks to Coralia and Headmistress Constance Mayflower, the Seelie will grant us military support. I also discovered the Unseelie will be joining Ornoth’s cause. My people seek to destabilize the human realm. I’m not sure what their ultimate goal is, however. I apologize, Headmaster. I failed in my mission.”

“Nonsense, Mr. Gable. Yours was a difficult one—an Unseelie negotiating in the Seelie Court? You did as well as one can expect. Better, even.”

Venn looked confused. Surprised. “Um, thank you, sir? Ezekiel Caffrey was a big help.” 

I glanced over at Dawn Rose and saw her smile. She had done the same when Venn mentioned Headmistress Mayflower of Briarwitch Academy.

To that end, I stepped forward. I was still a bit peeved at Dawn Rose, probably because she seemed to flutter around the world like a butterfly, only arriving to situations she deemed important. I guess I was supposed to feel happy our situation finally registered on her radar?

The Absolver could have singlehandedly taken care of the Briarwitch mission and the Seelie Court one, in my eyes.

I sighed and tried to calm myself. I didn’t want to get on that powerful woman’s bad side by besmirching her good name. God forbid that.

“Briarwitch Academy is in our good graces, as Venn mentioned,” I said with a decisive nod. “Headmistress Mayflower only wishes to mend the perceived wound between our two ‘illustrious institutions,’ as she put it.”

Headmaster Cane smiled at that. He had said similar phrases many times.

“In return, she will send cadets to our Academy, trained by General Zane Crockett and Professor Sadie Reinhardt.”

“Professor Sadie Reinhardt?” Dawn shot from the corner.

I glanced over. “That’s what Constance called her, Miss Rose.” 

“Hm.” She sat back, trying to play it off.

Obvious history between those two. Best to stay out of it.

Alaric put his elbows on the desk. “Cadets will be sent here, Miss Hargrave? That is unorthodox and a bit unsettling, having people on campus who aren’t students.”

I shrugged. “These are unorthodox times, Headmaster. How else can we expect to defend these murky walls? We need bodies inside the Academy.”

I was right and he knew it. 

Sunny said, “If you find that unsettling, Alaric, then you’re gonna hate what I have to say.”

The headmaster narrowed his eyes on the vampire. “Speak plainly, Sunder.”

He did so without hesitation, unbothered by the weight of Alaric’s glare. “I got Anvel Steel and his many shifter packs on our side. In return I promised to open the doors to Shadowblade Academy to all shifters who wish to visit and learn from our libraries and such.”

Alaric stood in a flurry of bony limbs. “You what?”

Sunny shrugged easily. “Coralia is right: We need soldiers. Anvel wasn’t going to budge unless he had something good to show the shifter council. I still say we got the better end of the bargain, Headmaster.”

Alaric’s bony finger thrust toward Sunny. “You do not have the authority to offer such terms—”

“You gave me the authority by sending me to Ironfort!” Sunny snarled.

Alaric shook his head adamantly. “We will have to renege on those terms.”

My mouth fell open. We wither that easily?! “No! Sir, you have to reconsider—”

Voices rose all around me, all at once, cutting me off. Our conversation became a mishmash of unintelligible arguing.

Then the door behind us flew open and smashed against the wall like a thunderclap, abruptly putting a stop to our bickering and wheeling us around.

Queen Leviathan Sunfall strode into the room, resplendent in golden armor, her silver hair flying around her. Levia’s four huge draconic mates surrounded her, immediately suffocating the room. Shadowblade guards followed in her wake, hesitantly, unable to stop her from bursting in.

No one was going to stop the Dragoness Queen on a mission.

I gaped. Dawn Rose jumped to her feet. Alaric Cane shrank. The rest of my guys stared like me, in shock.

Suffice to say, the room fell silent. 

Queen Levia’s nostrils flared as she took us all in, scanning the room. Her muscles twitched, as if ready for a fight.

Oh fuck. What’s this all about?

Her voice came out low and otherworldly, stilted from the language barrier. “No one tells me a thing. Big battle comes, no invitation? Very disappointed, Vero Cane.”

She reached behind her and I’d be lying if I said we didn’t all back up a step in alarm. 

Her arm came out holding a familiar little guy in her palm, raising him high like a priceless heirloom. 

The little bearded dragon stared blankly at the room. His tongue flicked at us. 

My lips broke into a wide smile and I couldn’t stop myself from instinctively clapping my hands together. 

“Yoshi!” I squealed. “Our ablest and most daring messenger!”
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Coralia

“IF NOT FOR COUSIN YOSHI, we stay in dark and know nothing!” Queen Levia railed.

Okay, that was our bad. It was a serious blunder on our parts forgetting—or neglecting—to reach out to the fucking dragon shifters to help us.

In the Academy’s defense though, who would have expected them to readily help us? Last time I’d seen Leviathan Sunfall, she had been ready to burn down the entire southern Appalachian rainforest because Dax’s people had been smuggling her Oblyx ore and selling it to Luciano Rockford.

My mates and I stepped aside as Alaric’s voice filled the tense silence. 

“Apologies, Queen Sunfall.” The headmaster wrung his hands. “That was an error on our part.”

Levia bristled. Though not very tall or physically imposing, she was incredibly intimidating with her throng of huge beautiful dragon men by her side. The gold armor and burning eyes helped too.

“We will fight,” she declared, brooking no argument. “On behalf of human realm.”

Alaric bowed. “We would love to have you.”

I wanted to slap my forehead. “An error on our part?” “We would love to have you?” This is all on you, man.

“Good.” She visibly relaxed, taking the rest of us in through her steely gaze.

“How did Yoshi find you, Queen Sunfall?” I asked.

Levia smiled down at the tiny creature in her palm, which scampered up her forearm. Gently petting his spiky head, she said, “Tree woman.”

I furrowed my brow. Desmona must have reached out after hearing our plight from Dax and Jace. Excellent.

The Dragoness Queen continued, still rubbing one finger over Yoshi’s head. “Our cousin is magical. Like us. Only explanation I know. He has heart of dragon . . . like you, Vera Hargrave.”

I blushed and bowed my head. “O-Oh. Thank you, Queen.”

She frowned as she looked past me to Alaric. “Not like you, Vero Cane.”

“I’m sorry to disappoint,” the headmaster said, his tone flat. The headmaster had tensed up. He always seemed rather weak-willed in the presence of Leviathan. I enjoyed watching it.

With Dawn Rose also present, that made two magic-users in the room potentially more powerful than him. Then again, I’d never seen Alaric Cane use his abilities, so who could really say?

A thrum of anticipation shot through me, waking up my weary body. Having Leviathan Sunfall and her dragons on our side meant we stood a real chance of fending off Ornoth, or even taking him out for good.

This was very fortuitous news indeed.

I found myself eyeing the guys by Levia’s side. The broody one with the shoulder-length auburn hair, his body stacked with muscles. The bald one looking sculpted from stone itself, bigger than all the others. The elegant blond one with a gaunt, pretty face and a wiry, vascular build. And the shortest one with wild eyes like lightning, hair disheveled and crazed.

All four of Levia’s men looked as alien as she did, and as I drank them up I had to wonder what kind of animalistic, primal sex she got up to with these specimens. I now had some experience of my own to judge, with my gaggle of men, and if her experience was anything like mine . . . well, it must have been intense. 

My face felt warm, color blooming in my cheeks.

At that moment, Leviathan gazed at me, eyes shrinking. “You reek of sex, Vera Hargrave.”

I gasped, slapping a palm over my mouth, and my warm face turned hot as an erupting volcano. “L-Leviathan!” I squealed. 

Her mates laughed—big, guttural sounds that rumbled their bellies and filled the room. 

Leviathan smirked at me. “It is good,” she assured me. “Natural. With men like these”—she pointed her chin at my guys—“you’d be mad not to.”

I blinked. Then blinked again. Even my mates were squirming a bit. Before things could get more awkward and heavy, I said, “I think it’s time for us to go now! Thank you for all this, uh, enlightening information.”

As I pushed past Leviathan and the wall of men at her side, Dawn Rose took my place in front of the dragons. 

She embraced Levia and I heard her say, “It’s been too long, old friend. How fares Caan?”

“Peaceful, Absolver. Boring. We miss the fight, so we come here.”

“If there’s no fight, you go looking for one, is that it?”

“Exactly, Vera Rose. You are wise, as always.”

“You’re too kind.” Dawn folded her arms over her chest. “Now then, let us discuss your involvement in the coming conflict. We can’t exactly have dragons setting everything on fire inside the Academy, can we?”

Leviathan chuckled. “We could. Vero Cane would not like that, hmm?”

“Probably not.”

“I’m standing right here, ladies,” Alaric said, exasperated. “And no, I’m not particularly fond of burning my students alive. I’m sure there are other ways Queen Sunfall can contribute.”  

I eavesdropped on their interaction for a moment from the door, standing behind Leviathan and her mates where I felt I was safe from her scrutiny and unfiltered tongue. She and Dawn had an obvious bond of respect—possibly even loyalty. 

I hoped I could have the same rapport with those two powerful women in time. Perhaps after all this Ornoth business.

For now, I needed a shower so I didn’t reek of sex—as Leviathan had so bluntly and humiliatingly pointed out—and some sleep . . . and maybe more cuddle time with my four studs.

* * *
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THE NEXT COUPLE WEEKS saw a whirlwind of action at Shadowblade Academy.

Dawn Rose had left for the Seelie Court, to gather up allies. My mates and I made a few trips to Ironfort to wrangle up some shifters and bring them to the school. Anvel assured us they were some of his best, from his own Steel pack. He told us plenty more were on the way, because the elder council had agreed to the stipulations and would help us.

The shifters saw it as a means to an end: Staving off the demons would protect their own territories. The council was content with the fighting being staged here, rather than their homes. They wanted to keep the demonspawn away from their families above anything else. 

I understood that feeling well. It would be nice if we could strike down the bastards here, in Shadowblade Academy, so they couldn’t spread like an airborne disease. Even if the structures of the Academy crumbled.

As I had thought in previous days: Hudson’s Glove was my home, not these medieval buildings and classrooms.

Headmaster Cane seemed determined to not let it get to that. As the chieftain of the Academy, I suspected he would go down with the ship if it came to it. However, he would do everything in his power not to let the historic site fall. 

Throughout those first bustling weeks, the headmaster showed his face in public more than usual, opting not to hole himself up in Fort Nocturnus. I saw it as him trying to instill hope in the students by acting as a public, visible symbol of strength. 

Two weeks after Leviathan Sunfall made her iconic arrival, word spread through campus that Headmaster Cane would finally be addressing the entire student body that evening.

The park green was filled with shifters and Briarwitch cadets at all hours of the day. These were people I’d never seen, with Shadowblade Academy students and professors training them on how best to defend our school. 

Our ragtag militia honed their magic and perfected their craft. It reassured me. We’re doing the right things, making all the moves we need to. If we all end up dying and unable to fight off Ornoth, it won’t be from lack of trying.

My Glove’s missions couldn’t have been completed at a better time. There had been a distinct moment when everything could have gone sideways. The night in the dojo. When we left for Nocturnus and the campus was quiet and bleak and empty. I feel like we’d been on the precipice of revolt and giving up at that point.

How quickly things had changed.

Now, the wishy-washy student body filled with trepidation and fear was nowhere to be seen. The looks on the faces of my peers showed me resilience and understanding.

With new allies and reinforcements arriving every day, the students were all in. We had something to fight for now: each other.

I breathed easier as I walked from my dorm room to the mess hall. I was scheduled to meet Venn to discuss a scheme of his. Apparently—and he hadn’t run this by Alaric yet—he wanted to lead the Unseelie fae into a trap somewhere off campus, so the Seelie could take them out of the fight. He wanted to revoke his lineage in secret and act as a double agent for the Academy.

It sounded very ambitious, but he was dead set on doing something to keep his brethren on the sidelines of the fight. Now we needed to work out the details. We also needed to bring it up to Alaric because there was a good chance Venn’s admirable plan would never fly.

Dax was currently in Appalachia with Jace, training rebels there for the battle expected near Waichee. 

Sunny was at Ironfort, gathering more shifters to bring here. 

As I passed the wide expanse of the hilly park, I spied Quentin in the distance, busy training people, molding students into soldiers. Currently, he pointed at his legs and displayed a spinning attack, showing a group of guys and girls some fancy footwork for battle.

I watched for a moment, smiling, before continuing on toward the mess hall. I didn’t want to disturb him while he was in the middle of tutoring the up-and-comers.

“Coralia,” a voice called out behind me. 

My hackles rose and I stopped. Slowly wheeling around, I gritted my teeth as my mom approached.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Nora said.

Her face glowed and her eyes glistened brightly in the sunlight. She had gotten some color. And, if I wasn’t mistaken, had she put some meat on her bones?

I furrowed my brow, skeptical. “Mom? Uh, hi. You look . . . good?”

She snorted, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Please, honey, you make it sound so impossible.”

“No, I mean it.”

“I know.”

“What’s changed?”

She smiled brightly. “I’m two weeks sober.”

Pride blossomed inside me. I straightened my posture. “Really? Mom, that’s great!”

“Thank you, Cor.” She gestured vaguely around us, at the students milling about, the training going on all over. “The hubbub around here has picked my spirits up a bit.”

My eyes shrank suspiciously. It was hard not to feel like an ask was coming, because I knew my mother and it was hard to give her the benefit of the doubt. I didn’t suspect this was a mere social call to tell me she had finally tossed the sauce. “Where have you been?”

“Here and there. Hiding from you, mostly.”

I balked. “From me? Why?”

“Because you’re a bit judgmental, dear. And I needed alone time.”

“You’ve been on campus this whole time?”

She nodded. “Not like I could get out of this cesspool if I wanted.”

“You really hate it here, huh?”

“Well, it’s helped me get sober. So I don’t know. I have mixed feelings. Age-old mixed feelings.”

“I get it. I’m sorry I dragged you here, Mom.”

“No, it’s okay. I wanted to find you because I’m . . .” She paused. Looked away. Acted a bit jittery, as she was wont to do. “I’m ready to finally meet with Alaric.”

“You are?”

Another nod. 

“I wasn’t aware that’s something you’ve been avoiding.”

“Well, it is. Can you help me get a meeting with him? He likes you.”

I threw my head back. “Likes me? Have you seen the way he talks to me? How he acts around me?”

“I’ve seen the way you talk to him. Don’t be naïve or humble, girl. Just show me the way.”

“What do you want to talk to him about?”

“I’d rather discuss that with Alaric.”

My face scrunched. “I don’t like this.”

“Fine. You can be in the room.”

I puffed out a long breath. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this, Mom. But fine. Only because you’re sober.”

“That’s the spirit, honey.” She patted me on the shoulder and sidled up next to me. “Lead the way.”

I scratched my cheek. “Oh, right now? I kind of, uh, have plans . . .”

But she was already leading me away from the mess hall, directing me toward Fort Nocturnus. 

I sighed and relented. Sorry Venn. We both know I have no control over this crazy woman, so I might as well just go along with it.

I had to admit, I was curious what she had to say to Alaric Cane—the bane of her existence for the past two decades. 
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“AH, CORALIA, I’M GLAD you’re here. Even if it is unannounced, as usual. I have something to tell you I forgot to mention . . .”

Alaric Cane stood from his desk when I walked into his office. He glanced up at me and then refocused on his desktop where he organized papers together, smacking them on the counter, before double taking.

That’s when he noticed Nora walk in behind me, and his cordial tone died on his lips.

“. . . earlier.” He set his jaw and gently put his papers down before standing over them with his hands splayed on the desk. “Hello, Ms. Hargrave. What a surprise.”

He sounded much less cheery now.

Nora smiled at him and pushed past me. “No need to call it a pleasant surprise, Alaric.”

“I didn’t.”

My mom stared down her thin nose at him.

Anxiety rose inside me. I wanted to be out of here just as quickly as I’d come in. I started fidgeting, unable to stop picking at my nails in front of my stomach.

My eyes swiveled from headmaster to Mom and back again, waiting for someone to make the next move.

Finally, I croaked, “So . . .”

Mom threw up her hands, cutting the frozen tension like an ice pick through a glacier. “I came to see what I could do to help the Academy.”

I eyed her suspiciously. So did Alaric. 

He slowly settled himself down in his chair, his knees creaking. “Is that so?”

“It is.”

“Are you sober, Nora?”

“Not that it’s any business of yours—”

“Last time we spoke, you smacked me across the face in front of dozens of students. I can’t have that happening again.”

“—but yes, I am.”

The headmaster’s white caterpillar brows shot upward. “You are?”

Nora put her hands on her hips. “Look at me. Don’t I look sober?”

“Looks can be deceiving, Nora.”

There was another pause in the conversation. Neither of them made this easier. My heart pumped fast, wondering who would be the first to draw blood.

“Are you going to accept my apology or not?” Nora asked.

“I didn’t hear an apology.”

“Okay, well, I’m sorry. There. You happy?”

Alaric canted his head. “I suppose I have to be.”

I gave him a big shit-eating grin and stepped forward from the shadowy corner. “You seemed happy when we came in, Headmaster.” I wanted to siphon some of the stuffy air in the room and clear it with a cool breeze. I sought to reclaim the conversation before it got any snippier between these two.

“I was quite content, Coralia,” Alaric drawled, “but that feels like months ago now.”

I threw my head back and let out a fake laugh. 

Too loud. Too fake. He and my mom glared at me like my brain had turned into scrambled eggs. 

I joined my fingers together. “What was it you wanted to tell me, sir? You said you forgot to mention something earlier?”

His expression blanked. A second later he sat up and raised a finger. “Ah, yes. Since the threat of the demons invading us looms heavy, I wanted to tell you about the necklace you have around your neck.”

I fingered the pendant he had given me, with the mask-and-dagger school emblem on it. For some reason I hadn’t taken it off since he had given it to me to use at Briarwitch Academy. My mates each had one as well.

“Oh?”

“The necklace is imbued with magic, Miss Hargrave. Should you need to, you can smash it on the floor and a portal will open up around its fragments. It’s a different sort of portal than a shadowgate, with a direct line back to the conference room. It will close instantly behind you.”

I gave him an impressed nod, lifting the pendant from my collar. “You don’t say? So it’s like a get out of jail free card?”

He smirked. “Yes. One time use only though. You would do well to inform your Glovemates of its power.”

“Cool.”

I had quickly run out of topics to talk about. Alaric stayed looking at me, obviously not wanting to contend with my mom. But he was only prolonging the inevitable, and we both knew it. 

When my eyes veered toward the elephant in the room, so did his. 

Alaric leaned forward in his usual threatening pose. “You truly wish to aid the Academy, Nora?”

“I do.”

“Do you recall any of your shadow abilities? Summoning and manipulating and gating and such?”

She shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m a bit rusty, but it’s like riding a bike.”

Alaric chuckled to himself. “Not quite, Nor—”

“Don’t patronize me, Alaric. I can relearn my abilities quickly enough.”

“Then that’s what you should do. Join the training regimens on the park green, or in the classrooms. Get involved with the younger students. You’ll be favored and looked up to as an alumna.”

As he finished his sentence, my mom’s shoulders tightened. “Except I’m not an alumna, remember? You got me kicked out.”

Alaric had the decency to look shamefaced. It sounded like a cat scratching a post when he ran a hand through his thin white hair and scalp. “Right. Well, you’ll still be looked up to.”

“Why?”

He pointed at me. “Because you have Hargrave behind your name and Coralia has done much good for this Academy.”

I blinked at him, astonished. The man had only paid me compliments once or twice in my life, and it still felt new and odd when he did it. I hardly knew how to react to him saying I was an accomplished student.

My mom didn’t take it that way, of course.

“As opposed to me, who rummaged through some old books and got framed as a terrorist and spy, like I was planning on burning the school down.”

Alaric puffed out his cheeks. Color bloomed on his face. “I didn’t mean for things to escalate so harshly, Nora.” 

Now they were reaching way back in the past, when Alaric Cane had caught Nora and Emma Argyle reading secret tomes about the Umbralites in the forbidden Pruit Library. They had both been summarily expelled for the offense, and glamoured.

Except the brainwashing never held with Emma because she was a high fae and glamouring was a fae power—one the Academy clearly overlooked. Emma, my mom’s girlfriend at the time, returned Nora’s memories to her.

“I don’t know if I believe you, Alaric,” she said. “Not that it matters. For years I hated you.”

“Seems you still do.”

She shrugged her shoulders. 

Things were getting heavy again. How did this happen when Alaric had been complimenting me just seconds ago?! Mom really knows how to make everything about her.

Then again, I knew this was years of stuffed-down anger and frustration boiling over. For both of them, it seemed.

“I suppose you’ll have to forgive me as well,” Headmaster Cane said at last, inclining his chin an inch. “I’m sorry for how things went between us, Nora. You were a fine student in the time you were here.”

“Are you? Sorry I mean? Because I have a feeling you’re just sorry the school’s glamour didn’t stick, because now you have to deal with me twenty years later.”

Alaric rubbed his temples, clearly vexed. “Are you going to accept my apology or not?” he asked, throwing my mom’s words back at her.

She bristled, body tensing again. Then she thrust an angry finger at him. “I think you’re just saying all this because you’re sorry you lost Emma too. You wanted me out but not her.”

Alaric jumped from his chair. It fell back with a crash he moved so fast. 

Oh fuck.

My mom and I startled back a step. 

Alaric’s eye twitched, chin trembling. “Do not mention Emma if you’re going to speak about her in that snide, jealous tone, Nora Hargrave. I’m warning you.”

His warning caused my mom to stop and think. For once. She opened her mouth, said nothing, and closed it. Then something like pity swept across her features. “We both loved her, Al.”

That stopped Alaric dead. His fury fizzled out like a candle’s flame deprived of oxygen. Bowing his head, he muttered, “Yes . . . we did.”

We’re getting to the crux of it, I thought. Maybe this is where the healing can start. Similar to how Constance Mayflower wants to heal the wound between our two academies.

Can the same happen between these two?

“That’s the truth of why I came here.”

My mom’s voice caused both of us to look up at her, because her tone sounded so strained now. Like an entirely different person. 

Alaric’s brow knotted together. He said nothing, firming his lips.

“I wanted—” she choked out, then stopped. A ragged breath slipped through her clenched teeth. I couldn’t help but reach out and rub her back.

She was my mom, after all. When she showed vulnerability like this, I wanted to be there for her.

My hand must have given her strength, because I felt her strengthen. 

“I wanted to tell you I forgive you, Alaric. For everything that happened between us. My mind is clear now. I see you were never the enemy. Emma and I were young. You were ambitious. But you also raised Emma’s child . . . and it’s what Emma wanted. You did the right thing, and I’m sorry for blaming you for everything.”

The first thing I noticed in Alaric Cane was his skinny arms trembling as they held up his body, hands perched on the desk like he was ready to yell. He said nothing for a long time, only blinking. 

Then his blinks became dewier and dewier. 

At last, he sniffled, chin trembling. A tear ran down his weathered cheek. It was obvious he was replaying the past in his mind, in rapid motion, and what he saw pained him but also gave him fond memories to remember.

For some reason, seeing the headmaster cry made me cry also. I was staring at him through blurry eyes. 

“I . . . appreciate that, Nora. Thank you.” He stood tall and bowed his head deeply, trying to compose himself. When he took his hands off the desk, a piece of paper stuck to his palm from how clammy it must have become. “From the bottom of my heart, that means everything to me. I also forgive you, if there’s anything to forgive. You were never my enemy either.” He paused for a moment, then added, “I’ll have you know: I was never Emma’s first choice. You were.”

Nora gasped.

“She wanted to continue learning shadow magic. I taught her in secret. We did other things too . . . but she took Quentin to you first, before bringing him to me to rear.”

Nora sniffled. We were all losing it. “I wasn’t there for her.” Her voice cracked. “When she needed me most.”

“Neither of us were, dear. It’s a regret I’ll hold deep in my bones until I’m put in the grave. The deepest regret of my life, in fact.” He turned, picked up his fallen chair, and stood leisurely off to the side of his desk, crossing his arms over his chest. “I resented her for so long, Nora. I loved her . . . but she chose you. She went back to you. I resented both of you, but I never wanted those feelings to plague me the rest of my days.”

Nora nodded profusely. I wrapped an arm around her, putting my head on her shoulder as her body shook. “If you’re willing to put it behind us, so am I,” she said.

Alaric gave her a genuine smile. Even through his thick white beard, it lit up the room. “I am. I would like that.”

We took a moment to gather ourselves. Alaric turned around and I noticed his arm go up to wipe at his face with a sleeve. Nora did the same. So did I. 

When we were all together again, Alaric chuckled. It was infectious and made me and Mom laugh as well. 

I felt like we were silly schoolchildren. Apologies were always hard, but this one had been years in the making.

I was so grateful to be able to witness it. 

I hugged my mom fiercely, burying myself into her body like I was an injured kid and she was there to protect me. 

The mom I’d always wanted. 

She rested her chin on the top of my head and it felt right.

“I didn’t come to only see how I could help the Academy,” she said, her warm throat vibrating against my face.

I stood back from her, my brow pinching.

“I came because I want to know how I can get Myria back. I want my daughter in my arms, Alaric.”

I spun and saw Alaric’s clamped jaw. His stern expression. Back to business. “I understand,” he said. “Unfortunately, she is lost to the grip of Ornoth the demon, Nora. Unless we stop him—”

“Then that’s what we have to do. There’s no two ways about it.”

“Yes,” he said, rolling past her interruption. “Even if we do defeat Ornoth, however, there’s no guarantee Myria can be saved from the brink. The darkness has had a long time to settle inside her, you see.”

“I can do it,” I blurted. “I rescued Quentin’s soul from the Spectral Realm. And Desmona’s. I helped deliver a freaking demon spirit baby. I’m pretty sure I can help my sister.”

My mom stared at me wild-eyed. She had never heard the extent of what I could do. It was like she didn’t believe me. 

But Alaric moved with me. “If the opportunity presents itself, Coralia, I can think of no better idea than that. You are a once-in-a-generation talent with a power we’ve never seen before.”

I blushed. “Thank you, Headmaster.”

Alaric picked up his papers from the table. “You should be proud of your daughter, Nora,” he said offhandedly, but to me it meant everything. “Spirits know I am.”

Mom cupped my cheek in one hand. She looked endearingly at me, face breaking into a smile. “I am too, Al. I am too.”

The headmaster sighed. “Good. Then it’s about time for me to give my speech. I will head to Grimmer Hall to prepare. I think this will be a good one. For the first time in a long time, I’m pleased with how things are going at my Academy and I want the students to know it. I see them.”

“I think a speech of hope and resilience is an excellent idea, sir,” I said, tilting my chin. “The students will love it. They’ll respond well to it.”

He winked at me. “Good. Because I plan to bring you up in it.”

I reeled. “Y-You do?”

“None of this would have been possible if not for you stepping up and taking on this mission of building a coalition between shifters, fae, rebels, and academy students. You and your Glovemates brought the army to us. Now I have faith we’ll be able to fend off the demon threat. I thank you for performing your duty admirably.”

Once finished, Alaric gave me a bow.

My mouth popped open, too stunned to speak. If he talks about me to the students in his speech, it will go a long way to easing the distrust and loathing some of the students feel about me. This could be my way back to everyone’s good graces! 

Alaric had to know it. 

“Now then,” he said, holding his speech notes in the air with a smile, “off to prepa—”

Screams ripped through the walls from outside, cutting him off. 

His face paled. Slowly, his smile shifted into a horrified expression as more shouting joined the first.

My eyes widened. They’re here.
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Venn

I DIDN’T LOOK UP FROM my bowl of macaroni and cheese when the first cry of alarm rang out in the mess hall. I was too enamored with the pleasant human dish. So creamy and cheesy and delicious. One of humanity’s finest inventions, in my opinion.

I didn’t think anything of the shout and went back to gobbling up my glorious food. I could barely hear it over the commotion of the students anyway, due to all the chatting going on around me. It could have been a laugh for all I knew. Students had squished into the hall like sardines—another delicacy of humans I appreciated, though in much smaller amounts and only during specific circumstan—

Another shout joined the first. It led to a domino effect of yelps and stupefied gasps, and that’s when I finally stopped thinking about food, scrunched my brow, and slowly gazed up from my bowl.

As my mouth fell open, my fork dropped with a clang against the rim of the bowl.

Shadows moved on the walls. It wouldn’t have been strange, since the Academy was all about that, but these shadows moved unnaturally in a way I recognized.

It brought me back to the first time I’d seen something like this, when Dax and I had been strolling through an open-aired hallway and shadow creatures popped out of the walls to attack the couple in front of us.

I would never forget that jarring, terrifying moment.

This was even more unnerving—something much bigger. The walls danced with darkness and silhouettes, swirling, looping together. I stood and spun a full circle. They branched out like webs and tendrils and stretched all the way to the ceiling, attaching to each other to create a giant network of inky blackness closing around the auditorium.

My heart hammered in my chest. Fuck. It’s time.

We were woefully unprepared.

Other students stood from their tables, conversations dying, heads whirling with wide, fearful eyes. At least a hundred people crammed in here, in close quarters. I hardly spied a weapon in sight, despite Alaric having warned us to start traveling in pairs, minimum, and with weapons at our sides at all times. 

His advice had fallen on deaf ears. The students hadn’t taken this threat seriously, even after everything that had happened. They felt protected in their little bubble of Shadowblade Academy. Impervious.

For shame.

A cloud of ominous anticipation fell over the hall. Everyone stilled with bated breath.

The first thing I did was bang my fist on the tabletop in front of me. Jolting heads swerved my way. 

“Everyone outside, now!” I roared, pointing toward the two exits. “Get out into open space and don’t separ—”

A sound like creaking metal cut me short. The squeal made my teeth gnash together, my mind spinning.

Then all hell broke loose.

The tree of shadows creeping up the walls and ceiling pulsed then darkened. Figures leaped from the walls. Terrifying demons cloaked in black—smoky and ethereal. 

They came in their dozens. Some dropped from the ceiling like spiders descending a web.

The second thing I did was take a deep breath as my heart jumped to my throat. I drew my Oblyx Steel sword and wailed a battle cry.

Students took my voice as a sign of terror. The frightened screams reached a fever pitch. 

And these are supposed to be assassins-in-training!

“Don’t cower like children, friends! You’ll only die faster!” 

In hindsight, my warning probably wasn’t what the people needed right then. But I was freaking out also. The difference was I didn’t lose my mind and stampede like a headless chicken toward the doors. I braced myself and quickly calculated the best method of escape.

I reached into my fae mind-link. “It’s happening, fuckers! Get your asses back to the Academy, STAT! This is not a drill!”

I jumped onto the tabletop, sadly kicking my macaroni over as I stood tall and tried to draw the shadows toward me.

There were so many of them. Some hissed and glided toward me while others advanced on students and started attacking.

My peers fled like scared horses getting corralled. They ran in every direction, scattering, doing the very thing I told them not to. 

The shadow beings took advantage of their blunder. 

Smoky-black blades sliced through the air, hacking into students who kept near the fringes of the herd. Though the weapons looked ephemeral and harmless, the blood slashing in their wake proved they were very real.

Shouting turned into gurgling and crying and moaning.

I charged the nearest group of creatures, my sword hand advancing as my left hand charged with electricity. 

The shadows faced me as I hopped off the table with a thud and ran up behind them.

They were too late.

Jagged bolts of lighting shot from my fingers, zipping through their black bodies and leaving smoking trails. The apparitions sizzled and dissipated like a parting fog. 

Sunny and Dax reached out in my mind. 

“On my way from Ironfort,” Sunny said.

“En route from Kolpoden with Jace in tow,” Dax added. “Where is Coralia?”

“I don’t know!” I growled, slicing at another enemy. I took its head off with my blade. The black blob—if it could even be called a head—reappeared seconds later, attaching itself onto a thin neck. 

“She was supposed to—” I cut myself off, stomach twisting painfully. Coralia was supposed to meet me for lunch, to discuss my strategy with my Unseelie brethren. 

She hadn’t shown up.

“Fuck.”

“Supposed to what, Venn?!” Sunny roared.

“Just get back here, sunshine! I’ll find her.”

“If you don’t make sure she’s safe, you won’t have to worry about Ornoth. I’ll kill you myself!” 

I bared my teeth and leaped into the next throng of bad guys, slowly making my way toward the back exit. The shadows didn’t seem to be targeting me, opting instead to prey on the weakest and most vulnerable students.

The coppery smell of blood ran thick. 

I tripped over the body of a student with his innards splayed out on the floor, eyes gray and unseeing, mouth open in an eternal scream. 

Two others had been impaled together, hugging each other for dear life before losing them. They now slumped over a table and I had to spin past them to avoid slowing down.

I charged hard. I tried to put the gruesome scene behind me so I could finish my mission.

Must find Coralia! Must make sure she’s safe!

I also had to find Quention. He was the only other Knuckle currently at the Academy, training soldiers on the park green.

What kind of scene awaits me outside? Pure madness like this? 

I couldn’t think any longer. If I did, I would catch a stray blade and die. I needed to utilize my instincts and training.

So I did.

My sword moved in a blur, reminding me of Sunny with his Oblyx blade. Effortless. Daring. Some might say reckless. 

Though it did little damage to the shadows, it caused them to evaporate before molding back together. That gave me precious seconds to scoot past them, onto the next. 

Then I was surrounded, due to that strategy. I left shadows behind me without killing them and I could feel their presences looming, closing in.

I chanced a look toward the exit. It was too far and backed up, students pushing and shoving and playing a futile game of survival of the fittest.

A few of them had gotten wise and turned to face the threat head-on. Ethereal vines snaked from their hands, disappearing into the bodies of the enemies they struck.

“Use your mundane magic!” I cried out. “Shadows don’t work!” Fucking idiots. How could they work when you’re attacking the enemy with the very thing they’re made of?

Sweat dripped from my brow into my eyes. I glanced right and left the first chance I got.

I watched in horror as two students running along the wall were snagged from the realm. Arms of darkness reached out from the wall and yanked them into the portals. Their cries were extinguished before they could finish.

I gritted my teeth and pushed past an overturned table. A shadow creature sliced at me and I backpedaled, smacking into the table’s legs. Using my reeling momentum, I cartwheeled over it, putting the table between me and the demon. I stepped into the shadow the sideways table created—

And disappeared into the Shadow Realm.

What I saw there made my heart stop.

Countless entities lined the floor and clung to the walls. They created a proverbial barrier, waiting in the Shadow Realm for unsuspecting students trying to use it as an escape route.

“Fucking spirits forfend,” I cursed.

The entities looked like walking, human-sized insects. They descended on me, clicking and chirring. The nasty, hunched fuckers were shorter than me and totally alien. They ran on two legs and had pincers jutting from their humanoid jaws. With their bodies no longer cloaked by shadows, I could see them in the purple sheen of the Shadow Realm. An infestation.

I dropped into the shadow I’d just entered, reappeared in the human realm, and moved past the table, kicking it away to blockade approaching enemies. 

Downwind, the smell of blood was thickest. Some students had managed to push their way out of the hall. At least fifteen bodies lay convulsing, dying, and screaming.

The exit was at least fifty feet away. With fewer students to contend with now, more shadows turned their attention to me. 

I dragged my eyes right as a lagging female student was snatched and pulled into the wall. She vanished like the others.  

I aimed my gaze higher, to a window about ten feet up. 

Without thinking, I growled and shot toward the wall. My thighs burned and my heart hammered.

Electricity coiled around me.  

Shadow demons descended like a mob. 

Eight feet away, I leaped for the small window, barrel-rolling in the air—

And let loose the charged electricity sparking my body. 

Lightning scattered in haphazard, blinding jags. Hisses and steam and sizzling darkness warped my vision as demons were snuffed.

My attack pounded into the floor like a thunderclap—the sonic boom of it recoiled me further into the air, at greater velocity. 

I catapulted through the window like a cannon ball, glass shards exploding out.

Sunlight hit my back. 

Disoriented, I tried to focus my landing and managed to awkwardly roll forward on hard cobbles. 

I bounced up with my sword in my hand, dizzy.

A smattering of shouts and calls-to-arms reached my ears and I bolted toward the park green.

There, on the grassy hills, Quentin had morphed his trainees into soldiers. They fought back to back, much more disciplined and organized than the students in the mess hall.

These were shifters he’d trained, and they showed it.

Shadows tried to ascend the hills, but Quentin and the Ironfort troop held them back. 

Wolves streaked through the open expanse, using the space to their advantage. Others hadn’t shifted, realizing their vicious claws and dripping jaws had little impact on the shadow creatures.

Fire, ice, and lightning scarred the air.

It was organized chaos and I headed right for it.

I passed a troop of assassins to my right, led by Professor Eva Avery. The diminutive sneaker surprised the hell out of a group of demons, disposing of them with magical blades slicing across shadowy throats.

When I glanced forward, an apparition had formed directly in front of me.

I put on the brakes and slashed my sword, blowing through his wispy weapon, temporarily disarming him. As his bladed arm grew back, I smacked a palm to its skull and lit its face on fire. It wheezed as it smoldered.

I pushed on for the hills.

It seemed more students were headed there from every direction, as if that was the best place to make our stand. 

We needed better organization. 

Quentin spotted me and sprinted down the quad as I reached the edge.

I huffed and doubled over, hands on knees. “Where’s Coralia?”

“I saw her going to Fort Nocturnus with her mother an hour ago.”

I nodded, gulping, trying to draw breath into my dry throat. “Good. Safest place in the Academy, probably.”

“True, it has the most wards.” Quentin glanced over my shoulder, then back to my eyes. “If she was with her mother, they must have been meeting Alaric.”

“Right. Also good.”

Quen nodded. He put a hand on my shoulder and helped me stand. “The others, Venn?”

“On their way. Should be here soon.”

“I fucking hope so, mate.”

More students had arrived during our short conversation. So had Eva Avery and Professor Gareon Lews. They directed traffic behind them, telling everyone to get into a fighting formation.

Screams filled the Academy grounds. With the few seconds I had to really witness what was going on, it made my heart sink.

Smoke billowed from a building in the distance. A student lay dead on the cobblestones not ten feet from me, facedown, arms splayed. She couldn’t have been more then twenty years old. 

I bit back my emotions and white-knuckled the hilt of my sword.

Then I stepped back to back with Quentin, to fend off whatever came next. 

And that’s when the Leatherwings appeared.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 27


[image: image]


Quentin

SOMEONE I’D NEVER SEEN before handed me a sword, as if it would do me any good.

I had never been a sword-wielder. Plus, they did very little against the ghostly bodies of the shadow monsters. 

Winged demons burst free from shadowgates across campus and took to the sky, and I thought, Well, they might do more good against that. Fuck.

The Leatherwings were in immediate battle mode, careening through the air in droves. Dozens came through in the initial burst, from all directions, signaling the true beginning of the massive invasion.

This was no mere social call. Ornoth had apparently given up trying to recruit our people to his cause and decided this day, this afternoon, was the time to strike.

It made sense from a strategic standpoint. We hadn’t gotten all our ducks in a row yet. We weren’t ready. In another week or so, we would be. We also had some of our best fighters scattered across the land on recruitment missions of their own.

If only we’d had a little more time, I thought glumly. Next to me, Venn held his sword in front of him.

I quirked a smile despite the situation. It was nice being hip to hip with the Unseelie fae. We would face the threat together, whatever came at us.

The arrival of the Leatherwings was emphasized by their terrible demonic screeches—as if the horrifying sight of their veiny, leathery wings and furred bodies wasn’t emphasis enough.

Eyes went skyward. 

The shadows used our momentary confusion to attack the green, advancing up the hill. They worked to surround it.

A shrill voice called out behind me: “We can’t let ourselves get surrounded, soldiers!” 

I looked back and saw Professor Eva Avery. She’d taken a leadership role in the absence of a higher-ranked presence. 

Students listened to her.

“Advance at arrowpoint,” she shouted, pointing down the hill, signifying our approach. “Puncture through them and spread out. We must connect with the pockets of students trapped on the other side.” 

None of us wanted to watch our classmates and friends die in the distance and not be able to do anything about it. Avery’s strategy was bold and careless, but I appreciated her drive.

Adrenaline streamed through me, cutting away any doubts I might have harbored. 

As one, twenty students formed a V and descended the hill. Venn and I took the vanguard position. My pulse quickened in my chest as we drew closer to the black, ghostly, empty faces of the shadow monsters. 

They mobbed forward to meet our charge.

Shifters flanked out, loping down the hill, trying to cleave a path for us to punch through. 

Screeching from above drew everyone’s attention and caused our unit to stumble. Our eyes went up as Leatherwings plunged down, their great wings beating gusts at us. 

I put a hand over my eyes to protect it from grit and dirt, and quickly realized it was a stalling tactic of their own.

Claws and talons reached down and snagged students from the ground. Their cries were lost to the wind as the Leatherwings took them high into the sky and then . . . dropped them.

My heart plunged as I watched a student rapidly plummeting toward the hard concrete, limbs flailing. A cadet near me gasped.

In a split second, Eva Avery pushed her small body through us on a snarl, to get a visual. Her graying hair swished on her shoulders as she scooted under my arm. 

Both her hands flew out and a multitude of circular shadowgates, small enough to look like open manholes, appeared on the ground fifty feet away. 

The falling students plunged into the Shadowwalking professor’s gates and vanished. It reminded me of my own time plummeting from a building, when a Leatherwing had dropped me, and someone had opened up a portal below my body. 

Avery showed us what a true shadowwalking master could do. A cheer rose up behind me, renewed confidence soaring. 

She led our charge and we wailed forward.

Then a hail of students dropped from the skies in other areas outside our range.

They splattered with grotesque thuds. 

Silence enveloped our unit. Blood filled the Academy grounds. 

Our confidence wavered before it had even gotten a chance to be tested.

And the shadow creatures charged us.

We met them, still reeling. 

After the first few strikes with my sword, I cursed at how useless it was offensively and started blasting fireballs and icicles from my palm, while keeping the monster’s blades away with the sword.

I became lost in the melee. Luckily the enemies were easy to detect and recognize, or else I would have surely engaged in friendly fire before too long. It was too chaotic not to. 

My arms became heavy—my swinging arm from exertion, my casting arm from overuse. Energy dwindled in minutes and my feet dragged.

Venn urged me on with a hard slap on the back. “Come on, mate!” he mocked.

I gritted my teeth and pushed to the bottom of the hill with him. We cut a swath through the first line of shadows and spread out as per Avery’s command. 

Eva joined us with her special unit of shadowwalkers, flanking out like an expert assassin close to the ground. Her magical blade flashed and pulsed with energy, blurring through bodies and disintegrating them. 

Where can I get a sword like that, dammit! Even Venn’s Oblyx has little effect on these things!

“I saw them in the Shadow Realm,” Venn cried out as he swung at a bad guy and cut through him. It rematerialized, albeit slower than when I used my ordinary sword to get through one of them.

“And?” I called out, perplexed at why Venn thought this was a fine time for a conversation, in the heat of battle.

“They’re fucking bugs, man! Gross-ass, nasty-ass, clickity-clackity bugs!” 

I furrowed my brow at the revelation. My strategic mind asked me: What can I do with that information?

Who knew what kind of demons these things were? Insect demons? I’d never heard of such a thing.

I supposed it didn’t matter. If we survived this, I’d study the subject exhaustively until I figured out what we were fighting. For now, I just had to live.

I protected Venn’s six and he protected mine. Around us, students fell, but not nearly as many as the shadows we fought.

It was a shame, then, that there were so many more fucking shadows than students. They just kept coming, an endless stream of wicked ghost-blades and hissing noises. 

If I didn’t get respite soon, I would tire and die. I knew it. 

Being taller than most, I could see over the monsters ahead, to the open courtyard between buildings. 

That’s when I heard a familiar bellowing voice and let out a relieved gasp.

A brilliant Oblyx sword in the distance gleamed in the sunlight, moving so fast it seemed like a mirage. Its wielder carved toward us, leaving an alcove under a building to head for the edge of the grassy, trampled quad. 

Sunny’s roar of excitement and anger was enough to give my blood the boost it needed to continue forward. 

If only to reach him.

“Sunshine!” I shouted.

Beside him, another roar, this one hissing and catlike. 

Dax loped through the baddies like butter, the glossy-black panther circling Sunny with huge strides, staving off any enemies that tried to come at the vampire from the sides or back. His fangs ripped through shadows. They didn’t kill, but they gave Sunny wide berth to swing his blade.

Jace Hudson cleaved through enemies as well, his hands bright with energy and shadowy tendrils. 

Together, the three of them made impressive progress through the throng of shadow creatures, trying to create a bridge to reach us. 

As it stood, we were an island. Pockets of students lost in the clamor of battle tried to etch corridors toward us—roadways to connect our forces and give us a fighting chance to win this thing. Or at least hold the enemies at bay. 

Professor Avery confirmed my belief. She crept up next to me, her face wrinkling with anger. When she pulled at my sleeve, I turned to her, eyebrows raised. 

She pointed behind her. “Finley Winston is causing utter mayhem to the east near the Training Facility, but she’s nearly alone. I can’t let her die! My people will recover her. Your people cut west toward Fort Nocturnus, Mr. Argyle. Do you understand?”

I nodded firmly. “Yes ma’am.”

“Good. We will reconvene when we can, closer to the Fort.”

“Why the Fort, ma’am?”

“Because that’s where Alaric Cane will be. And that’s where we need to be if we’re to stand a chance against these enemies.”

“Got it. See you soon.” I gave her a salute and she took off, melding in with a crowd of student-soldiers. 

I grabbed Venn’s shoulder and told him the plan. “We get Sunny and Dax and head for Fort Nocturnus.”

“Sounds good to me. They’re gonna be pissed we haven’t done that already, especially if Coralia is over there.”

I gestured over the mind-numbing clatter of exploding magic and yelling. “Yeah? Maybe they’ll understand why that was impossible once they get here.”

He frowned and nodded.

I paused a beat, eyes narrowing on him.

He was in no mood. “What is it, Quen? Don’t just stare at me like an idiot. We don’t have time for that.”

“Maybe it’s not impossible for us to reach the Fort safely and swiftly.”

Venn read my face, seeing see the cogs turning. He shook his head adamantly. “The Shadow Realm? No, pal, you don’t wanna do that. Trust me.”

My brow arched. “Why?”

“These insect fuckers are just waiting for us to go there. It’s their home base, man. Get it?”

I clicked my tongue. “Motherfuckers.”

“Exactly. They’re using our own strengths against us, Quen. Your first plan is better: Get to Sunny and Dax and Jace, remobilize, and hit the Fort together.”

I cracked my knuckles then wrung my hands out to get ready for more spellcasting. “All right, mate. Lead the way.”
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Coralia

ALARIC TUCKED HIS PAPERS into his robe. His hand came out holding a brilliant white sword, like the physical manifestation of the weapon from the white dagger and black mask emblem of Shadowblade Academy, only bigger.

The symbolism of his maneuver wasn’t lost on me: Putting down the diplomacy and raising the war banner. There was a time for letters and speeches and a time for battle and death, and this was certainly the latter.

His robe fluttered behind him as he pushed past me and Mom to get to the door of his office.

The door opened before he reached it, and Alaric took an immediate defensive stance, blade lodged point-forward like a fencer. 

Three black-masked shadowguards crowded the entrance. “Sir,” one of them rushed, “the Academy is under attack. I’m sorry, but we must protect you by keeping you inside the safety of Fort Nocturnus.”

The headmaster stood straight. Even with his back to me, he had a menacing aura. “Stand aside, soldier.”

The guard fumbled, looking to his friends for help, but none came. “But sir, it’s our duty—”

“Don’t speak to me of duty, soldier. I made your duty!” Alaric’s voice boomed, reverberating off his bookshelves. He threw his hand out to the side. “You hear those screams? Those are the screams of my students dying. You think these walls will keep anyone safe? If the demons have their way, these ancient edifices will crumble like a house of cards.” His voice raised another octave, becoming more agitated, forcing the guards back a step. “I’m not letting my fucking students die while I cower in here, you fucking fool! Now get the fuck out of my way.”

He pushed past them without another word.

Nora and I followed and then we were bolting down the hall. I drew my Oblyx sword from my hip and shared a baffled expression with my mom.

I’d never seen Alaric run before, much less sprint. He only ever glided with an eerie calm, shuffling along with his feet hidden beneath the hem of his long black robe. Now, his fuzzy hat flew off his head, showing his balding white pate, and his beard fluttered over his shoulder as he ran against the wind and against time.

He carried himself like everyone’s lives he was in charge of depended on it. His bravery gave me renewed vigor to be following the legendary shadowblade into battle.

Other shadowguards fanned into formation as we flew past them, reeling down hallways and the wings of the Fort to get in line behind their general.  

I couldn’t think too hard, or doubt and fear would overwhelm me—the nauseating sounds of those shouts and cries and explosions just outside the castle.

Six guards manned the large double doors at the front. They heard our approaching footfalls and began opening the doors before Alaric had made it halfway through the lobby, so he wouldn’t have to break stride.

Outside, the scene made my jaw drop and my heart wrench. I could only imagine how it must have felt for Alaric Cane to be seeing his precious Academy under attack from within. 

Leatherwings circled through the sky like sinister vultures. The largest part of the fighting took place on the rolling hills of the park in the distance, where the quad had been stampeded and the ponds and rivers ran with blood.

The bodies of my peers littered sections of the campus. In the distance, thick black fire-smoke wafted. Beams of magic of every element jarred the senses, lighting up the twilight hour.

The sun setting in the distance, murky and mirage-like, only made the scene more gruesome and portentous.

Alaric took three seconds to scan the field of battle before barking orders. “Guards, fan east and get to that lone island of students near the Training Facility. Link up with the first professor you see. They will be your superior. Fight as a unit.”

“What about you, sir?” one of them asked.

My eyes roamed, trying to take everything in so I could plan a measured approach and not just jump in.

“Don’t worry about me,” he said. “I will help clear the area near the central park—keep the shadows below the edge of the quad. We will sandwich them with our two forces once you have the eastern unit breeched.”

Soldiers saluted and took off silently, their leather armor and buckle-less gear giving them a muted exit. 

I looked over at my mother. Her face was dead-set with determination. I imagined she looked less scared than me, despite being rusty in shadow magic and having no weapon in her hands.

“Mom,” I croaked, “it’s okay if you go back into the Fort. No one will think less of you.”

She scoffed in my face. “I would think less of me, honey. Are you crazy? I can’t watch these people die. I’m going with you.”

“Then let’s stop fucking talking about it and go!” Alaric bellowed. Then he was off once more, and we struggled to keep up with the old man’s sprightly gait. The moon shone off his white blade. It seemed to give the steel enhanced energy.

We headed for the largest mob of monsters. It got my heart pumping at erratic levels. Adrenaline swept into me, charging me with fury as I prepared for the first clash with magic curling at my fingertips. 

The closer we got to the blob of blackness and students, the more chaotic it felt—like I was no longer an outsider looking in, staring at the army like ants, but part of the muddy mayhem itself. 

The sounds of death and metal and lightning and fire split the night, disorienting me.

Shadows materialized from nothing in front and around us. My sword flashed, but Alaric’s flashed quicker and brighter. He cut them down without slowing. I was impressed with his initial burst of energy.

Where does he get it? This old man that always groans when he sits, whose knees creak when he takes his chair like a miserly old grandpa?

This was a side of Alaric Cane I’d never seen before. 

We made it halfway to the park before we let up from our gallop. Our sprint didn’t stop from exhaustion or lack of energy, but rather because Alaric glanced to the sky.

Flying Leatherwings careened down at us, locking onto Headmaster Cane like homing missiles.

Clearly, someone was directing them, and now that the headmaster of the Academy had made himself known and joined the battle, he would get the most attention.

Maybe being by his side wasn’t such a wise decision after all, I thought, gripping my Oblyx blade as the winged demons grew larger in my view.

My eyes widened. They dive-bombed like falcons from the sky, fitting to feast on their smaller prey. 

Alaric raised his weapon. It glimmered like a holy cross, bright sunlight joining the shadowblade’s darkness, creating a streaky orb of white around the blade.

When the first Leatherwing reached a twenty-foot distance—closing the last section in two great flaps of its wings—a colorless beam of energy shot out of Alaric’s sword.

The Leatherwing was disintegrated on the spot.

My jaw popped open. I ran forward and summoned a looping shadow from the ground. My rope caught the next Leatherwing in line, wrapped around his legs, and yanked him to the cobblestones. The demon skidded before us and Alaric decapitated it with a quick slice.

“Coralia!” Nora screamed, putting her hands together to launch a frenzied barrage of ice.

The crystal-blue shot over my shoulder and smashed into a Leatherwing coming at my side. 

Six more were incoming. I rushed to my mom—Alaric looked like he could handle himself.  

The Leatherwings got close enough for me to see their yellow-red eyes glowing in the sky, their jaws snapping—

A thick lightning bolt ripped through the clouds at a diagonal mark. It tore through the line of Leatherwings, turning them into sizzling husks of burning embers before their corpses reached the ground. 

If my jaw could have opened wider, it would have.

A great purple dragon burst from the clouds and swooped down. Its amethyst scales glittered in the moonlight, and with a ferocious roar it snatched another Leatherwing out of the air with its jaws.

“Holy shit,” I mouthed, as three more dragons descended from the heavens and started to pluck Leatherwings out of the sky like they were little more than buzzing flies. 

A ruby-red dragon threw a geyser of pure flame onto the creatures. Even with their heat-resistance, the Leatherwings couldn’t withstand the pure intensity of dragonfire. They burned.

Double helixes of icicles and snow shot from the maw of the wiry sapphire dragon, coating a pair of Leatherwings before freezing their wings and pinning them against the side of a building.

A massive dragon that looked like rocks and muddy earth shoved past the smaller blue and careened toward the frozen Leatherwings. With a deafening crash, he blasted into the demons with his armor-like body, shattering them and collapsing half the building along with it. He whipped his head around and blew out a stream of molten rocks and grit. 

The stream blew into the path of the purple dragon’s electricity and wind and created an airborne tempest that swept up at least ten Leatherwings in its deadly cyclone. 

The red dragon added a puff of fire to the mix to create an unbelievable fire tornado. Suddenly the shrieks of countless demons being burned and tossed and pummeled alive fell upon the entire battlefield. 

Demon corpses plummeted from the sky like falling pebbles in a landslide.

“Spirits bite me,” I muttered, “talk about turning the tide of battle.”

Alaric gripped his sword harder and ran forward without a word. Nora and I followed him, wondering where he was going next.

With Leviathan Sunfall’s dragon mates having joined the battle, I couldn’t imagine us losing. They were simply too terrifying and powerful for anyone to take on—much less four of them.

It made me wonder where Levia herself was. And Dawn Rose. And where Alaric could be running to now, because he had veered from the path of the park green.

It was at that moment a brilliant white dragon swam through the clouds and joined the fray. She lit up the darkening night with spurts of coruscating white energy.

My first question had been answered.

My eyes veered back to the ground—the only place I could make a difference.

I inhaled on a sharp gasp as I looked past Alaric and realized where he was going.

Ornoth the demon marched through the middle of a giant swarm of shadow creatures, cleaving his way toward the front to kill students. He moved gracefully, smoothly, holding two swords and carving a dance of death with them.

Moment of tru— 

Something tackled me from the side, knocking the wind out of me and rattling my brain. 

I rolled, training taking over as the world tipped sideways, and swiftly stumbled to my feet. 

A four-legged monster bared fangs and charged. 

Though it was covered in black, it certainly wasn’t Dax’s panther.

My blade went up. Nora’s voice rang out in fear for her daughter. 

The creature’s teeth were real enough, clattering with my Oblyx blade. Its smoky fur wisped black and frightening. I swung my sword defensively, backpedaling as it snapped over and over.

Nora shot waves of small fire at it, which didn’t evaporate the creature like it had the bipedal shadows.

A quick glance left showed me Alaric hadn’t noticed we’d been stopped. He shrank into the distance, closing the gap between him and about two hundred shadows with Ornoth in the middle of them. 

Above, Leatherwings had regrouped and begun to harass the mighty dragon shifters. Our allies weren’t in danger yet, but they also weren’t parading around effortlessly like they had moments before.

I zeroed in on the shadow-wolf thing. Sliced at its face and inky eyes. My blade vanished into its body and came out the other side, wispy and futile. 

“Coralia!” a man’s voice echoed from somewhere.

I spun, caught the wolf in the side, and continued on.

Venn was at least a hundred feet away—too far for him to make any difference in my fight.

Nora threw more balls of fire on the shadow and caught its attention. It howled and spun on her.

Fear ran through me as it changed its trajectory toward my mother.

That’s when I tackled it, wrapping my arms around its middle before it could get too close to her. “You stay here, bastard!”

I powered myself with ice as it awkwardly tried to snap at me over its shoulders, dragging me along. 

The cold seeped through me and into the wolfish creature. It added white-blue permanence to the black sheen of its fur. The wolf sagged slower, weighed down by ice. I rode its back like a maniac, hugging it for dear life, and threw my sword ahead. 

The Obylx spun, clanked, and sparked as it reached Nora’s feet. She bent down, swooped it up, charged forward in one fluid motion—

I let my arms go and rolled off the wolf to the side.

The blade came down on its middle, where the most ice had stuck to its fur. 

When it split the shadow this time, shards of ice exploded and the shadow didn’t come back together. 

On my hands and knees, I shivered from the cold hissing off my hands and arms and tits. I shook my head, put it behind me, and gazed west where I’d seen Venn.

He had been stopped by a group of shadow creatures. Next to him, Quen, Dax, and Sunny fought valiantly, fending off the monsters as they tried to fight their way toward me.

I looked the other way.

Alaric had made it to the first group of shadows near Ornoth. We were two forces determined on colliding.

My head swiveled like a turret and my eyes burned. I didn’t know which way to go.

In the end, I gnashed my teeth together and said in a low voice, “I’m sorry, guys.”

I couldn’t see Alaric Cane get cut down without trying to do something to stop it. He was lost in a battle-rage, mindlessly charging at a force two-hundred-to-one. My conscience wouldn’t let me give up on him.

Plus, my mates would defeat the shadows and meet me soon enough. I knew they would.

To really drive my decision home: Alaric was nearing Ornoth. Our most hated enemy.

The king of the bad guys. If we could cut the head off the snake, I had no doubt the body would follow. We would win.

It was time to finish this thing.
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Coralia

ALARIC CANE MET ORNOTH the demon lord on the cobbles south of the park, to do battle. 

Later, I would realize they weren’t “doing battle.” They were waging war. 

Dark against light. Evil against good.

Except Headmaster Cane of Shadowblade Academy wasn’t really light and good, was he? He trained assassins and killers; taught students how to inflict the most damage to a person, sending them off to do said damage once they were good enough to carry the Academy emblem on their chest—once they wouldn’t embarrass their headmaster or tarnish his reputation.

Alaric’s reputation wasn’t one I ever expected to see in real time. I’d thought his days as a killer were over and now, as an elderly man, he simply passed on his greatest tricks of the trade to his pupils. 

I couldn’t have been more wrong. 

Even though he wielded a sword that shone like a brilliant cross, he was more akin to an off-shade color of darkness opposing Ornoth’s pure evil.

Which became immediately apparent when the headmaster charged into the fray with a dozen shadow tendrils sprouting from his back like an octopus’ tentacles. 

Waging war against Ornoth, with those tendrils writhing and lashing out, he looked every bit a dark angel fallen from grace. The black vines kept the shadow creatures at bay so he could challenge the demon lord to single combat, while his bright sword set ablaze any creatures that dared get close.

He moved with uncanny speed, closing on Ornoth.

Before I could blink, the fight was on.

Students and shadows alike surrounded the two like they were partaking in a street brawl, even as the fighting beyond carried on.

From a distance, I sauntered to a stop and peeled my eyes to the main attraction. I couldn’t look away. I told myself I was trying to find an opening to go in and attack, but I wasn’t. The very thought of walking into that circle of swirling death was foolish and futile.

I quickly noticed Alaric Cane didn’t need my help anyway.

As fast as Ornoth was with his two swords flashing and blurring, the headmaster was quicker. 

Yet he didn’t seem to move too swiftly. My eyes played tricks on me. He would be standing in one spot when Ornoth lunged at him with his swords, and then he would suddenly be alongside the demon, attacking him. 

He was two places at once. Then three places. Then four.

I came to understand Alaric Cane was using illusions and mirages and shadow patches to maneuver and portal around the demon lord at insane speeds.

It frustrated Ornoth to no end. Even with the cries and sounds of battle raging all around me, I could hear his growls of anger and frustration.

His blindingly fast strikes couldn’t make contact with Alaric. They slashed through the mirage of his body, curling wisps of smoke and shadow around his blades, before he spun and tried to defend himself. 

The headmaster had an easier time of it. He moved like a blur of darkness and light. He nicked the demon in the back with his white sword, moving before Ornoth could strike him. Then he was at the demon’s side, slicing across his thigh, before spinning away, vanishing, and reappearing again. Each wound cauterized instantly, leaving lava-red marks on the demon’s body. 

Alaric Cane was dominant and indomitable. A force of nature. I was awestruck watching him. 

My mates came to me eventually. We all just gawked at the battle.

“Shouldn’t we try to help?” Quentin asked, eyes darting around to find shadow creatures near us.

I snorted. “That would be like asking two gods if they need help from mere mortals. I mean, look at them.”

Sunny said, “Don’t be so dramatic, princess. Also, it’s good to see you again.” He nudged my shoulder with his.

“She’s not wrong though, sunshine.” Venn scratched the back of his neck. “I know it must piss you off to see someone more impressive than you, Sunny, especially when he’s old and gray . . . but he’s right in front of us.”

“They don’t call him the Shadowmaster for nothing, friends,” Dax added.

“No one calls him that anymore,” my mom murmured, sounding a bit annoyed.

The six of us kept a tight circle. Shadow soldiers became sparse to fight, also caught up in Ornoth’s battle. They promptly got cut down before I could even see what struck them.

All I knew was Alaric had a hand in it, every time. The tentacles on his back moved like opposable limbs, striking out with the ferocity of venomous cobras even where he wasn’t looking. When an enemy tried to sneak up behind Alaric, the tendrils bit into the encroaching shadows and absorbed them, growing larger.

Meanwhile, circles of darkness looped around Alaric’s arms like evil Olympic rings. When Ornoth attacked him and the headmaster didn’t feel like shadowgating to safety, the small orbs flipped and launched off his arms like clay pigeons, creating a sort of floating barrier.

No, it was more than that.

Every time the demon made contact with one of the orbs hovering near Alaric’s body, his blade vanished in and reappeared from another orb at a different angle, only to strike at the demon.

Alaric Cane was literally playing a magical game of Stop Hitting Yourself with our sworn enemy, and Ornoth seemingly had no answer for it. 

Except to get increasingly pissed and agitated. His body housed a thousand cuts after the first few minutes of the fight.

I had to ask: “Why is Alaric playing with him? Just finish it already! End this craziness.”

“He’s not, M’shyok,” Dax pointed out. “He must move swiftly to avoid getting struck himself. Ornoth is no slouch. A demon of his caliber can read the vibrations of the headmaster’s movements and anticipate his strikes.”

“The longer this takes,” Venn clarified, “the lower Alaric’s chances become.”

“Precisely, Donovenn.”

Nerves twisted in my stomach like firecrackers. My mates’ words scared me.

Headmaster Cane didn’t seem to recognize the threat or think much of it. I couldn’t see the look on his face because of how quickly he moved from one spot to the next, but his long beard whipping lazily through the air told me he had this under control. 

He spun left from Ornoth’s left sword, tossed a shadow spiral at the descending right sword, catching it and sending it back to its user. Ornoth grimaced from a cut across his back, spinning to attack, only to realize it was his own sword piercing through the miniature shadowgate to hit him.

He wheeled back around to elbow Alaric in the nose, but the headmaster was no longer there. He had gated to his left, leaving a smoky mirage of his body in place.

The millisecond it took Ornoth to strike at the mirage gave the headmaster time to stab with his own blade and score a groove across his ribs.

Ornoth roared and stumbled back, then flung a few shadow creatures between himself and Alaric to give himself time to recuperate and plan his next attack.

The number of spells and sheer concentration Alaric Cane utilized at once befuddled me. It was stunning to see someone capable of doing so much simultaneously, while still attacking physically with his sword.

“Come on Cane, you’ve got this,” Nora whispered through clenched teeth, more to herself than anyone else. Her hands curled into tight fists.

I reached out and put my hand on her white knuckles to try and ease her tension.

When a stream of fire heated the top of my head, I gazed skyward and noticed Levia and her dragon shifter mates had managed to eradicate most of the Leatherwings, or at least send them packing. They had flung the creatures off their scaled bodies, usually with the help of some type of breath weapon from an ally, and retaken control of the skies.

Surrounding the park, Eva Avery had taken command of the situation, alongside Finley Winston and Professors Gareon Lews and Frilly Hawkins. Together, with their cadets and trained shadowguards and Ironfort shifters, they were beating back the tsunami of shadow creatures. 

Though the shadows might have numbered in the thousands and registered a ten-to-one advantage, our people showed their superior training with both mundane and shadow magic. 

We were winning the fight.

I furrowed my brow, leveling my gaze back to Ornoth and Alaric as a realization hit me. “He is toying with him,” I announced. “But he’s doing it to stall! To give our people time to vanquish the shadows while Ornoth is occupied and fully focused on him.”

“By the spirits, love, you might be right,” Quen said.

“Come on!” I called, tightening my grip on my sword, “let’s buy him some time and kill these fuckers!”

I charged toward the nearest group of distracted shadow beings and blew them away with a cone of fire from my palm. My guys joined in, and then we were slaughtering the bastards wholesale.

Just when I started to get back into the heat of battle, my adrenaline surging, a scream stopped me cold and my stomach dropped.

“Coralia!”

I inhaled sharply, spinning.  

Nora pointed to Alaric’s battle, chilling fear contorting her face.

I followed my mother’s finger to the fight.

Two of the shadow tentacles on Alaric’s back rose to stab at a being behind him, then arched like a cat with raised hackles. The tendrils didn’t attack, as if they recognized a living person or something other than a shadow soldier and decided against killing them.

The idea of the tendrils having minds of their own made me shudder.

I couldn’t make out the person behind Alaric from my angle, but the look of horror on my mom’s face spelled it out for me.

Alaric furrowed his puffy white brow, as if his heat-seeking radar had detected a foreign object behind him.

Ornoth chose that moment to attack, lunging forward with both swords at the ready. 

The headmaster gritted his teeth and set his back foot, then pushed forward and danced with his sword, striking out in a purely offensive posture. 

It surprised Ornoth and sent him reeling and stumbling back. Gone were the zipping and zapping and slipping and sliding maneuvers. Now he had to contend with a man on a righteous mission with a glowing fucking sword.  

Alaric wailed on Ornoth hard enough to send the demon on his ass, giving the headmaster a split second to turn around and see who skulked behind him. 

That’s when I saw a glimpse of her.

As he stared down at her smaller frame, Alaric’s voice carried on the wind to my ears.

“Myria?”

He sounded confused. His berserk battle-lust stilled; his sword lowered a fraction. Meanwhile, the dark vines on his back remained poised and curved like the necks of so many dragons, ready to strike my sister down. 

My throat constricted around a lump of terror. A hand went to my forehead. My eyes blurred. When I cleared them, Alaric’s body and the wing-like tendrils blocked out my sister’s frame.

Then Alaric jerked.

In an instant, the shadow tentacles dissipated into nothing.

The headmaster staggered back a step. 

Behind him, Ornoth rose to his feet with a victorious shout. All eyes from the battlefield snapped in his direction at the sound of his guttural cry. 

My jaw dropped, a small wheeze pushing from my lungs.

“NO!” Nora shrieked. “Myria!”

Alaric stumbled to the ground, ass to the cobbles, and stared up at my sister. He never looked more vulnerable than in that moment—more like a decrepit old man, pure shock registering on his features. 

A vacant expression clouded my sister’s face.

Her dagger flashed, plunging into the side of Alaric’s neck before quickly pulling out. 

Blood spurt. The headmaster coughed and gurgled, hand dropping his glowing sword to try and plug the gushing hole in his neck. 

He fell to his back, staring up at the dark, cloudy sky as a pool of crimson grew around him. 

“Victory!” Ornoth screamed, pumping a fist triumphantly to the sky.

I watched in disbelief. 

It was a surreal moment I wanted to rewind. It couldn’t be real. My sister just killed the headmaster of Shadowblade Academy.

Before any students or professors could charge forward and try to stop the madness, Ornoth ground his teeth together, peeled his lips back in a devilish snarl, and stood over the headmaster. 

In the skies, the dragons wailed and charged down.

Ornoth’s swords went up—

I clenched my eyes shut. 

The schlick of the blades would stick in my mind forever.

So would the sight of Alaric’s head rolling away from his body once I finally mustered the courage to open my eyes.

Fire and lightning and ice and earth cascaded from the heavens toward the area, showering us with chaos.

Sunny tackled me to the ground before a plate of cobblestones flying through the air could behead me. I landed with a grunt and instantly propped up on my elbows to look.

Ornoth wasn’t there. Neither was Myria. They weren’t disintegrated by the blasts, but had disappeared into portals.

Like a cruel game of dominoes, the remaining shadow apparitions began to dissipate through shadowgates. 

A sound caught my ear—a mix between surprise and confusion. My brow threaded together. 

“C-Coralia,” the voice croaked.

I squirmed out from under Sunny and darted my gaze behind me—

Venn staggered forward. 

A smoky sword-point protruded from his chest.

The shadow creature behind him hissed, pulled the blade free, and vanished into a patch of darkness as blood streamed down Venn’s chin and splashed from his middle.

My mind broke, the world tilting around me.

“Venn!” I screamed, and then I was crawling on my hands and knees toward my mate, even as ash and snow and gravel rained down all around me.
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Coralia

“I . . . I TOLD THE other guys I would find you. That I’d p-protect you.”

Venn’s lips cracked into a bloody smile. His head rested in my lap, staring blurrily up at me.

One of my hands caressed his sweaty forehead, pushing back silver strands of hair from his slick skin. Blood ran like an unending river through the fingers of my other hand as I kept pressure on the gaping wound in his chest.

It must have been mere inches from his heart for him not to die instantly after being impaled from behind.

But he was still dying. He was still going to die. 

I could see it in his face. I could see it in the numb, paled expressions of my other mates standing around us. I could feel it as his lifeforce drained away, literally slipping through my fingers. His soul ebbed and waned, pulling away from my heart. 

Tears streamed down my cheek. I couldn’t stop rubbing his forehead and squeezing him. I sniffled and gave him the best smile I could. “You did, love. Oh my God, you found me, Venn. And you protected me better than I’ve ever been protected.”

His hand grasped weakly at my sleeve. His face contorted with confusion as he struggled to breathe through his punctured lung and speak through his raw throat. “I don’t . . . want to leave you, hun.”

A sob ripped free from the depths of my belly. I leaned down, gathered his cheeks in my palms—smearing a layer of blood on one side as I did—and kissed him fiercely on his cold, purple lips. “I don’t want you to leave me either, Donovenn. Please don’t. Please don’t go!”

He choked on his spit and blood, coughing.

I tried to compose myself for him but couldn’t do it. I cried salty tears on his face, clenching my eyes shut.

The battlefield had grown deathly quiet. The occasional moan or cry for help chirped across the campus, but other than that, all was silent.

Students were mortified and dumbstruck at what they witnessed happen to their headmaster, or dead or wounded.

I vaguely heard Professor Avery’s voice pick up, ordering rescue groups to find missing students. 

The whole place reeked of blood and mud and sharp, twisted magic. 

I hugged Venn with every ounce of my weakened, exhausted body. My forehead pressed against his, even as his essence became frailer and smaller in my grip.

A shadow cut across the moonlight, looming over me.

“Step aside, Vera Hargrave,” came the serene voice.

I stared up at the naked form of Levia Sunfall. Her body was battered and scuffed with cuts and gashes across her tanned skin, yet she composed herself with regal intensity, a hand falling on my shoulder.

“You are Soul Bringer,” she said, then pointed between her breasts. “I am Rejuvenator.”

I blinked, my mind blank. I had no answer for her, but I also didn’t want to release my hard grip on Venn.

My mates helped me to my feet. Still I resisted, holding onto Venn for dear life.

Once they wrenched him away from me, I wiped snot and tears from my nose. “W-What?” I finally croaked at the Dragoness Queen.

She said nothing. Instead, she nodded to one of her dragon men, and the burly, bald man bent down, picked up Donovenn in a bridal carry, and wandered off with him.

I chased, only held back by the arms of my mates. “Where are you taking him?!”

Still no answer.

We followed in their wake. Students parted for us, murmurs rising between them. Blood trailed behind Levia. Venn had fallen unconscious or worse, not responding to my cries. His head lolled peacefully against the sturdy arm of Levia’s massive companion.

The dragon set Venn down at the edge of the park green, gently laying him on his back. Then he moved silently to us and put an arm out, forcing us back a few steps to create room for Levia and Levia only. The other dragon mates circled students and did the same, until only Venn and Leviathan Sunfall filled the wide space. 

I clutched my chest, grabbing for my heart, trying to get it to stop thumping so loudly.

Leviathan shifted into her dragon, bones creaking. Students let out alarmed sounds. Within seconds, she was as tall and sturdy as one of the white classroom buildings. Her silver-ivory scales seemed dimmed by the moonlight, rather than illuminated or glittering. 

Then I remembered she was called the Sun Dragon. She was likely not at her strongest during the moonlight hours. 

Her long neck flicked back, golden eyes staring down at Donovenn. Her four muscled legs circled him, tail whipping into the air so it didn’t hit any students. She stood over him, belly mere feet from his body. When her clawed feet touched landfall and lifted from the trampled, bloody grass, vines and petals and life bloomed. 

I bit my lip, watching without breathing.

She gathered herself on the other side of Venn, all four legs on the grass. The life-giving growth of her feet fastened. The vines twisted and popped with pink and purple and yellow flowers. Branches extended on top of one another, sprouting saplings and small trees and bushels around her.

Her head reeled back then lunged forward. A beam of white light spilled from her maw, enveloping Venn.

I’d seen this before, with Desmona, yet it had been different then. I had taken part in the act, walking into that blinding light to help deliver the child from the dryad’s womb. 

I didn’t walk into the light this time. I couldn’t move my feet even if I wanted. I dared not move an inch as she did her work. 

When the light fizzled out, the pooling blood around Venn had washed away. He slowly came to, blinking, and let out a sharp gasp at the sight of the glorious dragon above him. 

He sat up on a jolt, head twisting left and right. 

The puncture wound from his chest was pink and tender, but healed. 

Leviathan rested back on her haunches and buried her neck and head into her wings to settle and recuperate. All around her, the forest of life grew in vastness and beauty.

My jaw unhinged and I rushed forward. “Venn!” 

He rubbed at his temple. “Cor? Spirits am I glad to see you. I had the strangest dream . . .”

As he trailed off, I helped him up, giddy with relief. It washed through me like a river, welling and bursting out of me as I threw my arms around him. “I bet, love. Don’t ever leave me like that again.”

“Leave you?” he asked, quirking his brow. “Why would I do that, hun?”

My body trembled as I cried with my face tucked into the nook of his shoulder and neck.

Slowly, Levia’s long-haired blond mate led us away from the spot. Another one—the auburn-haired buff guy—called out: “Bring your wounded here. Levia heals.”

A commotion of rushing feet and voices broke the stunned silence as people took off to find their friends, bring their loved ones, and hold onto hope.

Furrowing my brow, I pulled away from Venn and faced the blond dragon with the beautiful face and gaunt cheeks. “She is the Rejuvenator, yes?”

My eyes moved to where another crowd had gathered—one that included my mother—around Alaric Cane. 

The dragon nodded. “Leviathan heals wounded, Vera.” His eyes followed mine to the gruesome scene of Alaric and Ornoth’s fight. Then he glanced at me, inclining his chin sadly. “She cannot heal dead.”

I nodded my understanding and left him, clinging to Venn to make sure he would never let go.

We shuffled toward the scene. My mother stood on the edge, looking in over the shoulders of students, stone-faced.

Even with her rigid mask, I could read the abject sorrow weighing her down, sagging her shoulders, threatening to break through her stony exterior.

The man she had once hated was gone. She had gotten to give her final farewell, not knowing that’s what it would be. She had managed to forgive him, just as he had forgiven her.

In a way, I felt like the two elders of the Academy had succeeded in finding closure just before the demons had attacked.

I couldn’t bring myself to push through the crowd to see Alaric’s body. There was no way I could relive that experience. 

I knew what awaited me on the other side of that crowd, and though I felt utter relief at the outcome for my mate, I knew I wouldn’t find the same solace there.

Glumly, I bowed my head and walked away with my mates. As Alaric had always said: There would be a time to grieve, but now was not the time.

Ornoth was still out there.

As I took my first step away, toward an unknown future for Shadowblade Academy, the wind picked up and slapped something against my side.

A piece of yellowed parchment curled around my ribs. 

I lifted the crumpled paper in front of me and read the first few lines of scrawled handwriting.


I am content.  I am proud of you, students. You have come together as true shadowblades are meant to. We have forged new alliances with the help of Hudson’s Glove  Coralia Hargrave and her Glovemates. They are the pinnacle of all we train you for at this institution.

Now, we will be ready for anything that may come at us.

I stand here today looking into a sea of hope and determination. 

And for the first time in as long as I can remember, I share the same hope I see reflected on your young faces . . .



Blood smeared the words after that, making the rest illegible. 

I instantly knew what I was reading, and I couldn’t keep my strength up any longer.

As my eyes pored over Headmaster Cane’s final missive, I bowed my head, clutched the letter in aching palms, and failed to stop the flow of warm tears from spilling out of my tightly-shut eyes. 
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Coralia

THE INVASION OF SHADOWBLADE Academy had been a calamitous success for the demon lord and his army of shadowy sycophants. 

The following week came like a dismal whirlwind. The Academy adopted a somber tone as we all tried to rebuild the pieces broken down in a single day.

Something very clear and evident was missing, however—a yawning hole we’d have trouble filling.

Love him or hate him, Headmaster Alaric Cane had been a resounding presence at this place for years. Even before ascending to the role of headmaster, he had been a professor during my mother’s generation. 

Losing him led to an abrupt end of an era.

But even without him, we had to carry on or we’d perish. There were no two ways about it: Ornoth was still out there and would not stop until Shadowblade Academy had either been eradicated entirely, or until he managed to sway our people to his cause. I had no doubt he currently nursed his own wounds while rebuilding his army which we had, in our defense, torched.

I thought a lot about the invasion that following week. I began to understand Ornoth’s undertaking a bit more—his disposition for how and why he carried out his plans and strategy the way he did.

Shadowblade Academy housed the grimmest, darkest members of supernatural society. The Ghosts and Phantoms and Specters of the school—the students, who were magical assassins-in-training—were just one step removed from succumbing to the intransigent darkness at any moment.

It’s what brought students here to begin with. We were all predisposed to it, I supposed, because of our shared Umbralite heritage.

So, not only were we inherently inclined and trained to lean into our darker aspects, we were also biologically inclined because of the demonic blood in our veins. 

Alaric Cane and the professors helped keep us on the peripheries of that evil, while also honing our abilities so we could use them for good. So we could take out people like Ornoth, who sought total destruction and conquest.

Who better to destroy evil than those most related to it? Those who understood it? Those who had experienced pain, anguish, violent thoughts and actions, and had come out the other side of those experiences with a higher understanding of compassion and the need to put a stop to wickedness. 

The simple fact remained: If there was ever a party most suitable to surrendering to their basest, vilest instincts, it was the people of this Academy.

We were all one tragedy away from cracking.

And Ornoth meant to take advantage of that. For one, we represented the force that could most readily stop him. Secondly, and most gruesomely, Ornoth wanted more Umbralite wombs to infuse, to help populate his hybrid army. Thirdly, most of the students here carried some secondary magical predisposition Ornoth wanted as well: shifters, fae, vampires, magical badasses from Briarwitch specializing in spellweaving, spellswording, or spellshielding. 

To make a long story a bit longer, Ornoth wanted our powers for himself. He would be unstoppable with us. Then he could move onto the weaker humans, take over the world’s governments with the help of Aliyah Rosewood, or perhaps the woodland sanctuaries with the help of Cyrus Kilmeade, or even the Fae Realm with the help of Ambassador Keld and the Unseelie. 

Yes, he could take his army extraplanar. Why not? The possibilities were endless if he had enough of a backing. He clearly didn’t lack the ambition.

Never mind all the demons he had summoned to his aid during the invasion. The countless creatures cloaked in shadows—likely with the help of Myria to do the obfuscating. Venn had said they were insect-like. 

Just what kind of monster are we dealing with here? Could those be Umbralites? They seem born from shadows, after all.

Quentin had stuffed himself in the Pruit Library, poring over forbidden tomes to get an answer to our questions. The sad fact was, without Alaric Cane, and with the disheveled state of our school, we didn’t have anyone keeping the Pruit Library off-limits these days.

Quentin would be the one to do the discovering, because he lived for shit like that. If it could give him a tactical edge—whatever “it” may be—he would learn it, master it, and use it.

A loud drilling sound and the crashing of rocks disrupted my concentration. My train of thought shattered as I looked out my window at the sunny day, which gave a false sense of hope and warmth and security to our school. 

Construction had begun on parts of the Academy in wake of the attack. Currently, I could see the long neck of a red dragon—Coalt Firesworn—poking out over a white building he stood behind. He balanced great boulders on his head in a comical display of wobbling, trying to push them onto another building. 

The giant earth dragon, Rook Clayborn, stomped into my vision and let out a trilling noise like he was making fun of Coalt. He vomited some sandy substance on the building’s roof and provided the materials Coalt had painstakingly been trying to lift and maneuver. 

The dragons had been a big help in our rebuilding efforts. But it only made sense for them to help, since they had caused most of the damage to begin with. Yes, they had valiantly defended our walls, but they had torn down half the fucking school while doing it.

From my distance I could hardly make out the smaller forms running across the building’s roof, trying to direct the dragons, but I did recognize the purple sheen of one of them well enough.

Venn was trying to direct—and struggling, if his hands on his head were any indication. The loud crash I’d just heard was likely Coalt dropping a giant boulder onto the ground and possibly causing more damage to the structures around him. It would have been funny if the situation wasn’t so dire. 

Venn had made a full recovery from his disastrous wound within three days, thanks to Levia Sunfall. 

I let out a heavy sigh. Ornoth could attack again on a whim. He had completely caught us flatfooted, and I felt the students were too dejected to answer the call-to-arms should he come again.

We needed good news. Some revitalization to keep us moving and keep away the intruding dark thoughts of rebellion I knew haunted my peers once more.

Which was why I had a plan.

While Quentin studied in the ancient library in Fort Nocturnus, and Venn helped with the construction efforts, Sunny continued his training efforts in the dojo. Since it was daytime, he opted for indoor training rather than doing it in the park where the sun would make him sick. He was busy competing with Finley Winston for the title of best coach, I imagined. Whatever gets the job done. 

Dax had agreed to be a personal bodyguard to our new interim headmaster—or headmistress—Eva Avery. Jace Hudson joined him in that endeavor, and together they were her right- and left-hand men. 

Eva had shown remarkable poise and proficiency during the invasion, with the chaos at its height. She had aided our students out of the fog of confusion and despair that had first buried them. Besides being an absolute nuisance to our enemy with her skills, she had made a plan on the fly, executed it, and helped direct our forces to the best possible locations. 

She had a natural talent for leadership and was the obvious choice as Alaric’s successor. The other professors unanimously voted her in.

Tonight was her inaugural address as headmistress. 

A flurry of action commanded the Academy during the day, but when the sun went down, everyone was expected to attend the initiation at Grimmer Hall. 

I wouldn’t be there. Neither would my mates.

Not because we didn’t like Eva or think she shouldn’t become headmistress. On the contrary, I believed she’d make a wonderful leader if given a chance.

And that’s what my plan was about: Giving Eva Avery a chance to pull us out of the darkness and thrive. Shadowblade Academy had done it for hundreds of years before Alaric Cane, and if we were going to continue the lineage, we needed to do something drastic.

Which was why I had a meeting with my mates at the dojo instead of attending the coronation of our new queen at Grimmer Hall.

I currently sat at my desk in my dorm room, putting the finishing touches to my bullet-point list of what I wanted to bring up with the guys tonight. Earlier that morning, I had told them about the clandestine meeting and asked them to bring an open mind. 

My idea was bold and utterly dangerous for all of us. Desperate times called for desperate measures and I wanted to give us a fighting chance. I would be burning the list after discussing it with the guys. 

Next to the list sat the crumpled, bloody parchment from Alaric Cane’s speech-that-never-was. Next to that was my own version I wanted to address to the students. 

Tomorrow was Alaric Cane’s funeral. Though we didn’t have time to grieve for the dozens—perhaps hundreds—of students we’d lost during the invasion, we had time for Alaric.

I thought it was bullshit, honestly, because he would be the first to tell us to just get on with it and continue with our studies and training. 

Plus, isn’t it a bit ass-backwards? Don’t you usually want to put the former guy in the dirt first before electing a new leader? Whatever, it’s not my pie.

Eva Avery had insisted to the war council in private that she thought the funeral—or “wake”—would give the students a sense of closure and determination. 

She planned to give a speech after the funeral tomorrow. I planned to undermine her, somewhat, and give a speech of my own.

Tonight was for Eva Avery, and for scheming.

Tomorrow was for Alaric Cane, and executing.

And after that? The spirits only knew. 

All I know is it’s time to put my money where my mouth is.
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Coralia

SEXUAL TENSION DIDN’T charge the air in the dojo this time around. My guys looked sexy enough, and as much as I wanted to jump their bones and get pounded silly into the blue mat until I couldn’t think straight, there was a time and place for everything.

Time is of the essence, as they say.

Still, being in here again with the four of them, I couldn’t help but think about that momentous occasion. How I had given myself to each of them and let them have their way with me. How they had succeeded with flying colors, using me like I’d begged them to. How I had ended up on the mat, panting and quivering and painted with their cum.

Standing over a small table—what I called the “war table”—I cleared my throat. I had to get the naughty thoughts out before I said fuck it to my plan and just went on my knees in front of them and asked them to screw the stress out of me.

Their blazing eyes told me they hoped for the same, but I kept telling myself that the reward, for all of us, would have to wait. Perhaps after this mission I have planned.

I sucked my upper lip into my mouth, dragging my teeth over it, and let out a sigh. They towered over the table, moving their eyes from me to the map to me again. 

“A lot has happened since we last met here,” I began. 

“You mean since we gaped your holes and made you come so hard you nearly passed out?” Sunny teased.

I blushed. “Yes.”

“Don’t be an asshole, sunshine,” Venn snapped.

I smiled. Those two never quit, do they? They just can’t help themselves.

Sunny smirked, seeing I wasn’t offended over his words but knowing he had pushed Venn’s buttons. A win-win. 

“You almost died,” I said, nudging my chin toward Venn. “Alaric did die, as did countless other students. We’ve turned the page to a new era for the Academy.” Before Sunny could open his mouth to argue, I said, “What, am I being too dramatic, Sunny?”

He paused, closing his mouth and tilting his head in thought. “No, I suppose not, princess.” 

“Good. Then we can all agree a lot has happened.”

Nods from around the table.

Quentin gestured at the map. “What is this, lass?”

“The seeds of my new scheme.”

“You have a lot of locations all scribbled on here. How are we supposed to—”

“I’ll get to that, love. Just let me talk.”

He conceded, inclining his chin.

“Actually,” I said, “before I do, did you find anything from the Pruit Library about the monsters we fought?”

Quen’s green eyes lit up as he went into nerd mode. “Ah, yes. As far as I can tell, the creatures we fought are called Entomites. They’re common parasitic insectoids from the demon realm. It’s my understanding they’re quite prevalent down there.”

“So they’re not Umbralites? Just . . . bug demons?”

“As far as we know, Umbralites became extinct as a species ages ago.”

I caressed my chin, thinking. “Then the shadowy cloaks around their bodies must have been Myria’s doing.”

“Could have been Ornoth’s. We don’t know what he’s capable of, honestly.”

“How did Ornoth manage to wrangle up so many Entomites in such a short span?”

Quentin scratched his cheek. “Well, love, we have no idea how long Ornoth had been planning his attack. He may have only recently enlisted Aliyah, Cyrus, and Keld, but his efforts likely began long before that.”

“I agree,” Dax said, nodding succinctly. He glanced over his shoulder to the door.

I raised a brow. “If you need to be by Eva Avery’s side during her coronation, Dax, by all means.”

“It’s not a coronation, M’shyok.”

“Sure feels like it.”

His brow threaded in a harsh V. “I was designated as her bodyguard, Coralia. Honor is important to me.” He flapped a hand through the air. “But my place by your side is more important. Otherwise I’d be in Grimmer Hall right now.”

I gave him an apologetic smile. “Thank you, Dax. I’m sorry for being condescending. I think we’re all a little tightly wound right now.”

“For good reason,” Venn grumbled.

“Right. Let’s continue.” I looked back to Quentin.

He said, “Entomites are colony demons. They’re like ants, following their queen.”

Sunny snorted. “So Ornoth is their queen.”

“In so many words, yes.”

“Then if we kill the queen, they won’t pursue us any longer?” I asked. 

“That’s the theory, love.”

“Good.” My fingers traced the hand-drawn map in front of me. “That brings me to my next topic.” I tapped on sections of the map. “Ornoth is not a snake. He is a hydra.”

“You’re saying he’s a serpent with many heads?” Dax asked.

“Yes. His may be the central-most head—the one in charge—but it’s not the only important one.” My eyes scanned the chiseled faces of my mates. I was about to throw them a huge curveball and I wanted to see how they took it.

If anything, my mates looked more determined than ever. We were all tired of this threat. I felt like I could push them to their limits, and because it was me asking, they would go for it. I just hope to God I’m right.

I punched a fist softly on the table. “We all know we need to do something, guys, and I think now is the time. It will be unexpected. Ornoth’s army took a huge blow from their attack. Shadowblade Academy is in recovery mode.”

“We’re all in agreement, lass,” Quentin said, gesturing at the other three next to him. “What do you have in mind?”

I leaned down closer to the map and narrowed my eyes on them. While I told them my plan, I absentmindedly toyed with the necklace around my neck—the last parting gift from Alaric Cane. 

* * *
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FROM WHAT I HEARD PASSING through the halls and running the gossip gauntlet the next day, Eva Avery’s inauguration went off without a hitch. 

Many students hadn’t attended, it turned out, because it hadn’t been mandatory. It had been “expected,” but that didn’t mean forced.

The fact only half the student body went to Grimmer Hall to witness the event, and the other half shirked the responsibility, only confirmed the urgency I felt about needing to do something drastic and impactful. 

If students are already shrugging off their obligation to the Academy’s new headmistress, what does that say about their confidence in the school? Nothing good, for sure.

After the invasion, a sort of malaise and defeated tone had swept through campus. We had yet to eradicate it. No one felt safe behind these walls anymore, where they had always assumed they were protected. We had vying leadership, and even with Eva Avery taking the helm, she wasn’t exactly famous for giving eloquent, strong speeches like Alaric Cane had been.

Eva was the Shadowwalking professor. She was a master of a few things, but being an orator was not one of them. Her skill and expertise would help us on the battlefield but it wouldn’t help bring people to her cause.

Which was why I felt obligated to do the job for her.

Unlike the inauguration, Alaric Cane’s event today was mandatory. It was required for all students so we could pay final respects to the man who had led us through so much.

My relationship with Alaric had always been tumultuous at best. We had gotten in our fair share of tiffs, obviously. On one hand, I never truly trusted him to do right by me, because he undermined my Glove so often. He had jailed my guys to punish me. He had sent us on crazy missions that, in hindsight, we probably had no business being on.

Then again, toward the end I felt like I could talk to him as a peer, rather than a superior. He started to soften toward me, oftentimes joking around in his own strange way. He forgave my mother, and vice versa, and complimented me for all I’d done for the Academy.

It was almost like he’d been making amends for his past transgressions, or his attitude toward me, knowing his end was imminent.

And now we had a day of closure. 

Eva Avery held the funeral on the highest hill in the park, in a symbolic gesture. She began with, “We will never see another Shadowmaster like Alaric Cane.” 

From there, I tuned her out, plotting my mission.

Students crowded onto the quad beside me, silently listening to the wind carry Eva’s speech down the sloping hills. There was no casket or tomb erected in Alaric’s name, because that was not the Academy way. He would be buried in a secret location under Fort Nocturnus, like all the headmasters before him. 

I felt a presence beside me and glanced over to see Jace Hudson’s beard inches from my shoulder. He hadn’t shaved in a long time and was starting to look like a grizzly mountain man again.

With his bulky arms folded over his chest, he whispered out the side of his mouth, “You’re looking a bit squirrelly, Coralia.”

I glanced at him from my peripheral. “What ever do you mean, Wrist?”

He scoffed, a smile twitching his beard. Both of us stared straight ahead, up the hill to where Eva spoke. “Dax isn’t by Headmistress Avery’s side.”

“Neither are you,” I pointed out. “Aren’t you supposed to be her right- or left-hand man also?”

“She didn’t want the attention on us.”

“Then why bring up Dax?”

“Because he’s nowhere to be found. In fact, I’ve noticed none of your Glovemates are.”

“How odd.”

“They’re usually mere feet from your side, if not closer.”

“That’s true.”

My heart pounded in my chest, partly because I was being grilled by my former commander, but also because I feared for my mates. 

I feared I had made a hasty decision and they had all willingly gone along with it. Even with the risk involved, there hadn’t been a peep of doubt in their stern faces the night before, huddled around that table in the dojo like conspiring rebels.

“Just what are you plotting, Miss Hargrave?”

I finally turned my head slightly to look into his eyes. “Would you try to stop me if I told you?”

“Would it matter? Because it seems I’m too late, regardless what I would do.”

The corner of my lip tilted. “Yeah, I guess that’s true too. If I tell you, will you help me with something?”

“I knew there was a reason you called me over here.”

It was true. I had sought him out—not the other way around. His questions were just part of his training, and I had expected it.

“I need to speak at the event tonight in Grimmer Hall,” I said. Before he could react, I put a hand out. “I’m not trying to steal Eva Avery’s thunder, if that’s what you’re worried about. But I think I can say some things to light a fire under the students’ asses.”

“At the expense of what?” he asked lowly.

“Huh?”

“I don’t doubt you can be a morale booster, Coralia. You’ve done it time and time again. But why do I get the feeling this speech will be different? If you give it, what will it cost you?”

Butterflies fluttered in my chest. My gut tore itself apart. Jace Hudson knew me too well. 

“I suppose it could cost me everything, Jace.”

A long silence filled the air between us. We both stared forward again, pretending we were listening to Eva Avery as she finished her eulogy.

Minutes passed.

Then his low, amused voice reached my ears. “Your courage and recklessness are admirable, Coralia. They always have been to me. I don’t know how you balance the two so seamlessly. Were I a better man, I wish I could be as bravely foolish as you.”

I grinned despite the backhanded compliment. I knew what he was trying to say. “Thank you, Jace.”

“I’ll see what I can do about tonight. See you then.”

Without waiting for my thanks, he walked off, vanishing into the crowd around me.
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Venn

I SET OUT TO THE FAE Realm that morning. 

At least that had been my plan.

Unfortunately, I was a bit rusty with mundane portals—using the Traveler Plane to maneuver through worlds. I hadn’t used those abilities in a while and I started to get cold feet as the sun peeked over the horizon and Eva Avery’s eulogy for Alaric Cane began.

I ducked away from the central park before it got started; before most of the students showed up. A light fog began to sizzle around me, the sun burning it off. 

Then I bumped shoulders with Ezekiel Caffrey. Literally. We both were looking down, marching with our minds elsewhere. He was walking toward the event, I was walking away.

It took him all of two seconds to notice the strain on my face. I had a big mission to accomplish and wasn’t sure how to do it.

“I need your help,” I said before he could start in on me or ask what was wrong.

He cocked his head. “Hello to you too, Mr. Argyle.”

I flashed him a small smile. When it disappeared, I said, “Can you portal me to the Fae Realm?”

“Only if you tell me what you’re planning.”

“Afraid I can’t do that. You’ll just have to trust me.”

We stared at each other for a long moment. Understanding seemed to flash in his eyes. Or was that skepticism? Could have been either.

“Which part of the Realm, Donovenn?”

“Unseelie Court.”

His eyebrows bobbed. “You think they want to see you so soon after the invasion on Shadowblade Academy?”

“No. I don’t care. I need to speak with Ambassador Keld.”

Ezekiel flared his nostrils, then leaned in conspiratorially, grabbed my shoulder, and led me away from the hubbub growing around us. “Keep your voice down, boy.”

I chuckled and writhed out of his grasp. “Don’t call me ‘boy,’ Zeke. Just tell me if you’ll help me or not.”

“I need to know if I can trust you first.”

I threw my head back, groaning. “Coralia Hargrave trusts me. Is that enough for you?”

Another small pause. Then, in a low murmur: “Your father is likely to kill you if he sees you again. He said as much last time we spoke to him.”

“I know. I need to convince him not to. You don’t have to be there. Actually, I’d prefer if you weren’t.”

Ezekiel’s eyes narrowed. “You’re scheming like an Unseelie, Donovenn. It doesn’t become you.”

“No, Zeke, not an Unseelie. I’m scheming like a shadowblade.”

* * *
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WE WALKED THROUGH THE lilac plains with the soft hue of the green sky around us. It felt like I was on a foreign planet, partly because I was, compared to Earth, but also because I felt unfamiliar in this place I used to call home. 

On the way through the plains, with the stark city of Verelet in the distance, tucked against the massive mountains behind it, I threw questions at Ezekiel so he couldn’t question me.

It took a while, but in a roundabout way I managed to probe some facts out of him. Facts I could use, mainly about the Seelie Fae army. 

He looked askance at me the whole time. All I could do was promise once more that I wasn’t betraying his people’s secret routes or movements.

I assured Ezekiel we were on the same side.

“Whatever you’re getting into seems foolish, Donovenn,” he told me as we reached the edge of the plain. Verelet was just beyond the next hill.

“It definitely is, sir.”

“Then why are you doing it?”

“Because Coralia asked me to. Wouldn’t you do whatever Dawn Rose asked of you?”

He sighed heavily. “I’m afraid we’re both lost causes.”

I patted him on the back. “Got that right.” Then I took a step toward the city of spires and towers and caves, and he hesitated to follow. I said, “This is where we part ways, Zeke. Maybe for the last time.”

“I fear you won’t make it back.”

I gave him my most disarming smile, though inside my stomach rioted. “You could be right. But at least I have a trustworthy companion to tell Coralia what happened to me if that’s the case. Don’t I?”

A grin tugged one side of his lips. “Yes you do, Donovenn Gable.” He gave me a small bow. “Good luck.” 

Then he wandered off back the way he had come.

* * *
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ONCE I WAS ALONE, IT was game time. I became wholly focused on my mission and managed to sneak into Verelet without any scouts catching sight of me.

It was quite a feat, in my opinion, since the Unseelie were so well known for being excellent trackers. 

That didn’t matter when I had the shadows on my side. Even the Unseelie didn’t have those.

I kept to the peripheries of the plains, closer to the copses of trees and bushes that littered the flat land leading to the city. 

Once I got close enough to the large stone wall surrounding the city, I watched as a guard left his tower to make his rounds across the ramparts. I chose that moment to shadowwalk from the ground into the tower. From there, I peeked over the edge of the landing, chose a spot underneath an awning of a trader’s tent, and shadowwalked once more before the guard could return.

I was safer inside the city since I looked like everyone else. I kept my head down but didn’t raise my hood because I didn’t want to call attention to myself. 

Whenever I could do it without getting caught, I stepped through shadows to inch closer to the castle at the end of town. I knew that castle well, having grown up in it, and I also knew its shadows. 

It didn’t take much for me to break in.

Had this been any other place—a land I’d never been in—my shadowgates would have been useless because I would have had no landing spots. As it was, I knew the ins and outs of Verelet better than almost anyone. 

Time away hadn’t stunted my memory.

Once inside the castle, I didn’t go directly upstairs to the conference room my father typically held. Instead, I went to the kitchens on the first level. 

I snuck through the halls. From here on out, I had to be stealthy, in case I ran into someone who might recognize me from court. For all intents and purposes, I hadn’t been here for years, and that would raise the alarm quicker than anything.

Sure enough, while hiding behind a wall, waiting for the right moment to shadowwalk across a gallery, I spotted two young nobles I recognized walking through. I tucked myself away and closed my eyes, slamming my back against the wall. 

The men passed me without notice. My heart slammed in my chest.

Then I made it to the kitchens, where all the “lesser” folk hung out. As a boy, I would escape here to hide from my father when he was angry and felt like beating on someone. I would annoy the hell out of the older servants in charge of cooking for the entire castle, but they took it well enough. They understood my father’s temper, and tried to shield me from it when they could. 

They couldn’t always.

The kitchen was huge. I noticed many of those same cooks and chefs working the lines and stoves as I walked through. Heavenly smells from my past reached my nose and made me groan and my stomach rumble. Buttery cloister-muffins and shellberries and havengrass pudding filled my senses with their delectable scents. 

I received a few double takes, but it didn’t matter at this point. I knew these people—the slaves and indentured servants and peasants of the Unseelie Court—wouldn’t snitch on me. I practically used to be one of them. 

When I found the man I was looking for, I patted him hard on the back, joining his side. He was in the middle of preparing a tray with wine glasses. 

It was that time of day. 

My father liked to drink a glass of Honey Nectar White as the sun began to set in Verelet. It had been a daily ritual since I was young. Typically, only when he imbibed too much did he become violent.

The cook, Tonsig, grumbled and gave me side-eye. 

Then his eyes bulged as he recognized me and he sputtered. “Y-Young master? Is that really you?”

I smiled sharply. “Hello, old friend.”

Tonsig took both my hands in his. I looked down and noticed he only had seven fingers now—three missing from his left hand, with only the thumb and forefinger remaining.

He used to have eight. I supposed in the last few years he had lost the middle one somehow. 

“What are you doing down here with us old rats, Master Gable?”

“You’re my people, Tonsig. Where else would I be?”

He shrugged and glanced down at the wine glasses. “Well, sir, I suspected with your father, enjoying the libations.”

“Yes, yes, in due time. I wanted to say hello, first.”

“So you’re back at court then, sir?”

The hustle and bustle of the cookery picked up around us. A meal was underway and Tonsig had to get back to it.

“Here, let me take those drinks to my father. I think he’ll enjoy seeing me.” I lifted the tray before he could argue. I also avoided his question.

“B-But, sir—”

“It’s fine, Tonsig. You do good work here. Keep it up.”

“Your father doesn’t always think so.” He glanced down sadly at his two-fingered hand. If he lost one more digit he wouldn’t be able to steady a cutting knife with that hand and would lose his position in the kitchen. 

Anger flowed through me on behalf of Tonsig. “I’ll be sure to remind him when I see him.” 

I gave him one last hearty smile and continued toward the archway leading out of the kitchen.

“Young master!”

I turned.

“Master Gable is busy in a meeting with his war council, sir. You may ignite his ire if you were to go in there now. I typically leave the tray outside or wait until his meetings have concluded.”

I winked at him, appreciating the candor and the heads-up. “Thank you, Tonsig.”

I left as quickly as possible. 

I didn’t want to be responsible for Tonsig losing a fourth finger.

* * *
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HOLDING THE TRAY, WHICH consisted of two wine glasses and a clay stein of our most famous import—Honey Nectar White—I didn’t receive nearly as many looks from passersby. 

I kept my head down, just in case, and scooted off to the side of the hallway, bowing appropriately whenever a soldier or someone of high rank passed me.

I made it up the stairs to the war room and stood outside. I took a deep, deep breath, filling my lungs and trying to expunge all the trepidation and jitters.

I didn’t take Tonsig’s advice.

Instead, I burst into the room without warning or preamble. 

The mug and wineglasses clattered as I entered.

Five faces around a table swung in my direction.

My father sat at the end. His jaw clamped when he saw it was his wayward son—the one he had warned never to return.

“Father,” I said blithely, bowing low. “I’ve brought you libations.” 

He began to yell, “Guards—”

“Wait, wait,” I said, holding up a hand. The four captains surrounding him at the table grumbled.

Keld snarled. “Can you not see I’m busy, boy? I’ll have you locked up.”

“Yes, of course,” I said. “But before you do . . . I come bearing urgent news.”

His nostrils flared. He couldn’t simply deny me.

Well, I supposed he could have. Torture was always a favorite tactic of my father’s. 

Shit.

But Keld wanted to save face with his captains. “What is it?”

“I know where the Seelie Fae are going. You can cut them off.” 

The captains chuckled to themselves, like I was a boy toying with sticks and stones. 

Keld was not amused. “Yes, they’re going to the human realm. Everyone knows that.”

“But not how they’re getting there.”

My father stood. His robe fluttered around his body. “And how is that, dear son of mine?”

“I will only speak it to you, Father.” I gestured to the tray in my hand. “Over drinks.”

He turned to his captains, killing time, and apologized in a low voice. 

“The tray is getting heavy,” I complained after a minute had passed. They discussed in low murmurs. I knew the more time that passed, the more likely I was to get struck down where I stood. 

“Tell us where they’re encamped currently.”

I blinked, lifting my gaze to my father. “Hmm?”

“Prove your knowledge. The Seelie regiment has left Farus. Where are they now? If you know the route they mean to take, and plan to help us with ambushing them, then you’ll obviously know their current whereabouts.” 

Ah, so he wants to test me. See if this newfound loyalty of mine is real or if I’m double-crossing him. Smart.

It was at that moment I prayed to everything holy that Ezekiel Caffrey hadn’t been wrong about his intelligence. 

“In Charling’s Wood. Southeast section of the Sculptorwood, still on the Seelie side. They won’t be there for long.”

Keld glanced at his four captains. One of them looked down at a piece of paper, sifted through it, and then gave a small shrug and a nod. 

My father paused to gather himself. Then, with a great sigh, he motioned to his captains. “If you’ll excuse us, gentlemen. My apologies. This will only take a minute.”
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Chapter 34
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Dax

I FOUND MYSELF IN SOUTHERN Appalachia, moseying through the vast forest I knew so well. From the shadowgate I took from the Academy, I headed north toward the Kolpoden Grove.

I did not go to the Grove, however. I wanted to keep my mission secretive in nature, even from Desmona and her daughter. 

Then again, there was no point trying to hide my whereabouts from the dryad. She could feel the presence of every living creature roaming these woods, as far as the eye could see. The tree spirit was the protector of these parts and no one arrived without her knowledge. 

I still didn’t want to announce myself or have to explain what I was doing there, so I circled the thicket of great elms and continued north.

By that point, I had traveled all through morning and well into the afternoon, never slowing for rest. The high sun split the canopies with bright beams, spilling onto the leaves of the forest floor. 

I wagered Headmistress Avery would be well into her eulogy for Alaric Cane by now.

Coralia had asked a hard thing of me, yet I had responded without doubt or hesitance, like my other Glovemates. I would do anything for M’shyok Wahdus, who had leapfrogged into becoming one of the primary voices of Shadowblade Academy. 

I was proud of her for stepping into her role. Like Alaric Cane, she was not frightened of making tough decisions. I just hoped she knew what she was doing.

More than donning the mantle of leadership, Coralia was the person I cared for most. Her strategy, though bold, would indeed make a difference if executed well.

As I scuttled through the dense trees north of Desmona’s Grove, rustling bushes caught my attention. I didn’t try to hide from the eyes peering at me through those russet shrubs.

A voice pierced through from high in the trees: “Halt. Identify yourself. You are surrounded.”

I stopped moving, knowing bows and arrows were likely trained on me. “Dax Kilmeade, friend to Topo Kin and Darok Kin of the Waichee rebels.”

Faces emerged from behind bushes and trees. A woman dropped down from a branch. She was short and squat, wearing the tribal colors of the Kenqua hawk clan. “Dax Kilmeade you say? Brother to the Usurper?” Her young, stern face twisted with contempt, creasing the swirling war paint on her cheeks and under her eyes.

“One and the same,” I said. 

She circled me, taking the measure of me, and then grunted. “We prefer revolutionaries, not rebels.”

Her band of scouts surrounded me and led me through the woods to the . . . “revolutionary” base camp. It was a vast effort set deep in the woods, with treetop lodgings and ground-level tents scattered through the trees and against them. The camouflaged camp impressed me with how far it went—much further than my eyes could see.

From there, Topo and Darok saw me promptly. I was led into their command tent, which was large but sparse inside, and the rebel-leaders-turned-lovers smiled as I approached.

Their smiles were filled with sorrow, as was mine.

“We were sorry to hear of the attack on Shadowblade Academy, Dax Kin,” Topo said, bowing his head. 

I lifted my brow, not sure how he’d heard of the attack, but then nodded my appreciation. He likely had spies everywhere, as any good leader did. “The timing was unfortunate, but we had known it was coming. We should have been more prepared.”

“At least you managed to thwart the demon scourge, sir,” Darok said. 

“For now,” I replied flatly. “Which is why I have come.”

“We figured as much,” Darok continued. “Please, sit.” He motioned to the floor, where a rug took the center of the tent. 

I sat cross-legged across from them. Once we were settled, I asked, “Tell me how the fighting goes here, kinsmen.”

“It has been intermittent but fierce,” Darok began. “The Sylah black bears took a bit of coaxing to become involved. They eventually realized the error of their hesitance.”

“I’m sorry to hear it. And the Fyjii beavers and Kenqua hawks?”

“Mighty allies, both. Kenqua has been particularly expedient in their aid, providing us with excellent intelligence. During battle, Cyrus’ forces fear their talons and beaks.”

I smiled at that.

Topo continued, saying proudly, “The Fyjii beavers have built numerous roadblocks to deter and vex our enemies. They excel at creating chokepoints for ambushes.”

“And your enemies remain Cyrus’ army only?”

They both shook their heads. Topo said, “A contingent of demons has joined them.”

I clicked my tongue, frustrated. “I feared as much. Can you hold them off much longer?”

“As long as these battles remain skirmishes, yes,” Darok answered. “But if our base is discovered here and attacked, I fear we may be overwhelmed.”

I didn’t like what I was hearing. Ornoth had swelled my brother’s ranks with his Leatherwings. They were a fearsome opponent.

“What’s more,” Topo said, hands wheeling in front of him, “we have come to discover a burgeoning darkness in these woods.”

I lifted a brow. “Explain that, Topo Kin.”

He glanced over at his ally, apprehension clear on his face, as if he wasn’t sure how much to tell me. With a small nod from Darok, Topo faced me and continued. “We fear the demon lord has corrupted the soil of these woods once more.”

Goosebumps sprouted along my arms. “As in the Forbidden Orchard?”

“Just the same. There has been no sighting of a black fog yet, however.”

I caressed my chin. “This is foreboding news indeed, kinsmen.”

“Any suggestions on what to do, sir?” Darok asked. 

I didn’t like that he called me ‘sir.’ It denigrated his own station here, as commander of the rebels. If anything, I should have been calling him by an honorific. 

But as Queen Fionne’s bodyguard, and a follower all his life, it was a hard habit to break. 

“I have some ideas, friends.” I leaned closer to them. The sun beat down through the beige tent, heating my face. “First, we must locate this threat. If it is in the same location as the Forbidden Orchard, we must know. I would send the Kenqua to investigate.”

“A fine idea,” Topo said. He realized I wasn’t finished, and looked expectantly at me.

“Next, I’m going to need a favor from you two. A diversion . . .”

* * *
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THE SUN HAD REACHED its zenith and began its slow descent toward the horizon. I took camp with the rebels for a few hours to allow the hottest part of the day to recede. I ate among the people, listened to their stories, and was treated with respect and dignity.

As nighttime approached I gave my farewells to Topo Kin and Darok Kin. I wished them the best in their endeavors and promised to keep them apprised on what was happening outside their scope. 

If Cyrus’ forces were moving on them, I would let them know. If I discovered an influx of demons had joined Waichee, I would let them know. Anything to help them with their fight against my wicked brother.

I also repeated my vow of giving them Academy cadets once our own fighting was over. Even though Alaric Cane had been the one to green-light our alliance, I knew Eva Avery would honor it.

From the rebel camp, I ventured westward. I skirted along the northern top of the Kolpoden Grove, staying outside of it, then shifted into my black panther as the first rays of moonlight began softly illuminating the world around me.

I slunk toward Waichee Village like a ghost. My movements were sleek, silent, deadly. My paws made hardly a sound on the hard soil of the woods. Whenever I felt a hint of being watched—whether by woodland animals or anything else—I took to the trees to hide and continue my path, leaping from branch to branch.

I slithered seamlessly through the woods, until I approached my village home.

Guards were set in position all around the various entrances of Waichee. Even the lesser-known paths through twisted branches and holes in the earth were well-protected. 

Cyrus knew all the secrets of the village I did, so it was no surprise he had every location safeguarded. 

To my chagrin, the sentinels were not lax in their duties. They stared out with placid, searching expressions on their faces, looking for anything out of place in the wide forest beyond.

From a tree, I stared down at a northern entrance. 

When a small bird whistle lit the night, a few guards left their positions and convened. 

That would be my diversion.

The low hush of murmurs from the guards reached my ears. I used my attuned senses and noticed they were preparing to tell their commander what was going on outside the jurisdiction of their village. 

In the few short moments it took the guards to meet, and others to replace them, I crept into the village. 

From there, I used the shadows, submerging from sight and reappearing in the darkest blotches of the town.

I meticulously made my way from the outskirts of the village into the heart of it. When I was close to my destination, I stayed still and silent for a long while, surveying the obstacles ahead of me.

Unlike myself, my brother had always opted to stay close to the ground. While I preferred treetop housing to get a good lay of the land, Cyrus wanted his toes in the soil.

Activity picked up in the village. Voices rose. Torches sparked to life inside the tents and cabins. I didn’t spy any demons but I could smell their oily evilness all around, permeating the air. They weren’t far.

A troop of soldiers streamed past where I hid in a large thicket, heading for the southern border of town. That was where Topo and Darok’s runners would be.

I dipped into a shadow and sped through the Shadow Realm to the back of a large cabin, then emerged. Inside, grunts and growls carried to the outside. 

My yellow eyes stared through the thin slats separating the logs of the cabin’s walls. 

The smell of sex and sweat hit my sensitive snout. 

Cyrus was on his knees on the hay-bed, behind a young woman. He pumped into her, his naked body glistening with sweat. With every rowdy thrust of his hips, he let out a grunt. His hands wrapped hard around her middle, keeping her big rear attached to his hips. 

The woman, conversely, made hardly a sound. She took my brother’s cock without whine or moan. 

She looked quite young—likely the daughter of a villager who had refused to abide by Cyrus’ usurpation. 

Or perhaps she is a gift for my brother, to give her family standing.

There were many possibilities, and they were all grim.

Near the door of the cabin, standing against the wall with her head bowed and her hands clasped in front of her stomach, was another young woman. 

Waiting her turn. Fearful and accepting. 

Bile rose in the back of my throat. My brother clearly abused his power without any ramifications or care. He was destroying our home and everything our mother had built by giving into his vile whims and compulsions.

Neither of these women, however old they might have been, looked to be enjoying their stay. They were clearly not there out of free will, wanting to seduce my brother to get better status in the village. 

They had been forced to come here to satiate my brother’s desires.

It showed me he had never really cared for Riann. He had probably only thought of her like one of his whores, and the poor woman had simply been used.

A knock came at the door. “Sir, it’s urgent,” said the voice.

“Then you’d better come, because I’m about to,” Cyrus growled. 

A soldier stood in the doorway, gulping nervously. His young eyes took in the heavy breasts of the woman Cyrus plowed into and then lifted to his chieftain. “The rebels are on the move, sir. On the attack.”

“Attacking us?” Cyrus snapped incredulously. “The fucking gall.”

“They are outside the southern borders. We have sent a contingent to investigate.”

“Send another one.” Cyrus stared down at the woman on her hands and knees in front of him like a dog. He yanked her hair, wrenching her head back. In a clipped voice, he said, “I will join them—soon as I’m done with this whore. We will quash this attack where everyone can see it, on our doorstep. The rebels were fools for bringing the fight to us.”

The soldier nodded profusely. He didn’t move. He kept staring.

Cyrus turned to him. “Out with you, dumbass, before I take your balls!” 

“Apologies, chieftain!” The soldier readjusted the helmet on his head and scampered away, slamming the door behind him.

Cyrus’ muscles went taut. The circular white tattoos on his body constricted as his veins protruded. He leaned forward, thrusting hard into the girl one last time, and filled her. 

After, he lifted his head from her backside. “What do you say, girl?”

Her voice cracked. “Thank you, m-my liege, for filling me with your seed.”

Cyrus snorted his ugly laughter then pulled out of the girl and wiped his cock on her rear. “Your family will be proud to give me kittens, won’t they? Especially your mousey father.”

“Y-Yes, sir. You honor us. You honor him.”

Cyrus slapped her ass. Then he motioned for the girl at the door. 

She wilted, hesitating. “But sir . . . the soldier? You said—”

“Shut the fuck up and come over here. I know what I said. But I’m still hard and I can’t go to battle like this, can I?”

Her shoulders slumped. 

The girl on the bed moved to the side, onto her back, and lifted her legs to allow my brother’s seed to settle inside her.

The girl at the door ambled over and Cyrus took her dress off, then leaned in admiringly. “You’re quite a beauty, young one. Now get on your knees.”

At that point, I’d seen enough.
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Chapter 35
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Sunny

THE FIRST THING I DID following Coralia’s announcement was smile. I loved the balls on this girl. She was turning out to be a fine Wrist. 

I would never call her my Wrist in public, of course, because that would mean accepting her as the leader. As the dominant one. We both knew I was the dominant one in this relationship and there wasn’t a damn thing she could—or wanted—to do about it. 

But I knew the truth as well as anyone in the Glove: Coralia Hargrave had us by the short and curlies and commanded our every move. She was exalted.

I had to admit, I loved the power dynamic—fucking a woman of higher status until she couldn’t think straight. The idea of having the princess on her hands and knees, crawling to me, begging to get fucked and made into a mindless mess, had my cock twitching in my pants before our secret meeting in the dojo had even ended.

It gave me back some of the authority I cherished so much. 

It also reminded me of the good old days before coming to Shadowblade Academy. For a brief period of time in my past, I wasn’t Aliyah Rosewood’s plaything, but rather her accomplice. 

The overmistress and I had made a wicked and sensual team. We would seduce kings and queens of the land, give them the best nights of their lives, and, usually, feed on them afterward. We relished the unabashed chaos of it. The control. We gallivanted around the world living our best lives without a care for anyone.

Aliyah Rosewood made me what I was today.

Then she became tyrannical and power-hungry. She found other boys for her harem and tossed me aside once she was bored with me. 

For ten years, Aliyah kept me locked up. Caged. It was something I had never told anyone. 

To make matters worse, it had been during World War II, when I could have been thriving. I was kept chained in a dungeon, magic subduing my powers. Silenced and weak. 

I hated being silent. 

During that stint, Aliyah fed on me to torture me. She kept me alive and awake, but only just. She fucked me when I couldn’t defend myself, raping me and slowly molding me into a maddened, destitute version of myself.

In my opinion, it was a marvel I was ever able to become the high-class bastard I was today. I could have so easily stayed like her—become her. 

But a small kindness had helped me escape my captivity before I could become lost forever. That “small kindness” was named Alfred Conway. He was another prisoner in the dungeon—a man I’d never met—forced to take on the surname of our overmistress. 

Before becoming a feeding vessel for Aliyah, Alfred had once been a prince of some kind from some faraway land he refused to talk about.

I only knew him as an old and decrepit man, locked away beside me. 

Or so he made us all believe. 

One night when we were alone, the old trickster managed to escape from his magical shackles. Like a weasel, that one. 

Then he helped free me.

And I thanked him by feeding on him until he withered away and died. I had been so hungry, so emaciated and crazed, I couldn’t stop myself.

To this day, it was the most shameful thing I’d ever done. The biggest regret of my life, perhaps.

Before I stole the last drop of blood from his veins, the poor old sap had smiled up at me. “Do not become like her,” he’d croaked. “You have a second chance, boy. Sunder the chains she has shackled around your cold, black heart. Be free.”

From then on, I was Sunder Conway. 

“Sunder” in memory of Alfred, and “Conway” in memory of Aliyah. That way I’d never forget what both of them had done. I would straddle the light and dark.  

It had been so many decades since then, I’d forgotten the name I was born with. I had reinvented myself, so I didn’t need that name anyway.

I even had a nickname now, thanks to my Glovemates.

And Aliyah? She had reinvented herself as well. She had thrown aside the Conway name like a coward and become “Rosewood” to befriend the humans.

To find new playthings. 

I’d never forget the blessing Alfred Conway had bestowed upon me. I would always cherish that wise, mysterious man, even though his end had come at my diabolical hands.

And I’d always retain my vengeful legacy when it came to Aliyah. 

* * *
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THE MORNING OF ALARIC’S funeral, I went to Fort Nocturnus. No one tried to stop me, as they were all headed the opposite way. 

I went to the dank basement of the castle, to the initiation cells. There, I crept up on a lazy guard and knocked him out. Then I found the snoring form of Titus Hanneman locked away in the cell furthest from the entrance.

I used the unconscious guard’s keys to get into the cell, then kicked the ex-professor double-agent awake. 

He started when he saw who it was, then crab-walked to the wall. “Are you here to kill me?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“Whether you can help me or not.”

His plain face twisted with fury. “I won’t help the likes of you, bloodsucker.”

I cocked my hip and put my hands on them. “Bloodsucker, eh? Are you not a byproduct of Aliyah Rosewood yourself, Titus?”

“She never turned me.”

“Interesting. Did she fuck you?”

“W-What?” he sputtered. 

“Answer the question, Professor.”

He averted his gaze, shamefaced. “Well, I mean . . . yes.”

“Often?”

His head shot up. “What?”

I gave him a flat look. “Say ‘what’ again, motherfucker. It’s the last thing you’ll say.”

Seeing the seriousness on my face, he comically squared his shoulders, straightening his posture against the wall to try and regain his dignity. “Yes, Sunder, I fucked her often. She made me do it.”

I scratched near my cheek. “Excellent.”

He started at my reaction. “Wh—how so?”

“Because maybe she misses you and wants her plaything back.” I flared my nostrils, giving him a once-over. “I mean, I’m not sure what there is to miss . . . you’re rather squat and stubby, losing your hair on the sides and the definition in your arms, and this prison hasn’t done wonders to your—”

“Enough, boy! What is it you want from me?”

I squatted, leaned forward, and gave him a light slap on the cheek. “You’re going to be my ticket, Professor Hanneman.”

* * *
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THE MANACLES AND ANKLE bracelets on Titus were clearly imbued with magic. I wasn’t able to remove them, but I was able to remove Titus himself. 

I didn’t particularly want to free Titus anyway, so it was the best of both worlds. The man had betrayed Shadowblade Academy and his own students. He didn’t deserve my mercy.

I stuffed a gag into his mouth—something he was well-acquainted with—and took him out of the prison. I dropped the key off on the unconscious guard as I left.

Luckily, the Academy was entirely focused on Eva Avery’s grand speech for Alaric Cane’s funeral. Everyone had their eyes centered on the park, so I snuck behind it and found the shadowgate I needed, tugging Titus Hanneman behind me the whole way. 

We gated to the fringes of Asberald City.

From there, we headed in, toward the center of the city. I made sure to take a route away from Malikai Sanden’s base on the outskirts. This was not a mission the Wolf of Asberald could help me with.

As we veered closer to the gala hotel, I made no effort to hide myself or Titus. His shackles clanked loud as hell anyway, so it wouldn’t have done much good. 

Vampires started creeping out of the nooks and crannies toward us. It was late into the afternoon at this point and the shadows grew long and gave the burnable fiends plenty of room to work with. 

Most of them still looked like normal people, just a bit paler. They hadn’t fully accustomed themselves to their immortal lives—well, their ageless lives. There was a big difference between the two.

The vampires who skulked close to me, dressed in rags and with startled looks on their faces, were too new to realize the power they held. They hadn’t sought anything new from life ever since learning they had a long, long one ahead of them.

They hardly left the shadows at all. If anything, they seemed more curious about me than threatening.

I pitied them, really.

The poor bastards were Aliyah Rosewood’s toys—the lowest rungs on the ladder. They all likely shared the Rosewood surname, just to help Aliyah spread her wicked brand.

As Titus and I got closer to the hotel, however, the vampires following and surrounding me became noticeably more . . . decent looking. Upright and aristocratic, to reflect Aliyah’s twisted ideals.

The vampiress overmistress wanted an unrepressed world full of pleasure and sin. I was all for it, in theory. It was the whole leading of said utopia that many people disagreed with.

As I spotted the hotel in the distance, rising above the smaller buildings around it, guards approached with weapons lifted.

I held Titus out at arm’s length. “I have something to give Aliyah Rosewood. You would do well not to try and stop me or it’ll be your head—not mine—on a pike.”

The guards didn’t know how to answer that. They clearly recognized me as a fellow vampire, but didn’t recognize Titus Hanneman. 

“He’s my prisoner,” I explained.

The guards argued with one another but eventually let me through. They stayed close on my heels, following us until I had quite the entourage behind me. 

When I reached the courtyard of the hotel, with the pissing statue, I craned my neck up to the third level. I cupped my mouth, staring up at the dark windows of the rooms. 

“Yooooo-hooooo,” I called out in an annoying voice. “Aliyah! You in there?”

Her face appeared in a window a moment later. Then the curtains drew back, the door opened, and she stood out on the balcony. She stared down at me, propping her forearms on the railing. “Oh, what a surprise this is.”

I grinned wickedly up at her, then glanced to my left and right. “Is this our Say Anything moment?”

Her perfect brow furrowed. She looked lovely, I had to admit. “Pardon?”

“Well, I don’t have a boombox. But I do have a prisoner. I believe you lost this?” I pushed Titus in front of me. 

“Oh,” she said thickly, “I was wondering where that ran off to.”

Titus yelled through his gag, muffled and incomprehensible. He squirmed in my iron grip.

“What’s the meaning of this, dear Sunder?”

“He’s a peace offering.”

“Oh? As if I could trust you?”

“Let me up there and I’ll prove you can.”

She snorted. “Why don’t I just have my minions kill you right now? That would be easier.”

“I mean, you could.” I looked around at the drooling vampires hemming closer to me. “But then I couldn’t help you.”

“Help me with what?”

“Taking over Shadowblade Academy.”

“The demons seem to already have that well in hand, silly boy.” She chuckled as she finished.

“Yeah . . .” I said, bobbing my head back and forth. “But they want to destroy it. I could help you run it.”

Her eyes sparkled. It was only for a blink, but I knew she couldn’t deny her ambition. She’d never been able to, and nothing had changed in decades.

Then she leaned forward, kicked her foot out behind her in a playful way, and put her chin on her palm. “And why oh why would you help me do that, dear Sunder?”

“Because I’ve had enough of the politics and heartbreak of the Academy . . .” I trailed off and locked eyes with her. Aliyah’s orbs danced with mirth and delight and the promise of seduction as she smiled mischievously. 

“And because I’m ready to come home, Aliyah. I want you back . . . and I know you want me back too.”
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Quentin

MY MISSION TOOK ME to Appalachia the day of Alaric Cane’s funeral. Coralia had given me an important task and I wasn’t planning on letting her down.

Well, all the missions she’d given us were important. I wasn’t any more special than the other Knuckles. 

During Eva Avery’s eulogy, I stood near the back of the audience with my arms folded. I watched the first few minutes of her speech before wandering off—

And ran into into Jace Hudson.

My heart stuttered in my chest as our shoulders collided. Shit. I shouldn’t have even come to check out the funeral.

He read my face like a book, smiling beneath his bushy beard. “You look alarmed to see me, Quentin.”

“Uh, no sir,” I said, rubbing my forehead like an idiot. “Not alarmed. Sorry to run into you.”

I tried to push past him, but he grabbed my arm. “Why are you heading away from the park, Mr. Argyle? This is where all the action is.”

I gulped. 

“Or is it?” he asked curiously. His voice was layered with suspicion—the exciting kind that told me he wasn’t about to lecture me, but that he wanted in on whatever I was planning.

“Coralia was acting squirrely when I just ran into her, too. Odd, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

He made a point of looking over his shoulders. “And I haven’t seen any of your Glovemates anywhere. Also odd, huh?”

“Sure is, sir.”

He leaned closer to me, voice against the shell of my ear. “Tell me what you’re doing Quentin. I’m not your enemy.”

I stumbled back a step. “I know you’re not my enemy, Wrist Hudson. But Coralia told—”

“Doesn’t matter what Coralia said. She’s busy. And I’m helping her too, all right?”

I furrowed my brow. “Helping her how?”

“Helping her get a speaking gig at Grimmer Hall this evening during part two of Eva’s ‘Festival of Alaric Cane.’” 

“Well . . . isn’t that kind of you?” I had no idea what the lass was planning to say, but it worried me. She wouldn’t have her four mates around to protect her and we all knew how strong-willed and stubborn she was.

I had to hope she didn’t do anything rash. 

Maybe the whole reason she’s sent us on these quests is so she’d be alone to make her speech. Damn. Wish we had realized that before we were all separated . . .

“Quen, you still with me?” 

I blinked at the Wrist. “Yes sir.”

“You seem lost. You have no idea what Coralia has in store, do you?”

I shook my head. “Do you, sir?”

“Afraid not. Maybe we can help each other.”

My brow arched angrily. “I won’t betray Coralia’s confidence, Wrist, if that’s what you’re about to ask. She’s our leader now, not you.”

“I know. I’m glad for it.” Jace pulled me away from the crowd, through the courtyard, and into an open-aired walkway. 

“Where is she sending you?” he asked.

I hesitated, blinking rapidly, trying to think of a lie.

Jace’s features softened. “I’m not Alaric Cane, son. I’m not going to try and stop you.”

I let out a loud huff, resigning myself. “Fine. I’m supposed to find someone.”

“Who?”

My eyes narrowed. “You know who, sir.”

He took a moment to read my features. Study me. “Ornoth. Your father.”

A quick nod. “I am to keep eyes on him.”

“But not engage him? Because that’s a death wish, son.”

“I know.”

“Coralia wouldn’t send you on a suicide mission.”

“I know that, too.”

He paused, releasing his grip from my arm. Then he pulled at his beard, lost in thought. When he came to, he said, “I have an idea.”

“Huh? What do you mean? This is my mission, not yours.”

“Well, I’m going to help you. Are you going to try to stop my assistance?”

I sighed, my body deflating. “I suppose not, Jace.”

“Good. Follow me.”

* * *
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WE ARRIVED IN THE KOLPODEN Grove hours later. It took a lot of tracing and retracing our steps to get there through the forest. 

Eventually, I felt like Desmona grew tired of playing with us and gave us a path to her island. 

“Why the hell is Des acting like this, throwing us off her trail?” Jace whined at one point, cracking his jaw.

“I’m sure it’s not you, sir. It’s me.”

He looked at me. “Quentin, Desmona trusts you as much as any of the other Glovemates.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “She may say that, but I don’t think it’s true.”

“Why?” 

“Because I was there when she was attacked at the Asberald City prison. I wasn’t myself, sure, but I was there and did nothing. If I was her . . . I wouldn’t be able to forget my face either. There will always be the inkling of doubt when it comes to me, Jace.”

He mulled that over and dragged me along.

It was at that moment we seemed to find our way through the labyrinthine paths of the woods and reached the Kolpoden Grove.

Perhaps Desmona just wanted to hear me say it—to accept it—to let us into her lair.

Desmona and her alien toddler, Ardith, met us on the other side of the stream. 

“M’yrku,” she said to Jace, bowing her head. She kept her hand atop Ardith’s shoulder. 

The demon-dryad girl had grown to Desmona’s shoulders. She was nearly five feet tall now, in less than a year. I was astounded to see her growing into a beautiful nymph, with soft leaves taking the place of the inky blackness that once stained her body.

Her eyes remained pools of pure darkness, however, which was as unnerving as the first time I’d seen them.

“Love,” Jace said, holding his hands up in surrender. “I know you’re angry with me for taking so long to see you. We’ve been busy at the Academy.”

“You’re always busy at the Academy, Jace Hudson.”

Desmona acted so human-like at times, it shocked me. It appeared Jace had domesticated her.

“You said you didn’t want to join me there, so what was I supposed to do?” Jace complained, throwing his hands higher. “I can’t be two places at once.”

“You shouldn’t abandon your lover, either. It’s quite . . . human of you.”

I gnawed at the inside of my cheek, eyes darting between them. Ardith stared at her foster dad like a freaking weirdo, and the whole thing was just bizarre. 

I didn’t want to be there.

“We need help finding Ornoth,” I blurted, stealing the attention away from Jace. He looked over at me with a sigh, in silent thanks. “Jace led me here for some reason. Why?”

Desmona narrowed her eyes on her lover then turned them on me. “I suppose it’s because I know where he can be found.”

I jolted forward toward the stream, only stopped by Jace holding me back. “Where, ma’am? Please, you must—”

“The evil in the Forbidden Orchard is growing once more, child. I don’t believe it ever truly left. That place is an underground prison. It is the only location I can imagine that gives Ornoth enough room to house all his new . . . prey.”

I frowned. Right. The students he stole from the Academy. Fucking bastard. I bit off a quick, “Thank you,” and wheeled around to leave. 

“You will go there alone, child?” Desmona asked. “I won’t allow you to walk M’yrku to his death.”

I froze and clenched my hands into fists. “I’m going alone, ma’am. I have to. It’s my mission.”

She let out a small sound. “You are braver than I thought, Quentin Argyle. Or more foolish.”

I gritted my teeth and continued on, away from the Kolpoden Grove. 

Probably both, Desmona. Probably both.

* * *
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LEATHERWINGS CAMPED near the former entrance of the Forbidden Orchard. The location was quite far from Desmona’s Grove—about fifteen miles—but I used shadows to get there. I remembered the way.

I’d never forget when we lost Coralia to this place.

Now, there was no dark fog, which had been the reason for at least half its eeriness and fearsomeness.

Nonetheless, it took all my willpower to steel myself and walk into that dead land. Though gnarled trees surrounded it and evil lingered all around, the Orchard itself was level and flat. 

I knew beneath those cleared trees lay dozens—perhaps hundreds—of jail cells. Academy students were in those cells right now, if Desmona was right about this.

Judging by the number of Leatherwings I spotted, she wasn’t wrong.

When I saw the first one, my balls jumped up into my stomach. Clammy fear drenched me and it took everything to put one foot in front of the other. 

I couldn’t be scared of death. I was a shadowblade.

I was death.

The Leatherwings didn’t screech or attack when I meandered past them. They stood upright, wings tucked behind them, and approached me, as if wondering who the new guy was with the massive nuts, to be trespassing on their hallowed grounds alone.

Perhaps Ornoth told them not to attack me? Because this is wild.

It was surreal being surrounded by the furry, cloven-hoofed demons and not getting my heart eaten out of my chest cavity. It was almost like a spell of laziness and nonchalance had been put over them. Their eyes were small and beady.

I abruptly stopped walking when a figure emerged from the ground, stepping up out of a well-hidden ramp.

Ornoth smiled at me, tucking his hands into his pants. Even though we were wild people in a savage land with trees and demons and dirt all around us, he still opted to look sharp in a blazer and slacks.

The demon lord stood thirty feet from me. His aura was menacing and evil. I could feel his presence just as easily as I could see him. His smile came with jagged teeth and the promise of a quick death if I made any wrong move.

This was the man responsible for all the death and mayhem and tragedy that had befallen my school. Even now, I wondered if the screams and wails of the students he’d stolen from us fell on deaf ears under my feet.

The man made me shudder and want to crawl out of my skin.

“Why, look who it is,” he said, his low voice booming even though he’d barely moved his lips. 

I lifted my brow in surprise. “You’ve been expecting me?”

A shrug. “I suppose I have, ever since the gala. How’s your arm?”

My raised brow arched with anger. I tried to play it off. “Fine. Healed nicely, thanks.”

He smiled lingered. It was so telling. So arrogant. Then he tilted his head in a strange way. “Have you come to slay me, son?”

He emphasized the last word, making sure I caught it.

My breath punched out of my lungs on a guffaw, utter shock taking over. “You . . . know?” I wheezed.

“I suspected as much when I looked into your eyes at the gala, boy. And now you’re here. It’s no coincidence.” His shrug was nonchalant, as if he didn’t give two shits I’d tried to kill him. 

My father.

“Answer my question,” he said, flaring his nostrils. The humor was gone from his smile. 

“Of course I’m not here to kill you.” I parted my arms, gesturing wide at the dozens of Leatherwings appearing from the shadows to watch our showdown. “I’d be a fool to try. I could never get to you.”

“That’s true.”

There was no time for small talk, to ask why he did what he did or why he hated his own children like me. Why he had attacked Emma Argyle, my mother, in the first place. 

“I want Myria Hargrave back,” I announced. “She doesn’t belong to you.”

“Oh, I think she does.”

“What will it take to get her back?”

He thought about my question for a long time. The silence became loud, blood rushing in my ears. 

“Your soul, son.”

I blinked. “What?”

“I will give Myria back to the Academy. They can have her . . . as long as I can have you.”

Terror made me feel heavy and lightheaded. I hadn’t expected that answer at all. Hell, I hadn’t even expected to get this far along.

“Why?” I asked simply. “Why do you want me?”

He acted confused at my question, tilting his head in that alien way once more. “Does it not sound like a fair exchange, Quentin?”

“That’s not it.” I shook my head. “You don’t care about the exchange.”

“Maybe I want to catch up on the years we missed together.”

“Bullshit! Don’t fuck with me, Ornoth.”

His smile curved. “But it’s so fun.” When it died on his lips, cold dread swept through me. “You can help me spread my bloodline, son. That’s the simple truth. Our legacy would remain. It would be much better than killing you, in my opinion.” He mulled that over, shrugging. Then he raised a finger. “Plus, there’s the whole matter of the Underland throne.”

“The Underland throne?” I rasped.

“Yes. Currently, Vornal wishes to claim it. Do you know of Vornal?”

Coralia’s father. Ornoth’s bestie. “Yes.”

“Good. Then you’ll know we’re allies. We came up together.” He shrugged, so relaxed, as though discussing a game of Shadowball. “That being said, only one can sit the throne. I don’t want it to be Vornal.”

“Don’t you have an army? Why don’t you just take it from him?”

Ornoth smiled. “I like the way you think, Quentin. Cutthroat and ruthless. Whoever raised you did it right.” 

You know who raised me, you diabolical bastard. It was the same man you had Myria kill! 

“Unfortunately, it’s not so simple.” Ornoth put his hands back in his pockets, staring down at the dirt. “Vornal has an army of his own. He is also quite powerful, and unless he’s weakened, it would be difficult defeating him. But with you”—his eyes gleamed—“the job could be easier.”

I bit my lip. What the hell was I getting myself into? 

The sun was setting. Had I bought Coralia enough time?

Because I was starting to feel strange. My body didn’t feel like my own. I had to wonder if Ornoth’s natural seduction and enchantments were starting to rub off on me. 

His idea didn’t sound half bad.

Ornoth took a step toward me, closing the gap. “Once Vornal is taken care of, Quentin . . . we can rule the Underlands together. The demon realm could be ours . . .”
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Coralia

I SAT ON THE EDGE OF my bed and wept, my face buried in my hands between my legs. I needed to get it all out before I gave my speech tonight.

Eva Avery’s eulogy for Alaric had gone well enough, and now the students had dispersed for a late lunch before we were to meet in Grimmer Hall for round two of the wake. I suspected Eva would lay out her plan as headmistress to the students, which she hadn’t done last night during her coronation.

But I missed my guys terribly. It had literally been less than a day and I was already losing it. There was just too much that could go wrong. Too much out of my control. I was in over my head in the worst way possible.

What the hell have I gotten my mates into? How could I have ever thought this was the right thing to do, or a good idea?!

My pity party became sloppy and snotty. I sobbed, my body trembling. I couldn’t handle all the pressure that weighed me down, ever since Alaric Cane had been killed. 

No, even before then. This didn’t start when Alaric died. My ascension as “leader” of my Glove began way before that. 

I had to take command of the situation and my emotions, so I could give the best speech of my life.

My self-esteem and self-doubt was such that I wasn’t even sure it would make a difference anymore. Our Academy was in shambles. Ornoth had all but won, snatching students away from the mess hall like a kidnapper, bringing them to whatever awful place he holed up in. The attack had sunk the already-dwindling confidence of my peers.

As I sniffled and felt sorry for myself, I tried to wrap my head around what I was doing. It came in a flash of brilliance or stupidity—a way to twist the outcomes to better suit what I wanted to say.

I can’t think of things like this—that we’ve already lost. 

Ornoth lost a lot too. 

In truth, I might’ve been looking at this all wrong. The demons made the students’ decision for them. Before, they despaired and worried about Ornoth coming to attack. They teetered on the precipice of sedition, with the rumors running rampant of rebel student groups who would rather join the demon lord’s side than fight for us. 

Shadowblades are opportunists by nature, after all.

But now . . . Ornoth has attacked. As horrible and terrifying as it was, the students know what to expect when it happens again.

Now, all the students want revenge for Alaric Cane’s death.

I had been framing it all wrong.

The demons made a mistake attacking when they did, because they had inadvertently lit a fire under the asses of all the fair-weather, wayward students. 

All I needed to do now was push them in the right direction.

I sniffled one last time.

“Dry your tears, Hashmadrem.”

The deep, soothing voice came from above, like an angel. Its richness was flecked with sparks of madness.

Slowly, I lifted my face from my palms, mouth falling open. 

The demon familiar stood before me, hand outstretched. Dressed in an ancient tunic and armor, with his white hair in a ponytail and pulled back, he looked every bit the samurai I remembered. 

I gawked, my brain short-circuiting.

“B-Brucey!” I jolted up to my feet. My ancient kitty cat demon savior was standing right in front of me, and for a moment I thought I was hallucinating.

I gestured around the dorm room frantically, flubbing my words. “How did you get in, Bruce—I mean Arrozul. What—how are you even here?!”

His smooth face broke into a smile. “We are here for you, Hashmadrem.”

He still called me the “one who is watched” in his tongue, yet I stumbled back on the edge of my bed. The way he’d said “we are here for you,” with his dark eyes shining, frightened me. It sounded like either a request for atonement or a hostage negotiation. I couldn’t be sure which.

Arrozul had changed in the time he’d been in the demon realm, nursing my maddened spirit. I noticed it by his demeanor and the thickness in his voice. However much he tried to play it off, my tainted spirit was affecting him.

“What do you mean, Arrozul?” I asked, clasping my hands in front of me.

“Azbellus needs help. Your friend needs you, Hashmadrem.”

“Azbellus.” His name for . . .

“Charli?” I croaked. My mouth went dry. I licked my parched lips and wiped away the tear tracks on my face. “Charli is in trouble?”

A slow nod from the protector. 

My best friend from Shadowblade Academy, a fox shifter, had fallen in love with my cat demon. It still hurt when I remembered how Charli had fled the Academy without telling me, leaving me a note instead, as if she thought she couldn’t trust me to let her go.

The fact was, I still wasn’t sure if I would’ve let her willingly go to the demon realm had I known. So maybe leaving incognito like she had was in all our best interests.

But now she was in trouble? I couldn’t let that stand.

“Where is she?” I asked.

“The region of the demon realm known as the Underland, Hashmadrem. We have kept her safe since leaving here.”

“Then how is she in trouble now? Why now?” 

He was calm and collected at my outburst. “It appears there are forces working against you outside these walls, Hashmadrem. We do not have the answer to your questions.”

I stood forward, clenching a hand into a fist. “Who’s working against me, Brucey?”

“Your father.”

I gasped. “The demon Vornal?”

“Yes.”

Suspicion clouded my brain. “Are you working for him? You were his familiar to begin with, before I ever came along.”

Arrozul bowed his head low. “Coralia Hargrave and Charli Fairfax changed us. We no longer abide by the rules set by Vornal. We have broken that bond and refuse to allow ourself to be chained to him.”

His words sounded good, yet his tone was still a bit off. I could see tremors just beneath the placid expression on his face. He appeared so tranquil . . . and yet disturbed. 

My spirit was doing a number on him.

For the first time ever, and with a sinking heart, I wasn’t sure if I could trust my age-old kitty. Arrozul could have easily been sent by my father, or Ornoth, or someone of their ilk, to lead me to an ambush.

It was a very likely possibility, in fact. 

“How can I help?” I spat.

I so badly wanted to give Arrozul the benefit of the doubt. I knew he left here loving Charli.

But how much had changed in the many months since leaving the Academy? Hell, I had become the de facto leader of my Glove, sealed the deal with all my mates, and become a voice of the Academy in that time.

“You are the only one Vornal will speak with, Hashmadrem. He may infuse bodies, but you infuse souls. He would like to discuss that power.”

I wrinkled my nose. “I can’t just give him my power. It doesn’t work like that.”

“We know,” Arrozul said with a slight nod. “Which is why we will help in diversionary tactics. We will take Charli back. Will you help us?”

I bit my lip and swallowed hard, racking my brain. Trying to read Arrozul’s dark, swirling eyes.

Then: “Yes.”

I said it before I could stop myself.

How could I not? If Charli was in danger, I had to do something. Even if she wasn’t, and this was all a trap, at least I would know in my heart I tried to do the right thing.

I looked at the clock on the wall. An orange glow of sunlight splashed in through my window, signaling twilight.

“But first I have to do something, Brucey. It won’t take long. Then you can take us to the Underlands.”
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Coralia

FROM THE RAISED STAGE behind the lectern, I stared out at the sea of students. They were restless. I could see it in their faces, in the way they stood, in the way they glanced at one another.

I was already a polarizing figure at this school. It had been a draining two days, with Eva’s promotion to headmistress, the daytime eulogies for Alaric Cane, and now Eva’s message to her charges. 

No one wanted to be here. Least of all me, because of the bombshell I was ready to drop.

I had agonized for days about what I’d say. How much I’d reveal about myself. In the end, I decided my peers deserved the truth. Even if it bit me in the ass.

Before starting, I glanced up at the ancient columns holding Grimmer Hall’s vaulted roof over our heads. My eyes wandered to the stained-glass windows letting in the last rays of sunlight in a kaleidoscope of pinks and oranges. 

When I blinked, the splash of colorful light was gone, replaced by the torch-lit wall sconces surrounding the auditorium. I took one last look to my right, at Eva Avery standing side stage behind the curtain, out of view of the students watching me like a hawk.

She gave me an encouraging nod, shuffling her hand forward as if to say, “Say something, girl.”

I cleared my throat and gazed out at the hundreds of young faces. “The demons made a mistake attacking us when they did,” I began, recalling my thoughts from earlier in the day, just before Arrozul’s illustrious arrival. 

I imagined my cat was lost somewhere amidst the crowd, blending in.

“Now, we know their tactics. Now, we know what we are capable of. And it’s a lot. We may have lost our most stalwart defender, but in his death, he has instilled us with courage he couldn’t even give us in life.” 

My words sparked a few murmurs. It was a bit blasphemous, saying Alaric Cane could do more for us in death than he could in life.

I took a deep breath to try and calm myself down, so it didn’t all spill out at once. I needed to be measured in my approach, as difficult as it was with the adrenaline pumping through my veins and the blood rushing in my ears.

“I don’t know about you, but I feel a fire in my belly. A fire begging for vengeance.” I smacked my fist into my open palm. A few students jumped, while others let out small yips of approval.

“Despite his station as Headmaster, Alaric Cane most of all wanted peace for his Academy. He may not have shown it outwardly, but he was a hopeful man. Here, I’ll prove it by reading the first few lines of the speech he was going to give tonight.”

With that, I pushed my paper aside and pulled the blood-smeared, crumpled parchment to the fore. I read the legible lines, repeating Alaric’s final ethos: “‘I am proud of you, students. You have come together as true shadowblades are meant to. I stand here today looking into a sea of hope and determination. And for the first time in as long as I can remember, I share the same hope I see reflected on your young faces.’” 

I let the words sit and percolate. A few sniffles echoed from the crowd. Some had their heads bowed—probably the rebellious lot ashamed they’d ever doubted their leader.

I understood them well. I had doubted Alaric Cane the entire time I’d been here. Sometimes I still did. He had not been an easy man to get along with or please. 

“We can’t let him down,” I said quietly, after a long minute passed. I lifted the parchment from the lectern beside my head, and shook it. “We can’t let him down,” I repeated, more emphatically. “Our classmates held hostage by the demons deserve more. They deserve to be broken out and taken to safety. They deserve absolution.”

I put the parchment down softly, running a hand over its wrinkled ridges. I dipped my head, folding my hands on the lectern like an experienced professor. 

“The cold truth is, unless we rescue our friends, they will either end up dead or as grim test subjects to the demons. The women will be impregnated against their will. The men will be forced to join their legions. Anyone they deem unfit to serve will die. That is the future we have to look forward to under demonic rule.” 

When I finished, a few bold voices spoke up: “How do you know?” “Are we better off here, waiting for it to happen?”

I sliced a hand through the air, cutting them off. “For those still on the fence, here’s my experience in demon captivity: My mind became twisted and corrupt. Every night, I heard the cries of the prisoners—mostly women—as they were assaulted and used like breeding stock.” 

I paused, gnashing my teeth as tears bit at the corners of my eyes. Flashbacks of my Forbidden Orchard captivity made my skin crawl. The trauma hit hard.

“Finley Winston can vouch for my experience because she was there too.” I swept a hand out at the audience but couldn’t find her. Other students also looked around for her. Sorry to throw you under the bus, girl, but it has to be done. I’ll understand if you hate me after this for airing your dirty laundry. 

In that moment, I thought the interests of the many outweighed the interests of the few. The students needed to hear it so they could know, unequivocally, they were on the side of good.

“We are at war, everyone, but not just with the demons. We are at war with our own dignity and honor. With our hearts.” Okay, that’s a little dramatic, but I hope they get the point I’m painting so thick.

The students became antsy once more, eyes starting to widen as I explained all the grotesque ways the demons would and could hurt us.

I held out a hand to stay them, readying myself. “You have every right not to believe me, guys. I suspect I did horrible things as well. Following my captivity, I believe I killed Mya Todden.”

Gasps filled the room. Outcry quickly followed. Raised voices drowned me out. A tidal wave of angry voices punched into my lungs and shook the stage I stood on.

Even with the outpouring of animosity, a burden as heavy as an anvil floated off my shoulders. I felt relieved to let it out, though I dreaded the next few minutes.

Luckily, I had an ace in the hole.

Glancing to my right, I saw the rigid stance of Eva Avery, her own eyes gone wide. She shuffled out from the side and raised her hands. “Quiet, everyone! Let her finish before you stone her to death, for spirit’s sake!”

Slowly, agonizingly, the angry mob died down.

“I never wished Mya any ill will, but that is the sort of power the sinister demons hold over us.” Before the anger in the room could rise to a fever pitch again, I yelled out my next words. “I am not saying this as an excuse! I expect to be held accountable for my actions. I am willing to take responsibility for what I’ve done, and I deserve the punishment that comes along with it. It’s weighed my soul down for too long. 

“But before I face the reaper, I wanted each and every one of you to know this is what the demons do to you. This is what Ornoth is capable of and what is being done to our peers at this very moment!”

Still shouting, I snarled above the din of simmering loathing and outright fury. Some of the students looked ready to mob the raised stage, while others had dwindled to the back and looked up at me pityingly. 

“Alaric Cane wanted peace,” I said, “but in order to claim it, we have to dig deep and do dark things ourselves. It’s what we’ve trained for. To that end, I’ve concocted a strategy I believe the Shadowmaster would be proud of. As we speak, it’s being carried out.

“Remember: There are no rules in war. We haven’t won until every last fucking demon is chased from this earth.” 

With my words reaching tyrant-like levels, I finished with a firm nod. Half the students were cheering, the other half were condemning me to the executioner’s axe. 

There was no way I was ever going to appease all of them. My name had been sullied too badly, for too long.

So I had leaned into it. I was willing to paint myself as the bad guy if it would get the students to wake up and realize they needed to fight to survive. 

As I stepped away from the lectern, a student tried to jump onto the stage.

Strong hands wrapped around his middle and pulled him down. A shock of white hair replaced him, and then Arrozul was standing in font of me with a smirk on his face. He leaned close, shielding me from the ire of the students. “You know how to get a reaction, Hashmadrem. No one can deny that.”

My ace in the hole had arrived right on time. 

I winced. “I’m ready to go to the Underlands now, Brucey.”

I said that knowing I would likely never be allowed to step foot in Shadowblade Academy again.

It didn’t matter. My friends were more important. 

As Arrozul led me by the arm backstage, past the stammering voice of Eva Avery, I wondered if it was all worth it. 

The answer in my head said yes.

In truth, it didn’t matter what the students thought. It was okay if they thought I was pulling the wool over their eyes . . . because they weren’t wrong.

I wanted to be a better person. It was true. 

But it would have to wait, because this had been a lead-up to the real third act. As much as I spoke of hope and peace, they were just words until someone stepped forward and did something to obtain it. 

Because to have peace, there must be war.
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Venn

I SET DOWN THE TWO wineglasses in the middle of the table, then the stein full of Honey Nectar White. 

My father eyed the glasses, then me, raising his brow. Clearly he was suspicious I would poison him.

But would I really poison my own father in his own war room?

I poured the caramel-colored wine into the left glass, then the right. The beautiful liquid swirled, leaving just a hint of froth at the top.  

Keld said, “Why now, son? Do you really believe I think you’ve changed sides? That you’re going to help us ambush the Seelie before they can reach the human realm?”

Once finished pouring, I sat across from him. “I’ve seen too much death, Father. Ornoth’s demons wreaked havoc on the Academy.”

“So you’re scared.”

“I’m an opportunist.” I gave him a smile, reached over, took a glass, and passed the other one to him. 

He chuckled as he received his cup. “A traitor and a coward. ‘Too much death,’ you say? Pah!” He scoffed at my weakness. 

Keld leaned back in his seat. His hand clasped around the wineglass and he watched me take mine to my lips. Then he cleared his throat.

I stopped before taking a sip.

“I’ll take your glass, if it’s all the same to you.” His purple eyes darkened, a smirk curling his thin lips. “It looks cleaner.”

I hesitated, looking down at the wine. Then I shrugged and switched cups with him. 

He watched me take a deep gulp from the glass he had originally held. Obviously I had to be the taste tester in a situation like this. 

When I swallowed with an exaggerated pop of my lips, he inclined his chin, content. 

He took a sip from his. His shoulders loosened. “You always were too soft and lily-livered for our kind, Donovenn.”

Inside, I bristled. Outside, I remained calm. 

“Tell me what you know,” he demanded, taking another pull from his glass. He was already halfway through it. So was I.

“The Seelie will circle the Sculptorwood,” I said, “and march into the Rift from the other side. Our side.”

His brow threaded. “Why would they do that? It’s a further march than the Rift on the Seelie side.”

“To make a point, I suppose, that they own the entire wood? To trick the Unseelie by sneaking off right under their noses?”

He flared his nostrils. “Excuse me, boy? The insolence on—”

His voice cut off, body tensing. I watched as his neck muscles worked, the cartilage pulsing.

The poison was already having an effect.

He opened his mouth, smacking his lips to speak, but no words came out. Panic and outrage flared in his eyes.

I smiled, not bothering to speak. I couldn’t have even if I’d wanted—the poison was coursing through my veins at this point too. 

The special brew rendered its victims mute by adding pressure to the vocal cords for a few minutes. I had come up with the concoction myself. I’d tossed a whole lot of it into the Honey Nectar stein before arriving.

Keld knocked his glass over as he jolted to his feet. It shattered as it hit the floor. His chair fell down behind him. His hands went under the table, as if he planned to flip it to make as much noise as possible and alert the guards and military advisors outside. 

I was on my feet before he managed. 

A dagger appeared out of my sleeve and I tossed it at him.

The blade sank an inch into his chest—not enough to kill . . . 

Foam came to his lips within seconds. His panicked eyes rimmed red, filling with cataracts. His neck veins bulged and popped, his purple face turning crimson. 

Then he was on his knees, writhing to stay upright.

He fell onto his back. My poisoned dagger fell out of his skin. When he opened his mouth, his teeth had taken on a grayish-black hue.

I lazily circled the table and kneeled before him. I put a hand on his sweaty forehead, watching as my father inched closer to death’s door. Now touching him, I spoke through a mind-link. “Umbralmera, Father. Remember it? The same poison that killed Garlock when I was young and naïve.”

My father sputtered, trying desperately to yell.

“It doesn’t matter where the Seelie go.” I rubbed his temple. “You won’t be there to see it.”

Red-black drool spilled from the sides of his mouth. His reddened eyes turned yellow, then gray, and then a final wheeze puffed out of his body.

The door opened behind me. “Sir?” A gasp. “Sir!”

I tore the dagger-and-mask pendant from around my neck and smashed it on the tiled floor. It burst, leaving a glimmering black portal in its wake, like the ocean during the deepest parts of night.

I escaped into the portal before the guard could reach me.

Would I really poison my own father in his own war room?

No. I’d poison him twice.
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Dax

TOPO AND DAROK’S DIVERSION drew the guards away from my brother’s cabin. 

With precious seconds wasting away, I scampered from the back of the cabin to the front.

Cyrus’ voice carried into my ears: “Ahh, what a good little slut. Your tight pussy feels excellent wrapped around my cock. Don’t you agree?”

“Y-Yes, my lord,” came the frightened voice of the girl. 

My brother grunted. It carried through the slats of the cabin.

I didn’t need to see anymore. He was having his way with anyone in the village, whenever he wanted. 

Cyrus had become the tyrant my mother always feared he might become. I’d been her choice as heir because I’d been more even-keeled, respectable, and trustworthy.

My brother was scum.

I rounded the side of the cabin, saw the open doorway, and slunk into the cabin without making a sound.

The black of my fur reflected the covered torches on the walls. 

At the last second, Cyrus saw the vast shape of my body from the corner of his eye.

As his hands embedding in the girl’s flesh, his cock sinking deep inside her, he turned toward the door to inspect.

A gasp escaped his lips as I lunged from the shadows, my yellow cat-eyes flaring. 

His eyes bulged, mouth opening to scream—

My claws tore a jagged rake across his neck before he had the chance.

Blood sprayed.

My brother gurgled, fell out of the girl, and drizzled her with a shower of red. The seeded girl next to her was also painted in blood.

They shrieked—high-pitched wails—and shielded their faces from my brother’s gory shower.  

Cyrus’ hands went to his throat, clasping hard to try and stop the bloody river. It seeped through his fingers. 

He turned to me, pure shock twisting his face.

I shifted to my human avatar, just in case he didn’t know who had done this to him.

I didn’t want my brother to die confused. He needed damnable certainty.

“You don’t deserve D’ulkan, Cyrus,” I told him as his body went into spasms. “You stopped being my kinsman long, long ago. A fight to the death is too honorable for the likes of you.”

The girl I had watched getting bred by my brother kept wailing. The one who had just had Cyrus inside of her flopped off the bed, crawled on her hands and knees, and ran out.

“No!” I yelled, reaching out after her.

She was already gone. 

The blood on her naked body would mark her as the culprit. In her unadulterated fear, she hadn’t thought of that.

She would be blamed for this.

“Come on,” I growled at the other, grabbing her hand.

She flinched. 

My eyes fell on my brother one last time. The entire hay-bed was soaked in his blood, pooling around his neck and head. He did not move, his unseeing eyes open, his cock still erect. 

I squeezed the young woman’s hand and reached for my pendant.

Through the doorway I spied the girl who had fled outside. She took a spear to the chest and dropped dead mere feet from the cabin. 

The confusion of Topo and Darok’s decoy attack, mixed with the blood covering her body, had been enough for the guards to kill her on sight. 

I roared in anger and frustration.

Two guards ran into the room, spears leveled.

I smashed the necklace on the ground. 

One of the guards cocked his arm back to toss the spear at me like a javelin.

I dipped into the portal with the girl just as the javelin careened toward my face.
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Sunny

I STOOD ACROSS FROM Aliyah in her master suite.

Both of us were naked. 

Titus Hanneman, still bound and gagged and clothed, stood between us.

I could only imagine the awkward thoughts going through his head. 

Aliyah studied me, a cruel smile playing on her lips. Her amber eyes landed on my cock. “You’re just as big of a boy as I remember, dear Sunder.”

I looked once at her small tits and flat stomach, her narrow sides that ballooned into wide hips and a fat ass. “Your ass is still bigger than a girl your size has any right to have.”

She chuckled. “You aren’t hard.” She tucked strands of red hair over her ears. “Disappointing.”

“I need blood.”

She tilted her head. “Oh?”

“I was thinking we feed together.”

Titus let out a choked sound. He squirmed where he stood, bouncing around like a pogo stick. 

“Sounds . . . erotic.”

I smiled. “I was hoping it would help unify our new bond.” I made my voice as rich as possible.

She tapped her pointed chin thoughtfully. Then, in a bright tone: “All right, fine. What better way to reconnect than to dine together?” She wagged a finger at me. “But I still don’t trust you.”

I threw my arms out wide. “You don’t have to trust me. I’m naked.”

She chuckled again. “A vampire is never naked with fangs like ours.” She shook her head, admiring my sculpted body, and licked her puffy lips. “But I have missed you, Sunder. You were always my favorite fuck toy.”

“I can be your favorite again.”

We inched closer, our bare feet dragging across the carpet.

We closed the gap to Titus from both sides. He let out mewling sounds, trying desperately to get out of the way of our unstoppable bodies. He was clumsy and clunky with his extremities tied up. 

When we sandwiched him, I pulled the ex-professor closer to my body.

Aliyah and I groped at him. We unbuttoned the top of his collar and pulled his shirt down.

I went in from the back, Aliyah from the front.

Titus started crying.

My teeth sank into the supple flesh of his neck. Aliyah’s did as well, puncturing the column with a low, seductive murmur.

The sounds of our feet were replaced by the sucking sounds of feasting vampires. The warmth that spread through my body made my cock twitch.

Aliyah had nothing to do with it. 

I felt engorged and alive. My eyes widened and I locked my one visible eye around Titus’ neck with my overmistress’ visible amber orb. 

Smiles played on our lips as we fed.

We drained Titus until his skin began turning gray. We couldn’t stop—no one was there to put an end to it.

Aliyah’s guards had searched me before I’d stepped into the hotel to meet the overmistress. She housed an entire coven of vampires in these guest rooms—it would have been foolish coming in armed. Even now, some stood watch outside, no doubt listening to our growing moans of pleasure and Titus’ groans of fading life.

I had been searched . . . but my prisoner had not. 

So when I reached for his ass, surprising Aliyah and earning a delicious smirk, she must have been doubly surprised to see me come out with my Oblyx Steel sword from his waistband where I’d tucked it before arriving.

Her teeth squelched off Titus’ neck, shock forming in her eyes as I reached back and swung the blade—

And decapitated both of them. 

Blood geysered from Titus’ open neck. Aliyah’s neck ripped and seared like old leather, bloodlessly.

Their heads landed on the carpet with a quick thunk-thunk.

Aliyah’s eyes stared up at me from the floor, narrowing. She bared her teeth with a noiseless hiss.

Her hands gripped Titus’ shoulders, the headless body trying to toss the dead professor aside so she could get to me.

I stuffed my sword into Titus’ back, piercing his heart, and rammed it through bone and cartilage and out the other side—

Into Aliyah’s body. 

I skewered that bitch’s heart like a fucking shish-kabob, right alongside Titus Hanneman’s. 

I glanced down with a smile. “Goodbye, Overmistress. It’s been real.”

I pushed the blade a little harder and twisted until I struck her heart. 

Her body burst into flames.

On the floor, her head withered, her agelessness giving way to a decrepit, nearly skeletal face with sinking cheekbones and rotted teeth.

I stole her life and then I stole her beauty.

The flames caught Titus’ corpse as well, letting out a hideous sound and unbearable heat against my skin.

With a grimace, I stepped back and yanked the sword out of their bodies, shielding mine from the intense fire. 

The door burst open. Vampires swarmed in, screeching in rage. 

“You’re too late, fuckos,” I announced, then kicked Aliyah’s head at them like a flaming pumpkin.

In their surprise, I threw my necklace on the floor.

“Have fun being a leaderless coven,” I added, then stepped into the darkness and vanished as they descended on me.
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Quentin

“RULING THE UNDERLANDS together, eh?” I said, trying to buy time.

Ornoth walked slowly, deliberately toward me, making my skin crawl. I backpedaled . . . 

Right into the furry body of a Leatherwing.

Claws closed around my shoulders, holding me in place. I stared up at the grotesque, misshapen creature—he looked part goat in the nose and eyes, human in the cheeks and chin. Horns swirled up from his forehead. The damn thing’s cock pressed against my back.

Ah, fucking hell.

I choked back a grimace and started sweating.

Ornoth came closer. “Why do you seem so scared, son? Isn’t that something you want?” He was feeding off my emotions, smirking devilishly. 

His magic played with me. I could feel it seeping into my veins and deeper still. It did feel like something I wanted, but I had to fight it.

You’re the damn Dreamwatcher for spirit’s sake. Don’t let this two-bit street mage blur your thoughts!

I reached deep inside myself, screwing my eyes shut. My teeth clacked so hard I thought they’d crack.  Somewhere along the way, I found my soul.

It was deeply entwined with Coralia’s. I managed to lurch out of my head with a new drive—revitalized and fresh. 

“I’m not scared,” I said flatly. “It sounds like a lovely idea, Father.”

He paused a few feet from me. His body went rigid, a faraway look in his eyes. “Oh, what’s this?”

My brow furrowed. “I said it sounds—”

“I know what you said, idiot.” He flapped a hand at me. His dark eyes looked past me, past the Leatherwing holding me in place. “My, my, my, how unexpected.”

“What’s going on, Ornoth?”

He chuckled an inhuman sound like rocks grinding against sandpaper. “Looks like I don’t need you after all, Quentin Argyle.”

I blinked. “Huh?”

“My home has an unexpected visitor.”

My heart sank to my boots. “W-What do you mean?”

A smirk crossed over his lips. “I’ll give you a hint: She has red and black hair and is utterly incorrigible.”

My demonic father winked at me.

Then he turned to walk away. 

I broke free of the Leatherwing’s grip before he could clamp down on me.

“Kill him,” Ornoth said, gesturing over his shoulder. “I don’t need him anymore. I have plenty of other sons to use. Sons who will be more grateful.”

I charged him while his back was turned. 

A growl of rage pushed past my gritted teeth. 

As I swung a fiery fist at his head, he disappeared into thin air. 

The mirage-like shimmer of the portal vanished seconds after, before I could jump into it.

“Fuck.” 

He couldn’t have been talking about Coralia. He couldn’t have! He was just trying to goad me. That has to be it.

I looked around. 

Leatherwings ambled in a circle, their vicious, jagged fangs breaking out into rictus grins. 

“Fuck,” I repeated.

I had more problems to worry about than Coralia right now.

I leaped to the right, bringing myself into a tight barrel-roll.

A Leatherwing stomped where I’d just been.

All around, wings fluttered. Huge gusts of wind pushed into me, flapping my cheeks and blowing my shaggy hair across my face.

I booked it toward the outskirts of the clearing.

Thudding footsteps smashed into the ground behind me, gaining.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

Wings flapped, scuttling me forward. With my arms wheeling, I let the air blow me off the ground. 

I landed hard on my stomach and forearms, grunting and groaning.

There was no time to try and find a shadow or use my mundane magic to cast a portal. 

Then I remembered what I had around my neck and I groped for the pendant. 

Claws grabbed my arm and lifted it.

I lurched and dropped the pendant into my mouth on the pass-by, yelping as the Leatherwing stood over me, manhandling me, holding my arm like a puppetmaster.

“Please don’t break my fucking arm again!” I yelled to the big dumb monster.

I crunched the pendant with my teeth and spit on the ground. Black water spilled out, growing and pooling.

It confused the winged demon. He stared down at the magical dark liquid. It looked similar to the black goop these things made their nests and tentacles out of.

Other Leatherwings moved to surround me. 

I broke my arm free from its grip during its momentary confusion. 

Then I rolled on the grass and dirt, directly over the fluid, and vanished. 

The last thing I heard before submerging into the murky water was the Leatherwing’s primordial, evil shriek. 
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Coralia

THIS PLACE WAS COLD, bleak, and desolate. I hated it. I’d dealt with cold, bleak, and desolate entirely too much during my stay at Shadowblade Academy.

The Underland permeated starkness. It was a dismal land of rocky crags, mountains that didn’t look real—carved, perhaps, by demonic hands—and long expanses of flat land. 

Arrozul led us here through a shining white portal the likes of which I’d never seen before. Since we clearly weren’t on Earth, and my shadowgates could only hop me around there, I worried I wouldn’t be able to leave this place without another blinding gateway from Arrozul.  

I was in an alien world with an alien man leading me along. It felt mean calling Brucey an alien, but Arrozul could only be described as such. I didn’t know my cat like I thought I had.

My eyes darted left and right, on constant watch as we walked through the gravelly path. Gnarled cliffs and twisted ridges edged either side of us, creating a valley.

Overhead, the sky mixed red and purple. Darker than crimson but more scarlet than lavender. I imagined it was nighttime in the demon realm. 

I couldn’t put my finger on the smell. Rot or decay? The sweet sickness of death? The tang of sulfur left a pungent taste in my mouth. 

It wasn’t the sky or the absence of life or the smell that made it seem so dead and different. It was the stillness. Not a single wisp of a breeze anywhere. I started to sweat before long.

At least I hadn’t seen anyone yet. No ambushes or traps or demons in hiding. Just the one bringing me toward a dark hole in the distance—a cave carved into a mountainside.

“So this is the Underland, huh?” My voice came out little more than a rasp. “Could use a touch-up, don’t you think, Brucey?”

The familiar grunted. His white ponytail swept across his back as he marched forward. “If you think this is bad, Hashmadrem, you should see the Overland.”

“The Over—” I furrowed my brow. “There’s something on top of this?”

“Indeed.”

I shook my head, baffled, not understanding how that could be possible. I could see the sky—or what looked like a cosmos—above us. “You mean to tell me Hell has its own . . . Hell? A lower level?”

“This is not Hell, Hashmadrem. This is the Underland.”

“Same difference, right?” I frowned. “Or are you about to get theological on me?”

My ex-familiar let out a humorless chuckle. “No, it is not the same, Hashmadrem. Demons inhabit the Underland and Overland—what you call the ‘demon realm.’ Devils inhabit Hell. There is a difference between the two. A big one.”

My frown grew more pronounced. I opened my mouth to ask more questions then decided against it. With my heart pounding and sweat coating my skin, I didn’t feel up to learning more right now. Arrozul’s explanation was good enough for me.

He pointed to the black hole in the mountain. “We are approaching.”

I tightened my hands into fists, wondering if a horde of demons was about to jump out at me once we got there. 

As we got closer, I realized it wasn’t a cave. Or at least not a natural one. A twisted black gate swept across the hole. The “cave” was more of a hand-built archway leading into the mountain. The mountain took on the shape of a half-built castle with dips and ridges.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Vornal’s lair. It has a name in our tongue you would not be able to pronounce.”

“Fair enough.” My fingers twitched next to the handle of my Oblyx sword. 

I had no game plan on how I’d rescue Charli. First off, I didn’t know what kind of predicament she was in. I also didn’t know what my father, Vornal, was capable of, because I’d never met him.

This was going to be one hell of a family reunion.

I had to hope Arrozul would help. He had once been Vornal’s familiar and spy, until Charli and I rubbed off on him. At least that’s what he’d said.

Arrozul stopped ten feet from the closed gate and I sidled up next to him. The demon seemed at ease, which kept me from freaking out too hard.

But that didn’t stop me from jumping out of my skin when the gate began to creak open on its own accord.

“Jesus,” I gasped, hand to my heart.

“We are expected.”

“I see that, buddy. Have we been watched this entire time through . . . wherever you led me through?” I glanced behind me at the desolate Mars-like land.

“It’s likely.”

He took the lead once the gate fully opened. I followed behind him, glancing over his broad shoulder like a scared girl in a horror movie. 

I wasn’t against making him my human shield. Er, demon shield. Whatever. I wasn’t against letting him take the first hit.

The walkway beyond the gate pierced into the mountain. It was rather straight, with torches lighting up ominously as we walked, then extinguishing out as we passed. 

“Lots of magic going on in this place,” I whispered. 

“This land is magic, Hashmadrem.”

I swallowed hard over a lump in my throat. We were clearly getting closer to a destination, and with every footstep we took my heart slammed harder in my chest.

The corridor finally spit us out into a giant room. Dark and grim like the rest of this world. Four pillars in a box-like arrangement held up the domed ceiling. Unlike the cave walls, these walls were smooth and meticulously carved.

Torches ignited—at least ten—all over. My head whirled all over, cracking my neck. I let out a small sound as the torches sparked to life.

In the middle of the room, less than twenty feet away, stood a man who could have been Ornoth’s brother.

My father had darker skin than the lifeless gray of Ornoth. It was a shade of dark gray I’d never seen in the natural world. He was slender, which surprised me because I was rather thick. 

Slim and tall. Wiry muscles and a gaunt face without any horns or signs of him being a demon.

Then he smiled and it was all demon. His black eyes and jagged teeth added to the effect and sent a shockwave of goosebumps along my arms.

He wore an outfit different than Ornoth’s tuxes and blazers. His was almost tribal, like Dax’s people, with leather straps and a medieval tunic.

I guess since he never went to the human realm, he didn’t need to blend in like his bestie. 

“You’ve brought her here, Cozmaht.” His voice grated like snapping twigs. 

“We are no longer your familiar, Vornal. Do not call us such.” Arrozul’s voice was gritty and clipped, which I thought was a good sign in terms of him betraying me.

Vornal lifted a hand and waved it around, drawing my eyes to his long fingernails. “Yet you still obey like one.”

“No more after this.”

Vornal’s wicked smirk danced mischief across his face. His depthless eyes turned on me. “Hello, my sweet.”

I immediately scoffed. “My sweet? Are you for real right now?”

The smirk hesitated. “You are my daughter, are you not?”

“Allegedly.” I took a step forward. My boots dug into the cold hard ground at my feet, which was unpaved even though the rest of the room was elegant. “Where’s Charli? This isn’t a family get-together. I know nothing about you, I don’t want to know anything about you, and I’m already bored of you.”

“A shame, Coralia. Are you winded, too?”

“Why would I be winded?”

“Because you talk so much.”

My eyebrows arched angrily. “Whatever, asshole. Just tell me where my friend is so I can get out of here.”

“Gladly.” He made a gesture with his right hand. A puff of smoke erupted next to him. As it dissipated, Charli took its place. 

My poor bestie. Her frizzy orange hair hung limp and plastered against her neck and cheeks. Her pale, freckled skin beaded with sweat. A damp gown of gray fell from her skinny shoulders.

“Char!” I screamed, my heart wrenching.

“Cor Cor!” Her voice cracked with fear and tears.

She wasn’t bound by any ropes or magical means, which surprised me. Perhaps Vornal had underestimated his enemies on his home turf. He wouldn’t have been the first man to do it.

I steeled myself and faced my father. “Arrozul tells me you want something in exchange for her. Something I have.”

“Yes. It was my hope you’d come along willingly.”

“Come along where?”

He gestured vaguely around him. “Here. With you, the Underland throne will easily be mine.”

“As opposed to whose?” I asked, then cursed myself for not immediately striking down his stupid idea. 

“It’s no matter. We can discuss the specifics later. There are always wayward demons thinking they can take the Twisted Crown from me.”

“So you’re already the king then? Why do you need me?”

“He’s only the king in his own mind, Hashmadrem,” Arrozul said. 

Vornal flared his thin nose. “Silence, dog.”

Ah. That got a rise out of him. Good to know he’s fragile like Ornoth. He can dish it out but can’t take it.

Why are demons so weak against criticism? Aren’t we supposed to be “mere mortals” that are beneath them?

Maybe they’re more human than they want to admit.

“You can’t have me, Vornal. I won’t help you.”

“Then you won’t see your friend again.”

“Hashmadrem,” Arrozul eked out, peering out the corner of his eye at me. 

I tried to read his foreign expression but couldn’t.

“We must,” he said.

“We?! I don’t see you having to do anything here, Brucey. So don’t—”

“Don’t be so hasty, daughter,” Vornal said, drawing my attention to him. “You have the means to retrieve souls. Which means you have the means to banish them as well.”

“So what?” I spat. “Can’t Ornoth do the same thing?” I alluded to Quentin having his soul ripped away from his body. Ornoth did that.

Vornal’s chin trembled with rage. “I’m not Ornoth.”

“Clearly you’re weaker,” I said offhandedly. I was getting a reaction out of him, which was exactly what I wanted. He’s just as easy to frustrate as Sunny. 

Vornal took a step forward. “I can strike you down, and my familiar, and you won’t be able to stop me. Why do you resist?”

“Because my place is not here, Vornal.” My voice was genuine and honest. “I don’t want to be your queen or your slave or whatever you want me to be. Maybe you should have checked in on me when I was growing up. Then we might’ve had a better relationship.”

His head tilted. “You would want a demon of my stature to look in on you when you were a whelp?”

I frowned. “Okay, when you put it that way, maybe not. It would have scared the shit out of Baby Cor. But my point still stands: This is your realm, not mine. You can’t force me—”

“I can do what I please here.”

He took another step forward. He was two long strides in front of Charli now. Over his shoulder, Char’s eyes shimmered with unshed tears. She looked straight at me, as if trying to tell me something. 

Then her eyes darted left. 

I glanced over . . . 

Torches. Lots of them, circling this whole demonic room. The closest one was ten feet from Charli.

I put my hands behind my back, striking a pose like a field marshal. “I had so many questions for you growing up.” I shook my head. “But not anymore. It’s been too long. Now . . . I just have one.”

I flicked my fingers behind my back. The shadow from the torch nearest Charli wiggled.

Vornal gazed at me curiously. “Oh? And what would that be?”

Why did you attack my mother? What was the purpose of it—an evil, human act. For sheer pleasure?

Why are you and Ornoth at odds? After being rapist buddies for so many years. What stands between you?

Did you ever come looking for me? Were you even curious?

I curled my lip. “How does it feel to suck?”

His face blanked. “Excuse m—”

The wiggling shadow on the ground catapulted to life, taking to the air like the bristles of a witch’s broom. 

The bristles wrapped around Charli’s middle. She gasped and then went with it, not resisting.

With another point of my finger, the shadow yanked my bestie sideways toward the torch and out of Vornal’s reach.

He half-turned at the shuffling of feet leaving the ground behind him.

“Now, Brucey!” I wailed.

Arrozul careened forward like a ninja, low to the ground. Two black blades materialized in his hands and he let out a bellow as he charged his former master.

They once had an unbreakable bond.

But Arrozul had done the impossible and broken it, solidifying himself with me and Charli. 

Vornal spun just in time to meet Arrozul head on. His own weapons came out—a fiery sword and an icy dagger. 

The air sizzled and exploded when the two met in the center of the room. Red sparks flew when their weapons collided. Snowfall and rain showered their bodies.

They moved in a blur, similar to Alaric fighting Ornoth. The two demons were nearly too fast for me to see—certainly too fast for me to keep up with.

While they fought, Arrozul providing all the diversion I needed, I dashed to the left behind a pillar, then straight up toward Charli.

She wobbled up onto her feet.

We embraced as another clash of steel and fire and ice erupted around us. 

“Oh my spirits I’ve missed you!” she sniffed. 

“Char, we have to get you out of here.” My eyes wheeled to the fight.

Arrozul was pushed away by an invisible gust, sliding back on his feet before blurring forward to continue his attack. 

“We can’t just leave him!” she shouted above the din of combat. Tears ran down her cheeks. 

I bit my lip, continuing to watch the primordial creatures in combat. My teeth gnashed when they connected.

Vornal was powered by hate and jealousy, Arrozul by love and protection. 

But this was Darth Vader and Emperor Palpatine. This was Gandalf and Saruman. 

I knew how this fight ended.

Arrozul was the apprentice—the familiar—and he wouldn’t be able to hold off his master forever. 

Not unless he has some assistance.

“You’re right,” I growled to Charli, drawing my Oblyx sword. “What do you say, Char? Fancy helping me commit a little patricide?”
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Coralia

I RUSHED THE MELEE. Stifling energy met me halfway there, dripping off their bodies like sweat. 

It was hard to breathe in the vicinity of Arrozul and Vornal. They were too fast for me, yet I kept my eyes darting around, frantically trying to find an opening.

As Vornal spun around Arrozul in a pirouette, he exposed his backside.

I charged.

A zap brought me screeching to a halt—

Right before a floating sword materialized and stabbed at my middle.

I awkwardly contorted my body sideways, landing hard on my knees and instantly popping up.

The floating black sword danced toward me.

“What the fuck!” I yelled, backpedaling, fending off the magic weapon.

Charli squealed and took off running. A floating sword followed her too, yet she had nothing to fight it with.

With one hand, I summoned torchlight shadows to sprout up from the ground. They curled around the leaning sword chasing Charli and stopped it for a second before the weapon cut through the strands of darkness.

It gave Charli some breathing room. 

With my other hand, I fended off the blade attacking me, parrying it and wheeling backward.

I was going the wrong way, further and further from Arrozul and Vornal. Just as my father had intended with these tricky, magical blades.

My bestie swung around with her hands alight in blue energy. The blade was through my forest of shadows, surging to cut her down.

Stalagmites jutted from the ground in front of Charli, creating a maze for the sword to weave through. With a curl of her palm and her jaw set firmly, Char surrounded the enemy sword in a barrier of ice. It scraped and cut and stabbed into the barrier, flaking off icicles and particles. 

Good idea, bestie, I thought, then stopped backpedaling to take off at a full run away from the weapon doing a jig in front of me. 

It mindlessly followed. 

I led it around a column and past a torch, grabbing the torch as I moved. 

I harried the weapon with the fire-light, waving it around, drawing its attention like a bull.

The black blade charged. 

I dropped the torch and somersaulted to the left. When I popped up, the confused blade stabbed at the fire on the ground.

My hands gestured and the embers of the torch roared to life and engulfed the sword. Metal screeched and burned, until it glowed like a sword taken from a blacksmith’s furnace.  

I gulped, eyes widening. I had either fucked up royally or done something ingenious.

The white-hot weapon changed directions and came after me.

I continued pouring on the heat, until I felt my energy sapping, siphoning out of my body. The room turned into a sauna. 

The glowing sword began to melt. Its dogged approach slowed, until it came to a stop and pooled into a molten puddle at my feet. 

My heart rampaged in my chest. I swiped my sweaty forehead and wheeled around to see how the fight was going.

Arrozul and Vornal were still at it. My familiar had slowed down, his movements becoming clunkier. A few cuts dotted his arms, with a deeper one across his side.

Charli joined in. She twirled and swayed to stay out of Vornal’s reach, tossing icicles and smaller magic spells at the demon trying to kill her lover. 

I came in hot, my palms slick against the hilt of my Oblyx sword. Throwing caution to the wind, I charged in heedlessly. 

My sword was immediately met by a brick wall of metal. The blur sent me careening to the side as Vornal easily riposted me.

Focusing on me for a split second gave Arrozul an opening to cut a shallow wound into the demon lord’s forearm. 

Vornal bared his teeth and hammered relentlessly at Arrozul for making him bleed.

I came in from the side and was promptly tossed out again.

Charli raised shadows from the ground near Vornal’s feet, trying to keep him in place so Arrozul could have his way with him. 

At some point, the familiar’s ponytail had come undone. His brilliant white hair whipped in the hot room, flowing all over his face and shoulders.

I admired it for a second before noticing the swamp-like sludge at Vornal’s feet, keeping him in place.

The demon twisted his sword and cut off the shadow shackles from one leg. With the other, magic dissipated the spell in a burst of starlight.

He clasped his swords together in an X and pushed forward at Brucey.

The familiar went flying as another force of invisible energy shoved into him. He landed on his back across the room with a hard thud.  

Charli and I charged from opposite sides, trying to confuse him.

Vornal’s X swords came out crossways at either of us and something like an anchor punched into my gut.

Charli was tossed like a ragdoll through the air.  

The air whooshed out of my lungs, catapulting me toward a pillar. I rolled and grunted in pain, sliding on the dirt until my back smacked against the stone column. 

Lying sideways, I groaned and lifted my head. 

Out of the three of us lying on opposite sides of the room, Vornal stalked toward me. I felt defenseless and hopeless.

“If I can’t have you on my side, my sweet, then you must die,” he said, frowning. His eyes fixed me with something like regret. “I can’t have your power running rampant across the realms. Someday you might actually seek to kill me.”

I spit up blood. “I seek to kill you right now, bastard.” I reached out and grabbed the hilt of my sword on the ground next to me. 

Vornal smiled. “That’s no way to talk to your father, young lady.”

“Fuck you, Vornal. You aren’t my dad.”

“Oh, but I—”

The sickening sound of bones breaking and crunching cut him off.

Eyes screwing up, he looked down. Two sword-points protruded from his chest. 

It reminded me so much of that moment with Venn during the Academy battle. 

I gasped in fear.

The cruel blades twisted to the side. Then they shimmied out crossways with another terrible crack of bone and muscle and cartilage. 

The top half of Vornal exploded, one shoulder and arm dissected to the left, the other dismembered and falling to the right.

Both sacks of flesh landed on the ground with a squelch, blood showering the pillar and my body and everything around me. 

Whatever had butchered my father so easily, dividing him like a head of cattle, had superhuman strength.

Ornoth smiled wickedly over the toppling body of my father, his face awash with his friend’s blood. 

He slashed his swords through the air, wiping the blood off the sleek steel. “Thank you for that, young fawn.”

I gawked, smearing gore out of my face with my forearm to make sure I was actually seeing what I was seeing. “F-For what?”

“You weakened Vornal. Had you and the familiar and your redheaded friend not used up his reserves, he would have seen me coming.” He pointed down at the three sections of my dead father. “As you can see . . . he did not.”

I swallowed hard, sitting upright with my back against the pillar. My mind reeled.

Why would Ornoth help us?

He just appeared out of nowhere and mutilated my father like a fucking Quentin Tarantino villain. What the hell is going on?

It came to me in an instant. He wants Vornal’s Twisted Crown. The throne of the Underland. Of course. And with me, Vornal would have been able to take him out, apparently.

I wasn’t so sure that last part was true though. I hadn’t even been able to get close to touch Vornal, even with Charli and Arrozul also attacking him. I was nothing special.

Ornoth squatted before me and put out his hand. “Come now, girl. Join me.”

I sputtered. “You demons are seriously too much. Your avarice has no limits.”

A shrug. “I suppose that’s true. But I can offer you unheard-of powers Vornal could only dream of.”

“Like you did my sister? Give me back Myria, murderer.”

“I will gladly exchange her for you.”

My lips curled into a bloody smile. 

Ornoth’s face contorted at my about-face. He stared down at me like I’d gone mad.

My voice was thick and threatening. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll have her back soon enough.”

Wrinkles creased his forehead. “What are you talking about?”

I chuckled. “I’m glad you came down here. Seems demons aren’t impervious to diversions after all.”

Ornoth’s head tilted. His upper lip trembled with simmering rage.

This hadn’t been a diversion at all . . . but he didn’t need to know that.  

“Even as we speak, dear Ornoth,” I said, letting my wickedness take over, “your army is in tatters. You have no more commanders. No one to lead except the pathetic Entomites. You are alone, Ornoth.”

He bared his jagged teeth. “Lies, foolish girl!”

He lifted his blade to kill me. 

A whoosh to the right caught both our attention—

A black blade sailed through the sky, flying end-over-end. 

Ornoth jerked away from me, barely managing to swipe the projectile away with a clang.

Arrozul charged in right behind it, his remaining sword sizzling the air around us.  

The two demons slammed into one another like a thunderclap. My hair rustled all over my face.

I went to my feet.

“Get out of here, Hashmadrem! Take Azbellus and flee this wretched land!”

Brucey ground his blade against Ornoth’s. They were at a standstill—

Which Ornoth broke in seconds. His two swords weaved and worked as fast as Vornal’s, if not faster.

Arrozul was already weakened. We all were. My head was spinning and Charli was only now getting upright, holding a hand to her head as she swayed in place.

I had to get her to a doctor. 

This influx of demon lords was too much. With a sinking feeling, I knew Bruce was right, but I desperately did not want to abandon him.

I knew how it would destroy Charli. 

Ornoth moved on the white-haired demon fast, slipping into his guard and scoring a vicious hit on Arrozul’s ribcage.

My familiar roared in pain.

“Arro!” Charli cried, rushing forward.

I sprinted over and cut her off. My hands went to her shoulders. “Charli, he’s right.”

She sniffed, watching the fight play out over my shoulder—wincing as it obviously wasn’t going our way.

We needed to regroup. We didn’t have a chance of killing a fully-rested Ornoth when all three of us were sapped. 

Just like how Alaric Cane had made Ornoth seem like a bumbling fool with his speed and accuracy, Ornoth was doing the same to Arrozul.

It hurt too bad to watch.

“We . . . we c-cant,” Charli cried.

Arrozul ran in, sliced at Ornoth’s body rapidly five or six times, then flew back on his own power. He put his hands out—dropping his remaining sword—as Ornoth charged.

A translucent-white barrier filled with arcane runes crackled to life, surrounding the demon lord in a sphere of brilliant energy. 

Ornoth stalled, his lips peeled back in a vicious snarl. He couldn’t move past the circle. 

Arrozul’s muscles tightened, his veins protruding and glowing green. 

He was using too much energy casting this holding spell.  

Within seconds, the barrier keeping Ornoth restrained began to crackle and flake like an ancient, crumbling building.

Ornoth’s black eyes sizzled with darkness, hands calmly at his sides as he watched Arrozul with dead focus.

Arrozul’s sweaty face veered over his shoulder. “Go, Hashmadrem! Azbellus, we love you, but you must flee!”

A sob tore through Charli. She shook her head adamantly. 

I bit my lip until blood beaded. The barrier was getting thinner, the translucence turning stark white, then yellowing like peeling wallpaper. 

“I can’t!” Charli yelled, feet frozen to the ground. 

“You must, love. Find our spirit when it is free from the shackles of this madness!” Arrozul struggled to keep his arms up. The crackling sphere splintered into a million pieces, each jagged sliver emitting ivory light.

“Go,” he demanded. His eyes became vacant and lost. To Ornoth, his words came out ancient and archaic, like a deep chant: “Beware thy offspring, demon lord—a seed watered to despise. Strike down the king, avenging sword—before his evil may rise.” 

My mind flickered at the rhyming chant, brow twisting.

Ornoth scoffed at the threat, or whatever it was.

Then the white barrier broke with a million small snaps, and my ears rang. 

Ornoth stepped forward from the wake of the holding spell. 

I ripped the mask-and-dagger pendant from my neck and tossed it onto the ground. Guess we’re about to find out if this works! 

Hugging Charling fiercely, I stuffed her face into my shoulder so she couldn’t see Ornoth descending on a weakened Arrozul.

The familiar had gone to one knee, breathing heavily, while Ornoth raised his blades. 

“I’m so sorry, Char.” I cupped the back of her head. 

Then I stepped on the pendant and the ground cracked open into a black abyss. 

I pushed us into the portal just as Ornoth’s swords arced in the air above Arrozul.
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Coralia

I MATERIALIZED ON MY knees, head bowed and eyes clenched, swaddling Charli’s smaller form between my arms as she trembled like a scared child.

The air was stuffy, but not demon realm stuffy.

Slowly, I raised my head and opened my eyes.

And found myself staring at a huge, long cock. 

Sunny Conway’s huge, long cock, to be exact. 

The vampire stood naked before me in Alaric Cane’s old conference room. All my mates were there. 

My confused heart soared at the sight of them all. Heat pooled between my legs at the unprompted sight of Sunny’s juicy monster. 

The vampire was covered in blood, but so was I, so who was I to judge? The nakedness though? That I could judge.

That’s when I glanced left and noticed Dax also naked, showing off his sleek, enviable body, and he had a nude woman standing next to him. 

Those two were also coated in a fine layer of red gore.

I slowly wobbled to my feet. “W-What the fuck is going on?” I croaked. 

Quentin and Venn were clothed. At least there was that. Dreamwatcher had clearly been pacing up until I abruptly showed up in the room with Charli. Venn’s plump bottom lip was raw from chewing on it. 

“We were just getting around to that, princess,” Sunny began, folding his arms over his muscled chest. “Seems Alaric’s magic pendants all transported us to the same place.” He nodded like it was the most natural thing in the world, disregarding his nudity.

“No, no, no,” I said, shaking a stern finger at him. “Back the hell up. Rewind.” My hand vaguely gestured over his tight, fit body. “What is all this? Let’s start there.” 

He looked down, as if noticing his cock swinging freely for the first time. “Oh, this? Yeah, uh, I can explain.” His hands went up in surrender in perhaps the first moment of self-awareness Sunny had ever shown. “Look, I didn’t fuck anyone, if that’s what you’re wondering. It was a ruse.”

Yeah, that’s exactly what I was wondering, dickhead!

My teeth clenched together. 

Sunny pointed off to Dax and the naked woman with him. “What about them! I’m not the only one caught with my pants down. Hell, at least I didn’t bring my bitch with me. You have some balls, kitty cat.” 

I slapped him hard across the face. His head twisted.

Cocksucker. 

Dax hissed, still lost in his panther mind. “Don’t call her that, fiend. The poor girl was Cyrus’ prisoner.”

Rubbing his face, Sunny nodded. “You’re right. That was my bad. Sorry, girl.”

The poor woman next to Dax inched closer to him, which made my jealousy meter spike. She looked so frightened to be here, between the six of us—with half of us looking like we’d taken a shower underneath a gutted goat.

My eyes narrowed on Dax. Just because he was more gallant and trustworthy than Sunny didn’t mean he was going to get a free pass from my wrath. “What about you? Can you explain?” My eyes went up and down his body. As angry as I was, I also wanted to jump them because I was so ecstatic everyone still lived.

I glanced over at Charli. Her face was solemn, her gaze faraway as she stared at the ground. Well . . . everyone except Arrozul perhaps. Poor Brucey. Poor Char. 

“No, I suppose I can’t explain,” Dax answered honestly. When his eyes veered to the scared girl next to him, I understood what he meant: He didn’t want to spill the tea with her standing right in front of us. He didn’t want to mortify or traumatize or humiliate the girl more than she already was. He patted her bare shoulder. “I must take her to the infirmary to make sure she’s okay.”

This time I didn’t bristle. I felt horrible for my initial reaction of distrust. I felt worse for the two other women in the room, both of whom seemed to have lost something terribly important this evening.

I glanced over at Venn and Quentin, the latter of whom roamed the room back and forth in a straight line. 

“Quen, stop pacing,” I demanded. 

He jerked to attention, eyes wide. Fear lived in his gaze, but it wasn’t fear of me. 

My heart tightened. 

I went to him and hugged him. Once Quentin’s rigid body melted into mine, his hand going around my back, I lost the will to stay angry. 

I tucked my face into his chest. “I’m so sorry I made you do that.” I glanced over at the rest of the guys. “All of you. I regretted it as soon as you were gone.”

Quentin’s voice was a purr, having me so close to him. “It’s okay, love.”

“I shouldn’t have forced your hands like that or asked you to kill—”

“We didn’t do it for you, princess,” Sunny interrupted before I could get hysterical.  

My head whipped over to him, confusion twisting my features. 

He scratched his cheek awkwardly. “Well, I mean, we did do it for you, but . . .” He waved his hands around, averting his gaze. “Help me out here guys.”

Venn said, “We did it because it had to be done. So we could defeat this threat. Now we’re one step closer, hun.”

My chin bunched together, tears threatening. Their words made me feel fluttery and gooey inside. 

I latched harder onto Quentin’s broad torso. “I thought I had sent you off to your deaths. When Ornoth showed up in the demon realm, I thought it meant you had been—”

“I said it’s okay, lass.” Quentin’s hand stopped rubbing my back. “Wait. Did you say Ornoth was in the demon realm? What the hell were you doing there?”

With a great sigh, I stepped back and presented Charli. She still hadn’t said a word. “Y’all remember Charli? Well, I had to make a detour to grab her. It’s a story.” I wrapped my arm around Charli’s shoulders and pulled her close to my side. “But I’ve got my bestie back. That’s all that matters.”

“Yes, but can the story wait, M’shyok?” Dax asked. “No offense,” he apologized. “This young lady needs to go to the infirmary, like I said. She is shivering.”

“I’ll take her,” Charli piped up. 

Our eyes swung to her. She swiped strands of red hair out of her face and sniffled for the final time, straightening her back. 

“Are you sure, Char?” I asked gently.

She nodded firmly.

My tongue poked the inside of my cheek. “Okay. Well I’m going with you.” To Quen, I made a “gimme” motion with my hand. “Take off your shirt.” 

He looked surprised for a second then nodded with understanding. Once his shirt was off, I studied the peaks and valleys of his amazing torso before taking the shirt and giving it to the girl.

It fit her like a dress, ending midway down her thighs.

“Okay, that’s better,” I said, hands on hips. “What’s your name, honey?”

“Tarysan, ma’am.”

“I’m Coralia.” I gave her a soft smile. “You’re safe with us, Tarysan.”

She wasn’t able to look me in the eye. She gave me a tiny smile, and that was enough for me. Her fingers fidgeted in front of her. 

Charli took her hand. Her voice was back to its bubbly self as she said, “I’m Charli, Tary. Can I call you Tary? Sorry, I like to make nicknames.”

The girl chuckled. “Yes, Charli. That is fine. Thank you.”

Together, the three of us headed for the door. 

Before we reached it, I stopped and slowly turned. I faced my four mates. “I don’t need the specifics, guys, but I need to know. Is it . . . is it done?”

They glanced at one another and nodded succinctly.

Sunny said, “It’s done, princess. For all of us.”

I swallowed hard and nodded. “Good. Thank you.”

I made to turn for the door before doing a double take. “You four. Don’t go anywhere. Got it?” 

They gave me various smiles in return. 

My eyes narrowed on Venn. I made a circle with my pointer finger around his body. “And Venn, don’t be a weirdo and be the odd man out. You might as well take off your shirt too.”

* * *
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THE COOL AIR OUTSIDE stung my warm arms. It was a nice change of pace from the windless Underland and the smoldering conference room.

I couldn’t keep my mind off my mates. The way they looked at me, first with shock as I materialized at their feet, then with awe and wonder. So happy I had returned to them in one piece. 

I loved them all. Even if I struggled to show it at times, like when one of them showed up with a pretty, naked girl by his side. Or when another acted like his casual nudity—even though he wasn’t a shifter and shouldn’t have been so casual—was no big deal. 

I wanted to worship their bodies. Give them a reward for succeeding in their difficult missions.

Venn had killed his own father.

Dax had killed his own brother.

Sunny had killed his overmistress, who had basically been like his mother and lover for decades. 

Jesus, what have I put those guys through? How did I think that was an okay thing to ask of them? Who do I think I am, Michael Corleone at the baptism of his baby—preaching hope and peace and unity—while all his goons are out murdering his rivals?

At the end of the day, it didn’t matter if I thought I was a Godfather capo or not. 

My guys had done it. No questions asked. They cared more about pleasing and helping me than anything or anyone else. They had proven that, though it hadn’t been my intention to make them prove anything.

I already knew they loved me. Pushing them to their limits shouldn’t have been necessary or a requirement to show their love. 

I felt like a piece of shit for giving the order.

What’s done is done, I thought at last, as Tary, Charli, and I beelined for the infirmary. We can tackle that particular piece of trauma when it rears its ugly head. For now, I need to accept what’s happened and move forward, like all of them seem to have already done.

“You okay, Cor Cor? You seem downcast all of a sudden.”

I squeezed Charli’s hand and gave her a sad smile. “I’ll be fine, Char. I’m more worried about you. How are you holding up?”

She placed a hand on her heart. “Arrozul will always be with me. I think I feel better knowing that.”

A swallowed over a pesky lump in my throat. “You’re a strong woman, Char. Always have been.” I pulled her close. “I’m so glad to have you back.”

“Me too. The Underland wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.”

I snorted. “I could have told you that, babe.”

She giggled. It was the first airy sound I’d heard since retrieving her. It sent a shiver of nostalgia and joy through me.

“Love makes you do crazy things. I loved Arro. Brucey. We fell fast and hard for each other—”

“I noticed.”

“—but he’s gone now. I have to accept that.”

I stuttered to a stop. “What? Are you sure he’s gone?”

She gave me a solemn nod, full of pain and sorrow she tried to hide. “I can feel it. He always told me I’d be able to feel when his spirit was freed, since we were connected.”

I flared my nostrils to keep my eyes from burning. “So . . . what does that mean?”

“He told me once he ‘died’ in the traditional sense”—she said it with air-quotes—“his spirit would be free to roam among any realm he wanted, as a plane-traveling familiar. I remember he thought the celestial plane sounded nice, but he’d never been there.”

Spirits save me, what a revelation. He can do that? What freedom! 

It was hard to feel sorry for Arrozul knowing he was a ball of light in some floating cloud world basking in glory and titties. Or at least that’s what I imagined a “celestial plane” to be like.

Char fixed me with a kind smile. “Now that he’s free, with your black spirit no longer weighing him down and slowly driving him crazy—no offense—I can go looking for him.”

I ran a hand over Charli’s bony back. “That’s wonderful, Char. I’m so glad to hear it.” Shaking my head, I added, “Gosh, I can’t imagine what it must be like to be liberated from all the baggage of this world. Of his world and my soul. Do you think he can inhabit another body? Like . . . reincarnation?”

“That’s a good question. Guess I’ll have to find out.”

“The adventure sounds fun, honestly.”

Another giggle. “You’re right.”

A vague idea bounced into my head. His soul is roaming free . . . and I’m the Soul Bringer, as Levia put it. Does that mean I can find Bruce for Charli and bring him to her? 

I had to think that one over. I didn’t want to get the girl’s hopes up by jumping the gun and then not being able to do it. Plus, it sounded like a journey only she was qualified to take.

We walked in silence for a while. The night was quiet in the wake of Eva Avery’s address to the students. Everyone had turned in early after the somber last couple of days. It was crazy to remember the incident in Grimmer Hall had happened this very night, just hours before. 

God, I need a break from all this. At least we finally have the chance of making that a reality. 

Arrozul had saved my ass, whisking me away to the demon realm right when students were on the verge of rioting over my admission of killing Mya Todden. 

Guess I’ll just have to see what tomorrow brings. Now that I have my guys with me, hopefully no one gives me too much grief.

Then again, I said I’d take responsibility, so if Eva wants to exile me or something for my transgressions . . . so be it. I’ll have to accept the punishment.

Speaking of punishment, I glanced over at Tarysan a few times, but she clearly didn’t want to talk about her ordeals as Cyrus Kilmeade’s captive. Judging by her nakedness and bloodiness when I’d first arrived, only awful things had come from that.

Tary’s eyes kept watering, but she didn’t cry. She was as strong as the other Waicheeans I’d met.

I had to say something. I couldn’t ignore her while Charli and I gossiped about Char’s dead demon lover. “He’ll never hurt you again, Tary.”

When she looked over, hope brightened her eyes. 

“Cyrus, I mean.”

“I know, ma’am. Dax Kin made sure of it. I am very grateful for him.” 

She looked hesitant. 

“But?” I asked.

“But I have family in Waichee Village. Will I be able to return there? I have been defiled and . . . polluted.” 

My heart wrenched. I stopped and grabbed her by the shoulders, forcing her to face me with a stunned look in her eyes. “None of that is your fault, Tarysan. Please understand that. You aren’t defiled and polluted. Those awful things were done to you. Dax and I will do everything we can to make sure it never happens again. Of course you’ll be able to return to Waichee, honey.”

I didn’t know the cultural heritage for rape victims in Dax’s homeland, but I made a vow: If her family or anyone else tried to give her grief upon returning home, I’d bitch slap them into the next century.

She nodded profusely, and I realized I was squeezing her arms. I let go.

“Thank you, ma’am. For saying that.”

“Please, call me Coralia. Or Cor Cor. It’s what my best friends call me.” I gave Charli a wink.

A smile cracked her lips for the first time. “Okay, Cor Cor.”

We made it to the infirmary. The broad white building stared back at me. I’d spent a lot of time here.

I prepared to join the others inside. Then Charli stopped me with a hand on the crook of my elbow. “It’s okay, Cor. I’ve got it from here.”

I arched my brow. “What?”

Her smile was tender. “You’re not the same when you’re away from your mates for too long, babe. I see how much they’ve missed you. Go ahead.”

I stammered. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I’ll make sure Tary is okay. Plus, I think I need a little alone time of my own.” She nodded encouragingly. “Go be with your boys, Cor Cor. Cherish them.”

She didn’t need to tell me a third time. 
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Coralia

I SHADOWWALKED TO THE conference room in Fort Nocturnus. After Charli gave me leave, my mind raced, too giddy to walk all the way back to the castle. I didn’t want to get stopped by anyone.

I had a one-track mind. Tunnel vision for my mates.

Before I even emerged in the conference room, heat pooled at my core, my body aching to be touched and used and dominated by my sexy mates.

To say I was a sex-positive person would be an understatement. It was appalling to me I hadn’t so much as licked one of their cocks since the demons attacked and Alaric died and they went on their “cide” missions.

Now I would have a moment alone with them and the excitement thrummed across my skin and far, far deeper in my belly. 

I knew Alaric’s conference room well enough to dip into a shadow near the infirmary then materialize by the hidden bookshelf doorway.

My hands bunched into fists and I chewed the insides of my cheeks as I tried to come up with a cool catchphrase to throw at them.

I emerged soundlessly from the shadow behind them. Oh this is too perfect. They stood silent, facing the door. Sunny and Dax’s bare asses looked delectable—tight and firm. 

I debated scaring them with a “boo” or something, but then went with, “What are all you lazy dicks doing just swinging around?”

Okay, not my best work. Could’ve workshopped that one.

They faced me as one, jolting with surprise.

I giggled, my cheeks reddening as I put a hand over my mouth. 

Sunny inclined his chin, a devilish smirk coming to his gaunt, pale face. My possessive mate strode toward me before any of the others could. His cock swung like a pendulum against his thighs and I couldn’t take my eyes off it. 

I blushed harder.

“I dunno about the rest of these douchebags, but my lazy dick has been waiting to demolish you,” he purred in a rich, thick voice. 

I pumped my hips out and put my hands on them, tilting my head. “Oh, is that right? And what about these other douchebags, huh? Are they just gonna watch while you wreck my poor, tight little pussy?”

“Not on your life, M’shyok,” Dax growled, coming in from the other side. 

The two nudies descended like sharks. The arrogant one and the shy one. Both of them masters in the art of fucking.

Their cocks stiffened as they trudged, thick leg muscles flexing. Sunny’s pale member fattened and smacked off his thigh. Dax’s dark cock curved and lifted from his body. 

“Fuck,” I grunted to myself, blinking rapidly. 

I backed up until I hit the bookshelf with a thunk. 

Sunny got to me first. He towered over me, hand going above my head to corral me close to him. I could smell his fire and body heat and blood. 

“There’s no where to run, princess. My balls are so fucking swollen thinking about you. Aliyah gave me the worst blue balls of my life . . . right before I decapitated her and stabbed her through the heart.”

I let out a small gasp, shrinking between his arms. For some depraved reason, his words aroused me. I was seriously fucked up, getting off while he spoke softly about death and violence.

But here we were. I had never claimed to be an innocent flower. And that’s what Sunny loved about me.

My eyes took in every inch of his ripped torso—taking in his brick-like abs. I veered to his biceps, wrapping my hands around them, feeling the veins. He had a tapered waist that was all muscle, and it easily fit between my legs.

We were two puzzle pieces meant to join together.

Dried blood streaks slashed across his chest, arms, and face, but it only made him hotter. Only made me want him more.

He groaned when I touched him then pushed forward to press his hard cock against my belly. “Why is it that you’re still clothed when we aren’t?”

“L-Lapse of judgment?” I squeaked.

“Terrible lapse.”

His hands came down and goosebumps broke out on my nape. Next thing I knew, my shirt was torn in two, exposing my bra. When he removed it with a flick of his wrist, my tits bounced down and he studied them with a peculiar click of his tongue. 

He took one breast in his hand, fondling and kneading it before pinching the nipple and rolling it between his fingers.

I moaned when he slanted his lips over mine, bowing my back into him, feeling his cock press harder against my middle.

“Always such a tease, sunshine,” I whispered, pulling back.

He rocked me forward, squishing my tits against his bare chest. The friction against my hard nipples fired nerves down to my pussy.  

“No teasing today, princess. I can’t wait. I must have your dripping cunt wrapped around my cock this instant.”

“Then do it,” I ordered. “Fuck me like you mean it. Give me what Aliyah missed so badly and could only dream of, that bitch.”

His amber eyes flared darker and he gave me a wicked smirk. “Oh, is she jealous?”

I scoffed weakly. “Of that dead bitch? Please.”

With a growl of satisfaction, Sunny spun me around. Before I knew it, my pants were tugged down my legs and my panties went with them. 

My asshole and glistening pussy were bared for all four of my mates, but only Sunny had taken the initiative so far. 

Dax was off to the side, watching us, stroking his large cock in his fist. A shuffle of clothes and clank of belts told me Quen and Venn were getting ready to join the festivities. 

A warm hand slid down my slick folds. Thick fingers dipped into my pussy. I clamped around them and ground my teeth together, trying to stave off a sudden orgasm. “I thought you said no t-teasing today.”

Sunny chuckled behind me. “No foreplay either then.”

“Good. Ram that fat dick inside me and take what’s yours, Sunny. I don’t want to ask you again.”

“You don’t make demands on me, little girl. When are you going to learn that?”

“When you shut me up and make me come so hard I can’t speak. Maybe that’s when.”

“Challenge accepted.”

His fingers pulled out of me. Even though I’d said what I just said, I wanted them back. I needed to be plugged and filled.

I wanted to take their minds off everything they’d been through for a little while. But I also wanted to take my mind off everything. It was a reciprocal fucking I desired.

Sunny’s wet cockhead slid over my slit and clit and made me jerk. He steadied my hips, holding me down. Controlling me.

“I’m not going to go easy on you, princess.” His voice was a few inches from my ear, and it made my spine tingle.

“Good. Give me your worst, you fucking brute.”

With a grunt, he plunged inside me.

He filled me so much my mouth fell open. My whole body pumped forward from his hard thrust, hilting himself inside me in one go. And he was the biggest of my mates.

Books toppled from the shelf. Pain mingled with the pleasure. I was on a precipice of the two, straddling a line, and pleasure won over within seconds, once Sunny began pumping his hips. 

He kept me level, even as my feet threatened to leave the ground with every vicious buck of his hips. His hard pelvis collided with my fleshy ass cheeks, flattening me against his chiseled body. 

Then he leaned forward and hugged me, trying to get even deeper inside.

My pussy spilled all around his giant dick, coating his cock in creamy fluids I couldn’t control.

I moaned, pressing my forehead against the bookshelf in front of me. The old, lovely smell of used books joined the cloud of sex and pussy and sweat. 

As he hugged me, Sunny brought his hands around my sides, feeling my back and ribs, before palming my hanging breasts in either hand. He groped, taking complete control of my entire body.

When he pinched my nipples this time, with his cock firmly lodged and rearranging my insides, my moan was loud and ragged.

I felt the presence of my other mates closing in, eager to watch and then partake. They could only hold off and allow Sunny all the pleasure for so long before they snapped and had to take what was theirs by right.

I was all of theirs. They knew it. It was only a matter of time before every hole I owned would be filled and gaping and wet. 

I couldn’t wait for it. 

I threw my ass back against Sunny, surprising him with my eagerness. He chuckled in my ear, then nibbled on the lobe while he played with my tits and fucked me from behind. 

Lightning went off inside me, jagging through my core to my extremities. I got into it and kept throwing my ass back to keep him on his game—to show him I wasn’t going to just wilt and take it.

If he wanted to dominate me, he would have to put in the work.

But I could barely hold on. Knees wobbling, my pussy throbbed, wrapped so tightly around his thick cock. He stretched me so much it was always a surprise when he could sheathe himself inside me. 

“Enough, Sunder,” said Dax from the side. He sounded frustrated. It made me smile. 

Sunny nipped at my ear so hard it made my clit quiver. “Oh? Does the kitty cat wanna join the fun?”

“Step aside. It’s my turn to have M’shyok.”

“No.”

Dax growled. 

Oh shit, they’re gonna fight over who possesses me. 

If I wasn’t right in the middle of it, so close to coming for the first time of what I knew would be many times . . . I would have been all for it. 

“Stop being adversaries and be brothers,” I said simply.

For a moment, Sunny’s cock slowed inside me. It made me angry.

Then he picked up pace, regaining his rhythm until my eyes were rolling around aimlessly and it became impossible to think straight.

“Good idea, princess.” 

Before I knew what was happening, my feet left the ground. I let out a yelp as I folded like a fucking lawn chair, face going forward, ass going back. My legs spread, knees pressing against my tits, with my arms tucked behind the bar of Sunny’s arms.

He’d lifted me off the ground without any warning, putting me in a half-nelson that made me feel like a useless cumdump for him to use. My arms wheeled frantically to the sides.

His cock never left my pussy. 

Once he had me upright and folded with my back against his chest, his hands looped around my thighs, he thrust his hips and speared into me like a fucking javelin.

My toes curled and the wave of pleasure came crashing down around me, all at once. I couldn’t stop the climax from exploding out. Stars shot off behind my lids, pressure releasing, and then I was trembling on his cock. 

When I opened my eyes, Dax was in front of me. He smashed his lips against mine, making out with me while Sunny hoisted me up from behind. 

“Oh God, oh fuck,” I groaned as he pulled back and lined his cock up with my exposed, stretched pussy. “There’s no way you two will fit together! You’re too big!” 

Sunny chuckled in my ear. “You might be right, princess. Then let’s try something else.”

He lifted me like a corkscrew off his cock. I glanced down between my bouncing tits and saw how spread and gaped I’d become from his bitch-breaker. 

Dax took all of two seconds before bending forward to lick up my slippery juices. His tongue laved my engorged clit and sent my reeling.

All the while, Sunny lined me up with his cock again.

Except this time, his bulbous crown pressed against the tight ring of my asshole. 

“How about this hole?”

“Oh fuck. No wait. You’re too big for that too!” I squealed.

“Nonsense, princess. Your ass can take the beating. It’s going to have to.”

I gulped. One of my eyes twitched as Dax hit a particularly tender spot in my pussy with his tongue. 

“Here, maybe Daxy can help,” Sunny said. 

When Dax lifted his face, lips covered in my stickiness, he gave Sunny a confused look.

“Stretch her asshole for me so I can plant her on my fucking cock, Dax,” the vampire demanded.

Dax hesitated. “You are quite well-endowed, Sunder, are you sure—”

“Just put your hands on my ass cheeks and spread me, Dax!” I screamed. 

He slapped his hands under me, cupping my rear at both sides, and then opened my asshole while watching the whole time with glittering eyes. 

Sunny lowered me, gently at first, making sure his cockhead would sink inside my rear and push inside.

I groaned when the first inch became two. Then three. Then six, eight, more . . .

My mind broke and I became a mindless fuck-doll for my most dominant mate.

Sunny laughed like a demon, tossing me up and down on top of him. 

Dax moved in and sank his cock inside my pussy.

They had me plugged in both holes. I could feel their cocks sliding inside like two pistons, in a rhythm that created room for both of them. One would go deep then recede while the other took its place deeper. 

I came twice, then a third time. My body became a center for erupting nerve endings, until I was a quivering, sloppy mess on top of them.

My legs bounced. My tits jumped. My arms pinwheeled, trying to gain purchase on nothing but air. I looked like an idiot and felt like a dream, losing my mind to the euphoria as they rocked me back and forth between them.

“Your ass is so fucking tight, little girl,” Sunny grunted. “You’re clenching my cock too fucking hard.”

“I can’t help iiit!” I wailed, voice lilting as I bounced on his dick. 

Venn and Quentin crowded us, one of them off to the side, the other just out of sight. Their hands worked furiously, eyes gleaming as they watched Dax and Sunny own and destroy me. 

A flutter began in my stomach. It moved down to my clit, signaling the end was near—I wouldn’t be able to last much longer, much less live. They were killing me with blissful pleasure. 

At least it felt that way.

My mates were everything I wanted and more. They always knew how to satiate my dark desires and put me in my place. 

Outside this room, I was a leader.

Inside this room, I was their plaything. Their sex toy. Their little fucking girl who just wanted to come my brains out and please all of them. 

I loved the control I had outside this room. I also loved the control I had inside, knowing I was the purest object of their desire. 

The fact we were doing it in Alaric Cane’s old conference room made me feel a certain kind of way I couldn’t put my finger on. 

Bad? Dirty? Depraved? Dishonorable?

I loved it. It was a combination of all of it, with my horniest senses taking over, as if the demons still had hold on my mind.

Perhaps the darkness had never left.

Sunny grunted and sat me down hard on his cock. I watched as Dax fed himself into me at the same time, screwing up their rhythm.

Their dicks swelled inside me. 

My belly bloated and my insides expanded.

My eyes bulged from their joint effort. “Oh my God!” I screamed, and then Dax pulled out and sprayed ropes of cum into the air. It splattered down on my tits and belly and face.

I squirted at the same time, toes curling as I lost control and pushed out all the deeply held, repressed emotions and feelings. It all came out in a jet of sticky fluids that splashed over Dax and made him jerk back before smiling mischievously at me. 

“Lucky bastard,” Sunny grunted. “How does she taste, kitty cat?”

“Like victory and depravity,” he answered, licking me off his chest. 

“I knew it.” Sunny groaned close to my ear. His huge dick got even bigger and I felt like he was going to split me in two.

Then warmth spread through my insides. Thick, white-hot warmth. 

When he lifted me off his cock, my gaping asshole spilled his cum all over the floor. He set me on my feet and I staggered in place. 

He held me there for a second, then let go.

Sunny’s cum trickled down the curve of my thighs, then down my legs and behind my knees. Dax’s dripped off my front, dribbling off my peaked breasts and chin.

I took a step forward and wobbled. My mind was still out to lunch.

Putting a hand out, I tried to find something for balance.

What I found was hard and warm and rigid.

I looked over and realized I had Quentin’s fat dick in my palm. 

Venn’s voice whipped my head the other direction. “Our turn, hun.”
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Coralia

WHAT CAME NEXT WAS a whirlwind of brutal fucking the likes of which I’d never experienced. My brain was fuzzy and addled. My body floated, covered in sweat and cum.

It wasn’t like the first time I had slept with all my mates at once, which had been slightly awkward as everyone tried to find their respective places. 

No one cared anymore. My guys took out their frustrations and anger on my body, and I didn’t blame them one bit after the ordeals I’d put them through.

I certainly made them forget and live in the moment. That much I could be certain of.

This was a frenzied, passionate orgy.

At one point, I vaguely recalled being on my hands and knees. Venn pounded into me from behind. When my wobbling arms could no longer hold me up, he pushed me forward until I splayed on the floor with my tits flattening, squishing out to the sides. 

The fae mate drilled his beautiful cock into my pussy, then switched for my ass to compete with Sunny. All bets were off and the floodgates were open. 

He mounted me with his legs framing my wide hips, hands on his knees as he put in work. His heavy balls spanked my pussy and lit my clit on fire every time he lowered himself into me and gouged my ass. 

I became delirious with pleasure, hardly able to moan any longer from my voice becoming so ragged. 

The sex was sloppy and wet. Venn’s cock squelched through the cum Sunny had left behind inside my rear, pooling like a creamy puddle. 

My head craned upward and a thick cockhead pressed against my lips. 

Quentin sat with his legs splayed apart, my face in his lap. He took my head, grabbing the back of my neck, and forced me down on him while Venn pulverized me from behind. 

Everything became a blur as Quen face-fucked me. I noticed his thick thighs clenching as he filled my mouth with his taste and essence.

Once Quen got annoyed with only having my mouth, or perhaps the angle on which my head bobbed on his dick, he growled in frustration and went to his feet.

He lifted me by the shoulders, wordlessly. 

Everything was wordless at this point, with touch and feel the only senses we had to go on.

Venn got smart to Quentin’s idea and suddenly I wasn’t on my belly relaxing with my ass raised in the air. Well, my ass was still up, but now I was airborne again. 

Venn manhandled my curvy legs and settled them around his middle, perching my hips on his. 

He stuffed my asshole and kept me aloft, while Quentin held me by the shoulders and shoved his dick deep down my throat.

My arms hung down lankly, useless as my two mates spitroasted me in the air, using their abnormal strength to keep me planked on nothing but hope and a prayer. 

I felt like a seesaw, going back and forth on the lengths of them. 

Quentin pumped his cum deep into my belly, and I choked on it and gagged. His spunk shot out my nostrils and tears ran down my cheeks. 

Venn still wasn’t finished, but that didn’t stop the others from joining in and taking their cum-drunk whore for a ride. 

Dax and Sunny were ready to go again way too quickly. Their supernatural bodies gave them supernatural abilities in more ways than one—and they used those abilities to make me come buckets.

I was flung over the top of the old oak table Alaric used to write on. The one he would sit behind, hands folded as he studied us intently and made us shudder like scared mice. 

The room had been left alone since the headmaster’s death. But now papers and folders went flying as my arms swiped left and right. 

Venn pelted into me from behind. The loud plaps of his balls smacking into me were joined by thuds of the table’s legs lifting and falling. He fucked me so hard the tops of my thighs skinned the side of the table and I almost went up and over it. 

He brought me back down on him before someone shoved him aside and a new cock took my hole. 

All four of them took turns using me. 

When they finally had their fill, I couldn’t see straight. I couldn’t walk—my legs had given out long ago. 

I had shown up hoping to please my mates, but they had taken me to another world.

The five of us became lost in the throes of lust, as it was meant to be. Ours souls swam in the beauty of our quintupling. 

And then I opened my eyes and realized I had passed out at some point. Perhaps they had fucked me into unconsciousness and continued to wetly pound into me while I’d been out. 

I would never know. But it turned me on thinking it could have happened—that they had debased me so thoroughly. 

Voices funneled in around me. 

My back was against the desk. My chest rose and fell in a shallow rhythm, my body spasming intermittently. I had bite marks on my tits. Cum had dried all over my body—in my hair, my face, my arms, legs, you name it. My ass hurt to sit on. 

I let out a mewling sound, like someone waking up out of a hangover, and the voices became sharper.

“Ah, there she is. Our little cum-slut, awake at last.”

“H-How long was I out?” I croaked, looking up at Sunny with his hands folded over his carved chest. 

“Five minutes or so,” he said with a shrug. “You were a good girl, princess. I’ll give you that.”

“Thank . . .” I gulped my raspy throat and tried again. “Thank you, daddy.”

He grunted, pleased with himself. 

My thoughts swirled in and out. 

“Now then, are we sure she’s okay?” Quentin asked. “That we didn’t go too hard on her?”

“She asked for it,” Sunny grunted. “But you’re right. Let’s make sure.”

I smiled, eyes closed, drifting off to dreamland. 

They had fucked the life out of me and were now going to give me the aftercare people only dreamed of. 

“Let’s get her to her room and put her to bed,” Venn said. “Poor thing.”

“We already put her to bed, fae boy,” Sunny replied.

“Yeah, but . . . you know. The right way. She deserves it.”

“Not before we shower her off,” Dax said. “We cannot let M’shyok sleep in all that filth. I want her to wake rested and relaxed.”

“Same,” Quentin agreed. “Spirits only know how much rest and relaxation we’re going to get after this.”

Someone scratched their scalp, the sound close to me on the ground.

“Who’s going to take her?” Venn asked.

“If I take her in the shower, I might end up fucking her again,” Sunny sighed. “She’s too hot for her own good.”

“Fair enough. I volunteer,” Venn said. My tenderest, most lovey-dovey mate. The same one who had just killed his father because I’d asked him to, and then slam-fucked me over the side of a table.

“Well, hell, now I want to join too,” Quentin complained.

“I’ll get her a new set of clothes from my room,” Dax said, taking the lead. “You get her food from the mess hall, Quentin.”

I heard grunts of agreement. 

“And Sunder . . . you might want to go to the infirmary.”

“What for?”

“Find her a healing salve of some kind. Ointment. You put the worst dent in her—”

“Hey, that’s not fair, I have the biggest—”

“—so you need to make sure she feels fresh and exuberant when she wakes in the morning. No arguments.”

Sunny snarled. “You don’t command me, kitty cat.”

“No.” Dax’s presence lingered over me. “But she does.” 

The vampire let out a scoff. “Fine, fine. I’ll make sure the princess is in tip-top condition. But I’m doing it for her, not you.”

“I know that, Sunder. We’re all doing it for her. We each have our missions.”

And the goal of those missions was to make me feel like a million bucks after fucking me raw and ragged all night long.

God, I’m one lucky girl.

* * *
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I WASN’T DRUGGED, SO I was cognizant of everything that happened after that. Sleepy, yes, but not unconscious. 

I knew what was going on when Venn lifted me in his arms in a bridal carry and shadowwalked us to my dorm room. When he checked the hallway to make sure it was empty, then rushed us to the shower. When his wet hands smoothed over my body with soap and smell-goods and shampoo. 

I ate pancakes and waffles in my bed, naked, with my mates around me. Quen hand-delivered them to me. 

Dax gave me a new set of panties, jeans, and a shirt from his dorm—he always kept spares for me. 

I didn’t need clothes at the moment. Not when I had my boys around me, cuddling and coddling me so nicely. 

Sunny brought different salves and ointments for my kitty so I could feel renewed and energized in the morning. It was thoughtful, even if it wasn’t his idea.

The entire time, I melted in their arms. They lazed around, playing the exact opposite of the brutal, barbaric men they’d been in the conference room. 

It was lovely, and the first moment of true peace I’d felt in some time. Funny how it always comes when I’m with my mates . . . and at no other time.

We all crammed into my dorm room because no one wanted to leave me alone. Or, perhaps, no one wanted to be alone with their thoughts after what they’d done earlier this evening.

And I wasn’t talking about the fucking.

Looking around at the stern faces of my mates, I gulped. Sunny lounged in Charli’s old cot, legs draped over the end of the too-small bed. Venn sat at the foot of my bed, with my legs drooping over his head. He played with my feet and made me giggle. Dax was on my left, head in my lap like a cat, and I was squished up against Quen’s body, his arms wrapped around my middle. 

For a while, we were left to our own devices. Which was a dangerous game because that was the whole reason we’d convened here together, so we wouldn’t be left alone with our thoughts.

A burning memory came roaring into my head and it made me whip my face up from its slumped position.

“What’s up, lass?” Quen tilted his head into the crook of my neck. His voice was so close and warm I could have turned and licked his nose.

“I just remembered something Arrozul said before Ornoth killed him. Before he sent me and Charli away. It sounded important.”

All eyes turned to me. Sunny sat up from the other bed. Dax turned over on my lap to stare up at me, and Venn spun at the foot of the bed to put my legs on his shoulders and poke his head through the gap. 

“Before I stepped into the necklace portal, his voice came out like a Gregorian chant or something. Ancient and raspy.” 

I recalled it perfectly, the eerie, intense moment seared on my brain. I cleared my throat. “‘Beware thy offspring, demon lord—a seed watered to despise. Strike down the king, avenging sword—before his evil may rise.’ That’s what he said. It was directed at Ornoth.”

My men fell silent, mulling it over with thoughtful sounds of “hmmm.”

“Sounds like a poem,” Venn said. “It rhymes.”

“Or a prophecy,” Dax added ominously.

“That’s all well and good,” Quentin said, “but what does it mean? What was he trying to tell you?”

The more I repeated it in my mind, the more it confused me. 

Then it hit me square in the chest and I gasped. 

I faced Quentin head-on. “Quen, I think he was talking about you. Think about it: ‘Beware thy offspring, demon lord.’ You are Ornoth’s offspring. You were a ‘seed watered to despise’—you’ve grown up hating him, before you even knew who he was.” 

The rest of the guys slowly nodded.

Quentin, even as arguably the smartest of our group, refused to see it. Then he bit his lip, which I’d never seen him do before, and I knew he realized I was right.

“‘Strike down the king, avenging sword . . . before his evil may rise.’” He cleared his throat. “Avenging sword? I’m the only one here without an Oblyx sword, or a sword of any kind for that matter.”

“Yeah, but I think that’s because you are the sword, love. It’s a figure of speech. Maybe.” 

He scraped his teeth over his lower lip, suddenly nervous looking. “What does it mean, exactly, lass?”

I pointed into his chest, settling my palm over his heart. My eyebrows arched sadly. “Quen . . . I think it has to be you. Arrozul was telling us you have to be the one to kill Ornoth.”
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Chapter 48
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Coralia

I STAYED EXCLUSIVELY in my dorm room for the next few days. I didn’t do it because I felt sickly or sore—on the contrary, I was in high spirits. My mates and I were closer than ever and I had Charli back. She had moved into the dorm.

No, I stayed inside because I feared what awaited me outside. 

On the first day following my return from the demon realm, when I peeked out the window of my second-story room, I spotted a small group of students loitering below. About a dozen kids picketed and yelled about how I should be punished, expelled, or given the same fate as Mya. 

By noon, the mob had swelled to twenty students. 

“God, it’s never-ending,” I groaned, quickly ducking away from my window before anyone could point me out.

“It’ll be okay, Cor Cor,” Charli said. “They’ll get bored.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I don’t know about that.”

Charli went to the mess hall to bring me food. Then she told me students harassed her also, for being associated with me.

I felt horrible getting her involved. “You can change rooms if you want, Char. I won’t be offended. Promise.”

“What kind of ride or die would I be if I did that?”

I smiled at her.

My mates took over her duties. It gave them a reason to see me every day. Sunny of course wanted to bash the picketers’ heads in. I told him that wouldn’t look good for me. He growled in response.

By day two, to my surprise, the group outside had shrunken. I wondered if Sunny had ended up taking matters into his own hands, against my wishes. He promised me he hadn’t.

Also by day two, reports started coming in and I took meetings in my room. I wanted to see Headmistress Avery but I needed all my ducks in a row first.

The reports from my mates let me know what was happening around their necks of the woods—Asberald City, Waichee Village, and the Unseelie Court.

At first, the reports were a trickle. It took a while for news to carry across worlds and cities. 

By day three, it started pouring in like an avalanche. 

When I awoke on that third day, I was greeted by the unfamiliar sound of silence.

I looked out my window and saw zero picketing students. 

I wasn’t sure I could believe it. Eyes narrowing, I smashed my face against the window and glanced left and right, to make sure they weren’t hiding around the sides of the building. 

I couldn’t hear anything, so that was good news.

“They’re all gone, Cor Cor,” Charli told me, beaming.

I tapped my chin. “Are you sure? That doesn’t seem right.”

“Seems right as rain to me.”

“Then it’s time.” 

She stared at my stern expression. “Time for what, bestie?”

“Time to end my self-imposed isolation and meet with Eva Avery. I have all the info I need.” 

She hopped up from bed and threw down the book she’d been reading. “Oh thank the spirits! I was getting so bored cooped up in here.”

I waggled my eyebrows. “Getting the ol’ cottage frenzy, eh?”

She pouted. “Huh?”

I chuckled. “Sorry, something Dax likes to say.”

Her smile reemerged. “Oh. Cute. Okay, well, yes. Very cottage. Much frenzy.”

“Then let’s go.”

“Speaking of Dax,” she said as she joined me at the door, “he and the rest of the guys are waiting for you downstairs.”

“Why?”

“To provide an escort to Fort Nocturnus. Just in case.”

I tilted my head. “Who told them to show up?”

Her eyebrows waggled this time, a smug smirk tilting her lips. “We may never know, Cor Cor. Some mysteries are better left unsolved.”

I rolled my eyes spectacularly and patted her on the back, hugging her close to me. “I don’t know what I ever did without you, Char.”

* * *
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I MET EVA AVERY IN the classroom building where her office was held. The only difference with how it used to be was the number of shadowguards stationed outside and inside the halls had exponentially grown. 

“Things are still too hectic around Fort Nocturnus. That was Alaric’s home, not mine,” she told me when I posed the question about why she decided to stay in her tiny, stuffy office. 

“It’s traditionally the home of the headmaster, ma’am,” I said. “At least that’s what he always told me.”

“Guess I’ll be breaking tradition then.”

Sitting on opposite sides of her small desk, we stared at each other. The musty smell of old books filled the room and made me feel at home. 

“Also,” she added, “if the demons attack, I figure it’ll be safer here than the castle. That will be their first priority to invade.”

“True.” I drummed my fingers on the cracked, wooden desktop. 

She read my antsiness. “You didn’t come here to discuss my lodgings or office hours, Coralia. What’s going on, dear? That was quite the speech you gave the other night. No one’s heard from you since.”

“Yes, about that . . .” I gulped, trailing off. “I’ve been busy.”

“Hiding in your dorm room, so I hear.”

“You really have spies everywhere, Prof—Headmistress.”

Her thin lips broke into a smile. “It doesn’t take spies to hear the racket of those students echoing across campus, Miss Hargrave. I’m glad they’ve given up their futile endeavor.”

My body went stiff in the seat. “So you won’t be punishing me?”

“Only as much as Alaric Cane had already decided. I won’t rock the boat by vetoing rulings of his, especially ones made during his final days.”

A huge puff of air wheezed out of me. I sagged in the seat. “Thank you. If that’s the case, I assume you had something to do with the students vacating their station outside my window. Thank you for that, too.”

She shook her head adamantly. “It wasn’t me, dear. I can’t be seen getting involved in Academy politics or the student rumor mill. No, that was your peers. Two of them specifically.”

Confusion wrinkled my brow. “Who? Charli was with me in the dorm the whole time.

“Finley Winston and Genevieve Jade.”

I reeled. “Really? That’s . . . surprising.”

She let out a raspy chuckle. “I thought the same.” Her diminutive hand waved through the air. I knew not to question the strength of that small, misleading palm. “It’s good to have friends, Coralia. Which is why I’m glad you’ve come to me. I take it there’s a good reason.”

“Yes. First, I wanted to apologize for how I conducted myself during Headmaster Cane’s wake. I, uh, was just trying to put some spark in the dreary souls of the students.”

“No need to apologize. It worked. Our retention rates are excellent. Cadet recruitments have risen since that night.”

With an impressed nod, I said, “Oh. That’s good.”

A beat of silence spread between us. Her eyes didn’t leave my face and it became hard to look into those stern, dark orbs.

“I noticed you also disappeared from campus following your speech, when things were at their hairiest. You were followed by a supernatural man I’d never seen at this school before. Very interesting, I must say, the men you draw to you like moths to a flame . . .”

As she trailed off, I let out a heavy sigh.

She leaned forward slightly over the table, her voice lowering conspiratorially. Her posture and vibe reminded me of Alaric and made me a bit sad. “Remember what I just said about making friends? I would like to join that coveted group, Soul Bringer. You can trust me.”

I bit my lip and nodded. “Okay then.” 

From there, I told her everything, starting with Bruce Kittenson actually being a plane-hopping familiar demon named Arrozul. I told Eva about my foray in the Underland to recover Charli. Our eventual defeat of Vornal—leaving out the fact he was my father—with the help of Ornoth. 

Lastly, I told her what my mates had gotten into while I’d been away. As headmistress of Shadowblade Academy, she deserved to know what was going on under her nose. 

When I finished, her eyes were wide. “That is . . .”

“Cutthroat, ruthless, and unforgivable? I know.”

“. . . the most shadowblade thing I’ve ever heard. But yes, also those other things.”

I threw my arms out. “What’s next? Have I earned my expulsion yet?”

“Many times over. But you aren’t getting out of here that easily, Coralia Hargrave.”

“Wait, what?”

Her fingertips tapped together. She looked to be conspiring with herself. “You single-handedly severed all the important relations Ornoth has, in one fell swoop.”

“Well, not exactly single-handedly.”

“Your actions should not be punished. They should be lauded.”

My lips parted. “I . . . didn’t expect you to say that.”

Her posture was excited now. She could hardly sit still after these new revelations. 

Her tenure as headmistress has just gotten a major boost, I suppose. This new development opens up so many possibilities for her. I can see it in her eyes.

“Is there anything else you can tell me?” she asked enthusiastically.

I carded a hand through my hair, scratched my scalp, and chuckled in disbelief. “Buckle up, Headmistress, because there’s plenty more.”

I went on to tell her all the updates my mates had given me over the past three days.

“Topo and Darok of the Waicheean rebels told Dax their army has taken over Waichee Village. With Cyrus dead, the enemy army had no direction. The rebels arrested all of Cyrus’ people and freed the townsfolk. The Waichee, Sylah, Fyjii, and Kenqua clans are indebted to us for sending them aid.”

“Brilliant,” Eva said with a small clap.

“Furthermore, Desmona and Jace Hudson have reported to Quentin. The danger in the Forbidden Orchard still remains. It seems to be growing.” 

“Not as brilliant.” Her frown tilted. 

“Malikai Sanden told Sunny there’s mass exodus happening in Asberald City. With Aliyah Rosewood dead, the vampire coven has no reason to stay there. They’ve gone underground. The demons also seem to have vacated, perhaps heading for the Forbidden Orchard. Kai says the humans are more concerned with filling Aliyah’s vacant political holding than trying to regenerate a broken-down city. Ironfort’s packs, led by Anvel Steel and Malikai, are converging on the city tonight to clean it up. They hope to turn it into New Fringe City, an East Coast version of Fringe City on the west.”

Eva Avery jotted notes as I talked. She scribbled all my salient points, underlining a few words.

“Ezekiel Caffery tells Donovenn that Ambassador Keld’s death has caused shockwaves across the Unseelie Court. An assassination in their own backyard is unheard of. Obviously Venn is public enemy number one over there, with a bounty on his head.”

“Hope he has no plans of returning,” she mumbled.

“He doesn’t. The good news is Zeke says the Unseelie are no longer heading for the Sculptorwood Rift to get to the human realm. They’ve receded to Verelet, leaving the fighting to our allies, the Seelie.” 

Her head jolted up. “Fantastic news, Coralia. The revelations keep coming. Anything else?”

I sighed. “Only this, ma’am: With the Forbidden Orchard seemingly the last bastion of Ornoth’s dwindling army . . . I don’t think he’ll rest on his laurels for long. He’s too brash and overconfident for that. I think he will attack again. Soon. With his vast army from the demon realm, he still has a formidable force.”

Eva stood suddenly from her desk. She put her hands in front of her, folding them, and walked to the side of the table. “Then let me present some good news of my own, Coralia. It turns out his army has dwindled. I sent spies to the Underland with him, you see—specialized shadowblades who could blend in.”

I guffawed. “We have those? Like who?”

“Finley Winston, for one.”

No fucking way. “Fin? Really?!” She’s a demon? Would make sense, given how she freaking fights like one.

“I’m glad you told me of your battle with Vornal, Coralia. I really am. But I already knew about it. Vornal’s constituents and allies are furious how Ornoth handled things. He may be the self-styled King of the Underland now, but not everyone thinks so. His army hasn’t doubled, dear girl, but rather halved.”

I jumped up from my seat. “No way! That’s fucking awesome. Then we need to take this opportunity.”

“Agreed. This may be our best chance to rid ourselves of Ornoth for good.”

“Should we send a strike team to the Forbidden Orchard?” 

“That may be a trap.” She caressed her pointy chin thoughtfully. “No, I believe you are correct. His avarice is too great; his greed knows no bounds. He will attack in one last desperate attempt. I’d stake my life on it. Hell, I might be doing just that.” She chuckled nervously. 

When she looked up at me from the floor, her eyes glittered with veiled mischief. The tiny, dominant shadowblade professor was truly the perfect candidate for the headmistress position. 

She was a queen of shadows and secrets. A Shadowqueen to Alaric Cane’s Shadowmaster.

“This time, when Ornoth attacks,” she said, “he will face the full force of our army. We won’t be caught unawares again. The Briarwitch Academy cadets have mobilized, led by General Zane Crockett himself. Our shadowblades have Frilly Hawkins and Finley Winston at the helm. We also have you and your people, of course. Dawn Rose is here with her mates—Anvel and Malikai leading the shifter packs, Ezekiel commanding the Seelie regiments. Queen Levia Sunfall has her indomitable dragon shifters at the ready, just itching to fight. Our army has finally gathered in full. If Ornoth’s first siege was a failure, this one will be catastrophic for him.” 

Her face shifted with a cold, dark smile. I knew right then I never wanted to get on Eva Avery’s bad side.

“So let him come, Coralia. We will be ready this time.”
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Coralia

THE FIRST CRY OF ALARM rang out three days later, in the dead of night. 

I woke from my shallow sleep instantly and hopped out of bed, fully clothed in the elastic fae-tech armor from the dojo. I had gone to sleep like this every night since my meeting with Eva. Slightly uncomfortable, but it was best to be prepared.

Charli was already up, strapping on a belt of daggers. She wore the same skintight gear as me that hugged her curves and left little to the imagination. Still, even with the way it exposed a person, the armor was somehow stronger than anything humans could construct. 

“Ready, bestie?” she asked, voice calm and collected.

She’d been to the demon realm. Lived in it. A few frightened yelps were’t going to scare her. My little freckled pixie girl had come a long way since her first semester at Shadowblade Academy. We both had.

“Born ready, babe,” I said, finishing strapping on my Oblyx sword at my hip. I drew the blade with a schlick and headed for the door. 

Footsteps pounded on the hallway outside, shaking the foundation of the dormitory. Everyone in the building who wasn’t already taking night watch was waking up to join the battle. 

I was sure it was upon us. Ornoth couldn’t resist the chance to reclaim his dignity or exact revenge—kill whoever had severed his alliances with the vampires, shifters, and Unseelie fae.

Oopsies.

As far as I knew, it was the only thing keeping him going. I just hope I can get Myria back when this is all said and done. That we can defeat Ornoth and my sister will still be alive.

I swung the door open. 

Charli took the lead and I followed, quietly closing the door before joining the ranks of armored cadets down the stairs.

Shadows jumped from the lobby walls before we made it outside.

My sword swung like it had a mind of its own. Completely locked in, I sliced the apparitions out of the way before they could take shape in front of us.

Hands illuminated the dark lobby in kaleidoscope colors of blue, red, and gold. Shadows hissed as they touched down on our plane only to be covered in sheets of fire or ice-burned or electrocuted. They left smoke and steam in their wake.

Our little group pushed outside. We stayed shoulder to shoulder so no one could get a jump on us. We weren’t about to be separated like last time, which ended up in so many of our schoolmates getting swallowed whole by the shadow mob.

I scanned our surroundings once we were out in the cold night air. Our troop crouched and moved, dressed in black without a buckle of metal between us besides the weapons we carried. Even those had been painted black. 

We moved like death itself. Like ninjas on the prowl.

Across the way at another dormitory, a group of men appeared from the entrance. Dressed similarly as our female group, but with broader shoulders and generally taller bodies, we converged on them and joined together.

Then we were a silent force of thirty, stalking the night as we made our way to the park green as directed.

The first signs of death and chaos reared its ugly head halfway there.

Shadows emerged en masse on the cobblestones. They sprouted from the buildings like black mold leaking onto the campus grounds.

Our fighting became frenzied. We let go our ninja tactics and lit the night sky with roaring magic to keep the encroaching shadow army at bay.

In the distance, sparks flew and lightning zig-zagged, revealing patches of fighting taking place. 

Voices filled the night—bright, commanding voices. 

Scuffling footsteps tore my eyes to the right, to the east. I nearly gasped at what I saw.

An army of wolves sped through campus, muscled legs churning as their nails clicked on the cobblestones like pelting hail. There were easily a hundred of them.

A chorus of howls split the night, waking up anyone who hadn’t already been alerted to the battle at hand. I recognized Malikai’s large brown wolf near the front, and a two-legged monstrosity in the backfield, trying to keep up with the army of shifters. 

Anvel Steel, the hybrid werewolf. Damn he looks scary.

Silhouetted Entomites tried to pick him off as a straggler.

Big mistake.

Anvel bellowed with his face to the giant moon hanging in the sky. Fangs dripped and he savagely tore into the shadows, ripping them into ribbons before they materialized around him.

I rushed over with Charli, and our group followed. 

Placing a hand on the flat of my blade, I imbued it with a sheet of ice. The first shade I smacked crackled the ice and sliced the enemy nearly in half. The second hit shattered my spell but killed the target.

Anvel’s giant hands brightened with magic and clapped a shadow’s head like a watermelon. 

Next to him, a flash of red hair. Glinting chainshirt armor reflected in the moonlight as Scarlet Starklin brought a flaming blade across the backs of the shadows trying to bring down the Ironfort chieftain.

Next thing I knew, she had shifted into a sleek, spotted cheetah, and she took off at alarming speeds to run down more bad guys. A coalition of cheetahs followed her.

I gaped at the proficiency with which Anvel and his troop fought. These were well-trained, hard-fought men and women who would not let the Steel name down.

I veered away from their path, recognizing they had this sector taken care of.

In another section of the school, cadets from Briarwitch interspersed our Shadowblade soldiers and formed a barrier the shadows couldn’t penetrate. 

The spellswords of Briarwitch Academy, led by Professor Sadie Reinhardt and her strawberry blonde hair, rained fire and water and ice and lightning on the enemy. It was pure destruction.

Any student that got caught in a melee was protected by the spellshields and their barriers of energy. The spellweavers healed the wounded and bolstered the offense and defense of the Briarwitch soldiers.

Zane Crockett tore through shadows like they were Legos. The man towered over everyone, standing nearly eight feet tall. His magical prosthetic leg didn’t slow him down one bit. Where Sadie Reinhardt had control of the offensive magic, Zane controlled the offensive tanks and hand-to-hand fighters. He swung a gigantic axe nearly the size of me, imbued with magic that tossed Entomites aside like they were ragdolls.

Leatherwings took to the skies to confuse and shake up the monotony of the demon army getting trounced.

They were met by a rainbow of dragon breaths, whipping tales, scaled wings, and maws of jagged fangs. 

Levia’s flying shifters dominated the skies, keeping the Leatherwings ground-bound for much of the fight because they were too scared to get into our airways with the dragons circling like hawks.

I reached the park green, where Eva Avery held the largest contingent of Shadowblade Academy soldiers. She was surrounded on all sides by good guys, opting to take a full-on approach rather than her specialized, sneaky strategy like in the last fight.

Together, our army put a wall between us and the shadows. 

Gleaming silver armor illuminated the night like angels as the Seelie fae took to the field, flanking the enemy. They showed the expertise of their centuries-old combatants. Ezekiel Caffrey led them, and I finally got to witness firsthand the dance of death he carved with his two swords. 

We were so much more organized this time around, it was night and day.

And then, at the head of our army, spearheading the whole thing, was Dawn Rose. Making up for last time when she’d been absent. 

She fought in a similar style as Alaric Cane, teleporting and appearing and weaving around enemies like they were twigs to be stepped on. Her “flash-gating” technique, which I’d only heard of recently, put her everywhere she needed to be and nowhere she didn’t. 

At one point, she even levitated herself off the ground with wind magic, while lighting up a row of shadow soldiers with coruscating beams of energy from her fingertips. She was like Iron Woman up there.

It was awesome to watch, and inspiring. I wanted her level of dominance on the battlefield some day. 

For now, I just needed to do my thing and stay alive.

Right when I began to wonder where my mates had run off to, Venn’s fae mind-link cut through my brain. 

“Off near Fort Nocturnus with the others, hun,” he said. “How is the park holding up?”

“Swimmingly,” I replied. “We have the shadow army on the brink. All our forces are here. What are you doing near the Fort?”

“Finley Winston led us this way. Didn’t like that our whole army was being pigeonholed in one location. She’s our commander, so we go where she goes. You can imagine Sunny isn’t too happy about it.”

I smirked. 

An Entomite slithered toward me on the edge of the park green. 

My blade sang. Charli was right next to me to light its face on fire as it backpedaled. The thing sizzled and shrieked. 

A Leatherwing took its place, great wings swooping. 

I gasped and stepped back to put up my guard.

A giant body rocked into the creature from the side, knocking it clear across the cobbles.

Zane Crockett, who was just as tall and twice as imposing as any Leatherwing I’d ever seen, stood where it had been. He turned to me with a savage smile and winked, then hoisted his great axe into the air and screamed like a lion.

I had to wonder what kind of supernatural being he was, or if he was just a really, really big dude. The way he swung his axe with extraordinary ease told me otherwise. 

Zane took off for the Leatherwing, which tried to flee into the air. Grasping into the sky, Zane’s huge hand gripped around the creature’s furry ankle and body slammed it onto the ground. His axe glimmered in the moonlight as it arced, and with a squeal of fright the Leatherwing was sliced in half. Black blood sprayed all over General Crockett, and he reveled in it like it was the nicest shower he’d ever bathed in.

He took off and I lost sight of him.

My eyes scanned left and right. I wanted to get to my mates and see what Venn was talking about. “Why the Fort though? What does Fin know that we don’t?”

“She thinks Ornoth will come here to attack, thinking the headmistress will be waiting.”

“Smart.” It was just as Eva had told me in her office. 

Breaking tradition seemed to be the right move after all, at least where it concerned avoiding Ornoth.

I grabbed Charli by the shoulder. Her eyes were wide with battle-lust, a blank look falling over her cute features. “I have to go to Fort Nocturnus. The guys are there.”

“I’m going with you.”

“I won’t try to stop you.”

We bolted, but not before Charli gathered a handful of cadets to follow us. 

I was going against Eva Avery’s wishes—separating from the group—but at least I had a good entourage with me so I didn’t feel too stupid.

Halfway to Nocturnus, I saw something out the corner of my eye, emerging from between the alley of two buildings. With a double take, my brow furrowed. 

There he was. 

“Found him!” I yelled in the mind-link, then told the group my coordinates before sprinting toward the demon lord.

Ornoth’s eyes widened a fraction as he appeared from the alley. He was surrounded by Leatherwings, trying to be sneaky. He pushed the winged demons in our direction before settling in behind them.

His eyes took in the battle for the first time—up, down, all around—and he clearly didn’t like what he saw.

His stupid pretty face twisted with anger. It made me smile deviously as I charged the first Leatherwing. 

Magic cracked the night as we engaged the enemy, trying to push toward Ornoth’s small group. 

He had come as an observer, it seemed, but had been caught by happenstance.

He turned and left the field.

I snarled, pointing past the wall of Leatherwings defending his retreat. 

Before I could tell Charli anything, I shadowwalked from one side of the Leatherwings to the other.

Then it was just me and Ornoth, careening down the alley with our footsteps echoing in the night.

I knew he could turn around and fuck me up at any moment. I wasn’t ignorant.

“Get over here guys!” I urged.

One of them yelled, “Trying!” but I wasn’t sure who it was.

Ornoth looked over his shoulder at me as he turned the corner toward a circular courtyard edged by four or five classroom buildings.  

I barreled closer, turning the corner with my sword raised, waiting for him to strike.

“You can’t run forever, bitch!” I yelled.

He spun around and shot missiles of ice at me.

I cartwheeled through them, feeling the sting of them as they stabbed into my shoulders and back like tiny pinpricks.

He smiled as I came to my feet.

“Foolish of you to come after me alone, young fawn.” His voice was sinister. Menacing and all-too-happy to see me.

“We’ll see about that, old asshole.” I flashed my blade out to the side. “Your army is losing. You’ve failed. Again.”

“Not yet I haven’t.”

I scoffed derisively. “Now you die.”

I wasn’t actually trying to kill him, or even thought I could all alone. I just wanted to hold him off long enough for my mates to get to me, so Quentin could do the dirty deed. 

Ornoth matched my scoff with a snort of disdain. “I think not.”

I roared and charged him, putting all my fears and doubts aside—

And he stepped into a portal that opened up behind him.

“No!” I screamed, continuing to barrel forward.

“Follow my shadow, guys! I know where he’s going!” 

Before the portal could close, I leaped into the murky blue and we were swallowed up together.
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Coralia

I SWAM THROUGH A COSMOS of nothingness. Time and space became irrelevant in the demon portal.

When I landed hard on my knees, I was somewhere in a forest, surrounded by dark trees. Their canopies reached high into the sky like purple spears in the night.

Snapping leaves tweaked my ears, coming from the left.

I dove forward awkwardly and bounced up to my feet. 

Ornoth’s blade sliced down a second later, looking to decapitate me and landing where I’d just been.

He bared his jagged teeth and charged me.

My heart nearly burst from my chest when his two swords met my Oblyx Steel. His strength jarred my forearms and rattled my teeth.

I backpedaled, feet swimming over dirt and leaves until my back smacked into a tree trunk.

His speed was uncanny. 

Ornoth’s first sword came for my neck. 

I ducked and bobbed to the left, spinning around the tree trunk even as his second sword stabbed to disembowel me. 

Putting the tree between us, I played Ring Around the Rosie in an effort to frustrate him.

It worked. 

With a growl, he cut left, then right, and I went the opposite direction, darted out, and sprinted away.

His longer legs brought him to me way too quickly.

At the last second, I dipped into a patch of moonlight and stepped on a shadow, instantly vanishing. He growled as his sword swung at nothing.

I appeared ten feet in front of him.

With my stomach sinking to my shoes, I kept using shadowgates to stay away from the demon lord. 

He roared. “Fight me, coward!”

I laughed in his face before vanishing into another inky patch.

“I could do this all day,” I answered as I emerged to his right. I would love for that to be true. Honestly, my energy sapped every time I shadowwalked.

I was just desperately trying to buy time.

I spun into another patch with my eyes directed on the next one in line. I noticed his swords moving strangely to his right just before I disappeared and the purple blanket of the Shadow Realm overtook me.

I recalled Dax’s words from Alaric Cane’s fight with Ornoth: “A demon like him will be able to read the vibrations of the headmaster’s movements and anticipate his strikes.”

I prepared my guard just as the shadow spit me out into the real world. 

My steel met Ornoth’s as he swung at my body in an effort to cut me in half. Sparks flew from our weapons. 

I gritted my teeth and went on the attack, trying to get past his guard. 

It was futile. He used one sword defensively, parrying my attacks, and used the other one in a blur.

Burning pain seared through me. Before I could even see it, I had several cuts across my arm and side.

I feigned left and limped off to the right, distracting him with my awkward movements while blood seeped down my bicep and through my fingers, making my hold slippery on the Oblyx sword.

My jerky movements bought me enough precious seconds to use another shadow and get out of his range. 

He gave chase, leaves crackling underfoot.

I was no match for him in terms of speed and efficiency. He was a monster born centuries ago, raised for this very thing. I had only started killing rather recently, by comparison.

The moonlight got brighter ahead. I used all my energy reserves to get there, letting the adrenaline wash my pain away. 

My hobbled jog became a sprint.

I could hear his heavy breathing behind me—likely not from tiredness but pure rage.

Every second I bought gave my mates a chance to get to me. Every second I stayed alive meant another second Ornoth wasn’t harassing my peers at Shadowblade Academy. 

For all we knew, his army was in tatters by now. With no leadership, what were the Entomites and Leatherwings supposed to do when they broke? 

I tucked my arms in and soared through the tree line, rolling into a clearing. 

The moon was bright and full above me.

My eyes surveyed the land. I was in the Forbidden Orchard. The leveled area felt like an unused graveyard, the way it was meticulously flattened with the trees rising around it. 

Or perhaps the graveyard wasn’t unused at all. There was a very good possibility my student brethren were dead in the jail cells underneath this place.

I watched my step and zig-zagged around little lumps in the ground where I knew trap holes would be. I knew they would be there because I had helped dig them during my stay here.

My twitchy momentum caused Ornoth more frustration. He growled and kept on my ass but couldn’t quite reach me.

Then something big came into my peripheral—

And smacked into my side before I could dodge out of the way.

A black wing. 

I flew and rolled off to the side, glancing up at the Leatherwing approaching from my left and Ornoth from my right.

I crab-walked back until I found where I’d dropped my sword. 

Fear struck deep in my heart as the two monsters descended. This is it, I thought sadly. My luck has run out.

A green vine speared from the nearest trees twenty feet away and coiled around the Leatherwing’s feet, binding him and sending him sprawling forward.

I had to roll to get out of the way of his collapsing body.

Never mind. Luck hasn’t run out yet!

More vines joined, thick tendrils that pulled Ornoth up and kept him hacking.

I got to my feet and daintily stepped backward away from trapdoors. 

A gust of wind picked up around me, chilling me straight to the bone.

Then Desmona soared through the air of the tree line, entering the clearing with her arms raised like a goddess calling to Mother Nature for aid.

Leaves and twigs and boughs swirled around her in a shield of flora. 

Leatherwings jumped onto the clearing from the holes and the underground staircases. 

The sky abruptly swarmed with them.

Desmona floated through the sky with her own vines, like Poison Ivy about to do some seriously cool shit. 

Sprouts of branches shot out of her body and palms. Vines snaked from her arms and javelins shot at the Leatherwings.

A branch impaled one of the monsters through the chest and pinned him against a tree trunk where he stayed aloft, head lolling.

All around, the forest came alive. It teemed with pollen and dust and leaves and magic. 

Ornoth had to clear his eyes of the muck before he could continue fighting. 

The dryad was amazing, but the deeper into the clearing she got, the further out from her forest dwelling she became—and further out from her power.

The soil trembled beneath my feet. Roots cracked through and moved to protect me in a shield.

Leatherwings bombarded Desmona, keeping her at bay.

A battle cry rang out and a sword flashed behind her, dislodging a Leatherwings’ head and sending it flying.

Jace Hudson was with her, the spirit’s consort moving like the wind itself. He met Ornoth head-on and they got into a vicious swordfight.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, I groaned. Hold on Jace!

I called to my guys in my mind.

No answer. I figured the fae mind-link had been broken during my journey through Ornoth’s portal.

There was no way three of us were going to take out a demon lord and over a dozen Leatherwings alone. Not when Desmona’s power was weakening the more she advanced away from her forest home.

She was putting all her energy into protecting me.

A Leatherwing smashed into my latticed vine barricade, jolting me with surprise. The vines crackled and groaned under its weight. Claws broke through.

Another monster joined the first. The shield became suffocating, vines bending in to stab at me.

I screamed and squeezed through an opening, forgoing the dangerous protection.

Ornoth’s hands shimmered dark red. Fire sprouted from his fingertips like lava, covering his blades in the stuff. This was not the bluish-orange, oxygenated fire of the human realm, but a cruel flame of the demon realm. 

Branches and boughs burned all around him. The tree limbs squealed through the night, and so did Desmona as her comrades sizzled before her eyes.

Jace moved to protect the dryad, keeping a handful of Leatherwings at bay with his expert swordsmanship. 

“Oh God, we’re gonna lose,” I said to no one. 

I had to do something. But I was so tired and frightened from everything going on around me.

I dug deep. I couldn’t watch my Wrist and my tree spirit ally die in front of me. 

I joined the melee, knowing I was on my last legs in terms of fighting. My breath came out labored and steaming in the cold night.

Then the tree line in the distance rustled in various spots. 

A familiar yell split the night, others right behind it.

My Glovemates appeared in the clearing like vengeful angels. Their weapons and magic brightened the sky and Leatherwings dropped from their attacks and harassing spells.

The clearing had become a full-on brawl. 

Sunny was to me first, putting a protective arm around my middle before stepping in front of me when two Leatherwings landed on the ground.

“You’ve done your duty, princess,” he said. “Now it’s our turn.”

His blade sliced and diced as he careened forward into the Leatherwings’ guard. Though strong enemies, physically, they were also much too slow to hit my lithe, wiry vampire mate.

Dax attacked in his black panther, hopping onto a Leatherwing’s front and ripping its throat out in a spray of blackened blood.

Venn and Quentin kept their spells coming, supporting their Glovemates before they all had joined my side.

On one knee, Jace shielded a tired Desmona, arm wrapped over her shoulders.

Some thirty feet away, Ornoth raised both his swords and ghostly shadow soldiers appeared in the nooks and crannies of the clearing. 

We were severely outnumbered, and the demon lord had a seemingly endless supply of minions.

We gauged wrong. We aren’t ready to take him on yet!

But when would we ever be ready? Fact was, this was our best opportunity. I started to get the sinking feeling we had squandered it.

My mates put everything they could into getting to him, but too many bad guys took up the space between us in the clearing. 

They kept having to retreat, until all five of us were panting and exhausted and Ornoth looked like he was just getting started.

“How the fuck do we beat him?” I spat through clenched teeth. “Fucker never gets tired!”

“We’ll find an opening,” Quentin said, hand to his chest. “We have to.”

He stepped forward from our group.

“Quen, what are you doing?!” I wailed as he ambled closer to the rows and rows of enemies. 

“Buying you some time.”

“To do what?” I screeched, throwing my arms up. “He’ll kill you!”

Quentin gave me a soft smile over his shoulder. “It has to be me, lass. Remember? I have to drive a wedge through his heart and crush it in my palm. It’s the only way. As his offspring.”

I hated the prophecy. Everything about it. I hated that Quentin was right.

Why did he have to be the one we sacrificed in order to win? Who made that rule?

Tears came to my eyes.

Were we really going to be defeated after coming this far and using all the tricks in the book?

Our tricks had come up short.

Ornoth parted his sea of demon goons and strode the field toward Quentin. He moved with a rictus grin plastered on his face, as if he knew this was it. 

He had come to make good on the promise of defeating us, and with my power sapped, all I could do was watch as Quentin headed for certain doom.
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Coralia

MY HEART THRUMMED IN my throat as silence fell over the bloody battlefield.

Quentin stood opposite Ornoth, only twenty feet separating the two. My Dreamwatcher held his chin high, shoulders squared, even though I knew he had to be freaking out inside. 

I clutched at my throat, almost unable to watch.

“Step aside, son,” Ornoth growled. 

“No.”

The demon cocked his head curiously. “You really think you can defeat me?”

“I am destined to kill you,” Quen replied. “So I have to try.”

“A fool’s errand.”

Quentin called upon his magic in a display I hadn’t seen before. Typically, he was a one-shot sort of guy, empowering his fist with a fireball or something. This time, the flames wreathed his head and coiled with shadowy tendrils. He looked like a demon in his final form.

He took a step toward Ornoth.

The demon did the same, closing the gap.

Then Ornoth stopped, confusing Quentin and forcing him to a stop as well. 

“Enough of this madness,” the demon muttered. “I can either kill you all to get what I want, or . . .” He lifted his hands up at either side, swords out. With a puff of smoke, Myria appeared next to him. “. . . I can just kill her.”

“Myria!” I cried, standing and wincing from my wounds. “Run!” 

Ornoth smirked. “No, girl, you’ll do no such thing.”

Myria bowed her head submissively. “Yes, Master.” Her face was a blank canvas. She wore a dark dress and looked like a gothic queen, but in the hands of her demonic overlord she was nothing but putty to be molded. 

I clenched a fist in front of me so hard my fingernails bit bloody crescents into my palm. 

She moved slowly and stepped directly in front of Ornoth.

He leveled a blade at her throat. The black steel bit into my sister’s supple neck, bright red blood beading. Yet she made no face of discomfort. She showed no emotion at all.

“Now then,” Ornoth said, sheathing his other sword and curling his hand over her shoulder. “Can we be finished with this song and dance?”

Quentin’s impressive magical display sputtered and died, like a male peacock that had been one-upped. He let out a groan, pitching forward a step. 

“What is it you want, demon?” he asked. 

“The stealer of souls, son. Isn’t it obvious?” 

Quentin looked over his shoulder at me. His eyes were wild with fear. 

At mention of me, Sunny, Dax, and Venn drew up to their feet. Sunny twirled his blade in front of him and stepped in front of me. Dax growled, showing his pointy teeth, slithering behind Sunny on his paws. Venn drew his sword and bent his knees in a fighter’s stance. 

My guys were barricading me from Ornoth.

As tired as they were from battling the demon king and his minions, they would not see me carted off so I could be brainwashed and destroyed like my sister.

Quentin gave a firm nod to the mates then faced Ornoth. “You’ll have to get through all of us first.”

“No!” I screamed, leaping forward.

Jace Hudson held me back.

Sunny faced me with the most apologetic expression I’d ever seen on his beautiful face. “I’m sorry, princess. We all are. But we can’t allow you to get in Ornoth’s hands. We simply can’t. You’re too important to us.”

“B-But . . . Myria . . .” Tears flooded my cheeks.

Sunny bowed his head. “I know. I hope you’ll forgive us some day.” 

He was willing to sacrifice my sister for me. They all were. And even with that sacrifice, there was no guarantee I would make it out alive. 

They might have been willing to do the hard thing and make the trade-off . . . but I wasn’t. 

Anger surged through me. A curtain of red fell over my eyes. I could see the vulnerable veins and sections of Ornoth’s body, bright and searing through vision that wasn’t my own. I could see them through a different plane—the Spectral Realm. 

I drew my sword. 

Ornoth snarled with a grin, tightening his grip on my sister’s shoulder and neck. “Ah, there she is. The demoness I knew you had inside you. This should be fun.”

His hand moved to slide the blade across Myria’s throat.

He jerked.

Blood sprayed all over my sister’s shoulders. 

Myria shrieked like a banshee. 

“NO!” I wailed, and all the fight exploded out of me like a bomb going off. 

I fell to my knees, eyes clenched and a great sob ripping through me.

An odd groan forced my head up. It was the creaking of tree branches swaying. The whistling of leaves in the night. 

Ornoth had a perplexed expression on his face. 

That’s when I noticed Myria’s neck was still in one piece. The blood covering her shoulders . . . wasn’t hers. 

A sharp point punctured through the hollow of Ornoth’s neck, appearing mere inches from Myria’s cheek. At first I thought it might have been a spear, but then it grew.

The point branched out, and within seconds there were six or seven of them sticking out of Ornoth haphazardly—out the side of his arm, his shoulder, his chest. Blood fell from the points in driblets. 

When the ominous groaning continued, I gasped, clutching at my neck from the grotesque sight.

Myria continued to scream like a banshee, her mind broken. She wailed to the heavens, but no one was listening. 

Ornoth’s eyes rolled up and the final point showed—a twig sprouting from the middle of his forehead like a tiny drill bit. Twin streams of blood trickled down the bridge of his nose.

The tense grating continued, reaching a breaking point. Growing. Blooming. 

Quentin dashed forward and tackled Myria to the ground without any concern for his safety. Like the rest of us, he could tell something was coming.

He rolled out of the way—

And the tree sprouted outward, exploding Ornoth in a visceral dismembering of blood and bone and brain matter. His arms and legs detached and flew in opposite directions. The blood spatter sprayed all over, showering everything within a ten-foot vicinity, including us.

All that remained was his head and torso.

Left in his place was a small, leafless tree, its strong little limbs fully intact, hanging the demon lord’s remains like a disgusting Christmas ornament.

And behind him?

Ardith. 

The young demonic tree spirit stared at us with her eerie black pools, unblinking. Her lips were in a thin line. 

Leatherwings squealed, taking flight, escaping the calamity before they could be next in the little girl’s path.

My breath caught as it all came to me.

Of course. Spirits fuck me, it wasn’t Quentin—it was Ardith all along. She was meant to kill him!  

Offspring of Ornoth. A “seed watered to despise.” 

Arrozul was talking about Desmona’s daughter.  

I couldn’t believe none of us had thought of or even considered it. We had all been so caught up in figuring out the puzzle, so arrogant in our ways of thinking, we hadn’t considered it was someone other than us. 

I slapped a palm to my forehead and started . . . laughing. Uncontrollably. Hysterically. 

My stupefied mates slowly turned to me.

Myria was still trying to scream her bloody head off, but Quentin had placed a hand over her mouth.

Wait. 

My laughter died on my lips. 

“Why isn’t Myria better?” I croaked. “Ornoth is dead.”

Ardith strode forward. Though she only came up to the stomachs of my mates, they all took a hesitant step back, toward me. 

I’d never seen the four grown men so scared in their lives—especially of a little girl. Albeit a little girl who had just picked apart a demon lord like he was a test dummy in a car crash.

When she stood five feet from me, Ardith’s eyes locked with mine.

“New growth,” she said, gesturing behind her to Ornoth’s hanging corpse. She spoke in the voice of, well, a little girl. “With death comes new life.”

Oh my God, she talks! And of course she sounds like a creepy fucking alien baby. When we spoke before in my head, her voice varied from calling me “Auntie Coralia” like a happy kid, to the voice of an ancient freaking goddess. 

And now this?

“W-What?” I croaked, heart slamming against my ribs.

“You told me that.”

My brow creased. I . . . Wait . . . I did. Or not me, but my Evil Self in the Spectral Realm. 

Ardith folded her tiny hands in front of her. “I see you, child of shadows. The blood of darkness moves through your veins like a cyclone, perhaps more so than any before you.” She tilted her head, sending a shiver down my spine. “Can one such as you find the light within?”

My throat constricted. I stood tall in front of her, steeling myself, preparing for the inevitable. 

“Yes, Ardith. I can.” My voice was raspy and brooding. “I am the Soul Bringer. I’ve been finding the light the whole time.”
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Coralia

I SUBMERGED MYSELF in the strange otherworld of the Spectral Realm.

Typically, it took me time to find the entrance to the ethereal plane. I had to go to the Shadow Realm first, then be thrown off my trajectory and Slip to fall into the Spectral Realm.

This time, it took nothing. I merely thought of it, opened my eyes, and was there. 

I stood alone in a valley—the same eerie valley I’d been to on multiple occasions. Mountains surrounded me. On one end of the valley was the rainbow exit. 

I figured I would never identify this place. I was fine with that. Maybe when I was older and more experienced as a planes-traveler. 

In front of me was the tree Ardith had planted inside of Ornoth. 

Ornoth was still dead, of course, and horribly dismembered and disfigured. 

I grimaced and walked in front of him.

A golden light glowed inside the demon’s rib cage. 

I reached in and took it, easily dislodging it and holding it in my arms. 

I knew whose spirit it was before I even started walking away from the demonic ornament. 

Small voices filtered in behind me. 

I furrowed my brow and turned around.

Other small, golden lights flooded out of Ornoth’s body in droves, flying toward me like a school of butterflies. 

The spirits of every person Ornoth had ever stolen. 

I wondered if Emma Argyle’s was in there somewhere.

Opening my arms, the lights coalesced inside me, disappearing in my chest. 

I felt nothing and everything—normal, but with a surge of life flickering behind my heart. 

If I was the Soul Bringer, and it was my duty to return the lost ones to their owners, then I had hit the jackpot. 

I wondered how long it would take to find the bodies of these poor spirits. 

With determination burgeoning inside me, I walked toward the rainbow exit. 

Yes, I can find the light within, Ardith.

Now, I am the light within.

* * *
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WHEN I RETURNED THE light to Myria’s body—replacing the golden soul inside her—her wailing stopped and she promptly fell unconscious.

I tried to wake her but nothing worked. 

Minutes later, as we all stood around my sister, I started to panic. “What if I fucked up?”

“You’ve never fucked up before, princess,” Sunny grumbled. “You can’t.”

“But what if I did?!” I yelled hysterically. “Oh my God.”

“Let’s get back to the Academy,” Quentin said, and we all agreed. “Perhaps we can find help there.”

Yes, I thought, picking up what he was putting down. Perhaps we can.

“We can’t leave yet,” Venn said. He pointed at the ground. “There are students trapped under our feet in the cells, remember?”

Jace marched forward with Desmona. “We will uncover them and break them out. I promise you that. Go make sure Myria is safe.”

I hugged my former Wrist and gave Desmona a hesitant nod. She had her hands protectively over Ardith’s shoulders now. The two mysterious women sort of freaked me out.

When we returned to Shadowblade Academy, it was like an invasion had never happened at all.

The shadowy Entomites that had been killed had fizzled into nothing when they died. Perhaps to return to their realm.

A few students had died, but our combined armies had pushed back the enemy threat. A passing student told us the bad guys had all fled at once less than an hour before. 

Right when Ornoth died, no doubt.

I walked cradling Myria, her knees and neck bent over my forearms. She felt light and lifeless, malnourished. Weak in my grasp.

I couldn’t stop the tears from coming.

I’ve finally rescued my sister, and I might be too late.

Students and soldiers parted the way as I made my way up the hills toward the command center of Eva Avery. The headmistress gaped when she saw us.

“Ornoth is dead,” I announced, sniffling, “but Myria won’t wake up.”

Dawn Rose pushed through a line of cadets and appeared before me. With a creased brow, she swiped her sweaty chocolate hair behind her ears. “She is in a magically-induced coma, Miss Hargrave. Similar to what happens to a person when they are recovering from a Turned infection.”

“Is—Is there any way we can break her out of it? I already returned her soul. I did what I was supposed to do!”

My voice cracked and I was on the verge of losing it.

Dawn’s soothing hand fell on my shoulder. “We can try something, Coralia. You and I. Together.”

I tilted my head. “What?”

“We are the Absolver and the . . . Soul Bringer, was it? Together, I’m sure we can figure something out.”

* * *
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DAWN ROSE SUBMERGED herself inside my sister’s head. When she returned to her body from doing her mindseering, she said she had cleared the “cobwebs of her mind.” 

“What do I do?” I asked. 

“You already did what you needed to. You returned her soul. Now all you can do is be by her side when she wakes up. She might be confused. She might not be fixed, even. Be prepared for anything.”

I gulped and nodded. “Thank you, Dawn.”

I hurried Myria to the infirmary. I didn’t want her to wake up surrounded by strange faces. I wanted her to wake up next to faces she recognized.

To that end, my Glovemates followed me.

She was already coming to when I bashed in the doors of the hospital and rushed her to an empty gurney. Wails and groans of other patients—ones who had been injured in the fighting—rang out, so I wheeled the gurney away from the loudest part of the building.

When we were alone in a room, I took a seat on a bench with a heavy sigh. 

I watched over her for half an hour, until Myria opened her eyes. She looked confused. 

“Cora?” she said.

I launched at her and put my head on her shoulder, weeping. “Oh my God. It’s really you, Myri. You have no idea—no idea how long I’ve been waiting to hear you say my name.”

“What . . . happened, sis? Why are my Glovemates all around you like a bunch of creepy uncles? Fuck”—she jolted, but I pushed her shoulders down to keep her resting—“what are you doing here?! You’re not supposed to be at Shadowblade Academy!”

I laughed through my tears. The guys joined me.

“Oh Myri, are you in for the fucking shock of your life . . .”

* * *
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NO SOONER HAD I RELAYED the entire tale to my sister than Headmistress Avery arrived in the infirmary. Dawn Rose marched in behind her. They stared in through the window of the room, neither of them smiling, even though they both saw Myria wide awake.

Uh oh, I thought. What’s this about?

“I’ll be right back, sis.” 

I got up from my seat with a sigh and headed outside.

“Coralia, we need to talk,” Eva said. 

Dawn bowed her head.

My eyes swiveled between them. “What’s going on? You two are acting funny. I just finally got my sister back and we defeated the demon horde. We freaking won. Isn’t this cause for celebration?”

“Not . . . entirely.” 

My head tilted. 

Eva let out a long, breathy sigh. “Coralia . . . there’s the question of what we need to do about your sister.”

“What do you mean do about her?”

Eva’s frown grew pronounced. “She killed Alaric Cane.”

My eyes bulged. “That wasn’t her! She wasn’t in control of her mind!” With my heart fluttering, I added, “What makes that any different than what happened with me and Mya Todden?”

“Because hundreds of students saw what Myria did, Coralia. No one saw what happened with you and Mya. Spirits, some of us don’t even think you did it. Regardless, I’m afraid we can’t skate by on this one. That’s final. We can’t cause another uproar with the students. They won’t have it, and frankly, neither will I.”

My chin trembled. “S-So what’s to be done to her?” 

I peered in through the window at my smiling sister. She looked so small and weak from her time with Ornoth. But at least she was smiling, talking with her old Glovemates.

“Well, that’s why I brought Dawn Rose with me . . .”

I looked to the Absolver. 

She could barely meet my eye. “I’m sorry, Coralia. The headmistress is right.”

Eva reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. “Believe me, dear, it’s better than execution.”

* * *
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JUST AS SHE WAS FINALLY coming back to me, Myria was taken again. 

Or at least the Myria I knew. 

But maybe they’re right, I thought idly. Maybe this isn’t a punishment after all, and Myria needs this to happen so she can’t remember what happened. The atrocities she helped commit. 

All the trauma—how she was used and abused and became an agent of evil—can be washed away in one fell swoop.

The glorious possibilities of magic. 

Perhaps Eva and Dawn are doing her a kindness—giving her respite from the torture inside her heart, which is sure to come roaring to life some day. 

It might hurt me . . . but it might be best for my sister.

Dawn Rose could do more than just fix a Turned person’s mind. Her powers of absolution could also take, and that’s what she did—she took all of Myria’s powers, stripping her abilities away.

She turned my sister into a normie.

After that, Eva Avery cast a powerful fae glamour spell on Myri, making sure she would never remember anything that happened in this Academy or beyond it. 

My sister was then expelled for murdering Headmaster Alaric Cane in cold blood, and exiled from the Academy.

It could have been worse, as Eva had said. 

It was still a bittersweet thing. Even more so because it was my own sister—the girl I had originally come here to try and find and save.

My mother wasn’t heartbroken about it. She was just happy to have her little girl back—supernatural badass or otherwise.

Nora took Myria to the Crust, and they moved in together so my mom could take care of her. 

The excuse she gave Myria for her headaches and memory loss? A bad car crash that put her in a coma for the past two-plus years. 

It would have been insulting if the truth of Myria’s life hadn’t been so much more horrible and ludicrous.

In the end, I was exposed to a harsh reality:

Soul Bringer or not, I couldn’t save everyone.
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Epilogue
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Coralia

THE PARTY AT SHADOWBLADE Academy went on for a week straight. Almost everyone skipped their classes. 

We were safe again. We had thwarted evil.

The entire thing had brought everyone closer. 

Seelie fae and Briarwitch Academy were now closely aligned with our school. The one thing Alaric Cane had never been able to do—bridge the differences between the magical folk—had been done by defeating the evil Ornoth and his ilk.

Within six months, I was finished with the Academy.

I had my guys and we all graduated together. None of us had to take a stupid final exam or anything like that.

Our final had been ridding the world of a power-hungry demon lord.

I didn’t have any big plans after Shadowblade Academy or knew where I was going to go. 

As long as I had my mates, it didn’t really matter.

Sunny, Dax, Quentin, and Venn weren’t going to stray from my side for a second. I had them for good, whether I liked it or not.

It was a good thing then that I liked it oh so much.

I loved each of them in their own way.

Sunny, my ornery, frustrating vampire mate. He had taken the longest to get along with, but he came through in the end. And by God was I going to have fun riding that smarmy bastard off into the sunset.

Quentin, my Dreamwatcher. Almost related to me, which would have sucked. Son of my mother’s best friend and lover. Now my lover, and perhaps the bravest of my guys.

Dax, the panther shifter. He was in no hurry to claim his throne as chieftain of Waichee Village. He passed the reins to Topo and Darok, so they could allow a village of inclusion and peacefulness to flourish. He said it was high time the Kilmeade name came to an end in regards to leading the shifter folk in the Appalachian rainforest.

Venn, my dear Unseelie fae. The biggest conundrum of my guys, considering his Unseelie brethren were complete assholes and had exiled him from his own realm and put a bounty on his head. If only they knew how compassionate and loving he really was. 

My boys brought me cinnamon pancakes on our last day. We gorged ourselves in my dorm room, then fucked like rabbits while Charli was away finishing up with some friends. 

By the time my bestie arrived, my guys had all headed to their dorm rooms to pack up. 

Charli asked, “Where will you go, bestie?”

I shrugged easily. All the tension had been fucked out of my shoulders, and I felt boneless and content. “No idea, babe. Maybe I’ll try to find all the bodies of the lost souls I’m in possession of—pull a Dawn Rose and travel the world trying to save people.” I snorted at the idea. “You?”

She beamed. “I’m going to go looking for Arrozul’s wandering spirit.”

“‘Atta girl.” I gave her shoulder a soft squeeze and winked. “You’ll find him. I just know it.”

She blushed. “Thanks, Cor Cor.” Kicking her feet in the carpet, she asked, “Will I ever see you again?”

Tears brimmed in her eyes.

I hugged her tight, snapping her head back with the force of it. It was only payback for all the times she’d done the same with her otherworldly bear-hugs.

“Of course you will,” I said, kissing the top of her head. “Don’t ever think otherwise. If you need me, just come calling. You’ll be able to find me . . . if I don’t find you first.”

I pulled her away, wiped her wet cheeks, and she sniffled and smiled. 

“Okay. Thanks. I love you, Coralia.”

“I love you too, Charli. Now go out and find that hunky demon cat shifter familiar son of a bitch.”

* * *
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WHATEVER I WAS GOING to do, first I needed to take a pitstop. I told my guys it wouldn’t take long, but I needed to do it alone.

I left Shadowblade Academy and headed to the Crust near New Orleans. 

It was a dreary afternoon when I arrived, rain slashing through the wind, filling the gutters with leaves and mud and water. 

First I checked on Myria and my mom. 

It had been half a year since I’d seen them, but they were both tickled pink to see me. 

Nora was happier than I’d ever seen her. She greeted me with a hug, which was the first time I could ever remember that happening. She was also happy because she’d recently filed a divorce from my shitty stepdad, Frank Gipson.

Myria was still recovering from her “coma” from the “car crash,” but was making huge steps. She had no brain damage, so that was good. She had also started graduate school to get a Master’s in Psychology.

Oh boy. She’s in for a doozy if the repressed thoughts Dawn Rose got rid of ever rear their ugly head.

True to what I’d been told, it was clear she had no recollection of Shadowblade Academy or what had happened there. She was just an enthusiastic, normal early-twenty-something with her whole life in front of her.

In some ways, I envied her. Ignorance was bliss . . . especially when you were a murderer with a conscience that weighed as much as the Titanic. 

I wasn’t only a murderer these days, but I was also a certified supernatural assassin. Pretty badass, but also a questionable vocation at best. 

I hoped with Ornoth and Vornal gone, I would never have to use my credentials.

It would be a much nicer life trying to help people rather than kill them.

But what had Ardith said? That the blood of darkness flowed through my veins?

So, yeah, fat chance of that happening.

* * *
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WHEN I LEFT MOM AND Myria’s home in the Crust, I shed a couple tears for the loss of the sister I knew, and then headed for my last stop. 

The ramshackle shotgun cottage looked much the same as when I’d left many moons ago.  

Except someone had painted the exterior from vomit yellow to less-vomity sky blue. 

I flattened my pants and shirt and walked up the three steps to get to the front door. 

Then I knocked.

Marlow Thompson answered. My old roommate. 

Her jaw dropped when she opened the screen door.

“I thought you were dead.” Her voice fell. 

“I’m so sorry, Marlow,” I started in. “I never meant for things to happen like that. I know you must have a busy life now—”

“Yeah, with new roommates, too. Someone’s gotta help me pay rent, Cor. The hell happened to you?”

She stood in the doorway like an iron walll, barring my path with her hip pumped out. Her blue-and-turquoise hair was the same color I remembered. Some of it matched the paint job of the walls outside. 

I bowed my head and said nothing for a moment. I deserved all her animosity and more. 

Yes, I had been kidnapped, technically, but I never made an effort to come see her. Yes, it was against Academy rules to do that, but I broke the rules plenty. It was no excuse.

I said as much. “I have no excuse, Mar. I just wanted to apologize in person. I’ll let you get back to your life.” I started off the steps.

A hand gripped my arm. “Well, wait a fucking minute now.” She broke into a cheery smile—the same one I remembered. “Don’t be a freaking stranger, Cor. I haven’t seen you in years! Get your ass in here and tell me all about the adventures you’ve been on. I mean, you look good!”

I gave her a huge smile and followed her inside. 

My head darted around—to the kitchen where she used to cook and shake her ass to Alexa we had set up; down the hall where my rickety room used to be. 

“Still have a boy—I mean, ever find yourself a guy?” 

I almost slipped, letting her know I’d broken in once before to check on her. Oops. 

She flapped a hand at me and sat down at the tiny kitchen table we used to have dinners on. “Dated that dumbass Brad for a few months. Broke it off pretty quick. I’m still flying solo, Cor. How about you?”

I sat down across from her and let out a chuckle. “Um, well . . .”

“Oh my God, you found a beau. Is that why you’ve been M.I.A. all this time?”

I shook my head. “Sort of.” 

“And what about Madam du Mond’s weird-ass Exorcism prophecy on your twenty-first? Remember that? Ever figure that one out, or were we both dosed like I thought we were?”

I snorted. “Girl, I have no idea.” I recalled the strange words Madam du Mond had told us . . . for all of twenty seconds. Then I shoved the thoughts aside, shaking my head.

I could have studied that silly prophecy for a semester and wouldn’t have been any closer to figuring it out. I’m sure if I really tried, I could have picked out some instances where it overlapped my own life. Some vague metaphors, perhaps. 

But Madam du Mond was no demon. I still wasn’t convinced she wasn’t just a two-bit con artist, so it really didn’t matter.

When I thought of Arrozul’s prophecy regarding Quentin—or Ardith, really—I gave Marlow a big shrug. “Prophecies can’t be trusted, far as I’m concerned.”

She threw her head back and laughed. “You can say that again.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “Now then. You’re being awfully coy, and that’s not the Coralia Hargrave I remember. My life has been boring as shit, but it sounds like yours hasn’t. So spill the damn tea.”

I leaned forward to join her in conspiring. “Girl, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

She smiled. “Try me.”

Her eyes flared like living fire. 

Like a demon’s.  

~
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THE END

~
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Thank you for reading my Shadowblade Academy series! I truly hope you enjoyed it. And who knows—maybe Coralia and her gang will make some surprise appearances in the future! ;)

~
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I want to thank all my fans and readers. You make writing these books possible.

~
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If you haven’t gotten a chance, retrace your steps with my first reverse harem PNR academy series, “Briarwitch Academy,” to learn all about Dawn Rose and her rowdy cast of friends and lovers:

Check out the series right here!

~
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Then read about Levia Sunfall and her steamy dragon shifter mates:

Take a look at Dragon Shifter Dominion here!

~
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If you’re into absurdly spicy dark fantasy retellings, check out my reverse harem take on King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table with my:

Camelot Untold series!

~
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Join my newsletter for updates on new releases, promos, and free goodies!

~
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And finally, if you enjoyed this book and would consider leaving a review on Amazon, I’d be forever grateful!


About the Author

––––––––
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KC KINGMAKER LIVES in San Diego and has been writing and reading fantasy and romance for years. 

Briarwitch Academy was KC’s first foray into paranormal romance, trying to bridge the genres to make something steamy, funny, mysterious, action-packed, and most of all, fun!

Dragon Shifter Dominion came after, trying to meld that same steaminess with traditional fantasy, to create a romantic fantasy explosion! 

Shadowblade Academy, KC’s third series, is technically a spin-off of Briarwitch Academy, though it can be read as a standalone series. It has just as much intrigue and mystery and steam as the others, but things get a bit darker...

Camelot Untold, KC’s fourth series, is a deep, dark dive into the rich lore of Arthurian legends. It’s reverse harem fantasy romance. 
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