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To all who have found the courage to step beyond tradition and walk their own path.
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Enid

Eris twirled her sword, already a master at fifteen. She was weightless on her feet, dancing around like she was made of air as she sparred with Father. He beamed at her footwork, keeping his grin as he attempted to outmaneuver her and failed. I dreaded my turn. Sword practice was worse than arithmetic, and I hated arithmetic. 

I sighed. It was overly dramatic, causing my mother to peek over the top of her book. Her amber eyes studied me beneath thick lashes, and she tucked a strand of her buttery hair behind her ear.

“What’s wrong, little dove?”

I tossed my hand up. “Eris is so good. Everyone already talks about how she’ll be an amazing Alpha. I’m not a good fighter, and that means I’m a bad wolf.”

Mother frowned and opened her mouth to reply, but Father’s voice boomed across the exercise field.

“Enid, chin up. It’s your turn!”

I sighed again, and Mother offered me a tenderhearted smile. “You’re such a good girl, Enid, always doing as you’re asked without complaint.”

I nodded and trudged over to the sparring circle. As expected, I was still better at arithmetic than I was at sword practice. Always slow on the block and weak of the wrist. Father bested me several times.

“Light on your feet, Enid. Footwork! Where is your footwork? Sword at the ready. At the ready! Do not drop that sword down. Punch into the block; don’t absorb it. Steady, quick blows when you are attacking! Move your feet. Your feet!”

When we finished, he said, “You are improving leaps and bounds every day, dove. Very good.”

“What? I’m awful.” I looked up into his round face and watched his forest-green eyes crinkle with a smile.

“You worked hard. That’s all I ask of you, and all that matters.”

“Are you busy or can we go again, Father?” Eris asked, stepping up beside me and taking the wooden sword from my hand.

His smile broadened. “Aye. And I’m not going easy on you this time!”

I shuffled back to Mother with tears in my eyes. She took my hand, and we walked in silence towards the library. Thad, Mother’s personal guard, followed closely behind; the gentle, quiet shadow that was always with us.

Mother and I loved the library. The librarian always had a puzzle set out for us. We would work on it, sometimes for hours, until we finished it. Other times, we played chess. I hadn’t beaten her yet. Someday I would.

I chose the puzzle table while Mother returned her now-finished book to the counter. The pieces presented two easy matches right away, and I smiled, clicking them into place.

Mother sat down and studied the puzzle, watching me find three more in quick succession.

“Enid,” she said, pulling my eyes up to hers. “I don’t like when you insult yourself by comparing your worth to others, especially Eris. Everyone is special in their own way.”

I ran my finger over the small notch of the puzzle piece in my hand. “But Eris is so strong.”

“She is older than you and has years more practice. That girl picked up a sword when she was a toddler and never put it down again. That’s why we have a rule about no weapons at the supper table!” Mother laughed, shaking her head. “Eris’ passion lies in being an Alpha. It’s what’s expected of her. She is a strong-willed woman and is going to make an excellent ruler someday.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said dryly. It felt like that was all anyone ever talked about.

Mother chuckled and grabbed a few strands of my hair, braiding it. “Well, I’m not a good fighter. Why do you think I need Thad?” I snickered, glancing at him, and he winked. Mother continued, her brow knitting with solemnity. “Maybe you should count yourself lucky.”

“Why?”

“Eris’ destiny has been chosen for her already. You are free to walk your own path. I think you’re more like me, my lovey dovey. Your passion lies in art and beauty. We appreciate the small things. The sweet beauty of watching the tiny seedlings in the garden find their roots and blossom into flowers. The grace of the spider as she weaves her intricate web.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Sometimes I think you’re much too lovely for this dark world.”

My cheeks warmed. There was no one in the world I’d rather be like than my mother. Maybe I was getting too big for it, but I wiggled into her lap and hugged her. She’d been in the stables. Her scratchy wool sweater still held the musk of her horses, and it mixed with her woodsy scent, the tinge of sharp pine tickling my nose.

“As you grow older, I hope you remember one thing.”

“What, Mother?”

“Compassion is not weakness. Never, ever be ashamed of having a gentle heart.”

She stroked my hair and hummed one of our lullabies while we both quietly clicked pieces of the puzzle into place. I hummed along, feeling better.

When she finished the song she added, with a soft curl at the edge of her lips, “I have a feeling, my sweet girl, that you will be the most special of all.”
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Leo

Isighed, glancing at the clock. In thirty more minutes, I could finish for the day without Gideon getting pissed at me for leaving early. After I had turned nineteen and graduated in the spring, I moved right into my position as Gamma. 

It didn’t matter that I hated it. It didn’t matter that it did not interest me.

I loved my oldest brother. Gideon was a great Alpha, but he didn’t understand me, and he didn’t care to try. Gamma was basically a glorified secretary for him and my other brother, Finn. A supposed honor bestowed upon me for the simple reason of being the youngest brother. 

I wanted to travel a little. Play my music. See the world and experience things outside of the pack. Gold Moon was all I had ever known. I craved more.

Finn was a little better, at least. He sympathized that I didn’t enjoy my job, but he still insisted it was my duty. It was a blessing that I should be thankful to have. Many others would be happy to serve the pack in such an honorable way.

Easy for them both to say. They were in their twenties before they had to start in their official positions.

I closed the folder I’d been staring at for the last two hours. An investment portfolio that I didn’t care about. I had read the same page three times, and none of it registered.

The top drawer of my desk squeaked as I pulled it open and retrieved my sketchbook. I flipped to my latest drawing, studying it and then using my pencil to soften the edges. It was Enid, of course, because I was the biggest fucking creep alive and drew her ninety-nine percent of the time.

She was my muse, as corny as it sounded. I’d loved her since the moment we’d met. Enid was the only person on the entire planet who understood my soul. I sighed at my weeping-heart drama. With Enid, I was a walking cliché.

I’d never made a move, romantically, because I was terrified of losing her as a friend. More so, it was common knowledge that falling in love before finding your true mate was a fool’s errand.

She was turning nineteen this month, on Samhain, and I was a wreck, having a meltdown every other day at the thought of her finding her mate. Or of finding mine, and it not being her. My birthday had been right after the turn of the year, and the relief I felt when I paired with no one was shameful. It was so bad that I’d entertained taboo thoughts. Maybe I would reject my mate in favor of Enid.

‘You will not,’ my wolf, Bleiz, snapped in his deep, warbling baritone. ‘Rejecting your mate to follow the Green Witch around like her lap dog would be reprehensible.’

‘I know.’ I rubbed my hand down my face, wondering again who her mate could be.

‘Maybe it will be us, and I won’t have to listen to your constant pining all the time anymore. Goddess spare me, I am so tired of bearing witness to this melodrama that is your life.’

‘Doubt she is. The Moon Goddess must have someone special planned for Enid.’

‘Do not venture to know the thoughts of a goddess and do not regard yourself so lowly. Enid is a powerful being, but that does not automatically count you out as her mate.’

‘I wish I believed you.’

Bleiz sighed, exasperated, and stayed quiet, not having the patience to argue this with me again. 

I’d watched in horror as Daro, Mr. Unicorn Charisma, had moved in and swept her off her feet a few months ago. The graphite tip of my pencil snapped off from the pressure I applied, and I sighed, turning it to the eraser to fix what I’d just done. I shouldn’t be upset. It wasn’t his fault that he was bold enough to make a move, and that I had permanently shackled myself into the friend zone.

I liked Daro. He was a nice guy, and we had hung out quite a bit, the three of us together. Then, suddenly, he broke the silent agreement I thought he and I had brokered, and they were dating, and it was weird. Third-wheel status wasn’t awesome, especially when you were in love with one of the other wheels.

There was a heavy thump on my balcony, and the right side of my mouth lifted. I closed my sketchbook and pushed my chair back, reaching for the door and unlocking it. We’d learned quickly, my brothers and I, to lock our balconies. Cass was not shy about letting himself in. It didn’t matter whether you were there or not. If you weren’t, he would reorganize your entire office, answer your phone, and make himself at home. I didn’t mind any of those things, but I always locked my door, worried he’d open the top right drawer and find the sketchbook.

After a moment, Cass entered, dressed in his usual white shirt and black jeans. No shoes, much to my oldest brother’s exasperation.

“Fine evening, Little Lion,” he said around the cigarette in his mouth.

He always called me that. Maybe because of my name, or my hair. I hadn’t cut it in a long time, and it was past my shoulders now. Gideon hated it, so I kept it that way.

“Cass. What’s up, man?”

“I’m going to Pike’s. You wanna come?”

“You know I’m not old enough to go to a bar yet.”

He shrugged. “So? You’re the Alpha’s brother. What are they gonna do?”

“Tell him. Then we’ll both be in trouble.”

His chin jutted out, his lips pulling down at the sides. “Yeah, I better be careful. He’s already testy with me because he had to bail me out last night.”

“Another fight? Goddess, Cass.”

“The other guy started it.” He chuckled under his breath. “I ended it, though.”

“Can’t you stay away from the mated women?”

“It’s not my fault! They can’t stay away from me! What am I supposed to do when they proposition me?”

“Say no?”

He blinked as if he didn’t understand and blew a puff of flame on the end of his cigarette, shaking his head.

When Cass had first started hanging around, I hated his guts because Enid seemed to have a crush on him. After being around him for a while, I realized that was just Cass. All you had to do was walk down the street with this guy, and you could literally smell the arousal he elicited from women. It was weird and gross.

Obviously, women with true mates didn’t feel that way. The true mate bond was too strong. Chosen mates were where the dragon regularly found himself in trouble.

“Gideon says if I don’t quit inciting fights, I’m going to be banished from socializing in the packlands,” he said, chuckling. “I don’t think he’ll do it. He loves me too much.”

I shook my head, laughing with him. “Yes, he will do it, Cass. If you haven’t noticed, he doesn’t like fun.”

He tilted his head in acknowledgment of the statement, taking a long drag on his cigarette. “Well, I know for a fact that you were at Pike’s two Saturdays ago.”

“That’s different. My band was playing a set that night.”

Two of my friends from school and I had started playing casually, and it had turned into something. Some rock, some metal, and everything in between. Our drummer, Theo, had picked the name Sordid Insanity, and we’d gone with it. We’d won the talent show at school our senior year, and now we played at small venues. We weren’t terrible. People seemed to like us. Cass, for one, loved our music. He loved all music, though. Being locked in a dungeon for two centuries had that effect, I supposed.

‘I hope you don’t think you’re clocking out yet.’ It was Finn’s voice in my head.

‘Why? What now?’ I asked, sighing aloud.

‘There’s a group of vampires in the northwestern territory. Gideon wants us to take care of them.’

‘Can’t you take another warrior?’

‘Stop being a baby. I’ll see you there, Gamma.’

I blew out my lips in a raspberry and stood.

“What?” Cass asked.

“Vamps crossed the border again. Finn’s making me go with him.”

He perked up, grinning. “Can I come?”

‘Can Cass come?’ I linked Finn.

There was a pause before Finn sighed. ‘Yeah, I guess Casanova can come. If he promises to leave a couple for the rest of us to kill. He takes all the fun out of battle. I’m getting rusty because I never get to fight for real anymore.’

I smirked. “He says you can come if you leave some for him this time.”

Cass was already undressing, lifting the white t-shirt over his head. “Then I suggest he hustle.”

‘He says you’d better hurry and get there then.’

Finn growled but didn’t answer. I stood, loosening my tie and heading to the door. Cass went back out on the balcony, ready to shift to his dragon.

“Northwestern forest,” I told him as I was grabbing the doorknob.

He looked over his shoulder as wings sprouted from his back. “You want a ride?” 

“Nope.”

I’d done that once. Never again. Crux was not a gracious mount. He reveled in your fear.

Cass was laughing as he shifted, his voice deepening to a growl. “See you there.”

I turned and gave him a faux salute, watching him flap his wings and disappear into the darkening night.

Enid

This kiss was growing more intense, and a pang of anxiety blossomed in my chest. His hand traveled down my chest and pushed up my shirt, feeling under my bra and grabbing my breast. It felt good, and I hummed deep in my throat at the contact. I shouldn’t have. This was supposed to just be a fun, casual thing, but I felt all the time that Daro wanted it to be more than that.

Taking that hum as a signal to continue, his hand moved down my tummy to my thigh. When he started to push up under my skirt, I broke the kiss, placing my hand on his and stopping him.

“Wait,” I whispered, feeling guilty as the familiar look of disappointment crossed his features. His pastel eyes studied me, trying to find a way to convince me otherwise. 

After a lengthy pursuit where I could only say no nicely so many times, I had finally agreed to a date with Daro. It had snowballed into another, and then another, until we were considered an item, apparently. It had gone well enough these last few months. Daro was simply fun to be around. He always had been. I enjoyed kissing him, but he was growing impatient with me and my hesitation to go past that. Things were different—unicorns were different—in their free-loving culture of polyamorous relationships. Promiscuity was accepted and expected. 

“Wolves wait for their mate,” I said. “You know that.”

He sighed and rolled away, sitting at the edge of the bed. “We’ve attended the same high school, and I know for a fact that’s not always true. There are plenty of wolves that… experiment with sexuality before they are mated to the same person forever. It’s good to experience things, Enid. We don’t have to go all the way, you know?”

As I often did, I used my sister as an excuse. “Eris would kill us both.”

“I’m just in love with you, Enid,” he said, turning back around and cuddling me to his chest. My mouth fell open, but he saved me from having to answer. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back. I just do love you. I have since I first saw you at the Dragon’s Keep.” He kissed me, and said against my lips, “I want you.”

“Falling in love with a wolf before their nineteenth birthday has broken many hearts, Daro.”

His hand drifted under my sweater, his fingers toying with my navel. “Well, I can’t help it. You’re so beautiful and powerful.”

Part of me wanted to give in. I liked him. How I was, being part witch, I didn’t even know if I’d have a wolf or, coincidentally, a mate. 

My breath was shaky. His body felt good against mine, and my raging hormones stirred in my blood. So why, when I was with him, did I always think of another?

Leo. Stupid Leo, who I was stupidly obsessed with, although he’d never given me a single romantic indication. We were best friends. Soulmates in that way, but he’d never shown an interest otherwise.

I sighed and nudged his hand out from under my sweater. “I’m sorry, Daro. I’m just not ready.”

Daro nodded. I knew he’d never push me any farther than I wanted to go, but his bright blue eyes searched mine, looking for an answer to my hesitation. When he didn’t find one, he glanced at his phone.

“It’s okay, I’ve got practice, anyway.” We had both graduated in the spring, but Daro was helping with the football team this year. 

I snatched my phone and turned it my way. “Oh, gods. So do I. River is going to skin me for being late again.”

Daro leaned down and kissed me again. “See you at dinner?”

I nodded, and he smiled before he left. It was forced. The water witch in me, the empath, could sense his disappointment like a heavy blanket on the room.

I sprang up, fixing my clothing, and doused myself in sweet floral perfume. I had made it myself using rose essence. The stairs were faster than the elevator at a run, and I sprinted through the pack house, trying not to knock over any of the busy staff. Out in the back garden, River and Rhia waited. Rhia reclined on a bench, but River was pacing, and when she saw me, she folded her arms over her chest.

“Nice of you to show up. You’re ten minutes late.”

“Sorry. I’m ready.”

“This is the third time this week. Where were you?”

“Studying,” I said, and the lie was so pathetic that Rhia chuckled.

I didn’t see him, but River’s familiar, Gaon, a giant monarch butterfly, was floating around behind my head. I winced when he coasted past me, back to River, and landed on her shoulder. She leaned toward him, as if he were speaking to her, and her brows lifted.

“Studying the sexuality of unicorns?” she asked, and Rhia blew out a raspberry, then laughed.

River shook her head, her lips drawn in a tight line. “It’s not funny. Enid, we have talked about these distractions. Chess league. Art club. Community theater. Now Daro. You have no time for them. Your water craft is shaky at best, and you are terrible with fire. We have work to do. Be serious.”

“I am serious!”

“You should not be dating. You do not have time for it! Love is so messy. It distracts you, and it makes you emotional. You know how the fire feeds on that.”

“Well, you’re in love.”

“One, I am not a fire witch, and two, I am in love because I have to be.” River lifted her long sleeve and presented her witch’s tattoo, a sacred mark that denoted her goddess-chosen bond to Rhia. “Life was easier when I was alone.”

“Rude,” Rhia muttered.

River sighed. “You know what I mean. Love is weakness. She needs to focus.”

“I’m sorry that I wanted to kiss a boy and feel like a normal teenager for five seconds!”

“See,” River said, looking at her wife. “Emotional.”

“Just don’t be late anymore, child,” Rhia said, shrugging. “Hades is always on time, so that means you can be, too.”

I glanced over at the fountain. My black cat familiar, Hades, was lounging in the sun. He lifted his head and yawned.

“Thanks a lot,” I muttered to him, and he stood, running his back under River’s hand. He agreed with her.

River scratched his chin. “See? Hades understands that every minute of training counts.”

I trudged to my spot. “Then why are we still talking? Let’s get started.”

River dug her bare toes into the earth. “Fine with me.” She manipulated the ground into targets. “Let’s see some fire. And try not to let your emotions burn down the entire forest.”

River was hard on me during the drills, forcing me to use fire without the aid of the other elements. I was terrible with it, struggling to get it to do as I wished. Fire was defiant, set on its own path and unwilling to listen. When we got to sparring, my frustration was peaking. River was exceptional. She had hundreds of years to hone her craft. In the blink of an eye, she sent a spattering of small dirt clods spinning in my direction. I panicked, raising my hands and releasing a torrential stream of fire. My eyes widened. I had only succeeded in turning the sandy dirt into shards of glass, which still careened towards me at high speed.

I screamed, protecting my face, and a burst of wind nearly sent me off my feet. The glass shards flew to my side, breaking against the ground and trees. I looked at Rhia, who shook her head, lowering her hand that had just saved me from some nasty wounds.

River dusted her robes off. “Practice again tomorrow.”

“What? It’s supposed to be my one day off!”

“Maybe you should be on time,” she said, and flashed away before I could argue.

“She hates me,” I muttered, scooping Hades into my arms.

Rhia walked over and put her hand on my shoulder. “I promise she does not. I know you are under tremendous stress with the world on your shoulders, but so are we. We have been chosen as your mentors by the forces that be. Your success is our success, and your failures are ours, too. If the mission is unsuccessful, we feel it is more our fault than yours. The dragon threat hides in the shadows, waiting. It is more than that, too.”

“The crone,” I said, having been lectured many times. My mentors suspected an old dark witch had freed the dragons and was now in their employ. 

“Yes, Morga and her daughters are just as dangerous as any dragon. River knows better than anyone her power. That’s why she pushes you so hard.”

Dark witches often held the upper hand in duels, their advantage born of forbidden magic. They burned soul stones to amplify their elemental power, gaining an unnatural edge. The price of such evil was steep. Over time, their hearts grew black, and their youth and beauty withered away.

I looked at my feet. “I’m sorry, Rhia.”

“I hold no anger toward you, child. But we must be ready. All of us.”

It’s all I’d heard for the past three years. “I know.”

“Be on time tomorrow.”

“I will be.”

I trudged back to my room and showered, watching the dirt from the blows I’d taken swirl down the drain. When I got out and checked my phone, there was a text from Daro.

It’s stroganoff tonight. Your favorite. See you at dinner.



I frowned, sighing.

Sorry. I don’t feel well. See you tomorrow, okay?



I tossed the phone onto my bed after I sent the reply. I wasn’t in the mood for food or for Daro. He would know I had had a bad training day, and if I tried to talk about it, he’d just give me some rah-rah speech. Positivity was good, but it wasn’t what I wanted. Sometimes I just wanted to complain and have someone listen.

Even though I knew it made me a shitty, desperate person, I stood and put on my pajamas, walking down the hall and knocking a secret little tune on Leo’s door to let him know it was me. If it were one of his brothers, he’d sit perfectly still, remaining silent until they left. It was something I’d been witness to, both of us trying not to laugh while Finn talked to the door, letting us know he knew we were in there.

When Leo didn’t answer, I typed in his code and the door unlocked. I had his permission to enter whenever I wanted. The bathroom door was open, empty, and the room was dark, confirming he wasn’t there.

Trying to forget the day, I sighed and sat down in the gaming chair. The familiar ding of the gaming console sounded as it booted up. Pushing the headset over my ears, I found the game we’d been playing lately. When I heard a familiar yowl at the door, I got back up and opened it.

Hades grumbled, and I said, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear the scratching.”

He strutted in and lingered by the chair for me to sit so he could take his spot on my shoulders.

To my cat, I said, “I’ll just wait for Leo.”

Like I had for years.








  
  

Chapter Two


[image: ]




Leo

Ididn’t have to do much. I killed a vampire and then watched Finn and Cass compete. Cass won. He killed twenty-three. Finn killed seventeen. 

Finn, never a good loser, was talking a bunch of shit to Cass, who stood there grinning with his hands on his naked hips. Shifters weren’t a shy species, but Cass took it to another level, proud of his nude form.

Finn would never admit it, but it was a good thing Cass came with us or we would’ve had to call for backup. There were a lot more than we expected. Over forty vampires. That was a sizable group to breach the walls.

‘Leo? Why won’t Finn answer me?’ Gideon asked through the link.

‘He’s pissed off that Cass killed more vampires than him.’

I didn’t have to be with him to know my oldest brother was rolling his eyes and rubbing his temples. ‘Well, can you give me the report, then?’

‘We killed them all, but there were over forty this time.’

‘Not good. The attacks are coming more frequently. They’re more aggressive, too. They’re planning something. I know it. They’re testing us.’

‘I guess we just wait and see,’ I said, deflecting the serious conversation.

I didn’t enjoy thinking about it. I hated that Enid was who she was, and how dangerous her life had already been and was still destined to be. Even though I had never seen her fight, I knew she was a badass witch. Finn told me she was far more terrifying than any dragon, but to me, she was just Enid. Soft-hearted and lovely. I’d never known anyone before her who would capture a weary bumblebee and feed it sugar water out of their palm until the rejuvenated insect was ready to fly home.

‘Get back safely,’ Gideon said, ‘and let me know if you run into any problems.’

‘Will do.’

Cass taunted Finn. “Well, I’m just saying, Beta. Don’t issue challenges you can’t possibly win. Why must you always disappoint yourself?” 

“Yeah, fuck you, Toothless.”

“Fuck you, too.” Cass clapped his hands and grinned. “Well, gentlemen, I’ve still got a full night ahead of me.”

“What, you haven’t slept with every available woman in the pack yet?” Finn asked, rolling his eyes.

Cass shrugged, chuckling. “Apparently not. I keep finding new ones. Or they find me, I should say.”

“Oh, shut up,” Finn grumbled, and Cass snickered again. I joined him, treasuring any moment that someone annoyed my middle brother. 

Finn had been quite a player before he found Kat, his true mate. But he didn’t hold a candle to Cass. The dragon was the definition of emotionally unavailable. He never slept with a woman more than once.

Cass was a silly guy, but the longer I knew him, the more I peeked behind that facade. There was a wicked bloodlust in him, as with all dragons. You could see it when he was fighting. He’d just torn twenty-three vampires to pieces, and he’d enjoyed it. 

He shifted and took off, the wind from his wings stirring the surrounding trees. Finn and I shifted back to our wolves and ran to the pack house together. When we were back in human form, he threw me a pair of shorts from his duffle.

I held them up with two fingers. “What are these? Women’s?”

They were tiny and made of a spandex material. I was a big guy. Finn was snickering, slipping into a nice-sized pair of gym shorts.

“Whoops, did I grab the wrong pair?” he asked, unable to stop himself from grinning. “And you know the rule. No wolves in the house. Mom wouldn’t like it.”

“Seriously, Finn? Gods, is this stupid shit going to last forever? Is there ever going to come a day when you tire of torturing me?”

“Oh, Baby Brother. If I ever stop messing with you, it means I don’t love you anymore.” He ruffled my hair even though I was two inches taller than him. 

So, no. I would have to endure this torture forever.

I pushed his hand away, growling.

He lifted his brows and shoved my shoulder, laughing. “Do something about it then, Gamma.”

‘I agree,’ Bleiz hissed, hating the way Finn pushed us around. ‘You are bigger. If you want this teasing to stop, then stop it.’

I prodded Finn’s open wound. “What, Cass embarrasses you, so you have to take it out on me?”

That earned me an annoyed growl in return, making me feel better.

I looked at the spandex, and Finn watched to see what I would do, his eyes boasting a familiar and annoying mischievous glint. I thought I should just walk to my room naked. That would show him. He knew I wouldn’t, though, and I begrudgingly squeezed into them.

It was worse than I had expected. With the way they squished everything, it was almost more lewd than nudity. Adjusting my junk, I asked, “Why me? Why don’t you bother Gideon?”

He shrugged. “Because he wouldn’t let me. He’d kick my ass. Plus, I figure Cass has that covered.”

He was right. Cass’s chaos pushed Gideon to the edge daily.

We walked together through the house. The staff either averted their eyes away from me or covered their mouths to hide their smiles.

“Goddess, I hate you so much,” I said, my cheeks burning as Finn pressed all the buttons on the elevator to drag this out for as long as possible.

When the elevator stopped on the housing floor, I pushed out a deep breath. My relief was short-lived. When we stepped off into the hallway, Finn snickered.

“Good luck, Brother,” he said, beaming.

A girl, Christine, who had been pursuing me relentlessly for, like, two months was standing by my door. My face erupted with heat, and I looked down at the tiny shorts.

“No way. Finn, please. Please, let me come to your room and get something else to wear,” I whispered, begging. “Or hide!”

I was holding his arm, but he twisted free, laughing.

My eyes widened when he started shouting, “Alright, good night to you, too!”

“Shut up!”

It was too late. Christine looked our way, and her eyes lit up. Then she tilted her head, eyeing my outfit. Finn abandoned me, walking in the other direction toward his room.

‘Finn, I swear, one of these days.’

‘Bring it,’ he snapped at the challenge. ‘I’m waiting, Little Brother.’

I sighed and started towards my room, trying to hold my hands casually in front of my crotch.

“C-Christine? What are you doing here?”

‘How many ways can I nicely reject someone before they take the hint?’ I asked Bleiz.

‘You are Gamma. Be wary of people trying to use you for your position.’

‘Not Christine, though. She’s nice.’

Christine was one of Enid’s oldest friends. We’d all hung out over the years, and she’d never given me any sign that she was interested in me. Then, suddenly, over the last two months, her unwanted attention was a daily thing. Texts, calls, and now here she was, standing outside my bedroom.

She pressed herself against me. “I thought I would come check if you’re busy.” There was that, too. She had always been nice, but recently she’d morphed into this overtly sexual being that I didn’t know how to handle.

She was wearing a low-cut shirt and pushed her breasts at me, making my face blaze with heat. I wasn’t interested, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t attractive. She had wide, bright eyes. They were a nice color, a deep chocolate brown, and her fawn-brown hair was long and straight, but she always curled it. A dusting of freckles dotted her nose and cheeks, completing her soft, round features. 

“Uh. Well, I was… There were. We were. Some vampires in the forest.”

“So, you aren’t busy now?”

She stepped forward, pushing up against me and running her hands up my bare chest.

“Uh. I am. There’s sweat. On me. I need to shower, so…”

She giggled and said, “Then I’ll shower with you,” as my door opened.

I jumped back from Christine. “Enid!”

Enid’s face flushed a deep scarlet. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Her lip was split, and she had bags under her eyes. A bad day of training that she probably wanted to talk about.

“Enid. I—this is not what it looks like.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t know you had company. I should go.”

Christine pushed past her, letting herself into my room. “Yeah, that’d be awesome, thanks.”

Enid blinked, her brow furrowing and her chin jutting out like it did when she was trying not to get emotional. My eyes flicked between them. Weren’t they friends? What did I miss?

Enid didn’t look at me as she hurried past me down the hall. Hades followed at her heel, glaring at me as he stalked by.

Everything was happening so fast, and I was just standing there like an idiot in my spandex.

“Enid, wait! Is everything alright?”

She smashed the code into her door as if she hated the keypad. “I’ll just see you tomorrow, Leo.”

“Fuck!” I said to myself, watching her disappear into her room.








  
  

Chapter Three
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Leo

Itook a step after her, wanting to follow Enid and tell her nothing was going on here. Why, though? My heart pinched. She liked Daro. She’d been with him today. I’d smelled his scent intermingling with her shampoo when she walked by me. 

I looked at my door, not wanting to go in there. But I couldn’t stand here in women’s spandex all night, so I put in the code and shuffled inside.

“Look, Christine.”

She was right there, rushing me like a tornado of horniness. Her lips pressed to mine, and she molded her body into me.

I was thinking of Enid and Daro. It hurt. My heart had carried a constant, jealous ache these last months. It would be nice to escape it. When Christine pressed her lips harder, I didn’t stop her. I put my hands on her waist, closing my eyes. She tasted like strawberry lip balm.

Christine walked me towards the bed, and I sat down when the mattress caught the back of my knees. She straddled my lap, taking my hands and pushing them up her shirt and under her bra. My face was so hot it might melt off, but I tried to be cool, like I’d done this before. I cupped her breasts, and she moaned into my mouth.

When she rolled her hips, grinding against my hard length that stretched the spandex, I uttered, “Gods,” as no woman had ever touched me like this before.

She slid out of my lap onto her knees. I was breathing hard, my brow knitted with bewilderment about what she was doing. She grabbed the top of the shorts and pulled them. I realized what she wanted and grabbed her hands, stopping her. Making out was one thing, but it was customary to wait for your mate for anything past that. Christine certainly seemed like someone who would have been taught that. 

“Woah. Um, Christine, are you okay?”

She looked up at me, confused. Enid’s face lingered in my mind, and my gut twisted with guilt. Like I’d betrayed her, even though she wasn’t mine to betray.

“You just seem different, and I was wondering if something happened?”

“I’m fine,” Christine snapped, rolling her eyes. “I’d be better if you’d just relax.”

“I was supposed to go talk to the Alpha,” I lied, trying to slide away from her. “So I probably should go, uh, do that.”

She grinned a strange smile and yanked at the spandex again. “Don’t worry. I can be fast.”

My eyebrows shot up. Holy Hades, this girl was desperate.

I tried not to make it awkward. “Uh, he’s pissed, so I should hurry. So you should probably go.”

“Oh, okay.” She pouted, sticking her lip out. “But we should go out sometime?”

“Uh, yeah. I mean maybe, I guess.”

“I’ll text you.”

I was sure she would.

“Okay.”

After she left my room, I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes and groaned.

Enid

I made it back to my room and shut the door behind me, trying to take deep breaths. I didn’t know Leo and Christine had a thing. She had been distant and downright rude to me for a couple of months.

Gods, had it been going on for a couple of months and I didn’t know?

“I’m an idiot,” I whispered, sliding down to sit on my floor with my head in my hands.

Intense jealousy bubbled in my chest, and I wiped at the tears forming in my eyes. Why her? What made her better than me? Christine wasn’t his type. At least I didn’t think she was. She’d been a cheerleader and a class representative. She’d played on the varsity volleyball team. They won the championship last year. If anything, she would be Daro’s type.

Maybe that was what Leo liked.

If so, then obviously I wasn’t his type. The only thing I was a champion of was the community chess tournament. Two years in a row, but who was counting? Maybe I could’ve been good at volleyball, but I didn’t have time for sports with my training. 

“Leo likes Christine?” I asked my empty room. “Christine?” I repeated, putting my hands out. “What?”

Hades meowed, and I said, “I know, right? It’s weird!”

He chortled and went to his window, curling into his bed and licking between the toe pads on his front paw. Rain pattered on the glass behind him, growing in intensity as my emotions bubbled.

I just couldn’t see it. Leo was the opposite of what Christine was. He wore black every day and was so uninterested in sports or school that Gideon had to bribe him to get him to stop skipping classes. He cared about music and art.

“And Christine, apparently,” I said aloud, laying my head back against my door.

Hades meowed, and I glared at him. “I know opposites attract, but… no! Not Leo and Christine! It just doesn’t jibe, okay?”

He made a low sound in his chest, using his paw to wipe his ear.

“I know I’m the one that dated someone else first!” I snapped, a bolt of lightning cracking across the dark sky behind him.

Hades stopped and looked at me, his pink tongue poking out of his mouth.

“Shut up.” I stood, smoothing my pajama top. “Whatever, it doesn’t matter. I don’t even care if they’re together.”

Hades grumbled again.

“What? You can’t call me a liar! You still haven’t fessed up to that dead mouse in my bed two weeks ago!”

He chortled, chewing at his claw.

“Oh, don’t even. That mouse did not die of natural causes, and you know it!”

He rolled over, facing the window, and stuck his back leg straight up in the air, licking himself and ignoring me.

“How did she do it?” I asked, my hands on my hips.

Leo’s vibe was aloof, even harsh. Many girls had tried and failed to crack the code, including me. I didn’t think he was aware, but he was quite attractive. His hair was long, a dirty strawberry blonde, and a little unkempt. He ran his hand back through it when he was stressed and always put his hands in his pockets when he was embarrassed. Did Christine know that about him? His habits? I imagined not! I knew him, not her.

In his early years, he’d been a little chubby and awkward, but he’d blossomed during his senior year. He grew taller, and his body evened out. His face grew sharper, his jaw defining. Leo wasn’t cut like Adonis, as were most warriors, but I liked it. It made him seem real. Those other girls liked what they saw now, but I liked him when he was chubby and awkward! 

Hades meowed again, and my mouth dropped open. “What do you mean I have baggage?”

He rolled on his back, scratching himself on his bed.

“So that’s it, you think? The Green Witch is too much for him. Christine has a carefree, normal life, and I’ve got… well, what I’ve got.”

Hades looked at me, his green eyes sympathetic.

I sighed, going to the bathroom. My eyes filled with tears again as I aggressively brushed my teeth and wondered what they were doing in his room right now. 

I wrinkled my nose when I smelled something burning, and I opened my hand. “Ugh! Darn it.” I’d charred the bamboo toothbrush in the shape of my fingers. “Stupid fire.”

Like I had any right to be jealous. I was dating someone else. It shouldn’t matter if he also wanted to date. How selfish could I be? I’m going to date other people, but he can’t?

I slumped on my bed, and Hades sauntered over, cuddling into me and purring. I ran my hand through his fur as tears welled up and fell. The rain was heavy now, tap-dancing its song on the roof. This was a new development that I’d only recently noticed. It rained whenever I was sad, and I hadn’t the slightest clue how to control it. 

What I really should do is tell Leo how I feel. But what if I did, and he didn’t feel the same? It would ruin our friendship. I couldn’t handle that. My friendship with Leo and my relationship with my sister were my anchors, keeping me buoyed in the storm that was my life. 

I sighed, thinking of Daro. He was amazing, and here I was, crying about another guy who was into someone else.

“I suck, don’t I?” I asked Hades, but he was asleep in my lap, purring softly.

I couldn’t calm my mind, so I dug the old grimoire out from my nightstand. The Alchemist’s Codex. A detailed spellbook of all things alchemy. Within minutes, my eyes were drooping at the dry, technical terminology. 
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