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      “For thine God is a jealous god…”

      Wanting to roll my eyes at the pious statement, which was the precursor to an endless lecture on why one of the six-year-olds, a boy called Elliot, had to stop running down the hallway of the small schoolhouse where I helped out, I controlled the urge and used his perfidy to slip away from Sister Mary. While I wanted nothing more than to run as Elliot had, I managed to contain myself.

      As I usually did.

      Life in the New Order was surprisingly easy if one contained oneself, but that wasn’t why I did it. Avoiding punishments, lectures, and beatings was enough for most people to toe the line, but not me.

      I had more to hide than most.

      More sins than anyone could even begin to imagine.

      The small schoolhouse was unnaturally dark thanks to the low ceilings, and as my soft-soled leather slippers slid against the worn wooden floor, I felt as though the white-washed walls were closing in on me. My heart began to pound and my lungs burned as though I weren’t getting enough oxygen inside them as the need to get out of the too-small space overcame me.

      Though I tried to contain my panic, some days, it just wasn’t possible. Not when I felt like my mind was about to burst open like an overripe pomegranate.

      As I burst through the gable-roofed overhang and out onto the low veranda, the door slammed closed behind me. I jerked in surprise at the overloud noise, then winced as it had the shutters on the windows either side of the door fluttering as the force ricocheted their way.

      Quickly peering around, I noticed I was alone, and, thanking God for small mercies, I took a second to calm myself down. Now I was outside with the heavy canopies of the trees sheltering me from the heat of the day, I could breathe a little easier. My lungs stopped burning and I regained the calm I used to control my moods.

      I called them that because I didn’t know what else to call them.

      If anyone else knew, even my mother and father, they’d call them demons. Would say I was possessed, and perhaps I was. Perhaps that was why I was plagued with these terrors that assailed my body and soul, leaving me with no option other than to hide within the flock of Father Bryan’s sheep.

      If I followed each order, stuck to each rule, embracing them more than anyone else ever had, I could control my moods. I could find shelter in a place where I was most in danger.

      It was only noon, and I was still needed in the school, but the Sisters knew I was prone to sickness and would forgive me of my need to return home.

      Though it was a sin to lie, I used my frail disposition as a means of hiding when the moods overtook me. Unfortunately, it was getting harder and harder to hide them, and I knew the Sisters would tell one of the Brothers soon. I’d be monitored more than ever if that happened.

      My illnesses didn’t require medical attention, however, and they knew that, so I doubted I’d be in any danger. Children who needed hospitals and doctors rarely lasted long on the compound. Not because sickness took them either. No, their deaths plagued another’s soul. But in the grand hypocrisy that was life here, that was permitted.

      Nothing could endanger the New Order, after all.

      Not even a sickly baby.

      And as much as the death of an innocent disturbed me, I couldn’t loathe being here anymore than I already did.

      Every day, I endured, every day, I struggled.

      In my case, however, because no medicine was required for my ‘illness,’ and a nap restored my good humor, I was allowed certain freedoms that the Sisters knew and accepted. If I disappeared at lunch, they knew I’d be back before the end of the day to help out and to assist after school too. I prayed, daily, that my willingness to help would be enough to keep me safe.

      A shaky breath escaped me the second I saw someone up ahead in the distance. It was close to lunch bell so most were busy at work. I didn’t need anyone catching me scurrying home so I swiftly hustled my way along the stretch of gravel path that connected each property on the compound.

      Four dozen cabins were contained here, each tiny, consisting of no more than four rooms apiece. They were made of roughly hewn logs, the roofs gabled, with no real adornment. Three new cabins were usually constructed each year, and in the distance, I could hear the men hammering nails into the sheets of the new roofs on the cabins that were under construction.

      Thankful I wouldn’t pass that area, I scurried past the communal halls where we cooked, ate, and gathered on an evening. These were clapboard, painted white, with bright green shutters that had little cutouts that reminded me of a flower. These halls clustered around a church with a steeple.

      The black pitch of the roof looked like it sucked up all the light it was so dark, so well-tended. I sometimes thought the community bribed the birds not to mess on there, as if that was even possible. Still, I wouldn’t have put it past them. The men who tended the roof were prouder of that then their own children, and the sin of pride was allowed when it came down to the church. Irony of ironies—not that anyone seemed to appreciate it.

      As I glanced over the white walls of our house of worship, they gleamed in the low sun, so bright it hurt my eyes, and it was a relief to walk away from them and onward to the back of the compound where my cabin was located.

      Moving down the path had chunks of gravel biting at the soft soles of my slippers, and as my pace quickened, the white skirt of my gown flapped against my legs. The wind picked up, forcing my brown cape higher so that it soared behind me. While a nuisance, it made me feel like I was flying, and on some days, that might have been a welcome respite, but today? It was anything but.

      The sensation was freeing, but it was exactly what I wasn’t. I wasn’t free. There was no freedom anywhere on the compound.

      Though I wanted to raise my arms and let the wind cling to me, let it cool down my overheated body that was still wrestling with the panic I’d felt at being enclosed in the small schoolroom, I didn’t. Couldn’t. If I did, and someone saw me, it would be noted. Everything was noted down that was out of the ordinary, and I couldn’t afford to be anything other than a dark stain amid the shadows.

      The reminder was exactly what I needed. I didn’t have the luxury of freedom. My brain clicked into gear, making maintaining my blank face easy. Since I’d learned to shield everything—my thoughts and feelings—from ever showing in my expression, I had become a blank canvas by choice.

      Two months to go.

      The four words were a prayer of my own.

      Two months until I’m eighteen.

      Until I could leave this place. Until I was free.

      I wanted to shudder but didn’t. There was no relief to be found just yet.

      The gravel crunched under my feet, but I tilted my head back as a sunbeam drenched me in its warmth. After the sharp cold from the wind, it was a delicious sensation that made me want to curl up like a cat in a ball.

      “If that isn’t the prettiest picture I’ve seen in a long time.”

      The words had disgust whispering through me, and though I swiftly tipped my chin forward to stare at the man whose interest was becoming unavoidable, I allowed one emotion to bleed through my expression.

      Embarrassment.

      I knew Father Bryan would take that for chastity, for humility, for self-deprecating shyness in the face of a man of his stature’s interest.

      I allowed myself to catch and be held by his gaze for a second, but I quickly ducked my head and dipped into a curtsey. It meant my glance grazed over his light blue shirt which bulged against his belly, his pants too, with only the belt keeping things proper. I forced my eyes lower, flinching away from the sight of the leather belt that had whipped me far too many times for me to count, and studied his matching black leather shoes.

      “Thank you, Father,” I murmured softly, keeping my voice low-pitched. Today was not a good day to talk. I wasn’t sure why, but certain days, when I spoke, the words or the pitch did something to men around me. It was unnerving to find myself the center of their attention when I did my best to blend into the background.

      To my left, I could see Sister Josephine peering at me through her cabin window. I didn’t like Sister Josephine. She was Father Bryan’s latest wife, and our dislike was mutual. She would often glower at me when she saw me around the compound.

      I knew that if she ever became aware that I was unusual, even to a small degree, she’d make me pay for the break in my control.

      A whipping wouldn’t be the result, however. If they knew the true extent of my situation, they’d bestow the ultimate punishment upon me.

      Death.

      I didn’t even have it in me to tremble as I ignored Father Bryan’s wife, and focused on the man himself. His wrinkled skin was loose about his face as he studied me like I studied the roast chicken on my plate at dinner time—with hunger.

      But his variance of hunger? It had my stomach churning.

      “You’re welcome, child.” He called me that, but I knew he was thinking the same thing I had been a few moments before—two months to go.

      Father Bryan liked me. I knew because he complimented me often, and though my parents were low in the compound’s ranking, these past two years, since I’d blossomed from teenager to woman, he’d taken to speaking with them, dealing with them more frequently. They’d gone from pews at the back of the church to the middle, and everyone knew what that meant.

      Most might think me simple because I remained quiet, demure. But I wasn’t. I was no fool.

      He wanted me.

      I was to be wife number seven.

      “May I serve you in any way?” I asked quietly, trying to contain my voice once more.

      “No, child. But, are you well?” I believed he was the reason my need for naps was accepted, so I knew what he was asking.

      “Yes, Father. I just need to rest a little.”

      He tutted, then reached forward to cup my cheek. I wanted to flinch but didn’t as, with his thumb, he rocked my head backward. The movement dislodged the stiff headdress that covered my dark brown hair, allowing a thick clump of rich, chestnut locks to be whipped away in the breeze.

      All the while, Sister Josephine was watching, her gaze making the tiny hairs at the back of my neck stand on edge.

      He reached up and tucked those wayward strands of mink hair behind my ear, and the tender skin reacted to his touch in a way that had me forcing an unnatural stillness to my expression.

      If he sensed my revulsion, that was it.

      My life was over.

      I must have succeeded in hiding my disquiet because his thumb carried on tracing over my jawline, tilting me this way and that until I was looking at him square in the eye. There was a heat in his gaze that belonged in no religious text I’d ever come across, and in this place, there was only one that counted.

      Still, Father was the head of our people. I knew my mother would slap me if another man touched me like this, if another man looked at me this way, but it was Father Bryan, therefore I should be proud to hold his attention.

      Especially if it meant they’d be seated closer to the altar upon our marriage.

      Feeling sick to my stomach, I stared back at him, aware that the blush on my cheeks was blooming brighter than ever. How I’d even come to his attention, I had no idea.

      “We must pray together, child,” Father Bryan said gently. “Would you like that?”

      Did I look like a fool?

      “To pray with you would be an honor,” I rasped out the lie.

      “I will arrange it with your parents. Prayer and God’s will shall ease your suffering, child.”

      “I’m not suffering, Father,” I quickly told him, not wanting him to think I needed a doctor. “I just need to rest before I overdo things.”

      “There are ways of building your stamina.” He licked his lips. “In time, I will teach you these things.”

      Things of the flesh.

      “I’d be—” The words sounded flatter than I’d liked so instead, I gushed, “Honored.”

      His smile made my skin crawl like a million ants were scurrying down my limbs. “I’m sure you would be. Now, run along. Get some rest. The Sisters informed me of your fatigue, and I wished to see for myself that all was well.”

      To make sure I wasn’t defective.

      Even though he wanted me, I’d never survive the day if he viewed me as a threat.

      I dipped another curtsey, and although I wanted to flee, I didn’t. I kept a regular pace as I stepped further down the path, processing the fact that the Sisters had already spoken of my continuing need for naps with a Brother who had informed the Father himself.

      This time, I felt like my heart was about to beat out of my chest in panic. My skin felt flushed and dizziness hit me, but even as I contained the terror that filled me, I knew on the outside I looked normal. Sister Margaret smiled kindly at me as I passed her on the gravel path. Brother Jacob nodded at me, as did Brothers James and John.

      They were all I saw though, and I was thankful for it.

      With our low status, my cabin was far from the central properties on the compound. But with each step, I felt as though I was heading deeper into the spider’s web, and that was my home—but it was most certainly not my haven.

      I was trapped here, stuck until my eighteenth birthday. That was the only day I’d be allowed off the compound to sign on for something the Father called Welfare, before I was returned here, and would live and die here.

      That was my only chance to escape.

      The terror I lived with was a constant companion, wrapping me so tightly in its confines that I felt its chill like an embrace, until, that is, I was about a hundred yards from my house.

      That was when I heard it.

      The voice.

      The trees on either side of the compound whistled in the air, but the voice seemed to entwine with the wind itself, forming a kind of poetry I’d never encountered before. The branches swayed as they danced, making me wish I could move with them, lose myself to that timeless beat.

      I stepped closer to the house, knowing that was where the voice came from. I needed to hear more. To be nearer to it.

      What on earth was it? Who among my family had a voice like that?

      A visitor?

      Unheard of, but still, I’d have recognized anyone who spoke this way.

      The cabin was small, constructed out of the same roughly hewn logs that every other cabin was built of. The trees in the forest that surrounded our home not only sheltered us from the outside world, the inclement heat of summer, but were also our source of fire in winter, and the material with which we made our homes. Three planed planks were forged together with wrought iron hinges, beside it there was a window that peered out onto the arterial gravel path. It had a roof that leaked no matter how hard my father worked to stop it. There were four rooms—a washroom and three sleeping rooms. One for my parents, one for my sister and I before she’d wed, and the latter for my brother before he’d moved to his own as well.

      When Father Bryan and I eventually married, my parents would move to a smaller cabin to give a larger family in need of the space this home. That was another reason they were eager for the nuptials. If they could have forced me to wed our leader now, I was under no doubt that they would have because the roof was my father’s nemesis—one that always beat him.

      “Eve is a special child, is she not?”

      Though I was too far away to be able to hear the words, I still caught them. It was like the wind brought them to me. Like whoever was speaking wanted me to hear.

      “A very special child. We’re very proud of her.” That was my father. He did sound proud, ironically enough, but there was something strange about his tone.

      Did he sound dazed? My brow puckered, even as I hurried my pace, scurrying closer to catch every word. I didn’t want to miss anything this person had to say, not when my whole body responded to the visitor’s voice like a physical caress.

      “I have an opportunity for Eve. A chance for you to be even prouder of her. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      With every step I took, I heard the nuances in the voice. I already knew it was a woman, but more than that, I heard the lilt to the words. The cadence. A melody. She made her conversation a song, a song that I could dissect.

      Understand.

      “Pride is a sin,” my mother whispered, also sounding strange.

      Normally, she’d have barked the words, but this time it was soft. Gentle. Like when she was falling asleep while she knitted on the settle and mumbled something under her breath.

      My mother was the antithesis of gentle. She was harsh, quick to anger. She’d slap me if I mentioned pride, but here she was, the comment sleepily tripping from her lips as though…

      It hit me then that the voice was lulling them to sleep.

      How was that even possible?

      You couldn’t talk someone to sleep, even if Father Bryan tried to every day from his pulpit. I couldn’t be the only one fighting boredom throughout his sermons, could I?

      “There are so many delicious ways to sin, though, aren’t there?” purred the woman. The stranger. My body responded to her remark like she’d hugged me. It sent the tiny hairs upon my body surging upward in reaction.

      “The Devil will dance on our graves,” my mother muttered.

      “Hardly,” came the voice. “There is no need to fear Eve’s sinning. She is a good girl, and I wish to make her a better one. The Academy will teach her things that you’re unable to. She will learn how to take control of herself, how to become the woman she ought to be. Don’t you want that for your daughter?”

      “Going…to…be…Father… Bryan’s…wife.”

      I flinched at that. My father said it so matter-of-factly, even if he did sound like Brother Matthew had before he’d been punished for drinking the wine we used for sacrament.

      I’d known that the New Order’s leader had his eyes on me, but having it reaffirmed made me long for my eighteenth birthday all the more. The time for burying my head under the blankets while I burrowed in bed was long gone. Those who should protect me were willing to sell me to the wolves. I’d heard it with my own ears.

      Thus far, no arrangements had been spoken of. But in this place, words weren’t the only language that was understood.

      The fact that Father Bryan was allowed to touch me, to speak with me on his own? Those two facts had made me realize what was happening without my parents having to utter a word. Hearing a verbal confirmation had me shuddering in reaction, my body’s visceral response to my disgust, as I faced what he was saying.

      My family wanted me to marry a seventy-eight-year-old man all so that our status would improve.

      Bottom lip quivering and eyes pricking with tears, I strained to hear the rest of the conversation. This Academy the stranger had mentioned… I had no idea what she was talking about, but it sounded a thousand times better than being Father Bryan’s wife, but more importantly, it promised me a chance to escape before my eighteenth birthday.

      “Oh, my dear, no. Why waste her as a wife? She will be far more powerful on her own.” A laugh sounded then. “No, no. You must agree to relinquish her to my care. She will be well looked after, I can assure you. Her safety and her future are guaranteed with me.”

      What a bizarre guarantee.

      I hovered outside the cabin, unsure whether I wished to go in or not. The woman was doing something to my parents; she was promising something—freedom—that I’d been waiting for since my eleventh birthday when I’d begun to change. But her voice… What she could do with it…

      I couldn’t trust that, could I?

      A face appeared in the window of the cabin. The woman stared at me, and I realized she hadn’t been speaking to my parents, but to me all along. There was no surprise on her beautiful features, her porcelain skin held no heat from embarrassment, and her eyes showed no mercy or pity.

      It was then I realized she’d made me feel revulsion. She’d taken what was there, my inherent distaste for Father Bryan, the knowledge that deep down my parents would sell me to the old man as a means of bettering their lives, and had shoved power into it. My revulsion morphed with my desperation, making me feel panicked. My heart was speeding once more, loading me with the urgency I felt, the sheer need to be away from this place. These people.

      People who were supposed to love me but were willing to sell me for a new cabin and a pew closer to the pulpit at church.

      The woman’s gaze was fixed on my frozen self as she said, “The school will help her in ways the compound simply cannot. Her control will not last forever. She must decide which she will become.”

      My bottom lip trembled.

      My control had to last forever, because if it didn’t, if I let the moods overtake me…

      Dear God, that couldn’t happen.

      Not when there were days when I craved blood. When there were others where my skin felt so tight I could burst through it. The days, like today, where I felt a kindred spirit with the stranger when my own voice changed, and could suddenly make men stare at me as though I was some kind of treasure, a gift they wanted to unwrap. There were more. Eight distinct moods. Each one more disturbing than the last. And this woman was telling me that the control I had honed to contain these moods wasn’t going to last forever?

      The stranger shook her head as though she could read my mind. This time, there was pity, but it was merciless. She wanted my fear, had cultivated it, and she would continue to use my emotions against me until I did as she wanted.

      Escape the New Order.

      My mouth worked as words surged to the surface and tumbled back as she urged, her voice a song that did nothing to me, but had my parents snoring behind her on the settle, “Come with me.”

      I knew what true terror felt like. It was with me all the time, after all. But that was nothing compared to now.

      I was scared. Not of the woman. Not of her promises. But of myself. Of what I could do.

      Of what she was because I was her too.

      Though my lips quivered as I stared at the woman, I nodded.

      There was no alternative.
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      “Welcome to Atlantis.”

      The addition of Merinda’s snort after her comment told me she was joking even though, as I looked at the building that was the sole structure on the island, I wondered if this truly was the legendary place—a legend that had even managed to filter its way to me in the backwater compound I’d been raised in.

      It would make sense.

      It was where we truly belonged, or so Merinda had assured me yesterday. Where our true selves were revealed and where we could spring forth like we’d been reborn into a whole new world. Of course, that didn’t mean the old one had perished. We’d never be fully accepted, not like we would be on this island, but it was somewhere we could at least blend in without everyone thinking we were crazy.

      Having believed myself possessed for the last six years, my relief was gargantuan at learning I wasn’t insane. The revelation that I wasn’t human, on the other hand, had come as a rather large surprise.

      “You’re not going to freak out on me again, are you?”

      I frowned at Merinda’s choice of words—she spoke so oddly and so quickly that I sometimes found it hard to understand her. “This is a lot to take in,” I replied after a few seconds.

      Merinda was five-foot-nine, and dressed in clothes that made me wonder how she’d managed to make it onto the compound at all—a black leather mini skirt, a red bustier, and shoes she’d called high heels that I had no idea how she walked in.

      Had any of the Brothers seen her, they’d have called her Jezebel, all while looking at her the way they looked at me on those days when my voice had them circling me like a vulture would a fallen animal in the wilderness.

      Lust.

      I knew what it was, even if no one had ever outright said it to me.

      Merinda was lust walking. Each step she took, the way she moved her head, every inch of her screamed it. Although I’d been programmed to believe that she was a Jezebel, I didn’t judge her for it. How could I when I had eight different beings living inside me? Just as she had at my age. Just as every minor here did too.

      I wasn’t alone.

      That was the most winsome factor about being here.

      There were others like me.

      Others that were lost and had been found, just like me.

      “It might be a lot to take in,” Merinda retorted, “but it’s all good news, isn’t it? You’re not crazy. You don’t have schizophrenia, and in a few years’ time, when you’ve decided what you are, you won’t be stuck on that compound popping out babies for all those old perverts.” She shuddered in revulsion, and I couldn’t blame her.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I whispered, “Father Bryan won’t ever be able to touch me, will he?”

      Her eyes softened as she shook her head, her fiery auburn hair dancing around her shoulders, as wild as her spirit. “Never,” she assured me gently, and her tone was all the reassurance I needed.

      In the short time I’d known her, I’d come to learn that Merinda was tough as nails. She wasn’t very sympathetic when I cried, instead she told me to suck it up—I had no idea how to do that, and she’d rolled her eyes at me and told me to check out something called ‘Urban Dictionary’ when I received my phone.

      I had no idea what that was either, no idea how a dictionary could be urban nor how it would teach me how to suck it up, but she said that all the kids spoke like her, and I’d soon learn how to talk like a person from the twenty-first century and not the eighteen hundreds if I checked out that website.

      Most of the things she said confused me if I were being honest, but I knew better than to reveal that, lest she think I was stupid. If I was stupid, maybe she wouldn’t bring me here, and after we’d escaped the compound when she’d lulled the almost four hundred-strong congregation to sleep with a song that had made me cry with its beauty, there was no way I was about to return to a life of misery and drudgery.

      I’d had faith that God would help me, and He had. Just not how Father Bryan had preached He would.

      “Come on, Eve,” Merinda snapped, when I lingered just outside the gates, feeling small as I stared up at the twenty-foot plus tall fencing. “We have to get you inducted. You’re already two years behind.”

      “What damage will five minutes of dawdling do then?” I snapped, goaded when she spoke to me like it was my fault I was late. It wasn’t. I’d been busy trying to survive the New Order, and if I could have arrived here two years ago, I sure as goodness would have!

      She cocked a brow and folded her arms across her chest. “The virgin sacrifice has fangs?” She laughed at her own joke, and I wasn’t even sure why. “They’re going to eat you alive in there if you don’t grow a pair.”

      “A pair of what?” I asked, annoyed enough to scowl at her and stupidly reveal, “Why do you talk like that? I don’t understand half of what you say.”

      She huffed. “Look, we haven’t all been tucked away in a sect since birth.” Her impatience showed as she began to tap her toe against the ground. “It doesn’t matter anyway. The second you walk through the gates, things will change for you. You’ll be among your true people.”

      And there was the concern. True people? I terrified myself with my moods, so to be around a lot of people like me? That was hardly reassuring.

      Everything about these past two days was terrifying in truth.

      I’d had to climb into a contraption called a car, which had been in the non-urban dictionary I’d memorized when I was barely five, but my imagination and reality hadn’t collided. This particular car moved at horrendous speeds. The faster it went, the louder Merinda had hollered out her glee, whereas I’d clutched at the chair, praying God wasn’t about to smote me for escaping the compound.

      After three hours of non-stop driving, we’d arrived at a field. The field was innocuous enough, except for another contraption. It was larger than the car and it was shaped like a tube. Merinda informed me it was called a plane.

      I’d never seen one before, but had allowed myself to be hustled into the cabin. When we’d taken off and soared like a bird in the sky; I had fainted. I hadn’t known it was possible to do something like that.

      The next time I’d awoken, I’d been fed something called a burger, and the fries that went with that meal made my stomach rumble eagerly at the thought of having some more soon. We’d been on board for hours, crossing the Atlantic Ocean until we came to an island called Paradisus Peccatorum—Caelum for short.

      Such an abbreviation made no sense to me, but Merinda called it Caelum more than she did the other wordy name, so I was going to call it that too even if Paradisus Peccatorum ran along the banner above the gates I was peering up at.

      As we’d begun to land, I looked out the window of the plane, and I’d seen there was only the one building here, and that it took up the entirety of the island.

      It was a hodgepodge of different buildings that were all joined together. There were many different roofs in hundreds of colors, making it appear like an overlarge patchwork quilt from the sky. It was surrounded by barren land that intermittently housed tracts of vegetation before giving way to fields of black rock, but what enchanted me the most was the ocean. The way the waves tore into the cliffs as we approached was of endless fascination to me. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen the sea, but it had never looked like that where the compound was.

      After traveling for many hours here, we’d landed on a long track of land that had been covered in something the color of gravel but was more tightly packed. I’d tried to bounce on it, but there was no give beneath my feet. Merinda assured me it was something called asphalt and that was what the roads we’d driven on yesterday were made of too.

      It was a short walk from where we’d landed to the gates of the Academy, and as I stared at the building Merinda assured me housed my future, I knew I had little alternative but to step through them. I hadn’t come all this way to stand outside, after all.

      The building up ahead was made up of a gray brick that had been weathered to a dull black over the years. There were many windows, each with a stone monster guarding it. The door was large, had a sharp arch formed from stone, and appeared carved with more of the monsters that decorated the building on its many corners. The monsters were like stone guards, and the thought had unease whispering through me.

      Could they see us?

      I’d have said no until two days ago, but now? I wasn’t sure. This world was not what I’d known it to be.

      Seeming to have lost patience with my dithering, Merinda released another huff then she grabbed my arm. I tensed, waiting for her to drag me across the aperture, but she didn’t.

      “Remember what I told you,” she mumbled. “Just let it happen. Don’t fight it.”

      I’d heard my mother tell my sister that before her wedding ceremony to Brother Adam, who was approaching his fifty-second year. Merinda’s words didn’t inspire me with confidence, but I allowed her to drag me across because I wasn’t sure if I had the courage to do so myself.

      With a shudder, I felt it the second I stepped from one side of the gates to the other.

      Though I’d only taken a single step forward, it felt like I’d been dragged a mile. The wind seemed to fling me into its embrace, mixing with water that tried to overwhelm me. I felt like I was being tossed around like the apples in the bucket we’d dive into at the harvest festival. Juggled around in a vat of water, gasping for air, with no solid ground beneath my feet even though I’d moved barely a foot in front of me.

      “Don’t fight it!”

      I heard Merinda’s words, and although everything inside me told me to struggle, to not allow myself to be hauled under the tidal wave that appeared before me and me alone, one that felt like it was drowning my soul, I knew that I had to listen or I might not survive. I needed, I realized, to have faith in her.

      She’d taken me away from the people who would hurt me when they came to learn what I truly was.

      She’d brought me somewhere I would be safe and could learn better control.

      She’d gone to great lengths for me to find the community of people who would become my true family, not one who’d sell me off to a man older than my grandfather just so their rank at the compound would improve.

      I had to trust her.

      The second I stopped struggling, the wind and the water let go of me. My personal storm disappeared, but the earth beneath my feet seemed to tug at me, drawing me down even as flames emerged around me in a tight circle. They licked at my skin, burning hotter and hotter while I sunk deeper and deeper into the earth.

      I looked up, desperate to see the sky, but saw nothing but the flames. A gasp escaped me, and I knew I was struggling once more. I forced myself to calm down, to stop fighting, and the second I did, the flames engulfed me, but they didn’t hurt. The ground stopped trying to swallow me, and I was tossed out of whatever it was that had held me and released back into Merinda’s dubious care.

      She smirked at me when I caught her eyes, but there was a flicker of something deep inside her gaze that belied her next words, “Not too bad, was it?”

      Not too bad?

      Dear Lord.

      Gaping at her, I rasped, “You mean there’s more to come?”

      “Now that you’ve passed, there is.” She shrugged. “Don’t worry, you’ll like the rest. You put up a fight then, kiddo. I’m surprised. You keep up that kind of fight then this place won’t swallow you whole.”

      Even as I wondered what she’d seen, what I’d done when the battle I’d just engaged in had to be in my mind since I saw no remnants of the destructive force, I realized something.

      “We’re not speaking English anymore.”

      That had her head tilting to the side. “How do you know that?”

      I frowned at her. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      She licked her lips, and more surprise bubbled to the surface before she cast a look at the building beyond. “We speak in tongues here.”

      My eyes widened at that. “Like the Apostles?”

      That had her snorting. “No. Not like them. Like us. It’s what we call our language. What just happened to you…” She motioned at the gates. “It changes us. Let’s us speak our true language.”

      I gnawed on my cheek for a second. “I am a demon, aren’t I?”

      “Sometimes you will be,” she teased. “When the mood strikes.”

      Dear Lord.

      “Now, come on. I want to dump you with your class.” She huffed. “Recruiting cramps my style. I’ve got shit to do.”

      I had no idea what she meant but I was getting used to that.

      As we stepped toward the front door, it opened and a man appeared. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and covered in drawings. I stared at him, wondering what the drawings were. Were they permanent? I gaped at the image of a skull covered in flowers with a snake protruding from the eye sockets and wondered why he’d want that on his body.

      When he caught me looking, he smirked. “They’re called tattoos.” Then he cut Merinda a glance. “You weren’t kidding.”

      She grumbled, “When do I kid around? She belongs on the Mayflower. She doesn’t know what anything is or what anything means.”

      That had the man frowning. “Is she slow?”

      “No, just backward,” Merinda retorted with another grumble. “But she’s smart and advanced. She helped me sing.”

      I had?

      My eyes widened because that was news to me.

      “How many did you knock out?”

      “A couple of hundred.”

      “Three hundred and sixty-four to be precise,” I told them both softly.

      The man whistled. “New record for you, Merry.”

      “Hardly. She helped. A lot.” Merinda shook her head, and something shifted in her voice again. “A lot, Damon.”

      His eyes darkened with something I couldn’t discern. “That’s unusual.”

      “She’s seventeen.”

      Damon grunted, but whatever had darkened his eyes lessened, and with it, my chest stopped feeling like it was seizing up. Had he been angry with me? What had that look been in his eyes? I’d borne the brunt of rage before, but it had never been like that. His eyes had…

      No. They couldn’t have glowed red beneath the dark brown, could they?

      “We’re a few years late,” he commented, breaking my train of thought and making me blink as I saw his eyes were normal again.

      “Yeah. But she has good control. No one knew. Everyone I spoke to had no idea what she is.”

      “Fuck, really?”

      “Really.” Merry’s tone turned grim as though that was a bad thing when it was the only reason I was still breathing. “We can’t dump her in the first year. She’s too advanced. Second or third year would be best for PT, with her picking up the slack from the other classes with tutoring. No regular classes until she’s up to speed. I’ll help out. She might be a Lorelei with that voice of hers. I’m the closest to her age with a similar power level so that would help her.”

      Damon’s brows rose as he leaned against the door. I couldn’t help but notice the play of his muscles under the white shirt he wore, and his legs were thick like tree trunks in the smart pants that covered his lower body. With his muscles, the drawings, and the spiky hair on his head, he was like no other male I’d ever seen in my life.

      His words were droll, however, when he teased, “You’re willing to help someone other than yourself? How novel, Merry.”

      Merry squinted at him then she raised her hand, lowered her index, ring, and pinkie to leave her middle finger standing. I stared at it, wondering why Damon snorted at the sight. When he shot me another look, and read my confusion, he shook his head. “She’s an innocent.”

      “They’re going to eat you alive, kiddo,” Merry noted again. She’d already given me that warning four times so far this past hour.

      It was growing wearisome.

      “I don’t think I’d be very tasty,” was all I said.

      In a world where people could eat things like those fries I’d had, I doubted anyone would eat someone as boring as me. Alive or not.

      Even though it was evidently a threat, I knew I was in no danger, so I wasn’t sure why she kept saying it. But it wasn’t like I could do anything anyway.

      Merinda had called the New Order a cult and had explained what that meant. What a cult truly was. Caelum, with its promise of truth, couldn’t be as dangerous as what I considered ‘home,’ could it?

      “Was that a joke?” Merry asked, nudging me in the side with her elbow. “Good for you, kid.” Then, to Damon, she inquired, “You going to let me in, or are we going to stand out here all day?”

      The muscles in his arm bunched as he straightened up and stopped leaning into the doorway, saying, “Nicholas will want to see her.”

      “Of course. I knew that. Not my first rodeo, dude,” she grumbled, grabbing my arm again and dragging me down a foyer that had me gaping at the myriad items in the space.

      There were hundreds of chairs lining the walls, and above them were thousands of paintings that soared toward the ceiling, which was at least twenty feet above me and made of glass—another patchwork quilt of color that I wanted to see the sun shining through. Along the walls, there were more colors to be found in the dozens of paintings adorning them. There were images that belonged in nightmares, then others of handsome men and beautiful women who were obviously important to the Academy’s history.

      We moved down another corridor that was intermittently decorated with clothes made of metal. They stood there like silent warriors, somehow different than the stone monsters on the edifice itself. A different kind of watcher. But, as I studied the metal suits, I wondered if people wore these once? Goodness, talk about uncomfortable.

      I wasn’t sure if someone was inside the outfits, but they were scary as well as old. Some had horns and others had carvings engraved into the metal that made their chest plates look like dancing flames.

      Merinda didn’t let me pause to discover the joys of each new room, instead she dragged me through more of them, tens of them, until we finally reached one that was paneled in a dark wood, had a large circular rug on the ground in a color that reminded me of cherries, and was topped with a table that had a vase of the most beautiful flowers adorning it.

      I wanted to reach out to touch the petals, but Merry apparently didn’t have time for that. She headed toward the set of over wide double doors, rapped on it, and then headed inside without waiting for an invitation.

      Back home, she’d have been slapped for just going in, but the man on the other side of the desk didn’t appear agitated at her appearance. If anything, he just sighed and placed a thin box on the desk.

      “I was in the middle of a call,” he groused.

      “Nicholas, I want you to meet Eve.”

      Merry cut me an expectant look and unsure of what to do, I dipped down into a curtsey. She grabbed me and dragged me up again—she had a habit of doing that. I knew I’d have bruises on my arms later. “I didn’t mean to greet him like he was royalty,” she complained. “You really need to stop doing that, kiddo.”

      “Oh.” I blinked at her. “What did you want me to do then?”

      “Say hello?” She rolled her eyes.

      Clearing my throat, I shot the older man a wary smile. “Hello.”

      Merry grunted, but Nicholas cocked a brow at me and I felt him scan my body. It wasn’t like Father Bryan’s stare, though, so I only stiffened up for a second. “What are you wearing?” he asked, surprising me with the question.

      “They were all wearing that.” Merry’s tone was back to being grim. “It was as we expected.”

      He sighed then pinched the bridge of his nose. “We were lucky to get the intel on her before it was too late.”

      “She’s seventeen, Nick.”

      “Shit.”

      Why did they keep saying that like it was a bad thing?

      I’d prayed for my eighteenth year for so long, and the way they made it sound, seventeen was the worst year imaginable.

      Even though I wanted to ask, I didn’t. Interrupting my Elders was worthy of a slap, and I didn’t fancy being on the end of Merry’s true temper.

      “She’s strong too.” Merry left me hovering in the doorway and headed to one of the two chairs in front of the desk. She slumped into it, then when I remained standing, shot me a glower. “Come on then. Sit down.”

      I followed her impatient orders, perching on the edge of the seat, and tucking one foot behind my other ankle. Resting my hands on my lap, I sat as straight as I could.

      At home, I would have lowered my gaze also, but I was too curious about what was happening. The way I sat drew both Merry and Nicholas’s attention, making me wish I could sit like Merry—her back touched the armchair and she’d crossed her legs in a way that made her already short skirt ride up. I’d seen Nicholas’s eyes drop there too, and wondered if the skirt was for her or for him.

      Perhaps men in general.

      How strange.

      Damon had looked at Merry’s legs as well, whereas at the compound, we all wore long dresses that hid our more intimate selves from sight.

      “She has to learn how to live in the real world in more ways than one,” Merinda told him sadly, as though the way I was sitting was something to pity. As though I wasn’t even in the room.

      In the short time I’d come to know her, I was used to being confused, so I just let it wash over me, focusing instead on Nicholas. To be dragged to this office, which was beyond grand with furniture so richly opulent, I felt as though I was in some kind of den of inequity, I recognized that he had to be powerful.

      The luster on the desk alone was like silk, and if I peered into the grain, I knew I’d see my reflection. In contrast to the grim cabin where I’d lived all my life, the desk alone spoke of untold luxuries.

      Even though I’d told myself I’d be quiet, the desk, this room, and the air of wealth in this place had curiosity prompting me to ask, “Are you the equivalent of Father Bryan?”

      “Yeah, Nick, are you like that old pervert?”

      Nicholas grunted at Merinda’s amusement. “In the sense that I am the head of the Academy, yes. I’m the leader.”

      “Will I have to marry you?”

      Merry chuckled at that, but Nicholas’s eyes turned stormy. “No. Marriage isn’t required to be instructed here.”

      That had me relaxing and my smile deepened with relief.

      “I know Merinda has told you the basics, but now that you’re here I wish to explain your situation more.”

      “I’m grateful for that. I don’t really understand everything Merinda says.”

      “That’s because she talks like Jane Austen,” the woman complained.

      I had no idea who Jane Austen was. “If you say so.”

      Nicholas’s lips curved before he flattened them into a thin line. It was interesting how the move hardened his face.

      He was older, in his forties, I thought, and even as I wondered what relationship Merry had with him to be so at ease in his presence, he began to explain, “Most of the children who come here are already at a disadvantage. But it’s different than your situation. You are of this world but also not of this world. Everyone speaks like Merry. It’s the common vernacular. We’re not formal, and although we have rules we have to follow, you won’t be beaten if you break them.

      “You won’t be married off at eighteen. You won’t be confined to your room or to this island once you’re of age. You’re here for your safety, and while I’m certain Father Bryan told you something similar, that the outside of your compound was filled with dangers, you’re here by choice. You know that you’re different, and those things that make you different are why you need to be here.”

      Because he was right about what Father Bryan said, I believed him more. “I’m here by choice,” I told him softly. “I need help. Merinda says I have great control but that it won’t last forever.”

      “It won’t.” His jaw clenched. “You need help, and we’re here for that.”

      “What disadvantages do other children have who come here?” I questioned, ashamed that I felt relief to know they were strange too.

      “They believe they have something called schizophrenia.”

      “What is that?”

      “It’s a mental disorder.”

      Merry clucked her tongue in disgust. “Until we’re eleven, we’re pretty normal. Then it hits us. All of a sudden, we start acting out and hearing voices in our head. Making decisions becomes hard. We experience blackouts. If we were sociable before, we become unsociable. It’s like a switch. One day we’re normal, the next, we’re not.”

      Because I remembered those times clearly—the memories were enough to make me want to scurry away and hide—I understood. “Schizophrenia is bad?”

      Nicholas hesitated. “Not bad, but it’s a disorder. Most don’t understand it, and some even fear it. It can cloud people’s opinions of you.” Hello judgment, my old friend, I thought sadly. “Children with the disorder take medication—it’s a substance that helps heal us, or in this instance, makes us appear more normal—and for a time, it works on us until it just stops.

      “We don’t have schizophrenia, we just appear to have it. That isn’t to say it doesn’t exist. It does. But in humans. We’re not like them.

      “After a while, the meds that lulled us into some semblance of normality, do nothing more than exacerbate what they were supposed to control. That’s when our parents truly begin to fear us.” He reached up and tugged at his bottom lip, and I knew that even though this had all happened to him a long time ago, the memories were as fresh as if it had happened yesterday. “The voices in our head, Eve, aren’t just hallucinations, they’re souls.”

      My eyes widened at that. “Souls?” I rasped, my voice breaking as I recalled the New Order’s teachings.

      His smile was lopsided. “Not like the ones you know of. There are seven of them inside us, Eve. Until we are twenty-one, those seven fight it out amongst themselves until a single, dominant one takes control. Until that happens, we teach and guide you. Help your souls discern which is the strongest so that you can fulfill your true potential.”

      Mouth gaping, I stared at Merry, and when she nodded, the gesture one of encouragement, I swallowed and shut my mouth. They didn’t bombard me with more words, just allowed me to come to terms with everything he’d said. When I didn’t feel like I was about to go insane, I whispered, “So, the things I hear—”

      “They’re real.”

      Along the journey, Merry had only told me that I wasn’t crazy, that I had nothing to fear, and that the Academy would help me get myself under control. She’d said nothing about souls. I think I’d have remembered that.

      “I’m surprised you’re not having a panic attack,” Merinda joked, her lips curving in a mocking smile. It infuriated me, but then I realized she was being blasé on purpose. There was concern in her eyes.

      As well as fear.

      I blinked at her, wondering why she’d be scared of me. Or was that for me? I wasn’t sure I’d ever know.

      Swallowing, I whispered, “Just let me catch my breath and I might.” Her fear tumbled away at my statement, and it was replaced with her apparent enjoyment of the situation. Annoyed again, I mumbled, “I at least like to be halfway entertaining.”

      Merinda’s grin didn’t surprise me even if her words did. “You’ve got fire. Maybe they won’t eat you alive.”

      Dear Lord. I refrained, barely, from rolling my eyes. Warning number five.

      My voice was husky as I directed my next question at Nicholas. “You said there are seven souls.”

      “There are. We have seven breeds.”

      “I-I would have said eight.”

      Nicholas cocked a brow, but he shook his head. “No. There are seven. If you experience eight, then it’s a repeat of one of the others.” He beamed a smile at me, and I could sense his relief even if I didn’t understand it myself. “That’s your dominant soul. It’s not a surprise. You’re old enough for one to be stronger than the others. Even if it’s only a little.”

      Reaching up to rub my temple, I asked, “The aim here is to have a dominant soul, correct?”

      “Yes. We must all have one dominant soul by the time we hit twenty-one.”

      There was a warning in his words, a warning in his expression too if I were being honest. The handsome man who wore an outfit that appeared tailored to his frame had exuded power before, but now? It seemed to pollute the air around me.

      “And that’s normal? There aren’t people who have, say, two?” I argued.

      He shook his head, and for the first time, Merinda appeared serious, and she too shook her head.

      “No. One. If there is not one, singular dominant soul, you won’t be allowed to leave the Academy.” Before my heart could start to race, he murmured, “It would be far too dangerous for the humans.”

      Though I understood his meaning, I wasn’t a fool. All my life, I’d been reading between the lines to save myself from a worse fate in the compound. I’d known that if the barest hint of my condition had slipped into the congregation’s awareness, they’d have worked up ways to ‘free me’ from my situation. Like little Sister Jessica who’d been in a prayer circle and had been bitten by a rattlesnake to purge her of her evil ways.

      The only purging that had happened had been the soil in the cemetery where she’d been buried after an agonizing passing.

      Though the promise of death was a whisper at the compound, here, it was an all-out roar.

      I could see it in both Nicholas and Merinda’s faces.

      The only trouble was—and I wasn’t about to highlight this salient point considering they were wrong—perhaps they had seven souls, but I didn’t.

      I had eight.
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      “Who’s the new girl?”

      “You saw her too?” Nestor asked, shooting Eren a glance.

      “How could I not?” he countered drily. “She was impossible not to hear.”

      I winced because he wasn’t wrong. The girl had screamed as though she was being torn apart. “I’m sure it didn’t hurt as badly when I walked through the gates.”

      Nestor shrugged. “We each experience something different. You know that, Stefan.”

      “True.” I sank down onto the cool tiles, appreciating the chilling effect against my body. Even though we were cold-blooded by nature, we often ran hot depending on our activities, say if we worked out, for example. Pretty much like humans except our base temperature would have most doctors running for the hills.

      Our core temps weren’t the only things that would have most people running scared. Screams weren’t unusual here, so that made it stranger when I thought about why the girl’s hoarse cries put me so on edge. I knew, point blank, I’d be hearing them for a long time to come in my dreams, and after my childhood, nothing had the potential to haunt my sleep.

      At least, it shouldn’t have.

      “She’s late to enroll,” Eren pointed out, his dark black brows furrowing as he rubbed his calf muscle where Nestor had kicked his feet out from under him fifteen minutes ago.

      She was a semester late, and normally the instructors didn’t bring anyone in past the first two weeks.

      “She must be special,” I murmured softly.

      “Stefan, we’re all special.” Eren’s lips twitched. “Haven’t you figured that out by now?”

      He wasn’t wrong, nor was he right. Most of us had been considered ‘special needs’ until we arrived here, then when we’d crossed through those gates, which had that girl screaming like she was being tortured, it had been similar to being reborn.

      Even thinking of that day had the power to bring tears to my eyes. Tears of gratitude and relief.

      I loved my country, but the way they treated orphans was no laughing matter. And sick orphans? Who required money from the state to care for them? I’d seen more horrors in the so-called state homes than I ever had in my time at Caelum.

      Back home in Romania, I’d been a kicking post. Something to laugh at, something for the younger children to fear.

      Here? I was one of many. One of four hundred pupils, in fact. Each of us were the same yet different.

      We’d been gathered from across the world to be here, and I’d never felt that privilege more than when I’d seen that girl earlier.

      She’d been dressed in something that looked like it was from the Handmaid’s Tale. A white dress that dropped down to her ankles, swirling around black boots that were scuffed but highly polished. The dress billowed out on her frame, as did the dark brown cape that had covered her from her shoulders down to her thighs. She wore a kind of headdress that reminded me of something a nurse might have worn back in the First World War. It kept her hair from her face, and there was netting at the back to contain her bun.

      It made me wonder where she came from.

      I’d come in rags. I’d worn dirty jeans with big holes in them and ragged cuffs that had threads dragging under my bare feet. My shirt had been threadbare and filthy. My coat was thick wool, but it was two sizes too small for me and had pinched under my armpits. Not that I’d cared though. It had sheltered me from the bitter winter back home.

      Living on the streets in Ploiești hadn’t been easy, but it had been a damn sight more pleasant than staying at the orphanage, which sometimes felt as cold as the streets anyway.

      Now, I wore thick workout shorts and had sneakers that not even the middle-class would wear back home. We had an allowance that we could spend on whatever we wanted, and I’d saved four months to get these sneakers. Because of where Caelum sat on the atlas, I was constantly warm. Had no fear of freezing to death, starving to death, or being beaten to death.

      This was, to all intents and purposes, the heaven it was labeled.

      As I stared down at the muscles on my body that had been skin and bone before, I murmured, “Do you think we should volunteer to show her around?”

      Nestor frowned, his brow creasing in surprise. “Why should we? They don’t want volunteers. You know the Enforcers show them everything.” Just as they had with us once upon a time.

      “I do, but she was… Well, those screams. She must be frightened. Maybe it would be nice to show her around from our perspective. The Enforcers don’t remember what it’s like to walk through those gates. They’re too old. But we’re not.”

      Eren jumped to his feet, and I knew I had him. “I’m game,” he stated, confirming what I already gathered—he was a sucker for the underdog.

      I nodded and rose too. With a sigh, Nestor stood and the three of us, dressed in our sweaty workout clothes, headed away from the gym where we’d been training and toward the administrative block.

      Caelum consisted of over three hundred smaller buildings that had been linked together over time through necessity and a need for space. The gymnasium was closer to the admin block simply because we worked out so much, and training had been important since the earliest days of the Academy. Without working out, there was no way to control the souls who’d overtake us at their whim, and no means of defending ourselves against those who wished to destroy us.

      No expense had been spared on Caelum. All creatures paid a tithe to fund the Academy, the only haven on this Earth that people like us had. I looked forward to the day when I could pay my dues. I was two years away from that privilege, but it would be my proudest moment when I could help fund the important work done here. The work that had saved my sanity and had saved thousands of other kids who had been just like me.

      Society’s rejects.

      As we walked out of the gym, I grabbed a towel and wiped off. We weren’t going to make the best of impressions, but impressions didn’t matter here. Not much. Whatever we’d had before Caelum, we no longer had now. We were on a level playing field for the first time in our lives.

      Of course, there were those who didn’t appreciate that, and on our way out of the gym, we faced three douche bags who liked to think they were better than us.

      Nestor, Eren, and I came from poorer countries. Living in the Academy was a blessing. Nestor was from Mexico, Eren from Turkey, and I was from Romania. Alexandre, from Brazil, was another of our friends and he too had come from a poor background.

      There were always dicks, though. Samuel, Reed, and Frazer were three of them. They’d been spawned by wealthy parents, and even though they were several years’ deep into the Academy program, they’d failed to realize that we were all equal here. My gaze drifted over them as we headed into the admin block where they were beating the shit out of each other in one of the boxing rings.

      It was difficult to say that I hated them. I didn’t. I didn’t care enough about them to hate them, but I thought they were pricks, and I had no problem telling them that when they got in my face. They were our natural opponents too, so that didn’t help.

      Those three and my quartet were always racing to beat each other. We thrived on competition here, and those three jerks were, although I hated to admit it, just as talented as us. As we were for them, they were the ones to beat.

      “Stop looking at them,” Nestor hissed, elbowing me in the side. He muffled the words with his towel, which he tossed into the laundry basket before we crossed the threshold, and moved from the bright atrium into the darker foyer.

      “Just checking out their form.”

      “You study them any harder and they’ll think you’re checking out their asses,” Eren joked, making me roll my eyes.

      Eren had been reared a Muslim. But, just like Nestor and me, we were no longer what we once were. Two years ago, he’d have prayed for my eternal soul at the prospect of me being gay, but it was no longer two years ago. And it was the same with Alexandre and Nestor who weren’t Catholic anymore. And though I’d been forced to take part in Orthodox services as a child, back in the orphanage where my mother had dumped me as a baby, any need to pretend to believe was no longer necessary.

      It didn’t matter if you were black, brown, white, or blue, believed in ten Gods or one, in Caelum, we were all equal.

      I’d remind Dre of that fact when he woke up after the ass-whooping Reed had given him an hour earlier, which probably wouldn’t be for a few days at least. Arrogant ass needed taking down a peg or two. He’d grown sloppy in the ring, sloppy enough for Reed to gain the advantage during their scheduled fight.

      Seeing Damon guarding the front entrance, I strolled over to him, aware my friends had my back. “Does the new girl need a guide?”

      Damon cocked a brow at me, then let his gaze drift over our group. “Where’s Alexandre?”

      “Knocked out.”

      He snorted. “In the sick bay?” When I nodded, his lips twisted. “Let me guess… Frazer.”

      “Close. Reed.”

      Damon laughed. “I told him to watch out for his right hook.”

      Eren joked, “I’m sure he’ll take you more seriously now.”

      Damon’s grin said, without words, that he’d help hammer the point home, and then he squinted at us as he asked, “Why are you asking about the girl?”

      “She suffered when she crossed through the portal.” I wasn’t sure why it bothered me, but it did. We all experienced something different when we stepped onto the Academy’s land, but the girl had sounded like she was in true pain.

      Damon shrugged. “It hits us all in unique ways.”

      “I know, but someone showing her around, someone who isn’t ancient,” I tacked on wryly, “might help her fit in. She’s already two months late for the year.”

      He studied me as though I were shit on his shoe—and I didn’t really blame him, Damon was a kickass Enforcer that had a rep as large as Caelum’s floor plan—but he dragged his cell from his back pocket and connected a call.

      “Three volunteers to guide Eve around. You want them to help out or not?” There was a pause, then he said, “Nestor, Eren, and Stefan.” Damon listened, his face blank, and then he dipped his chin. “Go to Nicholas’s office,” he directed when he cut the call.

      I shot him a smile that he didn’t reciprocate because he was studying me like I was a textbook he had to cram before finals. “Since when did you get nice?” he questioned, as I went to turn on my heel with my friends at my back.

      I shot him a smirk. “I’ve always been nice.”

      He shook his head. “You keep telling yourself that, Stefan.”

      “Don’t worry. I will.” I grinned at him then started down the foyer.

      “She must be more fucked up than we thought,” Eren stated, once we were far enough away from Damon that he wouldn’t hear.

      “Why?”

      “Because they want help.”

      “Hardly help, Eren. We’re only showing her around the place.”

      Eren shrugged. “Mark my words.”

      “There’s nothing to mark.” I huffed out my irritation as I picked up my pace and started to jog. The five-minute walk to Nicholas, the principal’s office, took less than a minute at our speed. Although my heart had begun beating heavily, heavy for us and heavy for a human were two separate matters.

      To a human, I had a resting heartbeat, but to us, that was fast.

      I knocked on the double doors to the office, wishing now that we’d gone back to our rooms for shirts. Not that it would matter that much since we were always in a state of undress from training. But I knew the girl would be taken aback to see our half-naked forms, and that bothered me even if she’d adapt after a few weeks here.

      Just from watching her cross the gates, I knew she was sheltered. That was a given. Her clothes alone told me she wouldn’t be used to seeing men half-dressed. In fact, now that I thought about it, I regretted not getting a shirt even more because sheltered might be an understatement. The shit she wore was like something from a movie set.

      “Come in.”

      Nicholas’s eyes were on me, not the others, as we stepped into the room. The second the girl saw us, she gasped, and I drew my attention from the headmaster to her. Her cheeks were bright red, and I could see the glassiness in her eyes as she took us in, and then in an instant, she whipped her head around to face Nicholas as though we weren’t just naked but were fucking right in front of her.

      Christ, where had she been all her life where that was her response to seeing a man’s chest?

      That innocence did something to me. I couldn’t say what, just that it put me on edge and soothed me at the same time. The discordant emotions made my voice hoarse as I stated, “We thought we could show Eve around the school.”

      Merinda cocked a brow at us, but there was a wicked grin on her face—not that it was abnormal. She was a Lorelei after all. They were almost as bad as Succubi. Every inch of her was made for seduction, but it didn’t hit me as hard as it would Eren and Nestor. I wasn’t certain which soul of mine was dominant yet, but I had a feeling it would be an Incubus. Either that or a Lorelei. All told, I’d prefer the Incubus. Feeding through sex sounded very pleasant.

      No man would ever complain about that.

      Nicholas bowed his head at my words. “That’s very kind of you.” To the girl, he said, “Eve, there is plenty more that we must discuss, however, I think it would be better for you to get some rest and return to my office in the morning.” Then, as he uttered our names, he pointed at us so she knew who was whom: “What you see when Nestor, Eren, and Stefan show you around… you must not fear. You are safe here. Safer than you have ever been.”

      I saw no fear on her face that said she was scared or fretful about what Caelum represented. It made me think that she wasn’t scared, but there was a faintly mocking curl to her lips that told me she didn’t believe him.

      The prospect perplexed me. Nicholas wasn’t an enemy, nor was he a liar. This entire place ran as smoothly as it did because of him, because of his dedication to our people.

      “Stefan,” Nicholas addressed me, “she’s in block A. Lori will give you her key. Eve, you will have clothes in there. You should change. Your current outfit won’t help you fit in, nor will you be able to work out in it.”

      She frowned. “Work out?”

      Merinda sighed. “He means train.”

      “Train for what?”

      I cut Nestor a look that had him shrugging—he didn’t know if she was slow either.

      A tut came from Merinda. “The souls fight a lot,” she explained. “To control them, we must engage in physical activity.”

      Her words, or lack of them, told me we were keeping some things on the down low. That wasn’t entirely unexpected. Eve would already be dealing with a shitload of information. Any more and I wouldn’t blame her for tapping out.

      Merry’s words prompted Eve to say, “I understand. I’ve seen the men at the compound run and lift heavy things to build up their muscles.” Her cheeks were bright pink as her eyes caught mine before quickly flashing over my form. “They didn’t look like them though,” she choked out, and fuck, it made me want to preen.

      I felt Eren and Nestor straighten up at my side, and knew they’d caught the look in her eyes too—desire, embarrassment, and shame all swirled into one cocktail that had her blossoming brighter than a red rose.

      “Well, they wouldn’t. Not only were those scumbags not a creature, but it takes a variety of things to look like the boys do.” I winced at that word. ‘Boys.’ I was nineteen, hardly a boy, but to someone like Merinda, I was a baby.

      “What’s a scumbag?” Eve asked.

      “Old bastards who marry lots of young girls and make them pregnant, then keep them trapped on a compound because it’s God’s will, then beat them for daring to think or be anything other than their slave.”

      Eve jerked back at Merinda’s bitter statement, which served two purposes. Answering Eve, but also confirming my belief that she’d been in a cult or something. That outfit alone was Cult 101.

      “I can’t argue with that,” Eve replied softly, but her hands were taut as she pulled at the skirt of her dress.

      “No, you can’t,” Merinda retorted, but her voice was gentler now. She was angry at wherever Eve had been living, but not at the girl. “What you learned when you were there, Eve, it was all wrong. And I’d say that even if you weren’t a creature. You’re one of us, yes, but those other girls and women on the compound… they shouldn’t be there. The New Order is a bad place.”

      Eve’s chin jerked up. “I know.”

      Nicholas shook his head. “I’m not sure you do. You’ve been indoctrinated, Eve. That will take some time to break.”

      “I’m not sure what indoctrination means in this sense,” Eve admitted, “but I know I’ve been taught certain things that have become a habit, but habits can be broken, can’t they?”

      “Yes, they can,” Nicholas told her, his voice oozing sympathy.

      “I-I’m not like some of the girls. They believe every word Father Bryan said. I didn’t want to marry him, but I would have because there was no point in fighting it. Some of his wives cried in happiness when he chose them. I wouldn’t have done that. I’d have endured.” Her smile was tight. “I’m good at that.”

      “You’ve had to be. Your control is remarkable,” Merinda praised, surprising me because Merry didn’t seem to like anyone, and she was a bitch, more likely to give out shade than a compliment.

      Eve’s brow puckered slightly, but she murmured, “Thank you.”

      I cleared my throat. “What year will she be in?” Girls started here at fourteen, and there was no way she was fourteen. Even underneath the shroud, I could see her tits, and they belonged to a woman, not some snot-nosed teenager.

      “Junior year.”

      The three of us blew out surprised breaths, yet I was the one who sputtered, “But—”

      “But nothing. She’s seventeen. She needs to be among her peers.” Merinda’s look was cutting. “You have a problem with that, boys?”

      I almost winced at the insult. “No. Of course not. I was… we were just surprised.”

      “Well, take your surprise elsewhere,” she chided sharply, her words like knives. To Eve, she murmured, “Try to settle in today. You won’t start lessons until the day after tomorrow.”

      Eve didn’t reply; she just looked at Nicholas who nodded at her in encouragement. Like that was all she needed, she got to her feet and took a hesitant step toward us before she started to lower herself to the ground. Merinda was there in a second, her hand grabbing Eve’s and jerking her upright. “You curtsey to no man now, Eve,” she bit off, her anger wasn’t aimed at Eve, I knew, but once more at the compound the girl had left behind.

      Eve jolted at Merry’s rough touch, but she simply nodded. “If you say so, Merinda.”

      “I do,” the older woman grated out. “I do.”

      I wasn’t sure why I did it, wasn’t sure what made me think she’d even want my touch, but when I held out my hand for her, Eve shot me a surprised look and she slipped her fingers into mine.

      The second she did, I felt the bolt of power that was our connection deep inside me, and I knew from her startled exhalation that she experienced it too. Only, she didn’t know what the hell had just happened between us.

      I felt everyone’s eyes on us, but I wasn’t certain if they recognized what had happened or if they were waiting on Eve’s reaction to holding hands with another of her kind. It didn’t matter if Nestor or Eren figured it out, but Nicholas and Merinda would keep us apart until we were twenty-one if they realized what I just had.

      Eve was my mate.
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      The warmth that unfurled inside me was like nothing I’d ever experienced. It was the exact opposite of what I’d endured when I’d walked through the gates. There, I’d been tossed around in a whirlwind inside my head. Here, I was drawn like a magnet to this boy who stared at me with eyes that were the brightest blue, and I was certain no gemstone could begin to compete.

      He was beautiful. That I’d seen from the start. As were the boys with him. They couldn’t have been more different, though. Stefan was pale like me, but he had a golden tinge to his skin that came from working outside in the sun. He had a sharp jaw, a Roman nose, and lips that made me wonder what they would feel like against mine.

      “Eve?”

      Nicholas’s voice was easily pushed aside as I felt the mood stir to life inside me, but then I realized it wasn’t a mood, but what he had claimed to be a soul. I wondered if that was why my response to the stranger was so intense—the soul was reacting to the touch of a male of its kind for the first time in forever.

      I wasn’t clueless enough to misunderstand that the souls would respond differently to women and men.

      Merry’s touch hadn’t done anything other than make me flinch when she pinched too hard while she lugged me around. But the boy’s? It made me feel warm inside when, until now, I’d always been cold unless I’d experienced one of the many attacks of anxiety that surged inside me at random parts of the day.

      “I’d like you to go with Stefan,” Nicholas was saying, and because I didn’t want him to realize I was too busy staring at the boys before me, I nodded along, aware from its response to them, which soul was in charge today.

      In my experience, this particular one was even more dangerous than the one I’d had yesterday. The two usually tussled around inside me, fighting for power. It would have been easier if I experienced them separately, without experiencing the two back to back, but if I prayed to God for anything, it was to stop the strange things that overtook me. It wasn’t to argue about how the ‘moods’ had scheduled themselves to manifest. But I’d long since stopped praying. Nothing worked, and nothing ever would if what I was learning was correct.

      Unlike the other soul, which had men leaning toward me if I so much as whispered a word, this one seemed to overtake my body, making me aware of the blood flowing through my veins, highlighting the heaviness of my breasts and the warmth in my belly. Even worse than this, however, it made me more aware of every part a man had.

      This soul had often been disappointed by the selection at the compound, however, and having seen five men at the Academy, I could understand why.

      “It’s kind of you to offer to guide her around,” Merry murmured, a hint of amusement in her voice. “I wonder what prompted such gentlemanly behavior?”

      Though Nicholas snorted, Stefan just grinned. “The kindness of my heart?” he said, making my own flutter at the sight of those perfect white teeth, the sharp smile that had my eyes flaring wide in surprise.

      Were they all this beautiful?

      Damon had been handsome, as was Nicholas though he had a sterner countenance. But Stefan? He was beyond that. He stole my breath away. And the others didn’t have me faring much better.

      Nestor’s eyes were so warm when they looked at me that I felt like I was about to set on fire. His smile was ready and engaging, daring me to smile with him, to take part in the silent joke. He was shorter than Stefan, but still towered over me by a good foot. His body was a little leaner, rangier, but it was a darker, richer gold.

      I hadn’t realized there were any other colors of skin until I’d climbed onto the plane with Merry. The pilot had been black. Truth was I’d been almost as stunned by that as I had been about Merry’s promises to help me.

      Such an intrinsic and basic lack of knowledge irked me to no end. I hated that I was so ignorant, loathed it with a passion I couldn’t begin to describe.

      It wasn’t aided by the fact I was coming face to face with such diverse people. The third boy, Eren, wasn’t black like the pilot, but was a deeper, duskier brown than the others. His hair was like black silk, and my fingers wanted to touch it. Wanted to know what it felt like against my fingertips. His eyes were beautiful as well. They sparkled and glinted in the faint light as though the amber striations around his pupil were lightning bolts. He was the smallest of the three, but he was lean, and his body was as firm and toned as the others even if he wasn’t as thick, and he shared that same energy. Like the three of them were barely contained within their bodies.

      Rather than put me on edge, their leashed power calmed me. They were like me. They were trying to contain themselves too, but there was a stark contrast between my heavy curves and their carved frames.

      In comparison to them, with their tight shorts that revealed parts of a man’s body I hadn’t even known about, I wore a dress that covered me from neck to toe. Underneath, my body wasn’t lean like Merinda’s. She was like one of the lemons in the orchards at the compound in the early spring. Small and pert, no give to the firm flesh.

      I, on the other hand, was ripe.

      Soft.

      I wasn’t unusual. All the other Sisters had been like me, but seeing how strong and lean these people were made me realize I was going to stand out. But, then again, most of the people I’d seen so far were men. I could only hope not every woman here was as slender as Merry because if they were, I’d have to do whatever they did to stay so slim.

      Had the men at the compound overfed us?

      I wasn’t certain. But among these taut giants, I felt large and not in a good way either. Still, Stefan’s eyes were on fire for a reason and I felt that fire deep in my core. It was an unusual feeling. There was heat and need. It was like I was hungry, just not for food.

      When I shot Eren and Nestor shy smiles, they returned them. Neither overzealous nor eager, just ones as gentle as my own. It tempered any discomfort I may have had.

      In my world, a single woman wasn’t allowed into the custody of three men. Not unless they were related. Goodness, even then that wasn’t always permitted. But with my hand in Stefan’s, I knew I was safe, even though the feelings he was inspiring in me were anything but.

      I licked my lips as he pulled gently on my fingers and guided me out of Nicholas’s room after the boys mumbled their farewells. When the door closed behind me, I released a shaky breath that was loaded with relief. Why? I wasn’t sure. Nicholas and Merinda had saved me, but I knew danger lay in that office too.

      I wasn’t what they perceived me to be. I wasn’t, and no matter how many times I wished otherwise, that wasn’t about to change. After containing these souls inside me for so long, I knew there weren’t seven but eight, and though I couldn’t easily distinguish between them without interacting with others, when I did and eventually recognized which soul was in charge, it was like another person was living inside me.

      Some days, I wondered how I managed to fit them all in. I was only one person, but I had eight different entities inside me, all battling for freedom. No wonder I needed to nap so much. No wonder I needed time outs and to rest.

      Fingers squeezed my own, and I jerked in surprise when Stefan drew his attention to me.

      “Eve?”

      I licked my lips like I was savoring his rough tenor. “Yes?”

      “Do you understand what you are?”

      “We should leave that for Nicholas,” the boy called Eren murmured uneasily. “You heard him. He wants her to go back to visit him tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, he does, but if we can explain things, she won’t be scared.” Stefan’s thumb rubbed over mine. “You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      I appreciated his attempt to calm me, but goodness, who was I kidding? There was no calming me down. I’d gone from one prison to a potential second one. They’d kill me here just like they would back home when they learned the truth that I fit in here as little as I did at the compound.

      I’d hopped from the frying pan and into the fire.

      His thumb rubbed over my wrist, and I knew he could discern the quickening of my racing heart. Inwardly, I felt like I did when I’d been cooking all day, so I was flustered and overheated as well as tired and drawn. Especially when he looked at me. While it set me on edge, the soul appreciated when his attention was on me. It craved his heated looks and the presence of his muscled form beside me, and I didn’t know what to do with that craving.

      I’d always hidden inside as much as I could on these days and I would sneak around to hide away from the Brothers. The older I got, the worse it became too, until hiding out was painful. The soul wanted me to be among men, craved them in a way I was too confused to understand. But now that Stefan was here? With that strange link binding us together? That soul had never felt so close to the surface.

      “It’s okay,” he soothed. “It’s your Succubus. She’s here today.”

      “Succubus?” I squeaked, not sure what that was and not sure if I wanted to know considering Nestor and Eren began fidgeting at my back.

      I turned to shoot them looks over my shoulder and saw their cheeks burn bright red at my attention. They’d been looking at my butt, which, all told, they deserved a medal for because no one could see even a trace of my figure in the gown I wore.

      “Yes, Succubus,” Stefan explained. He tugged at my hand. “I’ll explain when we get to your room.”

      “Is that wise?” Eren hissed.

      Stefan ground his teeth and glowered at his friend. “You think I’d hurt her?”

      “I think it’s your Incubus day. You don’t know what you can do.”

      Stefan shook his head and carried on walking down the corridor. Finally, after passing twenty doors—I counted—he opened it and guided me through.

      We walked into a room that was beyond comfortable. It was large, and there were six sofas in here, all clustered together in open squares. They were angled toward a sleek box on the wall that had moving pictures.

      On the plane, I’d seen a smaller one of these, but to see one so large? I gasped at the sight. The noise drew attention to me, but considering I was wearing the equivalent of a white flag, I knew I’d draw interest, especially when I finally saw some other women who wore clothes that were skintight.

      I glanced over them, not lingering for long, and was grateful when Stefan hustled me out of the room and into another one. Here, there were desks. Dozens of them. Some were occupied, some weren’t, but they had books loaded on them as if the occupant was waiting to work on them upon their return. The walls were covered in chalkboards, but there was one wall that was a large window, and it looked out onto the ocean beyond. The sea was dark. Like a black blue, and with the way the surf was rolling against the cliffs, I knew a storm was brewing.

      The compound was close to the ocean, so it wasn’t the first time I’d seen it. But we rarely went. I could count on two hands the number of times we’d gone to the shore. The men did. They went fishing. That was how I’d managed to see it. My father had taken me out on the boat with my elder brother once. I’d been glad not to be asked again though, because he’d had me gut the fish.

      I could still remember the scent of the sea. That pungent, salty brininess and the blast of the wind in my face. It made me want to study the view beyond for hours.

      Maybe I’d be able to one day.

      Though most of the people in here were studying, there were a few who were looking out at the view as well.

      It interested me to think that people were allowed to rest through the day here. First, in the other room, where they were sitting and watching the moving images on the screen. Then in here, where they were working, but were allowed to have breaks.

      At the compound, we were usually always busy. Whether we were doing something for the family or for the congregation, there was always plenty of work to be done, and if you weren’t willing to do it, then you would be punished. The attitude was obviously different here.

      Another room contained more sofas and televisions, and then there was one that consisted of shelves brimming with books. Nothing more, nothing less. It was my idea of heaven.

      We had a library back at the compound but nothing like this.

      All the rooms were large, but this one was the size of four stacked together.

      As we meandered through the building, I knew people were interested in me, but I ignored them, and Stefan, Eren, and Nestor did too. They chattered amongst themselves, letting me absorb this new place that I had to call home for however long it took me to escape.

      I had a feeling it wouldn’t be as easy as escaping the compound, and that had been pretty impossible without Merinda’s help.

      It wasn’t fair that I’d left one hell only to be sucked into another, especially when this place appeared so much brighter than my supposed home, but if I’d learned anything in my time, it was that life was never fair.
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      I nudged Eren in the side. “What’s he doing?”

      Eren shrugged. “I’m not sure. You know Stefan, though. He does everything for a reason.”

      As I stared at Eve, I could well understand what Stefan’s reasoning might be. But Stefan wasn’t like that. He wasn’t a horn dog. Sure, he’d had his girlfriends, as had we all, but the way he looked at Eve?

      It made me uneasy.

      I wasn’t even sure why.

      I had no rights to her, but the way she looked at him, I knew something was going on. Something I hadn’t seen yet.

      A part of me wondered if he’d marked her, but I wasn’t sure that was possible without there being some kind of sexual contact. Maybe because Stefan was Incubus today, and she was most definitely Succubus, that changed the rules? I’d never heard of that before, but the thing about creatures was things changed. Constantly. Our species was always evolving, and it helped keep us safe, but it also made us more powerful.

      Humans might outnumber us, but we were the wolves walking among their flock of sheep, and we could and would kill them if they threatened to stampede us. That was the only way they could get at us. Stampede. But their masses could hurt us, so they were worthy opponents in that alone.

      Walking through the common rooms appeared to set her at ease, and I was glad for that. She radiated a tension that made me inexplicably uncomfortable. I didn’t know her, didn’t particularly want to know her either. I wasn’t good around girls. My souls always ended up acting out.

      I might have wanted sex, but having my souls fuck around on me was the last thing I needed so close to graduation. With the way Stefan was looking at her, though, I had a feeling I was going to be hanging around Eve whether I liked it or not.

      She particularly appreciated the library, and Stefan was smiling as he tugged her away from all the books. Considering she was from a cult, I had to wonder if she’d ever read before. I mean, did cult leaders allow their people access to books? Any books except their sacred texts?

      The way Eve was gaping at the room, I had a feeling that she had read, just not so much.

      It figured that fate would make Stefan interested in a bookworm when he loathed studying. My lips quirked at that. Sometimes, destiny had a way of amusing you.

      When we approached the first set of dorm rooms, Lori was seated at her desk waiting on us. Her eyes scanned over us before she locked onto the possessive hold Stefan had on Eve.

      “You going to let her go?”

      Stefan beamed at the Were. “Nope. She likes holding my hand, don’t you, Eve?”

      The girl shot him a look, and then gave Lori a hesitant smile. “It does feel nice. Even if his palm is sweaty.”

      That had Stefan scowling and the rest of us snorting. At least she wasn’t a total drip. The last thing I needed or wanted was to have someone who’d hang off our every word and roll over like a puppy to have her belly stroked.

      Stefan went to detach their fingers, but she didn’t let him. I saw hers turn slightly white as she squeezed his digits, and when she smiled at him, his cheeks were burnished with heat, and Lori cocked her brow at the interplay between the two of them.

      “Eve,” the housemistress stated, “this is to be your new home. You’re allowed to bring boys back here, but there is a curfew. Boys aren’t allowed to spend the night—”

      Eve frowned. “Why would they want to?”

      Lori rolled her lips inward for a second to hide her laugh. “Our souls have needs,” was all she said. “There’s no shame in that.”

      Eve looked redder than a tomato, but she nodded, and I knew that even though she looked more innocent than a baby lamb, she’d experienced those needs just like the rest of us.

      We were sexually active from our mid-teens. It was the way of it unless we were denied access to other people. I often wondered if Frazer and Reed were such bastards because they’d been locked up in a mental health facility before Damon had released them and brought them here. Being denied fucked with the souls, and made them harder to control.

      “Just remember, until you’re eighteen, there’s a curfew,” Lori warned.

      “When’s your date of birth?” Stefan mumbled under his breath, making Lori snort and Eve turn even redder.

      “I-I don’t know,” she admitted.

      “How do you know how old you are?” I asked in surprise, drawing her attention to me.

      “We know our years because when we reach them, our lives changed. When I was sixteen, I no longer attended school but began helping out there, for example.”

      That had me narrowing my eyes. “You went to school?”

      “Yes.” She bit her bottom lip. “I imagine it was a lot different than your schools.” Her body twisted, arching back slightly. “I’ve never seen so many books. If you have to read all of those for your classes, then my schooling will definitely be lacking.”

      “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad,” I rasped uncomfortably when I saw the misery in her beautiful amber eyes.

      God, those eyes. They would haunt me forever. They were dark chestnut on the outer rim, but near the pupils, there were bright gold threads that danced around the small black circle.

      They were enchanting, enough so that I felt like I could stare into them forever and never get bored.

      Deep inside, I felt the gouille start to stir. He never stirred unless it was his day, but I knew I was destined to be what was called a Gargoyle now. Of all my souls, he was the dominant one. I didn’t need to wait until I was twenty-one to figure that out.

      Sometimes that happened. Sometimes the soul was so beyond dominant that creatures knew what they were way ahead of schedule. In this case, if I hadn’t known for sure, his response to the girl told me loud and clear.

      The creature wanted her.

      I cleared my throat, relieved when the noise startled her and made her look away from me and back to Lori who was saying, “Well, you’ll pick up what you need to soon enough. We’re all equal when we come here, Eve, so there’s no need to worry.”

      Eve smiled. “Thank you. I don’t have a specific date of birth, but June 21st is when I was due to turn eighteen.”

      I shot Eren a frown who stared back, just as puzzled. “That’s your birthday then.”

      She shook her head. “No. It was the day the women celebrated their next year.”

      Stefan lifted a brow. “You had a communal birthday?”

      She nodded. “Yes. The men celebrated their next year on December 21st.”

      I snorted. “Solstices.”

      Eve blinked. “I’m not sure what they are.”

      Christ, what a weird-ass place she’d been.

      I could tell Lori was on the same page, but she kept her tone bland while she instructed, “Eve, you’ll learn your way around soon enough. You’ll find everything you need in your room. If there’s something missing, you just let me know and I’ll get it for you.” She handed over the credit card we were all given on our first day at Caelum. “This is topped up once a month. Once it’s gone, it’s gone. Your schedule starts the day after tomorrow to give you time to fit in and to figure out where things are. We run a tight ship here, and if you slack on your studies then you will be punished, and the card will be rescinded. Do you understand?”

      “Of course. But…” Eve shoved the card back at Lori. “I don’t need this. Thank you, though.”

      Lori shook her head. “It’s yours, Eve. Do what you want with the money. You may need things we don’t provide, and that’s how you will get them. The boys can explain how it works. You seem comfortable around them.” Her eyes twinkled. “Your computer and phone are in there as well. I think you may have to have a few lessons before you understand what they do.”

      Eve bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Thank you, Lori.”

      The housemistress waved a hand. “Only doing my job. Boys, show her to room three-six-four.”

      Stefan nodded and tugged Eve down the corridor. Block A was closest to the teachers, and I knew that meant the faculty wanted to keep an eye on her. I didn’t have to wonder why. She was joining late, and that meant she was a wild card. A Joker. Who knew what she was capable of?

      Few survived so long outside of the Academy. If we weren’t brought here before we were fifteen, most turned insane without outside help. The meds the humans gave us actually exacerbated our condition, infuriating the souls to the extent that more than one would become dominant, making the creature dangerous to the extreme.

      Though Frazer and Reed had arrived here on the cusp of their fifteenth birthday, I wondered if that was why they were nuts. They’d been locked up and fed meds like they were veggies. It had to explain at least a few of their assholish tendencies, right?

      Block A was loathed by most. No one wanted to be near the teachers, but it had the best view of the ocean, and Eve’s room was no different. She had a corner unit, which meant she had room for a bed and a sofa, with a picture window that I’d have given my left nut for.

      My lips curved as I watched her take in her new home.

      “This is all for me?” she whispered, wide-eyed, clinging onto Stefan’s hand as though her life depended on it. Sweaty palms or not. “Where’s my roommate?”

      “No roommates. That’s why Caelum is so big. We don’t do well with sharing unless it’s with people we consider Pack. Packs can take years to develop,” I explained, watching her face and wondering what she was thinking.

      “Pack?” Her head tilted to the side in confusion, even while she stared at the widescreen TV on the back wall of her new quarters.

      “Yes. People we choose to be our family,” Eren told her, his gaze was as fixed on her as hers was on the TV. She wasn’t really listening though. I could tell she was more interested in her new home.

      Eren reached for the remote and showed her how to turn on the TV, and then switch channels. She beamed a smile at him that made him flush.

      It figured that he’d like Eve too. We were a Pack, after all. Alexandre was missing, but that was because he was in the med bay. After fighting with Reed, he’d been caught unaware earlier today. He’d probably wake up tomorrow and be as smitten as Eren looked to be where Eve was concerned. Maybe that would take his mind off getting back at Reed.

      We wouldn’t officially declare our soul for years to come, but sometimes you just knew what someone was without them having to say a word. With Reed’s temper? He was a Hell Hound, and there was no mistaking it. Considering Frazer displayed all the signs of being a Sin Eater and Samuel, their third, a Vampire, it fit. Death would be their business when they graduated.

      Our Pack, on the other hand, was more about the preservation of life. As a Gargoyle, or a gouille, I was a protector. As was Alexandre who I knew would be a Were. While Lorelei and Incubi weren’t renowned for their defensive abilities, they were enticers. They charmed and manipulated, drawing our enemies to us like magnets called to iron filings. Lorelei and Incubi could be destructive, but not to the extent of Frazer’s Pack. Though not the natural fighters that the Hell Hound, Sin Eaters, and Gargoyles were, they could and would call our enemies to us, while dealing with the danger they’d drawn their way with their skills.

      “It’s beautiful,” Eve whispered, breaking into my thoughts as she placed the remote on a stand and trudged over to the view, dragging Stefan with her.

      Eren shot me a look. “Are their hands glued together or something?”

      My lips curled. “She’s not letting go, is she?”

      “That doesn’t surprise me. They all love Stefan, but the fact that he isn’t trying to get loose?”

      I understood Eren’s concern. Stefan was a player. He wasn’t interested in innocent little bits, no, but the chicks who were like him—experienced and ready to let their souls consume them. He and Dre were one and the same on that score.

      Even as I wondered what Stefan’s end game was, I noticed the mark on his back. It hadn’t been there before, and I was used to seeing my brother’s half-naked body because we were the ones who worked out together, and I was used to scanning him for weaknesses that I could take advantage of in a fight.

      “Fuck,” Eren whispered, apparently noticing the mark as well. How goddamn long had it been there? It couldn’t have been long otherwise Lori would have picked up on it, and shit would have really hit the fan.

      “Stefan?” I called out, watching as he turned back to look at me.

      “Yeah?”

      “We have a problem.”
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      “Is something wrong?” I turned back to look at the boys, but they shut up the second I caught their eye. Instead, Eren tossed a shirt at Stefan. It had been tucked into his waistband, flapping down behind him, but I watched as Stefan, frowning at the others, grabbed a hold of the fabric then tugged it over his head.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Nestor said, his smile tight. “Are you going to be okay now?”

      Stefan argued, “No, we need to explain things to her.”

      Eren shook his head. “We really don’t. Nicholas will handle that.”

      “I don’t want him to,” Stefan growled, and his features tautened with an anger that had Nestor and Eren raising their hands in surrender.

      The other boys looked surprised at Stefan’s aggression, and they looked even more surprised that I wasn’t cowering in the corner.

      I wanted to snort at that. If Stefan’s growling was considered a temper, then they’d never have survived at the compound.

      Some days, when my father was angry, I thought he’d burst the blood vessel that ticked on his temple. His rages were renowned among the congregation, and it was something Father Bryan made him repent and atone over repeatedly. It was also why we were stuck at the back of the church—punishment for his inability to control himself.

      Self-control was, in Father Bryan’s creed, the epitome of Godliness.

      The thought had my knees buckling, and I almost sank to the floor when relief hit me hard.

      I no longer had to listen to that nonsense. No longer had to live my life like I was contained in a block of ice.

      I was free.

      Free to feel, free to live.

      Until they learned the truth, of course, but until then, I’d have more of an existence than just the confined space of the compound.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Stefan rasped, grabbing me and helping me sit on the seat that was tucked under the large window. “I’m sorry I got mad, I—”

      I shook my head at him then, as he crouched down in front of me, grabbed both his hands and whispered, “They won’t make me go back, will they?”

      His eyes softened. Those beautiful blue gemstones gentled as he looked at me. “Never. This is where you belong now.”

      I believed him.

      I belonged here.

      Even if I was replacing one cell with another, I could deal with that for the freedom I’d have in the interim.

      I squeezed his fingers. “I didn’t know what a plane was. Had never been in a car. Those TVs are new to me, and I’m not even sure what a phone is.” I released a shaky breath. “How am I going to live in this new world?”

      I had no idea why I was telling him this. Had no idea why I was sharing my weaknesses with a boy I’d only just met, one who looked like he belonged in a really good dream rather than existing for real. There were two more in here, two other dream boys who I didn’t know, but I had no one to trust, no one to share this with and they were here, and perhaps they’d be my friends if I just asked them to be?

      Friends weren’t something I’d ever allowed myself before. But these boys were like me. They’d endured the same as I had, and Stefan looked at me in a way that made me feel safe.

      I had never felt the luxury of that before, and if it made my tongue loosen up, then I wasn’t about to hold it back. Surely, I was allowed some break in my control, some small freedom?

      “You take it day by day,” Stefan told me, his hands tight on mine. I could feel some calluses on his palm, and they rubbed against my skin in a delicious way. “We’ll help you. Won’t we, guys?”

      I looked at the others and saw from their frowns that his words troubled them, but they nodded. I wasn’t sure why I did it. Whether it was me or the soul who was in charge, but I freed one hand from Stefan’s and held it out to them. Eren shot Nestor a look, one that spoke of their shared unease, but they stepped closer. Nestor took a seat beside me on the chair and cautiously accepted my hand.

      As our fingers entwined, something settled deep inside me. Again, that feeling of safety swarmed me, and then Eren squatted down next to Stefan, breaking the thought process but making me feel better with his proximity as he rested his palm on the edge of my knee.

      Surrounded by them, I released a shaky breath. “Will you tell me what we are?”

      Stefan’s shoulders drooped slightly, Eren’s too as they both sat back on their butts. With their knees raised in front of them, they looked so large, so muscular that I kept on staring at parts that were definitely inappropriate to look at. If I’d been caught looking at a boy’s legs back home, I’d have been whipped.

      The thought made my throat tighten up, but equally, inside, I let loose a joyous cry.

      I was free.

      When no one spoke, I bit my lip and shot them pleading looks. I didn’t mean to manipulate them, but waiting until tomorrow for Nicholas to share this information with me would be pure torture.

      Caving first, Nestor cleared his throat and, squeezing my fingers, said, “There are seven of them. It’s difficult to say why one becomes dominant and another doesn’t.” He shrugged. “No one has ever really figured it out before, mostly because it doesn’t matter. We are what we are, and we embrace that.”

      “I can handle that.” I shot him a small smile. “I’ve never allowed myself to just be, so that will be a luxury.”

      His brow puckered and his fingers tightened to the point of pain around mine, but he simply stated, “Girls are different than boys. We usually know what we are when we hit eighteen. There might be some discrepancy that has us unsure, but mostly we know.”

      “Why don’t girls?”

      He shrugged. “Why is the sky blue?”

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. “Okay. I get that. It’s unfair, but most things are, I think.”

      The three of them snorted at that, and I was rather pleased that I’d amused them, even if it was only in a small way.

      “The unfairness gets worse. Boys come here when they’re fourteen. Girls at thirteen. You usually need more training than we do.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re hotheads. Boys tend to be more controlled. Have things under a tighter wrap.”

      I frowned at that. “Is a hothead someone with a temper?”

      “Yes.” Eren grimaced. “Mostly, it’s someone who can’t control themselves. Who is weak-willed in some way.”

      Well, that didn’t describe me, but then I was a product of my environment. If I’d been weak-willed, I wouldn’t have survived until my seventeenth year on the compound.

      Survival forged us, made us weak or strong. In my instance, I wasn’t weak. I knew that like I knew my name was Eve.

      “Are women like us born hot-headed?” I asked with a frown.

      “Usually,” Nestor confirmed. “The books say that girl babies are fussier than boys.”

      My lips pursed at that. “Well, isn’t that kind of them?”

      Nestor laughed a little. “I’m only telling you what I know.”

      “Why, though?”

      “How long is a piece of string?” he countered with a shrug, and I stared at him.

      “I don’t know. How long is a piece of string?”

      He snorted. “That’s the point. We don’t know. Some things are just ingrained us. Why does Stefan have blond hair and I don’t?” Another shrug. “It’s in our genetics.”

      Genetics. I thought about that word, thought about the definition, and remembered that it had been blotted out with a black pen in the dictionary. Some words were. I’d never understood why, had never bothered to question it, but now it made me wonder if those words went against the New Order’s rules.

      I made a mental note to find a dictionary and for that word to be the first one I looked up.

      Eren patted my knee. “Your soul will probably reveal itself close to graduation.”

      “You know what you are?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?” I tilted my head to the side. “Do you choose?”

      “No. It’s selected for us.”

      “By who? God?” I queried, my brow puckering with disquiet.

      “No. It’s just another one of those questions that we don’t have answers to. It seems to be completely random, but I’m sure there’s a pattern that we just haven’t seen yet,” Eren told me, his voice steady, his eyes calm. As I looked at him, I felt that calm down to my marrow.

      “Okay,” I replied, knowing he had no reason to lie to me. Blinking at Stefan, I asked, “So, which are you then?”

      “I’m either Lorelei or Incubus.”

      Eren stated, “They’re similar. Both are emotional souls that can tempt and entice…” He hesitated. “Humans.”

      “Okay, so what do they do? How do they tempt and entice?” I thought about the words and tried to fit them to the souls I’d been living with for over six years. Which was which?

      “Don’t you know by now?” Nestor rasped, making me hesitate.

      “I don’t know what either means so I can’t say. I can imagine, but I don’t know the difference. There’s one day when my voice can make men do whatever I want. Then the next, they look at me like I’m a large meal and they’re starving.”

      The boys shot each other wry glances, but it was Eren who spoke, “You pinpointed the Succubus and the Lorelei. An Incubus is a boy; a Succubus is a girl. She’s the one that makes the men look at you that way. That’s the soul in control today, isn’t it?”

      My cheeks heated. “Yes.”

      His smile was teasing. “Don’t worry. We’re used to it.”

      That didn’t make me feel better.

      “Oh,” I croaked. “Good, I suppose.”

      They snickered together, but it wasn’t meant to be cruel.

      Nestor said, “The voice one, that’s the Lorelei. The difference between the two is that the Lorelei can use their voice to make a human do whatever they want. If they’re powerful enough, they can even make creatures move at their command.”

      I thought about how Merinda had sung a song, and the entire compound had fallen asleep.

      That was the definition of power, I felt sure.

      “The Incubi and Succubi are different. They call to humans and creatures alike with their bodies.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s how they feed.” Nestor hesitated. “You know what sex is, right?”

      I cleared my throat. “Sort of. I read the dictionary when I was bored. You mean gender, yes?” Ironically enough, that hadn’t been blacked out.

      Eren winced. “No.” He cleared his throat. “Sex is gender, but it’s also something men and women do to make babies.”

      I wanted to pull my hands back to cover my face as mortification hit me that I didn’t know this, something that Lori, the housemistress, had talked about as easily as breathing.

      The boys did too.

      Had they done it?

      “In some cultures, it’s what happens on the night of your wedding,” Stefan explained, and I realized that was what my mother had told my sister. Don’t fight it. Just let it happen.

      I wasn’t sure what she’d meant, and I knew Angela hadn’t either. She’d blinked in confusion, and the next day when I’d seen her, she’d walked stiffly… did that mean sex hurt?

      “O-Okay. What does sex have to do with being a Succubus or an Incubus?”

      The three of them shot each other looks, but it was Stefan who, with a husky voice, eventually explained, “Sex can create powerful emotions. Those emotions nourish that particular soul.”

      I had many questions, but I could tell they were uncomfortable. Perhaps there were answers in the books in the library… or perhaps this was some of the information they explained in the classes here. I hoped so. I wanted to understand, needed to, but I’d settle for small doses at the moment. They’d be easier to swallow.

      “Okay, so what are the others?”

      I could sense their relief that I was moving on and wondered at it. Was it for my benefit? I kind of hoped it was. At least it meant they were looking after me, even if it was only in a small way.

      “I’m a gouille,” Nestor explained. “Or a Gargoyle. We’re sentinels. We protect and watch over people.”

      “What makes you a Gargoyle?”

      “Even though I know what I am, I won’t be able to fully turn until I’m twenty-one and have graduated.”

      “Why?”

      “Because only upon graduation can we cross through the gates.”

      “And that matters?”

      “Yes. It’s a portal. Just like how you can speak in tongues, it will enable you to be your true self in all the ways that a creature is meant to be.”

      There was so much there that I didn’t understand, but I decided to move on with the conversation and make mental notes for later. “And what will happen to you when you cross through the portal?”

      “There are other races like me. The Hell Hound and the Weres. We can all turn into another animal.”

      My eyes widened, and I pulled back, but Stefan and Nestor’s hands never relinquished their hold on mine, and I found that I liked that. “You can change form?”

      “Yes. A Were could be any animal on Earth. Just as the soul decides that’s the dominant creature, it will decide upon the animal too.”

      “That’s…” Words failed me and considering I thought of words as my only weapon, that irked me to no end. “Awesome.” Even that felt too weak an adjective, to be honest.

      Nestor’s lips twitched like he knew I was bewildered by what he was saying and he was trying not to smile at me. “I’m different, though. They will have an animal. Me? Not so much. I will have hardened skin. It will be close to leather, very difficult to penetrate with a blade or a bullet. Gouilles are protectors, and they’re built to stand guard for days on end. That’s why they protect buildings. You can see them all over Caelum. They’re on roofs and on the stone moldings on the facade of an edifice.”

      I remembered the stone monsters that decorated the front door of the Academy. “You’ll turn to stone?”

      The curve of his mouth deepened. “No. My skin will just get tougher.”

      “More like impenetrable,” Eren commented.

      Nestor conceded that with a nod.

      “What do the Hell Hounds do?”

      “Well, they work with another creature—the Sin Eater.”

      My eyes widened. “Do they eat sins?”

      Stefan laughed. “You got that, huh?”

      “Sins as in the acts that corrupt eternal souls? Or…?”

      “They eat actual souls. Corrupted ones.” Stefan shot Eren a look before he cleared his throat. “They’re basically our cops. Hell Hounds work with them as a team.”

      “There are days when I feel like my skin is too tight… which soul is that one?”

      They frowned at me, but Stefan asked, “Do you feel angry on those days?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “When that happens and you’re angry, it’s a Hell Hound day. If you feel…” Nestor pursed his lips. “I guess, when you feel like you want to corral everyone you care about, make sure you can watch over them, that’s a gouille day.”

      “And a Were day?” I inquired. “That the one where you want to just run and run?”

      They all nodded, and it relieved me that even if I had an eighth soul, everything else was in working order. To a degree, at any rate.

      I gnawed on my bottom lip. “Why do they change each day?”

      “So that they can stretch their legs, basically,” Eren explained softly. “How will they know which is the strongest if they’re always contained?”

      “Good point.” Pulling my hand from his so I could reach up and rub at my temple, I murmured, “Thank you so much for explaining.”

      They smiled at me, and it felt like the sun had just burst out from behind a wall of clouds. It felt good to be encompassed by them and even better to be with them. They were strangers, and yet I felt safer amongst them than I had with my own family.

      Stefan squeezed my fingers. “There’s a lot to learn, and you’re older than most new students so you’ll be behind for a while, but we’ll help out.”

      “You will?”

      He stared into my eyes like I was a pool of water that he wanted to dive into. “I’ll do anything for you, Eve.”

      “Why?”

      He reached up with his free hand and rubbed his chest. “I think you know.”

      Did I?

      My cheeks burned again. “Are we kin?”

      Nestor snorted and Eren laughed, earning themselves glares from Stefan. Before he could snap at them, though, Eren clambered to his feet and stated, “You should get some rest. The days start early here, and you’ll need some time to get acquainted with things.”

      Stefan squeezed my fingers again. “You’ll meet Alexandre soon. He’s one of our friends.” He pulled a face. “He got into a fight and…let’s just say it didn’t work out so well for him.”

      “Is he okay?” I questioned, concerned.

      “He’s fine.” He shot me a gentle smile then leaned over until he was in my space. He scented of fresh air, a salty sweat that wasn’t overwhelming like the men at the compound after they’d been doing heavy lifting, and a sweet smell that was like a perfume. The scent made me frown because it was delicious. Fresh and zingy, even though I’d seen the gleam on his body that spoke of his having been ‘training’ before he’d come to guide me around.

      I looked up into his eyes as he hovered above me, but I wasn’t nervous like before. Stefan meant me no harm. When he’d touched his chest, I’d felt the pang in my own. Whatever we were, family or two people meant to be friends, he wouldn’t harm me.

      He moved to press his lips to my temple after a moment’s hesitation. The gesture had me closing my eyes at the silken feel. When he backed away, it surprised and saddened me because he smelled so good.

      I turned and saw Nestor standing there with my hand still in his. It surprised me when he did the same, kissed my other side, but I didn’t pull back. It was a gentle gesture. A soft one that made me feel, of all things, protected. Stupid, perhaps, but it did.

      “Good night, Eve.”

      “Night, Nestor.” To Eren, who was hovering over by the door to my room now, I whispered, “Night, Eren.”

      His smile was taut, and I knew he was relieved to be getting out of there.

      When the three boys, well, men—I discerned the difference now after feeling their touch on me—left my room, I sank back against the window. The cool glass felt good against my body, and I wished it was cooler. I felt like I had a fever. Like I was overheating from the inside out.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I let my gaze drift around my new room. It was nothing like my other bedroom at the cabin. I’d shared that with my brother and sister until they’d both been of age and had married, leaving the cabin for ones of their own.

      Was it terrible that I didn’t miss my parents? Not even my siblings?

      We hadn’t been close because I’d never been able to be close to anyone. Not since I was eleven, anyway.

      It saddened me that the only thing I felt was joy at being away from those who had purported to love me, even as they’d planned to marry me off to the leader of our people.

      With a shaky sigh, I got to my feet and walked toward one of two doors. When I pulled open the first, I saw clothing. The fabrics were in bright colors with a strange stretch when I plucked at them. On the floor, there were shoes like the boys had been wearing. They were wide-toed, made from a material with holes in them, with a kind of spongy sole. The clothes made me blush because there weren’t many layers to them. I just hoped they fit.

      It was a relief to close that particular door, and when I opened the next one, I gaped at what I saw.

      The room was the size of my bedroom back at the cabin. Where the outhouses had always been at the property line to avoid the smell, relieving oneself had always been a grim chore.

      Here?

      This was a marvel.

      I peered at the different facilities, pushing buttons here and turning handles there. I soon realized that one was for waste, while the other was for washing. Then there was a large one for bathing that I assumed was for me to stand beneath.

      The water was cold, but if I turned it to the red part of the handle, it warmed up as if by magic.

      It was silly, I supposed, to be frightened of this room. As much as I was amazed, I was also taken aback.

      This room epitomized my new life.

      This was the day to the night of before.

      I had a steep learning curve coming my way, in more ways than just one.
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      “Is it burning?” I asked, eying Stefan as he grabbed the back of the neckline of my shirt and dragged it over his head.

      We’d made it back to my room without mentioning what we’d noticed back in Eve’s, but it had been hard. I knew I wasn’t the only one curious about what the hell was going on.

      “Yeah. Like a motherfucker,” he ground out, peering over his shoulder to look into the mirror.

      Rows and rows of text had appeared as if by magic on his back. Scored into his flesh, which was raised and bleeding, making me grateful my tee had been black and not white.

      “It can’t mean what I think it means, can it?” Nestor murmured, staring at the words that took up half of Stefan’s spine in an endless scrolling italic font that made it very difficult to even read what it was intent on declaring.

      “She’s my mate,” Stefan confirmed, his lips a flat line.

      “How can she be? You know it doesn’t work that way,” I argued, even though my eyes weren’t deceiving me.

      This was The Mark, after all.

      What all males received once they’d met their Chosen.

      I wasn’t sure whether to be jealous or happy for him.

      For however long it took to get into Eve’s panties, that would be the only sex he’d be having. His cock was officially on lockdown. That was how it worked with Chosen males. They were tied to one woman and one woman only.

      When I thought of that particular female, it certainly would be no hardship to be with her, but the time it was going to take to gentle her?

      She hadn’t even known what sex was.

      I could imagine her screaming if she came face to face with a cock. That wasn’t exactly going to put a guy in the mood, was it? And Stefan’s souls needed sex, so these next few months were going to be a real barrel of laughs.

      Not.

      “I felt it when I touched her.”

      “Mates aren’t Chosen until graduation,” Nestor said softly, his eyes just as firmly fixed on the markings on Stefan’s spine as mine were.

      “You’re telling me something I don’t know already,” Stefan grumbled, and I knew he was edgy because not only was he in pain, but he knew the ramifications of what had happened today.

      “You’ll have to wear a shirt all the time,” I told him. “Otherwise they’ll never let you near her.”

      He nodded, his mouth still set in grim lines. “I remember.”

      “Who could forget?” I thought back to Cash and Jane who’d determined they were mates before graduation two years ago. They’d been practically cordoned off from each other.

      We weren’t sure why. Not when sex was permitted between students so long as no one spent the night in another’s bed. It made no sense that casual sex was allowed but committed sex wasn’t. In fact, it was the exact opposite of everything I’d ever been taught.

      I reached up and gripped his good shoulder firmly. “It will be okay.”

      “Will it?” He sighed and bowed his head. “It’s annoying, but I’m not sad about meeting her.”

      “She’ll change things,” Nestor commented.

      “She will. But I guess I know what we are now. That’s something, I suppose.”

      The fact that her Succubus had called to his Incubus meant they knew which of their souls would be dominant.

      This wasn’t unheard of, not exactly, but what was unheard of was for a single touch to trigger the Choosing.

      “What happened?” I queried, trying to understand how the impossible had gone down.

      “You saw me,” Stefan argued. “It’s not like I did anything. I just held out my hand for her.”

      “It must have been on her side,” Nestor reasoned. “Maybe she did something to you?”

      Stefan snorted. “She isn’t a witch. Not that they exist anyway,” he dismissed, staring at the lines on his back before scowling at his reflection and grabbing the tee, then dragging it over his head. “I’ll bring this back when it’s clean, Eren.”

      “No worries.” I cut him a look. “Want to work out?”

      “Yeah, but my back’s on fire.” He grimaced. “I never realized it would hurt this bad.”

      “Love is pain,” I teased, amused when he just glowered at me. “Wow, you’re delicate. Normally you’d have tried to slap the shit out of me for a joke like that.”

      He blew out a breath. “Yeah, I am.”

      “We’ll watch out for her, Stef,” I promised him softly. “There’s no need to worry about her.”

      “Isn’t there? She’s from a cult, has no idea what an orgasm is, is years behind on her training, and somehow managed to trigger a mating bond by holding hands with me when it’s normally activated through fucking… You don’t think shit just hit the fan?”

      I grimaced. “When you put it like that…”

      “Yeah. Exactly.” He grunted. “I’m going to sleep. It should be healed by morning, which is a good thing. Tomorrow should be Hound day. I’ll be fighting more than I’ll be doing anything else.”

      Hell Hounds had anger issues. Most classes on the theory of that soul’s beginnings were taken during the first year. After that, classes mostly consisted of beating the shit out of each other to manage the anger and the rage that was indicative of that soul’s identity.

      When Stefan strode out of my room a few minutes later, I turned to Nestor. “Want to play a game?”

      He shook his head. “I’m tired too.”

      I scowled. “Did everyone take a sleeping potion when I didn’t?”

      Nestor snorted. “Don’t be stupid. My Vampire is in control.”

      Oh. I winced. “You fed yet?”

      He hated feeding. So did Stefan. It went against everything they believed in. Me? I didn’t care so much. But I liked the taste of blood. Shoot me.

      “No.”

      “Want me to—”

      “No. You know it doesn’t work out of blood bags unless we’re ill.” He reached up and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ll try again tonight.”

      I dipped my chin, well aware that if he couldn’t bite anyone after a day of studying and fighting, he’d end up passing out until tomorrow when he could eat a large breakfast.

      When he’d gone, mumbling under his breath about hating bloodsuckers, I retreated to the shower. Stripping down, I moved under the spray even though it was cold, and grabbed a firm hold of my cock.

      I’d been fighting a semi since I’d seen Eve’s big eyes batting up at Stefan and Nestor when they’d kissed her on the temple.

      She was Stefan’s mate, but it was common for Packs to share females. Especially when both mates were Incubus and Succubus. Sometimes, it took a Pack to satiate both’s needs.

      Shuddering at the prospect, I jacked off, thinking about Eve’s pillowy mouth, the innocence in her eyes. She was beautiful. Even beneath the shroud she wore, I knew she’d be curvy. Round. The thought made pre-cum slip from the tip of my dick.

      Her skin was like porcelain, and her face had a pointed chin that surged into the sharpest cheekbones. Her golden eyes were beautiful traps that would ensnare any man in their hold. Her hair was fixed on her head in a bun, but I imagined it was long and would drape over her shoulders and down her back when released from its hold. I didn’t even know the color thanks to the headdress she wore and the netting that cupped it, but I longed to see it down and around her shoulders.

      Biting my bottom lip as I thought about kissing her, about sliding my tongue against hers, bringing her into awareness from innocent to knowing, I felt my climax boil in my balls and surge forward to hit the shower wall.

      I raised my hands and pressed them to the tiles, leaning forward to let the spray pound the back of my neck, and I blew out a breath.

      Change had come to Caelum today.

      The rest of the school just didn’t know it yet.
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      “Did you see her?”

      I snorted. “How could I miss her?” Not only was she the new student in school, but she was two months late for the beginning of the year, and to top it all off, was the exact opposite of our females.

      Creatures were slender and lithe. The new girl wasn’t. But I wouldn’t deny that the contrast wasn’t as much of a turn off as I’d have expected.

      She had more tits and ass than any one woman should know what to do with, and that was for damn sure.

      Reed shrugged. “Thought if you had then you’d have lured her away from the dark side.”

      I had to laugh. “Yes, Luke, she needs to be saved.” When he grinned at me, I told him, “They’re not all bad.”

      His grin faded into a grunt. “They’re like fucking fleas. Once they’re on you, they won’t get off.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Stefan and his Pack had serious attitude problems. They liked to think we were in their faces all the time because we came from rich countries while their backgrounds were the opposite, but money didn’t make you any less of a dick.

      Nestor and Eren weren’t too bad. They were actually decent, but Stefan and Dre were constantly hormonal.

      I wasn’t sure what their problem was, but whatever… Dre, for all his attitude, had suffered for his arrogance in the ring a few days ago. Reed had pounded him into a whole other world of pain, and I’d been cheering him on.

      “She look lost to you?” Reed asked, breaking into my thoughts.

      “We’re all lost at the start,” I excused, watching the new girl, Eve, as she stared up at the TV on the wall like it was a safe she needed to crack open.

      If it weren’t for the intelligence in her eyes, I’d seriously think there was something wrong with her. And I really felt bad for thinking that, considering for most of my life, people had thought there was something seriously wrong with me too. If I heard any more ‘he’s a cookie short of a full jar’ references, I’d probably lose my fucking shit, but Eve? There was definitely something weird about her.

      She stared at TVs like Reed stared at the chocolate muffins in the cafeteria. Half like they were his reason for living, and half ‘why do you make me eat you when Coach has told me to cut back?’

      As I watched her press the frame of the TV, I cleared my throat. “Is she looking for buttons?”

      “I think so.” Reed tilted to the side, and I knew exactly where he was looking—ten guesses that it wasn’t the TV.

      “Her ass is fine,” I admitted.

      “Fine?” He grunted. “You need to check the dictionary for a definition on that word. I bet it bounces when you fuc—”

      “She’s too innocent. Any dope can see that,” I interrupted, but my cock did harden at the image that shimmered into being at his words.

      It would totally bounce, and would undoubtedly be a perfect handful for grabbing and tugging her back onto my dick.

      I shifted in my seat, faintly embarrassed to be sporting wood over a few thoughts. I wasn’t fourteen anymore. I was almost twenty. Jesus, you’d think I’d have more control over my cock by now.

      “Innocent or retarded?” Reed whispered, and I elbowed him in the side.

      “Don’t be a dick.”

      “I’m not. You didn’t see her yesterday trying to figure out the e-readers. I mean, seriously, one button and it turns on, bro. It’s not hard.”

      My lips curved. “No, but I did see her clothes when she came in. She’s obviously from somewhere…” I grimaced. “Like a cult or something. That outfit was pure Handmaid’s Tale without the red cape.”

      “No, just a brown one.” He shuddered. “Sticky beak alert, but…”

      “But?” I asked, cocking a brow at him. It wasn’t often his Australianisms came out, but when they did, it always made me want to laugh.

      “What’s Stefan’s game?”

      “He wants into her panties,” I hazarded a guess.

      “Yeah, of course, but there’s more. He almost bitch-slapped James the other day for checking out her ass.” He snorted. “In fact, look over and you’ll see we’re being graced with his attention too.”

      I cut Stefan a look and saw Reed was right. We had one side of the common room and they held state at the other. Since we were the two Packs who were constantly fighting shit out, trying to best each other to get to the top of the class, it fit that we had our eyes on each other during downtime.

      And Stefan’s ire was definitely more than just territorial…

      I could see why Reed was so curious.

      Stefan had banged most of the girls in our year without forming any attachments. But the new girl? The chick who didn’t know how to turn on a TV? No, he was pissing on her like a dog would his yard.

      I watched as Eren got to his feet and approached Eve. He showed her the remote and pushed the big red button. She jerked back when the sound came on, and I had to snort at the look on her face when the first scene that came on was a knife going through someone’s belly.

      She staggered back like she’d been hit herself, and though the screen was 3D, it wasn’t that good.

      Her mouth dropped open as she composed herself, then she reached up and touched the screen.

      “Is she an alien?” Reed whispered, making me laugh. The noise jerked her from her study, and when she saw we were watching her, her cheeks burned a bright red and she scurried away from the screen and over to the sofa where Stefan and his buddies were slouching, sans Dre since he was still recovering from the beating Reed gave him.

      Stefan shot me a dirty look for embarrassing her, but I hadn’t particularly meant to.

      His crew thought I was a dick, but I actually wasn’t. Sure, like any guy I had my moments, but they thought I was a twenty-four-carat jerk. When, at most, I was fourteen-carat.

      “She has to be from Mars.”

      “Or from some backwater town that didn’t stop a cult?” I cocked a brow at him. “It’s obviously the first time she’s seen that kind of tech.”

      “You think?” he jeered, rolling his eyes. “Took your genius to figure that one out, Fraze.” Before I could do more than grin, he murmured, “But that’s what doesn’t fit. Stefan is out for what he can get. You know that. He wants to be the Alpha, and picking up a girl like that doesn’t fit in with that plan.”

      Reed wasn’t wrong, but then the dick rarely was. He might have been the brawn in our Pack, but he had brains too.

      I sank back into the thick leather sofa and let it comfort me as I thought about Stefan’s end game.

      In a world where the human’s concept of zombies existed, people like me, Reed, Stefan, and his cronies were the future enforcers who’d stop them from taking over.

      We didn’t call them zombies though. They were Ghouls. And they were our kind turned bad, and that was how we knew when to destroy them.

      Caelum churned out units like mine and Stefan’s, elite forces that were trained to destroy Ghouls and the nests they inhabited. We had our own inbuilt ranking system, one that set us up for bigger jobs in the future, and that was what our two Packs were constantly bickering over.

      The place as top dog.

      Unfortunately, Samuel’s soul had been fucking with him lately. We knew he was going to present as a Vampire, but for whatever reason, it had been making him sick on those days.

      Wouldn’t you know it, those days were the ones where we needed him to fight? Needed him to be at his best?

      There was no point bitching about it though. This shit happened. We weren’t all perfectly formed, and our souls could make fools of us at their whim.

      And they often did.

      It was why Sammy was in the sick bay now. His Vampire had decided that refusing to feed was a good thing to do, so he was having a transfusion instead.

      “Yeah, it makes no sense,” I confirmed, after thinking about it for a few more minutes. “Stefan didn’t let Becky get her clutches into him, even though she’d have been a smart choice considering how often she’s sucking Dre’s dick and wants on his, plus she’s a good little fighter…”

      “Yeah, so totally makes no sense.” He pursed his lips. “Should we keep an eye on her?”

      I shrugged. “Would do us no harm.”

      Reed cut me a look. “You want to tap that ass?”

      Laughing, I shot him a grin. “What guy here doesn’t?”

      Even though she was like ET in some regards, she was beautiful and that more than made up for her inability to switch on devices. With her dark hair that she wore in a bun, and a face that would make angels cry with dark honey-colored eyes, rounded cheeks that were usually pink from her shyness, and a mouth with a pronounced Cupid’s bow that had me thinking of BJs all the time, she looked like a woman who belonged in a classical painting. Not the ugly ones either. The hot ones. She had the same body too. Bit plumper, maybe, but I didn’t have a definitive on that one.

      I could see some of her body thanks to her yoga pants—thank God for yoga pants—but she wore men’s shirts that covered her top half. Well, she thought they did. Somehow, they just made her tits look even bigger.

      Nestor’s laughter grabbed my attention, and I realized he was showing her something on his phone. Her fingers were tracing the screen like it was magic, and I couldn’t deny that my cock ached to feel that touch too. Every part of me wanted to show her my own specific brand of magic.

      Ha.

      Corny? Maybe.

      True? Definitely.

      My lips curved as I turned to Reed and said, “First one to tap her—”

      He held up a hand. “Bets can only be discussed when Sammy’s around.”

      “He likes her too?” That surprised me. Sam had a thing about blonde-haired girls, not dark ones.

      “He has a cock, doesn’t he?”

      Sheepishly, I nodded, but Eve was that kind of woman.

      She’d turn any man’s head, and even though we were a thousand times more than just ‘men,’ we were no different where it counted.

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      
        
        Eve

      

      

      

      “You don’t look overwhelmed.”

      I frowned at Nicholas. Or, as some called him, the principal. In the end, he hadn’t asked me to come to his office the day after my arrival, he’d given me some time to settle in, which only made me even more relieved that the boys had taken me under their wing or I’d have gone crazy waiting on him for more information.

      “Why would I be?” The list in my hand was kind of long, about as long as my forearm and the text was quite small, but I wasn’t about to complain. “I need to know all this, I assume.”

      His lips curved. “Yes. It would come in quite handy.”

      I shrugged. “Well then, what’s to be overwhelmed over?”

      “It’s a very long list,” he said gently. “But there’s no rush. You have a year to power through this.”

      I didn’t say anything, but inwardly, I snorted. I loved reading and after a lifetime of reading only the Bible, the dictionary, and Father Bryan’s endless ream of nonsense that he spewed out on the pulpit and that one of the Sisters wrote into the books that filled the compound’s library? I was ready for more. Ready to devour anything that was thrown at me.

      Plus, I hated feeling like I was in the dark on a warm, sunny day.

      Everyone was looking at me like I was an idiot here, and maybe I was, but the second I knew what was what? They couldn’t look at me that way, could they?

      “You’ll be having classes with Damon and Merry mostly,” he tacked on. “But you’ll have to start using the gym more, and you can work that out with Justin—he’s the coach. Speak with him when we’ve finished. It would be best to get started as soon as possible.”

      Nestor, Eren, and Stefan had shown me the gym, and it looked like some kind of torture chamber.

      Now, that overwhelmed me.

      But this list of books?

      No.

      They excited me.

      Those books contained information that would enlighten me about what I was, about who I was. Why wouldn’t I be excited?

      “Yes, I’ll speak with him.” Eren was waiting outside so I felt sure he’d guide me to this coach person.

      Nicholas smiled. “I wish all new students were as calm as you, Eve.”

      I shrugged. “I finally have an answer. If the books and the lessons guide me, why would I complain?”

      “Most do.” His lips twitched again. “You can find all the books in the library. If you have any issues, Merry and Damon will help. I won’t be a part of your education until you’re more comfortable with the basic workings of our race. I don’t want to overwhelm you further with information you’re not ready to handle. Does that make sense?”

      “Yes. Perfect sense.” And it did. I was beginning to see that speaking with the older people was easier than to the younger ones. They didn’t drop words in like ‘freak’ and ‘shook’ in the most random parts of a conversation.

      “Good.” He drummed his fingers against the desk. “If you have any issues though, you can come and speak with me, but Lori is useful too.

      “Life here is relatively free and easy going, Eve. I don’t believe in too many rules, as our souls don’t appreciate being controlled that much. However, please, do as your teachers say and don’t try to leave through the front gates.”

      “Why?” I wasn’t arguing, just curious.

      “The portal is important to us. It’s…” He winced. “This is a conversation best left for another day, Eve, when you’re more aware of our world. Consider Caelum a safe zone. It’s that way for a reason.

      “There’s something special about this island,” he continued. “Something to do with things you don’t know about yet. Those books will help you. You need a basic knowledge on most things that children learn in school, so Merry and Damon will judge how much you need to learn.

      “But the thing that makes Caelum special helps us control the souls before they manifest.”

      I tilted my head to the side at that. “What would have happened if Merry hadn’t found me?”

      “The soul would have manifested but…” His smile tightened, and in contrast to his relaxed one of moments before, it sent a wave of chills down my spine—what happened if you weren’t in Caelum when the dominant soul emerged? Did I even want to know the answer? “Truly, Eve,” he rasped, “this is a conversation best left for when you understand us more.”

      Though his answer irritated me, I couldn’t complain. Not overly. I was asking him to explain how to run when I’d barely learned to walk in this society.

      So, despite wanting answers, rather than argue, I decided to be proactive. I was armed with a list of books that would educate me. Not just on the world itself, but on this terrifying society that I was now a part of…

      Rather than moan, I would leapfrog off this moment and dive into this reading list.

      Therein lay all the answers I’d ever need.
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      One of the best things about Caelum?

      The food.

      As a kid, there’d been days when I’d been starving. When I’d literally have killed for something to eat, so I always appreciated food. I’d probably have appreciated shit food, but this stuff here?

      Manna from the gods.

      The dining area was large enough to seat two hundred and ran under the first floor of a large chunk of the main edifice. Meals came in two sittings because there were over five hundred to feed with the faculty to account for, and the shittiest part of hitting my eighteenth year had been, without a doubt, having to graduate from the first to second wave of serving as the younger kids ate first.

      The place wasn’t like the shitholes you saw on TV screens about school meals. They served fucking steak. Real food, and none of that processed crap either. Our bodies didn’t deal well with food that wasn’t natural, and studies had proven that all the chemicals and stuff shoved into ready meals made our souls deteriorate. E numbers and colorants actually made us sicker… that was why most kids didn’t do well when they’d been shoved in mental health ‘retreats’ that were state funded.

      Caelum’s dining hall was comfortable too. Cushioned chairs with circular tables so that groups of friends and Packs could sit together and chill as we ate. There was no rush. Meals were for celebrating here. Food was precious, but for most of us, who’d been homeless or had been without good home-cooked food thanks to being shoved in institutes, we appreciated it more than most.

      “You’ll get used to it,” I told Eve that following day as she took a seat with us. This was her first meal here because Lori had fed her in her room, not wanting to overwhelm her with the number of pupils who ate in the canteen.

      “Get used to what?” she queried, eying the mashed potatoes and gravy as though it had sprouted a head, then she shot us all a look as we started eating without waiting on her.

      Fuck, we trained seven hours a day. We needed the calories! I, for one, was goddamn starving.

      “The food.”

      Her mouth worked and her hands came up in the position I knew well. Then she frowned, stared down at her hands, back at us, and the meals we were already eating, then murmured, “No grace?”

      My lips curved. “Nope.”

      I wasn’t sure if that concerned her or not, but her hands dropped to her lap the second I’d made the ’n’ sound, so I assumed she was all for it. Reaching for her fork, she spooned up some of the potatoes and asked, “What’s the brown stuff?”

      “Dear God, they didn’t have gravy at your place?” I rasped, my heart fluttering in sympathy. Who didn’t know what this amazing stuff was?

      “Gravy?” She pursed her lips, then dipped the tines of her fork into her mouth. Her eyes flashed wide, and she released a moan that had the three of us freezing.

      Holy fuck.

      Could that have sounded anymore carnal?

      My cock stirred as she ate some more, then she pressed a hand to her mouth and whispered, “What is it? It’s beautiful.”

      My throat thick from unexpected arousal, I replied huskily, “It’s this stuff they make from the meat they cook.”

      Eren snorted, but I could see from his dilated eyes that he was just as turned on.

      We were guys. Boners weren’t unusual, but I just hadn’t anticipated my response to Eve. She was so innocent, and I hadn’t expected her to make a noise like that, for Christ’s sake.

      “Ever effusive,” Eren mocked.

      “I’m no chef,” I said with a grunt. “Anyway, if you know so much, why don’t you share with the class?”

      Eve released a chuckle. “Please do, Eren. I’d like to know how to make this.”

      “You cook?” Stefan interjected, and I wasn’t sure what would make his boner harder—the moan or the fact she could cook.

      “Well, we didn’t have much choice but to cook, but we never made anything like this.” Her brow puckered. “I wonder if it’s complicated.”

      “No. When you fry beef, they usually deglaze the pan with wine or something so that all the juices that have stuck to the base of the pan are released into the beef stock they pour in next. They add in seasonings and thickeners, sometimes things you buy or flour. Because we can’t process certain foods, I think it’s flour here.”

      I gaped at Eren. “Since when are you Gordon Ramsay?”

      “I like cooking shows,” he grumbled. “They’re relaxing.”

      Well, I’d never seen him watch one. Although, maybe he did at night. Eren slept like shit and usually watched TV until the early hours. I’d thought he’d be watching porn, not Ina frickin’ Garten.

      Eve frowned. “I wonder why we didn’t eat this. It sounds quite simple.”

      “What did you eat?” Stefan inquired, his head tilting to the side as he contemplated her.

      “Mostly vegetables. If we had meat, it was usually chicken. Beef was for special occasions like Yule, but we used cows mostly for the milk. A few times a week, we had fish if the men had a good haul—we were close to the ocean,” she explained, then she licked her lips as she picked up one of the salt and pepper cellars. “What are these?”

      I gaped at her, then shot Eren and Stefan a look to see if they were just as floored as me. “You don’t know what salt and pepper are?”

      “Seasonings?” she queried. “I’ve heard of them but I don’t think I’ve tasted them.”

      We watched as she sprinkled some onto her palm, and then I snickered when she pressed too hard and a shit ton came out. When she licked her finger, my nostrils flared and my amusement died out as she stuck it into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the tip in an unconsciously sexy move that made me wonder how someone so naive could keep pulling this on us.

      Her eyes widened at the peppery taste. “That’s good!” she mumbled, sprinkling some over her meal. When she repeated the move with the salt, her nose wrinkled.

      “You tried too much,” Eren rasped, as affected as the rest of us with the way she was exploring these new flavors. “We only use a pinch here and there.”

      She hummed. “A pinch.” So saying, she sprinkled some on her meal too.

      “Do you seriously mean to tell me that you’ve never tried salt and pepper before?” I queried, both unable to believe it from how alien she found most things, and strangely accepting of it too.

      “No. I don’t think so.”

      “Jesus, your food must have been bland as hell,” Stefan grunted, his eyes wide.

      “I believe so.” No wonder she was moaning at the taste of the red-eye gravy on her plate.

      For a second, I just watched her eat. I felt like a perv, but man, it was better than porn. The way she savored every bite? It was hard not to wonder if she’d savor a man’s dick that way.

      Then, I felt even more like a perv for thinking that, but if she’d make as much of a meal out of me as she did her chicken-fried steak? I’d die a happy man.

      Stefan cleared his throat, but the look he shot me wasn’t loaded with warning, just caution. I understood because we didn’t want to scare her, and I had to assume I was looking at her like a dinosaur probably eyed a caveman—food.

      “Think they’ll sort Dre’s leg out while he’s out of it?” Stefan asked, changing the subject.

      “How can they? It’s not like there’s much they can do,” Eren replied. “Douche shouldn’t keep twisting it.”

      “Like it’s his fault. You know those fuckers aim for it every time they try to knock him out.”

      “Then he should build up his defenses,” Eren retorted, his words and tone lacking pity.

      Dre was an odd duck. Life had made him hard, and even though he was a brother and I loved him like that, he wasn’t a friend.

      An admission that truly saddened me if I were being honest. He never let us close, and while I got it—my past hadn’t been a picnic either—he just pushed us too far.

      “What’s wrong with Alexandre’s leg?” Eve inquired, pausing in her meal to drink some of her cold coffee. When she slurped some down through a straw, my mind went dirty again, but it was only doubled when she moaned as the taste hit.

      “First time for coffee?” I rasped, trying not to be a lech.

      “Wow, that’s awesome,” she whispered, eying the glass like it was crack cocaine and she was a junkie.

      I guessed she was. A coffee nut in the making, at any rate.

      That compound of hers was sounding worse and worse.

      Salt and pepper were out of the picture, and a predominantly vegetable diet? Talk about sucking. Although it explained something…

      If her food was so boring, it was, without a doubt, not processed. That had probably helped her stay sane all these years. Or, at least, stay under the radar.

      Stefan laughed. “I wonder if you’ll like hot chocolate.”

      “What woman doesn’t?” Eren teased, and his eyes twinkled. “Chocolate is a girl’s best friend.”

      I snorted. “Speak for yourself.” My mouth watered. “What I wouldn’t give for some brigadeiros.”

      “What are they?” she questioned.

      “They’re from my country,” I explained. “It’s a Brazilian treat. They’re little chocolate truffles that are just heaven. I wish they served them here but… beggars can’t be choosers.” I winked at her, touched by her sincerity as she studied me.

      It sounded nuts, but I knew she was absorbing every single word I said, and I found that I liked that. I figured it was an ego stroke, but more than that, she gave a shit. Not many people had ever given that much of a damn about me and Eve’s interest was pretty fucking nice. She’d Chosen Stefan, but he was a man I considered a brother, and once we were of age, we’d be an official Pack. That meant Eve would be around the rest of us all the time.

      At first, that prospect had filled me with dread, but after spending a few days with her, I had to concede that she was sweet, generally gave a shit about people, and was actually quite entertaining. As well as being a walking turn on… that helped too.

      “Chocolate. I don’t think I’ve had that,” she stated softly.

      “By the sounds of it, you haven’t tried much,” Eren quipped, but his eyes were kind. “Stick with us, Eve, we’ll be your food Yodas.”

      I raised a hand. “Don’t get us started on Yoda. We’ll introduce you to Star Wars. Fear not.”

      “Should I be scared?” Her eyes were wide, but there was a twitch to her mouth that told me she was teasing me back.

      “Probably. When I make you watch a marathon of it, anyway.”

      “Star Wars…” She pursed her lips. “Does sound scary.”

      “Only the costumes in the old movies are terrifying,” Stefan joked, and I flipped him the bird. He knew they were my favorite movies and always messed with me.

      “Anyway,” I grumbled. “Dre’s leg… when he was young, he was in an accident. It was a bad one, and he wrecked his knee, but the crash almost killed him. It’s been weak ever since.”

      “That’s sad,” she replied, her brow puckering with distress.

      Eren shrugged. “We all have pasts like that, Eve. Sob stories are common in Caelus.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Stefan sighed and reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Seriously, bro, you raise this now while we’re eating?”

      “It’s not like it has the power to break our appetites,” he retorted dryly.

      “Maybe not you,” I grumbled, but seeing her interest, I relented somewhat. “My parents disowned me when I was eleven. It was too expensive to treat me, so they dumped me on the local priest. He cared for me until he died.” I almost choked on those last three words, but I was proud that I kept a straight face. “After that, I was homeless until I got picked up by a recruiter.”

      “I’m so sorry, Nestor.”

      I shrugged off her sympathy. “Eren’s right. We all have our stories.”

      “What’s yours?” she asked, her voice soft as she directed the question at Eren.

      His mouth tightened. “There was a terror attack in my city. My parents were killed in the blast. Our house was buried under rubble. They didn’t make it out, but I did.”

      Her hand went to her mouth. “You were trapped?”

      “Yes.” His fingers tightened around his cutlery. “For three days.”

      And he had the nightmares to prove it.

      “My sister and brother-in-law raised me until I was recruited.”

      “What about you, Stefan?” she questioned, but I could see that she was only asking out of a reverse sort of kindness.

      She didn’t want to know, not after our sad tales, but not asking Stefan would have been rude. See? She was sweet.

      “I never knew my parents. I grew up in an orphanage. When I was eleven and I started hearing the voices, they didn’t take it well. I used to get tied up a lot.” His shoulders wriggled as though his muscle memory reminded him of what it felt like to be restrained. “I ran away a year later and lived on the streets until I was recruited.”

      “You all said that you were recruited…”

      Eren nodded. “So were you. Merry came for you.”

      “She did.” She narrowed her eyes. “How did she find me?”

      “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “The soul.” I forked up some steak and explained, “Our souls call to one another. In your instance, it could be a hiker who’d been close to your compound who sensed you. They tell HQ, which happens to be here, and then they send a recruiter to investigate.”

      “How does that work?”

      “It’s good fortune and a lot of luck. That’s why you were found late, though. Most of us were in towns or cities with a decent population of people who moved in and out. But with you? Not so much.”

      “I was going to run away when I was eighteen,” she whispered, her gaze directed on her plate. She’d stopped eating, and I regretted that. The food was too good to waste, but I understood how our stories might have upset her. And shit, she didn’t even know the worst of them. Even Dre’s had been white-washed for her benefit.

      “Why eighteen?”

      “Because that’s when they’d have married me off, but also because I overheard one of the Sisters say that in this world, eighteen is when you’re an adult. Because of that, one of the Brothers would take you somewhere off the compound for the day. I was going to use that as my chance to leave.” Eve pulled a face. “I clung to that hope. I needed to get out of there. The souls weren’t behaving themselves, and it was really tough keeping them contained. Then Merry came and told me that it would only get worse.”

      Stefan murmured, “She wasn’t lying, Eve.” His gaze was soft as he stared at the woman the fates had determined would be his. “Containing the souls? It makes them worse. You’ll find your level here, and then you’ll be able to figure out which is your main creature.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I hope so.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but I knew I wasn’t the only one who heard the dubiousness in her words.
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      “But what is it?”

      I had to laugh as Eve stared down at the Dyson. She kept on pulsing the button making the turbo motor roar to life. Every time she did it, she jumped. She knew to anticipate the noise, but that didn’t prepare her.

      Her innocence should have grown tiring, but instead it was amusing as all hell.

      “It’s a vacuum,” I told her expectantly, wondering what shit she’d spew now.

      “A vacuum?” She peered down at it. “It isn’t how I’d have imagined one. What does it do?”

      “How did you imagine one?” I asked, surprised.

      “A space entirely devoid of matter,” she recited blankly, her eyes spacing out as she repeated something she’d obviously memorized a long time ago.

      My lips tightened as I thought about her childhood. I’d already come to see how voracious a reader Eve was. In three days, she’d devoured the Harry Potter series, for Christ’s sake. That was speed-reading to the max.

      For someone like her, I couldn’t imagine how it had felt to be denied books. And although she didn’t speak often about the place that had been her home for so long, little tidbits would pop out from time to time.

      Like the fact she knew the dictionary and the Bible verbatim because that was pretty much all she’d been allowed to read past a certain age.

      A fucking disgrace considering how smart Eve was.

      How many kids out there were like her? So smart, their potential unknown, yet denied a decent education so they couldn’t fulfill their destiny?

      I had a shitty feeling that the cure for cancer was out there in a kid like Eve. Honestly though, that would be exactly what humanity deserved.

      “This isn’t that kind of vacuum,” I explained, after a few more seconds of watching her pulse the button. “This picks up dust and shit from the floor.”

      “Like a broom?” she queried, her head tilting to the side as she pinned me with her quartz-like eyes.

      “Yes, like a broom. But better.”

      “I thought this was called a hoover,” she said after few moments of watching me run the machine over her floor.

      “Yeah, it is. Hoover is a brand, Eve.”

      She hummed. “So, that’s its name?”

      My lips curved. “Well, it’s not a name like Eve or Eren, but yeah. I guess. It’s like a title.”

      “Now isn’t the time for an existential crisis, guys,” Nestor grumbled around a chocolate—the lucky fucker had found brigadeiros on the menu today and was on his tenth truffle. “Just vacuum the damn floor.”

      She stuck out her tongue at him, then took the machine from me and began to vacuum her space.

      The noise had stopped making her jerk back, but I could tell she wasn’t comfortable with the device. I slumped back on the sofa in her room and watched her. It was surprisingly entertaining observing Eve.

      I knew most of the guys liked watching the women around campus. Especially when they were training and wearing close to nothing. But Eve? She did nothing to attract that kind of attention, but she called to me like flowers did to a bee.

      For someone who’d been trained, from birth, to be controlled and composed at all times, she was surprisingly sensual. She touched a lot. Running her fingers over something like she could learn it through her fingers, almost like a child. But she wasn’t a child. Not at all.

      After more time here, I wondered what she’d be like when she was well-read and capable of holding conversations that weren’t about the Bible. I was psyched to know just who she was.

      Her memory was beyond incredible. I’d never seen anyone recount passages from the Bible the way she could. It reminded me of the Hafiz—people who knew the Quran word for word after a lifetime’s study. And while it could be said that Eve previously had nothing else to study, it wasn’t the same at all.

      Eve wasn’t religious.

      Crazy, but true.

      She’d followed the rules of her people but only to stay under the radar.

      I had a feeling that when she was freed from the bullshit she’d learned—and she wasn’t a regular human, and her souls wouldn’t let her remain indoctrinated for long because they had their own shit to do—Eve was going to be a rebel.

      Smirking at the thought because it amused me to imagine her in a leather jacket and Ray-Bans James Dean-style, I watched her and then became aware that Nestor and Stefan were watching me watch her.

      I quirked a brow at them, not sure what the issue was.

      In the real world, checking out a friend’s woman’s tits? Yeah, worthy of an ass-kicking. But in this world? We shared. And they knew that.

      They also knew I was a goddamn virgin, and that most of the women on the campus did jack shit for my dick.

      I guessed it was only fitting that Eve had said dick tied up in knots. There was more DNA material on my shower wall than in an episode of CSI.

      “What do we do now?” Eve asked, breaking into my thoughts as she peered at the container that was loaded with dust.

      “Throw it out,” I said, watching as Nestor climbed to his feet, grabbed the machine, detached the insert, and then emptied it into the trash.

      She frowned, stared down at the floor, then pursed her lips. “Electricity is handy, isn’t it?”

      My nose twitched as I tried to stop myself from laughing. “Very handy,” was all I allowed myself to say.

      A hum escaped her, and I watched as she grabbed one of the books from her enormous stack that was growing every time she passed the library, then headed for the sofa where we were sitting.

      I was honestly surprised she was comfortable with us in here. I figured she’d want this space to be her own, and that being around us would disconcert her. But, again, she wasn’t human. And her soul undoubtedly recognized Stefan’s presence and that soothed her.

      Was it horrible of me to wish that my soul and hers were the bonded ones?

      Probably.

      But Eve was a prize, and she didn’t even know it. I had started to enjoy the time we spent together, reveled in those moments where I could just watch her read at my side.

      I wasn’t sure what had changed between then and now. Just knew that I had. That something about her got to something inside me. It was both terrifying and exhilarating at the same time.

      “What are you reading?” I inquired with a rasp, trying to focus on the documentary Nestor was making us watch rather than on her sweet expression as she smiled up at me.

      “War and Peace.” She patted the book after she’d shuffled nearer to me on the sofa. “I did that thing you told me to do.”

      “Which thing?” I’d told her to do a lot of things. I was her walking Alexa.

      “That thing with the Google.”

      “Just Google,” Stefan corrected. “No ‘the.’”

      “Nit-picker,” she grumbled.

      “What did you Google?”

      “’Literature you have to read before you die.’”

      “You’re not dying,” I reasoned. “Won’t be for a long time.”

      That had her clearing her throat. “I have to divide up my reading time.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged. “Some time is for pleasure, but most is for study.”

      “You can chill a bit, Eve,” Nestor argued, melted chocolate clinging to the sides of his mouth like he was a damn toddler. “You don’t have to read the whole library before you graduate.”

      I kicked his foot. “If that was a prerequisite, Dre would never graduate,” I joked, and Stefan and Nestor laughed with me.

      “Doesn’t he like to read?”

      Stefan snorted out another laugh. “Nope.” Then, at Nestor, he groused, “Do we have to watch this shit?”

      “I like it,” Eve declared. “It’s quieter than all those guns you like to watch.”

      Nestor extended chocolate-covered fingers toward her. “Want my last one?”

      Her eyes rounded. “You wouldn’t mind?”

      He grinned. “Nope.”

      I knew for a fact he wouldn’t have shared that with Stefan or me, but I wasn’t pissed. I was glad, actually. It was yet more proof of the effect Eve had on Nestor, which was all for the good. He could be weird around girls, but Eve seemed to relax him. Enough to share his last treat with her, apparently, and I watched as she took the chocolate truffle covered in brown sprinkles and raised it to her lips.

      Nestor’s sacrifice was more than worth it when she released a soul deep moan as she savored the treat.

      “That tastes so good,” she purred, her voice smoky. When she saw we were watching her, her cheeks turned pink, but her smile was bright. “That was delicious. Thank you, Nestor.”

      “You’re more than welcome,” he stated, his tone so heartfelt I was hard-pressed not to laugh out loud.

      Instead, my lips curved and I lifted my arm and curled it over the back of the sofa. Nerves filled me, wondering if she’d move away from the touch. Hell, I wasn’t even sure if she’d recognize what the move technically meant!

      When she did nothing but open the book and begin reading, I averted my attention to the screen, but not before I glowered at Nestor and Stefan who were smirking at me like the douches they were.

      But they were the ones who were left hanging when, after five minutes, she turned into me, leaned against my side, then curled her legs up, so the book was on her lap.

      Did she recognize what that meant?

      I didn’t think her Succubus was in charge today, but some days, she didn’t present. Unlike the rest of us. It was pretty easy to sense which soul was taking the lead, but Eve’s weren’t that discernible. She kind of went from zero to a hundred where that was concerned. All or nothing.

      Swallowing, I felt my Adam’s apple bob at her proximity, at the scent of chocolate that lingered in the air from her treat, as well as from her scent. It was clean and fresh and delicious too. Inside, I was tense, uncertain, but when she relaxed, I did as well.

      There was something about her, something that eased an internal ache I’d never known I had.

      Whether that was for good or bad, we’d find out eventually.
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      Settling into Caelum was surprisingly easy. It helped that most people ignored me. Well, save for Stefan, Nestor, and Eren. I had a feeling that when their friend finally woke up, he’d hang around me too just because they were close, but otherwise, the rest of the students seemed to go out of their way to avoid me.

      It made me grateful for whatever it was that linked me to Stefan. I didn’t want to be alone anymore. I felt like I’d been alone all my life, and now I was here, with the promise of a community, but it was only being followed through by Stefan and his friends.

      My major complications stemmed from not understanding what people were saying. It didn’t matter that everyone spoke the same language. What they said was what confused me.

      I had no idea how someone could throw shade, and harshing someone’s mellow? What on earth did that even mean?

      It wasn’t that people went out of their way to confuse me either. But references to movies went over my head, I had no idea who Sheldon Cooper was, and when it boiled down to it, I got sick of asking why He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named couldn’t be named so I’d read the full series to catch up.

      Of course, I read the books, watched the shows, and sat back with the boys and viewed the movies, but I only had so much time in a day.

      Despite housing all these souls within me, they didn’t extend time and make it easier to multi-task.

      “You’re not concentrating.”

      I blinked at Merinda. “I am.”

      “Thought it was a sin to lie,” she grumbled.

      “Well, it was back at the compound, but I’m no longer there, am I?” I retorted, satisfied with my answer when she muttered at me.

      “Look, concentrate. I have places to be.”

      “You say that often. Why are you teaching me if you want to be elsewhere?”

      “Because I like you, kid, and yeah, that stuns the shit out of me too.” She looked me up and down. “When are you going to stop borrowing your little friends’ shirts?”

      I frowned. “When I can buy clothes of my own that don’t—”

      “Don’t, what?” She cocked a brow, eying the T-shirt that was far too large and all the more comfortable for it. “Fit?”

      “I’ve never worn anything so revealing in my life as the clothes in my closet.”

      She shrugged. “You have money. Buy your own shit.”

      “Buy my own shit?” I scowled at her. “Why would I buy that?”

      “God help me, you’re so literal,” she growled. “I meant you can buy whatever you want. Most kids don’t have allowances as large as yours.”

      “I don’t want to be a burden, and Nestor, Eren, and Stefan don’t mind me wearing their shirts.” Goodness, I wished I could wear their shorts as well. These things called yoga pants went all the way up to the apex of my thighs. Sometimes, they even dug between my most private area!

      It was beyond bewildering why females wore them.

      “If you want to get laid this century, wear some of the clothes in your closet. Let the guys see your assets. Once you get your freak on, you’ll calm down some. Might be less uptight.”

      Considering I understood about seventy percent of that sentence, I just murmured, “If you say so.”

      “Meaning you’re going to ignore me?”

      I shot her a smile. “I didn’t say that, did I?”

      “Diplomacy, I like it. Not.” She shot me a dirty look. “What was I saying about Loreleis?”

      Merry was here to tutor me in things that I should have learned four years ago upon arriving at Caelum. Since I was late to receiving any kind of information about my species, I had to catch up.

      It wasn’t fun.

      Nicholas, the principal, Damon, the man who stood sentinel over the front doors, and Merry, each held classes on the different souls and how they worked. Thankfully, that was the only time I spoke with Nicholas. One class was more than enough with him.

      I quite enjoyed the theory. It was the active sessions I didn’t like.

      As anticipated, I was a lot rounder than most women in the school. They could do things called dropkicks and uppercuts without looking like a tomato and getting their yoga pants stuck up their buttocks.

      I was certain that was the devil’s work, but for all I’d learned about another kind of world within this world, there was no such thing as that. Or magic. More’s the pity.

      When Merry stared at me expectantly, I rummaged around my brain for what she might have been talking about. Mostly it was about the voice and how a Lorelei used it to engage, bewilder, or entrap humans and creatures alike.

      “You were trying to show me how we lulled the compound to sleep,” I replied after a few moments of heavy thought.

      She pursed her lips. “Do you remember the song?”

      I frowned. “No. I don’t really remember joining in with you if I’m being honest.”

      “Is it a blackout in your mind?”

      Her concern had me hesitating. Which answer wouldn’t get me into trouble?

      She waved a hand, almost as though she’d heard my silent question. “Never mind. What can you remember?”

      “That everyone fell asleep. That’s it.”

      That had her lips firming into a line before she began to sing. The notes had every hair on my body rising to attention, and a quiver shot down my spine in response to the beautiful song. There was a faint warbling to it that reminded me of birdsong, but equally, there were words that I remembered hearing from before. Even if that wasn’t active memory, it was like I’d heard the song when that was a sheer impossibility.

      Stefan had introduced me to YouTube and the millions of songs that were out there now. Having endured hymns all my life, Chet Faker and Sam Smith were a definite improvement.

      Still, before now, I’d only ever heard religious songs, and this was definitely not that. It was in tongues. I’d never heard that before I’d crossed through the portal into Caelum.

      On edge because my memory was playing tricks on me, I noticed I had her attention. One hundred percent.

      She broke off, fracturing the beautiful song. “Aren’t you tired?”

      “Should I be?”

      “Can’t you ever answer a question?”

      “Can’t you?”

      Merry grunted, then turned her back on me to stare out of one of the windows.

      The room we were in was considered small for Caelum. It consisted of a round table that was almost as large as the room itself. Odd chairs surrounded it, and I liked the one with the wide back that had wings where I could rest my head while I listened to whatever my tutors were teaching me.

      There were paintings of all varieties on the wall. Some in colorful frames with others in ornate gilt. They depicted anything from battle scenes to portraits of beautiful young ladies. Not an ounce of space was free save for where there was a chalkboard. Caelum seemed to have hoarding issues, which I was up-to-date with considering Nestor had insisted we watch something called Hoarding: Buried Alive the other day while Eren was working out.

      On the side wall, there was a view of the ocean that I had to fight every time I came in here. Concentrating on work was hard when all I wanted to do was look beyond the glass.

      Watching Merry stare out at the view, I was hesitant to break her train of thought. I knew I was unusual. Not just because of the whole ‘eight souls’ thing, but because I said things that surprised them all.

      Not just Nicholas, Damon, and Merry, but Nestor, Eren, and Stefan too.

      I didn’t mean to bewilder them, but whenever I asked a question, I seemed to. Sometimes I didn’t even have to open my mouth to perplex them as was the case now.

      “What do the boys make you feel?”

      The question came out of nowhere, and I shifted uneasily in my seat. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because I’m curious. I’m not like Nicholas and Damon, Eve. I won’t just talk to you about theory but about life. About being a woman in this world. A world that isn’t bound by the ties of religion or a man’s whim.”

      I frowned at that and then thought about what she was saying. “They confuse me,” I admitted eventually, settling on those three words because while they weren’t the whole truth, some of it was.

      “In a good way or a bad way?”

      I was surprised that I understood what she meant. “Sometimes, it’s bad.” I licked my lips and pressed a hand to my belly. “When I watch them hitting each other, I get confused. There’s warmth here when I see them fight, watch them try to best each other, but then there’s fear they’ll hurt one another.”

      She hummed under her breath. “Any news on Alexandre?”

      I shook my head. “No. He’s still sleeping.”

      Merry pulled a face. “Damn Hell Hounds punch hard. What is that now, two weeks? Happened the day you arrived, didn’t it?”

      “Yes. They’re worried.”

      “Understandable. We’re not often ill this long. We heal quickly. That Alexandre hasn’t, doesn’t bode well.”

      My eyes flared wide. “You think he might die?”

      Merry shrugged. “We live long lives, but we’re not impossible to kill, and Hell Hounds? They’re the strongest of us all.”

      “Because their anger shields them,” I quoted what Nicholas had told me earlier that week.

      “Yes. We’re all tied to something, Eve.”

      “I know. That’s where the basis of the seven deadly sins comes from, isn’t it? Lust for the Incubi and Succubi. Sin Eaters are the gluttons. Gargoyles are sloths, and Vampires are greedy. Hell Hounds are wrathful, with Weres being prideful.”

      “And Loreleis are envious.” She smirked. “Or should I say we covet what we cannot have.”

      I gnawed my lip as I stared at her smirk. “Are we evil, Merry?”

      “Just because our traits were misinterpreted along the way and used as a guideline for humans doesn’t make us true sinners, Eve. Anyway, you know religion doesn’t belong here.”

      I did, and though I preferred it to my past life, that didn’t make it easy to break the habit.

      My earliest memories involved the Church. We attended twice a day, three times during the festivities. Even as a child, we’d worked hard, had many chores, and going from such an active day to a relatively slow one was surprising.

      Though most of the other students complained about the load the Academy placed on them, I didn’t because it wasn’t.

      I didn’t have to help make dinner for hundreds, didn’t have to serve men who leered at me when my Lorelei was in full force. There were these marvelous machines called dishwashers that didn’t necessitate my rubbing my hands raw as I cleaned hundreds of plates. I didn’t have to teach the children, didn’t have to read the Bible out loud. And, most importantly, I was never punished physically.

      That was the most joyful difference between the compound and here.

      Even if I made a mistake, even if I did something wrong or even refused to do something, they never used brute force against me.

      It was deliciously liberating, and to a certain extent, intoxicating.

      “Do you know what that heat in your belly means?”

      Merry seemed intent on driving a point home, but I didn’t know where she was going with this.

      I’d been at Caelum for fifteen days now, and most things confused me but being with Nestor, Stefan, and Eren didn’t. They were the only things that made me feel grounded, and I didn’t appreciate Merry stirring things up and making me question their friendship.

      I scowled at her. “Why are you trying to make things harder for me?”

      “I’m not. I’m trying to teach you something.”

      Her bland expression didn’t appease me at all. “Okay, what are you trying to teach me exactly?”

      “How relationships between men and women work.”

      “I don’t want to know. Not yet.”

      “They’re creatures, Eve. That’s what they want. And if you hadn’t been raised where you were, you’d want that too. I’m trying to spare you any confusion.”

      “I’d prefer to stay confused,” I argued. “I’ve seen lust, Merry. Trust me. I know what it looks like, and it’s nothing like how the boys look at me.”

      She sighed and pressed her back against the panes of glass so she could stare at me and shake her head at the same time. “What you saw was a perverted lust.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. “Yes. It was.” The Brothers waited for an eighteenth birthday to wed a girl, but it didn’t stop them from drooling over the Sisters.

      “It isn’t always like that, Eve,” she argued.

      “I should hope not.” I smiled at her. “Are we finished for today?”

      “Not really,” Merry stated grimly. “But we can pick things up tomorrow. You’re reading those books Nicholas gave you?”

      Was I ever. I’d never had access to such reading material in my life. I was in heaven.

      Literally.

      Caelum was the word for heaven, after all. I’d learned that after Nestor had shown me how to use Google Translate.

      The Internet was beyond wonderful. A true gift that most disrespected by wasting it on cat memes and taking pictures of their morning coffees. As magnificent as coffee was, I didn’t understand why people took so many photos of it.

      “I’m almost through them all,” I assured her, and that had her cocking a brow at me.

      “Really? That was some heavy reading material. You understand everything?”

      “Yes. If anything, I understand those books more than I understand any of you.”

      “That’s because they were written right about your era—seventeen eighty-nine.”

      I grinned at her, amused and surprised by that amusement.

      Clambering to my feet after I pushed the chair away, I murmured, “If that’s everything?”

      She sighed again—she did that a lot—and wafted a hand at me in dismissal.

      I took no offense. I don’t think she particularly liked me, but equally, there was something that tied her here. She’d indicated that she was leaving the second she could, and yet here Merry was. Still on campus, still willing to teach me about things I was only beginning to understand.

      Leaving the room, I headed down the corridor to the Garland Room where Stefan said they’d be waiting on me to finish up.

      Was it strange having friends that were boys? Perhaps. But I found I quite liked it. I’d always enjoyed my brother’s company, even if he’d been beyond pious and dull as dishwater some days. Being with Nestor, Stefan, and Eren was amusing. They were always bickering, and though their propensity for fighting was slightly disturbing, the boys at the compound had been quite similar. Except here, they weren’t whipped for fighting. There was no punishment, in fact.

      The long hallway was armed with the strange things I’d seen my first day, objects Nestor called suits of armor, and I stopped in front of one I liked the most. It was silver, but it was plated with gold in certain areas, and the mask looked as though it had two eye patches, which soared higher as it connected with the upper part of the helmet. It reminded me of a flame, but those flames made horns that were beyond devilish.

      “They say the first Sin Eater wore that.”

      Having been ignored by mostly everyone, the fact that someone was talking to me surprised me. I turned my head, and seeing one of the boys Stefan and his friends loathed, I hesitated before curiosity got the better of me. “What makes them say that?”

      “The horns.” His accent was strange. Everyone had their own twang though tongues made communicating simple, but his was stronger—I liked it. It was pleasing to my ear. He was pleasing to look at too, especially when he grinned at me like he was letting me in on a joke.

      “Why?” I stared at the boy who was tall, had golden blond hair, and whose skin was a pale gold from the sun. He had stubble on his chin that glittered like metal shards in the overhead lighting, and his green eyes pierced me to the quick as he stared down at me with something in those eyes I couldn’t discern.

      I didn’t particularly like the way he was looking at me, but I’d seen worse things on a man’s face, so I felt no need for fright.

      He reached forward and touched the point of the horn, exactly where I was, and I jolted in surprise when our fingers connected—on purpose. He purposely touched me. But when I moved back and away, Reed eyed me warily then raised his hands, and backed off, explaining, “He was mistaken for the devil, and then the Sin Eaters took to wearing them during the first millennia. Christianity has been entwined with our world ever since. The church just doesn’t really know it.”

      “Why are you talking to me?” What I was really asking was why he’d tried to touch my hand.

      If he was taken aback by the question, he didn’t show it. “You were looking at it and I knew something about it. We all know you’re a blank slate where our history is concerned.”

      “And you thought you’d fill in some of the gaps?”

      He shrugged and started to walk off.

      Though I hesitated for a second, I called out, “Thank you.”

      He stopped walking and turned around a few feet away so I was back in his line of sight.

      “You’re Reed, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. And you’re Eve.” He tilted his head to the side. “Was there an Adam waiting back at that cult for you?”

      Discomfort filled me, and I wished that news of my past hadn’t filtered through the place, even if I understood the logic of sharing it. I was old. Too old to be so behind on all the classes. The students would be curious, might even make life difficult for me here, and that was why Nicholas had held a special assembly to explain things.

      While I understood it, I didn’t appreciate the necessity.

      “No Adam,” I retorted, “but a Bryan.” My smile was taut. “He was seventy-eight and told me that prayer would help control my souls. After we were wed, of course.”

      His mouth curved with disgust. “Seriously?”

      “Most seriously. Even better,” I told him, turning back so I could reach up and press a hot hand against the cool metal of the armor’s breastplate, “my parents were incredibly happy that he had picked me.”

      “Why?”

      The question was why was I telling him this? I didn’t really know, but there was no need not to share this kind of information with anyone. But the others hadn’t asked. Not that I blamed them.

      I usually kept them occupied by having them translate the random things they said. I was determined to speak like a normal seventeen year old before the end of the year.

      “Because my father had a temper. He’d beat us from time to time, and while that wasn’t an issue, he was indiscreet. The bruises would show. He was punished for that, not the beating. Every time he did it, it lowered our status in the compound.”

      “And marrying the old bastard would have improved how the family appeared?”

      Nodding, I murmured, “It would have done more than that.”

      “Like what?”

      “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

      “Do you miss it?”

      I snorted. “No.” Shooting him a look that had his mouth twitching, I retorted, “Would you?”

      “No.” He hesitated. “But I’m not you, and I wasn’t stuck in my own personal hell for as long as you were.”

      “True, but I was different, wasn’t I? The souls always kept me apart from everything. I never imagined that being different at the compound would save me in the outside world.”

      “Did they beat you often?”

      “No. I was good. I didn’t misbehave. I did everything within my power to keep under the radar,” I told him, proud at being able to use the slang words in the proper context.

      “Makes sense.”

      Did it? I wasn’t sure anything made sense anymore. That didn’t mean I wasn’t happy with the status quo, but if sense was what I’d been taught since I was a young girl, then Caelum was the New Order’s definition of insanity.

      “Thank you for telling me about the suit of armor.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a Hell Hound. Guarding Sin Eaters’ backs is what I do best.”

      “Will your friend wear something like this when you graduate?” I wasn’t sure what happened then, but Eren said we policed our people and that made sense.

      My question had his lips curving, and I’d be damned if it didn’t make those green eyes sparkle. “That would be like riding a horse and cart when you could take a high-speed bullet train to work.”

      A high-speed bullet train?

      I knew what each individual word meant so I figured it out. Sort of, but I made a mental note to Google that later.

      “Meaning there are more efficient armors now?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Back then, creatures didn’t trust one another. We worked alone.”

      “Why?”

      “This was before Caelum. Imagine being raised the way you were, except without Merry coming and saving you. Creatures learned of their abilities in an…” He winced. “I guess you could say organic manner. It was fucked up, and everyone finally got their heads out of their asses and figured out that someplace like Caelum was necessary if we were going to survive.

      “That’s when souls started working together. You find most creatures now either run in Packs or in teams. Sin Eaters, for example, always work with a Hell Hound. Always. And usually a Vampire too.” He shrugged. “It’s just how it works now.”

      “And having a Hell Hound and a Vampire on your side is better than a heavy suit of armor?”

      Amusement made his eyes twinkle again, and his biceps bulged as he folded his arms across his chest then leaned back against the wall. “Yeah. Just wait until you go on a trial run. Then you’ll see the difference.”

      “What’s a trial run?”

      Reed shook his head. “Your language really is kooky, isn’t it?” When I blushed, he sighed. “A trial run is when they take you out, let you see the creatures in the flesh. They usually do that when you’re eighteen.”

      “Why would they do that?” Goodness, why would I even want to do that? It sounded terrifying!

      “So you can see the reason we exist, of course.”

      When I frowned, he levered off the wall and murmured, “Anyway, I have to go. It was cool talking with you.”

      I nodded, kind of relieved when he left but mostly processing what he’d just said.

      Our reason for existing.

      Well, every species had one, so I supposed it made sense. It was just the first time anyone had actually mentioned it.

      I worried my bottom lip with my fingers as I headed toward the Garland Room, which was named for all the moldings that ran around the ceiling. Right in the center of each wall, the moldings gathered together into a garland of flowers. It was the only old part of the room though. Everything else was modern. From the squashy leather L-seater sofas to the huge screen TVs.

      When I stepped into the doorway, I hesitated for a second, seeking out Stefan. He looked stressed—his brow was puckered and his mouth was twisted in an unhappy snarl. Nestor and Eren didn’t look that much better if I were being honest.

      I was used to being around angry men, but at that moment, I knew I didn’t have to go and sit with them if I didn’t want to. I could go back to my room or head for the library. I had options.

      Strange then, that even though I had those options, and even though I was a little uneasy about the boys’ tempers, I still moved into the room and toward them.

      When they saw me, Nestor and Eren shuffled up so I could take a seat beside Stefan. They always did that, and I never complained because he smelled the best.

      He was like how good fries taste but for the nose.

      Part of me wanted to eat him up, but the other part questioned how that was physically possible.

      “Everything okay?” I asked cautiously as I raised my knees and curved my arms around them.

      The leather was soft and comfortable, but it was even better when Stefan raised an arm and curved it around my shoulder.

      I pressed my side into him, immediately feeling better and not really knowing why.

      It was strange to be in a room with someone and just be content because that person was there. It was even more bewildering when that person was a stranger who you barely knew in the grand scheme of things.

      God worked in mysterious ways, though, and I wasn’t about to reject this particular gift. Not when these three guys were the only ones who were talking to me on a regular basis and didn’t look at me as though I were about to develop horns.

      “What day is it today?”

      I was aware that to most people, to normal people, that question would indicate that Stefan was unsure if it was Monday or Tuesday. For us? The question went a whole lot deeper. Two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have been able to identify the soul in charge, but now? I was pleased to admit I could.

      Clearing my throat, I murmured, “Sin Eater.” I knew because I was starving. Starving. With a capital S. I felt like I could eat a million burgers and still be hungry.

      Stefan snorted. “Want to grab something to eat in the kitchen?”

      “No. Not yet. I ate breakfast before my class with Merry.” I had to control myself. Back at the compound, there had only been so much food. Here? It was endless. If I didn’t want to end up rounder than the big balls some of the women used when they were training, I had to find some semblance of control.

      I was already twice some of their size, and because of the clothes here, there was no hiding it.

      He shrugged. “Okay.”

      “What are you today?”

      A grimace twisted his mouth. “Hell Hound.”

      Ah, that explained his mood.

      I turned to Nestor, who said, “Lorelei.”

      Wow. In just that one word, I had my answer. My mouth started watering and not for fries. Squeaking, “I’d never have guessed,” my cheeks burned when the three of them chuckled.

      “You’ve never been around a male Lorelei, have you?” he rasped, making everything deep inside me quiver. Things that I didn’t even know could move.

      Wow.

      “Well, not really. I guess they must have been around me here, but you know no one speaks to me.”

      It wasn’t a complaint, and it sure as heck wasn’t one now considering the punch he packed when he spoke.

      But I frowned at the other two. “You must have had a Lorelei day.”

      Stefan and Eren shrugged. “We shielded you from it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you weren’t ready to hear it,” Stefan reasoned.

      “And I am now?” I wasn’t sure why they’d think that.

      “Yes. You’re adapting to life here.”

      I was? Okay, I was getting used to the day-to-day routine, but adapting was a strong word.

      I barely understood what people were saying, and though I was reading through the class material as fast as Mjolnir traveled when Thor called his hammer home—the boys had a thing about Marvel movies—I was still in the dark about most things. At least, I thought I was.

      Rather than argue with them because I’d seen how testy the Hell Hounds could be—I knew from my own personal experience that as a mild-mannered person, when that mood hit me, I could ram my fist into the wall—I instead questioned, “Eren? What are you today?”

      “Were.” That was Eren, ever short and sweet. He didn’t say much, but he watched. Hard. Sometimes I thought I was far more interesting than the blood and guts that were always spilling in the movies they insisted on watching.

      The first time? I’d sobbed at the sight. Now after two weeks of two movies a day? I was gradually getting used to seeing people’s insides.

      “Why don’t you and Stefan go work out together instead of watching movies? You know you’ll both feel better.”

      Stefan murmured, so close to my ear that I was grateful today wasn’t his Lorelei, “Are you trying to get rid of us?”

      I gaped at him. “No. I’m trying to make you feel better.”

      He smirked at me. “Don’t worry about that. Just being with you puts me at ease.”

      “It does?” I half-squeaked that, biting on my lip when the others started snickering at me.

      “It really does.”

      “You’re surprisingly good for our moods,” Nestor stated, his tone matter-of-fact.

      I’d noticed little things about all of them like that. How Nestor was usually reasonable and how Eren wouldn’t use three words if he could get away with saying two.

      Mostly, I picked up on this because I let them interact around me without having much to say. Not because I wanted to stay on the outskirts of their conversation, but because I had no choice. I felt as though I was still speaking English while they conversed in tongues. It was very hard picking up on their meanings when they used so many phrases that we’d just never used back at the compound.

      “Well, I’m glad I am. But I don’t think I do anything,” I admitted, not about to take credit for something I hadn’t done.

      Stefan squeezed my arm. “Sometimes you don’t need to say or do anything, but being there helps.”

      Because I understood that sentiment, I didn’t argue. Instead, I settled back and watched the movie on the screen. I was getting used to never watching the beginning or the end because invariably, someone called us away before the movie finished or I came into a room after it had started. Surprisingly enough, it didn’t diminish my enjoyment of the stories.

      I had a feeling that would wane once I was used to the miracle that was a TV.

      Still, because I wasn’t as absorbed as the rest of the room in the movie, I saw him first. He was a bit like Nestor in coloring, with olive skin and dark hair. But he was pale, a little washed out, and his cheeks were gaunt. His dark hair wasn’t as rich as Nestor’s and didn’t gleam like black silk. The clothes he wore hung on him, and there was something in his eye that had me nuzzling into Stefan.

      The faint movement stirred Stefan’s attention. His gaze drifted from the movie and to me—he called it checking in on me—and when it returned to the screen, he froze when he saw the boy in the door.

      When he released a kind of whooping sound, I jolted in surprise and lost my balance, tumbling into the cushions as he jumped straight up and rushed over to the boy hollering, “Alexandre!”

      And even though I was relieved that Alexandre was finally awake, a part of me wondered if my time with Stefan, Eren, and Nestor had just run out.

      What use was a dimwitted girl when they had their friend back?
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      As I rushed over to my bud, I knew Nestor and Eren were at my back. But seeing Dre, I realized that he’d been through the wringer more than I’d expected.

      He looked like he’d lost about ten pounds, and considering we ate as much as we did and worked out like fiends, those ten pounds would be easily regained, but it was a testament to how bad his concussion had been that he’d lost it in the first place.

      His skin was pale and his hair looked like shit. The guy used so much product on that damn hair that I wasn’t sure if it looked limp because it wasn’t coated in gel or if it was further proof of how sick he’d been.

      I clapped him on the back when I reached his side. “Dre, what the fuck, man? You look like you should still be in sick bay.”

      Dre grunted. “You’re as bad as the nurses. I’m okay. Just tired.”

      “All the more reason to stay in bed,” Eren drawled, and Dre flipped him the bird, making me grin.

      “I was sick of bed. I need to get back on my feet.”

      There were two reasons why he’d want to haul ass. One: because he wanted to beat the shit out of Frazer and Reed as soon as possible. Two: because it would shortly be time to go to the mainland.

      Neither was an option. Not with him looking as shitty as he did.

      “Why did you sleep so long?” Nestor questioned, his brow puckering. “The nurses wouldn’t tell us shit.”

      “You know they won’t until we’re official,” Dre excused, running a hand over his head so he could rub the back of his neck.

      Packs weren’t allowed to be selected until we hit twenty. That was three months away. The second Dre hit that big 2-0, he could declare us his Pack. Didn’t matter that we were still nineteen, that was just the way it worked here.

      “That explains nothing,” Eren stated, grabbing Dre’s arm and hauling him over to the sofa. I knew why too. Dre looked like he was about to fall down.

      As we crossed the room, I saw Eve was watching us with those big eyes of hers that seemed to see way more than I wanted her to. The orbs were usually molten hot when she looked at me, and I knew she wasn’t aware of it. Wasn’t aware of the silent promise she made me every time she looked my way.

      The tight bun she wore her hair in drew my attention to the sharp crests of her cheeks, and I longed to stroke that tender flesh with my fingers, to anoint it with my lips. Because those were dangerous thoughts, I let my gaze drift away. Noticing she wore a pair of black yoga pants that did fine things to her ass, and one of Nestor’s plaid shirts that he wore in winter, I knew I’d leaped straight from the frying pan and right into the fire.

      Every part of her set me alight, and it was only the fact that she didn’t know it that forced me to control myself.

      Seeing her in Nestor’s shirt, though, I had to hide a smile. I wasn’t sure why she wasn’t boiling hot in the thick plaid, but she seemed to prefer the swathes of fabric. I didn’t mind, mostly because my dick might implode if I saw her tits in a tight shirt, but also because I figured it made sense. Clothes were her security blanket, and I wasn’t about to take that away. Not when she’d already made a huge stride about wearing the pants, which I knew she loathed.

      Her features were drawn, her expression fearful as she watched us move toward her, and concern filled me. Why was she scared of us?

      The closer we became, the more on edge she seemed until, two feet away, she jumped up and said, “Hello, nice to meet you,” then scurried away.

      I almost groaned at the sight of her butt as she moved. She didn’t know she did it, but each step had her ass cheeks squishing together like one of the strippers I’d seen in a titty bar one time. It was like she rolled her hips or something. Either that or it was because she had an ass at all. Most of the women here were honed from years of training. Eve, on the other hand, was soft and gentle.

      My hands curled into fists at the thought of having access to all of her at some point, but for the moment, I just had to concentrate on getting her to stop running.

      I leaped forward and grabbed a hold of her waist before she could head out and disappear into the library—again. “Where are you going?” I questioned, leaning toward her so my breath would whisper over her ear.

      She shivered, and I reveled in her response to me. It was only natural considering who we were to each other, but I knew it put her on edge.

      In so many ways, Eve was sensual. Just like all creatures inherently were. But her nurturing fucked with that, and made her second guess herself all the time.

      Part of me wondered if she’d be on edge until I put a ring on her finger. If that was the case, it was an easy solution, but it was a tie to the past she didn’t need.

      Creatures required no ridiculous ceremony, no formal occasions, and no signatures on documents to inherently know they belonged to one another.

      “I have some studying to do,” she replied after a few seconds.

      “You’re always studying. It’s Saturday.”

      She wiggled in my hold. “I—”

      “I know, I know. You worked on Saturdays at the compound, but you’re not on the compound now. Plus, don’t you want to meet my friend?”

      “Well, yes, of course, but don’t you want to just hang around him?”

      My lips twitched. “Out, Eve. Hang out with him.”

      She nodded eagerly, sensing an out. Literally. “Yes. That.”

      “Of course, but I want you to hang out with all of us at the same time. How’s he going to get to know you if you’re in the library?”

      For a second, she remained tense in my arms, and then she relaxed. “You want me to know him?”

      I frowned. “Why wouldn’t I?” Rather than let her reply, I turned her around, and keeping my hand on her waist, began to haul her back to the sofa we’d claimed as ours years before.

      As I did, I saw Frazer, Reed, and Samuel watching us, their eyes narrowed as we passed.

      My top lip curved in a sneer as we headed back to the sofa, but I saw the intensity on their faces as they looked at my hold on Eve…

      Nestor, Dre, Eren, and I were firm believers in keeping your friends close and your enemies closer. That was why we used this room over the others. Before we’d staked our claim on the tan hide sofa on the east wall, those three dicks had claimed the cream leather sofa on the west.

      It meant we could keep an eye on each other and know where they were hanging out in their free time to some extent. It wasn’t foolproof, but it was something.

      Shoving them to the back of my mind, I hooked my arm over my girl’s shoulder and stated, “Dre, meet Eve. She’s new to Caelum.”

      Dre cocked a brow. “She must be. How long was I out?”

      Eren laughed. “She arrived the day you were knocked out.”

      “Two months after induction?” He cocked a brow. “How unusual.”

      “Very unusual,” I replied with a small chuckle. “Eve is pretty unique, aren’t you, babe?”

      She wriggled in my embrace. “Well, I wouldn’t say that.”

      “I would,” Nestor retorted. Of course, Eve didn’t know all the reasons why she was unique, and we weren’t about to tell her.

      She’d already tried to walk out once today. The last thing I needed was her running screaming from the room to get away from me because, for whatever reason, I’d been marked as her mate.

      “What’s so special about her, then?” Dre asked, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      We’d all had a teasing tone, but Dre’s? It wasn’t. It was his asshole voice. It came out every now and then until we smacked it into submission.

      Our Packs weren’t like a wolf’s. There was no alpha. No natural leader. Dre forgot that sometimes, forgot himself. Being a few months older than us didn’t mean shit.

      If anything, if there was going to be a leader among us, it would be me. No Pack could form without their being either a Sin Eater or an Incubus or Succubus within their ranks. Why? Because they were the only ones who could kill Ghouls.

      Eve wiggled at my side and, in a flustered tone of voice, said, “Stefan, I really do have to go.”

      Dre, whose eyes were on her as she flushed, didn’t argue with that, and even though I didn’t want her to go, I just murmured, “I’ll meet you in the library later?”

      Her cheeks remained red as she nodded, and I let her scurry away. The minute she was out the door, I let loose a punch to Dre’s shoulder that had him wincing—it was the one Reed had dislocated.

      “What the fuck did you do that for?”

      “For being a dipshit,” Nestor countered, and I was relieved that his usually clinical tone was loaded with anger.

      “There was no need to make her feel like crap, Dre. Not cool, man,” Eren ground out.

      Though I was pleased at their defense of my mate, it came as a surprise. Their words weren’t token, but heartfelt. They’d come to care for her, and I was relieved about that.

      When Dre formed our Pack, when I claimed her as my mate, she’d be enveloped into our fold.

      “Since when did you guys give a fuck about any of the girls here?” Dre hissed, reaching up and rubbing his shoulder.

      “Since Eve came.” I sent him a measured look. “I need to show you something. Later.”

      Dre grumbled, “Sure.”

      Eren and Nestor glanced at me, but I stayed focused on Dre. “You want to grab something to eat?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’m fucking starving.”

      “Okay. Well, we’ll get you something to eat and then you can go back to your room and get some rest. We can tell you what’s been going down since you’ve been out for the count.”

      I knew Dre wasn’t happy about being ordered around, but tough shit. That was on him.
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      The force of Reed’s punches had me flinching as I watched him beating on one of the other boys in their year.

      I hated this room. The gym. I was slowly coming to accept that each machine in here was actually a torture device, and it made me long for the days when I’d had to sweep the church or wash a hundred dishes. Anything was better than the elliptical, which had to have been made by Satan.

      Rubbing the towel over my face as I tried not to die on the machine that Stefan insisted would help me build some stamina, I watched the fight over by the corner.

      The gym was the size of the New Order compound. There were all kinds of workout machines, ones that Stefan had explained were for cardio and others were for gaining strength. While those machines took up a grand portion of the room, there were several squares which Eren called boxing rings. How a square could be a ring, I didn’t know, but I didn’t argue either.

      A lot didn’t make sense in this world, and I was gradually coming to realize that as backward as I was, I was a heck of a lot more advanced than they.

      Instead of using a hundred adjectives, they’d use one word: ‘fuck.’ That seemed to fit every situation. Slotting into a sentence as an adjective, a verb, or even an adverb. I’d never known a word to have such broad usage, but even though I told them it was limiting, they ignored me. In fact, I was sure they used it all the more.

      There were eight rings in all. Each of them filled with boys. The girls fought in there too, but I noticed there were fewer fights. Not only because there weren’t as many girls here than boys, but because the girls didn’t seem to want to fight. I wasn’t about to complain about that. The notion that I could cause such damage to someone with my fists made me feel physically ill.

      Just watching Reed’s knuckles pound into the other boy’s flesh, seeing the spray of blood, and the splatter of snot and saliva and sweat as he ground the man into dust on the boxing ring’s floor broke me out into a cold sweat.

      “Don’t like violence?”

      I jerked in surprise at the question and turned my head to see that someone had moved onto the machine beside me.

      It was one of Reed’s friends, and one of the boys that were usually snarling with Nestor or Stefan.

      “I’m not used to it,” I countered, flicking through my memory banks and reminding myself that this one was called Samuel. Frazer was in another ring, and he was the one Stefan truly loathed.

      “Everyone’s used to it.”

      “Not me. I’m new to TV. New to all the violence on there.” Not a day passed when the boys weren’t watching something that involved someone being punched or stabbed somewhere. Even though it no longer made me sick to my stomach, I still felt distinctly odd watching someone pass away or pass out on the big screen.

      “We’re all desensitized to it. From an early age,” he said, matter-of-factly, and I almost hated him for how fast he was moving on the machine and how ‘in’ breath he was. Whereas me, who was going half the speed, was barely managing to gulp down air.

      “I think that’s very sad.” If I sounded prim, then so be it. I wasn’t about to complain that seeing such a sight as the one before me was sickening.

      I thought it was even more disturbing that everyone could carry on as though this was normal.

      “Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.” Samuel shrugged as he began to move faster on the machine. I half-stared at him, wondering how he made it move so fast, and then when I did, there was a flash of his thighs from underneath his shorts.

      I knew I shouldn’t have been looking, but it had been accidental. They were strong. Thickly muscled. Just like Stefan’s.

      Swallowing back the flurry of butterflies that soared loose at the sight, I stared straight ahead and flinched when the first thing I saw was Reed, staring right back at me. His tee was covered in another boy’s blood, and the sight of it totally unnerved me.

      “You hang around with Stefan and his crew a lot, don’t you?”

      The question at least put my thoughts back into some semblance of order, which was something. I felt like I was about to die on this machine so it was easier to focus on Samuel than the blinking red digits that told me one thing and one thing only—how long I’d been on here, and I still had another twenty-five minutes of this misery to endure.

      “They befriended me on the first day, and they’re nice to me.”

      Samuel snorted. “Those guys aren’t nice.”

      I cocked a brow at him. “Aren’t they?”

      “Nice is relative. They’re only out for what they can get.”

      That had me frowning. “And what might they get from me? I have nothing to give.”

      “You’re a lay they’re marking up.”

      A lay they’re marking up… Wishing that Google Translate could translate that for me, I hesitantly asked, “Why would they want that?”

      For a second, he scowled at me. “You don’t know what that means, do you?”

      I reached for my water bottle and took a small sip. I’d learned that the more I drank, the harder it was to work out. Sometimes, I even had this sharp pain attack my side. Eren called it a stitch, which, as usual, made no sense to me. What did a needle and thread have to do with exercise?

      “Well?” he prompted.

      It irritated me that I couldn’t deny I had no clue what he was talking about.

      “They want to fuck you.”

      My eyes widened—that I understood. “Oh.”

      His scowl deepened. “Oh? That’s all you have to say to that?”

      “What do you want me to say?” I inquired, aware that my tone was cautious.

      “Doesn’t that piss you off?”

      Did it?

      I wasn’t angry if that had been his intention. I couldn’t say I felt anything.

      Women were a temptation, after all. Adam and Eve had been cast out because Eve had fallen into temptation…

      Father Bryan had often lamented about the wiles of the women and how it made men act out, do things they wouldn’t ordinarily do.

      If Stefan, Nestor, and Eren—I didn’t include Dre in the list because I’d barely seen him since he’d been released from the med bay and when I had, he always looked at me like he wanted me to disappear—wanted me, then that wasn’t anything new.

      Father Bryan had wanted me, and in a few months’ time, I would have been his wife. Brothers Joseph and Jacob had always smiled at me, their eyes traveling over my form in a way that made me feel dirty every time…

      There was a certain look that appeared in a man’s eye that made me feel like no amount of hot water and soap would scrub me clean. But if Nestor, Stefan, and Eren looked at me that way, I hadn’t noticed it. I’d never felt unclean around them.

      “Or are they sharing you already?” Samuel sneered. “I should have known that was all bullshit about the cult. The gossip that churns around this place is beyond a fucking joke.”

      His anger surprised me. “Why are you so mad?” I argued. From what Nestor had told me about the boys they considered their enemies, Samuel was showing signs of being a Vampire. From my lessons, I’d learned they were pretty cold-natured beings. But now? He was white-hot, and I didn’t understand why.

      “I’m mad because I hate liars.”

      “I haven’t lied about anything,” I retorted, and the reason I was on this damn machine in the first place—the Were—stirred to life at the sudden surge in my emotions.

      I was used to my skin feeling like it wanted to burst open. Used to the desperate sensation of wanting to run. Back at the compound, I’d had to contain myself. I couldn’t go running, and if I’d had stood around scratching at my skin like I had chicken pox, it would have been the opposite of blending in.

      Ever since I’d come to Caelum, ever since I’d allowed myself some freedoms, the souls had been rebelling. Keeping them contained was harder than ever. It was like they were enjoying the small burst of liberty I’d granted them and they were intent on making me suffer for daring to imprison them in the first place.

      The Were always brought out the need to stretch my legs, to be at one with nature. I’d never felt the desire to attack.

      But now?

      I felt the rage inside me where it had never been before, save for on days where the Hell Hound held sway.

      “Leave her alone, Samuel,” Eren ground out.

      I blinked, something in me calming at the sight of him.

      “Free country, Eren,” Samuel spat. “I’m just working out.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re upsetting Eve.”

      “If she can’t handle some banter, then she’s—”

      “Then I’m what?” I snarled, the Were surging to the surface, coming so close that I felt my pores quivering from the need to shift.

      I’d seen the pictures, read most of the books. I knew what that looked like now. I knew what would happen when I was of age and if my dominant soul was a Were.

      Samuel narrowed his eyes at me. “Sensitive.”

      The word he settled on wasn’t offensive, but that didn’t stop me from feeling insulted.

      I dug my hands into the poles that moved back and forth with each push of my legs. There were silver plates of metal where I needed to put my hands so that my pulse could be measured. Nestor told me that the faster my heart beat, the worse shape I was in.

      It hadn’t surprised me to learn that I was in terrible shape.

      Except now, with the Were bubbling to the surface, I didn’t feel like I was in bad shape. I felt like…

      I stopped abruptly.

      The elliptical whirred at my sudden move.

      Was this why Reed was pounding into the boy in the ring?

      Was this why all the rings were full?

      These feelings…it wasn’t like I could control them. They were there and they were at the forefront of my mind.

      I turned my head and saw that Samuel had jumped off the machine, and was walking off as though he hadn’t just stirred the beast inside me.

      Before Eren could grab me, I leaped off the elliptical and ran after Samuel. He was only a few feet away, but I grabbed his shoulder and forcibly dragged him around.

      He’d come after me intentionally. Wanting to hurt me, to make me think badly of the boys who’d befriended me, who’d made my first weeks here bearable.

      I wasn’t about to let him get away with that.

      “What the—” he started, but he didn’t finish.

      With every ounce of the Were simmering away inside me, I pulled my arm back as I’d seen Reed do, balled my hand into a fist, and let loose.

      My target was off. That was the first thing I noticed. But when I glanced off Samuel’s sweaty cheek, I connected straight with his eye socket. He staggered back just as agony filtered from my hand to my brain. I shook my wrist as the pain came, but I ignored it, balled my other hand into a fist, and as he fell back with the force of my punch, I hit him with the other hand.

      Before that fist could connect, I was dragged back and hauled into someone’s chest. I didn’t want to be stopped though, I wanted to lash out. Wanted to kick and scream at this boy who thought he could spoil my day, thought he could spoil my friendship with the only three people in my age group who’d extended a kind hand to me.

      “You can keep your insinuations,” I growled at him, “and you can stay the hell away from me!”

      Behind me, I heard Stefan say, “Did she just curse?”

      I frowned, aware that I had, and though I winced inwardly, I allowed Nestor to haul me away from Samuel who was being dragged back too. Reed was scowling at me, as was the boy he’d just been beating in the ring.

      Ignoring them both, I twisted in Nestor’s embrace and hissed at him when he wouldn’t let go. “He shouldn’t have talked to me like that,” I spat when Stefan approached me from the front.

      “What did he say?”

      His hair was all over the place. It looked like someone had been using it as a handhold in one of his fights, but I wasn’t sure what he’d been doing since he hadn’t been in the ring. I’d have watched him and not Reed if that was the case.

      His skin gleamed with sweat, and his bright eyes were sparkling with curiosity and… was that humor?

      Inside, the soul raged even harder, wanting to give Stefan the same treatment as she’d given Samuel.

      Maybe Nestor was right not to let go of me, because I would have hit Stefan too if I’d been free.

      Like he read my thoughts, Nestor tightened his grip on me and dragged me farther back. My heels scraped against the gym floor as he hauled me away from the machines and to the area where there was a metal podium as well as a faucet for fresh water.

      Eren had my bottle in his hand, and he was filling it up. I watched him warily, eying him as he moved toward me and pressed the opening of the bottle to my mouth. I nodded and parted my lips, letting myself drink the small amount he poured in there.

      The cold water chilled the banks of rage inside me, not dousing them exactly, but cooling me down somewhat.

      After a few sips, I rasped, “You can let me go, Nestor.”

      “You sure? You still going to attack Stefan?”

      “So long as he doesn’t say anything else stupid.”

      Stefan scowled as he lifted his shirt up by the neckline and wiped his face on the fabric. Nestor’s chest, by contrast, was naked. I could feel him through my own shirt.

      Was it wrong that I didn’t mind the idea of his sweat and mine intermingling?

      I pondered the thought, knew it would be considered a sin back home, but ‘back home’ wasn’t exactly my haven anymore, was it?

      This place was.

      “I didn’t say anything stupid,” Stefan retorted.

      “You were laughing at me,” I told him, my tone flat, but deep inside there was hurt brewing.

      “Because you just punched Samuel, Eve. He’s someone most of the guys avoid fighting, and you went back to smack him again. It’s funny.” He shrugged, but the move wasn’t exactly apologetic.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “He insinuated I was some sort of…” How did I phrase it? Prostitute seemed a little strong. I wasn’t Mary Magdalene, after all. “Jezebel.”

      Stefan cut Nestor a look. “She a slut?”

      “I think so. It’s been a long time since I read any Bible,” Nestor replied.

      “If a slut is someone who…” I licked my lips. “…interacts with a lot of men, then yes.”

      Stefan blinked at me, then looked over his shoulder to cast a glance at Samuel. What he saw, I wasn’t sure, but he seemed to tense up. I knew him well enough to know that if he was angry then he’d gladly stir up another fight. That was all the boys did. Fight and eat.

      “Why would he say that?” Eren asked, but he wasn’t posing the question to me.

      That didn’t stop me from answering, though.

      “How would I know?”

      Stefan shook his head. “Sluts are a human concept, Eve.”

      I blinked at him. “Excuse me?”

      “It’s an insult to a human female, but not to us.”

      “You mean you call girls here sluts?” Outrage filled me, making me struggle against Nestor’s hold again when he grabbed me and stopped me from punching Stefan once more.

      “No!” Nestor barked. “We don’t fucking call them that. We don’t call them anything.”

      “Oh.” That took the fight from me. “Well, what’s your point then?”

      “My point is that if a woman chooses to share herself with a man, that isn’t considered a bad thing, but Samuel wanted you to think that it was.” Stefan rubbed his chin. “Why would he do that?”

      “Why do those braindead fuckwits do anything?” Eren grumbled.

      “There’s a method to their madness. You know that as well as I do. They wanted us to head to Aboh without Dre. That’s why they beat the shit out of him. If Reed purposely channeled his Hell Hound into the fight, it explains why Dre’s concussion was so bad.”

      I could sense that had all made sense to the others, but I was confused. “Where’s Aboh?”

      “Nigeria,” Eren muttered, his tone absentminded like he was thinking of something else while he answered me.

      I thought about the maps I’d been glancing over, trying to see the world for what it was and not what the New Order had told me.

      Nigeria was in Africa, and its capital was…I thought back to the atlas, skimmed over to the page on Africa and studied the map of the country in my mind’s eye.

      Abuja.

      Yes. That was the capital.

      “Why would you go to Nigeria?” I drawled. “It’s not like it’s next door.”

      None of them replied, but I knew they were communicating silently. I felt Nestor’s tension at my back, saw it in Stefan’s frame, and didn’t need to see it in Eren’s to sense that there was something they were hiding from me.

      Hurt welled inside me, and I gritted out, “Nestor, let me go. I won’t attack anyone.”

      “You sure?” There was some of that amusement again. This time in Nestor’s voice.

      Since when had I become their go-to joke machine?

      Growling under my breath, I tried to channel the voice I’d used when dealing with Father Bryan. “I’m certain.” It must have worked because he let me go, but all three boys looked at me warily.

      “What happens in Nigeria?” I insisted the second I was free and able to look at them all.

      “It’s the nearest nation to this island. It’s where we get some time away from Caelum.”

      “Like a vacation,” Eren supplied, but I didn’t trust his explanation.

      “Why would the others try to stop Dre from going? Isn’t that mean?”

      “Haven’t you figured out that they’re mean anyway?” Stefan retorted, his muscles bunching as he folded his arms across his chest.

      “I suppose.” What Samuel had told me hadn’t been nice, but Reed had been kind enough when he’d explained why my favorite suit of armor in the whole Academy had horns.

      “No ‘suppose’ about it.” That came complete with air quotes. “We’re not just jackasses, Eve. We get along with most people in school, but those three are pretentious, self-righteous assholes.”

      “Why?” I wouldn’t take his word for it. Not when his words were merely an opinion and not fact.

      “Because they are. They treat everyone like they’re lesser.”

      “Why?” I repeated, ignoring their disgruntled huffs.

      “Most of us are poor. I’m not sure why that is. But we are. You speak to anyone here, and they’ll have a nasty backstory. It’s just how we roll. Eren was beaten every day by his brother-in-law until he was recruited, and Nestor was thrown out of his house when he was eleven, and he only survived because a priest took him in. I was orphaned when I was young and lived in an orphanage where I was beaten and used like a workhorse.” Stefan’s tone held no hints of sadness. It was like they’d long since come to terms with their pasts, and they could no longer affect them.

      From what he was saying, I was glad about that. It meant that, at some point, I’d forget about my time in the New Order.

      “Those three aren’t like that?”

      “No. Their families were either middle class or well-to-do,” Nestor reasoned, hunching his shoulders so he could shove his hands in his pockets. I tried not to notice what that did to the muscles on his chest.

      I’d never been around men before when they were semi-naked, and these past few weeks I’d seen more male bodies than I’d eaten hot dinners.

      Where my chest was soft, my breasts full and round, theirs were taut and hard. Some days, usually when the Succubus was in control, I wanted to squeeze their muscles. Prod my finger into one of the thick ridges to see how firm they were—

      “Eve?” Nestor tapped my chin, making me blink when I realized he was aware of where I’d been staring.

      I cleared my throat. “Sorry. I’m listening.” Spying the amusement on their faces, again, grr, I ducked my head to avoid their gazes.

      “Because their families weren’t scum like ours were, they’ve got an attitude. They like to lord it over us,” Stefan explained.

      “They want us to feel bad for not having as much as they had, even though they’re here too, where we’re all equal, and where our past bears no reflection on our future?”

      The three of them snickered. “Yeah, that pretty much sums it up.”

      Confused, I turned back and saw Reed and Samuel hustled together, arguing over something next to one of the now-empty boxing rings. Reed must have sensed my gaze because his eyes darted over to mine, seeming to pin me in place for endless, heart-numbing seconds that made me wonder if my lungs had stopped working.

      When his mouth curved into a smile, I finally pulled back, staring at the floor rather than at him.

      More perplexed than ever, I rubbed a hand over my face. Feeling the sweat drying on my skin from the heat inside me that came from the soul that had launched me at Samuel, I mumbled, “I need to shower.”

      I didn’t wait for the guys to say anything. What was there to say?

      I’d just started a fight, had learned that the men here weren’t interested in faithfulness and that Reed’s smile was just as beautiful as Stefan’s.

      Unsurprisingly, it was the last point that scared me enough to have me scurrying away to my room.
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      When I stared at Stefan’s back, not for the first time, I wanted to shake my head at the sight.

      It seemed too incredible to believe.

      Mates at our age were pretty much unheard of. But to find them through the simple touch of hands? Impossible.

      The mark didn’t lie, though, and I saw it every time we hung out in his room and messed around on his PS4. He never wore a shirt in here, and I knew why, too—the mark was red-hot. I’d touched it accidentally the first time he’d shown it to me, and both of us had yelped. It was a burn that hadn’t healed in some ways, except there was no infection. No leaking flesh or pus. Just red, raw skin that was waiting on the Claiming to calm it down.

      “There’s no way you can fight in Aboh with that,” I said eventually, after glowering at what was, effectively, a huge open wound.

      He shrugged. “Have no choice.”

      “Sure you do, dumbass,” Nestor retorted, and by his tone, I knew it wasn’t the first time he’d brought this up.

      “We have to go.”

      He wasn’t wrong, but neither was he right.

      Students grouped themselves in teams and worked months to get to the top of the league, and we were no different. Every time we won a fight in the ring, we gained points, and our Pack was always battling it out with Frazer, Reed, and Samuel to hit the top, and as a result of some stellar performances in the run-up to Reed knocking me out, we were due to hit Aboh as the Alpha team, with the Beta and Omega Units relying on us for instruction.

      If we pulled out now, all that hard work would be for nothing. But, if Stefan was injured because he was weak from the mark, or if he was killed because he wasn’t fighting at full strength, then the game was over for him and we lost a brother.

      The risks were immense, and I begrudged them.

      Christ, I’d only been sleeping for a few hours when Eve had landed on Caelum’s doorstep, fucking up my world and my Pack’s too.

      Fucking women.

      Pissed off, I ran a hand through my hair and stated, “It’s not worth losing you if you’re not one hundred percent, Stefan.”

      He turned away from the book he was reading. We were all studying for our finals. Even though we would be here until we were twenty-one, males had different roles to play than females.

      After our final exam, our work at the Academy would consist mostly of training and practice.

      Females, on the other hand, remained with the books. Though they were required to stay strong and fit—like Eve could ever be that. She was a good forty pounds overweight—their strengths came from knowledge.

      Ghouls were crafty motherfuckers. They blended in with all cultures, which meant our females had to be cognizant on information that could vary from table manners to the different religions in each country. This would make them vital aspects of a Pack when we had to infiltrate a nation teeming with a nest of Ghouls.

      We were so close to formalizing our Pack, and it pissed me off that the woman in our ranks had been decided for us.

      A useless bitch from the States who barely understood what we were saying, who couldn’t run a few yards without turning bright red, and who didn’t understand her own culture, never mind the intricacies of another in a foreign land.

      She was a stranger among her own people, and somehow, in a few years, we had to make it so that she knew her shit to be useful to our Pack and not just a deadweight.

      For so long, I’d had no say in my life. Then I’d come to Caelum. I’d picked my brothers. Not just because we got on, but because we made sense, and after I’d tied us together with a loose friendship, that was when the camaraderie had grown.

      It might have sounded cold-hearted to pick a Pack that way, and I wasn’t going to deny I’d acted strategically, but I wasn’t feeling cold at that moment. I was boiling over with temper. Aggravated at having no say in the final member of our Pack, pissed that she belonged to Stefan in a way she’d never belong to any of us, and downright fucked off that she was going to be a burden for us all to carry.

      “She’s not as bad as you think.”

      The words had me blinking, and I twisted to frown at Eren. “What?”

      He cocked a brow at me, unafraid of the dark promise of violence in my voice. “You heard me. Eve isn’t as bad as you think. She’s smart, Dre. I think she has an eidetic memory.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Photographic.” Stefan nodded. “You might be right, Eren. I’ve never seen her with the same book twice, and she remembers most shit you tell her.”

      I frowned. “How do you know that?”

      Nestor inserted, “Because we’ve hung out with her for more than a few hours.”

      “Plus, she quotes the dictionary like it’s her bible.”

      Nestor shot me a narrow-eyed glance. “We all know you can be a prick, Dre, but let’s try to tone it down, yeah? We need her more than she needs us.”

      That had me grunting. “BS. If she knew what Stefan was to her—”

      “She’d run for the hills,” Eren said drily. “She isn’t like other girls.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “If you ask her what a penis is, she’ll give you the dictionary’s definition of it. I don’t think she knows what it looks like or what it does.”

      “So? I’ve seen her with you. She cuddles into you all the time.”

      “That’s true,” Stefan agreed thoughtfully. “But it might be the first bit of affection she’s had in her entire life. Why wouldn’t she leap at it with both hands? I’ve never been cruel to her. We’re all very kind and gentle with her, and help where we can. She feels safe with us.”

      “She isn’t safe, though, is she?” I pointed out, glaring at him. “If you get killed in Aboh, then she’ll suffer for the rest of her life without you.”

      He scowled at me. “I won’t die over there, douche.”

      “That mark looks like it happened yesterday,” I retorted. “You can’t tell me it isn’t affecting you in the ring. I saw you with David. He almost got the better of you yesterday, and he can’t fight for shit.”

      Stefan grunted. “He was Hell Hound yesterday, and I was Vampire. I got blood after the fight when I realized how weak I was.”

      “You shouldn’t be taking blood from anyone other than Eve now,” Nestor pointed out.

      “I know.” Stefan grimaced. “How can I explain that to her, though? She’s still using the bags of blood Lori gives her.”

      “She doesn’t know we take from the vein?”

      “I think she has to because the books will instruct her that way, but I don’t think that’s enough to make her seek a vein.”

      I shook my head at him. “We’ve been given the biggest weakest link ever.”

      “Only for the moment,” Eren retorted.

      “Why are you defending her? You know I’m right!” I ground out.

      “Because when you hang out with her and stop fucking judging, you’ll see that she’s nice.”

      “Nice?” I felt my mouth work at that and knew I was doing a great impression of a goldfish. “Nice? Because that’s going to save our asses from the Ghouls, right? Her baking them fucking cookies and hugging them when they get hungry.”

      “Don’t be a dick, Dre,” Stefan grated out. “Just because I haven’t claimed her doesn’t mean I don’t feel the bond. She’s mine, and I won’t have you disrespecting her.”

      I ground my teeth, clenching my jaw as fury ricocheted inside me. It was to our bad fortune that my Were was out to party today because I knew, with another word that pissed me off, I’d be ready to smash their faces in.

      They knew how close to the edge I was, but I also noticed that they didn’t back down.

      In the short time they’d known Eve, she’d wormed her way into their defenses, and I didn’t appreciate that because it made me feel like I was left out in the cold.

      A knock sounded at the door just as I was getting myself back under control. Because the Were was there, right at the surface, I could scent who was hovering outside like a goddamn bad smell.

      “It’s Eve.”

      My tone was bland, and I was proud of that because I wanted to snarl her name.

      I watched as Stefan dragged on a shirt and winced as the fabric settled against his marked back. Once he was covered, he called out, “Come in.”

      The door popped open a faint inch and Stefan laughed. “I’m decent, Eve. Wouldn’t have called you in if I weren’t.”

      When she peeped around the door, her cheeks were bright red as usual. She looked like a cherry, one that had been dosed in isotopes so she was lit up like a Christmas tree all the time. Her eyes gleamed as they darted around the room’s occupants, and her bun was no longer neat as a pin but messy. Enough so that I saw the chestnut glints in her hair—not that I wanted to notice that.

      “Is this a good time?”

      Her hesitance, though polite, put me on edge, especially as she gnawed on her bottom lip as she stared at my chin when her gaze passed over me.

      Really? How many times did we have to tell her she wasn’t intruding before she fucking listened?

      Nestor kicked my foot, jarring my bad leg. My knee complained and so did I—with a glower at him.

      “Be nice,” he hissed at me under his breath, then to Eve said, “Ignore Dre, Eve. He’s just a bad-tempered son of a bitch.”

      Her eyes widened at his words. “Nestor, is that really kind to malign Dre’s mother?”

      Nestor snickered. “Dre’s the first to malign her.”

      Eve frowned, but didn’t comment on that. Instead, she shuffled over to Eren who was sitting at the bottom of Stefan’s bed. Nestor and I had taken over the sofa, and Stefan was at his desk.

      When she went to Eren, Nestor and Stefan’s attentions returned to their books, while Eren sat up. The dynamic had me scowling.

      What the fuck was happening here?

      I didn’t carry on reading the boring crap the instructors wanted us to discuss on the theory of capturing and slaughtering Ghouls. That kind of shit wasn’t something you could learn in books but in combat. At least, that was what I believed, not that the teachers ever fucking listened.

      Instead, I watched as Eve pushed back so she was at Eren’s side. The two of them were pressed together, their heads touching as she showed him something in her hand.

      Nestor kicked me again. “Don’t watch them,” he whispered.

      “Why?” I mouthed the word, not wanting him to kick my leg again—and the bastard would. Just so I wouldn’t offend Little Miss Priss over in the corner.

      “She gets embarrassed.”

      Great. I almost rolled my eyes. This was exactly what we needed. A woman who we flustered.

      I could just imagine the Ghouls stopping their attack because she was uncomfortable with their attention.

      Christ.

      Ducking my head so I appeared as though I was focusing on the book in my hand, I managed to peer over the top to investigate what they were doing.

      When I saw that Eren was trying to show her how to use a cellphone, I felt like crying.

      Useless was useful when it came down to describing this bitch, and fuck me, I was stuck with her.

      She was going to be the death of us. I knew it like I knew my face in the goddamn mirror.
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      “I wish I was ready to fight and that my goddamn leg wasn’t so useless at the moment,” Dre mumbled as he stared at the rings.

      I wasn’t sure why Reed had managed to knock him out for so long, but I knew that he was a lot weaker for it.

      Though I was tempted to comfort him, I knew he hadn’t aimed the words at me but at Nestor, who clapped him on the back.

      “Doesn’t matter, bro. Just get better in time for Aboh.”

      “Easier said than done. Christ, we’re going to have two weak links.” Dre huffed. “Fuck knows what will happen.”

      I frowned at him and when he walked off in another snit—I swear, the guy had more moods than me—I asked Nestor, “You’re still going on this vacation to Aboh?”

      His lips curved, but there was a light in his eyes that made me wonder what he was thinking about. “Yep.”

      A short if not so sweet answer.

      Studying him for a second, I was entranced by the length of his lashes and the way they brushed the upper curve of his cheekbones. If a man could be pretty, Nestor was close to that. I thought the only thing that saved him was the bump in his nose, which had obviously been broken several times.

      Even as I wondered if that injury came from his parents’ fists or the boys here, I stated, “When do you leave?”

      “Two weeks’ time.”

      I bit my lip, trying not to be hurt that I hadn’t been invited along. Everything had changed since Dre had woken up, and I felt horrible even thinking that but it was the truth.

      With his attention on the fight between Stefan and a guy called Tarick, who was built like a bull, I stepped away from the ring and headed out of the gym. I’d already worked out, so my suffering was done for the day. At least, I figured as much. I was sure someone else would tell me to slave away on the treadmill for another thirty minutes, but I preferred to walk around the grounds rather than be stuck inside watching grown men trying to make each other bleed.

      The fighting was one of the reasons I subconsciously called them boys. Where it mattered, they weren’t grown up.

      My mother had always said that at fourteen, I had more sense than my nineteen-year-old brother, and now that I was a little older with more sense than back then, I realized the same fit with the boys around me.

      Slipping outside wasn’t difficult. We weren’t locked inside, after all, but I always felt like I was being duplicitous. Back at the compound, we were allowed only within allotted zones, and where the forest was concerned, we weren’t allowed anywhere near it even if, some days, I thought I’d sell my soul to be able to walk through those woods without anyone watching me—to be free, to be able to reveal my expression to the universe and not have to hide every last detail that made me me.

      The thought had tears pricking my eyes as memories assailed me. I thought of the compound often, but never my family, and my biggest source of upset was that I didn’t miss them.

      At all.

      It was a joy to be here. So much so that it was hard to remember I was different. That this couldn’t be my home.

      The thought had me curling my hands into fists so I could feel the prick of my nails against my palms.

      “You going to punch that tree?”

      I shot around and scowled at the boy who had obviously followed me from the gym. “What is it with you guys? You’re always trying to make me jump or something.”

      Frazer shrugged. “It’s hard to talk to you when you’re not with the others.”

      The others. I snorted. That was a nice, non-volatile way of describing their enemies.

      I’d always thought the word nemesis was a tad strong, but Frazer’s three and my four loathed each other enough to be considered nemeses.

      Well, I didn’t have four. Not when Dre disliked me so much, but the others felt like mine.

      Sort of.

      Another pang to my chest had me blinking up at Frazer. He had black hair and bright blue eyes. His skin was white, like alabaster it was so pure, and his jaw reminded me of granite. He had the jaw of a man who you wouldn’t want to punch. Not unless you really wanted to have a broken wrist, at least.

      “What are you doing out here?” I demanded, and surprised myself yet again by not feeling any fear.

      Once upon a time, I would have been nervous. Concerned at being away from everyone else, on my own with only a man at my side.

      Though we were supposed to live a godly life, that didn’t prevent accidents from happening, and it didn’t stop the girls from being blamed either. Provocative behavior was something a man could punish any woman on the compound for, and it wasn’t the first time I realized how big a pile of bullshit that was.

      The word flooded my subconscious with a deliciously disturbing image.

      Bullshit.

      One of Dre’s favorite words, if favoritism could be discerned by frequency of use, that is.

      If I could, I’d bury Father Bryan in his own bullshit. He deserved it, that was for damn sure.

      “Are you okay?”

      The question was tossed at me along with a scowl. “No. I’m not,” I retorted.

      He jerked back as though I’d hit him.

      Surprised, I scolded, “If you don’t want an honest answer, don’t ask the question.” Spinning on my heel, I carried on down the path that would lead to the gardens on the west side of the property. I didn’t know what they were growing, but I liked the earthy smell and loved the view of the ocean even more.

      Before I could take more than a few steps, though, his hand reached for my arm. I flinched at the strength in his grip then relaxed when he didn’t force me to look at him. He did nothing more than gently cup my elbow as he said, “Wait up.”

      These prepositions would be the death of me.

      I frowned at him. “Why ‘wait up?’ Why not just ‘wait?’”

      He blinked. “Reed was right.”

      That had me huffing. “Yes, yes. I’m some kind of Victorian throwback. I can’t help it. Explain.”

      “Explain what?”

      “The difference between ‘wait’ and the ‘wait up,’” I demanded impatiently.

      His brow puckered as he contemplated my question. I liked the way he scowled—it made his dark brows lower over his eyes, triggering a storm within the blue orbs that reminded me of the water crashing into the shore. “They mean the same thing.”

      “I gathered that. So why didn’t you just ask me to wait?”

      “Because that’s not the phrase,” he mumbled, reaching up and rubbing the back of his neck.

      I could tell he was regretting talking to me, but now he’d made the first move, had indicated that he didn’t want me to go even if I was odd, I asked, “Why do you hate Stefan and the others? And why did Samuel call me a slut?”

      His mouth opened, then he frowned again, which had him firming his lips before he eventually mumbled, “You’re very blunt, aren’t you?”

      A small smile played about my lips. “Yes.”

      “Brusque too.” He began to walk, and when I didn’t follow, he half-turned to beckon me to move with him.

      Our feet crunched on the pebbled path. The stones were white, and they glittered under the hot rays of the sun. Tiny occlusions in the stones made them seem like they were illuminated from the inside out. Against the roaring blue of the sky, I felt like I was walking on fire.

      At my side, the hundred-year-old plus facade of the building gave way to a more modern stucco, and I’d noticed that the hodgepodge of different styles reflected different eras. There was one wall that looked like it had been blasted with tiny pebbles and another built of brick. For all that, it was like walking around a prison, and I’d be the one to know having lived in one most of my life.

      With my gaze on the pebbles, I let Frazer speak because I didn’t have anything of interest to say whereas he did.

      Or so I thought.

      “We’ve just never gotten along.”

      It was my turn to scowl. “That’s it? That’s your reasoning?”

      The others had told me that he and his friends were spoiled and thought themselves better than the others, but in my interactions with Reed, and now Frazer, I hadn’t noticed that. Samuel wasn’t pleasant, but bad pennies had a habit of turning up everywhere.

      Look at Dre.

      Maybe he was their version of Dre, with his constant scowl, endless huffing, and his champion-level ability to make me feel like a bowl made of butter on a summer’s day—useless.

      He shrugged, and I could see he was taken aback by my disappointment in his answer. “Have you ever just disliked someone from sight alone?”

      I thought about Sister Elizabeth with her perfect hair and perfect face and imperfect nature that made her a cat among the pigeons… I’d had to deal with her every day when I helped out at the compound’s school. “Yes. I have.”

      “Then you know what I mean.”

      Though I’d ponder that at a later date, wondering who was telling the truth and who was stretching it, I asked, “Why did you follow me outside?”

      He shrugged. “You seemed sad.”

      My eyes flared in surprise, which was actually quite uncomfortable considering how bright it was out here. There was a difference in light on the island. A difference I’d never come across before.

      It was brighter here, I thought. Perhaps because we were closer to the equator? I wasn’t sure, just knew that I would have to stop simply borrowing the boys’ things and start buying clothes of my own.

      I hadn’t been tossed out of the Academy yet, so why should I now? And I desperately needed a pair of sunglasses like the ones Nestor wore.

      “I was sad,” I admitted, unsure why I told him that.

      He nodded, not showing any smugness or self-satisfaction about being right. “I know.”

      “Don’t you want to know why?” I inquired, my tone quite peevish when he fell silent.

      “Dre’s awake. Dude’s got a tongue on him worse than a rattler’s bite.” Frazer shrugged, and when he did, his entire body seemed to jostle with the gesture. It was only then that I truly accepted how large he was. He was at least a foot taller than me, and even though I was round and pretty wide, he was even broader. “It was only a matter of time before you felt the sting.”

      The irony being, of course, that Dre hadn’t exactly upset me. It was the prospect of not being invited to this Aboh place.

      Why didn’t they want me to go?

      Did they think I’d, as Stefan would say, cramp their style?

      “Are you going to Aboh too?” I questioned, curious if it was a class trip or something.

      He grunted. “Yeah.”

      Well, he didn’t sound as happy about it as Nestor had. But I wasn’t happy either. Was it a boy thing? Could girls not go to Aboh? I wished I was friendly enough with the few girls in my year to ask if they were going to attend, but any overtures of friendship had been dismissed quite thoroughly over the last few weeks, so that wasn’t going to happen.

      When the pebbled floor gave way to a patchy lawn that I could tell no amount of water would save from the scorch of the boiling hot sun, it was a relief to make it under the shelter of the garden.

      There were plants and flowers here, but they were all covered with a bright blue tarpaulin that was strung up high to provide some shade.

      The blue tarp went on for a couple hundred yards. The Academy wasn’t totally self-sufficient. I heard the plane taking off and landing every few days with supplies, but I knew the garden took off some of the pressure from the kitchens.

      I’d yet to see someone working in here, though, and it made me wonder how early they worked to tend to a vegetable garden this size.

      When I walked past a few rows of banana trees and then crossed paths with some tomatoes, I found what I was looking for. A solitary bench that overlooked the cliff.

      “I didn’t know this was here,” Frazer stated, his surprise evident.

      “Now you do.” I smiled at him, wondering why I was sharing my special spot when I barely knew him. “I found it those first few days when I needed some space.”

      I’d never come here and found someone else using the bench, and I loved how solitary it was. I especially appreciated how there was nothing between us and the big blue yonder up ahead.

      It was thrilling.

      I could dance off the cliff and no one would ever know.

      Not like that was how I was going to make my escape, of course, but the view epitomized freedom to me, and it sent tingles down my spine.

      As we both took a seat, neither of us actually said anything, which wasn’t that surprising really. Boys could be quite boring. They barely talked unless it was about sports or games or a movie. Well, that was how it was now that Dre was back. Before, Stefan had talked about Romania, and Eren would tell me about the things his mother would make in the kitchen. Even Nestor had shared some of his tales of his life before Caelum.

      Now that Dre was back, it was like he’d created some kind of blockage. As though he’d built a wall to purposely keep me out.

      It hurt. And I wasn’t ashamed to admit it.

      I hadn’t realized how much I depended on the boys until my interactions with them were being limited.

      “It’s peaceful here,” Frazer said softly.

      The crash of the ocean into the rocks whistled around us, belying his words, but I knew what he meant.

      Fights were common in Caelum, and there was no whisper of the bellows that came from battle cries or the thud of fists into flesh, and the yelps of agony that reigned afterward didn’t pollute the air.

      It was just quiet.

      And it was beautiful.

      “I like it,” I admitted. “Caelum is a lot noisier than I’m used to.”

      “I’ll bet,” Frazer murmured.

      Curiosity had me tilting my head to the side so I could take him in in a glance. He wasn’t looking at me but at the ocean, which meant I could look him over with ease.

      He wasn’t as beautiful as Nestor or Stefan, but he had a handsomeness about him that was entwined with his strength.

      “Why are you here, Frazer?”

      “Reed said you were cool,” he replied after a handful of seconds.

      I scrunched my nose. “Samuel said the opposite, I’m sure.”

      He sighed. “Sammy can be a dick when he’s trying to protect us.”

      Rearing back in surprise, I asked, “Why would he need to protect you from me?”

      His lips curved. “That’s for me to know and for you not to find out.”

      My brow puckered in disbelief. “You can’t leave it like that.”

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because I’m too curious for my own good. I hate puzzles because I have to solve them,” I argued, and was taken aback when he laughed. He tipped his head back, making those wavy black locks of his shiver with the movement. The wind seemed to like his laughter, because it made his hair dance slightly as he turned to me, his white teeth flashing in a large grin. A grin that died when I reached out and touched his arm.

      I didn’t touch people often. Had learned not to as a child—not even my mother who’d slap at my hand if I so much as reached for her arm. But I wanted to feel his muscles tremble with laughter. Of course, the second I touched him, that was the second he stopped.

      Inwardly, I recognized that I didn’t just want to feel his laughter, but taste it, and because I didn’t know how to do that—and it seemed impossible because my laughter didn’t taste of anything, so why should his?—it didn’t stop me from wanting to capture his amusement somehow.

      Frazer was made to laugh.

      I saw that now, and recognized his stoicism from the common rooms as a… what? A means of self-defense? So, why was he lowering those guards for me? Someone he’d never even spoken to. Had barely acknowledged.

      Unease had me tensing up as the sensation of disloyalty washed through me. Stefan, Nestor, and Eren hated this guy, and yet I wanted to taste his laughter? What was the matter with me?

      More than that, what was wrong with him? Why was he here when he loathed my friends and had no reason for wanting to talk to me as far as I could tell?

      I had a feeling that no good would come of this, and yet, I found myself wanting to trace the curve of his lips with my fingertips.

      “It’s not a bad thing to be in the dark sometimes,” he rasped, his bright blue eyes burning as he stared at me.

      I could tell he wanted something from me, something I didn’t even know how to give.

      My chest ached again, and though the discomfort was something I was accustomed to, I reached up and pressed a hand to the upper slope of my breasts, just beneath my collarbone. The heat from my palm quelled it some as I forced myself to turn away, to stop looking into his eyes, to avoid the confusing emotions he triggered in me.

      In my days at Caelum, I’d come across hundreds of people. Most of them ignored me, the teachers rolled their eyes at me, and the students tended to avoid me, but seven boys had come into my world. Each so different, four of them loathing the other three, yet when they looked at me, truly looked at me, it was like, for the first time in my life, my heart knew why it was beating. They inspired in me a gamut of emotions, from fury to downright fear, and that was more terrifying than a thousand of those dreadful Saw movies the boys had insisted I watch last week.

      He turned away, seeming to sense my unease. I imagined that he saw far more than I realized, or that I was comfortable with, and I didn’t know if that was because of his soul or simply because he was capable of looking underneath the surface and reading into people.

      Having always been a people watcher—I’d had no choice. I’d had to constantly stay on my guard and to do that, I’d had to assess the world around me—I had to admit that I was curious about what had forged this man into the one sitting here on this bench.

      Said man surprised me by blowing out a breath. “I’m surprised Reed isn’t out there today.”

      I blinked at him. “Out where?” I turned to look where he was and saw he was staring at the ocean.

      “Surfing,” he clarified.

      “Oh. Like Surf’s Up?”

      Frazer snickered, and shot me a look I couldn’t analyze—he was hard to read. “You mean the penguin movie?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t know what surfing was so Eren decided to educate me.”

      “With a cartoon?” Another snicker followed by a swift shake of his head. He got to his feet and beckoned to me with his hand.

      Curious, I followed and stood on the edge of a very high, very craggy cliff. It was strangely beautiful. Was I scared? Considering there was a seven hundred feet drop? Sure. But the wind blasted me in the face while the sun burned hotly from above.

      I felt safe.

      It was strange to recognize that when I didn’t know Frazer all that well, but I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.

      If anything, there was a gentleness to his eyes that I hadn’t seen when he was in the gym. It came when he looked at me, and his smile? It would have melted chocolate. Not because it was loaded with heat, but it emitted a continuous stream of warmth that had me gnawing on my own bottom lip in confusion.

      He raised his arm and, pointing at the waves, said, “The island is a surfer’s paradise.”

      “It is?” I just saw waves. “Why? Or should I be asking Reed that?”

      His lips curved. “No, I can answer. There are several coves here, plenty of beaches, and each with different conditions that mean there’s usually surf on one side of the island whenever he needs it.” When I stared at him in surprise, he shrugged. “I’ve been with my brothers enough to know their quirks, so I’ve picked up on their hobbies. I can even translate surfer talk now.” That had his smile widening.

      “Oh?” I’d admit to being curious about Reed. As far as I’d learned, there was only one man in his year that was aligned with the Hell Hound. I knew from my own experience the wrath that swathed me in its toxic embrace on those days, and yet, in his own way, Reed seemed quite chilled despite his Hell Hound proclivities.

      “Yes. Oh.” Another smile that started to fade as he explained, “Reed surfs to forget.” A shorter, harder smile. “If only that worked for me.”

      God, I wanted to ask what they wanted to forget, but instead, I murmured, “Does it work for Reed?”

      “When he can surf for hours? Yes. It calms him down.” He cut me a quick look. “You know he’s going to be a Hell Hound, don’t you?”

      I snorted. “I have ears, don’t I? That’s all most people talk about. And the fact that you’re a Sin Eater.”

      When Stefan told me that he was going to be an Incubus, his shoulders had puffed up in a way that told me he was proud. But Frazer? There was no pride on his face or in his posture at my words.

      If anything, he turned away from me like he was ashamed.

      I found myself wanting to reach out, to touch him, but that would be wrong.

      His voice was a rasp as he stated, “See those waves there? The one close to the beach?”

      “Yes,” I mumbled, staring at the spot he was pointing to. I’d never gone to the beach, even though I knew everyone did on the weekend. Even the boys. They tried to drag me there but I couldn’t go.

      Not when I’d seen what the girls wore.

      “Those waves are intense.”

      “Why?” It was a long, continual stream of a wave with a foamy middle that seemed to extend for a long time. It was also quite high, and I wasn’t sure how anyone could surf it without hurting themselves.

      “It’s called a break. The seabed is formed from coral and volcanic rock, and the water breaks over them and forges very high peaks. Reed told me he surfed a double overhead once.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Sorry. I’m used to his slang. It means it was double his height.”

      My eyes widened. “But he’s very tall.”

      He grinned. “Exactly. He was buzzing that day. See that cove?” He pointed to an area farther along the coast, around twenty or so miles away from where we were standing.

      “Yeah. I see it.”

      “That cove makes powerful tubes.” He winked at my blank look. “They’re the be all and end all for Reed. The wave is hollow when it breaks so they ride inside it.”

      At first, I didn’t get it. The waves were different there, but then I noticed why. The water was deeper somehow. The waves seemed heavier, higher almost, but not like the other beach. I twisted to the side, trying to see why they were so different but I was too far away. That didn’t mean I wasn’t curious, though.

      “Finally,” Frazer murmured, turning to the right, he murmured, “you have what Reed calls the Pipe.” He waved at yet another beach. “Those waves are left-handed, and they break into individuals. There’s another coral reef on the seabed so it breaks, I’m assured, to perfection.”

      Though I stared at where he was pointing, I asked, “You don’t surf?”

      “No.”

      Yet he knew all this stuff about the three different beaches because of Reed?

      The question made me pensive. “Why not?”

      He shrugged. “Not my vice.”

      “What is your vice?”

      “Speed.”

      “In what way?” Then I thought about the car and the plane I’d had to travel in to get here and blanched. “You mean in a car?” I tried not to think about how fast cars were, and tried even harder not to think about why it concerned me to imagine Frazer using those dangerous vehicles.

      “You don’t like cars?” he inquired, cocking a brow at me, making me even more aware of how beautiful his eyes were.

      “No, I don’t!” I shuddered. “They’re unnatural.”

      He guffawed at that, and I watched in surprise as he bent over at the waist to laugh. It didn’t irritate me though—his amusement at my expense, I mean. If anything, it surprised me.

      I didn’t know him well, but I’d seen him every day in the common room we all used—where the two sets of guys checked each other out as though they were both waiting on a war to break out between them.

      I knew, point blank, Frazer had never laughed like this before. At least, not in my presence. And it wasn’t because he was tense and on edge in the common room. They were all watchful, sure, but they relaxed too. Even during movies, Frazer hadn’t laughed like this.

      He started wheezing as he whispered, “Remind me not to show you my Spider.”

      “You have a spider? Ugh, why would I want to see that?” Caelum had a lot of creepy-crawlies I wasn’t used to, and the large spiders were some of the worst. Eren always captured them for me though. If I asked Stefan, he’d swat them with his shoe. I didn’t want the gross things to die, just not to share living space with me.

      “No, not an insect,” Frazer responded, while he was biting back laughter. Again. “It’s an Aston Martin.”

      I scrunched my nose. “What is that?” He said it like I should know.

      I didn’t.

      “A sport’s car.” Another wheeze, and his eyes sparkled like blue fire as he drawled, “You’re like no one else, are you?”

      My brow puckered. “Of course not. I’m me.”

      “Yes. And I’m me.” His own brow furrowed slightly, and I didn’t like how his amusement had died at his words. His mouth tightened when he stated, “Unfortunately.”

      The self-deprecating remark seized me up inside. Why was he so down on himself?

      I bit at my bottom lip, debating over how to answer or if I even should, and in the end, I couldn’t let that smile die, couldn’t let what I thought seemed to be self-loathing take root.

      Sucking in a deep breath, I reached for his hand and squeezed his fingers. He turned from looking out at the ocean as though it held all the answers to everything, and murmured, “I’m glad we’re not the same because that would be boring, wouldn’t it?”

      His smile, while not as large as before, was there again. “Yeah, you’re right. It would.”

      

      
        
        ❖

      

      

      
        
        Stefan

      

      

      

      “Stefan! I didn’t see you at the party last night.”

      I frowned at Genevieve. “Why would you? I never said I was going?” I unpacked my shit from my gym bag and dumped it on the bench in front of the ring I was due to train in today.

      We were assigned a ring and a sparring partner who matched our level. That meant my Pack was usually always butting heads with Frazer’s. Only they could best us.

      The pricks.

      As I looked around for Reed, I saw him warming up on the treadmill two down from Eve. He was watching her from the corner of his eye. That might have seemed like a stretch, but I’d done it often enough myself to recognize the signs. His head was tilted just so, his gaze on the mirror opposite as he looked at my woman.

      “Stefan!” Genevieve whined, drawing my attention from the smackdown I was silently promising Reed the second we jumped into the ring.

      “What?” I snapped, making her jump as I focused on her once more. When her hand came up to touch my arm, I shrugged her off. “I didn’t want to go, so I didn’t go. It’s not mandatory, Genny.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I just thought you’d be there.”

      I gaped at her. “Why would you even think that?”

      She shrugged, but her cheeks blossomed with heat. It almost reminded me of Eve, but there was no comparison. Eve’s blush was truly innocent, and it was hell-sent to make me suffer because I always thought the worst stuff when she turned pink. Genny? Not so much.

      “You looked psyched when we were talking about the party, and I said I’d be going.”

      I frowned, thinking back to that conversation, which had to have happened weeks before. When I pinpointed it, I grimaced—that had been before Eve.

      My life had become that way now.

      Split into two parts—pre-Eve and post-Eve.

      I wasn’t sure if that made me the luckiest man alive or pussy-whipped to a woman who didn’t even know what a pussy was.

      Aside from the ones that went meow.

      Running a hand over my face, I murmured, “I’m sorry, Gen. I forgot.”

      “It’s okay.” Her bottom lip wobbled, making me think she was going to cry. She peered over her shoulder and shot a nasty look at Eve. “You’re hanging around with her a lot.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “She’s my girlfriend.”

      Gen’s mouth dropped wide. “Girlfriend? You don’t do girlfriends!”

      I hadn’t. Until now. I’d never wanted to become attached because I refused to let anyone down, and I always would. It was in my nature to constantly be looking for something else, to be seeking something more.

      Until Eve.

      Nature itself had given her to me to curb my wicked ways.

      Well, I thought wryly, a dirty smirk creasing my lips, to a certain extent.

      The second I felt she was ready to understand what she’d done that day, what her soul had done, then I’d be telling her, because no way could I jack off in the shower for much longer.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” I reiterated, not wanting to get into any more of this petty shit with a woman who I’d fucked, sure, but I’d made no promises to.

      I didn’t get it. I never had. There were fewer females here, and the men danced around them like flies around shit, but they always hung on me.

      Did that make me the luckiest prick in the world? Or did it mean I had the worse luck?

      I wasn’t sure, and yeah, I knew I was a wanker for even letting that thought cross my mind.

      Genny’s mouth tightened. “She’s a priss.”

      I shrugged. “My priss.”

      Nostrils flaring, she ground out, “I’ll be sure not to let you know the next time we have a party.”

      Smirking, I told her, “Thanks.” She retreated with a huff, and I didn’t even watch her tight ass sway away. Instead, I turned to Eve and saw that her focus was on me.

      Instantly, heat hit me.

      Sweet Jesus, what she could do to me without even fucking knowing it.

      It was crazy how easily I could get a hard-on. Only the jock strap protecting my family jewels was going to get in the way of that.

      Because I hadn’t seen her since breakfast—see, pussy-whipped—I headed over to her and asked, “Hey sweetness, why are you on the treadmill? You hate it.”

      She winced. “Coach said I have to.”

      When I saw Coach’s reflection in the mirror at her back, I glowered at him. Not that he saw. And if he had, he wouldn’t listen anyway.

      No one would listen until I was twenty-one.

      Which sucked.

      “How long?” I empathized instead, but I knew she’d seen my grin and she was beaming at me as a result.

      My heart went boom, dropping straight to my stomach at the sight.

      “Forty minutes,” she said with another wince.

      “Ouch. Well, you can watch me beat the shit out of Reed. So that should be entertaining.”

      “Fuck you, Divosec,” Reed retorted, not even pretending that he wasn’t eavesdropping.

      “Pace yourself, yeah?” I told her, ignoring him. “Even if he wants you running HIIT, just take it easy. Forty minutes is a long time when you still don’t have that great a stamina.”

      She nodded, and her face was flushed but not from embarrassment this time, just exertion.

      With a small smile, I left her and heard the beep as Reed’s treadmill stopped working.

      Within five minutes, we were both in the ring. We knew the drill, so Coach left us to it. He had some of the younger years in here today and was teaching them some of the basic moves that Eve would have to learn soon.

      Annoyed that he’d been checking Eve out, I enjoyed the sparring. Even though he was a Hell Hound, we were evenly matched when he wasn’t angry, and it was a fun workout.

      In the background, I kept myself attuned to Eve. It wasn’t something I actively did, more something that my souls did, and I was relieved the claiming worked that way ten minutes later.

      I took a hit to the shoulder and then the belly when Eve, who was the only person running in the gym, shut off the treadmill earlier than she’d said.

      Reed took advantage of my distraction, of course. The prick. And I grunted as I dropped to my knees when I took the heat of his punch. Even though it hurt, my focus switched to Eve who had run from the treadmill, over to the water fountain, where she was puking into a wastepaper basket.

      I grimaced at the sight as I turned from Reed to her.

      “She won’t appreciate you watching,” Reed rasped, his voice husky with how hard I’d been working him over.

      “Just making sure she’s okay.”

      “She will be now that she’s puked.” He shrugged when I glowered at him. “Coach has set her up for too much. If she doesn’t level out within the week, I’d have her talk to Nicholas. He wants her to be at the same fitness level as someone in her year but she isn’t.”

      No, she wasn’t, Reed was right.

      And Coach was being hella shortsighted with his training plan for her. Something else Reed was right about.

      “You’re taking a lot of notice in my—” I wanted so fucking badly to say Chosen, but instead tacked on, “friend.” Said friend had wiped her face on a paper towel, guzzled down some water, but was retreating to the treadmill to carry on with her workout.

      What she didn’t have in stamina or endurance, she made up for in resilience, that was for damn sure.

      Or was it obstinacy?

      “Figure she needs as many friends as she can get with your Pack around her.”

      Reed’s words had my eyes widening, and my focus shifting squarely to him.

      Before he could do no less than blink, I was on him, pounding the shit out of him until Coach hauled me back and away.

      Seeing his double black eyes an hour later, made it totally worth having to clean out the guys’ locker room as punishment for whacking Coach in my efforts to get back at Reed.
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      When I ducked into the kitchen, I wasn’t totally surprised to see the fridge open with someone inside.

      With four hundred students, the kitchen was usually busy. Sure, there were set meal times, but our calorific input was heavy. Several thousand calories a day barely scratched the surface for some of the guys—myself included.

      What did surprise me was who was raiding the fridge. When I saw the sweetheart ass outlined in pants that were at least three sizes too big, I felt my cock harden.

      Eve was the sexiest woman at Caelum.

      And she didn’t even know it.

      All her clothes were too big, yet every single item somehow managed to reveal just how ample her curves were even though she was covered from head to toe.

      It was a phenomenon, but one I was grateful for. She was like a collection of modern art. You couldn’t just look at her and see one thing. You saw many. She required study, and I knew I wasn’t alone in feeling that way.

      I’d imagined she was like every other girl on campus. That she was the same old conquest just waiting to happen. A chance to one-up Stefan, get into her pants before the other guy did, but Eve? She wouldn’t be pigeon-holed, and that made her all the more fascinating to me.

      “Hungry?” I drawled, not wanting to freak her out because she evidently hadn’t heard me come in—her reflexes were atrocious, and that was a huge concern.

      She squeaked then yelped. The yelp came after a bump, and I knew she’d hit her head on the fridge door.

      When she peered over at me with a scowl on her face, I watched in amazement as it instantly softened. “Oh. Frazer.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest. I wasn’t sure if anyone had looked at me that way before, and I liked it.

      Far too much.

      My voice was way too husky when I rasped, “What’s your poison?”

      She blinked at me then back into the fridge as she rubbed her head where she’d bumped it. “I was thinking peanut butter.” She smiled at me. “Nestor showed it to me yesterday. I like it.”

      “You’d never had peanut butter before yesterday?” I gaped at her, and then wanted to gape at myself.

      Knowing she’d been raised in some weird-ass cult and seeing it with my own eyes, were two separate entities. Just because I knew about her childhood didn’t lessen my surprise any when I learned about something that was new to her.

      “Nope.”

      She wasn’t offended by my surprise. “You should have it with jelly. That’s my country’s staple.” I winced. “Our country’s staple.” She was American also, just the most unusual American I’d come across…

      And I’d been stuck in a mental health facility when I was eleven.

      I’d known some weird ass motherfuckers in my time.

      Then, a thought occurred to me. “Have you tried pizza yet?”

      She shook her head. “No. I was going to today but Nestor said that I’d prefer the steak. And he wasn’t wrong.”

      Her grin lit me up inside. I cleared my throat and mumbled, “Well, we need to rectify this.” Heading over to the fridge, I shuffled up beside her and reached into the regular-sized refrigerator that the staff stored the leftovers in for the kids to eat outside of mealtimes.

      Seeing some pizza left behind, I almost purred.

      “You like it a lot, don’t you?” she asked, her tone quizzical.

      “How could you tell?” I grinned at her.

      “That grin and the manic gleam in your eye,” she teased, elbowing me gently in the side.

      Snorting out a laugh, I told her, “It’s my favorite food.”

      “Then teach me why it is.”

      Shooting her another grin, I grabbed the plate that had six slices on it. I picked up a bottle of ketchup too, and murmured, “So, I actually prefer pizza cold.”

      “Is it supposed to be cold?”

      “No. You’re supposed to eat it warm.”

      She considered that a second then replied, “Okay. I’ll try it cold first, and then if I don’t like it, I’ll have a peanut butter sandwich.”

      “Or we could just heat it up,” I remarked, confused.

      She shook her head. “I can’t use the microwave.”

      I had to hide my smile. “I can. I’ll teach you?” I offered.

      “Eren tried.”

      “And failed?” At her nod, I murmured, “I’ll show you. Don’t worry.”

      Though she was biting her bottom lip, when she smiled at me, it was like the sun coming out from behind the clouds—and holy fuck, I was turning into some kind of greeting card exec thinking shit like that, but it was true.

      Since gym, I’d been in a fucked-up mood. Reed’s double black eyes had pissed me off to no end, especially when he’d told me that Eve had puked during training.

      I’d been keeping an eye on her in the gym, and I had no idea why Coach was pushing her so hard. Just knew that he was and I didn’t like it.

      My intention had been to binge eat pizza and see if there was any beer I could scrounge when I’d come down here. Now? I was glad I had because it meant I got to see her some more.

      As I added some extra salt and pepper to the pizza, I told her, “Take a bite without anything else on it.” I gave her the slice, watching as she studied the bread as though the cure for cancer were written into the cold cheese.

      Dubious, she frowned at it then took a bite. Her eyes widened as she chewed then she hummed after she swallowed—that was a sight I wasn’t going to forget easily. “Wow, that’s really good.”

      I grinned at her. “Now try with ketchup.” I squeezed some on, watched her eat it, and waited for her opinion.

      “I prefer that.” Her eyes sparkled. “This is better than peanut butter.”

      Laughing, I raised my fist. When she eyed it, I murmured, “Fist bump time.”

      “Fist bump?”

      “Raise your hand like mine.” When she complied, I gently bumped mine into hers. “Fist bump.”

      “Oh!” She beamed at me, and I beamed back.

      “Now, we try it warm. We have to, otherwise it isn’t a fair taste test.” I headed over to the microwave and stacked the pizza inside. “You only have to press this button for however long you want it to cook.”

      “I know,” she said worriedly. “But how do you know how long to cook something for?”

      I blinked at her. “You don’t. You just guess.”

      “That doesn’t seem very accurate.”

      “Because it isn’t,” I said with another laugh—I swear, I didn’t laugh this much in an entire day, but something about her just made me smile. She said the most random shit. ‘Accurate’ and ‘microwaves’ weren’t where I’d seen this conversation going. “You just blast it and keep on trying to see if the temperature is where you want it.” I let it run for thirty seconds, took out the pizza, and said, “Feel it. Warm enough?”

      Gingerly, she patted the top of the pizza with her fingers. “No. It’s still cold.”

      “So we put it in again.” We went through this four more times until she was happy and the cheese was bubbling and starting to spit. “Didn’t Eren show you that?” I questioned.

      She shook her head. “No. He shows me how to do stuff but says I have to learn on my own.”

      I didn’t have to like the method to understand. She did have to gain some autonomy. “That makes sense. But, in the future, maybe tell him if you don’t understand something, yeah?”

      She winced. “I do, but Dre…”

      My mood darkened when she mentioned that prick. “What about him?” I intoned, aware my voice had deepened with annoyance.

      A shake of her head was all the answer she gave me.

      “Eve?”

      “He just makes me feel stupid.” She blew out a breath. “Eren told me to put milk in the microwave if I couldn’t sleep. He said it works for him.”

      Everyone knew that Eren didn’t sleep well. And if he did, it was never in his room. He was probably the only kid in school who could wake up on the sofa without having a dick drawn on his forehead.

      Everyone knew about his past, his nightmares. Any Zs the dude caught were hard-earned.

      “Okay, so what happened with the milk?”

      “It went everywhere.”

      “How long did you cook it for?”

      “Ten minutes.”

      My lips twitched. “Well, that was too long. Now you know to set it every thirty seconds and to test as you go.”

      “Eren showed me a different way,” she explained, and showed me that method. It wasn’t wrong. Just meant she set her time beforehand.

      “Well, that works if there are cooking instructions and they give you a guide. But when you don’t know, you can’t just guess.” A thought occurred to me. “You know not to put metal in there, don’t you?”

      “Eren said it would explode if I did that.”

      “He was right.” It was weird having to explain something to her that everyone just knew, but I kind of liked it. I liked her, though. She was sweet and I hadn’t experienced a lot of that in my life.

      Her inexperience was probably why Dre didn’t like her. He was the kind of dick who saw idiocy as weakness, but Eve wasn’t an idiot. She just did things how she was taught, and if you taught her wrong, then how could that be her fault?

      She was a baby in our world, I realized. But she certainly didn’t look like one.

      “Time to try the pizza,” I told her, grabbing the plate and passing it to her.

      She blew on it a little then took a cautious bite. As she chewed, her eyes lit up. “Hot is better.”

      “Traitor,” I joked, and grinned at her when she giggled. “I’ll forgive you, though.”

      We retreated to the kitchen island where we’d stacked our pizza, and as I began eating and she finished off her slice, a comfortable quiet settled between us.

      I grabbed some milk from the fridge, and two glasses and some cookies from one of the cupboards after we’d eaten the pizza—she used the microwave twice more—and armed with snacks, I asked, “I take it you’re feeling better?”

      She frowned. “Better?”

      “You were sick in the gym.” My tone was grim. If I could beat the shit out of Coach, I would have.

      “Oh.” Her nose wrinkled. “Yeah. I was okay after I puked. Then I was just hungry. I’ve been hungry all day.”

      My lips twitched—her devouring three slices of pie had proven that.

      “You’re new to all the exercises so you should take it easier.”

      She shrugged. “Coach says that it won’t get easier until I build stamina. I don’t like him,” she admitted with a huff. “He’s mean.”

      Not smiling was hard. “He is. But he’s cool. Or, he will be when you’re a little more…” I cringed.

      “In shape?” she teased.

      Her shape was perfect as is, but for Caelum’s purpose? Yeah, it wasn’t.

      That thought hit me like a punch to the gut.

      Eve wasn’t soldier material. I knew that like I knew my fucking name. But that was everyone’s future here.

      Would she survive the reality of the world outside these gates?

      Terror filled me at the idea of her not surviving. My body burned with it, and I felt myself break out into a sweat.

      I couldn’t lose someone else.

      I just…

      I couldn’t.

      Wouldn’t.

      “Hey, what is it?” Her soft hand cupped mine, and I realized the glass in my grip was no more.

      How had that happened?

      Broken glass and milk covered me, and I stared down at it, unaware how it had happened.

      Shaking my head, I whispered, “Sorry.”

      “No need. Are you hurt?”

      Luckily, I wasn’t. “Just wet.” My smile was tight while I collected the broken shards and shoved them in the trash then, as she mopped up the milk, I washed up.

      When her hand touched my back, I flinched, then realizing she might take that as an interrogation when it was simply a reaction to pain, I whipped around and grabbed her fingers in mine. “Sorry. You made me jump.”

      Her eyes were wide like saucers as she stared into mine. The kitchen light was harsh. It was industrial, so the place wasn’t exactly romantic, but what I saw in her gaze had me churning up inside.

      The need to protect her was overwhelming, but how could I protect her from the future? From what was coming our way the second we graduated?

      I couldn’t.

      I’d already lost so many people and letting her in was like asking for more pain down the road. But looking into those amber eyes, how could I avoid her?

      Evade her?

      I knew I’d have to try, for both our sakes, but it didn’t stop me from reaching and cupping her cheek. When my callused palm rubbed against her skin, her eyes fluttered to half-mast, and she tilted into my touch like a cat demanding more attention.

      Christ, I wanted her, but she didn’t understand. I saw that now. The microwave was just one lesson in a thousand that she’d have to learn to adapt to our society, and while her body was screaming at me, I knew her mind was on a whole other realm.

      Denying myself her unspoken promise wasn’t as hard as I feared. She deserved me to be the best man I could be, and although I’d let way too many people down in the past, I wouldn’t let her down. If I did, I might as well hammer the nails into my coffin myself.

      My lips tingled with the need to kiss her, but instead, I reached down and pressed a gentle peck to her forehead.

      She smelled like honey and vanilla, and I wanted that taste, that scent, over me everywhere.

      But not now.

      “Time for bed, Eve,” I whispered roughly, the words mumbled against her skin. When she nodded, my lips rubbed against her forehead some more, and it was a sweet kind of agony that I’d endure for her alone.

      “Night, Frazer,” she murmured, taking a step back. “Thank you for the pizza and the microwave lesson.”

      Her reluctance to leave was evident when she looked back at me twice, but I just smiled at her.

      It was in our best interest that I was a dick to her, that I keep us apart, that no one knew of the budding friendship between us. Whether I was capable of treating her so badly was another matter entirely.

      As I watched her go, it felt like I was being torn in two. Knowing that feeling would only grow worse over time, I bottled it up like I bottled everything else up, and cleaned up after our midnight snack.

      Those moments would be ones I treasured, and as I trudged back to my room, I thought about her soft touch, her scent, and I let them filter through me as I managed, eventually, to fall back asleep.
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      “What is it?” Eve whispered.

      As we stared into the closed off garden that Dre had long since claimed as his own, I leaned against the doorway that was tagged with the words, “¡Vete a la chingada!”

      The spray paint had long since dried and I knew Dre frequently topped up the charming declaration of ‘fuck off’ in Mexican Spanish.

      Dre wasn’t unlike the plants he tended to, and I wanted to show them to Eve in the interest of cultivating some good will for my brother.

      Even though I accepted Dre was a dick, and I loathed how he was treating Eve, I knew him well enough to understand that his past was making him be like this. That didn’t justify him being so mean, but his childhood… it hadn’t been easy. I was just hoping he’d come around, pull his head out of his ass, and come to see how lucky we all were to have her with us.

      In the interim, she didn’t have to put up with him, could lay into him as hard as she wanted but as mate to Stefan, she’d have to deal with Dre for a long time to come. I was waiting on her to start fighting back, to begin defending herself, but she was still too timid for that.

      If he didn’t change… Well, breaking up the Pack wasn’t impossible but, when it boiled down to it, for our safety, she’d need to either understand Dre better or to fight fire with fire. We were a unit, after all. We’d trained for half a decade to be a strong team. Without him? It would be like fighting after losing a limb.

      That I’d even think of breaking up the Pack surprised me, but Eve was special. She wasn’t even my mate like she was Stefan’s, and I knew that. Nestor did too. That Dre was being a bigger fucker than usual told me he saw it, sensed it, but was refusing to accept what she would mean to us as a unit.

      When Eve shot me a questioning look, I rubbed a hand over the back of my neck and sheepishly apologized, “Sorry. Mind wandered. They’re blue agave plants.”

      She frowned at me. “What are they?”

      I liked how she always thought I’d know the answer to everything. It should have grown tiresome, but it hadn’t yet. Not even when, the other day, she’d asked me why it took Einstein so long to figure out that E equaled MC squared.

      I wasn’t sure what had perplexed Nestor and me the most—the fact that she understood that shit period or that she’d expected me to know the answer.

      A scientist I most definitely wasn’t.

      But was Eve?

      I figured she’d had a basic education at best, and even though she’d been reading up a storm, her understanding of not only that, but other topics, led me to believe my earlier suppositions were concrete fact.

      Eve was fucking smart.

      While I wouldn’t always be able to answer her questions—that was what Google was for though, right?—this time, I could. “They’re a special kind of cactus.”

      “Why does he grow them?”

      “Back home, he was a jimador. A tequila farmer.” Before she could ask, I carried on, “Tequila is a kind of alcohol.”

      “Like wine?” she queried.

      “You know what that is?”

      Her smile was faint, but evident nonetheless at my surprise. “Yes. We had it for sacrament.”

      I tipped my chin in understanding and watched as she looked at the small rows of blue agave that had a hue of that part where the ocean morphed into the sand. Blue and green, not quite turquoise, but richer somehow.

      There weren’t many plants because each one took up a shit ton of space. The area was around twenty by twenty feet, and the rows of plants were curved in a way that obviously made each square foot count. The spiky leaves were nearly six feet long at some points, and they kissed the sky with a pride that came from Dre’s hard-earned tending. The soil was dusty and close to orange-brown, and whenever I came down here, I always wanted to sneeze from the dust in the air.

      It wasn’t my favorite place in the world even if it was Dre’s. Still…

      “It always amazes me when I come down here,” I told her softly, and though I was trying to color her opinion of Dre, I was being honest. I wouldn’t lie to her. She was Pack. That meant being truthful, even if it would hurt our cause in the long run.

      “Why?” she questioned.

      “Because I remember when Dre first planted these. They were small. Just like him.”

      “How old was he?”

      “He planted them the first year he was here. When he was thirteen. We both got here at the same time.” Nicholas had pulled some strings to get us both in a couple of years ahead of schedule. Me because I wouldn’t have survived another of my brother-in-law’s beatings, and Dre? Because he’d almost killed his grandmother. That was how he’d come to be recruited—a creature had sensed him in the town jail.

      Her mouth fell. “He’s been growing these for nearly seven years?”

      “Yep,” I confirmed.

      “What’s he waiting for?”

      I snickered at that. “Well, it depends on why you’re growing them. He does this because it’s what he was raised doing. It was all he knew, and when he moved here, and he was given his credit card like we all get, the first thing he bought were these tiny one-year shoots. Next, he asked Nicholas for some garden plot, and Nicholas agreed.” I dug my heel into the soil. “This part of the yard isn’t optimal for growing things, so that’s why Nicholas agreed. The soil here is good, but we have to grow as much as we can, you know?”

      “I like the gardens. They smell good.”

      “They don’t when they’re spreading manure on everything,” I groused, my nose wrinkling.

      She snickered at me, but though one of my brothers would have called me a wimp, she didn’t take her amusement out on me and asked, “Who looks after the vegetable gardens?”

      My mouth tightened—I should have anticipated that question. “Staff.” It was a short and brisk answer, but she didn’t seem to think anything of it.

      We weren’t ready to share the whole truth with her. Not when she was still so new to this world.

      How could I tell her that injured soldiers were the ones who did the grunt work at Caelum? That, as part of their recuperation, they worked here. In the kitchens, in the gardens, teaching… It was considered therapy for them. A means of getting them back on track and healing.

      “But Dre looks after this himself?”

      “All by himself and he’s done a damn fine job of it.” I pointed to the large plants. “They’re almost ready to harvest. It normally takes eight years.”

      “So they’ll be ready when it’s time for you to graduate?”

      “Yes. But now, he probably won’t harvest them for a few more years.”

      “Why?”

      I half-smiled at her. “Reasons.”

      One of those being that we wouldn’t be going anywhere until she was old enough to graduate too. One of Dre’s major reasons for disliking her—she just didn’t know that yet.

      She huffed.

      “Remind me to show you on YouTube how they make tequila,” I said, changing the subject. “Technically, it can only be called that if it’s made in this little area in Mexico. That’s where Dre is from. Jalisco.”

      She repeated it, using the same intonation I did on the ‘J.’

      “He wants to go back there when he graduates,” I told her.

      “He does?” She winced. “I never want to go back.”

      “You don’t?”

      “My family would never accept me, anyway. When someone leaves, they’re cut from the Order like they died.”

      I wasn’t surprised to hear that, but it didn’t make it any less sad. “Do you wish you could see them?”

      “No. At least, not at the moment. Maybe when I’m older.”

      “Did many people leave?”

      “A few over the years. Leave is the wrong word, though. I should have said escaped.”

      That made sense. “I’m glad you’re free, Eve.”

      Her smile made me feel ten feet tall. “Me too, Eren.” She tilted her head to the side. “Why does Dre want to go back to Mexico? I wouldn’t have said he was homesick. Unless that’s why he’s mean all the time.”

      I snorted. “It’s one of the reasons, but he’s not homesick. He’s angry.”

      “You didn’t have to tell me that.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s angry all the time.”

      “You know what a coyote is?”

      “No. Unless you mean the animal.”

      “I don’t.” My lips pursed. “His parents wanted to live in the US, so they paid a coyote to help them cross the border. They left him with his grandmother and promised to send for him when they could. For a long time, he thought they’d abandoned him, but once, when his grandmother got drunk, she told him that they’d been killed by the coyote. There’d been some kind of problem with a cartel—they’re like a group of bad people who are responsible for a lot of crimes in that area—and Dre’s parents ended up dying.”

      “He wants revenge?” she guessed, and I nodded.

      “Yes. Badly. So badly sometimes I think that’s what makes him so bitter.”

      “He’s patient,” she murmured, her eyes taking in the small garden that had taken years of backbreaking dedication to tend to. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

      “It’s not a bad thing when it’s aimed at doing some good,” I said quietly.

      “Why are you telling me this, Eren?” she asked softly, her gaze cutting to me.

      “Because you’re seeing one side of Dre and not the other. I know you don’t like him—”

      “A mutual feeling, Eren.”

      I nodded. “Yes, but there’s another side to him.”

      “The side that likes to garden,” she stated blandly.

      My lips twitched. “Yes. The green-fingered side.”

      “That doesn’t make him a nice person,” she retorted. “And the fact he wants to kill someone certainly doesn’t.”

      “No. But he’s loyal, and when someone earns his loyalty, there’s nothing he won’t do to protect that person or keep them safe, even if it means doing something that many consider wrong.”

      She gnawed on her bottom lip for a second, stared over the plants again, and nodded. “I’ll take that into consideration.”

      I barely refrained from laughing at her tone, which was like that of a judge working out whether to sentence someone to deathrow, but I managed it. Instead, I held out my hand and asked, “Want to go watch TV?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Nothing with blood, guts, or boobs.”

      I winked. “You jest, right?”
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      The library was a strange room.

      It was large but each wall had a door in it. Even the exterior wall led to French doors that opened onto a beautiful vista of the ocean. From my position at a central table, even though the surface was loaded down with a pile of books I’d been working on steadily, I could see everything from each angle.

      North, south, east, and west.

      No compass direction was safe from my beady eyes.

      I knew why too.

      On a morning, I’d always checked in, tried to figure out which mood I was in and had failed. Before, it hadn’t been rational. It had been more of a half-muttered prayer that I would be able to discern my ‘mood.’ But now that I knew what I was looking for, it was still impossible to discern which was in charge until they did something that answered it for me. The others seemed to have an internal monitor, whereas for me? I learned by reaction.

      There were two watchful souls.

      The gouille and the Sin Eater. Both watched, both protected, and both could kill. I’d never killed, of course, but I’d been reading about famous battles where the difference between life and death had been a Sin Eater’s attack.

      The gouille was more patient than the Sin Eater, but both liked to monitor situations. One would stir into action, leaping to the front of the fray to whoop butt. The other? Well, he’d keep to the shadows, waiting for the right moment to pounce.

      As I watched a girl flirt with Stefan, if I’d had any doubt about today’s soul, I had it confirmed then and there.

      The Sin Eater was in control, and both the woman and the beast, as it were, were getting pissed off at how the girl, Becky, kept on trying to touch him.

      I wasn’t sure why it irritated me, but every laugh he bestowed on her made me want to smack her. Then I felt horrible because they weren’t doing anything wrong, and it wasn’t their fault that I was acting like a crazy person.

      As I gnawed on my bottom lip, staring straight ahead into a common room where Stefan was hanging out with Nestor, I shifted in my seat when someone murmured, “You should just leave them alone.”

      I frowned, turning around to stare up at the intruder. “Excuse me?”

      I’d seen the girl before. She hung around with Becky. Her hair was a rich, vibrant red and her face, though very pretty, was scrunched with disgust as she looked at me. As though I was too gross to behold. “They love each other and you’re just getting in their way.”

      My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. “What?”

      “You heard me. They’ve been going out for months, and then you showed up and everything changed.” Her top lip curled in a sneer. “Seriously, just back off. You’re a freak show anyway. What the fuck would Stefan see in you? He’s going to be the Alpha head. Why would he want anything to do with you?”

      The hits kept on coming as I tried to understand everything she said and ultimately failed.

      “Back off, Louisa.”

      The low growl had my eyes widening, and when I saw it was Reed, Frazer’s friend and Stefan’s arch-nemesis, I smiled at him, grateful that he’d interrupted Louisa’s tirade.

      Louisa sniffed. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Can’t I?” He cocked a brow at her. “How about I tell Nathan about that little scene I walked in on the other day?”

      She growled. “You wouldn’t dare!”

      “Wouldn’t I?” He just smirked at her until she released another growl, this time it was more exasperated than furious, and stalked off. When he turned to look at me, he murmured, “You should have stood up to her.”

      I blinked. “What was there to stand up against?”

      “You’re so literal. I forgot that.” His lips curved. “Stefan isn’t into Becky.”

      The reassurance had me frowning down at the book in my hand. I had a notepad in front of me, and I was making notes about the various things that happened in Aboh. Where the guys were heading to… I wanted to know why they were going to a small town on a delta river, and as far as I could tell, there was no reason why they should.

      Reed snorted. “Trust me, I’m as surprised as you are that I’m speaking up for him, but Becky is Becky.”

      “What does that mean? She’s not an adjective,” I argued.

      “She’s certainly something.” Reed pulled a face. “She’s popular with the guys. Let’s just say that.”

      “I thought slut-shaming wasn’t allowed.”

      He whistled under his breath. “See? So you can stick up for yourself.”

      Confused, I gnawed on my bottom lip. “I can with guys.”

      “Not with girls?” he questioned, then hummed under his breath. “You don’t hang out with them enough to be accustomed to their bitchy ways.”

      I thought about that a second and shook my head. “Had no alternative but to be around women where I’m from.”

      “And did you like that?”

      “No.” I snorted. “Just because they were pious, didn’t mean they weren’t cows too.”

      He laughed at that, then told me, “I wasn’t shaming Becky. Just trying to explain the difference between you and her, that’s all.”

      “You were doing a bad job of it then.”

      Reed grinned. “Burn.”

      I frowned at that, wondering what his statement had to do with our conversation. “Is there a reason you’re here?”

      “Apart from saving you from bitchy females?” He shook his head. “Nope.” Then he cut a look at Stefan and Becky who, irritatingly enough, had moved closer to Stefan. “You should put a stop to that. Stake a claim.”

      “What kind of a claim? A friendship one? Surely people have seen me hanging out with the guys enough to realize we’re friends—”

      “Duh,” he grumbled. “I meant a different kind of claim. You obviously have the hots for him. You should take the bull by the balls and make sure Becky knows there’s no room for her where Stefan is concerned.”

      “I understood about half of that,” I said on a deep sigh. Then my nose crinkled. “Why would I want to touch a bull’s balls?”

      “Metaphor.” He tapped his temple. “Don’t tell me your printer-like memory doesn’t know what it is.”

      “Is that a compliment or an insult?”

      Reed chuckled. “Bit of both? That has to come in handy.”

      “I suppose.” I wasn’t sure whether it was a blessing or a curse. Of course, the good things were great to remember, but so were the bad, in a way, because they were a reminder I needed. And it wasn’t like I could just remember things that were to do with books or literature. Most bad memories? They were at the forefront of my mind in any given situation.

      The faculty and my friends were insistent that I was safe here, for example. That this was my new home. It would be easy to forget. Too easy. But because I didn’t, couldn’t, I knew that all of this was temporary.

      And yes, it hurt.

      It hurt so badly that it was worse than the stitch I sometimes got in the gym.

      Reed cut me a look, then, as he glanced over at Stefan and Becky who had, yet again, moved closer to him, advised, “In this world, if you don’t take, you don’t get. Trust me on that.” He smiled at me, and though it was a beautiful smile, there was something in its depths that reminded me he was a Hell Hound.

      No matter what soul was in control today, the Hell Hound was in charge.

      It surprised me to recognize that I wasn’t frightened of him. I had expected I would be, but I wasn’t. I could sense the heat simmering away under the surface, but it didn’t scare me.

      If anything, it warmed me. Like it was a cold day outside, and he was a fire in the hearth set to burn the chill away.

      That notion, more than what he made me feel, put me on edge. “What do you want from me, Reed?” It was an intense question, but it was a surprisingly intense moment.

      He hadn’t just come here to warn Louisa off.

      Was it because of my conversation with Frazer the other day?

      I wasn’t about to complain or to knock the chance to make new friends, but neither was I going to put Stefan, Nestor, Eren, or even Dre, the jerk, in danger. That might have sounded extreme, but there was danger here.

      I recognized that just as much as I recognized the fact I wasn’t frightened of him.

      The latter was because I knew he wouldn’t hurt me.

      My friends?

      I didn’t have that assurance.

      “Just to be friends,” he answered simply, but I didn’t trust him. Didn’t trust that banked heat that was, once again, warming me from the inside out. He tilted his head and turned away from me, toward the wall of windows and the door that led to the extended patio. “Do you ever wish you were back at the compound?”

      “There’s no point in wishing,” I said sharply, then softening my tone, mumbled, “And if there was a point, I wouldn’t waste it on going back there.”

      “No? What would you wish for… if you believed in them,” he conceded.

      “To understand this world better. To know why people say the things they do.”

      “Give it time. We’ve been around for close to two decades—half in and half out of the outside world. You haven’t.” His smile was gentle, sympathetic. “And in between then and now, I’ll help whenever I can. If you need a slang tutor, that is.”

      His grin was contagious, and I found myself sharing one with him. Because his words had helped me relax, I found myself strangely curious as I asked, “What would you wish for?”

      “It’s a stupid wish,” he stated drily.

      “So? And mine isn’t? Learning a language that’s already my own?”

      His mouth quirked to the right, and a dimple popped up. “When I was twelve, my mum took me to the Gold Coast. I’d just had my first real attack with my souls. They’d diagnosed me as schizophrenic, but she wouldn’t believe it. She refused. Said I needed some R&R, rest and relaxation,” he clarified when I stared at him blankly. “I love surfing. I’m a stereotypical Australian in that, and she took me to Coolangatta Beach for a week.” He whistled under his breath. “I loved it. It was great to get away from my dad—they’d started arguing a lot. Stress from my diagnosis, I figure.

      “Anyway, we went there, and my souls behaved for once. I think it’s because I was free. I was out on the water as much as I could be, and only came in for food and to sleep.

      “She bought me a key ring,” he said with a smile. “It was only a crappy little thing. A picture of the beach in a plastic case on one side, a picture of me and her on the back.” He shrugged. “Took it with me everywhere, though. Even surfing as I got older. Put it in this little plastic pocket thing I’d wear around my neck. Got caught in a bad riptide though a year before I came here. Lost it. Lost the key ring. I wish I had that back.”

      Surprised by the story, and surprised even more by the sentiment behind it, I asked, “To remind you of the beach?”

      He shook his head. “To remind me of my mum that weekend. She died a few days later.”

      My mouth dropped open. “What? How?”

      Reed turned away from me, his gaze dropping to his hands. “When we got in the car to go home, my Hell Hound was in control. I didn’t know it back then, of course, but now I recognize the signs. I had a tantrum. Didn’t want to go back home to where I was confined. I-I threw something at her as we were getting into the car. Thought nothing of it, to be honest. She was used to that—I was a little bastard,” he admitted with a rasp, but I could see from the shaking of his hands, the tension he was under. “She set off, we got to a good speed, but the toy I’d thrown at her had lodged itself under the brakes.”

      “You crashed?”

      “Headfirst,” he confirmed. “I almost died myself. When I found out what happened, I wished I had. A few weeks later, dad dumped me in a facility and I barely ever saw him again before I came here. He blamed me, and…” He released a breath. “He was right to.”

      I reached out, my hand covering his. “I’m so sorry, Reed.”

      “Not your fault.” He shook his head in dismissal, but his hand turned and twined itself around mine. “I didn’t mean to get gloomy.”

      No, he hadn’t. I could see that. He hadn’t spoken of his past to make me feel sorry for him. I could see that he hadn’t intended on discussing this at all! How? His cheeks were a blotchy color. Like his skin couldn’t decide on whether he should be pale from sorrow or bright pink from mortification.

      He cleared his throat. “Anyway, I’d best go to the gym. You be sure to stand up to these bitches, yeah? There aren’t many females around, so they tend to get their own way too much. Don’t let them push you over or stir the shit.”

      Before I could say another word, he was gone, but I was left thinking of what he’d told me.

      When I turned back and looked over at Stefan, I saw Becky had gone but he was glowering at me. Well aware he’d seen me talking to Reed, I just shrugged and called out, “Free world.”

      When he grumbled under his breath, I had to smirk.

      Free will in a free world rocked.
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      A sigh of relief escaped Dre when he grabbed a hold of Stefan’s forearm and dragged it to his mouth. As he slurped up the blood, Eren and I turned our focus on the TV.

      It wasn’t exactly an uncommon sight. Once we found our people, our Pack, we tended to feed in-house, or if we were fucking someone, then they’d be dinner too.

      It was as necessary as breathing on the days when the Vampire held full sway, so we chilled, not thinking anything of it as Dre fed.

      “I thought you said she was with Merry,” Eren mumbled a few moments later, breaking into my concentration as I watched a documentary on sea lions and how their colonies were too large for their territory now. Not because the colonies were growing but because their territory was shrinking.

      My stomach churned at the sight, the proof of what we were doing to our world with our excesses—creatures included—and it took a few seconds to realize what he was even talking about.

      When I turned my head and saw Eve was standing in the doorway, her nostrils flared as she watched Dre snack on Stefan who was lying back to facilitate the feeding while dicking around on his phone, I sensed her Sin Eater was in charge. Only two species watched. The Sin Eater and the gouille, and mine would have recognized hers. That it didn’t, told me which soul of hers was under control.

      Or not, to be more precise.

      Her eyes were wide, the bright gems glittering as she watched and assimilated the scene before her. I could tell that assimilation wasn’t a positive one and I had a feeling that was because it was Dre doing the feeding.

      He hadn’t been awake that long but somehow, the tit had managed to alienate her to the max. I didn’t blame her either. Dre’s attitude made an armadillo look sexy. I spent half my time trying not to throat punch him as well.

      “Eve?”

      I whispered her name cautiously, trying not to startle her. She wanted to protect Stefan. I could sense that. But he didn’t need protecting—and then I thought about today. When she’d been in the library, and we’d been hanging out close by. Definitely not studying, and only there to keep an eye on her when Becky had walked up and had begun flirting with Stefan…

      FML.

      It was evident to us all that Eve didn’t realize she’d claimed Stefan. She didn’t have a fucking clue. But her souls knew. And it was her souls who would fuck Dre up if we weren’t careful.

      She didn’t respond to my hesitant calling of her name, but her eyes flickered over to me and back to Dre. Stefan had tensed and was watching Eve warily, Eren, too, was eying her like a rattlesnake about to strike.

      Dre ignored me like the dick he was, but I reached over and smacked him on the back of the head. “If you want to be on that plane the day after tomorrow, then back the fuck off,” I ground out.

      He sneered at me as he wiped blood from around his mouth. “I’m still hungry.”

      “You’ve been gnawing on him for a while,” I argued, my gaze still intent on Eve.

      Female creatures were far more deadly when provoked than their male counterparts. We rarely let them do any of the heavy fighting, but when they were being antagonized as Eve was—Dre was now making a show of wiping his mouth and licking his lips—females would skin men alive if they saw the need.

      And considering her Sin Eater was in session?

      Dre needed to watch his back.

      “Eve?” This time it was Eren who spoke. She didn’t move. Still hadn’t since the first time I’d seen her standing in the doorway.

      That preternatural stillness had my gouille surging to the surface as arousal hit me hard. Everything about her was geared to mess with my head.

      We’d already had several indications that she was dominant. Not only from the strength of her attack on Reed, but our souls bounced off hers—meaning we didn’t try to dominate her as we might have done if she’d been weak-spirited.

      It made sense to think of her as easy prey because she was quiet and innocent from the way she’d been reared. But she wasn’t.

      That much was evident now, and my gouille responded in kind.

      I surged to my feet and headed over to her, hands raised as I cautiously approached her. “Eve? You rely on bags of blood, but that’s not healthy. We’re encouraged to take directly from the vein.”

      It was a testament to just how special her circumstances were that Nicholas, the principal, and Lori, the housemistress who looked after the boarder rooms in the part of Caelum where Eve lived, were still allowing her to feed from the bags. They kept us barely nourished on our Vampire days, and it was imperative that she switch over to the vein soon.

      Not that I was about to tell the pissed Sin Eater that right at that moment.

      Her gaze flickered to me at last as some of my words began to penetrate the thick shell that overtook us when we were in this mode.

      “Hurt. Him?” she rasped unevenly, and I saw a flicker in her eyes that made me think she was coming back to us.

      Knowing that this had to be one of the first times she’d responded like this, I empathized with her fatigue. It took a shit ton out of us when our souls overwhelmed us.

      “No,” I comforted. “It’s natural for us.”

      She shook her head. So slowly that it was painful to behold, but I knew to her, it would feel like she was whipping it back and forth. “Not. Natural.”

      I made a fist with my hand. “All is well,” I reassured her, lying through my teeth at the same time.

      I wasn’t surprised when she cut Eren a look, and knew that he nodded because some of the tension dissipated from her shoulders.

      “Don’t. Like.”

      “That much is evident,” Dre rasped. “Am I allowed to continue feeding now?”

      “Fucking douche,” Stefan spat.

      I closed my eyes, predicting what was about to happen before it did.

      In less than a second, I was shoved out of the way like I didn’t weigh over two hundred pounds, and Eve leaped over the sofa, every ounce of her Sin Eater backing her, as she hurled herself at the man she thought was attacking her mate. The mate she didn’t even know she’d Chosen.

      Fuck, could this get more confusing?

      Dre’s eyes flickered in surprise—the dick had a habit of underestimating her—before he was rammed back into the floor with a thud that had even me wincing as every single one of his bones connected with the hardwood.

      When her hands went to his throat, he began to scrabble at her hold but she wasn’t budging.

      Stefan rushed to his knees and peered down at them both on the ground, but none of us tried to help Dre. Not when he deserved the punishment Eve needed to give him.

      If she took things up a notch, then we’d put a halt on things, but maybe losing some oxygen would get Dre to smarten up. The bastard seriously needed to get with the program.

      She’d pinned Dre to the ground and her pelvis was flush with his belly in a way that made me think of her on top of me. Holding me in a similar way, but without the intent to murder on her mind.

      When Eren elbowed me in the side, I grunted and stared down at my hard-on. He glowered at me. “Stop that. You think she’ll calm down with your hormones in the air?”

      Because he wasn’t wrong, I thought of the nightmares that kept me awake at night, nightmares that were based on reality.

      As expected, remembering being exorcised made my cock sink to half-mast.

      “Loathe. You,” Eve growled all of a sudden, and her hands tightened around Dre’s neck to the point where he wasn’t just choking for air but practically suffocating.

      Stefan was nearest so I let him touch her. Plus, he was her mate, so that should calm her down some. When his hands cupped her shoulders, before running down over her arms, she shuddered and I instantly saw the strain in her muscles dissipate.

      “Hurt. You?” she whimpered, turning her head to the side so she could press her face into Stefan’s throat. When she inhaled his scent, the move had me thinking about Padre Jimenez once more because it was either that, or get another hard-on.

      “No. I promise, sweetheart,” Stefan swore, and Dre began to wiggle out from under Eve’s surprisingly tight pin.

      She’d evidently been watching the rings while she worked out—something that shouldn’t come as a shock considering how bored she was in the gym.

      When she relented and sat up on her knees, Dre shot out and backed off to the other side of the room. Because he was a dumb fuck, he didn’t leave, just sat there glowering as Stefan turned her into his arms and embraced her.

      That it was their first true hug was just a bittersweet symphony. I saw the longing on his face, read it as easily as Eve read her books.

      Whether she knew it or not, Eve had just set a timer on her freedom.

      There was no way, no how, that Stefan was about to let them carry on the way they were.

      She’d Chosen him and the time would soon approach where she’d have to Claim him too.
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      “She’s finally picked up on how to use her phone,” I told Stefan gently, whispering the words so Dre wouldn’t hear.

      He had a hard-on for Eve, and not in a good way either. I’d never seen him dislike someone so much, and it was starting to piss me off.

      Sure, she was a bit of a calamity. Never knew how shit worked, asked questions at the wrong time, and had all three of us panting over her ass no matter how she tried to cover up with our shirts, but she was…

      Well, she was Eve.

      Our Eve.

      I reached down and gently stroked my fingers through her hair. It wasn’t like her to nap, but she was asleep now with her head on my lap. That she trusted me was a given, because I felt the same way about her—it was why I’d told her about my mother’s baklava, why I’d told her about my sister. She didn’t judge, didn’t expect me to be something I wasn’t. She was a dose of softness in a hard world, and I wasn’t about to lose that. Not when I was only just starting to figure out how much I’d needed that.

      Needed her.

      Hell, we all did.

      So, even though I needed to use the bathroom and wished I’d gone before Nestor had trundled off to his own bedroom, I wasn’t about to leave her with just Stefan and Dre.

      Stefan was a volatile SOB thanks to his Incubus, and Dre knew exactly which buttons to push. He’d say something to piss Stef off, then he’d stomp away leaving Eve alone. I could imagine Dre waking her and telling her something mean, and I wasn’t about to let that happen.

      I’d already noticed his whip-sharp tongue was honing itself on her, and though I tried to temper it, each time he struck, it hurt her.

      She hurt.

      And so did I.

      Staring at the game on the TV, I waited until Dre mumbled, “I’m going to bed.”

      “See you in the morning,” I replied.

      Stef just grunted at him, his attention on the game. The second the door closed though, he paused the game and turned to look at her. “Is she okay?”

      I wondered if it angered him to see her so comfortable around me, but he didn’t seem angry. If anything, he just looked concerned.

      It sucked that he had to hide that concern around Dre.

      I didn’t know what the fuck was running through Dre’s head, but he was pushing us all away because of Eve.

      “I think so. I think she’s just tired.”

      He shook his head. “She freaked out earlier.”

      “Understandable.”

      “Was it?” He scowled. “I don’t think so. It can’t be the first time the Sin Eater has come out to party, not with how long she’s been here now.”

      “No, but it’s the first time it’s taken over her.”

      He conceded that with a grimace as he reached over and rubbed a strand of her hair between his fingers. I understood the fascination. It was like satin, and the more you touched it, the more you wanted to.

      Everything about Eve was tactile, and in a world where touch wasn’t appreciated, where it was actively avoided, she was unusual. And I was fucking grateful for that.

      “We should put her to bed,” he suggested softly, his eyes on her hair.

      “I think she’s comfortable where she is.”

      “You can’t sleep like that.”

      “I’ve slept in worse places.” I shot him a stark smile. “We both have.”

      “Not for a long time, brother,” he said softly.

      “Well, it won’t kill us for one night.”

      He nodded and within seconds, he’d switched off the console and TV, plunging the room into darkness.

      “What’s going on with Dre?”

      “Fuck if I know. He’s being a dickhead.”

      “He’s being more than that.”

      Stefan grunted. “Think that’s why she reacted badly today?”

      “I don’t know.” Sin Eaters were one of the easiest souls to deal with here. We were safe from the sinners and from those who preyed upon them in Caelum. Her reaction had stymied us until we figured it wasn’t the Sin Eater but the woman who was terrified.

      It had taken us a ridiculous amount of time to figure that out since we were all used to blood. Once a week, we had to consume it, and she was no different.

      Or so we’d thought. I’d hoped she’d stopped relying on the bags of blood, but we’d had our answer tonight.

      She was still dependent on them, even though they provided her with zero nourishment except for scratching the itch the Vampire had.

      “Sleep. Nothing we can do for her until tomorrow dawns and another soul takes its place.”

      He grunted but didn’t deny I was right. Still, both of us were thinking about her reaction to seeing Dre feed from Stefan earlier.

      It wasn’t like they’d been doing anything wrong, but the way she’d freaked out it was like they had. She’d turned white as a sheet before promptly passing out, and had been on the couch with us ever since.

      Nestling into the headrest and using it like a pillow, I thought of the doors I’d slept huddled in, the benches I’d lain on in the evenings I’d run away from home to escape another beating, all before I’d been brought to Caelum by Damon, and was grateful that I was here, in the warm room, with a comfortable sofa at my back, a brother to my left, and Eve nuzzled into me as though I was the only thing keeping the nightmares at bay.

      Though getting any rest some nights was impossible, with her here, my brother too, it was no wonder I slept, no wonder that I woke up either when the early morning sun slipped in through the window. Nature’s alarm call worked its magic on me as pink striations blossomed through the dawn sky, and when I groaned a little at not having moved the whole night through, I felt Eve’s head shift on my lap.

      “Thank you for not moving me,” she rasped, half-asleep like me. She shifted down so that her head was still on the sofa but I could wriggle some life into my legs. Ridiculous, wasn’t it, that I missed the weight of her, the warmth of her, so close to me.

      “I’m glad we helped.” I hesitated a second, then asked, “Why did you react that way, Eve?”

      “I-I’d never seen—” She bit her bottom lip. “There was a lot of blood.”

      I frowned. “You thought Dre had hurt Stefan?”

      “At first,” she admitted. “The,n when he drank it, it was like something from a nightmare. My brain just processed it oddly.”

      She’d been in the human world too long. Even though I knew what it was like to feel apart, to feel different, until you knew, point blank, what you were, you still clung to the normal aspects of your nature.

      Eve would still feel human for a long time to come even though she most definitely wasn’t.

      With that in mind, it made sense that she’d freak out. It did look like one of the stupid Z-list zombie movies Nestor binge-watched when he was studying.

      “How are you feeling now?”

      “A little on edge.”

      “Why?”

      “Gouille day.”

      I nodded, understanding her reticence. Gouilles weren’t like Weres or Hell Hounds. “It sucks you slept the night through.”

      “Yeah. I don’t think I could even nap,” she said with a sigh.

      “Shame.” And it was. On gouille days, you found yourself sleepy through the day, on edge around your friends as you watched out for constant threats—finding them even in the most ridiculous of places—and with the strange ability of needing very little food, rarely using the bathroom, and then when night struck, being wide awake.

      Gouilles were nocturnal. They made perfect sentinels, and could watch over Ghoul nests like no other, while also allowing their Pack to rest at night as they stood guard. Their skin was impenetrable to Ghoul teeth, and although they were slow, when their Pack was in danger, they could spread wings that let them fly toward an active threat.

      In our band of brothers, Nestor was headed down that route. I could think of no better guardian than him.

      Unable to help myself, I reached down and began to stroke my fingers through her hair. “You sure you can’t get some more sleep?” I asked, trying not to let it affect me when she closed her eyes with a shaky sigh and moved into my touch.

      I cut a look at Stefan and saw he was still fast asleep. Not that it would have mattered. I wasn’t doing anything wrong.

      Packs shared their females, after all. But I knew Stefan would likely be on edge because she still hadn’t Claimed him and Dre was being a jackass.

      “I could try,” she murmured, making me smile. There was no try about it. The gouille temperament would help her stay asleep if she could just drift off.

      After ten minutes of gently stroking her hair, I felt her slip away into a slumber that wouldn’t be broken.

      I tilted my head back again, enjoying the soft cushion behind my neck, while I checked in.

      It was a habit now, one that we all picked up a few months after turning eleven when we tried to discern which soul would have us in their grasp for the rest of the day.

      When I sensed the Sin Eater, I was grateful, because while we weren’t out on patrol, it meant it was pretty much a lazy day for me, which meant I could hang out and chill with Eve for most of it.

      And considering tomorrow we were shipping out? I figured I deserved the damn break.
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      I don’t want you to go.

      I thought the words but didn’t say them aloud.

      How could I?

      How selfish would that make me if I asked them not to go because I didn’t want to be left alone at Caelum?

      Funny how I just figured out that I wasn’t homesick or worrying about my parents or siblings because Stefan, Nestor, and Eren had overtaken them in my lives.

      That should have made me feel horrible, but it didn’t. They’d shown me more love and compassion in my time at Caelum than my family ever had. Was it any wonder I was dreading being without them for however long they were going to be away?

      I kept my face turned to the windo,w where I stared out onto the ocean. At my back, Eren and Nestor were talking about things they’d need for their trip. Their excitement was bubbling over, and it hurt, yet again, that they weren’t going to include me.

      Why didn’t they?

      Didn’t they want me there?

      Was I a drag?

      I knew that was what everyone else thought. Well, save for Frazer and Reed of all people. They were the only students who actively spoke to me. Everyone else just pointed at me and snickered when I almost puked in gym class, or the girls bitched at me because, and I’d been slow to realize this, Stefan was popular and they didn’t appreciate his tending to me the way he was.

      Did they really not want me hanging around? Did they just keep me there out of pity?

      I’d never thought things like this before, but their lack of inclusion on this trip, put me on edge in a way that made me recognize I’d been calm since coming to Caelum.

      “Hey, what is it?”

      I blinked at Eren, surprised to see Nestor had gone. “Where’s Nestor?”

      “He had gym.”

      That was their usual response. I knew it wasn’t always the truth, but I didn’t mind. I wasn’t their keeper, nor did I want them to think I was their jailor.

      “Oh.” I turned back to look at the window. The sky was so startlingly blue it was enough to make my eyes sting, but the ocean itself was dark. The sea should be blue too, but it was more navy. Like the comforter I had on my bed. And the spray? It was the purest white I’d ever seen. The way the water crashed into the cliffs made me wish I could dance amid the spray… without getting crushed into the rocks, of course. But it was light and effervescent in a way that I wasn’t.

      A way that I felt sure I’d never be.

      These guys had found their place here, but I hadn’t. I’d only found more questions that needed to be answered. In the interim, though, I thought I had them, but this trip was making me insecure.

      And I didn’t like it.

      “What’s wrong?” Eren repeated, and when his hand touched my chin, I jerked in surprise. In fact, I jerked so hard that he dropped his fingers.

      For a second, we both just looked at each other, and then I swallowed and whispered, “Sorry.”

      “For what?” He gamely tried to let my stupid reaction go.

      “For that.” I licked my lips and reached for his hand, and then turning his palm up, I lifted it to my cheek, motioning for him to cup my jaw again.

      We both released a shaky breath when he touched me, the dry skin of his palm brushing my silkier flesh. His had calluses and were hardened from everything he did in the gym, in contrast to mine.

      His thumb began to move, back and forth, back and forth, caressing my jawline in a way that had me swallowing, but I couldn’t take my eyes from his. His gleamed a chestnut brown, but there were amber striations around the pupil that reminded me of the ocean spray. They seemed to dance, inviting me along for the ride.

      “Your Lorelei is in full force today, isn’t she?” he murmured, making me blink.

      “She is?” I knew which soul was in control, but I didn’t think he’d be able to tell. Could I sense his? Before I could think about it more, concentrate on what he was today, he nodded.

      “I can sense her.” When he closed his eyes and inhaled, I cursed my pale skin for yet another blush. This time it was in surprise and… shockingly enough, want.

      I wanted him. Just as I had yesterday morning when I’d awoken with my head in his lap. I’d opened my eyes, looked at his sleeping face and… I’d wanted him.

      Those three words didn’t penetrate well at first.

      I was used to being wanted. It happened on days like today or when my Succubus was around. But this was different.

      I felt it. Normally, it was as irritating as a fly buzzing around my head in the summer sun. This? It was a heat that seemed to make my blood sluggish.

      My mouth quivered and, though I didn’t mean to say the words, they just fell out: “I’m going to miss you.”

      His eyes darkened. “Truly?”

      He didn’t sound put out, if anything, he sounded… pleased?

      I nodded. “Yes. Very much,” I rasped, aware of how husky my breath was and even more aware of what he could read into that.

      Lips curving, he stepped closer, pressing into me in a way that should have set my nerves on edge but didn’t. I enjoyed the way his heat hit me from the front. It was a huge contrast to the cold chill of the window at my back.

      “I’m going to miss you too.”

      Gulping, I whispered his word back to him. “Truly?”

      “If you could come, I’d take you with us.”

      If?

      My brow started to pucker in confusion, but his thumb moved down to my mouth. He ran it along my bottom lip before reaching up to trail over the arch of the upper.

      If my response had taken me aback before, that was nothing to now. My lungs heaved as an ache for something burned inside me.

      I’d seen the movies, watched the couples kissing and writhing around on top of each other.

      Did I want that?

      I wasn’t sure what happened. They never did deep enough close ups, and surely they weren’t actually doing it on camera.

      Or were they?

      My eyes flared wide at the thought before they retreated to half-mast again when he tapped the fleshiest part of my mouth, then dragged it down slightly, opening me up in a way that no one else ever had.

      His skin dragged against the moisture from my bottom lip, and it was natural to suck on the tip of his thumb, to, albeit hesitantly, lick it too.

      His response startled me. He released a hiss then staggered back.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I demanded, my voice low and so unlike my own that I didn’t recognize it at first.

      He shook his head. “Stefan deserves your first kiss.”

      I blinked at him. “Huh?”

      Another shake of his head was all I got before he ground out, “It will make sense soon.”

      Before I could argue, before I could say another word, he stormed off, slamming the door behind him. The frame actually jolted at the weight he packed into the move, and I stared at it, trying to regulate my breathing, and ignore this intense ache I suddenly felt deep in my belly, and, oddly enough, in my breasts.

      Gulping, I reached up and gently caressed one. They felt heavy, swollen. Why? I didn’t know, and I was suddenly furious at being so damn ignorant about the most natural things in this world.

      At that moment, I hated my parents. Hated the compound. Hated the New Order.

      Why couldn’t I just be normal?

      If I was, Eren wouldn’t have stalked off like I’d grown three heads! And what did Stefan have to do with it?

      Clenching my eyes closed, I shook off those thoughts. As painful as that experience had been—painful because I’d been denied something that I felt sure would be delicious—it had told me something.

      Eren wanted me to go to Aboh with him.

      That had to count for something.

      Didn’t it?
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      As Nestor strummed his guitar, I sank back into the sofa and let his tunes soothe me.

      I was riled up, angry, and I wasn’t even sure why.

      We were heading out in a few hours, just waiting on the plane to arrive, and I was ready for it. Ready for everything the motherfuckers could throw my way, so why was I so on edge?

      So antsy?

      I studied Stefan, who had a piece of soap in his hands and a small penknife.

      As I watched him whittle it down, leaving shavings on his lap, I murmured, “Why are we all on edge?”

      Eren, who was face deep in one of Stefan’s stashes, replied, “On edge?”

      I rolled my eyes when he retreated from the cupboard with a pack of cookies, Gatorade, and some candy.

      We weren’t supposed to eat that shit, but Stefan had some sent in from the mainland every now and then. He said it made him feel less deprived but really, the dude was a hoarder who wouldn’t admit to it.

      He had everything in those cupboards. Protein bars, shakes, that shit that he somehow got from the US army just in case there was zero access to food for whatever reason. But I got it. We all had our demons, and Stefan’s was hunger.

      He’d been starved as a kid, and when he’d had to live out on the streets, food had come at a premium. I had a feeling he’d sold his body for food, but I’d never ask him. Never shame him so badly by bringing it up.

      And, honestly, I didn’t want to know because if I did, I’d want to go and kill the motherfuckers who’d fucked a thirteen year old rather than just give him some money to grab something to eat.

      The world was full of sick bastards and they weren’t all Ghouls either.

      Most of us had sad pasts, but some were worse than others. Stefan’s was one of them, Eren’s too. I’d seen his scars. He usually covered them up with cycling shorts under his baggier training gear, but I’d seen them. Knew there’d been a time when he self-harmed.

      Cutting a look at what was literally a few pounds of sugar in his hands, I stated, “You sure you should be eating that shit? You sleep like crap as it is.”

      He narrowed his eyes on me. “You my mom?”

      I snorted. “If I was I’d have slapped you around the head a few times already today. You think I wouldn’t find out you’d shown her my garden?” The place was booby-trapped, and he’d fallen straight into it.

      That had him grunting. “I should have known you had that place wired up.”

      “Not having any bastard sneak in there and ruin my plants,” I grumbled. “Why did you show it to her anyway?”

      He shrugged. “She wanted a walk.”

      “Then take her to the goddamn beach.”

      Stefan sighed, and it was louder than the scrape of his knife into the soap. “She won’t leave the building’s perimeter.”

      I rolled my eyes again—that woman. I didn’t say shit, though, because they’d harp on at me about it. I was already getting crap from them and I didn’t want to spend the next few hours of waiting for the plane with them trying to convince me how her shit was made of gold.

      She was Pack. I got it. But I didn’t have to like her, and she’d have to do more than blink at me with big, admittedly pretty, honey-colored eyes to earn my loyalty.

      “We need to work on that,” Nestor said absentmindedly, as he plucked the strings of his instrument. The damn thing was like another limb. The way he played it could make even my eyes water.

      My bro had talent. Major talent.

      Just a few notes could make the hair at the back of my neck stand on edge… Like it was now. The soulful sounds weren’t easing my mood though. If anything, they weren’t fast enough, hard and heavy enough, to appease the rapid beat of my blood through my veins.

      My Hell Hound was in action today, and it wanted to be let loose.

      “Yeah, we do. Plus that shit with Coach has to stop,” Stefan stated grimly.

      “Do we have to talk about her?” I complained. Fuck, that’s all it was now. Eve this and Eve fucking that.

      Stefan cut me a look, but he said nothing. Just carried on whittling. When I saw a woman’s face begin to appear in the carving, I wanted to grunt.

      “Why are we so on edge?” I demanded, trying to get the topic back on track. “Nestor only plays when he’s nervous, Eren eats like a glutton, and Stefan only whittles when he’s antsy. I’m feeling it too.” Though the Hell Hound was in charge, my basic nature was Were, which meant my skin was prickling with the need to shift.

      I seriously couldn’t wait for the day I could turn into my true beast. And that day? I’d be shipping out to Mexico on the hunt for some coyote blood.

      My mouth watered at the prospect.

      “It’s our first Alpha unit mission?” Stefan hazarded a guess.

      “I don’t think so,” Eren stated after he slurped down some Gatorade that would only amp him up—and not in a good way either. He cut me a look. “I think it’s to do with Eve. She’s Pack, whether you like it or not, Dre, and she’s not coming with us.”

      “That wouldn’t put me on edge,” I countered. “If anything, having her with us would. She’s a liability.”

      He shrugged. “You’re feeding off our nerves.”

      Stefan nodded. “He could be right, Dre. I know I’m feeling like shit for not explaining what might happen while we’re gone.”

      I eyed him. “Why haven’t you told her?”

      “Because I’m a selfish fuck.” His mouth tightened. “If I tell her she’ll try to talk me out of it.”

      “Women are weak.”

      Eren scowled. “Eve is the exact opposite of that. Just because she’s not strong in the way you think we should be doesn’t mean she isn’t strong in her own way.”

      “He’s right, Dre. Don’t be blinded by your prejudice,” Nestor intoned darkly, but his gaze never left his guitar. “Eve is strong, and she will, with time, be a worthy member of our Pack.”

      Yeah, and pigs flew over this fucking island every goddamn day of the week.

      She’d taken me down once. While I was feeding. That didn’t make her Wonder Woman. But the way they went on about it, I knew I’d never live it down.

      Something else to lay at Eve’s goddamn door.

      “Though it’s driving me mad not being Claimed, I’m almost glad for it now,” Stefan admitted, his tone low.

      “You wouldn’t tell it was driving you mad,” I pointed out, surprised by his words. Aside from the angry burn on his back, it was easy to forget he wasn’t Claimed—aside from the fact that Eve was a huge reminder.

      “I try to burn it out in the gym.” He shrugged. “Some days it works, some days it doesn’t.”

      “You Incubus today?”

      He nodded.

      I winced. “Ouch.”

      “Yeah.” He blew out a breath. “But, and it’s a huge but, if I die, she won’t become crazed. That’s my only consolation here.”

      If she’d Claimed him fully and he passed, she’d live on but she would, without a doubt, go nuts. It could even trigger her into becoming a Ghoul.

      That was why the faculty kept mated students apart. We were training to be soldiers, and although my Pack and, I’d begrudgingly admit Frazer’s too, were fucking good, we were still trainees. Accidents happened when you were sent into a warzone.

      Mated females who were disconnected from their Chosen were known to make Vlad the Impaler look friendly.

      Whole wars had been started on the back of a mourning female grieving her lost Chosen.

      I rubbed my chin as I contemplated Stefan, wondering if their unease really was feeding my own, and I had to think that it might be.

      I’d expected this moment to feel validating. We’d been working for months for this chance. We’d spent the past few weeks working behind the scenes on intel that would feed this mission, and we’d been training to be the best we could be.

      Before Eve had come along, we’d eaten, breathed, and slept this mission.

      Now? Shit had grown shaky and I wasn’t happy about it.

      Not happy at all.

      When the door opened and Eve wandered in, her nose in a book as per fucking usual, I wanted to grit my teeth at the sight of her. When I saw Stefan stuff the soap he’d been whittling under a cushion, I shot him a look and he just frowned at me.

      Why was he keeping that little habit of his a secret from her?

      I didn’t know and wouldn’t find out. Stefan could be a close-mouthed shit when it came down to it.

      Nestor didn’t stop playing but his tunes turned less melancholic, a change in the melody making it more upbeat, and Eren stopped eating pure sugar.

      Because she made them feel better just by being in the room? Or were they hiding their nerves from her?

      As I stared at them, looking at the men I knew as well as I knew myself, I had to accept that she made them feel better.

      Stefan, before he’d started whittling, had been playing with his fingers. Cracking his knuckles, his unease making him rap the tips against the sofa.

      Nestor’s music had changed, but I could sense the move hadn’t been a conscious decision, because I could hear the undertones of the song were the same as what he’d been playing before but it was just brighter, bouncier, somehow.

      And Eren?

      Well, he wasn’t eating. Instead, he’d curved his arm around Eve when she took a seat beside him. Her dark hair gleamed against his olive skin, and I hated that I noticed that. Hated, even more, that I saw her honey-colored eyes soften as she looked up at him and over at Stefan and Nestor. Me, she avoided like the plague.

      As I stared at her, the woman who was a thorn in my side, I found myself, for the first time in forever, grateful that she’d given my brothers some peace.

      This was the calm before the storm, after all, and if this was the last time we saw her, I’d remember her with thanks for this moment. A moment of respite before we were shipped off to a war that no one except the creatures and the Ghouls in this world knew we were battling.
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      Over the hustle and bustle of boarding the plane, I eyed my brother—Dre looked like he could take off without the plane to carry him to Aboh. “You’re looking on good form, man.”

      Dre grinned. “I fucking feel it.” He bounced on his toes. “My knee hasn’t been aching either.”

      Though they’d released him, we’d been concerned sick bay wouldn’t sign off on him leaving with us for this mission, so I grinned back and we bumped fists. “Awesome.”

      His eyes narrowed a second as the early evening sky gave way to the sharp lights on the plane as we ascended into the cabin. “Your back?” he asked quietly.

      “Fine.” It wasn’t. It was aching like a bitch but I was getting used to it. In a strange way, it was helping my pain tolerance grow.

      Considering what I’d be doing with the rest of my life, I didn’t think that was a bad thing. If I had a higher pain threshold, it would only serve me better along the years so I wasn’t about to complain.

      As we boarded the plane, I’d seen Eve standing over by the gates. I wasn’t sure why it hurt me so much to see her standing by herself, but it did. And she was still there. Standing alone, in the growing shadows, watching us leave her.

      I wanted to raise my hand to her, wanted to see her smile, but she wouldn’t see me on board. I was too far away and the windows were too small.

      It didn’t stop me from watching her beautiful face as we taxied down the runway though. I only stopped looking down at the school when we were up in the air, Nigeria our destination.

      Nestor shot me a knowing look when I finally stopped peering out of the window. “She’ll be okay,” he told me.

      “I know she will.” And I did. If anyone was in danger, it was us. But it didn’t stop me from feeling guilty about leaving her.

      She was my mate.

      We weren’t supposed to be parted, but here I was, voluntarily leaving her. It sucked, but this was something I had to do.

      More practice meant the readier we were for active duty. And the more prepared we were, the safer we’d be in the long run. Considering her safety and mine were intertwined, that made this shit a priority.

      It helped that Eren looked just as guilty as I felt. I knew he was close to her, and even though that surprised me because Eren was pretty closed off, I figured it made sense. There was something about Eve that got under your skin.

      Hell, if she was anything like her original namesake, it was no wonder Adam was a sucker for her.

      I knew I felt that way about my woman. The need just to make her fucking smile could consume me. Then, of course, Dre would look at me and shake his head at me in disgust. I’d been trying to learn how to school my features, because I figured I had a certain expression on my face when I was thinking about her. It was an expression he’d come to read easily which was a testament, I guessed, to how much I thought about her.

      I tried to remember my desire to make her happy over the three hour journey, tried to remind myself that I wasn’t abandoning her forever, just for three days. But as we approached Aboh, I knew I had to switch my brain off, because I couldn’t stop thinking about her sorrowful features as we took off.

      We’d sold it as a vacation, except this was anything but. We’d been training for months for the opportunity to make it out here again, and I wasn’t about to let the team down by not having my shit together.

      “Alpha Units, you’re point on this mission. Care to share?”

      Merinda’s attitude usually sucked, but there was a glint in her eye that spoke of her excitement for the games ahead.

      It was messed up to consider it a game, but this was going to be our life. For a very long time. You either went big or went home, and we’d had no home since our parents or care-givers had rejected us for being too fucked up in the head.

      Because I could understand her excitement, I grinned at her. We were all ready for this mission, whether we wanted to accept it or not, and from the grim look on his face, Frazer wasn’t.

      After glancing at the Sin Eater for a few seconds and spying his agitation from the way his usually expressionless features were puckered in a scowl, I got to my feet, feeling the mantel of power slip over my shoulders with an ease I hadn’t anticipated.

      Quickly clearing my throat, I stated the facts, “Aboh is a city in the Delta State of Nigeria, and more importantly, it’s the center of the Aboh Kingdom with the king actually living in the city.

      “Reconnaissance makes me think that’s what gained the Ghoul’s initial interest. We all know they’re whores for royalty.” Nestor nodded at me from the back of the plane where he’d been setting up a projector. Pointing to Onitsha, a city that was farther up the river just north of our destination, I explained, “Aboh is only small, but Onitsha is close by. They’ve been heading down the river, hitting cities and towns with no rhythm or rhyme, but we think Aboh is the end goal.”

      “Why?” Merry barked, her tone no nonsense.

      Nestor nodded at me, and a picture of a rig flashed on the screen. “Aboh has been looking for more crude oil since the sixties when they staked out their initial well. Rumor has it, they’ve just struck big and several executives are en route to try and get the king on their side.”

      “Ass-licking is due to commence any time soon,” Eren slotted in, making us all grin.

      “There are several cities like Aboh,” Merry pointed out. “What makes you think it’s their end goal?”

      Nestor zoomed in on the church that was on the outskirts of the city. As far away from the river as could be while still within the city limits. As the Beta and Omega Units looked over the white clapboard building, I shot Nestor a look and the screen changed. I did this one more time after they’d scanned the second Mission.

      “Three Catholic churches in the area?” Jason inquired from the Omega Unit.

      The Beta Unit consisted of the dudes we considered our enemies, but the Omegas were guys we were friends with. Jason and Frazer spoke for their teams because they were both Sin Eaters.

      “Yeah, unlike most cities in the area, there’s a heavy Catholic presence in Aboh.” I stood back to look at the three churches and stated, “The population doesn’t require three churches, but they have them nonetheless.”

      A house of worship flashed up on the screen, and on its clapboard front, there was a sign. The Order of Lazarus Welcomes You.

      Lazarus. Ha. The Ghouls had been using his name for years to hide their dirty dealings. The Order of Lazarus was a front the nests used to gain information from locals.

      “Can the class tell me why Ghouls attack cities such as Aboh?” Merry asked, her tone mocking.

      “Because they consider them low stake with high reward. Little to no media coverage in the West if there’s a mass slaughtering,” Dre explained, his tone free from expression. Like he was talking about a day at the zoo, not the mass murder of hundreds of innocents. “Plus, if this place is as isolated as say Okene, then they could do what they’ve done before. Eradicate the entire population, take the place of any and all officials in the city, and reap the rewards of the oil company execs that are on their way.” He pulled a face. “Plus, if you send in some low-level grunts into a mission like this, if they feed well, you come out with more rational soldiers. That’s something that can only really be done in a battle.”

      Merry got to her feet. “Well done. You hit the nail on the head.”

      Seeing story time was over, I retreated to my seat and waited for her to give us further instruction.

      Dre slapped me on the back and I grinned at him, both of us pleased that we’d figured out what the fuck was going down. We’d spent the past three weeks trying to paint a picture on what was going to happen in Aboh. The council had received information that a Nigerian river town was going to be hit at some point in the near future, and we’d had to figure out which one it was from the chatter we’d been given access to.

      “From our intel, we’ve ascertained the nest is led by Juliet McAllister.”

      I shot Dre a look and saw he was equally as pleased with that news.

      “The bitch is a slippery motherfucker and she’s personally escaped my form of redemption three times.” That had us wincing, because Merry had a reputation that was hard-earned.

      Juliet, if she only knew, had a target on her head with Merry’s signature beside it.

      “Anyone know anything about her?” she tossed out to the units.

      Frazer’s tone was grim as he stated, “She likes to surround herself with grunts, has a small council that she usually distrusts, and handles most things like an autocracy.

      “If her intention is to go in there and take over the local council, it wouldn’t be the first time she’s done it. But, from what I remember, her nests have always been on the smaller side. To capture a city the size of Aboh, she must have been on a recruiting drive.”

      Caelum only saved so many. Even though the instructors and Nicholas’s team tried, there were a lot of creatures who slipped through the net.

      Without the support and training found at the Academy, seven out of ten kids turned Ghoul. Those statistics were not in our favor.

      Merry nodded. “The last time we clashed, Juliet had around eight hundred Ghouls, and she’s stayed under the radar for long enough that she’s maintained that nest. Nigeria tends to produce a lot of creatures. For the exact reason Caelum is close by… it’s something to do with the Romanche Gap in the oceanic trenches.” She shrugged, but pointed to one of the churches Nestor still had on the screen up ahead. “We think this Mission is one of the ways she’s recruiting as well as listening to low-level chatter. What people will confess can be worth a lot of money if you have a Ghoul as a priest.”

      “She’s high-functioning then,” Jason said grimly.

      Merry’s upper lip curled in a sneer. “As high-functioning as these fuck ups can be.” Her gaze cut to me. “What’s the plan, Alpha Unit?”

      “Intel shows that the oil company execs are due to arrive within the next three days. The title of king is actually more than just a useless name holder. He holds full sway over the local political sphere. But his mother has been at the local hospital in Onitsha. She had a heart attack and has been there for the past three weeks.”

      “Let me guess,” Merry inserted. “She came home today?”

      I nodded. “Exactly. If the nest was waiting to strike, I know I’d strike tonight.”

      “Good work,” Merry told us.

      “Thanks.” I grinned at her, then with a nod at Nestor, he switched the screen to a map again. “There are arterial roads, mountain passes as well, but they’re difficult to get through. Especially with the numbers required to overtake a city this size.”

      “The river?”

      “Yeah. It’s unlikely they’re going to try to get in another way.” I pointed to the docks. “Low security docks, we figure that’s their entry point.”

      Merry clapped me on the back. “Then that’s where our central team will be. You okay with me handling the rest?”

      That alone told me we’d aced our fucking assignment. Wide-eyed, I just said, “Of course.” It wasn’t like we didn’t know this was our bike with training wheels on, and that she had already figured this out before handing it over to us, but it still felt great to know we’d been on the right track.

      She smiled at me, which was pretty spooky coming from her, then turned to the rest of the plane. “We have a hundred soldiers on board, and four hundred already infiltrating the town.

      “To be frank, we’re outnumbered so expect a bloodbath. Not just on the Ghouls’ side. To our gain, most of her army will be low-level grunts. They shouldn’t be anything we can’t handle.” She pointed to a few areas on the map. “We have teams on lookout along the river. Alpha, Beta, and Omega Units will be scattered there, waiting for the initial landing, but expect to be withdrawn if the Ghouls decide to come in by road.

      “We go big and we go home, you hear me? Units work together to incapacitate and capture as many as we can.” She shot Jason, Frazer, and myself a dirty look. “If, like last time, I see anyone trying to kill as they go, there won’t be a next time, do you hear me?”

      The three of us winced because we’d each been guilty of that.

      “We’ll be landing in twenty minutes. The sun will set in an hour. Are we ready?”

      A hundred voices hollered that we were, and for the first time since take off, Eve was nowhere in my thoughts.
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      There was a weird scent in the air when we disembarked, and after a few seconds, I recognized it as the rivers. They had a unique smell that always made me want to gag. I didn’t know how the locals could live near the waters the way they did, and could only assume they didn’t smell it anymore.

      How that was possible was one of nature’s jokes.

      It was like how Jason, the Omega Unit’s Sin Eater, didn’t know his feet were fucking rank. His socks would kill more Ghouls than his soul would, that was for damn sure.

      The plane had come down on a flat chunk of land that, until last year, had been used for farming yams. They’d wrecked the soil, though, and while that was a shame for the locals, it meant we didn’t have to get on a boat to cross the river to reach Aboh.

      The river was wide and housed small islets, but there were no bridges that connected one side to the other. It isolated the city in a way that made it looked like it was a bow-tied gift to Ghouls.

      As I peered up overhead, I could feel the ticking of time as it began to count down toward sunset. I was sensitive toward the rising of both the sun and the moon. Not simply because of my body clock, but because as a gouille, I was born for these nighttime missions.

      I wouldn’t shift, my skin wouldn’t be impenetrable until graduation, but everything else about me was gouille. Even when it was a Vampire day like today, my gouille was there, ever present. Watching over things and disliking my need to feed.

      Our Alpha Unit scouted over the jetty, which was closing for the day. We figured this was where the initial boatload of Ghouls would touch down because it was easiest.

      Ghouls weren’t the cleverest of God’s creatures. Especially the grunts Juliet McAllister surrounded herself with. They were numbskulls, pretty much like lemurs just waiting to be guided to a cliff they could walk off.

      Only once they’d made it up the ladder did they start to show any signs of intelligence, and that could take a while. For a Ghoul to feed wasn’t an easy thing, and it took specific sustenance to keep several souls in line. I didn’t even want to imagine what Juliet had to eat to be high-functioning. It creeped me out just thinking about it.

      While Dre and Stefan argued about positioning, I ignored them both. My gouille worked in ways their souls didn’t, and it automatically helped me ascertain the best locale for monitoring the area.

      My body also shut down in a way theirs never would. Gouilles that were in ‘active’ mode didn’t use the bathroom, had no need for food for up to four days, and were capable of staying in one position for a hundred hours or more.

      I wasn’t at that level yet, but when I graduated, I would be.

      The point my gouille selected was on a faint rise behind the main jetty in the docks. I could see upriver as well as down if they surprised us by going against the flow of the water.

      When they saw that I was in position, their argument stopped and I sensed them preparing for the battle ahead, leaving this duty to me.

      Ten seconds before the sun was due to set I could feel the approaching night, and I watched the sun tumble down and waited for the moon to rise.

      It was a crescent moon tonight, which wasn’t great for visibility for the others. The Shifter souls would be okay, but the rest, not so much.

      It was what it was though. We couldn’t always have the environment on our side, and the last three training missions we’d been lucky. Full moons, small armies of Ghouls, and two of the three had been in low populated areas with little risk to residents.

      This mission was definitely a step up.

      We’d gone from riding bikes with training wheels on to this one. A hardcore fight that would make or break us.

      I didn’t intend on being broken, not when Eve was back at Caelum, wondering where we were and why we hadn’t taken her along.

      I regretted not sharing our intentions with her, but we’d decided—even Dre had agreed and he had a hard-on where hurting her was concerned—that we would keep her out of the loop. The faculty had asked us to as well, and because Nicholas, Damon, and Merinda were handling her lessons, she was still in Year One mode, thinking we were just at school for the sake of being at school. Because that’s what kids did. Learned from books.

      Caelum wasn’t a regular Academy though. It bred warriors and Eve, although she didn’t know it, had befriended some of the best in the school.

      Most missions of this intensity were spearheaded by the warriors who’d hit twenty or twenty-one. Like Jason and his crew were. They were all over twenty now. But Frazer’s unit and ours? We were young to be in this position, but we were the best, and the faculty knew that, and were training us to be better.

      Even as pride filled me, I didn’t allow it to show as the sun finally set and darkness reigned. The whispers behind me had disappeared and I knew we were all starting to feel the buzz of what was to come.

      This was our first real trial and none of us intended to fail.

      The city had slowed down, and although there was a road close by, I hadn’t even seen a car moving down it for two hours.

      A hush had taken over Aboh, and the calm before the storm was the only warning I had.

      Ninety minutes after sunset, my head tilted to the side when I heard a faint noise in the distance.

      An engine.

      Another sound came on top of that.

      Chatter.

      “They’re here,” I whispered under my breath. “Coming from Onitsha as we expected.”

      I heard the walkie-talkie, heard Stefan pass on the message, but my attention was on the boat that was coming our way.

      Gouilles had sensitive hearing and sensitive sight. We were the perfect guards. Seeing and hearing all.

      It took me longer than I’d like because the river was loud, but I stated softly, “Three hundred incoming in four boats.”

      The message was relayed.

      “Five minutes until they dock,” I whispered, slipping out of the mindset my gouille required, and finally getting my Pack ready.

      From behind me, I heard the whisper-like movements as men appeared, ready to attack the grunts who were about to be offloaded onto the shore.

      Lights flashed, and the arrogance of the Ghouls hit us as the boats began to pull into the jetty not under the shield of darkness, but with spotlights blaring. They weren’t coming in in waves, but in one mass unloading.

      I wasn’t sure if they were idiots or geniuses.

      “Wait for them to offload,” Merinda’s voice was quiet as it came through on the walkie-talkie.

      We froze, waiting for the boats to empty. A low hush overset the Ghouls as they waited on their orders.

      Only when they set out, their intention to feed, did we slip out of our hiding place, and move toward them.

      At first, we stuck to the shadows, then as the wave of Ghouls surged forth, we mingled with them.

      They looked just like us, after all.

      There was no differentiating between a Ghoul, a creature, and a human.

      Until you saw what they ate.

      Armed with tazers that were set to Drive Stun, we stuck to the edges, knowing that was the best way to separate the ones we took down with the ever-moving flow of grunts.

      Drive Stun was a pain compliance method in humans, but in our kind, it fucked with the muscles and made us pass out. Especially with the tazers that we jerry-rigged to work at a higher voltage.

      Being hit in the neck was enough to knock a Ghoul out for an hour. After that, they’d awaken, and the mood they’d be in?

      It was like setting a bull on a rampage on purpose.

      Each minute was a ticking time bomb that put us in even more danger until finally, the time bomb detonated and we surged into action.

      As we took out more and more of their numbers from the sidelines, they finally figured that someone was targeting them.

      I used the tazers to pistol whip most of my targets before stunning them and letting them drop where they fell. Now the news was out, there was no point in dragging the downed grunts to the side.

      All around me, creatures worked to contain this particular threat to a city that had done nothing more than dare to get rich with their oil reserves.

      No one deserved the fate the Ghouls promised. Not even my scumbag parents. And that was saying something.

      Despite us being outnumbered, the grunts were stupid and easy to manage. The upper ranks of a nest were the ones that were hard to take out.

      From a strategic standpoint, all we had to do here was waste time by taking out the masses, all so we could see when and if the generals were about to come out and play.

      It was a marathon runner’s tactic. Long distance rather than short.

      It took thirty minutes in all to eradicate the army, but with no sign of any of the upper ranks, we had no idea if this was a bust or not.

      Most of the grunts lay where they dropped, and I pulled back to my earlier position where I could monitor the rivers to see if another boat was heading in. I saw other gouilles doing the same, staggering along the riverbank to monitor for any sign of Juliet McAllister’s nest that might be attempting to infiltrate the area now the cannon fodder had done its job.

      As I watched and waited, the scent of burning hit my nose, overpowering the stench of the river as the Incubi, Succubi, and Sin Eaters got to work.

      I didn’t envy them their positions.

      A sound of exploding flesh ruptured my attention, and I grimaced, my head turning to the side to see which grunt had caused the mess and to which poor bastard was covered in Ghoul goo. But as I moved, as my focus broke, I failed to hear the whisper-like movement behind me.

      One second she wasn’t there, then she was. Her arms came around me like a caress, with one hand surging upward to cover my mouth to stop me from calling out for help. I struggled even though there was no point. I was held in her arms as firmly as a baby was by its mother as her teeth connected with my throat.

      One second it was there, then it wasn’t.

      I sank to the ground as blood bubbled from the wound, and tipped onto my back regretting, with every ounce of my being, that I’d lied to Eve.

      I wouldn’t be coming home.
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      Having never been loathed by someone, it came as a great surprise for Dre to consistently show his hatred.

      I wasn’t entirely sure why he hated me, but hate me he did. It was in every look, every gesture, every ungracious touch.

      In fact, I felt certain Samuel liked me more than Dre did, and it was an inconvenience considering I spent a lot of time with Stefan, Nestor, and Eren.

      He was so obvious with his dislike, that I’d taken to avoiding all the men, but whenever I did that, there was an ache in my chest that couldn’t be cured with any of the miraculous medicines that were on hand in Caelum.

      I was half certain Ibuprofen was magical, but Eren had assured me it wasn’t, just chemical.

      The ache only went away when I was with the guys, and since they were with Dre all the time, I had to ration how often I was with them.

      It sucked.

      I truly understood the vernacular now.

      It completely, and utterly, sucked.

      Because of Dre’s terrible attitude, I couldn’t be with the three men who had made the transition from the cult to the Academy, so much easier.

      And having watched them fly away on a trip that I hadn’t been included in just hurt all the more. I felt their absence so keenly, it made me realize what Dre was making me miss out on.

      Damn him.

      It also made me realize that when they made it back, I was done avoiding them just to please him.

      “Are you concentrating?”

      I frowned at Damon, the Enforcer who was tutoring me. “I already know all of this,” I grumbled, unsure why this ‘emergency’ class was necessary. He’d hauled me away from the runway where I’d watched my friends take off in that flying deathtrap, insisting that I was late for a class that hadn’t even been scheduled.

      I was never late.

      Lateness was a sin in the compound, and because I didn’t want to be anywhere near Father Bryan’s belt, it was a sin I never committed.

      “If you already know it then why are still drinking our emergency supplies of blood?”

      “Because I don’t know how to ask someone to feed me.” As far as I could tell, there was no correct way to ask for someone’s blood, but it wasn’t covered in the books I’d been reading.

      Damon rolled his eyes. “You just ask. I’m sure your friends would oblige.”

      That had me feeling hot deep inside. Exactly where the ache bloomed at the thought of them not being close by.

      “Wouldn’t that be awkward?” I hedged.

      He shrugged. “Better to be awkward than weak. The bag stuff isn’t as good as the vein. It’s like…” He blew out a breath and eyed me warily, “You know what peanut butter is, right?”

      “Butter and peanuts mashed together?” I joked, purposely wide-eyed to tease him.

      “God,” he grumbled. “I know you lived in a cult, Eve, but seriously, I’m starting to wonder if Merry was right. Jane Austen knows more about today’s world than you do.”

      I shot him a grin. “Only joking. Nestor introduced me to it.”

      “Very funny.”

      “I thought so too,” I told him smugly. “Strawberry and grape jelly are new to me, though. I haven’t had those before.” My buttocks attested to the fact that I’d tried nearly everything in the kitchens at least once.

      “How come?”

      “They didn’t grow in the land where we lived.” I shrugged. “There were some berries, but we made a different preserve with them. It was thicker. Not as jelly-like as what you eat. It took hours to make as well.” Usually in the thick heat of summer, too, and it hadn’t been as sweet.

      “Sounds tasty. Jellies are one of the few things we don’t make here, so I know that had to taste really good. Think about it though, which do you prefer? The jelly from the jar here or your preserves?”

      I pursed my lips as I thought about it. “Mine. I see what you mean.”

      “The stuff in the jar might taste good, it might nourish you and fill you up, but when you try the real deal?”

      “That beats it.” I nodded. “Okay, I’ll ask Eren.” He was the one who helped me with all the things I couldn’t seem to grasp when it boiled down to technology.

      For someone who didn’t sleep all that much, he was surprisingly patient. More so than Nestor, for example, who’d just ask me why I didn’t understand something when a three year old could handle the tech on my phone. Stefan would usually end up doing it for me rather than showing me. Eren was definitely the most patient.

      “As easy as that?”

      “You presented an argument that made sense,” I reasoned.

      Damon narrowed his eyes at me as though he were waiting for me to tell him I was joking again. When I didn’t, he sighed, his shoulders relaxing as he pointed at the board where he’d scrawled some intelligible words about the digestive system of a Vampire. “How can you know all this stuff?”

      “I’ve read all the books.”

      “Already?” He frowned. “You couldn’t have.”

      “I’ve read the first two years syllabi,” I informed him, well aware that at the compound, I’d have had a switch to the back for the pride in my voice. But they could switch me as hard as they wanted. From the reading material alone, I was caught up.

      “That’s thirty-four books, Eve,” he rasped. “It still feels like you’ve only just arrived.”

      Didn’t I know it? Everyone still saw me as the new freak in school. “I read fast,” was all I said.

      “Did you absorb the information?”

      “Of course. Ask me anything.”

      “Why do humans believe Weres shift with the full moon?”

      I snorted. “Apparently because a creature sold a screenplay to Hollywood about a Wolf Shifter that turned at that time of the month and now everyone believes it.”

      “You don’t?”

      I shook my head and used Stefan’s favorite phrase. “Do bears shit in the woods?”

      Damon’s lips twitched. “Why does each soul take over a day in your week?”

      “So that each one can stretch its legs.”

      “Two points for that one considering you used an idiom too.” When I beamed at him, his mouth curved into a small smile, then, he stared at me, and his eyes darkened in a way that had me sinking back into my chair.

      It wasn’t lust or anything like that. It was sadness. I wasn’t sure why he would feel that around me, but it had me asking, “Damon?”

      He turned away and stared out the window onto the rocks that were being crushed by the ocean’s might. “Yes?”

      I was used to staring at my tutors’ backs. They often stood so they weren’t facing me. “What’s wrong?”

      It took him quite a while to reply, and when he did, I’d admit to being surprised. “Are you the kind of person who likes to be kept in the dark, Eve?”

      I pondered that, thought about the reason I’d been reading nonstop since I’d arrived here. There were plenty of practical lessons I’d missed, and I was so unfit it was beyond a joke, but everything that was down on paper I had slotted somewhere into my memory banks.

      The things in the large textbooks, some as thick as six inches, were far easier to understand than the conversations I took part in with the boys. It was a joy to dive into something I could read without needing to have every second word translated.

      Though my memory was good, and I usually remembered sayings the first time I heard them, there were so many of them. Each with different meanings.

      Fuck up and fuck off? They were totally unrelated.

      Sweet vibes had nothing to do with a vibration.

      And when they started talking about movies and shows? I’d only figured out that Daenerys wasn’t real after reading the entire set of G. R. R. Martin’s work. The way they talked about her? I was half certain someone truly had given birth to dragons. And in this crazy world I found myself in, I still wasn’t sure if that truly was fiction.

      “I like to be kept informed.” That was the only way I could describe it.

      “That’s good,” he stated softly. “What if it’s something you wish you could unlearn?”

      “Knowledge is power.”

      He shot me a look over his shoulder. “Who told you that one?”

      “Nestor.”

      I only used it though because it made sense to me. If I was completely out of the loop—that was one of Eren’s—then how would I ever be able to face this new world head on? How would I ever be able to escape it and to find myself a haven where my life wouldn’t be in danger?

      Keeping my head tucked under the pillow would do me nothing but set me back.

      “Do you know why everyone fights so much?”

      “Because we have a lot of energy that we need to burn off?” I reasoned. “Which makes sense. When I hit Samuel, I thought I was going to explode if I didn’t punch him.”

      Damon snorted and turned around to face me. “I heard about that. Did it feel good?”

      I nodded. “Very good. The jerk deserved it.” I tacked on, “Nestor.” He was the one who taught me ‘jerk.’ Which, quite naturally, had nothing to do with the action but a person who was intolerable.

      A description that befit Alexandre quite perfectly.

      The big jerk. The biggest jerkiest jerk of all Caelum.

      “What did he say to you?”

      “That my friends weren’t truly interested in me as a person.”

      Damon’s brow puckered at that, but as I watched him, I saw, deep in his eyes, him skid away from the topic. He didn’t want to get into it, and I wasn’t sure if I blamed him. There was nothing he could do or say that would indicate whether Samuel was speaking the truth or not.

      I could only go on the way my friends had treated me, which was with kindness. Only Dre was mean, and it highlighted how much the others did for me and without any irritation.

      In that, I could actually thank the boy whose moods made my father’s look friendly.

      “I’m glad you stood up for yourself. I wasn’t sure with your past whether that was possible or not.”

      I shrugged. “It was a Were day.”

      His lips twitched and the snake coming out of the eye socket tattoo wriggled like it was alive as he bunched his biceps when he folded his arms across his chest. “Ouch. Totally a bad day for Samuel.”

      “He’s lucky Nestor held me back,” I confirmed.

      “You’re almost right about why we fight so much,” he stated after a few seconds. “We do have a lot of energy we need to burn off, but we’re also in training for something specific.”

      Something flashed in his eyes that had me sitting straighter in my seat. “What? Like a competition?”

      He shook his head. “If only it were,” he said on a sigh, as he headed over to the table and took a seat opposite me.

      The tutors rarely sat. It was almost as though they were too edgy to rest even for a second.

      “Okay, so why then?”

      “When you’re twenty-one, the main soul will surge forward. It might be before your birthday or after it. It’s just around that time. One soul decides it’s had enough of sharing its space, and poof, it cannibalizes the others.”

      My eyes widened. “That sounds painful.”

      His grin was sheepish. “It is. But it’s just as bad as being punched in the face by a girl on a Were day.”

      I snorted. “Touché.”

      Though he smirked, it swiftly died as he carried on explaining, “The portal you passed through, it’s special. Unless you’re like Merry or me, creatures only go through it twice in their life.”

      “When?”

      “In and out. In, when they’re ready for the protection and education Caelum offers. Out, when their main soul is in full power.” He sighed. “Even creatures with as much knowledge as we have can’t really explain why the portal exists, but it’s why Caelum was built here. Back in the eighteen hundreds, a ship meandered this way on a scientific mission and they discovered the island as well as the fact we’re on an oceanic trench. Some say that’s what fuels the portal, but—”

      “You don’t agree?” I prompted, intrigued by what he was telling me.

      “No. It’s not magic, but I don’t know what it is. I just know that it spits you out one way and you can speak tongues. Then, when you’ve just the one soul to worry about, it spits you out onto the other side and suddenly, that soul can manifest.”

      I studied him for a second. “What are you, Damon?” I’d never asked, not wanting to be rude. Damon was intimidating sometimes. Nicholas was the same. I had a feeling he was a Sin Eater but wouldn’t know for sure until I built up the courage to ask him.

      He made a face that let him reveal his fangs. I reached up and touched my own teeth, and he nodded. “The fangs appear after you’ve crossed through the portal. As does the animal if you’re a Were or a Hell Hound. Then with the gouilles, they can pull that freaky shit with their skin. Sin Eaters can do their business and so can the ‘Buses.” That was what most people shorted the Incubi and Succubi down to.

      “Only the Lorelei can sing and use their voice to the max pre-portal?”

      “Yes. We don’t know why. Another mystery. While there is much we understand about our species, there is a lot we don’t and although we investigate our beginnings as much as we can, we don’t always have the time to.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we’re at war.”

      I jolted back in surprise. “We are? With who?”

      His smile grew pained. “Ghouls.”

      “Like ghosts?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not like ghosts. I wish they were.” I watched as he reached up and rubbed his brow, and realized that something had happened with one of the Ghouls. Something that had affected him personally.

      “What are they?”

      He was silent for a long time until he rasped, “What happens when we hit twenty-one, Eve?”

      I frowned. “Our one soul cannibalizes the others.”

      “Exactly. A Ghoul is a creature with no dominant soul and, as such, is our enemy and needs to be destroyed.”

      For a second, the words wouldn’t penetrate and when they did, my mouth worked because I knew I had eight souls, not seven like everyone thought. And if I was weird in that, what if I was weird when I turned twenty-one, exactly like I’d been imagining?

      My plan had always been to escape Caelum at some point. Once I’d figured out how the real world worked, I’d intended to find a way back onto the plane that had brought me here. I hadn’t known how I’d do it exactly, but desperate times required desperate measures.

      But, if what Damon was saying was true, even if I did escape, there was no escaping myself.

      I reached up and rubbed my temple. “What happens if you have more than one soul?”

      “You become a monster.”

      “The portal… it makes sure you only have one soul, doesn’t it?”

      He nodded. “It does.”

      “And if you don’t, what? It eradicates you?”

      Another nod. But it wasn’t his silence that was irritating me, it was the way he was looking at me. That sadness was back. Was it aimed at me or was it aimed at someone he’d known who’d turned into a Ghoul?

      Confused, I asked, “Why do you consider them monsters?”

      “At the moment, each soul plays nice. They let you adapt, they want you to evolve with them. So each day, you get to handle one of them. Each day, you get to experience the quirks of the soul you’re handling. Of course, you don’t get the full hands-on experience, like with a Were you don’t shift, and when you’re a Vampire, you need blood but you have to use a knife to cause the cut, but it’s enough. It’s a learning curve.

      “After you’re eighteen, the souls converge en masse. One of them ekes it out as the dominant one, and over the next three years, that dominant soul begins to take power. The Academy is a good place for our kind. We’re safe here, at peace. It’s a good place for that to happen. But in the outside world?” He shook his head. “It’s not so easy. Creatures who deal with this alone are usually eating crap loaded with chemicals and are taking medication for their supposed mental health issues.” He shrugged. “It messes with them. The battle for dominance just doesn’t happen, and instead, all seven souls just rage on endlessly. They say that it’s equivalent to a cerebral war.”

      “But they survive… Obviously, it doesn’t kill them, otherwise they wouldn’t be at war with us. So, how?”

      “They eat undead flesh.”

      Having watched a show about a forensic pathologist who was a zombie with Nestor the past few days, I blurted out, “They’re zombies?”

      “It’s a name for them, but they’re not. They’re Ghouls. They rely on human flesh because humans are grounded in a way we’re not. They’re connected to this earth in ways we’ll never understand. The more flesh they consume, the quieter the din in their head is. The longer they live. The smarter they are.

      “Ghouls can live as long as we do so long as we never catch them. They live in nests with others of their kind and run around causing destruction wherever they go.”

      My mouth wobbled as I contemplated what he was saying. Would that be me? Would that be my ultimate end? A monster?

      I wanted to ask Damon about my eighth soul, wanted to ask about its bizarre power, but I’d seen no mention of it in any of the textbooks. And I’d scoured them for knowledge, reading them like each one would be burned and forever forbidden to me so that I could attempt to be on the same level as my peers, but also so I could begin to understand why I could do what I could do.

      But this? There was no amount of wishing or praying or dreaming that the truth would go away.

      I was different.

      I knew that. Was just fortunate that it was still hidden from everyone else. Barely. My eighth soul had already been busy at work, but no one had noticed.

      Yet.

      If I was different before I hit twenty-one, I saw no reason for that to change after.

      My future had started to appear bright, but now?

      It was darker than I’d ever anticipated, and even though knowledge was power, I wished I’d never let this conversation go down this road, because the options open to me were suddenly far bleaker than they’d been even back at the compound.

      Even as fear began to turn my blood to ice, I realized something. Something major.

      This was the first time I’d learned about any of this stuff. Ghouls were a new concept to me. The fact we were waging war on a subspecies? That was also new.

      What books were they keeping from me?

      What information were they withholding?

      They obviously were keeping me in the dark on some matters, introducing it to me on a need-to-know basis. I had a feeling my eighth soul wouldn’t appear in any textbook but I couldn’t lose hope yet. If I did, then I might as well just toss myself off one of the cliffs, and that was something I’d never do.

      For too long, I’d been passive. For too long, I’d let life whirl on around me.

      No more, and that was a promise I had to keep because if I didn’t? The portal would see to it that I paid for my sins anyway.
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      Sin Eating was no fun.

      In fact, of all the souls, it was the hardest.

      There were no advantages to it, no extra abilities that were perks. We could do one thing and one thing only: eradicate Ghouls.

      To many, that probably seemed like the best gift of them all. But it wasn’t, and as Ghoul goo covered me from the last son of a bitch that had exploded when I’d gone hunting for its soul, I wished like fuck I was a Hell Hound.

      Shit, I’d even settle for Incubus. That had to be better than this shit.

      Even though the body of the male on the ground before me looked like it had gone a round with an AK 47, with more of the dude’s insides on the outside than should be possible, I still had to go hunting.

      A Ghoul wouldn’t die until its sins were eaten. The guy on the ground was awake and aware even though his body was a mass of blood and entrails. It was fucked up, but I was used to it.

      It wasn’t like the zombie movies. The SOB wouldn’t be able to get up and walk around with half a torso missing. But he’d just lie there. For an eternity.

      It creeped me out to think about how many Ghouls were currently buried alive in crypts around the world. In fact, it did more than creep me out. It made me feel fucking sick.

      The souls resided in the brain. Not in the heart like the religions wanted you to think. There was the cerebral equivalent of a storage locker where they were contained and the reason this motherfucker had exploded was because he was rocking three souls.

      The second one, a Vampire because they were stubborn motherfuckers, had clung on so tight to its host that it had triggered the body’s explosion. The soul had fucked with the man’s brain to the extent that his heart had exploded and his arteries too.

      Which was why I was currently looking like an extra from a horror movie.

      Fuck, makeup artists wished they were this good.

      The third soul was easier to get a hold of. Loreleis didn’t like letting go, but they weren’t as centric on the body. Vampires ate blood, were of the body, and so they tended to cause the most Ghoul goo.

      My brain whirred and an ache stirred in my temple way too early on in the night, as I sought to connect with the Lorelei.

      Sin Eaters were unusual.

      We were the weakest link in a team, but without us, there was no Pack.

      My gift only stirred to life at this moment, when I attempted to eradicate a Ghoul, and my soul basically mimicked the one I was putting on the chopping block.

      I reeled off the Latin words that would entice the Lorelei to the surface, and I knew it had worked when, through the destroyed throat and mouth, the Ghoul tried to speak. Tried to entice me.

      When it was out in the open, I hovered over the male’s mouth and tried not to vomit at the stench coming off of him.

      Baring my teeth, I inhaled deeply, sucking on the soul, drawing it out. The Ghoul struggled, well aware of what I was doing, but it was too late. The Lorelei reacted to me like I was a magnet.

      As I sucked it into me, swallowing it down like I’d swallowed a steak earlier, I jumped up and headed onto the next one.

      It was disgusting, dirty work but somebody had to do it.

      A gargling sound grabbed my attention, and I quickly scanned the Ghouls. Holding onto my tazer in case one of the motherfuckers was going to wake up and go on the hunt with me in its crosshairs, I saw none of them stirring.

      In the shadows up ahead, in front of a wooden building, I saw something wriggling on the floor.

      Concerned it was a stirring Ghoul that needed to be contained, I rushed over and grunted when I saw the torn out throat, aware it was one of our own.

      Lifting my receiver to my mouth, I rasped out, “Man down.” Quickly looking at my phone for my location, I blurted that into the receiver too, but as I stared down at Nestor, one of Stefan’s Pack, I knew it was too late for outside help.

      It was down to me or the dude was going to die.

      Squatting at his side, I grabbed a hold of his hands. His muscles were weak, and I knew he’d been trying to stem the blood loss, but with that level of damage as well as the beating he’d endured, it wasn’t going to happen.

      “What soul are you today?”

      “Vampire,” he rasped. The two-syllable word was drawn out into four.

      Relief filled me. “Then it’s your lucky day, you jammy son of a bitch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            Eve

          

          Two days later

        

      

    

    
      Nerves filled me as I waited for the plane to land.

      I wasn’t even sure if they’d want me here, waiting on them, but I wasn’t back at the compound now. I had free will, and after what Damon had told me, I felt like I needed to be around people who I thought gave a damn about me.

      I needed not to be alone.

      My throat felt tight and itchy as I stared up at the sky, waiting on the glinting body of the plane to appear in the distance.

      I wasn’t even sure which direction it was coming from, so I could have been totally looking the wrong way, but it felt so much better than just staring into space as I pretended to read.

      All those years alone at the compound, I’d thought I’d known what it was like to be lonely. But at Caelum, I was alone. Unless I had those four guys around me—even Dre would do at the moment.

      He was mean, but I could handle him. At least, I thought I could. If I could deal with Samuel, then Dre’s horrible attitude could be remedied with a smack at some point in the future. Better that than to be ignored by everyone.

      And I meant everyone.

      It was like I was invisible.

      Since they’d gone off, the only people to interact with me were my tutors and the faculty. Why that was, I didn’t know, but it hurt.

      Made me feel even weirder than I already was… a Ghoul in the making.

      Shivering at the thought, I tried not to recall what I’d been reading in the two days since the boys had gone and Damon had decided to reveal all about the Ghouls.

      My future had always been bleak, but the prospect of having to eat humans was just so beyond me that I was…

      No.

      Suicide was a sin.

      It didn’t matter that I wasn’t supposed to believe in that anymore. I had a few years for something to change, and in that time, maybe I could do some good.

      Everyone had a purpose in life. Even if mine would be short, I could influence someone or do something that made my existence have meaning.

      At least, I hoped so.

      Swallowing the nerves that had been with me since my conversation with Damon, I kept my gaze up, uncaring that the sky was so blue it made my eyes water. I stared for so long and so hard that I almost missed the plane when it appeared in the near distance.

      Rushing out of the common room where I’d been waiting, I headed past a few clusters of people who’d been studiously ignoring me since the boys had left. I was so close to the doorway that I didn’t take note of my surroundings.

      Of course, there was no taking note when that leg definitely hadn’t been in my way until now.

      I went flying, headfirst, over the guy who’d kicked out his calf to trip me. When I landed on my knees, I tipped forward, my hands scraping on the rug as I came to a halt.

      There was dead silence for a handful of seconds, and then, there was anything but.

      The laughter had my palms burning as hotly as my cheeks, and I lay there for a good five seconds, just processing what had happened. Processing what was going on deep inside.

      My heart was thumping in my chest. Both from shock and from anger, and though I wished it wasn’t my Hell Hound’s day, I knew that beast was the difference between me running out of this room in tears and getting my own back.

      Before I could get a handle on my emotions, I felt the Hell Hound lunge to the surface. It had me rolling up onto my knees then getting to my feet.

      I stared down at the smirking boy, wondering what had changed. Why the students had gone from ignoring me to trying to intimidate me in one fell swoop.

      But even as I questioned it, the beast didn’t. It was there, burning away deep inside me, and when I reached for the boy, someone whose name I didn’t even damn well know, I could tell he was surprised.

      He’d expected me to run.

      To flee.

      Like a coward.

      But he was the coward.

      Or he would be soon.

      My hand snapped out and I grabbed him by the throat. My Hell Hound was there, strengthening me even as the people around him began squealing and shrieking as he clawed at my hands, trying to escape me.

      I was weak in so many ways. Terrible in the gym. Useless when it came to fighting. Yet the souls that were going to be my downfall possessed a strength I felt certain was unusual.

      Maybe it was because there were eight of them. Seven of which I knew from the boys’ descriptions, the eighth that was still lingering there, undeclared, hidden away, and only coming out at the mention of a few simple words…

      Maybe it was that particular soul, though, that tipped the scales in my favor.

      I didn’t know, probably never would, but at that moment, I was grateful. So grateful for the oddities in my nature that let me lift the guy off the couch by his throat. That enabled me to be strong when I could have been weak.

      “I’m not a violent person,” I rasped, my voice deeper than usual, telling anyone within hearing range that my soul was in charge. “You ever do anything like that to me again, and I’ll tear your head off and make a mockery of what I just said. Do you understand me?”

      His navy blue eyes blinked at me, wet from tears he was too big to let fall—shame he hadn’t been that big when he’d resorted to tripping me—his cheeks burnished with red even as his skin grew pale from lack of oxygen.

      All around me, people had gathered, and I knew one of the guys, or several, were about to get involved, were going to save the kid who’d just tried to humiliate me.

      In my periphery, I saw the glass coffee table. It was low to the ground, a flat piece of glass suspended in a frame.

      Putting pressure behind the move, I hovered him above it, and rammed him down into it so his feet slid around on the shattered glass. His cry of pain was music to the Hell Hound’s ears as his bare feet were torn on the shards as he danced and tried to maneuver off the glass.

      “Do you understand me?” I rasped, my eyes on him, my focus branding him until he stopped squealing and his gaze was back on me.

      “Y-Yes.”

      My top lip curled. “Good.”

      I didn’t care about the whispers that appeared as I headed out the door. Didn’t care about the shock I left in my wake. My Hell Hound was furious enough that I didn’t even care that I’d hurt the guy.

      Me.

      I’d hurt another person.

      My brow puckered at the thought, and as reason began to return while my rage burned away, I staggered to a halt in the corridor.

      Half turning, my intent to turn back, I saw a boy who’d been watching what went down in the common room, veer around me when he noticed I’d stopped.

      He looked at me like I was a loose cannon, and after being ignored for two days, I couldn’t find it in myself to care.

      They’d thought me weak, had believed they could pounce on me like I was vulnerable, and I’d just proven them wrong.

      I released a breath, hating that it was shaky, but I used it to stir me into continuing on my journey. Why I’d picked a common room that was so far away, I didn’t know, but I had, and I regretted it now.

      Especially after that incident.

      When I made it outside, I saw that the plane was coming to a halt about fifty yards away from the secondary gate they used to access the plane.

      That day they’d left, I’d wondered why they hadn’t just used the main gates, but it was closed. Locked. The huge padlock around its rails was a testament to the fact it was only opened on certain occasions. It all made sense now, of course.

      If anything made sense here, that is.

      I headed toward the other smaller gate and waited for the people on board to disembark.

      The only ones that mattered to me were the ones I knew, the ones who’d made an attempt to be kind to me. That meant there were five on board whom I wanted to see, but there were dozens of people who’d gone with them to Nigeria.

      I’d Googled Nigeria, and it didn’t exactly seem like a vacation hotspot. Not according to something called travel blogs, at any rate. I wasn’t sure why so many of them had gone there, but I was just relieved they were back, and I could be with people who’d accepted me.

      When Nestor made it down the stairs with his arms hooked over Stefan and Eren’s necks, I gasped. The move was awkward on the narrow steps, but it was a testament to how weak Nestor was that they had to maneuver him that way.

      As I stared at him, I saw there was someone waiting beside the stairs. I recognized the white uniform as someone who worked in the sick bay, and I assumed the chair with wheels was to help transport him.

      I absorbed all that in a flash, and though it went unspoken that we weren’t supposed to leave the grounds, it didn’t stop me. I ran as fast as my chubby body would let me and didn’t stop until I was at the foot of the stairs, staring up at the three boys who’d made this place a home for me.

      “What happened?” I cried.

      They were surprised to see me, and Stefan even looked over at the gate as though imagining I was hollering at him from over there.

      Scowling at him, I stacked my hands on my hips, ready to blast him for being slow to answer when Nestor whispered, “I’m okay.”

      He didn’t look it. If anything, he looked the exact opposite of okay.

      Now that I was closer, I could see that his throat was wrapped with thick bandages. Swathes and swathes of them, and even then, blood was spotting through.

      Panic danced down my spine, and I had to contain myself as the nurse grabbed my arm and said, “Let me deal with this, Eve.”

      I wasn’t sure how she knew my name, just did as bid and moved out of the way. When Nestor made it to the bottom of the staircase, she helped him onto the moving chair. I was at his side in a flash as the nurse began to push the chair over the grassy terrain.

      I rushed with her, but I felt someone grab my arm, then I felt another someone grab the other.

      Twisting around to glower at them, I demanded, “Let me go!”

      Stefan’s mouth twisted. “No. You don’t want to be there when they check him over.”

      My eyes burned with tears. “What happened to him?”

      “He had an accident,” Eren told me, his voice calm. So calm that I wanted to slap him, but I didn’t because I saw pain in his eyes.

      His throat… “Did he almost die?”

      Eren nodded. “Yes. It was only because it was his Vampire’s day that he didn’t.”

      I blinked, racing through the many texts I’d been reading on that species. “He healed?”

      Eren nodded. “Just enough to not die.”

      Of course. Nestor was certain he was going to be a Gargoyle when his dominant soul was called up. He wasn’t a Vampire, but each soul came with perks. The days with the Lorelei came with the manipulative voice, and as I’d just experienced myself, the Hell Hound days came with massive bursts of strength.

      “My God, if it hadn’t been his Vampire…”

      Stefan’s jaw turned white as he clenched it. “We’d have lost him.”

      “What happened?” I demanded, my gaze caught by the next two guys to descend the stairs. When they saw me though, our eyes connecting for a handful of seconds, they each broke the union and dropped their attention to the ground.

      When they shuffled past me like they didn’t know me, I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or not.

      Stefan and Eren wouldn’t like it if Frazer or Reed talked to me, but I’d have liked to check in with them. To ask if they were okay even though, visually, I could see that they were.

      Determined to ask later when Nestor wasn’t a priority, I demanded again, “What. Happened?”

      “At least you have some backbone.”

      Dre’s sneering retort had me blinking in astonishment because I hadn’t even realized he was there. I scowled at him. “Shut. Up,” I ground out. “Do you always have to be such a… such a…”

      “Jerk?” Eren prompted, ever helpful.

      I glowered at him too. “No. Worse than that.”

      “Bastard,” Stefan supplied, voice husky.

      It wasn’t what I wanted to say, but I grabbed a hold of it with both hands. “Yes. Bastard.” The word felt powerful as it spilled from my lips. “You don’t like me, I get it. This isn’t about you. It’s about Nestor.” I looked at Eren again. “Please, tell me what happened. Was it…” I hesitated, “a Ghoul?”

      Eren jerked back in surprise. “How do you know about those?”

      “Damon decided I needed a lesson the day you left.” I swallowed, and the gesture felt unnatural with how dry my throat was. “Is that what happened to Nestor? A G-Ghoul got to him?”

      Stefan winced. “Yeah. He knew what we were going to do, and must have wanted to warn you.”

      Warn me?

      When I thought about the sadness in Damon’s eyes, I realized I’d misinterpreted it. I’d imagined he was sad because he suspected I was a freak of nature, but instead, he’d known where the boys were going, what they were doing, and had anticipated their being hurt.

      “Please,” I said on an exhalation. “Explain.”

      Stefan grabbed my hand and, squeezing it, tugged me into his side. His arm came over my shoulder as he held me close, and we began to walk back toward the school.

      “Did he tell you about nests?”

      Sort of. I’d learned more in the time since though. Had devoured everything in the textbooks I’d requested from Damon.

      It was irritating not attending regular classes because it meant I was always isolated, but the advantage was reading through the whole year’s syllabus in two days.

      “Yes.”

      “Did he tell you that they attack towns and cities? That sometimes, it’s more than just for food but for gain? Sometimes, hell, that it’s for both?”

      I frowned at that. “No. I didn’t know that.” Apparently, there was more I needed to read. I imagined that to understand everything in this crazy world I’d tumbled into, I’d have a ‘to be read’ list taller than me.

      Eren had rushed up to join us and was walking at our pace. I didn’t feel right until he grabbed my hand though, and as we bridged our fingers, he murmured, “The fights in the gym, it’s about more than just burning off some aggression. It’s about points. The four of us, Dre, Nestor, Stef, and I, we’re a unit. We won this semester’s competition and had the honor of heading the mission.” He pulled a face. “To a certain extent. We’re not alone. We have a lot of Enforcers with us. But we handle the recon and research, and we deal with informing the troops and telling them where to position themselves.”

      “It’s a training exercise,” Stefan inserted. “But with a safety net.”

      I processed that. “In preparation for when you do it on your own.”

      “Yes.” He cut me a look. “We’re good, Eve.”

      That had me scowling at him. “Obviously not that damn good if Nestor came back with half his throat missing. Did a Ghoul try to eat him or something?”

      Eren’s dark complexion paled. “Yes.”

      Sickness had me drawing to a halt. “No!” I cried. “No.”

      “For fuck’s sake, he’s alive, isn’t he?” Dre growled, making me jump when I realized he’d been behind us all the time.

      My eyes flared in irritation and the Hell Hound, still not buried deep after the situation in the common room, had me spinning out of Stefan’s hold, and untangling my fingers from Eren’s, so I could stare at Dre.

      “What. Is. Your. Problem?”

      Dre snarled, “You. You’re a pussy and that’s the last thing we fucking need slowing us down.”

      Taken aback, I growled, “I’m not a cat!”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Dre spat. “How the fuck can you even argue with her when she doesn’t understand what you’re talking about?” I wasn’t sure if he was railing at Stefan and Eren or the universe as a whole.

      “I don’t understand why you thinking I’m a cat makes you think I can slow you down,” I retorted, and I couldn’t help it—my finger straightened and I dug it deep into his chest as I prodded him.

      My Hell Hound packed a punch into the move so he staggered back a few feet, gaping at me in surprise as he straightened up.

      When he moved toward me, Eren was there, sheltering me from Dre’s wrath. “Back off, Dre,” he warned, and I heard the growl of his own Hell Hound. Mine and his almost saluted one another as I pressed my hand to his sides, clinging to him in thanks for his trying to protect me.

      A warmth blossomed in my chest as I pressed myself into him. Though he stiffened at my touch, he relaxed a second later.

      “You know what? Fuck this. I’ll be at the party if any of you give a shit about where I am.”

      Dre stalked off, but only when I looked over my shoulder and saw that he’d headed through the gate, did Eren and Stefan relax some.

      “What party?” I asked.

      Stefan shook his head at me. “Since when was your Hell Hound so strong?”

      I shrugged.

      He frowned. “Eve?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “The Were and the Hell Hound are different ever since I came here. I just used to be moody and feel like my skin was too tight for my body on those days. Now it’s different.”

      “You’re allowing yourself to feel,” Eren stated softly. “It’s empowering the animals. They run on emotions even though their strength seems to be sourced elsewhere.”

      Stefan nodded. “That could be it.” He grabbed my hand. “Still, don’t pick fights you can’t win, yeah?”

      I decided it was best not to tell him about the dude back in the common room. Clearing my throat, I murmured, “Will Nestor be okay?”

      He winced. “Yeah, but he’ll scar.”

      “But he’ll be alive. He can’t deal with a scar if he’s dead.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it,” Stef said drily. “But I meant… the scar might bother you.”

      I frowned at him. “Why would it bother me?”

      “It’s not going to be pretty,” Eren warned.

      “So?” I huffed impatiently.

      When I was on the receiving end of two sheepish smiles, I gave up. With another huff, I started toward the gate without them. They both grabbed each of my hands and tugged me to a halt.

      “Where are you going?”

      “The sick bay, Eren.” I wasn’t about to leave Nestor alone for anything.

      “They’ll be working on him for a while,” Stef warned.

      “Again, I ask, so?” I tugged at their hands. “Come on.”

      I wouldn’t feel better until Nestor was directly in my line of sight, and even then, I had a feeling that still wouldn’t settle my nerves.
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      The slide of someone’s palm into mine stirred me from sleep, but the second I was awake, I felt the immediate discomfort in my body.

      Well, I said body and meant the ‘head region.’

      Sweet fuck, the pain was something that I’d never anticipated. Whoever it was that had bitten me had obviously had a Vampire’s fangs, because she hadn’t just gnawed on me but had torn out the flesh. I knew because the agony was there, a throbbing presence in my body.

      “You said he was going to be okay.”

      Eve.

      Her voice was loaded with urgency and fear. I hadn’t imagined she’d be able to feel either for me, yet here she was, worrying about my condition.

      She didn’t know it because she had no clue about her connection with Stefan, but she was Pack. Even though she disliked Dre as much as he seemed to hate her, if he’d been here in the sick bay, she’d have been just as upset to see him.

      That was Pack.

      It was how it worked.

      Even when you had no idea what a Pack was outside of a nature documentary, and I’d made sure that she and David Attenborough were good friends.

      Unlike my Pack brothers, there was only so much gore I could watch. From Dre’s horror movies, Stefan’s love of action, and Eren’s new fascination with Spartacus reruns, the only relief Eve and I had was in the documentaries I was intent on getting her hooked on.

      “How did he survive?” she whispered, her hand red-hot on my arm where she’d laid her fingers the second she’d taken a seat.

      “Frazer saw him. Gave him blood.” I heard the grim reluctance in Stefan’s voice as he made the admission.

      She released a shocked gasp. “Frazer? I thought you guys didn’t get along.”

      “We don’t,” Eren replied shortly. “But the Ghouls are our race’s enemy. That takes precedence over squabbles.”

      “That was so kind of him. I must thank him. In fact, we all should.” Her fingers stroked my hand. “H-He looks so weak, guys. Are you sure he’s going to be okay?”

      Because her concern touched me, I made a concerted effort to rasp, “I’ll be fine in a few days.”

      She gasped. “You’re awake. Thank God.” Her hand grabbed mine tighter, and it was a testament to how shitty I was feeling that even that slight squeeze hurt.

      “I’m on the mend,” was all I could say before the pain washed over me with the ceaselessness of the tide hitting the shoreline.

      “He isn’t lying,” Eren told her, his tone gentle. “It will take a little while for him to be back to normal, but Rome wasn’t built in a day.”

      “Of course it wasn’t,” she snapped. “Rome took centuries to form.”

      He sighed. “It’s a saying, Eve.”

      “Oh.”

      If I could have smiled, I would have. She was so literal, and with zero cultural reference points, it was deliciously easy to confuse her. And I didn’t even feel guilty about that. Eve was smart. Ridiculously smart. I figured her knowing shit about the world was her leveler, and if she didn’t have that, then only God knew what she’d be like to live with.

      As it was, she was humble and bumbling around trying to figure shit out. She fit into the world like a round peg in a square hole, but I could deal with that.

      Mostly because I had a round peg I wanted to stick into her round hole.

      Same as Eren and Stefan. Dre, too, if he’d pull his head out of his ass and see her for what she was—our glue.

      Every Pack had one, and we’d found ours way ahead of schedule.

      Of course, sex wasn’t the only reason I wanted Eve around. In a fight, she might not be able to kick ass, but that memory of hers was going to come in more than handy someday.

      I felt some cold fabric being draped over my forehead, and although it felt like shit against my skin, the chill did add to my comfort. Enough for me to mutter, “Guys, you should get her into reading the N-Files.”

      They fell silent at my words, at the mention of the registry Caelum had on every single Nest Leader in the world. I wasn’t sure whether they wanted to ignore me or just were bewildered by the suggestion.

      Before I had to gather my energy to explain, Eve asked, “What are the N-Files?”

      “You remember what we were talking about outside? The Nests?” She hummed her understanding, and Stefan continued, “Each Nest has a leader. We have files on that leader, as well as the Ghouls they consider their council.”

      Eren clucked his tongue. “Council’s a strong word. It’s more like the people they trust not to stab them in the back.”

      “Oh.” She fell silent, and I wished I could pry my eyes open to figure out what her response was.

      From what they’d said so far, she knew about Ghouls and Nests. I wondered how long I’d been out for the count if they’d already handled that particular conversation.

      “What would you need me to read?”

      “Each Nest leader has certain ways of working, of leading the Nest. The files contain as much intel as we have on the individuals. Anything from the souls that command them, to the way they like to fuck.”

      “Intel?” she asked.

      “Intelligence. It’s an abbreviation for the information we’ve gathered over the years on these people.”

      “They’re that old?”

      “Some are ancient,” Eren stated softly. “We’re outnumbered, Eve. There are more Ghouls than there are creatures.”

      A sharp breath escaped her. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Without help, most people like us turn Ghoul. We need the training, the education, and the freedom to let the souls out, which is what we find at Caelum,” he explained.

      Stefan added, “More than that, we need our Packs.”

      “Packs?” She released a huff. “Like with wolves?”

      “Almost,” Stefan began. “We call them Packs, but there’s no real hierarchy.”

      Eren snorted. “If you’re going to explain at least tell her the full truth.”

      Stefan grunted. “A Pack can only be formed so long as there’s a Sin Eater or an Incubus or Succubus on board.”

      “Why?”

      “Because they’re the two creatures that can kill a Ghoul. The rest work to help capture our enemies, but those two breeds are the only ones who can eradicate the scum from the face of the Earth.

      “We have to wait until we’re twenty before we can officially form a Pack, but most people collect friends with that in mind way before then. They start out as friendships, and then by the time we’re twenty, and we have a handle on what we’re going to be, we can start to think about making things official as without the Buses or a Sin Eater, a Pack can’t form so that changes things.”

      When he fell silent, she didn’t reply for the longest time until she whispered, “How is it you all managed to keep these things from me?”

      “It wasn’t about keeping things from you,” Stefan answered gently. “It was about figuring out what you needed to know and when. You have so much to learn, Eve. So much. It’s a case of figuring out where to start and when.”

      “You start with the monsters who can and will attack us, Stefan!” she ground out. “I mean, isn’t that obvious? Here I was, a sitting duck, just thinking everything was going to be okay now that I was away from the compound and we’re in as much danger here as we were on the outside world!”

      “No. No Ghouls have ever tried to take on Caelum,” Eren attempted to reassure her, but she grunted as though that was beside the point.

      Which made no sense considering that was her point.

      Women.

      I was sure they made no sense on purpose sometimes.

      “So, why would Nestor suggest I read these stupid N-Files?”

      “Because, as a Pack, it’s our duty to go out and eradicate Ghouls. There’s a lot of information to sort through, not just information on the Nest leader themselves but also on the area we’re scouting… things that, with your memory, would be beneficial to our team.”

      “That sounds like you’ve decided I’m a part of your Pack.”

      There was a dangerous edge to her voice that had me shifting on the bed with unease.

      “We thought it was a given,” Stefan replied, sounding surprised, and who could blame him? She didn’t know it, but her souls did—they’d laid claim to him.

      “Nothing is a given,” she said with a sniff, then I felt the air around her shift as she got to her feet.

      Belying her words, she leaned over me. I knew because her tits pressed into my arm, and I stiffened when her lips touched my forehead.

      “I’ll be back to check on you later, Nestor,” she whispered, then she shuffled off and left me alone with my brothers.

      “What the fuck was that about?” Eren demanded.

      I wanted to join in the debate, but I couldn’t. It was taking everything I had to stay conscious.

      “I have no idea,” Stefan replied. “Unless… Is she running scared? She’s had a lot thrown at her these past few days. Nestor being hurt was probably the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “You might be right. That shit with Dre didn’t help.”

      What the hell had Dre done now?

      Goddammit. The Were needed to be on a leash.

      Although I wanted to grumble, wanted to shoot the shit with my brothers, I didn’t. Now that Eve was gone, I knew they’d go soon too, knowing that I needed my rest more than I needed their company.

      When they shuffled out a few minutes later, I was left thinking about Eve’s words, as well as the ones she’d issued silently as she’d kissed me on the forehead.

      Whether she knew it or not, she was ours. But she had a few weeks’ grace to come to terms with it, just as Dre did. Because the second he hit twenty, and he declared us as his Pack, I’d beat the crap out of him if Eve wasn’t on the official registration.
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      What was it about that chick?

      She was some kind of retard, yet she had Nestor, Eren, and Stefan leaping around her like her pussy was made of twenty-four-carat gold or something.

      Fuck, it wasn’t even that because I knew Stefan’s back wouldn’t be hurting him still if she’d Claimed him, so she wasn’t even tying him in knots through sex.

      What was it about her?

      Just because she was his Chosen didn’t mean he had to like her. There were Chosen who couldn’t stand one another. Nicholas had a mate and he spent his whole year in Caelum, and his woman flew in a few times every couple of months to hook up then she got the hell out of here. The tension in the school was thicker than the mist on a mountaintop whenever Janvier was here, because she always put Nicholas in a piss-poor mood.

      Having a Chosen didn’t mean you thought the sun rose and set on that person, but Stefan apparently didn’t get that memo. And shit, Nestor and Eren weren’t even hers, but they were always standing up for her.

      Eren had even jumped in front of her today like he thought I was going to beat on her or something.

      Dick.

      I lifted the beer to my lips and took a deep sip. The burn of the alcohol soothed me like nothing else could, and I wished for something stronger.

      We could drink here from eighteen onwards, but only beer. Liquor was for when we hit twenty-one, and by that point, we were only stuck at Caelum while we waited for the rest of our Pack to hit that milestone, so we tended to wait for our freedom to get pissed out of our brains.

      I was dehydrating from the need for vodka, so I finished off the beer and the follow-up. Only when I was on my fourth did I feel a little less tense.

      Sidling up to one of the girls in my year, Becky, I watched her grin at me as she looped her arms around my waist. As we ground into each other, she yelled over the music, “How many did you take out?”

      “Personally?” I asked, cocking a brow at her.

      Her eyes flashed with excitement as she nodded, her bright blonde curls bobbing around her shoulders.

      “Eighteen,” I admitted. While I was tempted to beef up the numbers, there was no point. Everyone that had flown out would be bragging about their ‘kills,’ and word spread as fast as the bullshit did around here.

      “Eighteen?” She bit her bottom lip. “You’re a hero,” she whispered, standing on tiptoe so she could brush her mouth over mine. Her hands dropped down to my ass, and she ground her pelvis into mine, and I enjoyed the soft pillow of my cock against her stomach.

      This was what I needed.

      The beer and then someone like Becky to soothe my temper, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit, lick my… ego.

      Smirking at the thought, I blinked when I saw Eve storm into the room.

      She was such a goody two shoes that I was surprised to see her at the party. I wasn’t even sure if that word was in her vocabulary—except for the one that she had in her memory because she’d memorized the damn dictionary by the time she was eight or some shit like that. I wondered how old that dictionary was because she was missing a hell of a lot of words. It was why she was so irritating to talk to.

      As Becky ground her hips into me, I watched while Eve glanced over the crowd. For a second, I wondered if she was trying to find me. The thought set me on edge, but when she saw me, any belief that I was who she was seeking, disappeared. Her top lip curled in a sneer, and she cut the connection between us.

      I’d admit to feeling stung by that sharp rejection—enough that I tensed in Becky’s arms.

      “You’re all stiff,” Becky said, giggling at her play on words.

      Christ, what was it with women? I had one in my life who could barely string a sentence together without sounding like something from a historical drama, then another one who thought she was a comedian.

      Becky tried to tug me away, drag me toward one of the shadowed corners that we’d made out in more than once over the years. But I kept her in place with my hands on her hips.

      “I like feeling you grinding on me,” I lied, but she took the bait and began moving on me even harder, which I’d admit felt awesome.

      In the darkened common room, I watched as Eve slipped between the sofas, avoided the long table that was stacked with beer, and winced at the loud music. I wasn’t sure where she was going, but I kept my attention on her.

      When she seemed to have found her destination, I gaped for a second, then I narrowed my eyes, wondering what her next move was.

      Beside Frazer, the dick, she looked even rounder. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, but she did. She looked shorter, and those fucking curves of hers made her look all the more feminine.

      Even though Becky was fit as hell, she was as muscled as me. I’d felt those muscles personally so I could attest to the truth of that. But Eve? She was soft. It was way too easy to imagine rubbing my cock into her stomach and feeling the gentle give of her flesh.

      I almost snorted at the thought because there was no way in hell, not after she’d cut me so blatantly when we’d caught each other’s attention just moments before, that she was about to let me or my dick anywhere near her.

      Not that I even wanted to.

      At all.

      Right.

      She hollered something at Frazer who…

      I frowned.

      Ignored her?

      Fuck, more than that. He blanked her. Totally.

      Why the hell did she even want to talk to that prick, though? To thank him for helping Nestor? For doing what any soldier at Caelum should have done?

      As the thought crossed my mind, she grabbed his arm and tugged. The move was amusing considering she was like five-feet nothing, and he came in at around six-six.

      Again, he ignored her. It was like Eve was a mosquito dancing around his head or something. But, to be fair, he’d have given one of those irritating motherfuckers more attention than he gave her.

      Seemed like I wasn’t the only one who didn’t think she farted glitter.

      “What are you looking at?” Becky demanded with a pout, looking over her shoulder to see where I was staring. When she saw Eve being snubbed by Frazer, she snorted. “Serves the bitch right. You should have seen what she did to Lewis today.”

      “What did she do?” I asked, my attention on Eve as she batted big brown eyes at Frazer then shifted around to see Reed. When he spotted her, Reed acted pretty much the way Frazer had—but he turned his back on her.

      I saw two expressions on Eve’s face. She was dumbfounded at their treatment, but more than that, she was hurt. It made my stomach churn to see that hurt, and I wanted to pound on the bastards for treating her like that.

      Fuck, I knew I didn’t treat her much better, but she was my Pack brother’s woman. I could treat her like that. They fucking couldn’t.

      And hell, her brow had started to crumple and her mouth began quivering.

      Was she going to cry?

      Dammit to hell.

      In front of everyone?

      “Lewis was just having a bit of fun, you know?” Becky whined, buzzing into my thoughts like a fly dancing around shit. “She picked him up by the throat and flung him into the wall and then a glass table. She’s a lunatic.”

      I gaped down at her. “Eve did what?”

      She shrugged. “Well, I mean, that’s what Louise said. She was there and saw it all.”

      Chinese whispers, I figured, but most gossip had a seed of truth to it.

      With her shoulders low, I watched as Eve started to make a move out of the room, but then Eren and Stefan appeared and hauled her into their sides. I wasn’t altogether surprised when they tried to make her dance. She was edgy after the way Frazer and Reed had snubbed her, but when Eren hugged her, she didn’t look like she was on the brink of tears anymore. Then, Stefan whispered something in her ear that had her laughing and relaxing into him.

      I almost envied them at that moment, but before the green-eyed monster could overtake me—I had way too many monsters inside me without adding another to the mix—I asked Becky, “What did Lewis do?”

      I knew that prick. He stirred shit better than my mother had stirred her chocolate mole sauce.

      “Was just messing around, you know? It’s not his fault she couldn’t take a joke.”

      “Some joke,” I muttered. “He has a foot on her and about eighty pounds.”

      “Louise said her Hell Hound came out to play.”

      I cocked a brow, interested by that news. Everyone’s souls had a habit of coming out to party in times of trouble, but whatever Lewis had done, it wouldn’t have endangered her. Not on Caelum grounds, at any rate.

      For her beast to be close to the surface?

      She was strong.

      I wanted to grind my teeth at that. Of course, she was strong.

      Aside from the fact she somehow managed to speak the same language while saying shit completely different than the rest of us, knew jack shit about our world and should have the word ‘TROUBLE’ tattooed on her fucking forehead, she would make Stefan a fitting mate if she could intimidate a guy like Lewis.

      “Why are we still talking about her?” Becky grumbled, and I narrowed my eyes at her. She knew I hated that voice. Her cheeks blushed, and her hands came to rest on my chest. “Want to go to my room?”

      I smirked at her. “What do you think?”
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      Having her in my arms was a dream come true.

      I knew that sounded pathetic, but I didn’t give a fuck.

      The parties were pretty good at Caelum. The teachers, knowing we were stuck here until we were above the legal age in most countries, never reined us in and let us cut loose.

      Music was as loud as we wanted, and we had as much beer as we needed. They even provided condoms. Talk about world-class treatment.

      But this party?

      It was the best I’d ever attended because Eve was here. She wasn’t happy about those pricks ignoring her, and I wasn’t happy either—I’d punish them in the ring tomorrow—but at least she’d calmed down some and was enjoying dancing with me. Well, I thought she was. She wasn’t pulling away, at least.

      I pressed my face into her hair, loving her scent, loving her softness. She’d stiffened at my proximity at first, but after a while, had softened up and was swaying with me to a song that should have pumped us up, but we were ignoring it so we could move together.

      That she even wanted to, sent a thrill through me. She was so innocent in so many ways, but over the weeks I’d seen her spirit. Had been scorched by her fire.

      It didn’t come in the same form as many of the girls here at Caelum, but it was there, and it was hotter than any that I’d ever been with.

      I wasn’t just saying that either.

      Eve set me alight by breathing, and that was the truth.

      Eren had left the party. I’d felt him go and though I felt bad, I understood why. Being the third wheel sucked, and he hated these things unless Nestor was here. Nestor could be a dour SOB thanks to his gouille side, but he was also the life and soul of the party. He said that was because the Carnival had been bred into his very bones, a concept which always amused the hell out of me.

      As I maneuvered Eve away from the center of the crowd and toward the outer limits of the dance floor, I reached for one of the hands she was resting against my chest. At first, I’d thought she’d positioned herself like that to put distance between us, until I’d realized where her hand was.

      Above my heart.

      Said organ had sped up at that.

      She’d never shown any indication that her soul had selected me as her Chosen, except somewhere, deep down, the connection had been made, and I wasn’t going to take advantage of that tonight, but I did want to remind that soul of what the fuck was happening here.

      I figured I’d been patient enough, and it seemed like Eve needed a little nudge before I explained everything to her. Her tension from that prick Frazer had dispersed by now, thank God, but I decided she needed more of a helping hand to chill out.

      With her fingers in mine, I leaned into her and murmured, “Twirl around when I lift your hand in the air.” She frowned up at me, her golden eyes darker than usual in the low lighting, but her nod was all the indication I needed. Taking a step back, I raised her hand overhead and watched as she twirled.

      It wasn’t half bad, but when I hauled her into me so that her back was to my front, she stiffened in surprise before settling into me with a sigh I felt in my bones—this just felt so goddamn right. That alone told me that her trust in me was absolute, and I didn’t intend on letting her down.

      She was facing the wall by now, and my back was to the crowd. Whatever happened, no one would see, and that was exactly how I wanted it.

      We were blanketed by the party that was going on around us, hidden from sight in our little nook, and I used that opportunity to reach around and unfasten the top two buttons of the shirt she was wearing—aka my shirt.

      Her hands went to grab my wrist, but I leaned down and muttered in her ear, “Trust me some more?”

      She froze for a second, but then her hands dropped away. When I could let the shirt drop down to bare her shoulders, I stopped unfastening the buttons. Almost every girl here wore a dress, or a mini skirt and a top so tight every curve was delineated. My mate, on the other hand, was wearing menswear.

      Figures.

      With her shoulders exposed, I reached up and grabbed her hair, tucking it into a ponytail with my hand as the fastener. With that out of the way, I dropped my head and pressed a line of kisses down her shoulder.

      The instant I did, she tensed and then sank into me. I knew this would take her by surprise, but I was patient when I had to be, and there was nothing more important in my life than this woman. Than this moment.

      Not even the Alpha Unit beat this.

      Whatever happened to me, whether I made it to Top Enforcer or if I crashed and burned and was injured in the line of duty, Eve would be there. For the peaks and troughs of my life, she’d be there through it all.

      That meant she was my fucking everything.

      I pressed more butterfly kisses to her silky skin, letting my lips tickle her, letting my warm breath wash over her. When I reached the ball of her shoulder, I used my tongue to trail a line back up to her neck, and I didn’t stop until I was suckling on her earlobe.

      The soft whimper that escaped her nearly felled me. My cock hardened, and I knew she felt it because she stiffened once more before relaxing as I sucked on that tender piece of flesh. Nibbling on it, enjoying her sensitivity, I grabbed her hair tighter in my fist and tugged her head back.

      With her positioned just so, I whispered in her ear, “You’re mine.”

      I didn’t let her argue, instead I, once again, used my grip on her to twist her around slightly so I could connect my mouth with hers.

      She was tense and uneasy as I pressed our lips together. I knew she was nervous, unsure about how to do this, so I coached her. Guided her. Showed her what I wanted, taught her what she needed.

      After a few moments, her mouth opened and she let me thrust my tongue inside. When I did, she whimpered into my mouth, and I used my free hand to reach down and cup her breast. As I squeezed, she arched up onto her tiptoes, and I smiled through the kiss, loving how responsive she was.

      I pulled back, enjoying the wetness of her lips before I ran my nose along her jawline, moving back to her shoulder and throat. Nipping and suckling here and there, leaving my mark for all to see, I teased her until she was writhing against me.

      With one hand in her hair and the other on her breast, she was in my arms, but more than that, she was with me every step of the way.

      The fire in her called to me, and it soothed the intense burn I’d been dealing with since she’d arrived here and set me ablaze with her unfinished Claiming.

      I lifted her hair higher and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to her nape. When her knees wobbled, I clamped my arm against her belly and hauled her up while I pushed her forward, letting her cling to the wall for support.

      Sucking harder on that sensitive knot of flesh, I almost wept at the sound of her moan. The pleasure-loaded sound had me clenching every muscle in my body as I urged myself to focus on her.

      Moving her hair to the other side, I repeated my earlier moves, tracing butterfly kisses where I could until I tickled my tongue along the bony flesh before suckling her earlobe. This time, my hold on her hair was harder, firmer, and she yelped at my rough touch before she melted in my arms, her lips pressing into mine with such need that I burned with her.

      I’d hoped if I had a Chosen that she’d be like this, and those hopes had wavered in the face of how innocent Eve was. I hadn’t anticipated this. Couldn’t have. But here she was. Surprising the hell out of me.

      With her mouth on mine, I thrust my tongue into her, longing for the day when my cock would be inside her. When we’d be united in a way that would tie us forever.

      Her body wriggled against mine in a sinuous wave that had her soft ass cheeks rubbing my cock with every jerk of her form. It was heaven and hell, and I wasn’t about to complain. A part of me wondered if I could get her to come, and another part wondered if that was taking shit too far.

      As I thrust my tongue into her mouth, fucking her with it, her body seemed to spark in my arms, and it urged me to do something I hadn’t expected. Pushing her harder into the wall, I lodged one knee between hers and parted her legs a little wider.

      Releasing my hold on her hair, I smoothed that hand down over her breast, along the curve of her waist, not stopping until I reached her pussy.

      She tensed in my arms once more, sensing what I was doing, but even as she froze, deep inside, she was melting. I didn’t coerce her into more. Didn’t pressure her. I just held my hand to her hip, my fingers arching toward her sex, and I kissed her, holding her deep in my embrace where she was safe and, yes, loved.

      Within seconds, her focus was back on the kiss. Her tongue thrust harder against mine and, for the first time, she began sparring back with me. My blood raced in my veins, loving that she wasn’t passive, loving that she was showing me everything she had to give.

      I ran my fingers along the seam of her yoga pants. The tight fit wouldn’t let her feel as much as skin to skin would, but she wasn’t ready for that. Christ, she was barely ready for this, but I wasn’t about to put a halt to this. If she said no or stop, then I would. Until then, I was in this for the long haul.

      The second I rubbed my fingers along that seam, she tensed so hard I wasn’t sure whether she was terrified or locked into a pleasure so deep, she was frozen.

      When her tongue stopped thrusting against mine, I paused, but I kept my fingers where they were, rubbing a circle over the top of her pussy where I knew her clit would be.

      Her breath staggered from her chest in huge gulps, but she wasn’t pushing me away, she was sinking harder into my hold. I let her face forward, and instead, dropped my mouth to her shoulder where I began to kiss and nip at her once more.

      Her movements were jerky now, not sinuous and rhythmic. I felt her intent. Felt her soul’s intent too.

      They knew they were chasing something, but they weren’t sure what.

      Though her innocence had given me blue balls, I was grateful for her confusion at that moment. I loved that I was teaching her this, loved that I was showing her the way we’d always be together with no one else muddying the waters between us.

      When she began to rock into me, this time hard and fast, I knew she was close. Her breaths panted from between her lips and when she tensed, releasing a deep moan that no one except me could hear, I felt her shudder before her legs began to buckle.

      I held her up, held her tucked in my arms. My cock was nuzzled by her ass still, and even though I wasn’t about to come any time soon, it didn’t matter. I was happy she had, happier that she’d relaxed enough around me to let me do this, to let me give her this.

      She was slack in my arms for endless moments, moments in which I carried on kissing her, carried on showing her my feelings for her.

      When her chest stopped jittering with her panting breaths, I whispered in her ear, “Who am I?”

      For a second, she was quiet, contemplative. Then she whispered, “Mine,” and my evening was complete.
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      The morning after the party, hours after that kiss and whatever the heck Stefan had done to me, I slipped into the sick bay early. I wanted to check up on Nestor while the place was still quiet, while I could sneak around, avoiding both other people as well as my thoughts.

      What Stefan had done was racing through my mind, but why I’d allowed him to… I didn’t even have an answer for that. More terrifying than anything, however, was that it had felt right.

      Natural.

      Like he should have done that to me. Like he had the right to do that to me.

      Shuddering at the memory of the pleasure he’d made me feel, at how easy it had been to declare myself, ‘his,’ I forced myself to focus. It was the first time I’d been in this part of the school by myself, and while I wasn’t surprised to see that every bed was full with each kid suffering from a variety of ailments, I was curious enough to want to investigate what had downed them.

      I didn’t recognize them all. Some were obviously younger than me, and some looked to be as old as Stefan. Some had broken bones, others were unconscious like Dre had been all those weeks ago, and a few even had weird rashes and were surrounded by plastic sheeting. Yesterday, Eren told me they had the measles, and the sick bay was trying to keep it contained.

      I’d read about measles but had never seen them in the flesh, so I was curious. Curious enough to approach the area of the ward that was cordoned off. As I stepped away from Nestor’s bed, where I found him sleeping rather peacefully for a boy whose throat had been torn out, I headed toward that side of the ward. A few feet away, someone gripped my hand. A startled yelp escaped me, making the students sleeping in their beds shuffle in their sleep.

      Head whipping to the side to see who had grabbed me, I glared at Frazer. “What are you doing here?”

      He grunted and, with his hand still holding my arm, began dragging me out of the ward. When I started to struggle, he motioned with his free arm at the patients who were sleeping, and because they were ill and didn’t need to be disturbed, I allowed him to haul me out into the hall. It wasn’t like I was in any danger.

      Except to my pride, maybe.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I repeated, surprised to hear the growl to the words as my anger got the better of me. He’d blanked me last night. Blanked me as though I didn’t exist.

      Jerk.

      Douche.

      No. Bastard!

      “Saving you from the measles,” he said on a grunt, and I felt his eyes on my throat, exactly where Stefan had kissed me last night. I didn’t know why, but with my free hand, I reached up and covered my neck.

      “I don’t need to be saved from them,” I sniped. “They’re in a cordoned off area for a reason.”

      He shrugged. “Better to be safe than sorry. Our bodies don’t react so well to measles.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him, the memory of the way he’d ignored me last night was too close to the surface to forget. “Were you trying to save me, then?” I asked sweetly, folding my arms across my chest as I glared up at him.

      He glared back. “Yes. You have a problem with that?”

      “I don’t need a guy who blanked me in front of everyone last night to put himself out on my behalf,” I spat at him, my outrage and, ugh, hurt making me want to cry. I was so mad that I wanted to hit him, to hurt him as he’d hurt me.

      Frazer cocked a brow. “I’m surprised you even know what that means.”

      That he didn’t apologize stirred me up and I was grateful my gouille was in charge today. If it had been the Succubus or even the Vampire, God only knew what I’d have done…

      My emotions were all over the place since I came to Caelum. Having relaxed the hold I had on myself, it was like the souls inside me were intent on letting loose, and I didn’t like it. I’d never been so out of control in my life. Had never realized I could hurt someone so easily and with such lack of guilt.

      “I didn’t know what blanking someone meant until I heard it whispered about a million times as Stefan and Eren danced with me last night.” I’d felt mortification earlier that day when that boy had tripped me, but knowing that people had seen Frazer and Reed ignore me? That had hurt more because it was beyond physical, and it wasn’t like they deserved for me to punch them.

      That boy had intended on hurting me. When he’d stuck his leg out for me to fall over, there was only one direction I was going. Down. I could have hurt myself, could have hit my head on the coffee table nearby, or might have even hurt my knee or twisted my wrist after I fell.

      But Reed and Frazer?

      They’d hurt my feelings, and had my Succubus or Vampire been in control, I knew they wouldn’t take too kindly to this emotional hurt.

      When we were alone, they’d been so kind. So open. I’d thought we were friends. Just showed how stupid I was.

      At my words, however, Frazer winced, but again, there was no apology. He stared down at me, and his bright blue eyes seemed to gleam with a light I didn’t understand. They were different than Stefan’s. His were like a cornflower, whereas Frazer’s were a stormy, royal blue.

      I knew because I’d looked up the color blue on Google so I could discern the differences between the two.

      I felt like Stefan’s were close to cyan, but they weren’t green enough. Cornflower felt too pretty a word to describe his eyes, but what could I do? I couldn’t change the color’s name, could I?

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” I demanded with a huff, starting to feel antsy. I’d never known a single look could feel forceful, yet here was my proof.

      “Because I’m trying to decide how much to tell you.”

      I jerked back at that. “What a strange thing to say,” I muttered. “Shouldn’t you just tell me the truth?”

      He ground his teeth. “In a perfect world, I would. But…” Frazer jerked his thumb in the ward’s direction. “Nestor’s proof that the world isn’t perfect. If it was, we wouldn’t have to leave Caelum until we were fully formed. We wouldn’t need training to stop those bastards from reigning terror on humans. But it isn’t perfect, and we do have to go out there unprotected.”

      I could hear the anger in his voice and knew it was genuine. He wasn’t trying to deceive me with whatever explanation he was attempting to give me. The way his voice shook and his body seemed to tense was proof enough.

      “That was why I sought you out last night,” I told him quietly. “Stefan and Eren told me you saved Nestor.”

      He shrugged. “I did what any of us would do.”

      “I don’t care about that. I just know that you did. Thank you.” My words were heartfelt.

      Nestor meant a lot to me, more than I really knew how to express in words.

      He, Eren, and Stefan had taken me under their wing that first day, and I’d never be able to repay them for the security that gave me.

      I wasn’t alone.

      And they were the reason for that.

      Frazer reached up and gripped the back of his neck. There was pain on his face, and I didn’t understand it. Didn’t know why he was looking at me like that.

      It reminded me of Eren on the days when there was apple pie at the cafeteria, and yet, there was the darkness I could see clouding up Dre’s eyes when he thought I couldn’t tell he was watching me.

      Want and distrust. Need and anger.

      They were jarring emotions, and I could tell they were affecting Frazer, knew that was why he was so on edge.

      The grip he had on his neck tightened to the point that all the muscles in his arm were suddenly delineated, making me aware of just how big and strong he was. Yikes. I hadn’t known men could be like this until I’d come to Caelum.

      “I need to show you something,” he eventually rasped, making me realize I’d been studying his arms for far longer than was polite.

      I blinked at him. “Okay.”

      He blinked back. “Really?”

      “Yes. What do you want to show me?”

      A snort sounded from behind him. “Thought ‘show and tell’ left the curriculum back in second grade.” Dre appeared like a dust bunny on an otherwise freshly swept and mopped floor. There was a mocking sneer to his mouth as he murmured, “And here I was thinking you were so innocent, Eve.”

      “Fuck off, Alexandre,” Frazer ground out. His hand dropped to his side, but he held it wide and I knew, though I didn’t really understand why, that he wanted me to take it.

      After last night, I knew I shouldn’t. He’d embarrassed me, on purpose, and hadn’t apologized yet. A part of me wanted to ball my hand into a fist and punch him in the throat. Who had taught him that it was okay to treat people that way? Maybe they deserved a punch to the throat too!

      In the ranking of these things, I thought his behavior made him more of a jerk than a bastard, but Eren wasn’t there to confirm or deny that so I settled on jerk. Mostly because he’d looked seriously pained as he talked to me. Nestor might be the one with half his throat missing—a thought that made my stomach churn—but Frazer looked like he was in just as much agony.

      “She’s part of my Pack,” Dre retorted, surprising me with the declaration. “What the fuck do you want with her?”

      “I’m not,” I retorted. “There is no Pack. Eren and Stefan said they only form once you hit twenty.”

      “Which you aren’t. Not yet, anyway.” Frazer sneered back at Dre who narrowed his eyes in irritation.

      “What do you want with her?”

      “That’s none of your business.” He tugged on my hand. “Come on, Eve. This won’t take long.”

      “Music to make any woman melt,” Dre countered, and I thought Frazer’s head might just explode from the way the vein in his temple began to pulse—just like my father’s.

      “Dre, don’t push me.”

      “I’m not leaving you alone with her,” was all Dre said.

      I frowned at him. “Since when do you care what I do or don’t do?”

      “Since Stefan isn’t around to watch over you.” His lip curled, and I could sense his disapproval. I just didn’t know why.

      They chose not to be friends with Frazer and Reed, and until last night, both of them had been rather polite to me.

      Did Dre know something I didn’t?

      I didn’t like him, but Stefan and Eren trusted him. I’d had a handful of meaningful conversations with Frazer and Reed, but had hundreds with my friends.

      Gnawing on my bottom lip, I realized I was being too trusting. I wasn’t sure why when I was actually very distrustful. After a lifetime of being uneasy around most people, I had more walls than Caelum did. And Caelum’s defenses were easier to breach than mine.

      But Frazer and Reed? They’d been some of the few people here to speak with me. That they’d tried at all made me want to go easier on them.

      Pathetic, perhaps, but friends weren’t easy to come by here. As yesterday had proven with that boy from the common room and the way everyone in there had tittered and laughed their heads off as I planted facefirst in the ground.

      Still, Dre appeared to be watching out for me. The reason why had yet to be determined, so I worked my hand loose of Frazer’s grip. “Whatever you need to tell me, Frazer, you can say in front of Dre. He may act like a jerk but…”

      But what?

      When Dre glowered at me, I just shrugged. “You’ve yet to show me a kinder side, but I know the others trust you.”

      Frazer snorted, and my words seemed to have calmed his temper some. He cut us both a look, then said softly, “This has to be private.”

      I could tell Dre was surprised, but he shrugged, his eyes narrowing on Frazer’s hand, which had clasped mine again, as he tugged me down the corridor.

      “There’s a bathroom at the end of the hall,” he stated quietly, and though I shot Dre a look, he returned it with a grunt.

      Irritated, I untangled my hand from Frazer’s and folded my arms across my chest the second the three of us were tucked into the small bathroom.

      When Frazer locked the door, Dre cocked a brow and demanded, “This had better be good.”

      Frazer ignored him. “The rest of the Academy can’t know about this, Eve. Do you understand me?”

      “Know about what?”

      “What I’m about to show you. It’s best that they think we hate each other. That’s why I blanked you last night.”

      I scowled, and my hands fluttered down so I could stack them on my hips. “What on earth are you talking about?”

      Freezing when he reached behind him and grabbed the back of his neckline, I watched as he tugged his shirt over his head.

      I’d never seen a chest like it. I mean, I had, but Frazer was huge. I’d seen Stefan’s that first day but hadn’t since, and though Eren and Nestor were just as muscled, just as beautiful if I were being honest, it was in a different way than Frazer. Frazer was just huge. He was thick with muscle. Heavy with it.

      For a second, I just gaped at him, then when he began to turn, I saw the scrawl on his back.

      “You have a tattoo?” I asked in surprise. Damon had a lot of tattoos as well, and when he was teaching me, I often found myself studying them, wondering what they represented and what they meant to him.

      Dre hissed out a breath. “Fuck. Is that a mating mark?”

      I shot him a look. “What is it?”

      His nostrils flared as he glared at me, then, he whistled under his breath. “Houston, we have a problem.”
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      These past few weeks have been a whirlwind. This story came to me in a blast of inspiration, and while there are those of you who may be wondering why I’ve written it as a trilogy and not a super long standalone, the answer is…

      Time.

      Oh, and organization.

      Those who’ve joined me in my Diva reader group will know that I’m not the most organized of people, and with this trilogy? I’ve had to be. Book one has been with the editor while book two was being written, and while book three was being written? Book one was with the proofreader and book two with the editor. LOL.

      It’s been manic.

      Even as I upload book one (sneakily,) book three is still being proofread.

      So, why didn’t I do it as one standalone?

      Because to undertaken this mammoth mission of having all books in the trilogy out, all 260,000 words of it, ready to release all three links to the public on the same day, I needed time, and doing it this way enabled me to do that.

      Yes, it’s been stressful, but do you know what? It’s been worth it. This story is so kickass, and Eve was just demanding for her tale to be told, so who was I to get in the way of that? :D

      And though this is what dedications are usually for, I wanted this one to be for my dad. :) Still, I have to thank Jessica Rousseau and Bri Bressman from Elemental Editing and Proofreading for their patience, dedication, and hard work. I know I’ve been a nightmare. LOL. And I apologize profusely, and thank you for being my sisters from other misters, accepting I’m crazy, and loving my work as much as you do.

      I can’t forget Adina, either. The Write Wrapping is my go to cover design company, and these covers are just banging!! She’s made the ‘write wrapping’ for these badass books, and I’m grateful because, as with Jess and Bri, she was working to an immense deadline.

      To Julia for the endless support, D for putting up with my mood swings, and, as always, to my mum and Trev.

      Where would I be without any of you?

      Serena

      <3
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      I’d love to see you in my Diva reader’s group where you can find out all the gossip on new releases as and when they happen. You can join here: www.facebook.com/groups/SerenaAkeroydsDivas. Or, you can always  PM or email me. I love to hear from you guys: serenaakeroyd@gmail.com.

      Until I see you there or you write me an email or PM, here are more of my books for you to read…
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