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        One’s a werewolf with an ax to grind

        Two’s a vampire with a heart of coal

        Three’s a demon with a taste for pain

        Four’s a fae with a past of woe

        Five’s a girl who will take them down all

        In revenge for the pain they’ve sown

        So what if they’re gorgeous? They must atone…

      

      

      

      Everyone now thinks I am a witch – a member of the Apollinari House. They couldn’t be more wrong since I was adopted when I was little, but they don’t know that and I won’t squander this advantage by telling them.

      The boys have decided that they need a witch to help them fight the magical surges, and what better way to slip through their defenses and find out their dirty secrets?

      Find them, expose them and get my revenge on behalf of my cousin who is lying in a deadly enchanted sleep back home. It shouldn’t be that hard. The boys, after all, seem interested in getting to know me better.

      But that’s because I am a witch, someone they need. Which suits me just fine. Who cares why, right?

      It shouldn’t hurt. I shouldn’t want them to want me for who I really am, to feel anything for me. That’s nonsense. I’m not here to court them; I’m here to hurt them.

      So why is it so hard to go through with my plan?

      After all, since when do I care for them?
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      “Come along, Miss Apollinari,” the secretary, Miss Linda Worthy says, gripping my hand in a vise and tugging me along. “I hope you said your goodbyes to your friends here at the Academy because it is time for you to go home.”

      “No, I had no time. Can I⁠—”

      “If you go quietly, we won’t press charges. Bad publicity, you see, and that’s the only reason you may simply gather your things and leave.”

      “But I can’t⁠—”

      “Can’t what, Miss Apollinari?” she mutters.

      Can’t go back.

      She hauled me out of the changing room in the stadium before I could say anything. I’d gone to check that Emrys was all right after a catastrophic hit by the Scale-ball. I can still see the four boys’ eyes on me—questioning, shocked, angry… sad.

      Why the sadness? Did I imagine it?

      I yank my hand out of her hold—but there’s no way to go but follow her. What can I do, run away? That’s exactly what she wants from me. Run away from the Academy.

      Exactly what I can’t do.

      Despair swamps me. I haven’t managed to accomplish anything. Leaving home in the dead of night, scared to death Father might catch me and beat the hell out of me, that I might run afoul of bad people who’d rape me and kill me, that the money I took wouldn’t be enough to get me to the Academy or put me on the enrollment list—that I’d get conned, as I was, because I’ve lived such a sheltered life, that I’m naïve, ignorant of the ways of the world.

      All that for nothing? Getting Zoey McFarlan, the Ice Queen, to help me dress and look the part of an Academy student, getting close to the four boys who bullied my cousin into practically taking her own life—well, specifically a spell that landed her in an enchanted sleep she’s unlikely to ever wake up from but why nitpick?—and taking revenge on them… And now this? Getting caught before I started? Being sent back to a life I can’t imagine living anymore?

      Leaving these four boys—these gorgeous bullies—unpunished?

      “Don’t make this worse for yourself,” Miss Worthy says, glaring at me over her gold-rimmed glasses. “Come with me. You don’t want the Headmaster to get involved.”

      “Don’t I? And why is that? Is he one of these creatures? A vampire, maybe? A werewolf? A demon?”

      She chuckles. “Miss Apollinari… These deflection mechanisms may help you cope with your anger, but believe me, they won’t serve you in any practical way. The Headmaster is a busy man and will not be happy if he has to be called away from this work to deal with a little miscreant like you. He trusts me to take care of things.”

      “I see that,” I mutter. “You’re devoted to him and the Academy. You’re his watchdog. This is your home and you’re defending it.”

      Not sure where those words came from but they cause her eyes to narrow. “What do you know about me?”

      There’s something… about her, something familiar, something tugging on a string inside my mind like a kitten playing… A scent of leather and grease that I remember from a party by the lake as a boy saved me from the demons who tried to toy with me and probably kill me.

      “You’re a werewolf,” I say, “aren’t you?”

      A werebitch, my mind supplies, or probably just a bitch, but I manage to stop my mouth from blurting out anything else.

      “How do you…?” She stares at me, eyes round behind her glasses. “Who told you?”

      “Nobody. Doesn’t anyone else know your secret?”

      After a moment, she shakes her head. “There aren’t many of us,” she says, “shifter women. Not anymore. Demonblood magic has been killing us off, preferring males to take over. We women are elemental creatures, and elemental magic has dwindled, suppressed by the demonic one.”

      “This is your home,” I whisper, as things fall into place. “You grew up here.”

      “True, the Academy belongs to my family. But enough about me.” Her gaze hardens again. “If you think for even one second that your knowledge about me will give you an advantage… Think again. Come, let’s get this over with. I have work to do.”

      She’s taking me to my room, I realize, to pack my things. She wants me out here and now, and panic threatens to seize me again. “Look, I really would like to say goodbye to my friends. Can’t you give me one day longer? Then I’ll be out of your hair.”

      Not enough time to find out the boys’ secrets, that bird has flown, but maybe I can take some sort of revenge, even if it means smashing up something, taking something they care about.

      Yes, this is why I need to stay, I tell myself, even if I’m not sure about the truth of it anymore.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Apollinari.” Miss Worthy grabs my hand again and hauls me after her. She’s strong—but maybe it’s not so surprising when you think that she’s actually a wolf. “You broke many rules, not least attending the school without declaring your magical lineage. And a witch lineage, of all things! Let’s hope the parents of our students won’t find out about it.”

      “Why, what’s wrong with witches?”

      She lets out an incredulous laugh as we go up the stairs of the girls’ dormitory. “Did you sleep through magical education?”

      “No, my father didn’t want⁠—”

      “If you hadn’t, you’d know witches were burned for a reason. They are centers of elemental magic, fulcrums of power we barely understand. All the big witch families were decimated, hunted down and shot by the demon police long ago.”

      I yank at my hand, trying to free her from her grip, but in vain. “Why would the demon police fear elemental magic?”

      “It’s a challenge to their authority. A kind of magic headed and powered mainly by women? A kind of magic they can’t control? This is a man’s world, girl. Of course they shut the witches down. Especially after the witches tried to harness the elements about a century ago in the last Golden Moon event and take over the world. Heck, even your family was involved in that fiasco.”

      “My family,” I whisper. “You mean the Apollinari?”

      “Yeah. Why, got another family on the side?”

      Funny. Pressing my lips together, I follow her up the steps. I don’t have any family except for my adopted one. Nobody knows who my real parents were.

      Right now, I feel as if I don’t have any family at all.

      Golden Moon. Hadn’t Ophelia, my cousin, mentioned something about that in her diary, or is my mind making that up? And wait, hadn’t Ashton mentioned it more recently, too?

      “We thought the Apollinari were decimated,” she mutters, more to herself than to me, as she opens the door to my room. “Yet here you are.”

      “Yes,” I breathe, “here I am. Don’t you find it odd? After all, how do you know I’m telling the truth?”

      She stops, turns around to face me. “You’d lie about that? Name yourself as a member of a disgraced witch family line for fun?”

      Maybe it’s time to come clean. “Uh. Well, I⁠—”

      “There’s no reason for you to deny who you really are anymore. The mark on your neck gives you away.”

      My hand flies to my neck out of habit—the make-up I put on it every day must have worn off. “What’s my birthmark got to do with it?”

      She laughs. “Stop messing with me. If I’d seen it before, I’d have kicked you out sooner. The black wings of the Apollinari, my girl. Symbol of evil.”

      How nice. “Listen…” I’m still too stunned to formulate coherent questions or statements. “I’m not.”

      “You’re not what?” she huffs.

      “A witch.”

      “You carry the bloodline,” she says patiently. “Using the magic is certainly up to you, but elemental magic isn’t harnessed as easily as demonic power.”

      “But—”

      “You witches took to the Devil like fish to the water, though,” she goes on. “So pleased to have something easier, more malleable to work with, weren’t you? Craving power with all you had, thirsty for it.”

      “In a world dominated by men,” I whisper, “why wouldn’t women at least try to grab the power? I thought that was your point earlier.”

      A flicker of uncertainty goes through her eyes, gone in a flash. “Sure, if there had been any chance of it working. Surprise, surprise, it didn’t work out. When your elemental magic is strong, demonic power has trouble burrowing into your blood.”

      “Is that why they failed? Was it during this Golden Moon event you mentioned b⁠—?”

      “Gather your things,” she snaps. “It’s time for you to go. Enough questions.”

      Time seems to be accelerating again, spilling out of my fingers. “Please, Miss Worthy. Isn’t there any way for me to stay?”

      “Cheating the school, attending without paying a cent. Do you even know how expensive it is to be a student here?”

      “My cousin,” I blurt out.

      She frowns. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I’m not going before you tell me about my cousin.” My face feels too warm, my chest too cold. “Why didn’t you ask after her? Why didn’t you protect her?”

      “Your cousin? You have family here?”

      Why does she look so shocked?

      “I used to,” I tell her. “Do you have many Apollinari? Her name is Ophelia. Ophelia Katrina Apollinari.”

      “No.”

      I stare at her. “What do you mean, no?”

      “I mean, no, we’ve never had a student by that name here. I’d remember that.”

      Staggering back, I sit on my bed. What is going on? This is too much. I realize I’m stroking the mark on my neck and jerk my hand down in my lap.

      Miss Worthy sighs. “Miss Apollinari, I said you need to gather your things⁠—”

      “There’s been a mistake,” I blurt out. “Several mistakes. Ophelia was studying here, she visited home during the vacations, she knew everyone. Aren’t you missing a student?”

      She doesn’t look pleased. “Several students left after the summer break. Students sometimes change schools, move to other states, go for semesters overseas. Am I supposed to know this girl?”

      “If you check your list,” I suggest, “I’m sure⁠—”

      “I know all the names on my list.” She sniffs, squares her shoulders. “Which is how I was sure when you first arrived that you weren’t on it.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” I whisper, rubbing my hands over my eyes. “I can’t go now, I… Emrys is hurt. So are the other guys. I need to check on them, make sure they’re okay.”

      “They’ll be fine.” She pushes her glasses up her nose. “They were fine before you arrived, which may I remind you was only a few days ago, and they’ll be okay when you go.”

      That seems… final. And logical. I’m torn between panic and relief. I hate the thought of leaving these boys behind. I hate to leave them unpunished. Going back seems inevitable.

      And impossible.

      Getting up, I open the closet and pull out my few outfits, stuff them into my beaten-up bag. I change back into my old clothes and lay Zoey’s borrowed ones on the bed.

      That hadn’t really been me, I think, gazing at them. I was never the popular girl. Heck, I’d never even been to a school before. Suddenly, it all seems unreal—being here, the things I’ve done over the past few days.

      It was a crazy idea, admit it, Mia. It’s actually kind of insane that you lasted here so long.

      Time to go.
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      I haven’t been to the reception office since the first day I arrived. Then I’d been nervous but confident that my name would be on that list. As it turned out, I was wrong—but this time… This time I can’t expect miracles. No arrogant, handsome vampire boy coming in to save the day, performing a little spell to keep me here, within these old walls and their secrets.

      With my bag slung over my shoulder, I stand in front of the reception desk, feeling as if my sentence is about to be read, while my mind still whirls with all I’ve learned in the past hour.

      The Apollinari, my adopted family, is a line of witches? We live in a church, for Christ’s sake. My adoptive parents abhor magic. Was that all an act?

      Does Ophelia, my cousin who’s currently lying in a crystal coffin, caught in a deadly, enchanted sleep, know about this? I bet she’d have a fit. Sure, her mom didn’t seem to be against magic. She’s much more relaxed than Mother and Father, but Ophelia never even mentioned magic in all her stories about her life.

      Come to think of it, she never mentioned the four boys to me, either, and I didn’t know of them until I read her diary, so maybe it doesn’t mean anything.

      A belated sense of betrayal hits me as I stand there, my head bowed. The pain I’d felt from losing her had erased many details that would have bothered me otherwise. I’d always thought she trusted me implicitly. I mean, she told me things that would have caused an uproar in the family if I’d told them, and I never did. I kept her secrets close to my heart, all of them, good or bad.

      Her experiences with boys and sex.

      Her strange habit of stealing small items from other people.

      Her obsession with things like the zodiac and star signs, with family heirlooms and Father’s—her uncle’s—library, though I never actually saw her reading a book in all the years.

      Her interest in the Coalescence, the magical event that brought the magical races out of hiding, the sudden increase in their magical powers, the clashes and bloodshed that followed until we reached this precarious truce, this fragile peace. The emergence of demonblood, I realize, thinking back on that now. It brought the Coalescence to pass…

      “Please, sign here,” Miss Worthy says, pushing a form toward me.

      “What’s that?”

      “An NDA. You can’t speak about anything you saw or heard at the Academy to the press or anyone else. And this…” She produces another form, places it beside the first one. “This one is to sign that you won’t perform any spells on anyone in revenge for being cast out of the Academy. Since you are a witch. One has to be cautious, more cautious than with the average student, you see.”

      “You’re kidding me,” I breathe.

      “Certainly not. These are rich, important families, Miss Apollinari. We can’t afford leaks to the press, and we also can’t afford to have you turn them into toads or anything like that.” She shrugs. “Though, admittedly, for many students here it would be an improvement.”

      “Look…” I struggle to collect my thoughts. “Miss Worthy, I was adopted by the Apollinari. I’m not tied to them through blood.”

      “And I’m a one-legged virgin on a trip around the world. Nice try, Mia.” She shoves the papers under my nose. “Now sign.”

      She’ll never believe me. And it’s moot since the main problem is that I’m not enrolled, nor do I have the money to enroll, even if she let me.

      My eyes burn. I bite the inside of my cheek, letting the pain center me. My hand shakes as I pick up the pen she offers.

      Okay. People fail at their goals all the time. No big deal. And the boys will be just fine without me.

      Of course they will be. It’s me I’m not so sure about. I press the tip of the pen to the paper⁠—

      “Miss Worthy,” a bass male voice says from behind me.

      It has the instant and curious effect of hauling Miss Worthy to her feet and turning her face white.

      “Mr. Evenstar.” She all but curtsies to him and as I turn around, I’m pretty sure who I’m going to find. A tall, middle-aged man with shoulders like a football player, gray hair swept back, dark eyes that seem somehow familiar. “Mia, this is the Headmaster, Mr. Evenstar.”

      Just as I figured.

      “Miss Apollinari will not be leaving,” he says, and a chill goes through me.

      “What do you mean?” What is he planning for me? Worst-case scenarios flash through my mind¸ including dungeons on the school property complete with chains and snarling dogs.

      “She was about to sign the papers, Mr. Evenstar.” Miss Worthy nervously rearranges her pens in a row on her desk, and she’s still standing, trembling with nervous energy. “She won’t be any trouble.”

      “Miss Apollinari will continue to attend the Academy,” he says as if she hadn’t spoken, his dark gaze trained on me.

      “But—” Miss Worthy’s gaze darts from him to me and back. “But her enrollment⁠—”

      “It’s all been settled.” He moves subtly, quickly to loom over me, forcing me to take a step back. That scent—like brimstone, like fire, it reminds me of someone, though there is another scent about him, like electricity, like lightning.

      The Headmaster isn’t human, either, I realize. He’s a demon or some creature in that family.

      “What do you mean?” I whisper. “Settled, how?”

      “Someone vouched for you and paid your fees. All you have to do is fill out a form regarding your bloodline and magical abilities, and you can return to your classes.”

      “But Mr. Evenstar,” the secretary splutters.

      “That will be all, Miss Worthy.” With one last long look at me, he walks by, exiting through a door at the back of the room.

      A weight lifts off the atmosphere the moment he’s gone.

      Or maybe it’s my chest that was feeling crushed. Now I can breathe again.

      “Well.” Miss Worthy is still staring at the door through which he went. “Well.”

      She doesn’t seem able to find any words.

      Neither do I.

      Who vouched for me and paid my fees? My mind instantly goes to Ashton, but why would he do that?

      Why would anyone?
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      The clothes Zoey gave me are gone.

      That’s the first thing I notice when I return to my room and drop my bag on the floor. Like, what in the world? When did she have time to come take them? My trip to the reception office can’t have lasted more than half an hour.

      Then I also notice that my mirror is cracked and there’s one word written in red lipstick on it: ‘SLUT.’

      Nice.

      My sheets are smeared with lipstick, one of them torn, and on my window, they wrote in big capital letters: MIA IS A TRASHBAG AND A SKANK.

      It makes me shiver. The thought of Zoey and her bitch band lurking outside my room to witness my humiliation, waiting for me to leave so they could sneak inside and wreak havoc on what had been my sanctuary for a while chills my blood.

      I stand in front of the cracked mirror and attempt to erase the word with my sleeve. It only smears the red over the glass, making it look like blood.

      Giving up on that, I touch my cheek, over the bruises left there by her buddies. Trail my hand down to my neck and my mark.

      “Black wings,” Miss Worthy had said.

      Squinting, I lean closer to see. Personally, I’ve always thought my mark looked like a moth or a butterfly. Like an insect crawling on my skin. And I hated it.

      Still do. It’s part of the reason why this mess happened in the first place. I doubt Miss Worthy would have believed I’m a witch without it. Of course, it’s a mistake. The mark just looks like whatever the actual Apollinari mark is.

      Could this be why Father and Mother adopted me? Did they think the mark was a sign?

      Stop it, I tell myself. This sounds like a conspiracy. Father and Mother wanted a child, that’s all, and I happened to be an orphan left on their doorstep. Deal made.

      I mean… I don’t have magic. Not me. I think of Sindri’s mirror and the image it showed me, of a crying little girl. That had been just a fluke, right?

      Lifting my hand, I point at my cracked mirror. “Abracadabra,” I intone with as much seriousness as I can muster. “Show me the future.”

      Unsurprisingly, nothing happens. No puff of smoke, no swirling colors, no nothing.

      Yeah. Like I said. Not me.

      And as for my adoptive parents, well… This branch of the Apollinari must be without magic. It doesn’t make sense otherwise. Maybe they used to have powerful members in the past, but not anymore.

      If I’d known, I’d never mentioned the name.

      That’s done now, though, and somehow… I’m still at the Academy. That’s great, right? I get to move on with my plans of revenge. But I feel so tired right now. I let myself fall back on the bed, arms and legs spread like a starfish, and stare up at the ceiling.

      Who paid my fees? Who intervened to keep me here? Who convinced the Headmaster to turn a blind eye to my earlier cheating of the system—and to the fact that I apparently belong to a witch family?

      Maybe he doesn’t believe I’m any real threat, though. When I mentioned the name, everyone had seemed surprised but not afraid. The reign of the witches is over. The bloodline of the Apollinari has thinned out.

      And I’m one of them only in name.

      I don’t realize when I close my eyes but sleep takes me through dreamland swiftly, through the Church, my room there, the scraggly little vegetable patch, the orchard. Ophelia is at the window, calling something out to me, but the wind snatches at her words, turning them into unintelligible notes of music.

      “I don’t understand!” I call back but she only smiles. I have her diary in my hand but inside there are only symbols I can’t decipher, and when I turn the diary upside down, the letters slither and fall off the pages, hitting the soil like thick black oil.

      That makes me sad. So very sad. I kneel in the dirt in front of the Church and cry.

      “Come back,” I sob, “don’t leave me alone. I don’t want to stay here, I don’t want to be away from you…”

      But the face at the window is not Ophelia’s anymore. It belongs to a woman I don’t recognize and yet deep in my heart I’m certain I know her.

      “Mia!” someone calls. “Are you in there?”

      Her face starts to fade and a dark sense of foreboding fills me. I try to get up but I can’t, the mud and oil sucking at my knees, at my feet, pulling me down as I struggle.

      “No. Don’t go,” I call out. “Don’t leave me. No!”

      “Mia, wake up. Mia!” The voice slices through the world, a man’s voice, erasing the images and sounds. I’m on my side on my bed, in the girls’ dormitory, my hair in my face, shivering.

      A dark shadow leans over me and I sit up with a gasp.

      “Fuck,” the shadow says and a tall boy steps back, hands lifted. “It’s just me. You okay?”

      “What?” I blink and see dirty blond hair. “Jason?”

      “Hey. I knocked but nobody answered and with Zoey’s gang hanging around, waiting to pounce, I thought…” His voice changes. “Mia. You’re crying.”

      My vision is blurry. When I wipe a hand over my cheeks, I find my fingertips wet.

      Stuffing his hands in the pockets of his jeans, he approaches the bed warily. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. A dream.”

      Those green eyes seem concerned. “Zoey hasn’t managed to get her hands on you already, has she? I came as soon as Miss Worthy told me that you were in your room.”

      “Why would she tell you where I am?” I mutter, my mind twisting as it tries to wrap itself around the fact that he came to check on me. That he was worried Zoey might get to me first.

      “I went to talk to her. In fact…” He pulls his hands out of his pockets, folds his arms over his chest. “We all did.”

      “All?” I cock my head to the side. “As in…?”

      “All four of us. The purebloods.”

      I fight a smirk. “Calling yourselves that now? Like a boy band?”

      He winces.

      “How is Emrys?” I tuck my bangs behind my ears. “Is he okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s a tough demon. A proud one, too. I told him not to play Scale-ball today but he wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “As if you’d have done it differently,” I sniff.

      He grins and my heart flips over. “Yeah, it’s a matter of macho pride. What can you do?”

      God, those deep dimples are so sexy, and his eyes go warm and dark as he gazes at me. He shrugs his broad shoulders, the gray T-shirt he’s changed into stretching over firm pecs, and my mind rolls right into the gutter.

      “Boys,” I whisper, rolling my eyes, trying to hide how he affects me.

      “It’s the way it is.” His grin widens and my gaze zeroes on his mouth. I have this inexplicable need to lick his dimples, his lips, find out how he tastes.

      I must still be in shock from everything that went down today. Yep, that must be it.

      “I can’t believe you’re still here,” he says as if hearing my thoughts, and I nod.

      “Me neither. Someone paid my fees.” I shoot him a suspicious look—okay, more of an attracted-and-suspicious look combo—and have to avert my gaze before it lingers. “You wouldn’t know anything about that?”

      “If I had the money,” he says, his grin fading, “I’d have given it.” He pushes his hair out of his eyes. That leather band on his wrist is sexy.

      Everything about him is sexy.

      “Why?” I whisper. “You barely know me.”

      “But I don’t have it,” he goes on, sitting down beside me. “My clan is broke. It’s…” He shakes his head. “A long story.”

      “That’s okay,” I say, strangely touched by his words. “Um, thanks. For wanting to offer, even if you can’t.”

      The grin makes a brief reappearance as he glances sideways at me from under his golden lashes. “You’re welcome.” He nudges me with his elbow. “Mia, huh.”

      “What?”

      “Mia means mine in Italian, doesn’t it?”

      He looks so proud for knowing the word that I laugh. “Sure.”

      “So your name means you’re mine.”

      “Dream on,” I whisper.

      He leans closer, his green eyes darkening. “Back in your old clothes, I see?”

      “The trash bags.” I wince, looking down at myself.

      “I don’t mind them,” he says. “They make the thought of undressing you more exciting.”

      “You have thoughts of undressing me?”

      His gaze sparkles. “All the time.”

      I stare at his fine profile, his bright eyes. “Pinch me.”

      “What?”

      “Pinch me. This is the weirdest day, and I swear I don’t know if I’m awake or still sleeping.”

      “I have a better idea,” he says and cups my face, then he leans over and puts his mouth on mine.

      He kisses me and I fall into the kiss, throwing my arms around him, holding on for dear life. He tastes of earthy spices, cinnamon and nutmeg and brown sugar, and something deeper, intoxicating, sexy, and masculine. The heat of his mouth, the strength in the hand cupping my face, his scent, they rip me away from the confusion and uncertainty.

      I escape in his taste, in the feel of him. His other hand snakes around my waist and hauls me against his very hard, very muscular chest as he deepens the kiss, his tongue gaining entry, licking into my mouth, getting me hot, so hot I think I’ll burst into flames.

      A sweet ache forms in my belly. My breasts, pressed to his muscular chest, tighten and throb, my nipples hard like pebbles. I want him, I need him to touch me⁠—

      “Mia Apollinari,” someone says, and I almost jump out of my skin, an undignified sound escaping my throat before I recognize the voice.

      “Ashton,” I gasp, wrenching myself away from Jason.

      The vampire boy is standing at my door, all tousled black hair and chiseled features. There’s heat in his gray eyes. “There you are,” he says. “I see Jason found you.”

      “Ah. Yes. Definitely. He found me.” I clear my throat. My mouth and chin are burning from Jason’s fine stubble and his kisses.

      Jason licks his lips, blinks slowly. His eyes are still dark, the pupils blown wide. He reaches for me again. “Ash. Your timing fucking sucks, man.”

      “Yeah, it looks like I keep interrupting.” His eyes rove over me and he doesn’t look angry or sorry. He looks… hungry.

      I shiver. “What are you doing here? Been looking for me, too?”

      I say it flippantly, but he gives a grave nod, his eyes never leaving me. “We have all been looking for you.”

      “Why?”

      He finally looks away. “Tell her, Jason.”

      “Tell me what?” I mutter.

      “We need a witch,” Jason says.

      I blink at him. “What? What for?”

      He runs a hand through his blond hair. “Sindri said a witch could help deal with these magic surges and help us solve the problem.”

      It’s hard to wrap my head around this. “So you went to talk to Miss Worthy to ask her… what for, exactly?”

      “To keep you here, at the Academy,” Jason says.

      “Because you need a witch,” I whisper.

      “Yes.”

      “You think I’ll help you. Because I’m a witch.”

      “… Well, yes. Aren’t you?” He blinks those pretty eyes. I think I might lose it.

      So that’s why Jason is here, why the four of them went to ask about me at the office, why… Why he kissed me.

      Why did he kiss me?

      Hurt turns to anger. Anger clears my head. “Yes, of course I’m a witch,” I lie. “I’m an Apollinari, after all. It’s in my blood.”

      Relief floods Jason’s gaze. “Right! And will you help us?”

      Is it a werewolf thing, to be so oblivious?

      All the while, Ashton watches, his gray eyes betraying nothing. Did he interrupt us on purpose? Was it to hurt me, by revealing the reason for Jason’s visit? Was it to stop it from going further? What is he thinking?

      “If you consider my debt to you repaid, Jax,” I say, turning away from those impenetrable gray eyes, “if I don’t owe you anymore, then perhaps.”

      Jason nods, frowning. “Of course you don’t owe me. Mia⁠—”

      “Then I’ll help you,” I say. “Sure.”

      Even if it feels like my heart is about to break. It makes no sense. I don’t even like these boys. Stupid asshats. Bullies and manipulators.

      … Yeah, it seems my heart doesn’t know the difference.

      But maybe, just maybe I’ve found a way to get close to them and steal their secrets after all.
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      Kissing her was so fucking good. My dick aches, it’s so hard. I’m dazed from all the blood rushing south. What wouldn’t I give to lie with her, sink into her…

      But it was more than that. Kissing her was like drinking in the sunlight. I lost myself for a moment there, left all the shit behind, and just… was with her. The ache in my wounded shoulder vanished, the various aches of old bone fractures and from the deepest scars on my back faded away. Touching her skin, feeling her pressed to me, it felt so damn good. As if a piece of me had been missing and then I was complete.

      Which makes no fucking sense. If Ashton hadn’t butted in, would I have figured it out? Would I have stopped?

      “Get out,” she says. “I’m tired.”

      Still buzzing from the kiss, I shut everything out, everything but her… and she’s not happy. Is it the kiss? Is it something I did? The way she asked me why we went to the secretary, about the favor she owed me… I’m too drunk on her to think straight but I know something’s wrong. Something feels wrong.

      Telling me to get out of her room is proof.

      “Mia,” I start, getting to my feet, reaching for her. “I⁠—”

      “The both of you,” she says, not looking at me. “Please. I need some space.”

      “Dammit.” My hand drops to my side. “Mia⁠—”

      “You heard her, wolf,” Ashton says. “Come on. Let’s leave her to rest and make sure nobody disturbs her.”

      “So you’ll be my bodyguards now?” Her voice is clipped. She’s toying with the cuff of her sleeve.

      She still sounds… off. Upset. Angry. Sad. Not sure which it is. I’m bad at this, at reading other people. A feeling of panic is rising inside me, like a cold wind. It flips my switches, the bad ones, and I kick at the foot of the bed, then her desk.

      She flinches.

      “Jax—” Ashton starts.

      “You lied to us about who you are,” I say, finally trusting myself to turn back toward her. “About what you are. But now you feel hurt?”

      “Screw you,” she whispers, eyes wide, her face pale. “What I am is none of your business.”

      “Is that so?” I lean closer to see the fear in her gaze.

      She flinches again.

      I know what she sees. When I lose control, I wolf out. My canines press on my lower lip, my vision changes, my hearing becomes sharper, my nails begin to turn into claws. Wolfing out is a defense mechanism, born from and honed in my dark past.

      That’s what the school counselor told me, at least. Apparently, other werewolves have more control over their elemental side.

      I’m panting, the change taking over me, turning me into a beast when what I want is to be with her, not scare her but hold her, like before, like⁠—

      “Jax! Goddammit.” Ashton grabs my arm and yanks me around, to the door and out of the room. “Control yourself. Call back the change, now.”

      “Easy to say,” I growl. Blood is running down my chin. My canines have nicked my lower lip. His voice is too loud, grating on my senses, bouncing inside my head. The lights are too bright.

      And I’m too angry at the world—vamps especially.

      Yanking my arm free, I shove him back, slamming him into the wall outside Mia’s room and getting in his face. “Don’t touch me!”

      “Calm down, man,” he says, “everything’s okay, she’s⁠—”

      “Son of a bitch.” I slam him back again and he hisses. The scent of fresh blood tugs on my senses. There’s blood on his leg, he was wounded there, I should stop⁠—

      He reaches up, places a hand on my shoulder, its weight doing something to my insides, sending my heart pounding harder. The ring on his finger presses into my shoulder.

      “I’m not the one who hurt you, wolf,” he says, his voice quiet, his gray eyes searching mine. “Our people have quarreled with each other, but I have no quarrel with you, and you don’t have any with me.”

      “That what you think?” I lean closer, baring my teeth, but he doesn’t flinch. He holds my gaze, while his hand…

      His hand moves to the side of my neck, warm and solid. Strong.

      I shouldn’t notice his face. The clean, masculine lines of it—the square jaw, the straight nose, the fine mouth. The shadow of dark stubble. The beads of sweat on his brow, the curling black hair that falls over one eye.

      I jerk back, grab his hand and shove it off me. “What the fuck,” I hiss.

      “Good, you’re back,” he says calmly. “Come with me.”

      “Where? Another brainstorming session that will bring nothing but a headache?”

      “Humor me and just fucking come with me,” he snaps, his eyes darkening. “Patience has its limits.”

      “Oh, I’m testing your patience, am I?” I glance back at Mia’s door but it’s closed. She shut it while I was having a moment, and the realization that she saw me lose control is enough to shut me up.

      Fuck.

      When Ashton walks away, I trail after him because I can’t think straight enough to decide where I should be heading on my own. The change is slowly receding.

      “You lost control too easily, wolf,” he says.

      “Don’t call me that.” I chew on this for a bit, turn it over inside my head, and come to an admission. “The surges make it more difficult to control the shift.”

      “Because shifting is elemental magic, and the surges suppress demonblood.”

      “Yeah…” I rub the back of my neck. “Hadn’t thought of that.”

      “Yeah, well. You need a brain to think with and you don’t seem to have one.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He snorts. “So heart-warming to see that you used up the favor Mia owed you to get her to help us.”

      “I didn’t get a chance to talk to her at all, you asshole, much less call in my favor.”

      His eyes cut to me. “Interesting. That was what she seemed to think, isn’t it? Promising to help us⁠—”

      “There is no us.”

      “Funny, I thought we were all in on this,” Ashton, that bastard, says. “We all face the same danger, have the same questions⁠—”

      “Don’t think for one fucking second,” I hiss at him, “that this is a bonding experience.”

      “A boy band, right? That’s what she said.”

      “You’ve been eavesdropping? You’re such a creep.”

      “Lighten up, wolf,” he mutters. “It’s not like she’s your girlfriend, right? Just a convenient witch to help us through this rough patch we’ve found ourselves in.”

      “Rough patch.” I laugh, incredulous. “And by that, you’re referring to the shooter going about the school actually shooting us with bespelled arrows that not only hurt like fuck but also affect our demonblood? I’d call that more of a clusterfuck.”

      “Aw, what’s the matter, Mutt, are you scared?”

      I growl at him, letting another hint of wolf show through. “No, but maybe you should be. You vampires are the weakest link.”

      “That so?” He starts down the stairs, one step at a time.

      “Needing blood to keep your demonblood magic going.”

      “Blood and sex,” he says, “so maybe I should sample what you were sampling back there with Mia?”

      Heat rises to my face. “Keep your fucking mitts off her.”

      “She doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t belong to anybody, ever think about that?” I ask. “No, right? Because you vampires think the world belongs to you, because you think you can enslave⁠—”

      “What are you talking about?” He’s still taking the stairs one step at a time, probably just to piss me off more. “If you think that I⁠—”

      “I think nothing. Forget it.”

      “Jax—”

      “I said forget it,” I say. “Where the hell are we going? Where are Emrys and Sindri?”

      “Want to see them?” After an eternity, we reach the bottom of the stairs. “I thought you weren’t into the boy band idea.”

      “God dammit, Ash⁠—”

      “Listen...” As I blink at him, my mouth still open to continue my tirade, he goes on, “Can we stop arguing for a minute? I can’t…”

      He stops and I stop, too, frowning at him. When he grabs at me, I step back. “The fuck is wrong with you, D’Aube?”

      “…need to sit…” His face is white like paper.

      Fuck. Blood is running down his thigh, bright red, and I know I did that; I reopened his wound when I slammed him into the wall, and I shouldn’t care.

      “Jax,” he breathes, swaying on his feet.

      I have a stake to kill vampires with, dammit. What do I care if he bleeds to death or if he can’t take another step? I could walk away, leave him here to bleed out. One less vampire in the world would be a blessing. Though he probably won’t die, someone will find him and⁠—

      “Motherfucker,” I grumble, mostly to myself. I’m already by his side, wrapping an arm around him, holding him up. “Come on.”

      No fucking clue why I’m doing this. I don’t give a shit about Ronan Ashton. We always went our separate ways and until Mia arrived, we’d barely exchanged ten words in our years here. I knew he existed, obviously, and my wolves clashed many times with his vamps, but that was all. I was aware of him.

      Very aware, but that means nothing. It wasn’t the way I’m aware of him now, the thick padding of powerful muscle in his arms and torso as I help him limp along the path toward our dormitories, the scent of his skin, cool water over rocks and wintry spice.

      Since when do I notice how a guy smells, how a guy feels? Jesus fuck. And why does it feel similar to the way I was aware of Mia as we kissed?

      I’m not into guys. Fuck to the no. Never was and never will be. The hard-on I’m still rocking is because of kissing Mia. That’s all.

      No, noticing Ashton means nothing at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Other students’ gazes follow us across the yard as I drag Ashton’s sorry ass toward the boys’ dormitories. “Christ on a stick, Ash. Tell me how the fuck to help. Except for letting you bite me. Not letting you bite me, are we clear on that?”

      “Crystal,” he grinds out.

      “Good, as long as that’s out of the way.”

      “But I need to feed⁠—”

      “Goddammit,” I growl. “What did I just say?”

      “—because yeah, vampires run high on demonblood and blood demands blood.”

      “You’re all insane sadists, you vamps.”

      “And masochists, don’t forget,” he mumbles.

      “Is that an attempt to make me feel for you? No thanks.”

      “Empathize is the word you’re looking for,” the jackass says. “And I was trying to mollify you.”

      “If you don’t shut your trap right the hell now, bat-boy, I’m leaving you here and going for a smoke.”

      He gives an unsteady chuckle. “You’re sensitive, aren’t you, wolf? And by that, I mean touchy.”

      “You can shove your vocabulary up your ass, Marais D’Aube. Not all of us lived in palaces and had private tutors growing up.”

      “No? I thought you were the heir of one of the big werewolf dynasties.”

      “I am. Do you ever shut up?”

      He’s right. I am touchy. And cranky. And it’s not fucking helping that I’m half-carrying him, his scent soaking into my skin, his gray eyes so close I can see fragments of blue in them, like windows into the sky.

      Opening my stride, I drag him toward our dormitories, then have to stop again when his knees buckle. “What the hell, Ash,” I mutter when his head lolls against my shoulder. “You’re a vampire. I didn’t slam you into the wall all that hard.”

      But of course I had. I had half-shifted, and besides, when you have a wound, all it takes is a well-placed hit to re-open it.

      I know that. I’ve had experience with that.

      Fuck.

      Turning, I lift him over my shoulder, much like Emrys did with Sindri when the damn fae was wounded and had been flat on his face. Ashton mumbles something against my back, which means he isn’t fully out—which is good, and stop caring, Jax, damn you—as I hurry through the entrance and up the stairs. I’m carrying him over my good shoulder, but the other one sends stabs of pain through my neck and chest as I stagger down the corridor toward his room. Fucker is damn heavy, all hard muscle and sinew.

      “Open your door,” I growl, stopping in front of it and starting to lower him. Fuck, my shoulder. Ow. “Disable your wards.”

      “This keeps… happening,” he breathes and leans against me, one arm looped around my neck like we’re lovebirds or something. His dark lashes are lowered, casting shadows on his pale cheeks. “What if one of us is unconscious and the others can’t go into his room?”

      “You stay the fuck out of my room,” I warn him as he reaches down to his bloodied thigh and swipes some blood for the spell. “No matter what.”

      “Why, hiding a hot piece of ass under your bed?”

      It startles a snicker out of me. “Yeah, right. Figures that would be your first thought.”

      “You know, if you tell the truth, you don’t have to remember anything.” He fiddles with the ward, drawing symbols in blood on his door, the dark wood drinking it thirstily. “Mark Twain? No?”

      Who is this Twain guy? And is Ashton implying that I’m lying?

      “Just open the damn door,” I snap. “In fact, now that you’re on your own two feet I’m not needed here anymore. See ya.”

      “Wait.” The door swings open but instead of entering, Ashton braces a hand on the doorframe, his ring gleaming dully. “Jax, I need blood⁠—”

      “No.” I shake my head for emphasis. “No way.”

      “Then bring me someone who can help me.”

      “Who? You call your own slaves to heel, D’Aube. I’m outta here.” I lift my hands. “I’ve helped you more than I should.”

      “Jax—”

      “You vampires,” I seethe, losing the last of my patience with him, “have no fucking right to ask for anything else after what you did to me, all right? Stay out of my way. I mean it.”

      “Then,” he whispers, “help Mia.”

      “What?” I blink, confused. “I said stay out of my business⁠—”

      “Make sure her door is guarded, that Zoey doesn’t harm her. We need her, Jax. See what the spell is doing to me. We all need her.”

      Damn him for doing this, turning the tables. Pretending to be all noble. It’s an act and I should know better by now. Not to trust. Not to believe. Not to go out of my way for these bastards.

      I’m not helping him, and that’s final.
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