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        I know their secrets.

        They don’t know mine.

      

      

      

      
        
        Holly Oak Academy is breaking up for winter break, flying all of us off to France. Sledging, eating marshmallows by the fire, sexy times in hot tubs and a little murder sounds like a good holiday.

        Right?

        With my parents watching my every move, my rich boys doing very bad things, and not to mention my own past catching up with me…

        What could go wrong?

        Welcome to Holly Oak Academy, where money is more important than life and my boys have just as many secrets to hide as me. Only my secret can’t be found out...or I will lose far more than the boys who have stolen my heart. 18+ RH Romance.
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      Blood hangs thick in the air but it is not from any of my victims.

      It's from me.

      I grip the gun tighter in my trembling hands and glance at my shoulder. A dark patch of blood quickly swells through my thin shirt and trickles down my arm. The pain is sharp and piercing but doesn't feel like the bullet has cut deep into my flesh. What the fuck is wrong with Ethan? Moving the gun so that it's pointing at the asshole in question, I rip my shirt to check the wound. Sure enough, the bullet hasn't gone straight through, merely skimmed the surface. That doesn't make it any less painful or annoying and I’m going to need stitches.

      "You fucking liar," I growl at Ethan. "Was this part of your game, too? Tricking me so you could be the one to kill me?"

      He shakes his head and lifts his own gun, pulling the trigger. It just clicks.

      Blanks?

      “What are you playing at?" I spit out, stepping towards him.

      He huffs. "What are you playing it?" He walks over to the guys and points to where the bullet should have landed in the tree, right above Lucas' head. "I told you to shoot one of them."

      "And you fucking shot me!"

      "Oh, I wouldn't be so sure, darling." My mother steps out from the shadows of the tree, her gun gleaming in the pale moonlight. "I do not think the boy is brave enough to think like an assassin."

      It's as if someone has just poured a bucket of ice into my body, leaving me frozen to the spot. A violent tremor works its way through my body, shivering up the length of my spine. I can't believe what I'm seeing. My mother, holding the gun she just shot at me, with not a hint of remorse on her beautifully deceiving features.

      "Mother, wh... why?" I blurt out, barely able to say the words. "Why did you shoot me, your own daughter?"

      She just laughs, the sound light and scathing as the trees echo it. "Don't exaggerate, darling. It's simply a flesh wound. A warning shot, if you will."

      The blood in my veins turns even colder. "Warning shot for what?"

      I watch her prowl towards the guys, moving with a sinuous grace that makes her every footstep scarcely audible. "This. You hesitated. You disappointed me, Regan." Sliding Ethan a cold glance, she adds, "but I must applaud you, boy, on your sheer psychoticism and nerve. Did you really think I would let you tarnish my family's reputation by forcing my child to partake in your silly game? Really, now."

      My ears burn with a sudden fury as I flicker my gaze over Ethan, Lucas, Nathan, and Josh. I do not need my mother to fight my battles for me.

      But that's not really what she's doing here, is it?

      I've seen this behaviour of hers many times before. She likes to play these games, too. It's like a cat toying with a defenceless little mouse before eating it. She’s a master at getting into people’s minds. I know that more than anyone.

      My head spins as I try to make sense of what's going on here while ignoring the throbbing in my shoulder. Why is my mother here? How long has she been watching from the shadows? Did she know about me being blackmailed this whole time? My parents have done a lot of brutal things to me over the years. They've put me through unspeakable things, but never have they shot me with their own gun. They always said that whenever one lifts their gun, the bullet must kill the recipient no matter what. Nothing pisses an assassin off more than wasted bullets.

      “How long have you known?” I ask my mother quietly, my stomach churning.

      She laughs again. “Mothers always know everything their child gets up to. I have eyes and ears everywhere.”

      At that exact moment, Rory steps out of the bushes, his gaze averted to the leaf-covered ground. I glare at him, but it’s like he’s too angry to look me in the eye. I did knock him out with a mild sedative. But what is he doing here?

      Wait. Is he one of my mother’s spies?

      Before I can register what he’s doing, he smacks Ethan on the back of the head, letting his body fall into an unconscious heap by my mother’s feet.

      My mother clicks her tongue and nudges Ethan’s face with the side of her stiletto. “Such potential sadly wasted. Pity.” She wipes her foot on the leaf-covered ground, her eyes still on Ethan. “The Veil will expect a tribute by the end of the year, Regan.”

      “A tribute for what?” The words constrict in my throat. I already know what she’s going to say. How did she find out it was me?

      She snaps her steely eyes onto mine. “For the life you took at Prestine Academy. I thought I trained you better but your sloppiness cost not only you dearly, but threatened your father and I’s position at the High Table. Have you any idea what your recklessness has done to our family name? You knew your father hoped to succeed The Dutchess and yet you nearly cost him that. And why? Because you couldn’t...contain...your temper.”

      I make a mistake as I look back at Ethan before meeting my mother’s gaze. She spots weakness like a hawk sees prey in a field even when it’s hidden.

      The tip of her heel digs into Ethan’s cheek, threatening to draw blood as her lips tilt up. I should hate him and want nothing more than to see him suffer for blackmailing me, but…

      “Stop!” The word tumbles out before I can catch it. “You said the Veil wanted a tribute,” I add hurriedly, hoping to distract her.

      Her heel lifts ever so slightly. “Yes, it would seem so. They wished for your head to be served to them. Fortunately, I was able to sway their decision by suggesting a more...fitting sacrifice.” Pulling her foot away from Ethan, she steps towards me. The rage burning in her eyes is unlike anything I’ve ever witnessed from her before. My breath hitches as the sheer extent of her fury. “You have twelve months to choose which of these four boys will be sacrificed to the Veil. Do not disappoint me again, Regan. I may be your mother but you do not want to make an enemy of me."

      I swallow the lump of fear rising into my throat and nod. “Yes, Mother. I won’t disappoint you again. I promise."

      "Don't promise, darling. Actions speak louder than words."

      With that, she throws a glance Rory's way before returning to the shadows of the wood. My heart thrashes against my ribs. When I'm absolutely certain that she's gone, I shakily step back and sit on a rock nestled in the ground. My entire body is trembling.

      Fuck!

      She wants me to surrender one of the guys to the Veil as a sacrifice? They'd torture him for weeks on end before finally putting him out his misery. Even then, it's in the most barbaric way possible. All a stupid tradition of theirs every year.

      "You knew all along?" I whisper to Rory, my eyes snapping to his. "You were working for my mother all this time?"

      For the first time since he got here, he looks at me, and there's almost a hint of regret in his sapphire eyes. He nods, providing no answer, and I take a deep, shuddering breath. At that moment, Ethan rouses, groaning and touching the back of his head. I'm not sure how long the guys will be sedated for.

      I point my gun at Ethan, who's quick to look for his own gun. He grumbles when he notices Rory has it crushed under his boot.

      "Enough of the games, Ethan. They end here. If you want to stay alive, you're going to do what I fucking say, you hear me?"

      He straightens up and brushes the debris from his clothes. "You think I’m scared of you, cutie? How sweet."

      I shake my head. "I know you’re not scared of me. But your stupid little game has put you in the middle of a war between me and my parents. You should be frightened of them. Trust me. You have no idea what they're capable of."

      "Doubt they're worse than my parents," he mutters.

      Frustrated, I shoot a warning bullet into the sky. Ethan flinches and one of the guys starts to stir.

      "I'm not kidding anymore! You have no idea what you're up against. If you value your pretty face, you'll stop the games and help me."

      After a long, strained pause, he groans and nods. "Fine."

      "Take the guys back to their rooms," I say, slinging the gun into my holster.

      “No need. We were camping out nearby. Perfect setup,” Ethan tells me, grinning.

      “Then let’s get them back there before they wake up.”

      We approach the tree and start to unravel the boys. Rory decides to help us but he doesn’t utter a single word to me. I can't believe I need to sacrifice one of the guys to the biggest crime organisation in the world. How will I ever be able to choose?
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      Ripping the bottom of my shirt, I pull down my top to reveal my shoulder as I sit on a deck chair around the fire Ethan is slowly making. We look like normal teenagers in the woods, camping and messing about.

      But in reality?

      Three of the guys are still heavily drugged and just coming around, my bodyguard is a spy for a psychopath and Ethan...well, I suspect he is worse than a normal psychopath with a mere obsession for a girl.

      And then there’s me.

      I'm the killer with an injury and a million levels of fucked up with a secret no one else can know. My mind flickers back to Josh, Nathan and Lucas's secrets I've just found out. How could my guys be worse than me? Or at least on par if we are comparing.

      I shove the fabric against my cut and hiss at the sharp pain but at least that will help with the bleeding. The campground is starting to look a little too blurry to me and my blood-soaked top is telling me the reason is very simple: blood loss.

      Dammit! I'm not passing out until I make something very clear.

      "Ethan," I call him just as he finishes getting the fire going. The flames flicker shadows across his handsome features and the trail of blood going down his cheek just makes him all the sexier. "You breathe a word about any of this and my secret, I will give you to my parents without a second thought."

      He only smirks at me.

      I grit my teeth just as Rory steps between us, handing me a first aid kit.

      "Let me stitch you up," Rory says softly.

      Ever the gentlemen, isn’t he just?

      I smile sweetly at him, which puts him at ease, just before I kick him between the legs. He groans and falls to his knees. I grab his chin, making sure he’s looking at me even through the pain clouding his vision.

      "Choose a side, Rory. It's either me or my parents, and if it's my parents, get the fuck out of here.” I dig my nails into his chin. I can't believe I ever liked this traitor. Or Ethan. Or any of the others for that matter. What was I thinking?

      "Choose," Ethan demands from behind Rory, but his eyes on me and I hate that he’s here. "My girl deserves only loyalty from here on out."

      My girl? Asshole just spent weeks blackmailing me and playing stupid little games. I'm no more his girl than the sky belongs only to birds.

      Rory meets my eyes and his next words surprise me. "I’ve watched how your parents have treated you for years, how they treat you like dirt beneath their shoes. Since I saw you crying in the gardens, I’ve been on your side."

      "New Years Eve?" I question, remembering that night two years ago more vividly than I wanted to. The yearly Blood Party my parents throw at their estate. That one in particular had been just awful. The bodies lining the floors, the strippers dancing around the edges of the room, the guns, the knives...the everything. Countless lives were taken that night for sport and I had to watch it all.

      I had to be there, cold and empty.

      But for one brief moment in those gardens, I broke like I never had never broken before.

      I thought no one heard my cries or saw my silent tears masking the pain I felt deep inside.

      "At that moment, I knew I had to protect you the best I could. I watched you grieve the loss of your fiance and everything that happened in York..." He trails off and my own voice catches in my throat. My rage turns into hurt as tears race down my cheeks, dropping onto the ground between us.

      He knows and my mother doesn't.

      "You never told her?

      "I never told her anything I knew." Rory places his hand on my knee, and my body fills with warmth. "I'm not sure how she found out about your fiance or what happened. The only reason I joined your household as a guard was to find a way to end the Veil and the sacrifices they demand for entering their ranks.” A dark, pained look flits over his face. “My sister was a sacrifice and she was only seventeen when her boyfriend took her. My mission is to kill him and protect you somehow. I might not have saved my sister but I’ll be fucking damned if I let them hurt you."

      "I'm so sorry, Rory," I whisper.

      Ethan steps closer. "Hate to break this tender moment. Your parents probably found out the same way I did, the footage from a hotel on the Thames."

      The memory flashes into my head like a horror movie I can't look away from, can’t see, can’t forget…

      

      
        
        "I love the way you dance, Regan-baby," Adam says as I swirl around, laughing as I spill some of the champagne from my glass onto the shiny brown floor of the speed boat. The busy sounds of London flitter over the distance music we can hear playing. Our boat lights are off, and the Thames river is lulling the boat in the water. I don’t even know whose idea it was to come out here but it’s perfect tonight.

        And I’m happy...something I haven’t been in a long time.

        My drop-dead-gorgeous fiance gets up off his seat, sipping his beer before throwing the bottle into the river and swaying as he comes to me. His lips devour mine and I laugh as I dig my hands into his suit.

        "When are we going to tell our parents about us?" I ask, wrapping my arms around his tattooed neck. "We both know they will be happy."

        "And we both know they’ll want us married and you popping out babies asap," he playfully groans but guilt clogs my throat. I've missed a period and I'm sure it's nothing as we always use protection.

        Always.

        There’s no way I could be pregnant.

        And I don’t want to bring a baby into this world.

        My world.

        Never!

        It’s all blood and darkness.

        "Adam, would that really be so bad?" I ask, and he lets me go. He laughs as he walks to the edge of the boat, where it looks like the river will never end and the city will never die.

        London is so alive, bursting with life in every corner. It’s beautifully invigorating.

        "I want to live,” he shouts, throwing his arms wide. “I want to explore and be more than what our parents have turned us into. I want to fuck you in every single country and tell the whole world I love you before we think about settling down.”

        For a fleeting moment, I imagine us doing just that. How beautiful of a life I’d have with him. How carefree and happy.

        I just want to be happy.

        We are rich beyond our wildest dreams and young and fit. We could have everything and I really do love him as much as he loves me. I open my mouth to tell him yes, to shout from the top of my lungs that we can do this, we can have it all, but the boat lurches and he slips. It’s like the whole world has come to a crashing halt. Adam’s bright green eyes widen in panic, filled with a fear I’ve never seen there before, and then he’s falling off the boat while screaming my name. I run over to the edge and lean over, but the water is still…

      

      

      

      The campfire flickers embers into the night sky, pulling me back down to reality. I know the water currents in the Thames are so harsh that he wouldn't have survived even if I did jump in after him, especially when I saw his blood rising to the surface. I could have run for help. I could have jumped in after him despite the uselessness of doing so. But for the first time in my life, I ran away and told no one. A few days later, his body washed up.

      I was a coward and that isn't even the worst part of my past.

      It’s certainly not my biggest secret.

      "Don’t you think they should know your secret?” Ethan asks, not a hint of emotion on his face. “They are your parents, after all, and Mother always knows best."

      I know he’s just joking, but Rory stands up, his fists clenched. Before I can even blink, he punches Ethan hard in the face, who he stumbles back, looking surprisingly panicked with blood trickling down his bottom lip.

      "Fuck, I was joking!” He spits a mouthful of blood into the fire. “This was all a game, a way of testing her and bringing her into our group. I grew up with these fuckers and we all know each other’s secrets. We want Regan in our group and the only way to get in—"

      "Was to have me kill Hunter?" I demand.

      Ethan shakes his head. "Nah. He was a fucking bastard and deep down, Nathan wanted him gone. You were just a means to an end on that one.”

      I mean, he does have a point. I might have killed that bastard without being told to anyway. But still… I hate being forced to do people’s dirty work for them. I’ve spent my whole life doing that.

      "I could have killed Nathan!" I shout at him but he just chuckles.

      "I was always there, always watching. I could have stopped you whenever I wanted to," he cockily replies, and I’m almost tempted to punch him myself.

      What a complete asshole.

      And why do I want to fucking kiss him?

      I pounce to my feet, ready to stab Ethan in numerous places, but Rory gently pushes my dizzy-ass down.

      "Stitches first," he growls. "And then I'll help you sort out this shit head group of royal, entitled bastards."

      "Ouch, my poor heart.” Ethan holds a hand over his chest.

      Maybe choosing a sacrifice for my mother won't be so hard after all. At this point, I will happily hand Ethan Remington over tied up in a red ribbon.

      I remain still, silently burning with anger as Rory works on my shoulder and Ethan shakes the other guys awake. Josh wakes up first and growls something to Ethan that I can't hear. Ethan merely laughs and Josh turns to stare at me. Lucas and Nathan wake up next and move to stand with Josh. They all get in a circle and start talking quietly, looking at me ever so often and whatever they see on my face makes them flinch.

      Good.

      They were all friends from the start and it was a murder game I happily played into.

      Josh, Nathan and Lucas knew about the notes.

      And I'm going to make them pay.
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      For the next few days, I avoid all but one of the guys. Rory follows me to my classes like normal and hangs outside my room at night, never saying more than he needs to. I like his quiet demeanour. I like knowing he's outside my room and, even despite the doubts creeping into my mind, I like knowing he's on my side instead of my parents’. I'm still not sure whose side the guys are on. How can I trust them when they were playing the game all along?

      "Regan, you've got a visitor," Rory announces, knocking on my room door. "Georgian."

      I grumble and throw my bag over my shoulder, opening the door with an exaggerated huff.

      Lucas smiles at me sheepishly, his messy hair still wet from a shower, and hands over a brown paper bag.

      "I brought pancakes. Figured you'd like them," he says, and without even looking at or thanking him, I take the paper bag and close the door.

      "Give her time," I hear Rory tell him.

      I peek into the bag, my mouth watering at the plastic container filled with pancakes and syrup. I sit down on the edge of my bed and dig into them while calling Anne.

      "Hey, Regs," she greets in a tired voice. "I'm just up."

      "It's nearly time for class," I say over a mouthful of pancakes. "Shake a leg, Anne-banan."

      "Oh my gosh. I haven't heard that name in years. Wait. Are you eating?"

      "Yeah. Pancakes. Lucas brought them."

      "I take it you're still not talking to the guys?"

      "Nope."

      If only I could tell her the truth. But I can't. That would risk her safety and Anne's life means more to me than anything.

      "Are you coming to fencing?" I ask her, devouring the rest of the pancake.

      I can tell just by her voice alone that she won't be, but I don't let on. Anne prefers me to just act normal around her even if her illness is taking its toll.

      She yawns. "Maybe next time. I need to go to hospital this morning with Mum. And no, I don't need you to come with me, but thank you. Just kick some arse at fencing for me, okay? We can hang out when I'm back."

      "I'll bring snacks," I say, my heart squeezing at the thought of her in hospital. I feel like she's never out of there. "And lemonade."

      "Mm, that'd be nice. Catch you soon, girlie."

      "See ya."

      Anne hangs up first, and I just stare down at my phone, my appetite suddenly gone. It kills me, it really does, to know she's in pain and there's nothing I can do to help her. Tears fall from my lashes and splash my plaid skirt. I wipe my eyes, dump the rest of the pancakes into the bin, and open my door.

      Rory turns to look at me, his sapphire eyes searching my own. "You okay?"

      "Fine," I reply instantly, closing my door. "Time for fencing."

      My stomach flips. Fencing is the only class where all the guys are together. Well, since I can't avoid them, I'll at least be able to let off some steam by kicking their asses.

      Rory walks to me to class.

      "Do me proud," he says with a wink, then leaves me to change into my fencing equipment.

      Once I'm ready, I step into the hall with Charlie's Angels at my side. Mr Hines is waiting for us, his beady eyes following every girl in the room like a starved predator. It doesn't make sense to me why Miss Hector was fired and yet Mr Hines remains employed at the academy. The guy is a total sleaze bag, always checking out his students and invading their personal space. I mention this to the girls but they just chuckle.

      "What am I missing here?"

      It's Imogen who answers, a grin spreading over her pink lips. "He and Mrs Bitch are... well, a thing."

      I gawk at her. "You mean he's her slam piece?" I look over at Mr Hines scratching away at his bald head. "Ew. I just barfed a little."

      Charlie May snorts. "Yeah, it's totes gross. Ugh. He's looking our way."

      I'm tempted to flip him off. If only the creepy man knew how quickly I could snap his neck.

      "Hall, you're up. Georgian, try not to embarrass yourself this time," he shouts, signaling us both.

      I pull my helmet on, ignoring Lucas' attempt at conversation entirely. I'm still not in the mood to talk to the guys right now. More than that, I don't want to talk to them because then I'll end up getting close again, and I can't do that when I need to offer one of them to The Dutchess.

      I try not to imagine what they'll do to Lucas as I fight him. Each of the ceremonies I’ve been forced to witness were utterly barbaric, worse than any Blood Party I’ve ever attended. The memories invade my mind and I lose my concentration. Lucas spots an opening and he takes it, overpowering me in two simple moves.

      He rips his helmet off, his face flushed. "I won. Now you have to talk to me."

      I glare at him. "I never agreed to that. And you only won because I was distracted."

      "Spoken like a true loser," he teases, flashing that dimpled smile of his that makes my heart jump.

      "Fine. What do you want?"

      "Meet me at the fountain at the end of the day, and you'll find out."

      With that, he turns on his heel and joins his group of friends. Ethan casts an incinerating glare my way. I guess out of all the guys, he's the one most livid about me ignoring him. I hope it continues to make him suffer.
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        * * *

      

      "You know I'll have to come with you, wee one.” Rory folds his arms over his broad chest as we wait for Lucas by the fountain. "I can’t be persuaded with money like Georgian's bodyguard. I don't fly like that."

      "Wow, you can fly?" I grin at him. "So cool. I wish I could fly the hell away from this place."

      His stubble stretches into a lopsided grin. "If I could take us away from here, I would."

      Those words make my heart do a stupid little dance.

      I still have my reservations about him, as I should after finding out he was my parents' secret guard, but I can't help but feel... safe in his company.

      "You know, I never really apologised for drugging you. That was a really shitty move even from me, and I’m sorry."

      He blinks at me, then narrows his eyes. "Do it again and I'll make you really sorry."

      "Ooh. Sounds kinky."

      He huffs and shakes his head. "You're some girl."

      "Admit it, you're beginning to like me."

      Before he can reply, Lucas emerges on the staircase. I grab my bag off the floor as he weaves his way through the students. He stops in front of me and gives Rory an almost affronted look.

      "Don't need your money," Rory spits out before Lucas tries to buy him off. "Where are you taking her?"

      "Who's her?" I demand, scrunching my face at him. "The cat's mother?" I turn to Lucas. "Where are you taking me?"

      He pauses for a brief moment, probably contemplating whether or not this is still a good idea.

      "For a walk," he answers, nodding to the front entrance. "Bodyguard, you can let us out."

      Rory steps forward, his hands clenching into fists. “Watch it, kid.”

      "Please let us out," I ask, appeasing him with my sweetest smile. "We'll stay on academy grounds."

      After a beat, he nods and leads the way out. Instead of taking us through the entrance, he turns to a small side door and thumbs in a security number on the lock. The door clicks open and we step outside into the courtyard. It's a beautiful evening, not a single cloud visible in the clear blue sky. The winter sun is blinding and I shield my gaze from it, watching as Lucas steps slightly ahead of me. There aren’t many people around save from a few students and guards lounging on the grass.

      I fall into step with Lucas, asking, "So, we're going on a walk. This is fun."

      He snorts at my sarcastic tone. "It was the only way I could get us alone. There's something we need to talk about."

      I harden my features. "About the little game you were playing on me with the others? Oh, I've just been dying to talk about this too."

      "That's not it. It's about Anne."

      I stop in my tracks, my stomach clenching. "What about her?"

      Lucas presses a hand to the small of my back and gently steers me forward. Rory follows us. I watch Lucas, the way the muscles in his face tighten as he clenches his jaw and grits his teeth. I know he and Anne are close, almost as close as I am with her.

      "Just tell me," I spit out.

      "She doesn't have long," he whispers, closing his eyes. "I spoke with her mum today. That appointment she had this morning? It's not just a normal appointment. It's the one."

      "You mean... they've told her how long she's really got?"

      He gives a curt nod and opens his eyes, though he doesn't look at me, his gaze turned toward the setting sun. "Two months. That's all Anne's got, at best. Two fucking months."

      I root to the spot again, struggling to breathe, to comprehend the words. Two months left with Anne? No, no, no. The lump in my throat turns into a crushing weight that snatches my breath away. I stumble back, but Rory catches me and sets me down onto a nearby bench. I shouldn't be shocked by the news. We always knew this day would come. But it feels like losing Adam all over again, watching him fall over the boat and being helpless to save him.

      "I... I..." Words fail me. I can't even speak. My vision blurs as the grief inside threatens to erupt into sobs. "I know." The words don't make sense even to me.

      I knew she was hiding something from me, is what I meant to tell him but I can't seem to string a coherent sentence together. I lift a hand to my mouth and suppress the sobs.

      Lucas sits beside me and gently rubs my back. I hold the cries in as much as I can, but a few tears escape my lids and roll off my chin onto my thigs.

      "You know something?” Lucas whispers. “All this time, I've been telling myself Anne will pull through, but truth is, some people just don't. The world's a cruel, shit place, and it takes people we love without a scrap of mercy." "

      "Yeah." I practically choke on the word. "I-I know. I know..."

      I repeat the words as though I'm incapable of saying anything else. I just can't seem to wrap my head around this. My best friend, my only true friend, is going to be gone from this earth forever in the space of eight weeks? The world is a shit place; I already know that. But how...how can it take away someone as sweet as Anne Hopkins?

      Letting tears of rage slip down my cheeks, I do something that shocks even me. I reach out and take Lucas' hand. I need a distraction. I need something else to talk about before the shock really hits home.

      "So about the game," I start, wiping my tears on my shoulder and glancing at him. "Why did you do it?"

      His features soften. "Honestly, we just thought it would be a fun way to initiate you. I never realised how fucked up it was until now. I'm sorry, Regan. I really am."

      I nod, just managing to hold back barely contained tears. "And your so-called sin... that wasn't much of a surprise."

      "It wasn't?" He turns in his seat to look at me fully. “Damn.”

      "I saw the way that bimbo looked at you when our family visited. The baby was the spitting image of you both. What happened between you?"

      Lucas glances at Rory, who tuts and walks some feet away to give more privacy. His eyes never leave my face though.

      "My dad was away on a business trip and my stepmum always gets lonely then. One night, she called me down for pizza and she was..." His Adam's apple jerks nervously as he swallows something stuck in his throat. "Dressed differently. She told me to sit down and eat with her and made me drink one of her special cocktails. I wasn't much of a drinker back then, still amn’t really, but I didn't want to piss her off so I did it. I drank and ate food and then... then I woke up as she was leaving my bed. I don't remember what happened, and I won't lie, a part of me used to fancy her. Fuck knows why, but I figured it was my fault she came on to me. Anyway, now every time my dad goes away, she orders pizza for us... You know, I thought it'd stop once she got up the duff, but I guess I'm just too much of a catch."

      He gives a pained smile and my blood boils. That fucking woman raped her own stepson! The anger pulsing in my body surges in waves. It takes everything in me not to go back to my room, grab my gun and hunt her down like the beast that she is.

      "Lucas..." His name catches in my throat, and I squeeze his hand as more tears gather. "What she did to you was awful."

      He waves me off, shrugging. "It was nothing."

      "Don't you realise what that scumbag did? She drugged and raped you. Tell me where she lives. I will kill her for you. You won't need to get your hands dirty. Rory will help me clean up. Just give me your damn address!"

      This time, Lucas laughs, but I'm dead serious.

      Why can't I offer a piece of shit like her to the Veil instead of one of my guys?

      He looks back to watch the sun dipping behind the wall that surrounds Holly Oak Academy. All the while, I think of various ways to kill his stepmum. She doesn't even deserve to be called that. Animal. She's a fucking animal.

      "What happened to you...what's still happening to you...it's not normal or just ‘nothing’, Lucas. She's hurting you and you don't need to brush it off." I place my other hand over his and gently squeeze. All the anger I felt towards him, all of the hurt over Anne, suddenly vanishes. "I'm here if you need someone. You wanna report her? I'm here every step of the way. You just want someone to kill her?" I shrug. "Also here. You don't need to put on a brave face, especially just because you're a guy. Guys get hurt too and it’s okay to talk about it."

      For a long while, Lucas just stares at me. A tear escapes his lid and slips down his ashen cheek, splashing onto our linked hands. He quickly wipes his face with his other hand and clears his throat, putting on another brave face, but I can see the relief washing through him. He lets out a breath I wasn't aware he'd been holding and smiles at me. It's like this is the first time anyone has ever told him that what happened to him was wrong and he did nothing to deserve it. My heart breaks for him. As we watch the sunset in comfortable silence, I realise then that I would rather sacrifice myself to the Veil in place of Lucas Georgian.

      He’s a survivor. I’m a murderer.

      It’s only fitting that he gets spared.
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      "You totes have to be excited about Winter Break, right?" Charlie asks me, leaning across the table as I chew on my overcooked bacon. "I mean, you've been grumpy for weeks now and I know it’s not because of your bandaged shoulder—"

      "Winter what?" I snap just to stop her rambling. My bandages have been off for a while now and still she keeps mentioning them and trying to figure out what happened.

      She frowns at me like I'm crazy for not knowing what she’s going on about. Turning away, Charlie looks around the room before pointing at a poster on the wall near the door. Sure enough, the words winter break are written above a detailed paragraph below. The blue paper and white glitter snowflakes are hard to miss. It’s just that I'm not focusing on anything at the moment...except them.

      The four guys from hell who sinned as much as me.

      I'm not stupid enough to think there is any point to my thoughts regarding them, other than desire. Each one of those boys is bad for me and I would be bad for them if they only knew what I really was.

      Together we could destroy the entire world without meaning to.

      I don't get a chance to ask Charlie what it says before she‘s telling me.

      "In one week, we all are going to the South of France for the next month!" She squeals in excitement and claps her hands, causing a few people to look our way curiously.

      Where are the other two members of Charlie's Angels today?

      I miss Anne, but last week she caught a cold and that meant her ass is in hospital for another week and no one is allowed to visit.

      A week is a long time when there isn't much time left with her.

      "Everyone?" I ponder, wondering if my parents would have signed off on that.

      "They take us somewhere every year while refurbishments are done to the academy," she explains.

      "Cool," I mutter, feeling more eyes on me.

      I turn around, knowing what I’ll see long before I actually see them. Josh, Ethan, Lucas, and Nathan are all sat together and each one of them is looking my way while they talk between themselves. I say goodbye to Charlie before leaving the cafeteria, barely looking at Rory as I come outside. I get to my room but before I can go inside there is a note on the door.

      

      
        
        Come to the nurse's office, asap.

      

      

      

      "We best go," Rory suggests, even when I just want to ignore it. “Probably a flu shot because of Anne.”

      I know it would be hard for Anne to come back to the academy with all the bugs going around anyway, and the flu could quite literally end her life. I rip the note off the door, stuff it in my blazer pocket and walk out of the corridor. It's a short walk to the nurse's office and Rory waits outside the corridor as I step in. Three of the doors I try are locked and only the open one is right at the back of the room. I knock once before grabbing the handle and stepping inside.

      "Regan Hall, here. You left me a note?" I search the empty room. Other than counters full of random things on the one wall and a bed in the centre with a white blanket covering the thin mattress, there isn't much else here.

      "I always leave you notes," Ethan softly murmurs from behind me.

      Hidden well behind the door, he steps forward and the door slams shut.

      "Creepy much?” I cross my arms and don't take a step back when he comes closer. I'm not backing down. “Haven't you got the message I don't want to talk to you?"

      He laughs and I hate so fucking bad that it's sexy. I hate how his blazer is missing, and his crisp white shirt sticks to his fit body. I hate the sexy tilt of his lips, the burning desire and obsession in his eyes.

      I hate it all.

      I don't love it. No. H.A.T.E. Not love. This can't be love. It’s too messed up.

      "Too late, Regan. You're ours now, you passed the test," he announces but he’s smart enough not to touch me. "So fucking hate me all you want. You and I aren't over. We are fucking forever and you know it."

      "I do not," I protest, though my voice cracks.

      The arsehole just laughs at me. "Yeah, you do." His voice is deep and sexy, somehow luring me into forgetting how batshit crazy Ethan is. My breaths are laboured as he leans down and reaches behind me, cupping my neck and pulling my head towards him. He doesn't kiss me. No, that would be too easy. He wants me to give in. He wants me to be the first to admit to our fucked up attraction.

      "I hate you," I spit out.

      "Yeah, well, I'd hate to be a disappointment and let you leave without making you hate me some more.

      He slams his lips onto mine, taking everything as always and no doubt cutting another inch of my frozen heart and taking it as his own. He kisses me like a man possessed and I can't think of anything else as I rip his shirt off, and he does the same to mine, my buttons popping everywhere. His hands disappear under my skirt and he lifts me up onto the bed. In seconds, my panties are torn off and thrown across the room. Ethan lowers his head and presses face is in between my legs. I moan at the first lick of his tongue against my clit, and then I spiral out of control as he sucks, nips, and teases me with that wicked tongue of his. Holy shit, he’s good… so fucking good. He keeps going until I’m just on the edge.

      "Make me come," I demand and he chuckles as he slides up my body, undoing his trousers as he goes. He strokes his thick cock and guides himself to my entrance. In one swift move, he thrusts into me, filling me up and God it feels so good. His lips find mine again as we lose control of each other, both of us only focused on the ending. I moan as I feel close to coming already and he speeds up, hitting my sweet spot while seizing my bottom lip with his teeth. I cry out as an orgasm explodes through me and he comes in me a moment later. He kisses me one more time before pulling out, and basking in that perfect ‘just fucked’ hue I love so much, I even let out a little protest. Thank fuck I’m on the pill.

      I sit up and watch him climb off the bed. He grabs his shirt off the floor, pulls it on, and turns to me with a sexy smirk on his wet lips.

      "Tell yourself you hate me all you want, Regan, but we both know you fucking love the shit out of me. I fucked up and I can't take it back. I wouldn't anyway. Life is shit for people like us, and yet here we are, living the life of the rich and playing their dirty games."

      "What's your point?"

      He places his hand on the door handle, his eyes cutting into mine. "We played their games and you played mine. Now we're even but you, my pretty little liar, are my prize. My group's prize. We like you and want you to give us another chance. Maybe then you won't ever need to be alone again."

      He walks out and I lie back on the bed, letting out a huff directed purely at my vagina and hormones.

      Sex was not a good idea..and neither is hating Ethan Remington.

      Love and hate are too fine a line in my books.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Let’s make one thing clear,” I state as I slam my bag onto the guys table and all four of them stare up at me. “I don’t forgive any of you for shit but I’m willing to call a truce.”

      “I didn’t know we were at war, babe,” Josh jokes, but there is evident relief in his gaze.

      “Oh, we were,” I counter, sitting down. “But there is no point of a war between us when all of us have something worse to worry about. My parents.”

      “Ethan filled us in,” Nathan says, his voice cold. I bite down on my tongue, wanting to ask him a million questions but none of them seem like a good idea. At least not right now.

      “Yeah, well, the fact still remains that my mother wants a sacrifice and you four are the candidates.”

      Nathan crosses his arms. “We should have kept Hunter alive and used him.”

      “Do you hate him all that much?” I ask, but he just smirks before eating his toast and making it clear we aren’t talking about Hunter anymore.

      “What is our next move?” Ethan probes and I’m surprised he’s letting me take charge of our weird little group I’ve found myself added to.

      Maybe he was telling the truth. Maybe they all do want a second chance.

      “We have time to figure something out, but I’m not sure yet,” I answer honestly. “My parents aren’t like anyone you’ve ever met. They always win.”

      “Not this time!” Lucas slams his bottle of water down on the table, and a few of the others nod and grunt in agreement.

      Then they all look at me, and for a second I imagine us somehow outsmarting my parents and surviving.

      Winning.

      But the second passes and reality is there like a snake in the grass, always waiting, always watching until the perfect moment to strike.

      And not everyone is going to survive.

      That I am absolutely sure of.
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      It’s time for Winter Break and the snow has started to fall as if on cue. I peer out the window, my hand pressed against the cold glass, and my eyes following the snowflakes dissolving into puddles along the pane. I used to love watching the snow fall. For a long time, there was nothing more therapeutic to me than watching the icy droplets descend from the sky. Not anymore. It all changed this time last year.

      My mother caught me laughing with my trainer, Marco. He was always telling funny stories while we trained and he’d been my first real friend, besides Anne, who was permitted on my parents’ estate. Unfortunately, Mother told Father of our friendship, and that night I was ordered to kill Marco in the snow-laden garden.

      I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      My father called me weak and slit Marco’s throat before I could even blink away my tears. Watching Marco’s blood stain the crisp white ground not only made me hate whenever it snowed, but it changed me. It killed the last bit of hope I ever harbored for my parents.

      Friendship is a liability.

      My father’s words still echo through my mind as I turn from the window and gather my suitcase.

      “You ready?” Josh calls from the other side of my door. “Your guard keeps giving me evils.”

      I hear Rory huff under his breath and a smile tugs at my lips. Friendship might be a liability for assassins but it’s one I’m willing to have. Maybe this Winter Break will be a good time for all of us. I’m actually a little excited.

      My smile fades as I remember Anne and Lucas won’t be there.

      When Anne called me last night before bed, we both agreed it would be better for Anne to remain at hospital while she undergoes some treatment. Her health comes first before anything. I even told her I’d stay with her at the hospital, but as always, Anne refused and said have fun before hanging up on me.

      “I’m just coming,” I call back, pulling on my pink v-neck poncho, fluffy white gloves. I look in the mirror and pull on my hat. “How do I look, Daisy?”

      “You look beautiful as always, Miss Hall.”

      I snort at the generic response. “Oh, yeah? Then what am I wearing?”

      “Today you have chosen a shell-pink woolen shawl with sky blue jeans, tan leather boots, a pair of faux fur mittens and a matching hat.”

      I gape at the little tablet on the wall. “Now that’s just plain weird. Can you really see me, Daisy?”

      I think she answers, but Josh bangs on the door again, shouting, "Come on, babe! Everyone's leaving."

      God, he's so impatient.

      "You're lucky you're handsome, Josh," I snap at him after opening my door. "Also, Daisy just told me what I'm wearing down to the fabric and colour. Soon these robot overlords are gonna take over the world. Just you watch."

      Joshua's lips spread into a lopsided smile as he looks me over. "You look hot as fuck, babe."

      "So romantic."

      "Lemme take your case."

      "I'll take it," Rory says, reaching out to take my Gucci suitcase. "It's my job to take care of her."

      Even so, Joshua is quick to stand in his way and grabs the suitcase before Rory can even touch it.

      "Yeah but my muscles aren't just for show," Joshua spits out, flashing me a wink.

      Rory glares at him like he's trying to burn a hole into the back of his skull.

      Sensing things are about to get ugly, I step out into the hallway, saying, "Don't we have a plane to catch, boys?"

      "Already boarding." Rory nods to the door where a girl drags her suitcases through. "Let's go."

      Joshua gestures for me to go first. I lead the way out of the dorms, well aware they are both checking me out from behind. A quick glance over my shoulder confirms that. At least Rory has the decency to look away. Ugh, men. Can't live with them, can't live without them.

      We follow everyone out into the main field. A private plane is waiting for us on the neatly trimmed grass. Only the best for Holly Oak Academy. Mrs Beach is talking to the pilot at the bottom of the stairs while Mrs Anderson, Mrs Lyons and Mr Fleur usher the students inside. Joshua hands our suitcases over to petite airhostess, and before I know it, I’m sitting with three of the guys in comfy leather chairs with complimentary fruit pots and bottles of water.

      I take a long drink of mine. A few droplets escape my mouth and slide into the valley of my throat. In the corner of my eye, I catch Ethan, Joshua and Nathan watching, their eyes following the droplet right down to my cleavage. There's something heavy in the air that reeks of testosterone. It's like the three of them are waiting to pounce on me and tear my clothes off with their bare hands. The thought sends a shiver through me and I clench my legs, my insides turning wet at the prospect. I wonder what's got them so tense.

      "Is everyone seated? Malcolm — Malcolm! Seatbelt. Now," Mrs Fleur demands, clapping her hands. "It's a full moon, children, and I don't want any funny business while we're ten thousand feet from the ground.”

      Full moon? That explains it. My boys are going to be wild tonight.

      "Wait! There's two more," the hostess calls out, standing by the door.

      To my utter surprise, Anne and Lucas board the plane. I stand up and wave them over, shocked to see them.

      "I thought you weren't coming," I say to Anne in particular once she reaches my side. I hug her as gently as I possibly can. I know her bones are hurting even if she won't admit it.

      Anne smiles weakly. "I wouldn't miss this for the world. I’m excited!"

      She removes her fluffy hat and I can see more of her face now. My heart squeezes in my chest. She's ghostly pale and turning increasingly frailer by the day. It's like she's lost an entire stone since I last saw her. Lucas helps Anne into the chair beside me and I take her belongings and slide them into the compartment above our heads. When I drop back into the seat beside her, Lucas is handing over a small bag.

      "Your meds," he tells her, and she smiles her thanks before tucking it under her chair.

      A silence threatens to emerge, but Joshua mutters something to Nathan about Mrs Bitch, and Nathan, who was drinking his water, bursts out laughing. Water explodes out from his nose and mouth and the rest of us laugh while he gasps for air and tears stream down his face. Anne quietly giggles into her hand and it makes my cheeks hurt to see her happy. Now we can all forget the reality for a while and have fun together.

      No sacrifice. No blood. No Veil Council. Just me and my friends.
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      The coach comes to a crashing halt, the wheels skidding in the snow that falls heavily around us. I'm surprised the coach got us this far up the mountain in the first place but here we are. Anne's excited face greets me the second I look away from the snowy mountain outside.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” She lets out a dreamy sigh as she, too, looks away from the landscape. Typical Anne. She always looks at the world for the beauty it is, never seeing the shadows, never wanting to know what lies beneath.

      She’s good. And kind.

      And so much more than any words could ever describe.

      Yet she’s the one dying and not me. It should be me. I've killed. I've fucked up my life and my future is less than rosy. Anne should be the one able to admire the view without being in pain. She should get to live her life to the fullest and achieve everything her heart desires, including love.

      I gulp down the sadness clogging my throat as Anne gets up, swaying a little, but she doesn't let me guide her as she follows everyone out of the coach. My guys surround us the second we get out. My boots sink into the snow and the cold breeze lifts my long hair. Rory just reaches my side when Mrs Beach claps her gloved hands, gathering our attention.

      "We have a five-minute walk to the lodge and I expect all of you to stay in line. When we get there, you may choose your own rooms.” She turns to walk away but looks back. "Girls and boys are not allowed to room together."

      There are some low chuckles from all around as she huffs at us and starts walking up the footpath, the only part that has been shovelled. Everyone walks in silence for most of the trip and I start to suspect this isn't a five-minute walk when at least ten minutes pass. I hope Mrs Beach hasn't got us lost. I almost slip when I step on some ice and an arm wraps around my waist, holding me up. I lean my head back a tiny bit to see who it is. Nathan stares down at me, his face void of emotion.

      "How did we get like this?" I ask him, my voice softer than usual.

      To my surprise, he smiles at me as I straighten up.

      Without saying a word, his hand slips into mine and he links our fingers. Anne looks back right at that moment, seeing our hands and wiggling her eyebrows at me. She winks and I know there will be a million questions later on about Nathan.

      Thankfully, we come around a corner and the lodge appears within view. Large grey stone and dark wooden exterior make the main building with dozens of black-rimmed windows, roofs made of slate and a long triangle-shaped entrance with the Holly Oak Academy logo above it. Surrounding the lodge are lines of snow bikes of all different colours and beyond that is a huge forest with snow-capped trees.

      "It's enchanting here," Anne says as we get to the front door and the automatic electric doors swing open for us. “Wow.”

      Turns out the inside of the lodge is just as impressive.

      We all gaze in awe at the pinewood ceilings, the arches held between the thick stone with exposed beams and the dark wooden floors look old and hella impressive. In the centre of the excessively big room is a stone made fireplace with little archways to showcase the fire inside. The stone travels all the way up to the ceiling, through the three floors, and the balconies made of glass swing around it. Two large wooden tables with dozens of chairs fill the back of the room, and the back wall is lined with glass doors showing three hot tubs outside. All our suitcases are already by the staircases on either side of the room.

      Everyone makes quick work of grabbing their suitcases and running up the stairs to claim the best room. Lucas helps Anne with hers and Nathan grabs mine before I can get to it. He grins at me as he carries it up the stairs. Ethan and Josh take the first room they find, with Nathan and Lucas taking the one next to it. Anne and I find a room three doors away from them, right beside Charlie’s Angels’ room, and we head inside. The room looks sweet with two large double beds, a faux fur white rug in front of a lit fireplace. The bedsheets are white with red tartan throwovers, matching the fire painting above the beds. We find two closets, one large bathroom, and a balcony. We head out to the balcony after putting our clothes away and I admire the view.

      "This is a beautiful place." Anne rests her head on my shoulder. “I’m so glad I came.”

      “Me too.” I rest my head on hers, comfortable and peaceful for a long moment.

      I wish moments such as this could last forever.

      My stomach rumbles and Anne laughs.

      "I'm going to get some food. Do you want anything, Anne?"

      She shakes her head. "Nope, I'm going to nap for a bit.”

      I hug her gently before leaving our room. The lodge has descended into chaos with students running around, laughter filling the place and so much noise. I find the kitchen in the end and get to work making myself a jam sandwich just as Nathan comes in. He flips the lock on the door and I raise an eyebrow as he goes to the cupboard.

      "Want a sandwich?" I ask him and he pauses in his cupboard search to look back at me and nods once. I shrug my shoulder and make him a sandwich too, placing them both on plates. Nathan closes the cupboard and brings a large sharing packet of crisps over as I jump on the counter. He hops up next to me and we both tuck into our lunch, the silence slowly becoming more uncomfortable by the second.

      "I live with my aunt, have done since I was twelve," Nathan starts to tell me, and his hands shake as he places them on his knees. "Hunter needed to die because he was going to kill our aunt. He had it all planned out. The idiot kept bragging about it to his girl, and his girl hated him as you well know."

      I swallow the lump of food down. "Why would he want to kill her?" Nathan’s secret is complicated and I never truly understood why he would kill his father and frame an innocent housekeeper.

      "Before I explain everything, remember that when I was a kid I loved my brother. Hunter was my fucking world." His beautiful green eyes meet mine. Pain, loathing, regret and every little negative emotion haunt them. I’ve felt those a hundred times before. They’re tattooed onto my body in the form of scars. "A day after my eleventh birthday, I walked in on my dad banging our housekeeper in the swimming pool. He didn't see me or Hunter, but fucking hell we saw them. Our mum was dying in hospital at the time. We literally just came back from seeing her and this was what my dad was doing?" Nathan laughs but it lacks all humour and reeks of pain. "Hunter took it worse than I did. He became a monster. Ten days later I went into my dad's study and he was dead on the floor, a chunk of his head dug in. Hunter was stood over him and he laughed like it was all a big fucking joke."

      I reach over and place my hand on his, encouraging him to tell me the rest.

      "I helped Hunter clean up the statue he hit him with and wipe our housekeeper’s gloves all over it. Then I called the police and claimed to see her do it."

      "I get it. You loved your brother and you were just a frightened kid who wanted to protect him. What did your mum say?"

      He looks down at our hands, his jaw clenching. "She passed away almost at the same time dad died. It was like she could sense he was leaving her and she wanted to go with him. I thought I could be enough for Hunter but he only got worse as we got older. He liked pain. He was jealous and obsessive of Imogen and I knew he killed her boyfriend. When I found out he was after my sweet aunt, the woman who took in two troubled kids and moved halfway across the world to look after us, I knew Hunter had to go. He was too fucked up, too crazy and far gone. I don't mourn the man he was in the end. I mourn the brother I had before we walked in our dad fucking the help."

      "I'm sorry I judged you before I knew. And I'm sorry I killed Hunter when it should have been you that did it.”

      Before I can blink, his lips are on mine and he pulls me onto his lap.

      "Don't say sorry. You are Regan Fucking Hall and I owe you a favour.”

      He kisses me again with hard, vicious desire, and I almost forget everything we just discussed. His hands tear at my clothes and I pull off his, somehow the two of us still on the countertop. He lies me down flat, strokes his cock while looking deeply into my eyes, and then he’s thrusting into my wet pussy. I clench around him and twine my fingers around his neck as he continues to assail my lips with his own. My insides tremble as pleasure quickly builds. Our moans and gasps are nothing but nonsensical sounds in each other’s ears. He’s fucking me with all of the anger, passion and pent up emotions we’ve been feeling for each other.

      For our families.

      For our messed up crazy pasts.

      And for the peace and fucked up love we seem to find in each other’s arms.

      His hand slides between us as he plays with my clit and thrusts deep into me.

      "Come around my dick, Regan. Let me feel you." He grunts into my ear and his words send me over the edge. I cry out as I come and he comes with me, gasping my name like a prayer I want to hear over and over again.

      "Open this door immediately!" Mrs Bitch shouts, banging on the kitchen door.

      Nathan’s cock is still buried inside me as we glance at the door and burst out laughing. He kisses me softly on the lips before pulling out and we get dressed as quickly as we can. Thankfully, there’s a side door leading onto a balcony, so we use that to escape just as Mrs Bitch manages to find a key and charge into the kitchen.

      I have a funny feeling this winter break is the escape we’ve all been looking for.
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      "It's hot tub time, baby!"

      Joshua picks me up and swings me around playfully. He sets me down and takes my hand, leading me onto the deck where the hot tubs are. Ethan, Nathan, and Lucas are sharing one of the tubs. Anne is wrapped up in blankets on a lounger beside the outdoor fire. Charlie's Angels are in the tub beside her, and I did invite Rory but I highly doubt he'll come.

      I let go of Joshua and unravel my robe. At that exact moment, all of my guys turn to look at me. I deliberately chose my skimpiest bikini so that hardly any of the gold material covers my body. I grin at them as I climb onto the tub and step into the bubbling lukewarm water. Joshua hops in after me and pulls me onto his lap. I can already feel his big cock pressing into me from under his white shorts. I squirm a little just to tease him and he growls in my ear.

      “Regan, how many boys did you date before us?” Nathan playfully asks, but Ethan’s eyes narrow on me as I clear my throat.

      Well, this turned from sexy to serious far too quickly.

      “A couple,” I say, avoiding a real answer and hoping they will just leave it at that.

      Of course, they don’t.

      “Regan had a fiance. Didn’t you know?” Ethan adds and I grit my teeth as Joshua tightens his hands on my hips.

      “The idiot must be crazy to let you go,” Joshua says at last. “What did you do, babygirl? Stab him on your wedding day?”

      My eyes lock with Ethan but he just smirks, leaning back.

      “He is dead,” I muse, my voice cold and emotionless. “So you’re not entirely wrong.”

      Lucas groans and drags a hand through his wet hair. “None of us here are virgins. Why don’t we leave it at that?”

      His voice is laced with worry for me with a notch of humour.

      “Here-here.” I chuckle and grin as I sink myself into the middle of the hot tub, letting the bubbles riding all the way to my chin before I stand up. The water drips down my body and I feel each droplet being watched by my guys. I’m curious who will move first. I sway my hips to the music as I drop my head back, closing my eyes.

      “Oh, great. 007 is here,” Ethan grumbles.

      I look up just as Rory steps onto the deck. I'm disappointed to see that he's still wearing his uniform. Looks like he won't be joining us after all but his eyes fight the urge to drop from my face to my body.

      "It's your father." He stops beside me, his expression turning sour. "He's just scheduled a call."

      "For when?" I look between the guys, giving them a casual roll of my eyes despite my heart racing away. My father rarely calls me and it’s never pleasant when he does.

      Rory picks up my robe and hands me it. "In five minutes."

      Reluctantly, I climb out of the tub and slip into my robe. What do my parents want from me now?
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      Rory takes me through the lodge to a room hidden away at the back. He pulls a key out from his pocket and inserts it into the lock. He must be able to sense my unease because he pauses to look at me.

      "I'll stay inside with you."

      I nod, admittedly touched by his support. "Thank you."

      He turns the lock and we step inside. It's more of a conference room with numerous chairs positioned around a long table and a flat-screen TV. I sink into the chair nearest the TV as Rory pulls out his phone and types away. Not two seconds later, my father's face appears on the screen. He's in his study, sitting on his high-backed leather chair across from his rich mahogany desk. Our family crest hangs on a huge silver shield behind him, almost the same colour as his short hair. Just ever so slightly, he lifts the corner of his thin lips into a smile, his almond eyes darkening.

      "Ah, Regan. You are thirty seconds late."

      Rory steps forward. "Sorry, sir, that was my fault. Technical issue."

      My father casts him a sharp look before turning his steely eyes on me. "I trust you are well?"

      I straighten in my chair and incline my head. "Yes, Father. Thank you for asking."

      The smile vanishes and his features harden. He's about to deliver the blow. A nervous feeling cuts through my stomach and I hold my breath.

      "Your mother was unable to attend the call due to some last-minute business. She has decided to host our annual ball next weekend. I have organised everything with your school. We expect you to bring one of your potential tributes."

      I school my features, hoping to convey a false sense of calmness. He's referring to one of the guys. The sacrifice. Shit, shit, shit.

      "May I ask why I have to bring them?" I dare to question.

      A cruel snarl works its way over his lips. "Nothing in particular, Regan. He'll simply be your plus one. This won't be an issue now, will it?"

      "No, Father."

      "Excellent. I do hope you enjoy the rest of your holiday, Regan, and I shall see you at the ball." Turning to Rory, he adds, "Protect my daughter at all costs."

      Rory nods and my father's face disappears into a black screen. I stay seated for a long moment, my head buried in my hands. Why oh why do my parents always need to ruin my fucking day?

      "There's no way he'll be a guest," I tell Rory, still covering my face. "It's all another game."

      "Aye." He walks around the table and stands beside me, resting against one of the chairs. "Remington is your safest bet."

      I peek at him through my fingers. "I know Ethan is. He's as fucked up as me. But what if this is just another sacrifice? My parents wouldn't invite someone outside of the Veil unless they're supposed to be some sort of sick entertainment. If I bring Ethan and he dies, they'll still expect a final sacrifice at the end of the year, which means I'll be losing two of my guys."

      "Do you want Ethan to survive?"

      I frown at him. "Of course I do. I don't want to lose any of you."

      He nods. "Then we come up with a plan."

      Pulling my hands away, I stare down at the table in front of me. "It'll need to be a damn good one if we all want to get out alive." I chew on the inside of my mouth. "The plan should be to play them at their own game."

      "And how do you suggest we go about that?"

      I bite my lip again. "Every year at the Blood Party, my parents have a guest of honor. It's usually some twisted dignitary that helps to protect the Veil. If my parents want to shed one of my guys' blood at the party, you're going to kill this guest before they get the chance. It'll be enough of a distraction that the event will be cut short, and my parents won't suspect me or my guy since we were with them at the time."

      Rory's eyes gleam and he tilts the edge of his lips. "You've got a wicked mind, you know that?"

      I push off my chair and bring my face close to his. "I'm not just a pretty face. Whenever someone tries to fuck with what's mine, I make sure they live to regret it. Now, are you ready to kill for me, Rory?"

      "There’s nothing I won’t do for you, lass."

      His words make my heart soar and I kiss him on the cheek before making my way back to the hot tubs. If my parents want me to play their dirty little game this time, I’ll do just that.

      And I’ll fucking win.
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        * * *

      

      With my robe still wrapped tightly around me, I leave the guys in the hot tub to head inside and check on Anne. Rory trails after me. At the top of the stairs, I pause at the view from the wall of glass in front of me. I walk closer, my eyes tracing the falling snow sweeping across the land outside.

      It’s so utterly peaceful here and it reminds me of the last time I saw snow. In York, on a day that was the best day of my life; a day filled with love and so much pain it still rattles my soul.

      It always will do.

      “Do you judge me?” I ask Rory, well aware of his presence like a blanket holding me down to the earth. “I mean for York. Do you judge what I did?”

      “I admire you more because of York.” He reaches out to catch the single tear falling from my eye. My breath catches when his hand cups my cheek, wiping away the tearstain like it was never there. “You’re not the monster you think you are.”

      I don’t move and barely breathe as he moves closer, pressing our bodies together, his hot breath heating my lips. I close my eyes. If only he would take that final step like I know he wants to do.

      Like I want him to do.

      Only cold air greets me when I open my eyes, and Rory is gone, but I’m sure not far.

      I wish my bodyguard would just kiss me already.
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      "Settle down, settle down," Mrs Bitch shouts, clapping her hands to keep everyone silent as we gather in the middle of the dining hall.

      I wish she would hurry up and say why she has got us out here considering Anne isn't feeling good. I want to spend the day with her to make sure she’s okay, not hang around here waiting for Mrs Bitch’s spiel.

      Joshua's hand slides into mine and I look up, catching Nathan's eyes watching our hands instead of the teacher.

      "There is an amber alert in this area due to a snowstorm and it means we are staying inside for the next few days. All doors are locked, mealtimes are as usual and bodyguards will be staying inside with us for safety. Any further questions or help, please contact a teacher."

      The crowd bursts into chatter. I roll my eyes and stand up, letting go of Josh's hand as I head for the stairs.

      "Miss Hall!" the lovely teacher I hoped I had escaped shouts after me, and I try to smile as she somehow finds her way to my side.

      "Mrs B...each, what can I do for you today?" I ask her sweetly, though she isn't charmed as she frowns at me.

      "It’s about Miss Hopkins.”

      Every time someone says her name, my heart gives a violent lurch.

      Mrs Bitch straightens and flattens a hand down her suit. “As you know, Miss Hopkins hasn’t been feeling at all that good lately. We have decided to move her to her own suite on the first floor.”

      I nod. “Can I see her?”

      “I’m afraid she’ll be busy today with Mrs Anderson who’s a trained nurse and is looking after her. Perhaps you can visit tomorrow.” She looks out the window and gestures to all the snow. “Perhaps we even can go outside if the snow lets up.”

      I watch Mrs Bitch pivot on her heel and busy herself with some other students. I glance at the stairs and a hollow numbness wracks through my body. I’m half-tempted to run up there and see Anne anyway, but the sound of Nathan’s voice stops me.

      “We’re making s’mores. You in?”

      Pulling on a smile, I turn and walk over to the fireplace with him, Ethan, Josh, and Lucas. I nestle on a cushion beside Lucas and watch Joshua preparing the s’mores while Ethan scrutinises his work. It makes me smile how dainty Joshua is trying to be with the marshmallows despite his big manly hands. There’s music playing in the background and everyone is laughing and chatting away. I almost feel guilty about enjoying myself. Should I be when Anne is holed up in her room upstairs? It doesn’t seem that fair to me.

      “Why the long face, cutie?” Ethan plops down beside me on another cushion and crosses his legs. “You know I hate to see you frown. Are you worried about Anne?”

      I look away and stare into the fire. “Yeah.”

      “Well, I have an idea.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “If Mohammed won't come to the mountain, the mountain will come to Mohammed.” Ethan shoves a s’more into his mouth and grins at me. “Let’s make a snowman so she can see it outside her window.”

      Lucas peers around me at him, the corners of his mouth covered in marshmallow. “Talk about a missed opportunity.”

      Ethan frowns at him. “What?”

      “‘Let’s make a snowman outside.’ What you should have said is ‘Do you wanna build a snow—-’”

      “Don’t. You. Dare,” I warn Ethan, nudging him playfully. I take one of his s’mores and pop it into my mouth while standing up. “I’ll go grab my things.”

      “Just watch out for Mrs  Bitch. We’re not supposed to go outside,” Joshua warns, winking over his shoulder at me.

      I rush up the stairs and into my room. I try not to focus on Anne’s now vacant bed as I pull on my white puffer coat, boots, mittens and scarf. I grab an extra pair of the latter and creep down the stairs. Mrs Beach is facing the fire with Mr Fleur and Mrs Lyons, sipping their mulled wine and laughing away. I catch Lucas peering through the kitchen door and he waves me over. I hurry inside to find all the guys waiting for me, including Rory who’s pulling on a coat.

      “Operation Snowman?” He quirks a brow at me.

      A big grin crosses my lips as I toss him my bag. “Let’s get wet!”

      The guys all stop for a moment to stare at me, then they burst into laughter as Joshua opens the door leading to the balcony.

      Fortunately, the amber warning isn’t in full swing because the snow isn’t brutal yet and I can still see perfectly well. It’s difficult not to imagine the snow-covered ground stained in blood, but with tremendous effort, I push those thoughts aside and get to rolling a snowball for the base of the snowman.

      Rory stands guard. By the time we get to the head, Mrs Bitch stands in the doorway shouting at us.

      “There’s an amber alert — get inside!”

      A snowball just misses her, and the students gathered behind her burst into giggles before hiding away. I slide the sticks into the snowman’s side and turn my head just to see another snowball landing above Mrs Bitch’s head. She ducks inside, finally getting the hint, and Joshua tosses a snowball in the air, catching it with his other hand.

      “Thought you had a good aim?” Ethan teases him, just as the snow starts to fall again.

      “Oh, I do.” Joshua grins, throwing the snowball at him. “Just ask Regan.”

      Ethan jumps to the side before the ball hits him. He shoves the carrot into the middle of the snowman’s face and runs after Joshua.

      “I hope one of them slips and breaks their neck,” Lucas grumbles at my side, though he’s smiling while thumbing stones over the snowman’s face. “Think that’s us.”

      “Nope. One more thing.” I sling Anne’s scarf around the neck and adjust it, aware of Lucas’ eyes on me as I do so. “There. Now we’re done.”

      On the first floor, smiling through the window, is Anne waving at us.

      I wave back, delighted she can see our little gift to her.

      Now she won’t be totally alone up there.

      “Get inside!” Mrs Bitch barks at us, and that does it for me.

      I grab some snow into my hand and roll it into a ball, tossing it at the old bat. It hits her right in the face, much to the delight of every student present, including Anne. I know I’ll be in trouble later, but seeing Anne laugh makes it totally worth it.
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      I sit down on the edge of my bed as I watch my best friend run around with her guys, throwing snowballs at each other. The way Josh teases her makes me laugh as I see the pure joy on her face. The way Ethan protects her assures me she will always be safe. Nathan is her home, the place she has always looked for, and finally Lucas.

      Lucas is hers. Period.

      I may love him, but he was never mine and I knew that the second he met Regan back at the academy. Lucas forgot I've known him since we were kids and I know every single thing about him. He was my obsession as much as I became obsessed with my best friend who stuck up for me when no one else did.

      My best friend who I can't protect from her life anymore.

      "You must rest, Miss Hopkins," Mrs Anderson demands and my chest aches at the very thought of looking away from my friends right now. I ignore Mrs Anderson who flusters around and picks up my phone, handing me it. I ring my dad and take a deep breath as I wait for him to pick up.

      "Dad, I need you to do something for me when I'm gone."

      "Anything." My dad’s reply is swift and I love him so much for it.

      I take another deep inhale as Mrs Anderson leaves my room. I’m about to do something Regan might never forgive me for: I'm going to tell my dad her secrets. The secrets Regan herself has never even told me before...at least not when she was awake. She talks in her sleep and has done since we were kids, and I’m about to tell my dad every single secret she’s ever uttered. He’s the only one who will be able to save her in the way I always hoped I could. I just hope Regan can forgive me in the end. I only want to help her one last time.

      As I begin to tell the story of Regan Hall, a tear slips from my lashes. No matter how bad her past was, I'm going to make sure her future is amazing. Regan is going to get the fairytale ending she deserves, and before I leave her, I'm going to make sure of it.
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      The snowstorm lasts longer than a few days. After the fifth day, I start to wonder if Mrs Bitch deliberately chose this lodge so that we’d be locked inside and she can drink all the mulled in she wants. But on day six, the last of the wine is devoured, and still no help arrives to dig us out.

      Luckily, we have plenty of provisions and the electricity is still going strong. I spend most of my days just hanging out with the guys and trying to distract myself from the thought of Anne upstairs. I still haven’t been able to see her since before we made the snowman. I know things are serious when I walk into Mrs Anderson and Mrs Beach whispering in the kitchen. I’m quickly shoved out of the room, but I hear Anne’s name getting mentioned and the word emergency.

      When Mrs Beach takes me aside after dinner, I know from just her expression that Anne isn’t getting better.

      "It's about Miss Hopkins," she begins quietly, and my heart jumps into my throat. The headmistress of Holly Oak academy has always looked like she's been sucking sour lemons all day, but for once, her expression is utterly neutral, if not somewhat kind. It terrifies me more. "I know you two are close. Perhaps, tonight, you could sleep in her room with her? I think she would like to see you as I’m sure you would, too."

      I swallow the lump building in my throat, but a quiver catches my bottom lip. I bite down hard in an attempt to hide it and nod, unable to muster any words.

      "She's waiting for you," Mrs Beach adds, stepping aside and nodding up the stairs. "Go and have a girl's night. If you need anything, just call for me or Mrs Anderson."

      Blinking the tears from my eyes, I turn back to the guys and explain that I'm going to spend the night with Anne. They're all supportive and Lucas even walks me to her door. I expect him to say something as we stand out in the hallway, but he just takes me into his arms and hugs me.

      Once I watch him climb down the stairs, I reach for the door and quietly step inside. Anne's bed has been moved to the window since the last time I was in here. She's lying in bed, gazing out at the snowy mountains and beautiful scenery, but she turns when she hears me close the door. As soon as I see her gaunt face, see how much weight she's lost in an impossibly quick time, I know why I've been brought here. Her bones are so prominent in her face that she looks skeletal in that big bed, puffed up with pillows, blankets, and even an IV that, upon closer look, contains morphine. She’s arrived at death’s door and it’s time to say goodbye. I numbly walk over and drop into the chair beside her bed.

      “Please don't go..."

      The words tumble from my mouth before I can catch them.

      Anne just smiles at me. "I'll always be here, Regan." Slowly, she lifts a trembling hand and I cup it with my own. My tears fall and splash onto our hands. "You know... I hate cliches... but will you promise me something?"

      "Anything," I breathe, my lips trembling.

      "You and Lucas. I want you to be together."

      I open my mouth to protest, but she shakes her head, which must cause her a great deal of pain because she lets out a sharp hiss and briefly closes her eyes.

      "I've seen the way you and Lucas are together." Her eyes open again and there are tears glazing her long lashes. "He loves you, Regan. I know you have feelings for him, too. I just want... I just want you both to be happy. I was selfish with him even when I knew his heart wasn’t with me. I wanted one dance at a ball, one boy to hold my hand and in my head I could pretend I had an inch of real love in my life."

      "But Anne—"

      "No butts. And one more thing, since... since I'm dishing out requests here on the good ol' deathbed." Her other hand falls on top of mine and she squeezes me with an increasingly fading strength. "As soon as you can, I want you to move away from home. Get as far away as you can and leave your past behind. Don't look back. They'll only try to stop you. Find your secret, the one you cry about in your sleep, and find peace."

      I know she's referring to my parents and my daughter. Only Anne knows how utterly miserable I've been since my parents adopted me into their cruel lives.

      "How can I do that without you?" Now it's my turn to close my eyes, and I let my tears fall in a torrent. "I don't want to live in this world if you’re not here with me. I don't want to let you go."

      "You have to," Anne says quietly. "But it doesn't mean I'm gone forever. You know me. I... I like to hang around like a bad smell..." She laughs and more pain seizes her. "Ow! Why does laughing gotta hurt?"

      I help her settle back on the bed where I know she's more comfortable. Her chest is rising rapidly, her breathing shallow, and speaking alone must take so much out of her. I had no idea she was this sick. She hid it so well. Or perhaps I never wanted to see how quickly I was losing her.

      "You know something else?" Her grey lips tilt into a pained smile. "Mum wanted me to come on this trip. We had a long talk about it when I was in the hospital. The doctors said they could make me comfortable there or let me go home. But I just wanted to see my best friend one last time."

      "Oh, Anne!"

      I gently crawl up onto the bed with her and nestle into her side. My tears soak her nightdress as she wraps a frail arm around me and kisses my temple. I should be the one comforting her and yet I can't seem to stop crying. I feel Anne's tears falling onto my head, too, and we just stay like that for a while, hugging each other and crying until we have no tears left.

      "I — I love you, Anne," I tell her between gasps.

      "I love you, too,” she whispers back. “Always have and always will. Please don’t ever forget that."

      “I never will.”

      I close my eyes and take a deep shuddering breath. Her coconut scent wraps around me like a weighted blanket. I breathe it in, committing everything about Anne Hopkins to my memory so that I might never forget. Her voice. Her sweet nature. Her bravery. Her kindness and compassion. I don't know when the day of final farewells will arrive, so I savour this moment, praying I have more time with my soul sister.

      As selfish as it is, I'm not ready to say goodbye yet.
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        * * *

      

      Strong arms slide underneath me and lift me up. In my sleepy state, I forget where I am and wrap my arms around Rory's neck. It's not until I see Anne lying in her bed, her eyes gaping and unblinking, do I realise what the hell is going on.

      "Anne... Anne!" I scream out her name over and over again, but Rory just carries me away. I flail and kick in his arms as hard and fast as I can. "No, no, no, no, no, no, no! Not yet. Anne… Anne, please don't go, please don't go!"

      I grab Rory's shirt and try to tear through to the flesh with my nails. He's taking me away from her...he's taking me away from my best friend!

      "Put me down! Let me see her!"

      He just keeps walking out of the room, and Mrs Bitch from hell closes the door behind her. I scream into Rory's chest, my wails muffled by his ripped shirt as he carries me back to my own room. The rest of the guys are already waiting for me. Rory sets me down on the bed and I just crumble, breaking down like I ever never done in my entire life. The tears, the shattering wails, seem to claw out from deep within my being and tear me asunder. It’s everything I’ve been holding back finally rising to the surface.

      "A-Anne's gone... She's really gone..."

      Joshua slides behind me on the bed and takes me into his arms. He rocks me softly while Ethan and Nathan rub my legs and Lucas takes my hand. Rory stands beside us, watching, as a single tear rolls down his cheek.

      "I… I thought I had more time…. more time with Anne."

      "I know, babygirl," Joshua whispers, running his hand through my hair. "I know."

      I cry into his neck. "Why is this world so fucking cruel? I have n-nothing left for it to break."

      It's Rory who answers this time. "You have us, and guess what, wee one?” He crosses his arms and stares hard at me. “We're un-fucking-breakable."
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      The world seems darker, crueller, without Anne here.

      Never has that been more obvious than now as I sit beside her parents, staring at the wooden coffin taking my best friend away. The priest talks about Anne's soul being with God and how she’s at peace now, free from all her pain. Her mother cries softly at my side as the priest asks if anyone wants to speak and I go to stand up, even when I have no idea what to say but a warm hand rests on my shoulder. I look up as Lucas lowers his hand and walks to the stand, clearing his throat while holding a piece of paper.

      "I met Anne Hopkins on holiday and she made me scones with jam and cream on top, and from that moment on I was her friend. Anne was sweet and kind, and without a shadow of a doubt everything I strive to be on a daily basis. I am certain I am speaking for each one of us here when I say we will miss Anne's laugh and how she gave a hand to anyone who needed one and for that, we will all deeply miss her.

      Missing someone and remembering them is a way of keeping their souls alive in this world. So I ask every single person here to dance in the memories they have of Anne Hopkins and never forget."

      Tears fall freely down my cheeks as Anne's mother gets up and hugs Lucas who has tears falling down his cheek, matching mine. His eyes meet mine and I am clueless how to tell him that was perfect, so I smile.

      The rest of the funeral is full of hymns and songs until her coffin is lowered down and I realise that is the last time I will be close to Anne ever again. I climb out of my seat the second I'm allowed to and rush to the back of the church and out of the doors. I feel so empty as I endlessly walk past gravestones and towards the forest at the back of the church. The trees blur past like dots in a painting and I only stop when I get to a creek.

      On the other side, two small deer lap at the water and their heads shoot up when they see me. A sob catches in my throat as one of the deer's eyes is the same colours as Anne's.

      "It's time for you to go and be forever missed," I whisper to the deer and some part of me feels happiness as the deer runs into the forest, its friend running after it.

      I know it's not Anne...but it doesn't matter. It was my only way of saying goodbye.

      Arms wrap around me and I'm cocooned in Ethan's scent as he holds me to him, and he isn't alone. Joshua places his hand on my head, stroking my hair and Rory's hand rests on my own at the back of Ethan's neck. Lucas and Nathan sit behind me, stroking my back as Nathan rests his head between my shoulder blades.

      If I fall, it seems I'm not alone in the dirt anymore.

      Even with Anne gone...I'm not alone.
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        * * *

      

      "They watch you like you are going to disappear at any second." Anne's father pats me on the shoulder while the band plays Anne's favourite songs at the wake. I didn't hear him sneak up on me. I follow his gaze to my guys sitting around a table, doing exactly what he just mentioned.

      "I'm so, so sorry for your loss, Mike," I tell him and he nods. Anne's mother and father got divorced years ago but he never stepped out of Anne's life, he was always there for her even when Anne's mother remarried. Anne explained that it was a friendly divorce and they are still friends to this day. I've always admired her dad. It takes a good man to stick around like that.

      "Anne is—" He clears his throat and it hurts my heart. "She was very much like her mother. I almost felt I had given her no genes at all." He laughs to cover the pain and I do exactly the same. "Anne told me all about you from the first day you met right down to the last. See, I'm a detective as you well know, and if you ever need my help, Regan, you have it. No questions or demands. Anne made me swear to make you this offer and one more thing."

      "Yes, sir?" I shakily ask.

      "If you want to disappear, completely, from everyone, even your parents—yes I know who they are—you need only tell me and it will be done." His serious tone doesn’t match the smile he plasters on his face. I try to do the same, even when I feel insanely empty inside.

      How could he possibly know who my parents really are? He likely doesn't.

      He can't.

      The thought of being taken away from everything is tempting, though. A fresh start with a new identity, a hidden one only me and my guys know about. I could live in the middle of nowhere and be free for once. Really free. If only it was possible. I know too much and my parents would never let me go.

      "Anne was amazing at knowing what I might need before I ever knew I wanted it."

      Mike’s smile turns into a slightly proud one. "Now that she got from me. Perhaps my daughter was more like me than I realised.” He looks over his shoulder and then back again. "Do excuse me, Regan. Enjoy the wake."

      "Of course, Mike," I reply and he nods once before disappearing into the crowd.

      Anne has literally given me a ticket away from my life...and I'm never going to be able to thank or repay her. I look out the window at the blue skies. Well, I will certainly try and hopefully, wherever she is, she might hear me as I whisper, "Thank you, Anne Hopkins."
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      They say grief gets easier with time. It’s been three weeks since Anne’s funeral and while the pain has dulled a little during the day, it’s still unbearable at night. I guess it’s because, without the guys and classes to take my mind off things, I have time to think. My mind has always been a terrifying place. For the most part, I’m able to distract myself, but lately, my nightmares have been returning, and in each of them is Anne’s dead body and Adam’s bellowing screams.

      I’m not really surprised when I wake up screaming for the third night in a row. I kick my covers off and throw my legs over the bed, taking deep breaths in through my nose to calm myself down. Too focused on settling my racing heart, I don’t hear Rory step into my room. It’s not until he’s bending down in front of me and takes my hands into his own.

      “Keep breathing,” he orders, rubbing his thumbs in circles on the back of my hands. He reaches over briefly to turn my lamp on. “That’s a lass.”

      Gazing into his eyes is enough to calm me. I continue the deep breaths until I’m able to shake the nightmare from my mind.

      I give Rory a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

      He pats my hand and then sits on my bed beside me, forcing me to slip closer when he sinks the mattress. “Nothing to apologise for. I was just playing Candy Crush. Can’t seem to get past this bloody level.” He slides me a grin. “You wanna try?”

      I nod and he hands over his unlocked phone. I haven’t played this game in forever but it doesn’t take me long to pass it. Before I know it, I’ve completed another two levels, and it’s only when Rory chuckles do I realise.

      “You weren’t stuck at all, were you?”

      “Nope.”

      I shake my head at him and smile. Pulling my legs up, I cross them and lean back, pressing my fingers into the fluffy pink blanket draped over my bed. Rory quickly glances away from my panties and clears his throat. My smile turns into a naughty grin as I realise I’m only wearing a tank top and a pair of lace pants. It was too hot to wear anything else. I watch Rory’s stumbled cheeks turn a similar shade as my blanket as I return his phone.

      “You know something, Rory?” He looks back at me, and bless him, he’s trying really hard not to look down again. “I don’t even know your surname.”

      “It’s Blaire. Rory Blaire.”

      He looks at my breasts and then away again. The sexual tension percolating between us is utterly suffocating. The man clearly wants to fuck the living daylights out of me, so why doesn’t he?

      Oh. Right. Bodyguard.

      He’s way too professional for my liking.

      Well, enough is enough. I need a distraction and Rory is as good as any.

      I uncross my legs and dump my feet in his lap. Rory freezes and stares down at my pedicured toes. My breath hitches when he places a big hand on my ankles. Ever so slowly, he drags his palm up my leg to the top of my thigh. He seems almost transfixed as he touches me. But the instant he slips his palm over my inner thigh, he pulls back, and something inside me finally cracks.

      I grab him by the shoulders and throw him back onto my bed. The lamp on my nightstand topples to the floor and turns off, allowing the moonlight to bleed over the floor in silver ribbons. Before he can utter a protest, I seize his lips and kiss him like my life depends on it. His big hands fall on my ass and he spanks me before pulling me closer, denting my flesh with his fingers. I reach down to unzip his jeans and yank his t-shirt over his shoulders. Straddling his hips, I grind my pussy against his cock. My lips spread into a smirk as I continue to tease him. I’m positively delighted with myself for managing to overpower my Scottish bodyguard.

      Unfortunately, the satisfaction is short-lived. In the blink of an eye, Rory has me pinned down underneath his body, his hands balled into fists at either side of my head. His pupils are blown and his chest rises unevenly as he stares down at me. There’s lust burning in his gaze but there’s also hunger—the ferocious kind that sends a shiver down my spine.

      “Well, this is more like it.” I run my hands up his muscular arms to the tufts of light hair peppering his chest. “What are you thinking, Rory?”

      “I’m thinking you should close that mouth of yours, lass, or I’ll fill it with my cock.”

      “Promises, promises.” I slide my palm down to the band of his jeans, but he grabs my wrist and slams it against the headboard. “Ah!”

      His touch is considerably harsher than my other guys and I can’t deny that I love it. I need this roughness. He trails his fingers down my side, and with one harsh tug, pulls my tank top off and seizes my breasts. I arch my spine and lift my hips, enticing him to take me already. He tears my panties off with a growl and uses them to bind my wrists to the headboard.

      He kneels over me, his body bathed in the pale moonlight, and I open my legs to invite him in. Rory leans down, claiming my mouth, then he sinks lower, dotting a trail of kisses all the way down to my pussy. He pushes my legs wider and drags his tongue over my lower lips. Now I’m arching my spine not to tease him but because of the toe-curling pleasure building inside of me.

      Fuck, he’s good.

      His tongue circles my clit with dexterous, languid strokes, each flick sending shivers through my body. He sucks on my lips and eases his fingers into my wet pussy. He’s slow at first, looking up at me through his hooded lids, but then he picks up his pace and I can feel my orgasm building like a crescendo. I desperately want to grab onto his silver hair, but I’m bound, at his mercy, and all I can do is arch my back as he assaults my pussy and clit mercilessly.

      “Let go, Regan. I want to taste your come.”

      That simple command does it.

      I let out a shattering moan as I come onto Rory’s face. He laps at my juices like I’m the sweetest nectar in the world, the dirty, sexy bastard that he is. I lay completely boneless beneath him while my legs tremble and I try to catch my breath. That has to be up there with the best fucking orgasm of my life. Rory licks me clean and straightens onto his knees, his mouth glistening in the moonlight. With a smirk, he unties my panties and lets my arms fall numb at my side.

      He rolls off the bed and I watch him dress, sighing a protest as he buttons his jeans. I thought he was finally going to fuck me, not that I’m dissatisfied. Far from it. Rory Blaire has the best tongue in fucking existence. Even his name gives me chills now. Odd that his surname happens to be Blaire. I’ve only ever met one other person with that name and she was a girl I went to school with in London. She was one of the quieter girls but I got on with her really well. She just sort of disappeared a few years ago. Her parents moved, too, and nobody ever heard from her.

      “What are you thinking, Regan?” Rory keeps his back to me as he pulls on his boxers. It should be a crime to cover up such an amazing arse.

      “I’m thinking about a girl I went to school with who had your surname. She sort of just disappeared when we came back from summer. I was wondering what happened to her.”

      Rory visibly freezes, the muscles in his back clenching. “What was the name of your school again?”

      “Prestine Academy.”

      He whips around, his expression dark and menacing. “That girl was my sister.”

      I push up onto my elbows. “Leah Blaire?”

      “Aye.”

      “You… you said she was sacrificed.” My hand instinctively goes to my mouth as I put two and two together. “That’s why she never came back.”

      The blood drains from Rory’s face as he pulls on his t-shirt, followed by his holsters. My heart thrashes as I watch him double-check his guns. There were only two people at the academy who knew about the Veil Council and one of them died before my eyes.

      “She was lured by a scumbag who promised her the world. One day”—he twirls a gun around his finger before slotting it back into the holster—”I’m going to kill him.”

      I swallow the bile rising into my throat. “What was his name?”

      “Adam. The Dutchess’ son. That’s all I know.”

      My eyes close as soon as I hear the name. So it was Adam. I remember him talking about needing to attend the Dutchess’ Blood Party that year. I never in a million years thought he had to bring a sacrifice who just happened to sweet, quiet Leah. She also had a terrible crush on Adam. I cover my mouth again, completely sickened.

      “Adam is already dead. I killed him.”

      I open my lids and stare at Rory, holding my breath.

      “What?” His throat works.

      “I...I killed Adam. That’s why my mother wants me to pick a sacrifice for the Veil. An eye for an eye.”

      Rory walks over, and for some reason, I flinch. I sit up and wrap my arms around my knees. If only I had made sure Adam picked somebody else. Rory’s sister could still be alive. He sits beside me and I feel his gaze on my face but I can’t bring myself to look at him.

      “It was an accident. We were on the boat and he fell over. I freaked and ran away.” Finally, I meet his eyes and I choke back the lump in my throat. “I had no idea Adam was to sacrifice someone. If I’d known, I would’ve made sure he didn’t… I would’ve stopped him.”

      For a long, painful moment, Rory stays silent. He looks away and just stares at the back of my room door.

      “Wasn’t your fault,” he says at last, turning to me. “You’re as trapped in all this as she was. Leah always saw the good in people. She was a bit like your Anne and now they’re both gone. I might not be able to bring them back, but I will bring down the Veil even if it kills me.”

      “It’s impossible,” I whisper weakly.

      Rory shakes his head. “Not if we work together.”

      The thought is so tempting. But I know my parents and I know The Dutchess. People like that aren’t easily conquered. They have too many hands in different pockets and eyes and ears everywhere. It’s why I gave my daughter up for adoption. What chance would she have ever stood in this world? None. She’d be trapped, too.

      I look at Rory and the determination I find in his gaze takes my breath away. I almost believe him...almost imagine a world without the Veil in it.

      “It might not be impossible,” I say, reaching for his hand, “but it won’t be easy. You’re on my side, right?”

      He takes my chin and kisses me on the jaw. “Right.”

      “Then we can at least try to bring them down, not just for us or Leah, but for all the thousands of others those bastards have killed. First, we start at my parents’ Blood Party.”

      His lust-filled eyes gleam with pride, and he kisses me again, this time on the lips, ever so lightly.

      “You and me against the world, lass.”

      I sink into his arms and close my eyes. It’s a tempting, beautiful thought indeed.
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      Everything is a meticulous process with Bibi Dedican. First, Joshua hands over the cake, then the card which Bibi always shakes for money, then we sing happy birthday. Every step is exactly like the Sunday before. While we drink tea and eat a slice of the delicious cake, Bibi talks to me about my 'wedding' and then she gifts me one of her shells. She's such a lovely, genuine woman, and by the time we leave the Maritime Care Home, my stomach and cheeks ache from all the laughing.

      "Here." I hand Joshua the shell and he gently slips it into his coat pocket. "Now where are we going?"

      Joshua walks off, away from the car. Rory frowns at me while the other bodyguard stubs his cigarette and hops into the driver's seat. I shrug at Rory before following in Joshua's wake. He's been acting strange since we picked the cake up from the German bakery. It's like he's too lost in his thoughts to focus. I did ask him about it, but he shrugged me off and never said much when he was pretending to be Tyler. There’s definitely something bothering him. This isn’t the Joshua I know.

      I follow him around the back of the care home to a beautiful private park. It's completely empty here but there's a small river with ducks and swans paddling away. Joshua walks up to the railing protecting the river and leans against it. Quietly, I do the same and wait for him to speak. He glances at the clear-blue sky first before parting his lips.

      "You know, sometimes I think the Big Guy is punishing me for what I did."

      I've never been a religious person, but I thought God was all about forgiveness. Joshua is clearly suffering though and I know why.

      I know what he did.

      Still, I ask him, "What did you do, Josh?"

      Joshua watches the six little cygnets paddling after their mum. A smile threatens his lips but he holds it back with his teeth. For a long while, he just watches them, and I wait despite already knowing what he's about to say.

      "I never meant to kill my real parents, babe, despite what that dick Ethan might've told you. I was just a kid, watching through the window how happy they were with my bro, and I couldn't understand why they never wanted me. I remember my dad, Bibi's son, trying to light the candles on a big-ass chocolate cake but he couldn't get his shitty lighter to work. I had matches in my pocket. Found them on my way there."

      Joshua glances at me, almost fearfully, and the pain in his eyes kills me to see.

      "When they went upstairs, I snuck into their house and lit all the candles. I just wanted to help. Fuck knows why. I thought they'd maybe let me stay with them. But then I just sort of...freaked out. I hid the cake in the bin and ran away. The next day, it was all over the news. They died in the fire and my little brother survived. He ended up in the system just like me."

      Another glance, and this time there are tears in his eyes. I take his hand and link our fingers. He looks down at our joined hand. The smile he was holding back slowly surfaces.

      "You didn't mean to kill them," I tell him softly.

      "Nah, but I still did, and God punished me by taking my adopted parents away in a car crash two months later. Not only my real bro ended up in care, but so did my adopted brother, Kay, all because of fucking me."

      I lean my face against his shoulder and watch the ducks skim over to the other side of the river. The sun bounces off the rippling surface and catches Joshua's watch.

      "The reason I'm telling you this, babe?" He looks down at me. "You don't judge."

      "How can I when I've got a whole closet full of skeletons?"

      "They kinky skeletons?" Joshua grins, wiggling his eyebrows at me. "That's what I love about you. You don't judge people no matter how messed up they are. No matter what mistakes people like me have done in their life."

      "I guess I'm just trying to be more like Anne," I whisper, my heart squeezing. "She never judged anyone, and let me just say, I've done some pretty bad things in my life too, but Anne still stood by me. She still saw the best in me even when I couldn't see it and thought I was nothing more than a monster." Tears clog my throat and I look up at him through my wet lashes. "We've all done things we aren't proud of and you know what? That's okay. It’s part of being human. We make mistakes. We fuck up. We can't let those define us. Your past doesn't make me any less in love with you, Joshua."

      Joshua's dark eyes widen. He stares at me for a long moment, then he nudges his shoulder playfully. "You're gonna make me blush, babygirl."

      "Good. That's much better than letting you beat yourself up over something you never meant to do."

      He leans down and presses a kiss to my forehead, his lips lingering for a moment as his fingers graze my cheek. When he pulls away, his pupils are blown with lust and I can't help but stare at his lips.

      "Besides," I say, grinning up at him, "if God was really punishing you, he wouldn't have brought me into your life. I'm a fucking catch."

      We both chuckle. Joshua said those exact words to me not too long ago. Funny how things are changing between me and my guys. A few months ago, I was trying to kill them, and now they're each taking a part of my twisted heart and cradling it in the palm of their hands. I just hope they don't drop it. I hope I’m not making a mistake by trusting and protecting them.

      “Let’s go, babe.” Joshua takes my hand and leads me back to the car. Rory opens the door for me and watches me slip in.

      “Where are we going now?” I ask Joshua.

      “Netflix and chill?” he suggests, sliding onto the backseat with me, his hand on my thigh.

      “Sounds wonderful. Have you watched How To Get Away With Homicide?”

      Rory jumps into the passenger seat and chuckles. “You and your damn serial killer stuff.”

      “What? It’s the only thing I’m good — I mean, knowledgable at.”

      Joshua stares at me with a mock horrified look, then he kisses my temple. “If it makes you happy, babe.”
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      “Not going downstairs for family day?” I ask Lucas as I open my room door the next day and find him standing there. He steps into my room and I sigh. “Yeah, me either.”

      The chances of my parents being down there are slim to nothing, but even then I don’t want to risk seeing them. They can’t force me to walk downstairs without making a big scene which I know they don’t want to do.

      Lucas sits on the edge of my bed, his head bowed and I don’t really know what to say to him. His stepmum is as awful as mine. Wordlessly, I step in front of him and let his head rest against my stomach as I stroke his hair.

      “I should tell my dad everything…get it all out in the open because it’s crushing me, Regs,” he whispers, his voice laced with pain. “Life is so fucking short and my dad doesn’t deserve to lie in bed every night with a woman who slept with his son.”

      “That woman raped you, Lucas. It’s okay to admit that. You are far too intelligent to not know it, and I agree with you. You should tell your dad the truth.”

      I almost feel guilty being so upfront and harsh with him it’s for his own good. Baby stepping around the issue isn’t going to make this easier for Lucas to handle and he is too good to be ignored. The world should know what happened to him and the right people should pay for it.

      “What about the baby?” His voice comes out small, barely a whisper.

      “She might not be yours. Has a DNA test been done?”

      He shakes his head. “But you saw her. She’s my double.”

      “She could also be your dad’s child.”

      “Guess there’s only one way to find out.” He grips the outside of my thighs, where I can feel his touch burning my skin. Finally, he looks up at me but I keep my hands in his hair, wanting to keep touching him. “I think you’re right, Regan. You’re so strong despite everything. I need to be more like you.”

      “Trust me you don’t wanna be like me,” I thinly reply.

      “Why not?” He slowly rubs circles into my thigh. I gulp as he stares up at me with his beautiful eyes. “You’re strong, beautiful, kind, and in my eyes, perfectly dangerous. I’ve wanted you since day one, since I saw you in that window right behind where we are now. I looked up and I knew I had to find you. I had to know who you are because we had a connection, even though the glass. Even when we hadn’t met yet. Something drew us together and I know you felt it, too.”

      “But Anne loved you,” I end up whispering because we do need to discuss this. “And I felt like our connection had to be put away because I loved her…and I couldn’t take you from her.”

      “Anne wrote me a letter,” Lucas starts off and I give him a shaky nod, knowing I will never be ready to hear what she said but I need to. “She told me to grab you, kiss you and tell you I love you before it’s too late. Anne told me she would be eternally thankful for our friendship but she knew my heart belonged to you. She told me to live, to find happiness and tell you how I feel. So here I am because damn, Anne was always right.”

      “She was,” I chuckle, my voice thick with emotion.

      “I love you Regan Hall. I know you’re with Josh, Ethan and Nathan—”

      “And Rory,” I mutter with red cheeks but Lucas just laughs.

      I really love hearing his deep throaty laugh.

      “Damn bodyguard,” he grumbles, flashing me a grin. “But I’m not a jealous man. I want you and I know we can figure out our future together if you want. You know my secrets and I hope one day you will tell me yours, but until then, I want to be at your side. I want you.”

      “You can have my secrets, Lucas. You can have me.”

      I barely finish thinking the words before I say them.

      And then his lips are clashing with mine and gods this kiss feels like it was always meant to happen. Lucas kisses me softer than I ever would have expected and my heart cracks a little bit more with every stroke of his lips against mine. He tugs me down onto the bed, covering my body with his and deepening the kiss. He pulls my shirt off and I push down my skirt as he takes his own top off. My mouth goes dry as I admire his muscular chest, the dip down into his six-pack and the V that disappears into his trousers.

      I wet my lips and grin up at him as he unclips his trousers. He pulls his wallet out and takes out a condom—this time I had some in my drawer just in case—and then he rolls it onto his long, hard and delicious looking cock, his eyes pressed on me. I lie back in only my bra and knee-high socks as he crawls back on top of me, kissing me harshly. I part my legs around him as he lines up with me, his tongue battling with mine, and then slams into me, my wet pussy making it easy for him to glide in.

      I moan into his mouth as he thrusts and uses his hand to pull down my bra. His lips slide to my breast, teasing my nipple as he continues to thrust into me. My orgasm comes crashing into me unexpectedly and Lucas groans as he thrusts a few more times before he stills. I will never forget the look on his face when he comes, the pure masculine pleasure that takes over. It makes me shiver and fill with a love I’ve never known until recently...until I decided to love instead of kill my guys.

      That love explodes into a million stars as I bathe in the aftershocks of my pleasure.

      “I love you, Lucas.”

      He opens his eyes and stares down at me. His lips upturn in a pure, heartfelt smile before he kisses me and shows me how much he’s wanted me for the rest of the day and night. It’s moments like these when I truly believe that I might, just maybe, get my happy ending.
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      “We need to talk,” I state in the firmest voice I can muster when Ethan comes back into his room. He doesn’t jump like I hoped and instead he starts laughing as he shuts the door with his foot, dropping his gym bag onto the floor by the door. I should have known the crazy-ass dude would laugh instead of jumping. Any normal person would get a fright. But no, not Ethan.

      “Lovely to see you as always, Regan.” He starts pulling off his damp shirt from the heavy rain outside. The droplets pelt the window behind, reminding me of my own mood this evening. My mouth goes a little dry as my eyes betray me and I stare at his muscular form. The rain falling from his damp hair and onto his abs causes my breath to hitch. Gods, he has an amazing body, and the asshole knows that. With a smug grin, he disappears into the walk-in closet.

      I rest back on the leather chair, looking around his room. There isn’t much that even says it’s Ethan’s space. Everything from the grey walls to the blue sheets is plain and his personal belongings are scarce. The chest of draws only has one picture on it of an older couple and Ethan when he was about fifteen, if I guessed right. I stand up, seeing another picture frame on his bedside cabinet that I didn’t spot before. I almost gasp as I pick it up and see me and Ethan as kids. We had to be only five, maybe younger, and our faces are covered in chocolate sauce as we share a pot of some cheap version of Nutella. We look so happy, both of us laughing like we didn’t have a care in the world.

      Back then we didn’t. Back then we weren’t Regan Hall and Ethan Remington.

      The fucked up world didn’t corrupt us until we grew up.

      “I wish I could remember that day,” Ethan comments from behind me. I didn’t notice him sneak up, like I should have, but everything about Ethan makes me relax more than I should.

      “I wish I had clear memories from before my parents adopted me.” I set the picture back down and face him. “They took those from me too and stained them.”

      “What do we need to talk about, cutie?” Ethan changes the subject, sitting on his bed and patting the space next to him.

      I cross my arms and walk to the window, pacing up and down.

      “My parents want a sacrifice, a victim I need to take to their party, fuck publically, and then kill. I don’t want to do it and I will figure out a way to let my sacrifice go, but for now, I need to take one of you guys to my parents in a show of good faith.”

      Ethan’s expression doesn’t even falter. “Take me then.”

      I lock my eyes with his, making sure he knows what he’s agreeing too. “My parents are cold-blooded killers and the group, no, cult they belong to think death is a game and blood means pleasure. They might kill you if I can’t figure something out in time.”

      “That’s why you hid her, isn’t it?”

      I freeze at Ethan’s question. He picks up the picture frame and unhooks the back, then he slides out another photo and shows it to me. Tears fall from my lashes as I stare at the photo of my daughter as the only memory I have of her comes back to me.

      

      
        
        “Push now, Regan!”

        The midwife’s voice is comforting but I can’t think of anything other than the pain. I hold my breath one more time and push as hard as I can. The next few moments seem timeless as the midwife holds up my baby and places her on my chest. She has lots of blonde hair, and as she cries, my heart hurts like someone has just cracked open my skull. I shakily lean down, pressing my lips to her forehead and breathing in how she smells. I know I will never forget how perfect she is—her little nose, her tiny fingers, and that natural smell of complete and utter youth. The midwife cuts the cord and takes her from me, explaining she needs to clean her up. Everything is woozy as exhaustion creeps in. The next hour is like a distant memory while the midwife cleans me up and helps me sit enough to see my daughter, wrapped up in a pink blanket.

        “They want to know if you’re ready to let them in, Regan?” the midwife softly asks and I pull my eyes from my daughter. She reads me like a book, like she knows I don’t want this. “You can change your mind. You can keep her if you want. I know you’re young but—”

        “You don’t know anything,” I steel my voice despite the quiver catching my lower lip. Keeping my daughter means hurting her. It means forcing her to live the same life as me and I will never, ever allow that. “Let them in.”

        The midwife sighs but she nods all the same and goes to the door. Tears fall in a silent torrent even when I beg them not to. The door opens and the couple I chose come in. Daisy and Philip Thornton. Both in their thirties, put together and unbreakable. Unlike me, a seventeen-year-old who is more broken than ever. They don’t have children, they lost three of their own due to birth complications and they are so sweet. Two primary school teachers who have been together since they were kids. They live in France, but came from London and speak both languages.

        They will adore my daughter as their own, I know that, but it doesn’t make this easier. If anything it makes this just about bearable.

        “How are you feeling?” Daisy asks me, her eyes flickering from my face to my baby’s. “Do you need anything?”

        I don’t answer her questions, a way of making small talk. She is just a lovely woman, but either way, she must be able to guess the answers to her questions. I feel utterly broken and devastated as I glance at my daughter and then back to her new parents.

        “One day I’m going to escape my past and I want to live near you. I won’t tell her who I am until you both decide she is ready, or if you want me to tell her at all.” My voice breaks and I take a deep, shuddering breath. “I - I would just like to be a family friend. Someone you invite to parties and see maybe once a month for a cup of tea. I need to imagine a future where I can see her as I let her go, even if I’m not sure I can ever promise her this.” My eyes are still on my baby girl as more tears fall.

        I want to promise her the world.

        But all I can do is give her whispers of promises and hope she can accept them.

        “You are our family friend, either way. Promise me, or her, or Philip. We will write a letter every year and take a photo every month of her life for you so even if you can’t keep your promise, you will know her,” Daisy firmly says and her own eyes, wet with tears, find mine.

        I look down at my daughter one last time, her pink little cheeks, her mass loads of blonde hair and how perfect she is. She hasn’t even opened her eyes yet and I have to let her go. I nod at Daisy and lift my daughter towards them. The joy on Daisy’s face makes my heart seem a little less broken as she admires her daughter.

        Our child.

        “Do you want to know the name we chose for her?” Daisy asks and I shake my head. Knowing will make it worse. Daisy seems to understand as she rests her hand over mine.

        “Can you give her a middle name from me?”

        “Of course,” Daisy quickly replies with a genuine smile.

        “Anne,” I whisper and she nods in agreement. I look at the clock in the room, knowing I need them to leave before the sunrises in York. This place is as private as it comes but they have a plane to catch. I need them to disappear…because I’m never alone and never unwatched. I need to get back to the hotel I’m meant to be staying at. “You should go now.”

        Daisy hands our daughter to her new dad and he heads to the door, waiting for Daisy as she looks down at our hands.

        “Thank you for this. I am eternally in your debt and I will pay it off by loving our child and you if you ever become free,” she vows and I believe her.

        I’d never let her take my child if I wasn’t sure.

        “Our daughter is priceless and in danger if anyone knows about her. Stay quiet, okay? No social media, nothing online,” I remind her.

        “I remember and I promise,” she says and removes her hand. “Goodbye Regan and good luck.” I watch them leave with my daughter and as the doors close, I cry harder than I ever have in my life.

      

      

      

      The memory escapes my mind as I look at the chubby nearly one-year-old baby in the photo. She has light blonde hair in tiny pigtails, a cheeky grin as she smiles at the camera and holds a pink doll in her hand.

      I run my eyes over every inch of the photo until my hands start to shake.

      This is my daughter. My daughter!

      “I hid the purest and best thing I ever did with my life. I hid her so she could be happy and free and actually live while I sure as hell didn’t. Where did you get this photo?”

      “A French library took photos of all the kids that joined a mother and baby read-a-thon event. This was uploaded online, the only photo of her that is, and I have made sure no one else will see it. I have exceptional tracking skills and I’ve made sure no one can find her for you.”

      “Why would you do that?” I ask, blinking back my tears. “Why would you protect her for me?”

      “Because I’ve loved you since we were kids and no matter who her dad is, her mum is Regan Hall and that makes her family to me,” he explains and oddly I know he isn’t lying to me. Ethan sees me as his family under all the games, all the fucked up mess of our lives. We are family…and we have always been since we were happy little kids.

      Ethan really does have my back.

      And now I have to save him from my life, just like I did her.

      “Ethan,” I softly say and he steps closer, resting his hands on my arms.

      “Tell me everything you can about her, about her dad. Tell me anything you want or need to get off your chest and I will not go anywhere. It’s me and you, baby.”

      I wrap my arms around him, resting my chest against his heart.

      I love him too.

      And for this…I know I will always love him.
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      The Veil Council should be hidden from view but on the rare occasion they host a party, the world can't help but stare at the glitter and gold shining off them. Standing on the stone patio, I look up at the double doors in front of me, wondering if the man who made this house centuries ago was part of the Veil Council.

      The enormous estate sits on the outskirts of London, the lavish building enough to put the royal family to shame. Ethan's hand slides to the small of my back, his warm palm resting on my skin as I try to remember to breathe. The silver dress I'm wearing is not helping me at all. A tight silver belt wraps around my waist just under my ribs, and nothing but a tiny wrap of silk covers my breasts and stomach, leaving my back bare. The dress skirt falls to the ground in a wave of silver silk and a split up to my thigh exposes my leg with every step.

      I didn't choose this dress, nor did Ethan choose the silver suit he has on.

      They both arrived at my room this morning, along with a note about coming here.

      I glance back at Rory who is two steps behind us, his eyes fixed on everything around me.

      Looking for danger in a world suffocated with it.

      "Smile before they think something is wrong." Ethan leans down, his lips brushing against my ear as he warns me I no doubt look like I'm walking into my own funeral. I tilt my lips up in a forced smile, remembering my training for this moment as we get to the entrance. The two masked bodyguards don't even look our way. They know without a doubt that no one in their right mind would try to sneak in here.

      I run over the plan in my head one more time. The plan Rory, Ethan and I came up with, the one we have literally no choice but to act out. Rory is going to kill the guest of honour tonight at the Blood Party and it won't be hard to figure out which one of the veil council is the guest of honour when we get inside. The distraction of his death will put the party on hold, and they won't make me kill Ethan. It will give us a tiny bit more time to figure out the next plan.

      My mind flickers back to Anne's dad, and the offer he made. We could disappear. I could see my daughter and we could have another way out of this. One that means we are together and my parents can't follow.

      But when they are still alive...it seems like escaping would only be a fairy tale.

      And I've not believed in fairy tales for a very long time.

      "Keep walking, you got this," Ethan whispers as we head down a small corridor full of golden statues of knights, each holding swords made of silver. The beauty of the corridor does nothing to make the ballroom we’re headed to any less dazzling than it is horrifying. Ten poles hang in the centre of the room and each one has a woman dancing in lace underwear, with blood dripping all over their pale bodies from fresh welts, their faces hidden by masks. Every so often one of the men or women in the room cut another line over a dancers body, but they don't react. Reacting means death and whatever got them to this place must be worth staying quiet for. Soft music lulls me into a false sense of safety as I try not to look around, knowing the horrors that will hide in the corners of this room. We walk past a table where a man with dead eyes is getting a blow job from a blonde woman while two others rest at his side. I almost close my eyes to all the death and sex until I see my parents, dressed in silver like everyone else. My mother and father look so much the part as they laugh between each other like the world isn't burning around them.

      Empty.

      Cold.

      Lost.

      Everything about this world makes me want to run away but not until I've burnt it all to the ground like it damn well deserves. My mother and father turn to me at the same moment, like they can sense how close I am and I lift my head high.

      I'm going to be what they taught me to be to save Ethan.

      Our footsteps are hidden by the music as we walk to them and my mother's hand rests on my shoulder, her nails digging in.

      "Welcome to the Blood Party, daughter. I see you brought a guest." My mother chuckles, tossing her coiled hair over her shoulder. "Lovely to see you again, Mr Remington."

      "The honour is all mine," Ethan smoothly replies. Ever the silent man, my father says nothing as his eyes, the same colour as mine, rest on my face. Sometimes I wonder how someone so cold and empty could have ever made a living being.

      How I could have come from this heartless pair?

      "Come now, Regan. We will get you ready for the next part of the ceremony." My mother turns me away from my guys. “This is always everyone’s favourite.”

      Rory moves to follow but I shake my head softly, knowing I need him to stay with Ethan who will be alone with my father. Whatever crosses Rory's mind next makes him wince but he stays still as I let my mother lead me away into the next room.
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      The High Table is protected by glass. Each of the ten gold seats sits in a row cradling a member of the Veil Council. I stare at my parents for a second before looking at the woman on my father’s left.

      The woman whose son I let drown and whose grandchild I hid from the world.

      The Dutchess’ brown hair is nearly swept away with grey and held in a tight knot on the top of her head. Her silver suit reminds me of Ethan's but instead of his bulky body, her silhouette is thin and nearly non-existent. I don't let her appearance fool me though. She could kill a man four times the size of her and everyone in this room knows it.

      The guest of honour is the only man in gold, sitting on The Dutchess’ other side. I don't know his name but it doesn't matter. He’s a chubby man with a leer fixed on me as I walk naked across the room to where Ethan is tied to the stone altar. The altar is covered with layers of sheer white fabric that hide us. It’s to make our bodies look like shadows to the people watching. When my mother said the word ceremony, I knew exactly what she had in store and why she made me bring one of my guys.

      Ethan doesn't say a word as I step through the fabric. But his eyes cast down my body, his body reacting the same way it always does to me. While my mother undressed me, my father explained to Ethan what was expected of him. He already knew we would have to do this.

      The Blood Parties are about life and death, and what makes humans feel the most alive? Sex. Ethan's shirt and jacket are on the floor and his hard-on presses against his trousers as I climb onto the table. His wrists are shackled to the stone and I hate that every sacrifice had to do this. I try to push the thought out of my mind as I undo his belt and take his cock out. He groans as I stroke him and I get turned on as he watches me.

      "Kiss me and forget they are here, baby," Ethan demands as I climb on top of him, lining him up as I lean down. I kiss him as I lower myself down onto his cock, a small moan of pleasure escaping me. Ethan always feels good. Fuck if I care who’s watching. We’re doing this to survive but we’re also doing it because we want each other. We always have since the moment we first met. I lean back as I roll my hips, riding him fast and quick as the pleasure builds up. Ethan locks his eyes with mine and I know he is getting close. I can see him losing control even when he doesn't have any right now. "Touch yourself. Come on me, Regan. That’s what they want."

      I slide my hand to my clit and rub quickly as I ride him. Within seconds, I finish with a long moan, my back arched, and he comes inside me, groaning in pleasure as I collapse onto his chest. The Council all clap as I close my eyes and kiss Ethan's chest just once. The next part of the evening won’t be long after this false sense of loyalty is destroyed, and never in my life have I wanted to run away with Ethan more than I do now.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Ethan whispers but he can’t know that.

      What if Rory can’t kill the guest of honour and they try to make me kill Ethan?

      I kiss him on the lips, terrified of the prospect.

      My parents have to know I won’t do it. I’d rather die myself than kill any of my guys and that’s the whole point. I have to believe that Rory can do this because one way or another, Ethan is leaving this messed up world and it only depends on whether I’m going with him or not.

      Come on, Rory. It's up to you now.
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Rory

        

      

    

    
      In the years I've pretended to serve the Hall family, I've never met a guest of honor quite so fucking stupid. You'd think someone as twisted as this old bastard would have an entourage of guards sniffing his arse every minute of the day, yet Antonio Sanchez arrived here with only one escort. Strange for a member of the High Table. Really fucking strange.

      I glance down at Antonio’s dead bodyguard sprawled at my feet. Poor kid was no more than twenty. Must've just passed his training. Or it was Antonio’s son. Either way, I don't really give a fuck. His age doesn't make him any less a monster than the rest of the people attending this Blood Party. Some of the worst killers I've ever faced were those I least expected. But that's the thing when you spend your life hiding behind a veil—looks can be deceiving. It's just another mask for them to lure unsuspecting victims into their trap.

      Just like my sister.

      And Regan.

      And all those forced to march to the beat of the Veil Council's drum.

      One day, I'm gonna slit every member of the High Table and make The Dutchess watch. I want her to bear witness to the destruction of her entire empire before I hand her over to the government. I will bathe in her blood and there won’t be anything she can do to stop me.

      But first, I need to kill tonight’s guest of honour.

      Not a few moments later, Antonio’s small, plump body steps into the dimly lit bathroom. I take up aim in the shadows of the room, waiting until he drops his trousers. The candles are sparse here but I can see him clearly thanks to the moon bleeding through the open balcony. He can’t see me, though. That is until he starts taking a piss and I step out, cocking my gun against his head. His pale blue eyes flash up to the mirror and catch my reflection. Only my own eyes gleam in the darkness.

      "Do as I say, you sick sonuva bitch, and I won't kill you."

      "You dare threaten me, boy?" He reaches for his zipper, so I nudge the gun against his nape. His turkey-neck quivers. "What do you want? Money?"

      "Nah, I ain't got a need for that. I want you to walk out onto the balcony."

      A smirk threatens the man's thinly pressed lips. "Are you even aware as to whom you're threatening?"

      "Oh, I'm quite aware." I grab him by the scruff of the neck and shove him forward. How in the name of fuck is this guy in any way powerful? I could break his scrawny little neck with a simple quirk of my wrist. "You're gonna make a speech for me, Antonio, and then I'll let you get back to your wee fucked up party."

      "You will live to regret this."

      With his trousers wrapped around his ankles, Antonio shuffles over to the balcony. A light breeze sweeps over me as I kick the doors wider and push him outside. He pauses momentarily, his cock still out, and peers at the guests mingling in the garden down below. When he tries to pull up his trousers, I kick him in the back but remain safely hidden in the shadows. Antonio stumbles and clings on to the balcony for support.

      "Keep your dick out," I order him quietly. "The guests could do with a good laugh."

      Adrien snaps his head back and bares his gold teeth at me. "I thought you just wanted me to make a blasted speech?"

      "Aye, well, sometimes actions speak louder than words."

      Before he can shout for help, the sound of glass smashes below and I pull the trigger.

      The bullet slices through his skull and his brain leaks out everywhere. His body falls over the balcony and lands on the ground. A chorus of horrified noises erupts into the air. My job here is done.

      One leader of the High Table down, only another nine to go.

      But for now, I need to get the fuck out of here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      My mother lifts her chin and affords a rare smile. "I daresay this has been the best Blood Party far. And what about you, Mr Remington, have you been enjoying the party?"

      Ethan doesn't even hesitate. "It's the best I've ever been to, Mrs Hall."

      "Your only." The smile on my mother's face no longer reaches her eyes. "Just wait until the grand surprise. It's going to be spectacular."

      Dressed again and ‘minging’ with the guests out in the ornate garden, I return my mother’s false smile. "We can hardly wait, Mother."

      I attempt to place my glass on the table beside us, but I deliberately miss, giving Rory his cue. The gun sounds and Ethan grabs me out of the way just as Antonio's body tumbles off the balcony. He splats into the ground right before my mother, his blood spraying her beautiful gown. The guests gather around, including my father, who's quick to check over Antonio's body. Guards surround the garden and the house, while Ethan and I remain perfectly still and visible. My father turns to my mother and the look they share is utterly priceless. My heart skips a beat as I take in their look of horror. I have never seen them stunned into silence before. I keep my own expression neutral but I watch them closely, committing their reactions to my memory.

      "I... I can't believe it," I say, feigning complete innocence as I lift a hand to my lips. "Lord Sanchez is dead."

      While the chaos ensues and people take out their phones to snap Antonio's dead body, Ethan takes my hand and squeezes. I look at him, a feeling of utter vindication blossoming inside me for the first time in my life, but it quickly fades when I turn to see my mother. She's smiling at me. My heart sinks into the pit of my stomach. Slipping a note into my other hand, my mother walks over to assist my father. My stomach recoils as I shakily unfold the note and read my father’s handwriting.

      

      
        
        Regan, our sweet child.

        We have watched you since the beginning, and no doubt your cunning play tonight will work.

        We know about York.

        About her.

        We know everything and we will talk about our next step as a family.

        Walk away from your men and get into the car outside or I will kill them all.

        It’s time we focus on improving our broken daughter before she destroys her real family.

        Your ever loving parents.

      

      

      

      Without saying another word, I let go off Ethan’s hand and ignore Rory as I walk away. I hear their shouts and my father’s bodyguards stopping them as tears race down my cheeks. I don’t blink or feel like I breathe until I get to the limo door. The door is already open and I slide instead. When I don’t think anything can get possibly worse, I see who is in the limo, their blood painting the interior red.

      And I know my life is over as I scream from the top of my lungs.
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      The shadows are my prison… and I can’t escape.

      I’m Izora Dawn, and I’ve been locked away for something I didn’t do. But that’s what they all say, right?

      When rumoured only the dangerous survive Shadowborn Prison, I know I have no choice but to fight for my life. Luckily my short time at Shadowborn Academy, home to those with dark magic seducing their souls, has taught me how to do just that.

      Survival is what I’m known for in this world.

      Seduction is what I’m best at.

      I figure the quickest way to escape this prison is by seducing the sexy new governor. With a handsome Shadow Warden watching my every move, an alpha inmate eager to protect me, and a hunky teacher from the academy desperate to free me…I might actually get out of this alive.

      But in the shadows lie secrets that hold the walls of this prison together.

      And no one can escape them.

      Not even me.

      Shadowborn Prison is a crossover spin-off to Shadowborn Academy. You do not need to read the latter to follow this series. One is for sure—not even the shadows can be trusted in this Enchanted Forest…

      18+ Reverse Harem Dark Fae Prison Romance.
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      “Do you know the difference between light and dark fae, little one?”

      The man towers over me, his face covered by the shadows lurking within the room. A panicked reaction grips me as I try to recall who the gruff voice belongs to and why I can taste blood on my lips. Where in the name of Selena am I? The stabbing pain in my head feels like someone has split my skull open, forcing my thoughts to pour out and leaving only hazy remnants. One moment, I was at Shadowborn Academy, partying with my friends who won this year’s Tryouts, and the next…darkness.

      I try to move my arms, but they’re strapped down beside me on the metal table. I kick my legs out, but they, too, are trapped. My heart thrashes against my ribcage as I struggle to move or recall anything beyond the fleeting glimmers in my mind. What the hell happened? And who the fuck is this creep leering down at me?

      “I know that the light… and dark fae… are all batshit crazy,” I scream at him, fruitlessly trying to break the bonds, “and I want nothing to do with them!”

      I twist my body like a fish swept onto the sand. The leather straps merely cut into my wrists and ankles, and someone else chuckles in the darkness. An icy shiver snakes down the length of my spine. I shoot my eyes around the room, seeing nothing in the inky blackness but sensing more than one pair of eyes on me. The scent of bleach and an inexplicable sweetness invades my senses. It clings to the back of my throat and stings my eyes.

      “Let me go! Let me go, you twisted fuckers!”

      A blinding light pierces my eyes, blocking out the person above.

      “The difference between light and dark fae,” he answers in an almost droning voice, “is that a light fae cannot be simply created. Light fae are said to be only born and they are the true creatures of magic. Dark fae can be easily made from a human or shadowborn with an evil heart.”

      Everyone in the forest knows this, so why is he telling me?

      “Telling the poor girl fairytales isn’t going to make this easier,” a smooth, deep voice replies, right before a door slams shut.

      I flinch at the booming noise across the room.

      “I guess you’re right.” The man leans back, his shadow blinking in the light. “But she isn’t just any girl, and I suspect she will survive this treatment. Won’t you, Izora? I will be disappointed if you die on me. I’ve researched your bloodline long enough that I am certain you should survive this and become something incredible. Are you ready to be reborn, little one?”

      Reborn? Die? Bloodline? My head swims with the words.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I choke out, a tinge of fear crawling up my throat, threatening to strangle me. I summon my dark magic, the magic I’ve trained for years to learn to control, but nothing happens.

      True panic kicks in, snatching the air from my lungs, and the fear tightens its grip. I let out a strangled scream and continue to thrash despite my inability to move. A hand presses down hard on my chest, pinning me to the table, while another yanks my head to the side to expose my neck. A sharp needle pricks my nape. I snap my gaze up, delving into a pair of gleaming green eyes. Those eyes are all I remember once the pain takes over.

      My bones break and shatter, my heart clenches, my lungs clamp together, and my veins pulse with an agony that is like nothing I have ever felt before. It’s like every little part of my body is being ripped open and shredded apart. I scream until my throat gives way, and then I silently beg for death. I beg for my parents to save me. I beg for Selena, the Goddess of the Moon, to spare me.

      But no one comes, and the pain doesn’t stop.

      My heart thrums in my ears like a train racing off the tracks, louder and faster, about to explode under all of the pressure. And then power like I’ve never known surges into my body, filling me with warmth. A blinding white light shines around me, and a smile touches my lips as all the bindings holding me down disintegrate into dust.

      I sit up, looking around at the six males in the room, each of them wearing lab coats.

      The one who was leaning over me steps back, his eyes glazed with tears of joy.

      “You’re a light fae,” he says, seizing his colleague’s arm. “It worked. It finally worked!”

      The pain I felt before is now gone, replaced by a growing strength that heals every torn vessel in my body. I feel like I’m trapped in a dream as I slowly turn my head to see the most breathtaking white wings fluttering behind me. Their beauty is almost otherworldly, and they feel so utterly natural and painless attached to me. It’s like they’ve always been there. Always been a part of my being, rooted in my soul.

      Entranced by their beauty, I reach out to touch them. The snowy feathers are like silk between my fingers. So beautiful. But why… why did they do this to me?

      I don’t notice Green Eyes approaching me. It’s not until he places a hand on my shoulder and everything in the room turns nuclear white. The walls crack and tumble and the floor caves into the earth. Dust invades my senses, and the sharp copper tang of blood infiltrates the air, but not once do I feel any pain or sense the blood is my own. It’s like the whole world is crumbling at my feet. And yet, I can see the moon, so beautiful, so close, nestled in the inky-black sky. Only then do I let myself fall, praying that the goddess herself will catch me.
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Izora

        

      

    

    
      “This is the one?”

      “That’s her, all right, sir,” the guard replies, his keys clanging as he opens the metal gates outside my cell. Only the small, barred window lets me know I’m still in the Enchanted Forest, the place that has been my home since I was born. Mortals can’t find it. Only the fae and magics of this world know of its existence. It’s where I belong, and I never want to leave.

      I press my back to the padded white wall and shield my gaze from the light I know is about to assault me. The second they open the door, the blinding light claws through my skull and I shriek, cowering away. The light is excruciating and unbearable. I haven’t seen anyone since they brought me to this cell. Usually, they just open the door to deliver a tray of food. I have no recollection of what happened before I was brought here, and it annoys me to no end. My last memory is being at Shadowborn Academy, dancing and drinking with my friends and having the time of my life. The next, I’m waking up here, handcuffed and alone.

      My pulse spikes as I watch the guards approach me. One of them is a Shadow Warden going by the badge pinned to his coat. The silver buttons running down his chest in two symmetric lines catch the light. I’ve learned not to strike out at any of Shadow Wardens here as it never ends well. This is the first one I’ve seen wearing Zorya’s black military uniform, complete with the raven cloak pinned around his neck with a wolf-shaped silver brooch.

      “Watch out, sir. She’s feisty,” the guard warns his superior, easing toward me with his taser stick outstretched.

      The Shadow Warden’s shrewd eyes narrow on my face. “Not with me, she won’t be.” He crosses his arms and peers down his hooked nose at me. “Here’s what’s gonna happen, sweetheart. I’m gonna take you from this shitty little room. If you fight me, it’ll be the last thing you ever do, you hear?” He holds up his taser, the sapphire electrodes at the end of the stick cackling. I nod, having felt the wrath of those many times over the past week. “Wise decision. It’s time to meet your maker, kid.”

      The Shadow Warden grabs my shoulder and hauls me off the floor and into the hallway outside. Shadow Wardens are one of the highest forms of guards in the magics world and anyone who values their life is frightened of them, for good reason. They literally use shadows to move around and have superhuman combat skills to boot. Every fiber of my being is telling me to shut up and not push my luck, but I’ve got to at least try…

      “Why am I here? I don’t know what happened. Please tell me?” I beg, just like I always do with the guards, but they couldn’t look more disinterested if they tried. “I really don’t know what’s going on!”

      “She’s been saying that since we found her,” the guard scoffs, pausing outside a set of towering wooden doors.

      The Shadow Warden grunts at me. “Well, I’m sure this will jog her memory.”

      Wrapping his hand around the brass handle, he opens the doors and ushers me inside. The guard follows, his taser close to my back. Everything happens so quickly. I’m shoved into a glass box. More light penetrates my eyes, and I struggle to see or hear anything. My senses try to adjust to the light and fresh air I’ve been deprived of for what feels like an eternity. My legs tremble in their sockets, threatening to liquefy as I blink up at the lights. Slowly, my senses acclimate, and the blood drains from my face as I take stock of where I am. I know this courtroom all too well.

      My mother often held hearings here and I was allowed to watch from the gallery. Now I’m up in the Box, facing the Grand Warden and his four High Wardens, but I don’t know what crime I’m being tried for.

      “Izora Dawn, do you swear on Selena to tell us the whole truth of the events of what we ask you?”

      I blink up at the Grand Warden’s sullen face. “Where… where am I?”

      “Answer the question, Shadowborn,” another voice demands.

      I follow the voice to the shadows at my left, where the darkness seems to gather. There are no lights at that side of the bar. I think it’s where the jury’s sitting, but I’m not sure. I can barely breathe up here let alone think straight.

      “Quiet,” one of the other High Warden commands, the only female of the group. She casts a cold glance at the voice and then trains her eyes back on me. “Do you swear to tell the truth?”

      My heart stammering in my chest, I choke out, “Yes, I swear. But please… I don’t know what I did… where I am… what’s going on…”

      The Grand Warden waves his hand and light bleeds through the darkness concealing the rest of the room. The jury consists of two men and two women. Beside them are the Shadow Warden and the guard who brought me here. I spot my mother at the front of the gallery on the other side, her eyes bloodshot and face streaked with tears. My step-father is on her right, but he’s not looking at me, and my step-sister glowers beside him. I feel dizzy and sick just looking at their faces. This can’t really be happening, can it? It all feels too painful and surreal. Further up the gallery, my gaze lands on the men and women all dressed in white lab coats, just like…

      Everything hits me in one ravening wave.

      The injection on the back of my neck. The pain. The wings. The power.

      The memories come flooding back and I collapse to the floor, my fall cushioned by more white padding. Tears slide off my face and seep into the ground. Whatever those monsters did to me, I’m being punished for it. But I never asked for any of this. I never wanted to be abducted and tortured into a Light Fae. I search the courtroom in a daze, finding my mother again. But the pain I see in her eyes it too much, and I look away. Does she really believe that I’m innocent? Or does she think I’m guilty?

      “Izora, you are charged with five accounts of murder,” the Grand Warden resumes. “How do you plead?”

      My answer is instantaneous.

      “Not guilty! They took me from the academy and tortured me into becoming a light fae. I’m telling the truth!” My voice cracks and echoes around the courtroom. The only other noise is my mother as she sobs into a handkerchief. I can hardly look at her as she wipes her tears, pushing her silver hair behind her ears. A habit I’ve seen her do a million times when something is wrong. Usually, it’s my evil step-sister who did something, not me.

      I’ve never fucked up like this. I always follow the rules, just enough to get by and live a normal life.

      There’s whispering among the jury. The badges on their suit coats flash in the lights, and I realise some of them are junior wardens and others simply keepers.

      “Lying to us will only make your case worse,” the blond male High Warden at the end announces. “You were found in a wrecked building with the incinerated remains of five innocent Shadow Wardens. There is so much proof against you that I fear you will just lie no matter what we discuss here.”

      I gape at him, an immediate feeling of cold dread rushing into me. By his scathing expression alone, he’s the kind of warden who won’t listen even if I did have all the evidence stacked in my favour. I doubt any of the people here will listen. Five of their own kin—who kidnapped and tortured me—found dead with only me as a survivor? Of course it’ll be easier for them to pin their deaths on me. That way they can cover up their dirty work.

      I look over at my mother, barely holding back my tears. “Mum, you know I wouldn’t do this! Please, help me?”

      I plaster myself to the glass. My mother shadowlocates to the front of the box and places her shaking hands opposite mine, her grey eyes completely empty. And that terrifies me. My mother’s eyes are always lit up even in her darkest moments.

      More voices talk and throw accusations at me.

      “I didn’t kill them,” I tell my mother, letting my tears fall but standing tall.

      Looking into her eyes, she knows it’s true.

      I’m being set up.

      “…then it is decided. We find you, Izora Dawn, guilty of high murder of the five wardens you so viciously killed for your own selfish gain,” the Grand Warden announces. “The punishment will be four years in Shadowborn Prison. Upon completing your sentence, you shall be sent to live alone in the mortal world, wherein you will be an outcast and shunned from this world for the rest of your life. The Enchanted Forest will no longer be welcoming to you, nor will the people and creatures who live in it.”

      As the Grand Warden declares my sentence with a knock of his hammer, I can only stare at my mother as she slides down the glass and bursts into tears. She’s whispering something over and over again that I can’t quite make out at first, but when I finally do, I really wish I hadn’t.

      “I always knew you would end up here. I’m sorry… I’m sorry I could not stop them.”

      “Do you accept your four-year sentence to Shadowborn Prison to repent for your sins?” the Grand Warden concludes, but I can’t bring myself to look at them, too distraught by the sight of my mother falling apart before me.

      I scratch at the glass in an attempt to reach out and touch her, my own tears flowing silently down my cheeks. My step-father, without even looking at me, pulls her from the box and takes her away, leaving me alone, falsely accused and convicted of a crime I did not commit.

      “Izora, do you accept your fate?” the Grand Warden repeats, his hammer ready to knock again.

      “Yes,” I finally answer as they drag me out of the room.
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