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      Thanks for being my sprint partner!
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      Her pace quickened as streetlights cast shadows, making her jump at each flicker. A passing car drew her wary gaze, but the driver only lit a cigarette, uninterested in her walk to the club.

      Morris Law Firm took clients after midnight, and she hated those late-night meetings. Quitting crossed her mind, but as a junior associate, she couldn’t afford it, what with her college debt and the funeral costs for her mother. But was it worth it? She wasn’t so sure anymore, especially after she walked in on that meeting tonight.

      She knew a reprimand was inevitable, but the client’s stare unsettled her most. It pierced straight through her.

      The man’s eyes were an unnatural shade of amber, nearly aglow in the dim office. When he fixed her with that intense gaze, she felt like prey in a predator’s sights. Even the room seemed to chill.

      “Excuse me. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I wanted to drop these files off for tomorrow’s meeting.”

      “Don’t you mean this morning’s meeting?” the stranger said, circling her.

      She shivered as he drew near, instinctively edging back but unable to look away, drawn in by his dangerous aura.

      “Y-yes,” she stuttered. “I mean this morning.”

      “You work late often?” he asked.

      Her eyes flicked to her boss, focused on his computer, not making eye contact. Unsure if she should speak, she still answered the handsome stranger.

      “I’m dedicated to the company,” she whispered. Why did her voice sound so breathless?

      He leaned closer, his chest bumping into the files in her hand, and she stepped back instinctively.

      “That’s good.” He reached out to brush a strand of hair out of her face. His fingers were ice cold against her skin, and she noticed he didn’t seem to breathe like normal people did—his chest remained perfectly still.

      “Mr. Black.” Her boss finally looked up, his voice sharp with warning. “Perhaps we should continue our discussion.”

      The amber-eyed man, Mr. Black, smiled, revealing teeth that seemed just a little too sharp in the fluorescent lighting. “Of course, Richard. But I do hope we’ll see more of…” He raised an eyebrow at her expectantly.

      “Becca,” she managed to whisper, her heart hammering against her ribs.

      “Becca.” The way he said her name made it sound like a secret, something precious and dangerous all at once. “I’m sure we will.”

      She closed the office door and lingered by a nearby cubicle, hesitant to leave. If she waited, maybe she’d glimpse Mr. Black once more.

      Their meeting lasted for another ten minutes before she heard the door open.

      “So, we are of an understanding. You will do everything in your power to close that school down.”

      “With the, ahem, evidence you’ve supplied and Judge Perry in our pocket, I see no reason that we can’t pursue legal action against them. Consider it done. It will be closed by the end of the week. And you will have access to what you desire.”

      “Good, good.”

      Footsteps drew closer, and for some reason, Becca felt compelled to hide farther in the cubicle as they paused right outside.

      “That female associate,” Mr. Black asked. “Has she been here long? Any boyfriend or attachments?”

      Becca felt blood rise to her cheeks in embarrassment. Was Mr. Black interested in her?

      “Are you asking what I think you’re asking?” Mr. Morris replied.

      “You know me so well.” Mr. Black chuckled.

      They moved toward the elevator, and she heard them push the call button.

      Mr. Morris sighed and flicked his hand. “She’s expendable.”

      The attraction she’d felt for the enigmatic stranger kindled in Becca’s chest, then withered instantly, replaced by a cold knot of fear. Expendable. The word echoed in her mind as the elevator chimed open.

      “Excellent.” Mr. Black’s voice carried a note of satisfaction that made her skin crawl. “I’ll be in touch about the particulars.”

      Becca crouched lower behind the cubicle wall, her designer heels digging into her ankles as she tried to stay out of sight. Confusion swirled within her—what did Mr. Black want, and why was he asking about her personal life?

      She waited five more minutes before emerging, hands trembling as she grabbed her purse and jacket.

      Peeking around the cubicle wall, she found the office empty but for the hum of lights. She took the stairs, avoiding the elevator. Outside, neither man was in sight.

      Now, walking through the empty streets, every shadow seemed to hide watching eyes. The conversation replayed in her mind—closing down a school, evidence, a judge in someone’s pocket. And that look Mr. Black had given her? She shuddered.

      A reflection in a storefront window caught her notice, and she halted. For a moment, she could have sworn amber eyes stared back from the glass. But when she turned to see, there was nothing—only her own pale, frightened face and an empty street.

      Her phone buzzed in her purse, making her jump. It was her best friend, Melanie.

      “Where are you?” Melanie asked. “I’m outside the club.”

      “I’m almost there. I got caught up at work. I’m about a block away from the club now. I can hear the music.”

      “Cool, see you in a minute.”

      Becca followed the music down the dimly lit street, slowing only to adjust her makeup. She saw a flash of red, then turned to greet a red-haired young man who was built like a tank.

      “I would stay away from that club,” he said.

      “Isn’t it a little past your bedtime?” Becca sneered at the teenager.

      “Your kind aren’t welcome there,” he said. “You should stay away.”

      “Uh, thanks, but I think cash is accepted everywhere.”

      He grabbed her arm, and though Becca tried to yank it out of his grip, he held firm. “Take my advice. Don’t go into that club. It’s not for your kind.”

      Becca finally jerked her arm free and pulled out a can of pepper spray. “Get lost, loser.” She turned—he was gone. She was only steps from the club.

      Becca kept her grip on the pepper spray and ran the last few feet toward the club entrance.

      Melanie waved frantically, tugging down snug her black dress.

      “You look amazing,” Becca commented, tucking the spray back into her purse.

      “Thanks, I had to wear two pairs of Spanx to fit into this.” Melanie pulled on the hem of her dress again and grinned. “I need to bounce back from my breakup with Darren.”

      “So, this is a revenge dress,” Becca said.

      “Sorry, I don’t have a five-year plan like you. I want to live in the moment.” Melanie turned and blew a kiss at one of the men who sidled up to them in line.

      “How did you hear about this club anyway?” Becca asked.

      “From a friend at work. Apparently, it’s super selective and they don’t allow just anyone in.”

      “So how do you think we’re going to get in?”

      “I know a guy—there he is.” Melanie waved, then whistled to get his attention. “Nico!”

      A young man in a black jacket approached.

      “Hey, Mel.” Nico gave her a side hug. “Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Becca. I was hoping you could get us into your club tonight?”

      Nico’s eyes roved over Becca’s dress, taking her in. “I’m sure I can sneak you in the back, but you realize that you were never here. No phones. No selfies or posting is allowed, that sort of thing.” He smiled, and a hint of fangs was visible. Maybe it was one of those secret goth clubs, and fangs were all the rage? But then again, she’d been seeing weird things ever since she saw her mom drown. It was probably just her imagination.

      “Got it.” Melanie handed over her cell phone.

      Becca was more hesitant. The teenager’s warning was still loud and clear in the red marks on her wrist from his punishing grip. “Maybe not.” She backed away, refusing to turn in her phone.

      “Oh, come on, don’t be like that,” Melanie whined. “I want to dance.”

      “Then you party. I’m not feeling great. I think I’m going to go home.”

      Nico shrugged. “Your loss.” He leaned in and kissed Melanie on her neck, and she wrapped her arms around him, encouraging the affection.

      Becca left them, wrapped in each other’s arms, and saw Melanie’s dark head disappear into the club, swallowed by the red lights. The music was almost hypnotic. She felt a pull to go inside, but fear won out.

      Someone jostled her as she hesitated in the alley. Becca turned to apologize, but the words died as the woman in a red dress hissed, her face now covered in sleek fur, a glistening nose, and slitted cat eyes.

      Becca broke into a run, her expensive heels clicking frantically against the pavement. Behind her, she heard the soft echo of laughter that seemed to bounce off the windows of every building she passed. The sound was everywhere and nowhere at once. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      “Come now, Becca. Running only makes it more exciting.”

      She spun around to find Mr. Black standing there, his tall form blocking the alley’s exit.

      “How did you—” she began, her voice barely audible.

      “Find you?” He smiled, those amber eyes gleaming with amusement. “Your scent is quite distinctive. Fear mixed with that expensive perfume you’re wearing. Chanel, isn’t it?”

      Becca’s hand inched toward her purse, searching for her pepper spray. “What do you want from me?”

      “Want?” Mr. Black tilted his head, as if considering the question. “Such a simple word for such a complex situation.” He took a step closer, and Becca noticed that his footsteps made no sound against the concrete. “You see, Becca, you’ve become quite the problem. Overhearing conversations, lingering where you shouldn’t be.”

      Her fingers finally found the pepper spray, but her hands were shaking so badly she wasn’t sure she could use it. “I won’t tell anyone. I swear. I don’t even know what I heard.”

      “Oh, but you do.” His voice was soft, almost gentle, which somehow made it more terrifying. “You’re a bright girl, Becca. Top of your law school class, I’d imagine. You know exactly what corruption sounds like when you hear it.”

      He pushed her into the wall, her head slamming against the brick with a thud, his icy fingers wrapping around her throat.

      “You smell delicious,” he said, leaning forward and inhaling her scent. “Fresh griever. You don’t even know what you are.”

      Becca’s scream died in her throat as his thumb pressed against her windpipe.

      “What—what are you?” she gasped, struggling against the impossible grip.

      “Something your world has forgotten exists,” Mr. Black replied, his amber eyes reflecting the moonlight. “Though I suspect that’s about to change, thanks to that little school we discussed.”

      “Please,” she whispered. “I have student loans. A cat. People will notice.”

      “Student loans? A cat?” He laughed, the sound like ice cracking. “How charmingly mundane. I’m afraid those concerns will soon be the least of your worries.

      “As for people noticing,” he continued, running his hand down her face, “they rarely do. Your boss has already prepared a resignation letter citing personal reasons. Your landlord will find that the rent for the next three months has been paid in full. By the time anyone thinks to look deeper, the trail will be quite cold.”

      Becca’s fingernails scraped desperately against his hands, trying to claw them from around her throat. Her pepper spray clattered uselessly to the ground.

      His lips peeled back in a predatory grin as his grip tightened around her. Her vision splintered as she started to faint. When his jaw unhinged, she glimpsed ivory daggers—needle-sharp and impossibly long—before they plunged into the tender flesh where her pulse hammered wildly against her skin.

      As her consciousness drifted away, Becca registered the cold chill through her veins.
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      A scream tore from Everly’s throat as she bolted upright, drenched in cold sweat. Swinging her feet to the floor, she dropped her head into her palms and sobbed. She was back in the maze, racing for her life, chased by the ursa and the Mad Hacker, who now looked like her dead uncle and delighted in tormenting her. The nightmare shifted, and suddenly she stood before Ian in his werewolf form.

      Everly’s heart raced. Ian’s roars still echoed in her ears, his claws reaching for her as she ran through the maze’s endless twists. She shuddered, struggling to shake the fear. Her hand found her throat—uninjured. Only a dream.

      But why did it feel so real? Her nightmare toyed with her emotions—her attraction to the very unavailable Ian, which she tried to ignore. He was with Kerrigan. Then there was Hunter. Her heart fluttered again, but was it beating as strong for Hunter? She didn’t know anymore.

      She shook her head, trying to rid herself of these plaguing emotions. Now she understood why griever team leads frowned on team relationships: they threatened her mental acuity.

      Everly took a deep breath, trying to push the vivid images from her mind. It had been only a week since the incident in the maze, but the nightmares persisted, robbing her of peaceful sleep.

      She glanced at the clock: 3:17 a.m. With a sigh, Everly rose and crossed to her window, sweeping the curtains aside. Pawprints speckled the fresh snow on campus. From here, it was hard to tell what creature had left them—perhaps an omen heading to the Vivarium, or a large dog or wolf.

      She knew sleep would evade her the rest of the night. Silently, careful not to disturb anyone, she left the dorm and headed down the hall to the kitchen. Maybe hot chocolate would steady her nerves.

      As she reached for a mug in the dim light, a floorboard creaked behind her. Everly whirled around, her heart pounding.

      “Couldn’t sleep either?” came a familiar voice.

      Hunter stood there in wrinkled, disheveled pajamas, his feet bare on the hardwood. His usually sharp eyes were now glassy and heavy with exhaustion.

      “You’re back from assignment,” Everly said in surprise.

      “Just got in. Tried to sleep.” He shrugged. “Had other things on my mind.” He gave her a crooked smile as he reached for the cupboard behind her.

      Hunter leaned over her to grab a mug, moonlight revealing the lines of his arm. His tousled hair fell over his forehead, lending him a charming, messy look—both comforting and electrifying. He set the mug beside hers, his arms bracketing her in.

      They were alone. That had rarely been the case. She didn’t even know where they stood in their relationship. He had kissed her in the maze, but they had both thought it might be the last time they would see each other. Was it just adrenaline, or were feelings still involved?

      Hunter’s eyes met hers, and she was lost in their green depths. Her breath hitched as she felt drawn into his gaze. Oh boy, was she wrong. There were definitely still feelings.

      He leaned forward until their lips were mere inches apart. She felt her heart racing. The tension was palpable in the moonlit kitchen. Everly’s mind spun, torn between desire and confusion.

      Just as Hunter’s lips were about to brush hers, a loud crash echoed from outside, shattering the moment. They both jumped, startled by the sudden noise.

      “What was that?” Everly whispered, her voice trembling slightly.

      Hunter’s eyes narrowed as he peered out the window overlooking the back lawn. “I’m not sure. Stay here, I’ll check it out.”

      Before Everly could protest, Hunter was already heading for the stairs to the first floor. She hesitated for a moment before following him, grabbing a flashlight from a nearby drawer.

      The moon cast long shadows across the snowy ground as they stepped outside, creating an eerie landscape. Everly’s bare feet crunched in the snow, her breath hanging in the cold air as she trailed after Hunter.

      They moved cautiously toward the source of the noise, which seemed to have come from the side of the school. Hunter held up a hand, signaling Everly to stay back as he peered around the corner.

      “What do you see?” she whispered, her heart pounding.

      Hunter didn’t respond immediately. He stood frozen, his body tense. After a moment, he turned back to Everly, his face pale in the moonlight.

      “It’s… it’s Kerrigan,” he said, his voice barely audible.

      Everly’s breath caught in her throat. Kerrigan lay before them, her tangled blonde hair half covering her face. Blood pooled beneath her, body sprawled awkwardly, limbs twisted in an unnatural position like a discarded doll.

      Everly’s eyes widened in shock. “What? Why is she out⁠—”

      Before she could finish, a low growl came from around the corner. A chill ran through Everly’s veins when she heard it. It was identical to the one from her nightmare.

      Her heart raced as she looked around Hunter to catch a glimpse of what lay beyond.

      There, in the shadows, stood Ian—but not the Ian she knew. His body was contorted, trapped between human and wolf. Torn clothes hung in tatters from his partial transformation. His eyes glowed yellow, fixed on Everly and Hunter with predatory intensity.

      “Ian?” Everly called out softly, her voice quavering. “It’s us. It’s Everly and Hunter.”

      Ian’s only response was another low growl, his lips curling back to reveal elongated canines. He took a step forward, his movements jerky and uncoordinated, and blood dripped from his claws.

      Was it Kerrigan’s blood?

      Hunter pushed Everly behind him protectively. “Get back,” he muttered. “He shouldn’t be changing without the full moon. It’s not time.”

      Everly’s mind raced, struggling to process the horrifying scene. Kerrigan’s crumpled form in the snow turned her stomach.

      “Ian, please,” Everly called out.

      Ian’s eyes darted between Everly and Hunter, a low growl rumbling in his chest. He took another jerky step forward, saliva dripping from his bared teeth.

      Hunter slowly reached for something in his pocket. “Everly,” he whispered, “run back to the school as fast as you can. Don’t look back.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue,” he hissed.

      “You don’t have any weapons,” she cried.

      “I have all that I need.” Hunter flexed his body, shifted his weight, and held the flashlight in his hand.

      A flashlight against a werewolf?

      Ian lunged forward with inhuman speed. Hunter shoved Everly aside and met Ian’s charge head-on.

      They collided and rolled in the snow, all limbs and snarls. Hunter smashed the flashlight across Ian’s muzzle, but it only enraged the werewolf. Ian’s claw rose to strike.

      She closed her eyes, heard Hunter’s scream, and felt something warm hit her face. Her hand brushed her cheek and came away covered with blood.

      “And he’s dead,” a dry voice intoned. “And then you’re dead. We’re all dead. Congratulations, you failed.”

      Everly’s eyes snapped open. She grabbed her chair’s armrest to steady herself as the room spun, adjusting to waking from the trance.

      One of the exercises that Mr. Barba used to help train her was mirror magic. The classroom was lit by a single fluorescent light, casting an eerie glow on the empty desks and chairs. The chalkboard was covered in illegible scribbles, and they sat before a large silver mirror.

      “I could have saved him,” Everly argued and looked accusingly at Mr. Barba, his long white hair falling past his shoulders, his disappointed gaze hidden behind dark spectacles that covered his red eyes—eyes that marked him as a former assassin. A shade. Someone who could travel between mirrors.

      She was improving at telling reality from the Herenorthere, but not when Mr. Barba pushed her this hard. He delved deep, creating dreamscapes drawn from her mind, even replicating her nightmares and feelings for Hunter. Her heart fluttered, realizing her teacher had seen everything. He created the landscape, but her subconscious added Hunter.

      “You were too wrapped up in your emotions,” he chastised, stabbing his finger into the desk to make a point. “You let your feelings for a boy cloud your mind, which allowed you to miss the big clues to the warped world. You blindly followed him, and it ended in death.”

      “It’s not fair,” Everly snapped. “You’re playing dirty.”

      Mr. Barba’s expression remained impassive. “And so do your enemies. You need to be sharper, faster, more observant.”

      Everly slumped back, frustration and exhaustion crashing over her. These sessions with Mr. Barba were grueling, stretching her mental and emotional limits. But she knew they were crucial. If she aimed to become a shade, she had to push harder.

      “Do you think a grimm will give you time to sort out your teenage love problems?”

      Everly flinched at his harsh words, guilt and shame welling up as she recognized their truth. She had let her emotions run unchecked—just as she had in the Mad Hacker’s maze—and felt the sting of her own vulnerability.

      “Now,” Mr. Barba continued, leaning back in his chair, “tell me what you missed. What were the clues that should have tipped you off that this wasn’t real?”

      Everly took a deep breath, forcing herself to think critically. “The timing was off. Ian shouldn’t have been transforming without a full moon.”

      Mr. Barba nodded slowly. “And…?” He waited, his lips turned down, a sign she was still missing something.

      Everly tried to rack her brain but came up empty. Embarrassment over her teacher reading into her feelings was a tough fact to get over.

      “You missed the snow.” He tilted his head.

      “The snow,” Everly parroted, and then it hit her. “It wasn’t cold.”

      “You and Hunter went out in the snow, without shoes. That was your first clue. You felt no pain from running through the snow.”

      She closed her eyes and sighed, not wanting to see the disappointment on his face. But she heard it in his voice.

      “Maybe I chose wrong. Maybe I put too much on you.”

      Her eyes shot open.

      “But there’s no time to train another.” Mr. Barba looked to the side as if speaking to someone else and waiting for an answer.

      His words stung, but Everly knew he was right. She had missed crucial details that could have saved her in a real situation. She needed to be more observant, more detached.

      “You’re improving. Remember, in the field, these small details could mean the difference between life and death.”

      As soon as she had recovered from the last attack, Mr. Barba plunged her into these lessons, with little time for anything else. Schoolwork, friends, and even her reconciliation with her mom took a back seat to this plan.

      Her head dropped as she admitted defeat. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better. It’s only been a few days.”

      “Apology accepted. But I need your full focus now.” She turned to see Mr. Barba standing behind her, his hand on his cane. “With a small reflection, a shade can pull you into the Herenorthere. A mirror plane of existence, but a reflection or a small mirror isn’t strong. You need a much larger reflection and more ancient mirrors to travel any sort of distance.”

      He handed her an envelope. Everly’s fingers trembled slightly as she tore it open, revealing a Greyhound bus ticket.

      “What is this?”

      “I need you to go to Scythemore Academy to finish your shade training.”

      “Why can’t you continue to teach me here?” she asked.

      Mr. Barba stood and moved to the tall silver-framed mirror he favored. A chessboard was set in front of the mirror, and he played the white pieces, while someone on the other side played the black pieces. Today, the chessboard and table were pushed aside and abandoned. “I had planned on using this mirror to train you.”

      He pressed his hand against the glass and tried to push through. The mirror’s surface crackled with electricity, sparks flying from its surface. The flame glowed bright blue, and Mr. Barba’s body jerked as the mirror zapped him. He pulled his hand away, and it was black. He gave it a shake.

      “Professor Stubbs warded all of the mirrors here after what happened with the Mad Hacker. With two shades in residence, it was bound to happen.” He sighed and rubbed his hands together to regain the feeling. “Mirrors are doorways. Some are enchanted to only pass between each other. For instance, if they’re made from the same pane of glass, they are internally connected. Others are warded, and not just anyone can open or pass through them. They’re locked unless you have the right key. Since these mirrors are warded and locked internally and externally, you will need to finish your training under Ms. Vohn, the headmistress of Scythemore, the Havelock Society’s American-based school. They have a hall of mirrors. Since most shades in existence were trained in that school, it’s the perfect place to learn.”

      “The all-grimm school.”

      “Yes, but never mind that. I’m sure you will be just fine there, but keep in mind, there is an ulterior motive for sending you. And remember, Everly, everything we discuss is of the utmost secrecy, as it goes beyond the Grimm Society’s jurisdiction. We are crossing societies, and it is, frankly, my dear, frowned upon.”

      “And my mother?”

      “Wouldn’t want you to follow in her footsteps and become a shade.”

      “What are you going to tell her?” Everly asked.

      “The semi-truth. I need to send you Scythemore to do some research for me; she doesn’t need to know why.”

      “I don’t like lying,” she said.

      “Your mother lied to you for your whole life, to protect you. Now it’s time for you to do the same. To protect your family.”
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      A migraine was building behind Everly’s eyes as she left Mr. Barba’s classroom. Each lesson became increasingly more intense and realistic, with painful side effects. She wondered how much more she could physically take.

      Distracted, she collided with someone rounding the corner.

      “Whoa there!” a familiar voice said as strong hands steadied her.

      Everly looked up into Ian’s concerned blue eyes, framed by wavy blond hair.

      For a moment, her mind flashed back to the simulation—Ian covered in Kerrigan’s blood. She immediately recoiled and pulled away from him, breathing hard.

      Ian frowned, noticing her reaction to him. “Is everything okay, Everly? You look a little pale.”

      She shook her head, dispelling the horrifying image. Taking a step back, she swallowed and waved her hand. “I’m fine,” she managed. “I’m just… tired.”

      Ian’s brow furrowed when he noticed whose classroom she had come out of. “What does he have you doing?

      “I can’t discuss it,” Everly murmured. Her fingers brushed over the tender scabs on her arm, still mending from the ursa’s bite. Dr. Madsen had applied a special ointment to hasten the healing, but a prominent scar would remain.

      Ian opened his mouth to respond, but before he could say anything, Everly noticed Kerrigan, Ian’s girlfriend, approaching from behind him. Her stomach clenched as she recalled the horrific image of Kerrigan’s bloodied body in the snow. These aftereffects of being in the Herenorthere stayed with her longer than she wanted. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself. She would not lose her cool in front of them.

      “Hey, guys,” Kerrigan said brightly, coming to stand beside Ian. “What’s going on?”

      Everly forced a smile, trying to push away the lingering unease. “Nothing much. Just finished up some extra work with Mr. Barba.”

      Kerrigan’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh wow, on top of everything else? You’re dedicated, Everly.”

      Ian slipped his arm around Kerrigan’s waist, and Everly felt a twinge in her chest. She quickly looked away, not wanting either of them to see the emotions she was sure were visible on her face.

      “Hey, have you heard from Hunter?” Everly asked. “He hasn’t returned any of my calls. It’s like he’s avoiding me.”

      Ian’s hand dropped from Kerrigan’s waist when Hunter’s name came up, and his eyes fixated on Everly.

      “He hasn’t called me either, but he’s been on an assignment up north,” Kerrigan said, trying to ease her fears.

      Everly nodded, avoiding Ian’s gaze. The tension between them was thick despite his girlfriend being right there.

      “Well, I should go,” Everly said abruptly. “I’ve got a lot of things to do before dinner.”

      As she turned to leave, Ian followed and gently caught her arm. “Everly, wait. Are you sure you’re okay? We haven’t talked since Kerrigan’s return and the maze incident. You know I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I lost control. I wasn’t myself. That won’t happen again.”

      “How can you be sure you won’t hurt someone you care about?” Everly said.

      Ian’s eyes widened slightly at her words. He opened his mouth to respond, but his gaze flickered to Kerrigan, and he seemed to think better of it. His hand dropped from her arm.

      “I… understand your concern,” he said softly, his voice tinged with regret. “And that’s why I’m leaving Gravemark until I can better control my wolf side.”

      Everly’s eyebrows rose. “What? I didn’t know.”

      Ian shrugged. “It’s a decision that I did not take lightly, but I’ve already talked it over with Kerrigan and Ms. March. Today’s my last day.”

      Kerrigan looked between them in confusion. “Is everything okay?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Of course,” Ian said quickly, plastering on a smile. “Just saying goodbye to a friend.”

      Everly nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The word “friend” hung heavy between them, laden with unspoken feelings and complicated history.

      “Thank you for being such a good friend to both of us,” Kerrigan said, squeezing Everly’s hand.

      Kerrigan waved and they headed down the hall, but Ian cast one last look Everly’s way, and it was hard for her to interpret the gaze. But she wasn’t the only one a little displaced at the moment. From the shadows, a small girl with pale skin and dark black eyes materialized and watched Ian retreating forlornly.

      “Cass,” Everly called out to the changeling. The young girl had become Ian’s constant shadow since she started attending here. With Ian leaving, she’d be the only grimm student in attendance.

      “Alone,” she whispered. “Soon, all alone.”

      “Hey,” Everly said. “I’m here. You’re not alone.”

      “Not me.” Cass turned, and her eyes had the look of a million stars, as if she was seeing the future. “You. Alone. So alone.”

      “Cass.” Everly spoke her name again to try to snap her out of the reverie.

      “He wants out.” Her breathing became rapid.

      “Who?” Everly asked, and the hair on the back of her neck rose.

      “There’s blood everywhere. So much blood.” Cass whimpered and started to cry.

      Everly touched her shoulder. “Shhh, you’re fine. You’re not alone.” She pulled her into a hug.

      Cass blinked the tears away and looked up in surprise. “Oh, hey, Everly.”

      “Cass, what was that?” she asked, concerned.

      “What?”

      “Do you remember what you just said?”

      “When?” Cass blinked.

      “A few moments ago.”

      “Hmm?” She shrugged, and Everly realized the changeling couldn’t remember.

      “Hey, it’s fine.” Everly reached into her side bag and pulled out a pack of licorice. “Here, I bought these for you when I went shopping.”

      “Rope candy!” Cass grabbed the bag and skipped away, humming a song only she knew.

      Everly sighed, turned, and began to ascend the back servants’ stairwell leading to the Lupine Hall dormitories. She had planned to cut across them and save time before heading to her own hall.

      The staircase was narrow and dimly lit, each step creaking slightly underfoot. She emerged near the Lupine Hall adviser’s office. Ms. Strom’s door was slightly ajar, allowing the conversation inside to drift clearly into the hallway.

      “I screwed up,” an angry voice declared with frustration.

      Everly instantly recognized Hunter’s timbre, and she paused just outside to listen.

      “But you didn’t,” another voice countered, sounding both reassuring and firm—Ms. Strom’s. “You brought back intel, and we know something is going on. You have to go back.”

      “I could have compromised the mission. I just don’t know anymore,” Hunter replied, his voice tinged with uncertainty and self-doubt. “I can’t.”

      Their voices fell to a low murmur, barely audible, prompting Everly to inch closer to the opening. She strained to catch snippets of their hushed conversation: “One more assignment… Investigation… Crypthaven… grievers.”

      Everly’s interest was piqued, her heart racing. Why would she be referring to the other griever school that was destroyed years ago?

      Just as she leaned in, the door suddenly swung open with a creak, startling her and leaving her standing awkwardly.

      “Everly!” Hunter’s eyes widened, a flicker of panic crossing his features before he composed himself. “I—what are you doing here?”

      Her face flushed hot with embarrassment. “I was just heading to my room,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward the hall. “I wasn’t… I mean, I didn’t mean to…”

      Ms. Strom stepped into view behind Hunter, her usually cheerful face uncharacteristically serious. “Ms. Hart,” she said with a nod. “Everything all right?”

      “Fine,” Everly squeaked, her voice an octave higher than usual.

      Hunter shifted uncomfortably, running a hand through his dark hair—a nervous habit Everly had always found endearing. Now it just made her heart ache. He looked tired, with shadows under his eyes she hadn’t noticed before.

      He gave Ms. Strom a look, then stepped into the hall, shutting the door behind him.

      “What did you hear?” Hunter asked quietly, looming over her.

      “Nothing,” Everly said too quickly.

      His gaze narrowed, as if he could read the half-truth. “Everly.” His voice lowered. “I know you. You hear everything.”

      “Why are you taking reaping assignments from Ms. Strom? She’s not your adviser—Mr. Barba is,” Everly said, trying to change the subject.

      “Not anymore,” he replied. “I transferred. There’s an opening in Lupine Hall. I’ve already moved my things to my new room.”

      Everly’s eyes widened in shock.

      “But Lacie’s the team lead for Lupine. Are you taking a demotion? And where does that leave us… I mean our team?” she rushed out.

      “You still have Ian,” Hunter said with a hint of derision.

      “No, he’s leaving too.” Everly felt confused and betrayed. She looked up at him nervously, focusing on the white scar on his chin, the one she had given him, a pang of remorse filling her chest. “Is this because of me?” she asked. “I mean… us?”

      Hunter sighed and reached out to touch her shoulder. “Yes and no. I realized that it’s a mistake to be on the same team as you. It’s safer this way.”

      Her words caught in her throat as she tried to process what “safer” meant. Was it because of her? Did he think she was too weak as a teammate?

      All of a sudden, anger rose within her. She brushed off his hand. “Safer for who? I heard you say you were the one who compromised the mission. What happened?” she bit out.

      His jaw clenched, and he stepped back in frustration. “I knew you overheard us. I don’t want to talk about it,” he said defensively.

      “Well, maybe you should. I could help.”

      He scoffed. “Help? You can’t help. No one can.”

      “Hunter!” Her voice was filled with frustration. “Talk to me.”

      He stared down at her with those deep green eyes, and she saw the turmoil and contemplation brewing there. Then she knew the moment his pride got in the way, and a wall went up between them again. “I can’t.” He turned to walk away.

      “Hunter,” Everly called out after him in desperation. “Secrets will only harm you in the end.”

      His mouth pinched into a sad smile. “I’m sure there’s plenty of secrets you’re keeping from me.”

      “Hunter!” she began, but he was already gone.
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      “Explain to me where you’re going again.” Summer drummed her fingers along the kitchen countertop, watching Everly struggle to close her suitcase.

      Everly sighed and dropped on top of the case, using her body weight to bring the zipper ends closer together. With a final grunt, nearly taking the skin off her fingertips, she zipped it closed and eyed the bulge warily, wondering if it would hold.

      Everly caught her aunt’s worried expression. Summer’s eyes flitted restlessly, her lips pressed in a thin line, betraying a deep concern beneath her composed surface.

      “It’s an exchange program,” Everly answered, surprised at how easily the lie fell from her lips.

      “But you just started at Gravemark.” Summer’s brows furrowed together. “I would have given anything to be able to attend the same school as Everick, and you’re just… leaving?”

      Everly glanced over Summer’s shoulder and made eye contact with Birdie, who gave the slightest headshake before moving out into the solarium with her work gloves and pruning shears.

      The Hart family had produced grievers for generations. By birthright, Summer should have joined her brother Everick, and become a sib, part of the support ranks at Gravemark. But Birdie insisted one of her children should have a normal life and not be doomed to grow up hunting monsters. With mismatched socks, slippers too big for her feet, and her constant need to take off and disappear, “normal” was always out of reach for Summer.

      “How long are you going to be gone?” Summer worried her bottom lip and rubbed her palms up and down her arms to soothe herself.

      “She’ll be back in a few weeks,” Quinn answered, coming down the back stairwell.

      A tense silence filled the house as Summer glared at Everly’s mother. It had not been a great reunion when Quinn showed up on their doorstep after years away.

      Birdie had made her peace with Quinn’s return, if not with warmth, then at least without the cutting comments that had marked their early encounters. Summer, though—she remained in the dark about why Quinn had truly fled: a ghoul masquerading as her brother who had developed a fixation on Quinn, stalking her across state lines until she had no choice but to disappear.

      Everly knew transitioning back into the family wouldn’t be easy. She braced herself, feeling torn between hope for healing and the lingering discomfort of old wounds.

      “Hey, look what I found.” Quinn held a cardboard box under her arm. “It took a bit of digging, but I found a few of our old photos in a trunk in the attic.”

      “You mean my bedroom,” Summer seethed, not mentioning that her room was often filled with piles of clothes hiding the trunks. “Whatever.” She waved her hand and left. She never stayed in the same room as Everly’s mom for more than a few minutes.

      Quinn watched her sister-in-law leave, sadness clouding her features as regret flickered in her eyes, her shoulders slumping under the invisible weight of guilt.

      “It’s okay,” Everly said. “She’ll come around.”

      Quinn shook her head, a tear forming in the corner of her eye. She wiped it away. “It wasn’t just your father I hurt by leaving. I hurt all of you, and there’s no number of excuses I can give to make it right.” Her voice tightened. “She can never know the real reason I left.”

      “You left to protect me,” Everly reminded her mom.

      “But did I?” Quinn’s hand trembled as she laid the album on top of the suitcase. “I feel like leaving did more harm than good.” Her voice wavered as her head dropped, her blonde hair falling to shield her anguish.

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re back now,” Everly said firmly. “How’s the apartment?” she asked, referring to the one-bedroom her mom had rented down the street, now that she wasn’t hiding.

      Quinn brushed her hair back from her face. “It’s… fine. A bit small, but it’ll do for now.” She paused, her eyes distant. “Your father would have hated it. It’s too white, too sterile.” She gestured to the dark red wallpaper and the gothic look their house tended to lean toward. “I always wanted to re-wallpaper the downstairs, I just never got around to it.”

      Everly felt a pang at the mention of her dad. Longing colored her voice as she said, “You could always stay here. This is your home.”

      A ghost of a smile flickered across Quinn’s face. “It’s okay. Too many memories are living inside these walls. It’s time I start anew. And I’m glad you’re getting the chance to visit Scythemore. Do you know how long you’re going to stay?”

      “Just until whatever research I’m helping with is done. Then I’ll be back.” Everly hesitated a moment. “You sought sanctuary with the Havelock Society for a bit, correct? What did you learn there?”

      “Things I hoped you’d never have to know, sweetheart. But I’ve never been to Scythemore, just the London Academy.” She cleared her throat. “Are you all packed and ready to go?”

      Everly nodded, eyeing her mother suspiciously. Something was off about her reaction, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Good, good,” Quinn muttered, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. “Listen, Everly, there’s something I need to tell you before you go. It’s about the Havelock Society. The leader…”

      Everly leaned in, curiosity piqued. “What about it?”

      Quinn opened her mouth to speak, but before she could, a sharp knock at the door made them both jump. Birdie’s voice called out, “That boy is here.”

      Birdie knew Hunter’s name perfectly well but had taken to referring to him only as “that boy” with a particular twist of her lips.

      Everly’s heart did a little flip, and then her stomach dropped with anxiety. She’d been avoiding him and the awkward conversation that needed to happen.

      She glanced nervously at her mother, who gave her an encouraging nod. “Go on,” Quinn said softly. “We can talk more later.”

      With a deep breath, Everly made her way to the front door. Hunter stood on the porch, hands in his pockets, looking as awkward as she felt. His dark hair was tousled as if he’d been running his fingers through it.

      “Hey,” he said, a tentative smile on his face.

      “Hi,” Everly replied, stepping outside and closing the door behind her. They stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment.

      “I wanted to apologize for what I said earlier.” Hunter’s head dropped toward the porch, and he kicked at a stray leaf stuck between the floorboards. “I was out of line. You didn’t deserve my anger or frustration.”

      Everly leaned against the porch railing. “I should apologize too. I didn’t handle things well after…”

      Hunter looked up, his eyes finding hers. “After the maze?”

      “Yeah.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, heart fluttering against her rib cage. “Everything was so intense, and then my mom came back.”

      “And Kerrigan,” Hunter added.

      “Yes,” she agreed. “And now—” She waved her hands, unsure how to explain the tension between them.

      “I heard that you’re leaving on a research assignment. A solo one.”

      “Yeah.” Everly shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Something Mr. Barba set up. I should be back in a couple of weeks.”

      Hunter nodded slowly, his eyes searching her face. “When were you going to tell me?”

      The question hung between them, heavy with unspoken meaning. Embarrassment and guilt colored Everly’s cheeks as she looked down at her hands, unable to meet his gaze.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve barely had time to process everything, but I would have told you.” She frowned. “Wait, how did you find out?”

      “Holland. You know she can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

      Everly couldn’t hold back the smile.

      Hunter nodded, his eyes finally meeting hers. “I’m heading out, too, with Lacie’s team. It should be nice not to have to be the one in charge for once.”

      “You’re a take-charge kind of guy. Are you sure you can play second fiddle?”

      “I’ll have to learn.”

      A cold breeze rustled the bare trees around them. Everly wrapped her arms around herself. The tension between them felt almost tangible.

      “Look, Hunter,” she started, just as he said, “Everly, I⁠—”

      They both stopped, awkward smiles forming.

      “You first,” Everly offered.

      Hunter stepped closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Just… watch your back with Mr. Barba.” His jaw tightened. “There’s something about shades. The way they slip between worlds like they’re above our rules. They take what they want and disappear. Shades aren’t to be trusted.”

      Everly’s throat tightened. The words stuck somewhere between her heart and her lips, an ache of panic rising as she wondered how to possibly explain that she was being sent away to become something Hunter despised.

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. Our family has a long history with them. Death always follows them.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Everly muttered. “I feel like that’s the same as a griever.”

      “Just please, be careful.”

      She stared at him, his words sinking in. “I know how to take care of myself,” she said, her voice more defensive than she’d intended. “I’m not exactly helpless.”

      Hunter ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up even more. “Look, I just… I don’t want you to go somewhere I can’t protect you.”

      The words hung between them, and Everly felt her anger soften into sympathy. There was genuine fear in his eyes, and she sensed his vulnerability underneath his concern.

      “I don’t need protection,” she said, gentler now. “I have Corvis.”

      “You sure do,” Corvis, her omen, piped up from the nearest branch. “I’m all you need and a bag of chips. Pringles. Sour cream and onion.”

      Everly gave Corvis a look, telling him he was interrupting, but Hunter couldn’t hear her omen. Only Everly had the gift to listen to him and other grievers’ omens.

      “Mmm chips. I’ll ask Birdie for some.” Corvis flew toward the back of the house, where Birdie was back in her solarium.

      “I didn’t come here to argue,” Hunter said. “Or to make you more worried than you already are.” His hand dropped back to his side. “I came to give you this.”

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small object wrapped in a handkerchief. When he unwrapped it, Everly saw a smooth stone pendant on a delicate chain, deep blue with hints of iridescent gold that seemed to shift in the sunlight.

      “It’s a protection stone,” Hunter explained, holding it out to her. “It’s been in my family for generations. My grandfather gave it to my father, who gave it to me.”

      Everly hesitated, her fingers hovering just above the pendant. “Hunter, I can’t take this. It’s a family heirloom.”

      “Please,” he insisted, his voice low and urgent. “It’s supposed to shield the wearer from… certain influences.” He didn’t elaborate on what those influences might be, but the intensity in his eyes told her enough. “Just until you come back. Then you can give it back to me.”

      Their fingers brushed as she took the pendant, and a small jolt ran up her arm. The stone felt warm in her palm, almost alive.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, slipping it over her head.

      “I’d like us to talk when you get back,” he said. “I know it’s terrible to wait that long, but I think we need to sit down and⁠—”

      “I agree,” Everly cut in. “When I get back.”

      He nodded and reached out to brush a strand of her blonde hair away from her forehead.

      “Until then.” Hunter hesitated, then pulled her into a hug. “Be safe, E.”

      Before she could respond, he turned and walked down the porch steps, hands back in his pockets, shoulders hunched. As Everly watched him go, she fought the urge to call him back, to tell him everything about what was really going on. But she didn’t even know, not really.

      “He’s not wrong about shades, you know. Can’t trust them—ever.”

      Everly jumped and spun around to find Birdie standing in the doorway, her hands covered in dirt, her short figure silhouetted against the light from inside.

      “How long have you been standing there?” Everly asked, heart racing.
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