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      December unfolded just as Brooke had promised. Snow cloaked the streets in soft silence, while rooftops and trees shimmered beneath strands of enchanted lights. And everywhere, green and red ornaments blazed with a magic that seemed to hum with Christmas cheer.

      Even the weapon dealers at Scorchvine had embraced the holiday spirit, fastening tiny red hats to the heads of their axes. In the Imperium shop, the enchanted bubbles shifted to a festive crimson, drifting lazily through the air like spell-swept snowflakes. Candy vendors lined the cobbled streets, their carts overflowing with holiday confections and steaming brews that tasted of spiced butterscotch and winter-fire.

      Tom’s bar had a massive enchanted, shimmering ornament dangling from the front door. His windows were covered in hand-painted winter scenes, the kind brought to life with low-level spell casting. Snowflakes drifted lazily across the glass, and tiny children waved with unsettling enthusiasm. It felt like a true winter wonderland.

      Brooke had dragged me from shop to shop all day, arms full of bags and unstoppable holiday spirit.  If only my spirit felt that way. Every sudden noise, a loud clap, or a door slamming shut, sent me flinching. I’d been like this since she died, like someone had carved out the bravest part of me and left only the hollow behind.

      My heart never stopped pounding, my mind constantly spinning worst-case scenarios that drained more than they warned. Drake was often at the center of them, but I kept shoving those thoughts aside. Just feelings, I told myself. Only insecurities. The kind that didn’t exist when Brave was still with me

      That’s what I’d decided to call her. Because that’s what she was. She’d sacrificed herself to save Drake. And now I had to go on without her, for the rest of my life.

      Brooke tugged on my hand again, pulling me into yet another store before I could get lost in the silence of my thoughts.

      Mavis had given us money for gifts, though I was fairly certain it came straight from her own pocket, not the official holiday fund she pretended existed.

      Sam stayed at the academy for the Christmas holidays too. Like Chase and Drake, Sam was an orphan too. He’d come to the academy when he was just three, after both of his parents, Sterillian guards, were killed on the same mission.

      It was heartbreaking, knowing what Sam had been through, but his love for Nikki had lit up his world in a way nothing else had. Their bond was impossible to miss.

      Nikki came from a completely different life. Her parents were still happily married and drowned in wealth. The thought of leaving Sam behind for Christmas broke her, but Brooke and I promised we’d make sure he had a holiday worth remembering. She even handed us a big, ribbon-wrapped present to give him on Christmas morning.

      I’d bought Drake a bracelet with a tracker hidden inside, a gift born from the fear that gripped me when he vanished with Blaze. Practical, yes, but I hoped it would bring me some peace of mind. For Brooke, I picked up that sassy jacket she’d been eyeing for weeks, and for Mavis, a delicate snow globe to add to her growing collection. Maverick’s gift was simple, a bottle of whisky, my final purchase. I’d always been a bit of a spender, just like Mom used to say.

      As we roamed the streets, I couldn’t help but wonder how my parents were spending Christmas this year. They were always huge on holidays, decorating the house, turning the entire neighborhood into a holiday spectacle. I missed them, especially now.

      Brooke was on a mission to find the perfect gift for Xander when she finally spotted a stunning jersey in the shop window. We hurried inside to take a closer look. I was eager to get back to the academy. I missed Drake. Lately, it felt like we’d been drifting apart, especially after he asked me to keep our relationship a secret from his brother.

      As I flipped through the racks of jerseys, a familiar buzz pulsed against my skin.

      Then came the yank. I had to smother my shriek, which turned to laughter against Drake’s jacket, breathing in that sweet, musky scent I’d come to crave.

      My heart thudded behind my ribcage. I pushed the wild scenarios that our forbidden love wouldn’t last to the back of my mind.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

      “I missed you too much,” he said, lowering his lips to mine.

      His kiss sent flutters straight through my stomach, and I rose onto my toes to deepen it. Everything washed away. All my insecurities, my doubts, the sacrifice. He was worth it.

      When our balance wobbled, the kiss broke with a breathless laugh. I could only imagine how it must have looked, like the place was haunted, the way Drake could just vanish under his projection.

      “Seriously?” Brooke hissed.

      Drake’s lips curled into that slow, crooked smile, the one that always made my heart beat faster. It reached his eyes, warm and a little smug, like he knew exactly what he was doing to me. Then he leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to the tip of my nose.

      “We are going to Tom’s bar. Hurry.”

      “It’s not me that has to hurry, it’s Brooke.”

      “Tell her then to rush her ass. Xander is waiting.” He pressed a quick kiss to my lips, then tossed me out of his invisible bubble and vanished.

      It was like he’d pulled a cloak of air around himself and slipped out of sight.

      My hormones betrayed me, and the heat crept up my cheeks, the weight of my anxiety settled on my bones again.

      A soft curve curled at the edges of Brooke’s smile and her eyes gleam with amusement. “I have to say, he is quite adventurous lately.”

      “You should see him in the library. Craig believes that a poltergeist moved in.”

      She laughed softly, the sound light and melodic. “Let me guess, you refused to rectify it.”

      “And what? Stop all the fun.”

      “So what does Drake say?”

      “For you to rush your ass and meet them at Tom’s bar.”

      “Fine. I’m done anyway.” She walked over to the counter to pay for the jersey in her hand, wearing that lovesick grin she always got when Xander was involved. She was just as much of a sucker for him as I was for Drake.

      It wasn’t that far to the bar, a few blocks to be precise. The streets were alive with festive energy. We passed clusters of fae, their laughter echoing through the air, a few of them with their hair dyed in shimmering reds and greens for the season.

      The shifters always stood out, some with twitching cat ears, others with curling ram’s horns. Tails were common too, swaying behind them like banners of identity.

      I still didn’t understand why I was the only one who could see it.

      Inside Tom’s bar, several pairs of cat ears perked up the moment we walked in. They turned to smile at us, or rather, at me. It was still unsettling, the way they seemed instinctively drawn to me, but I’d learned to ignore it. Mostly.

      My gaze caught the twinkling fairy lights that wove themselves through ancient wooden beams overhead, changing color every few heartbeats. First gold to silver to deep emerald green. The floating candles drifted lazily in the air, casting soft glows that flickered like starlight across the faces of patrons.

      Above it hung a garland of holly and frost-touched pine, peppered with tiny, sleeping snow sprites nestled between the leaves. Every so often, one stirred and blinked lazily before nestling deeper into the greenery.

      Xander lifted a hand from a table tucked in the corner. Chase and Sam were nowhere to be seen and it felt as if I could breathe a little.

      We hurried over with our packets and dropped into the open chairs, mine settling close to Drake.

      The scent was intoxicating, a mix of spiced cider, enchanted gingerbread, and roasted chestnuts.

      Glass mugs transported themselves lazily through the air to their owners.

      “Where’s Lindy?” Brooke asked, scanning the room. My hands turned clammy instantly.

      The manticore was staying over for the holidays too and was another fear of mine. I mean she could easily put two and two together. The way she put all her energy on Drake was an entire new fear all on its own.

      “Don’t know and I don’t care.” Drake lifted his beer and took a slow sip.

      His hand grazed my leg, and a sudden rush of buzz spread from my thigh straight to my core.

      My worries melted from his touch.

      I fought to ignore it, but the spark of arousal was impossible to shake whenever that touch traveled so close.

      Reality tapped me on the shoulder when Drake shook with laughter at something Xander had said. Brooke’s grin stretched wide as she shook her head, eyes locked on Xander.

      He shrugged.

      “You’re such a pig,” Brooke teased.

      “I’m your pig,” he shot back with a smirk.

      She laughed, leaned in, and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek.

      A low growl rumbled from Drake, and his hand slipped off my leg.

      I glanced over my shoulder as Chase, Sam, and Lindy walked in together, heading straight for our table.

      “You couldn’t have mentioned you were coming to Tom’s Bar?” Chase asked me, dropping some of his purchases onto the table with a grin.

      “I’m not your wife, Chase. Climb off my boob, please.”

      Drake and Xander found it hilarious.

      Chase plopped down in the seat beside me, while Sam pulled up a chair near Brooke. Lindy slid into one close to Drake.

      Brooke’s and my hot chocolates arrived, warm, but destined to be a quick drink. She probably ordered it when Drake was feeling me up. Or that was what I experienced.

      A charmed candy cane stirred itself in my mug. I loved Earwyn.

      My heart thumped faster once more as my gaze lingered on Lindy, laughing and speaking with Drake.

      A part of me was eager to get back to the academy, knowing whatever was coming in the next hour was going to make keeping my cool nearly impossible.

      “May I please have a Chai-Tea?” Lindy asked.

      Chase and Sam each grabbed a beer for themselves.

      “Look what I got,” Lindy said, pulling out a dress and holding it up for Drake to see.

      I caught Xander’s steady eyes watching me, and hated how clearly he could tell that whatever Lindy was doing was grinding my nerves raw.

      “Nice,” Drake answered just as Xander laughed. Thank heavens Xander finally tore his gaze away from me.

      “So what did you get, Sophie?” Chase asked.

      “Nothing for your cat-ears, Chase.”

      “Cat ears? Why do you keep on calling me that?”

      I waved it off and took a generous sip of my drink, only to nearly scorch my tongue.

      “Blow, Sophie,” Drake spoke in that knowing tone, the one that said he was well aware I wasn’t thrilled about our seating arrangement.

      I flipped him off, which made Chase burst out laughing.

      “I can show you what to do with that finger,” Drake said with a smirk.

      Heat rushed to my cheeks for absolutely no reason.

      “You’ve got such a dirty mind,” Xander teased.

      “Drake wishes,” I muttered.

      The whole table chuckled.

      “Until you taste brother Evan’s love then you wish,” Lindy said, making Xander suppressed his laugh.

      “Stop it,” Drake whispered to Lindy.

      “What? I’m just saying,” she replied, all innocence.

      I finished the rest of my drink in a few quick gulps and pushed back my chair.

      Chase pulled me back. “Where are you going?”

      “Back to the academy. I’m cold, I’m tired, and I’ve hit my shopping limit for the day.”

      “You’re really leaving?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, just wait for me,” she replied, downing the rest of her drink in a few heroic gulps.

      “Seriously?” Xander raised a brow.

      “I came with Sophie,” Brooke said firmly. “I’m not ditching her again, Xander.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, remembering exactly what happened the last time she did.

      “It doesn’t seem like Sophie minds,” Xander said, gesturing toward me.

      “Yeah, no,” Brooke cut in, standing up and planting a quick kiss on his cheek. “See you back at the academy.”

      “Bye,” I said, not bothering to look back.

      Of course Lindy’s “bye” rang out louder than anyone else’s. She’d been grating on my nerves all holiday.
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      That night, Mavis made sure an enormous feast was laid out, like something out of a storybook. The table stretched nearly mid-length of the hall and packed edge to edge with glazed gammon, a golden-roasted turkey stuffed with herbs, and bowls brimming with roasted vegetables, creamy mashed potatoes, and thick, savory gravy. Platters of honeyed carrots, cranberry sauce, and crusty bread still warm from the oven added color and comfort. Crystal goblets shimmered with spiced cider and mulled wine, catching the glow of enchanted candlelight floating above the table.

      Garlands of evergreen and holly wrapped around the beams overhead, dotted with flickering fae lights that cast a soft, golden shimmer over everything. The scent of pine, cinnamon, and roasted meat mingled in the air as snow fell gently outside the windows. Laughter echoed through the hall, cheeks flushed with warmth and magic, and for one perfect moment, it felt like home.

      Outside, snow fell thick and fast, and I couldn’t stop my thoughts from drifting to Mom and Dad. I wished I could tell them I was still alive, still thinking about them, still missing them.

      Brooke nudged me gently out of my nostalgia. Everyone who had stayed for Christmas was gathered around the table, laughter already beginning to echo through the room.

      Maverick stood and said grace, and then we all dug in.

      I sat wedged between Chase and Brooke, there’d be no easy escape when Lindy inevitably started pressing my buttons, and I pray my anxiety would just ease for tonight.

      The dishes smelled divine, each bite bursting with flavors that danced across my tongue and warmed me from the inside out.

      After dinner, Mav got up, lifted his goblet. “A toast, then, ter family, fae-bonded and not alike, for surviving another year’s chaos wi’ our wits and claws intact!”

      Mavis nodded from her place at the head of the table. “Wise words, Maverick. And may the new year bring strength to the bonds that hold us, especially for our young ones still learning their wings.”

      “And hopefully to new love,” Chase chirped and I closed my eyes while Brooke and Xander snickered next to me.

      Mavis gave me that knowing smile.

      “C’mon, Soph, it’s Christmas,” Chase said.

      “So what, the day is not magically changing your personality, Chase.”

      “Still, I think you two will make a beautiful couple,” Lindy said.

      “Aye, give it up, Chase. The lass told yeh plenty of times she dinnae want anything ter do wi’ yeh.”

      More laughter broke around the dinner, but I struggled to get Lindy’s remark out of my head. Why was she irritating me this much? Oh, right, she is literally throwing herself at my boyfriend.

      When it was time for presents, Maverick took charge, his arms full as he began handing them out with a rare grin.

      Mavis must have picked out gifts for Sovereign Reginald, Danish, and Bower, each of them unwrapped something with a polite nod in her direction. She received a handful of presents too, even from Drake and Chase. The hand Drake had accidentally burned was still wrapped in clean bandages, but she barely seemed to notice as she smiled through it all.

      To my surprise, Chase handed me a gift.

      “Merry Christmas, Sophie,” he said, pulling me into a warm hug.

      “Merry Christmas,” I murmured against his shoulder.

      Then Maverick handed Chase his gift. Chase tore it open and stared at the contents, disbelief clear on his face.

      “How the hell did you know?”

      Maverick smiled slyly. “A Spirit Fae never reveals her secrets, Chase.”

      “Haha, you do if it’s for your griffin,” Chase teased.

      I shoved his face away, earning snickers from the others around the table.

      Mav handed Sam his oversized gift from Nikki, and everyone teased him as his cheeks flushed a deep red.

      “Helps when your girlfriend’s rich,” Chase said with a grin, bumping Sam’s shoulder.

      Sam just shook his head and waited patiently before tearing it open.

      Brooke had gotten me a pair of cozy slippers, and Maverick a pair of gloves for when I practiced with Siren Song.

      “Thanks, Mav,” I said warmly.

      He tore open my gift and let out a low grunt. “Soph, how’d ye ken?”

      “I’m a Spirit Fae. I know all yer deepest, darkest desires,” I teased.

      Brooke burst out laughing, covering her mouth to stifle it.

      Mavis’s grin stretched wide, and she gave me a cheeky wink. She absolutely adored the snow globe I’d brought her, while Brooke was practically glowing over her new jacket.

      We popped crackers, savored Mavis’s rich chocolate pudding, then said our goodnights.

      Brooke decided to come with me, planning to sneak off later to Xander’s room. The academy was bustling; everyone had moved in for the holidays, especially with the blizzard headed our way in the next few days.

      “It sucks to leave the laughter behind,” Brooke said.

      “Then go back. You don’t have to come with me.”

      “I don’t want to leave you alone, Soph. I remember how hard the first Christmas was for me.”

      “I’m okay, really.”

      “You give Drake his gift yet?”

      I shook my head, unsure how I’d even give it to him. I just hoped he’d sneak into my room tonight.

      Inside our room, Brooke pulled out her phone and flicked on a projector, casting a Christmas movie on the wall. We sprawled out on her bed, cozy and quiet.

      “I miss Christmases with my mom and sister,” she admitted.

      “I can imagine. Did you have any traditions?”

      “My mom used to make these amazing little Christmas tarts,” she said, a smile tugging at her lips. “She’d give them to us right at midnight. When I was little, she’d wake me up for it, but as I got older, I just stayed up to wait for her. What about you?”

      “I missed my mom’s cooking and Dad’s decorations. They were something else.”

      Brooke laughed. “How crazy were they with the decorations?”

      “Oh, a solid ten. There was this competition on our street, whoever had the best Christmas or Halloween display won the cup.”

      “The cup?”

      “A ridiculous trophy Mrs. Sanders made. Dad and Mr. Rollins, who lived across the street, took it way too seriously. I had to help him decorate every year. Two years ago, he bought all eight reindeer and a sleigh for the roof.”

      “No way,” Brooke said, laughing.

      “I miss them. I hope they’re still celebrating.”

      “Me too,” Brooke said, her eyes glistening. I looked away, not wanting to embarrass her.

      When the credits rolled, Brooke switched off the projector. “You sure you’re going to be okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Go.”

      She pulled me into a tight hug. “Merry Christmas, Sophie.”

      “You too.”

      She rushed out of the room, closing the door softly behind her.

      Loneliness crept in as I slid off her bed, grabbed my yoga pants and a shirt, and headed to the bathroom. I doubted Drake would show up tonight.

      The shower was amazing, and after I rushed out the bathroom to crawl under the covers. I paused, spotted the small, pristine white box resting on my bed. Was he here? I scanned the room. There was no shimmer, no glint, nothing to betray his presence. I wondered how Mavis could see through his shield.

      Curious, I opened the box. Inside lay a delicate silver chain, its pendant dominated by a glistening stone framed by swirling silver flames. I traced the cool metal with my fingers.

      A familiar buzz tickled my skin as Drake’s arm slid around my waist from behind.

      “When I saw it, I thought of you,” he whispered.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

      I turned my head to the side to look back at him. His finger tipped my chin, lifting my head slightly upward. He lowered his chin, lips capturing mine in a slow, sweeping kiss, deep and tender. My anxiety was nowhere now.

      When we finally pulled apart, he breathed, “Merry Christmas, Sophie.”

      “Merry Christmas, Fire-Bird,” I replied, heart soaring.

      Drake chuckled as I slipped out of his embrace. “I got you something, too.”

      I handed him a small package containing a similar box, just bigger, with a bracelet inside.

      His eyebrow lifted as he opened it. No words came, but when he saw the bracelet, a slow smile spread across his face. He pulled it out and slipped it onto his wrist without hesitation.

      “It’s perfect. Very manly.”

      “That it is,” I said.

      “Thank you.” He drew me closer, and our lips met again in a soft, lingering brush.

      The kiss deepened, and heat surged through me like wildfire. We climbed on my bed, kissing each other sitting in the most awkward position. My hands pressed against his chest, caught between the urge to push him away and the need to pull him closer. All I knew was I didn’t want it to end, and judging by the way he held me, neither did he.

      His fire flared inside my mind. The thought of Lindy burning herself clenched something deep within me, and I pressed my hands firmly against his chest.

      Our kiss broke, and we both burst into soft, breathy laughter.

      “What was that?”

      “Guess I’ve got a lot of willpower, especially after you’ve saved my life. Twice now.” His eyes widened on that last part, and a slow smile tugged at his lips.

      “I’ll always save you, Drake Evans.”

      “So I’m the damsel in distress?”

      “Nowhere does it say men have to save women.”

      “Definitely feels that way in this relationship.”

      The heat in my cheeks refusing to fade. I caught Drake staring at me.

      My stomach fluttered. “What now?”

      A chuckle bubbled up from him. “I really want to try something, Sophie.”

      “What do you want to try?”

      He grinned. “Oh, you know.”

      His lips found mine again. When our mouths parted, I looked up at him, heart pounding. “Sex?”

      My voice trembled, partly because I’d never done this with anyone before, and partly because my partner could literally ignite and turn me to ash. Not that I thought he would, but the possibility was there.

      Mom used to say, if an animal has teeth, it will bite. It was pretty much the same concept.

      “If you don’t want to, I get it.”

      “It’s not that. What about your fire?” I couldn’t stop the heat waves pulsing through me.

      “I just want to see how far I can go with you. Though honestly, it probably won’t get that far.”

      “Okay, fine. I’m in.” The words slipped out before Drake could say a thing, and my lips crashed against his. Our tongues dueled as if our lives depended on it. Kissing him like this shoved my hormones into a new category. I climbed on top of his lap and pushed myself tight against his body. The buzzing was driving me insane.

      Drake took control and my back crashed against the softness of my mattress. He clasped both my wrists with his hands as his hips moved in circles. Moans left both our lips as the kissing enhanced.

      The kiss broke as I gasped for air.

      “You sure about this?” I asked, silently hoping he wouldn’t back down now.

      “Yeah,” he said, gripping my boob tightly. His touch sent a thrilling tingle through my entire body, leaving me craving even more.

      He released my wrist and shifted his body toward the edge of the bed.

      My shirt lifted as warm lips caressed my stomach. A soft gasp slipped from my mouth, the sensation overwhelming me. I couldn’t even bring myself to open my eyes.

      Drake pulled at my pants. I didn’t care whether I was still a virgin or not.

      If he was up for this, who the hell was I to deny him.

      Goosebumps swept across my legs as Drake slipped off my pants, then slowly made his way back up, his lips finding mine once more.

      Our lips sucked and scraped as his hand tugged at the hem of his shirt, and in one smooth motion, he pulled it off. The heat radiating from his body was warm, but not the kind that burned. My fingertips brushed down his chest, tracing the hard lines of muscle. Every inch of him sculpted, like he’d been carved by flame and shadow.

      He cupped the back of my head, deepening the kiss as my legs wrapped tightly around his waist.

      His jeans had vanished along with my yoga pants, leaving him in nothing but his trunks.

      I had never wanted anyone the way I wanted him.

      The kiss deepened, growing more urgent as my hands traced down the sides of his torso. The buzzing sensation pulsed through me, building into something dizzying, and I swore I was teetering on the edge of unraveling. What the hell was it going to feel like with him inside of me?

      He pulled back suddenly, and in an instant, the buzzing and everything with it vanished, just as I was about to come undone.

      I rolled onto my side, clenching my legs together as a frustrated grunt escaped my lips. Drake’s breath came in heavy, uneven waves.

      “You okay?” I asked, cracking my eyes open just a sliver.

      A flicker of orange and yellow light bled through my lashes. My eyes flew open.

      Drake sat on his haunches, his body trembling as flames licked across his shoulders, head, and hands. His eyes were shut tight, breath ragged, like he was fighting to pull himself back from the edge.

      I had nothing to compare him to. Drake was entirely in a league of his own.

      His breathing gradually slowed, and with one final, steady inhale, the flames faded from his body.

      When he opened his eyes and met mine, something shifted. We both burst out laughing, and once it started, we couldn’t stop.

      Somehow, the laughter felt even more necessary than the heat between us.

      I had to give it to the Fire-Bird, he really did know how to control his flame.
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      Sophie slept curled in my arm, her breath soft and steady as the first pale light of dawn chased the darkness from the room. She looked untouched by worry, as if the world outside didn’t exist, as if she’d never known pain. And meanwhile, I lay there, wide-eyed, wrecked, caught in a storm I didn’t know how to name.

      It was all the darkness I’d given into when my fire had turned against me, when I let it guide me instead of fighting it.

      Anya’s words, her touch, the way she twisted everything. My weakness. I was a virgin, for crying out loud, and she didn’t care. Or maybe I didn’t. Maybe I gave it away like it meant nothing. That guilt still clung to me like smoke. But she kept saying the same thing over and over, Phoenix Griffins belong with Phoenix Griffins.

      The first time I was inside her, I thought it might kill me. The intensity was unbearable, like being consumed from the inside out. I’d never felt anything like it. And now? Now I couldn’t even think about it without feeling sick. Every time she appeared in my dreams, I woke up in a cold sweat, heart racing like prey.

      Mavis had reassured me, again and again, that she was locked away in Concordia. But that didn’t stop the memories. Or the nightmares.

      And the rest of it was wrapped around Sophie.

      How had she done it? Pulled the dark fire out of me like it was nothing but smoke and shadow? Was it the bond we shared, or something deeper, older, more dangerous?

      I hated not knowing. Grateful, yes. But the mystery gnawed at the edges of my mind, scraped its claws along my soul. Not knowing made me feel powerless. And I was tired of feeling powerless when it came to her.

      I slipped out of bed without waking her, moving slow, careful not to break the spell of sleep wrapped around her. Jeans first, then my shirt, then the sneakers. She rolled over and hugged the pillow I slept on like it was me, her hair spilling across the sheets in soft, tangled waves. I ran a hand through my own mess of hair, half-heartedly trying to tame it.

      Leaning down, I brushed a gentle kiss against her temple. She smelled like wildflowers and spring rain, the kind of scent that could haunt a man.

      Then I cloaked myself, faded from sight like a shadow at dawn. No one could see me. No one but Mavis.

      I cracked her door open, slipped outside and shut it just as quietly. The floor creaked under my steps as I descended to the first level where Mavis had given us shelter for Christmas break.

      Brooke was still in our room, tangled in sleep with Xander. They were lucky. They didn’t have to hide. Xander could touch her whenever he pleased, without fear of hurting her.

      Me? I had to wait for the dark, for corners and closed doors.

      And the worst part? My brother’s fire, his flame, had changed. I saw it in my dreams of her. They were going to share a bright, burning red flame. The kind of bond that wasn’t just physical or magical, it was soul-deep. Real.

      Not the turquoise they got. It changed because of me. Because I intervened.

      A dull ache settled in my chest. I took the silence as my cue to shower, to wash off the night, the longing, the ache of wanting more than I was allowed to have with her.

      But my mind betrayed me the moment the water hit. I thought of Sophie, her soft curves, the way her breath caught when I kissed her neck. She tasted like innocence dipped in sin, and I wanted more.

      If I could just bottle the fire inside me for half an hour, hell, fifteen minutes, I’d be fine. But that wasn’t how it worked. I didn’t command the fire. It commanded me.

      Still, I smiled as the steam curled around me. Practice makes perfect, they say. And if Sophie was willing, I’d gladly put that theory to the test.

      When I stepped out, Xander was already up, propped against the headboard. Brooke barely stirred, tucked into his side.

      “Slept well?” he asked, voice low so he wouldn’t wake her.

      “Always do when I’m with her.”

      He gave me that knowing grin, the one that said we were both in too deep and loving every second of it. “They have no idea what they do to us.”

      “At least Brooke was made for you.”

      Xander’s smile faded into something softer. “Drake, Sophie’s just as much yours as she is bonded to your brother. Well, that’s if he can learn to handle her magic.”

      I exhaled, scrubbing a hand down my face. “Yeah, about that. What’s it even feel like, handling Brooke’s?”

      Xander raised a brow. “Why do you ask?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I’m trying to help him. Give him something to work with.”

      “It’s like breathing,” he said, without hesitation. “It’s not supposed to feel like work. It just is.”

      “Then why is he struggling?”

      He shook his head, no answer in sight.

      The question had been circling my own mind for days. Why was my brother’s nose bleeding every time he tried to channel her magic? Every time he touched her power? If the bond was real, if it was meant to be, why did it tear him apart instead of strengthening him?

      It scared the hell out of me. Kept me awake more nights than I cared to admit. Because if her magic didn’t recognize him, she would die and what if that was my fault too.
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        * * *

      

      We all sat down to breakfast together, the kind of quiet morning that should’ve felt normal, but didn’t. Not with Sophie on the opposite a few seats down from me, her laugh slipping into my bloodstream like sunlight. My gaze kept drifting to her, no matter how hard I tried to fight it.

      I hated that my brother sat next to her, joking with her. My lips curved slightly every time she palmed away his face. This morning, it was worse. I wanted to kiss her again. Hold her like I did last night. Tasting her like I had last night.

      A sharp kick under the table jolted me, and I looked up to find Xander smirking at me from across the table, one brow raised. I looked away, guilt tugging at my chest.

      I needed to pull myself together. Rein it in. Longing for Sophie like this, with half the damn table watching, was dangerous.

      “How did you sleep?” Lindy asked, her voice all honey and false softness.

      “Normal,” I replied, keeping my tone flat. “Why?”

      She smiled. That smile. The one that made me want to grit my teeth. She still had hope. For us. And that was the problem.

      Lindy was beautiful, no doubt. But she was also sharp-tongued, impatient, and relentless when she wanted something. I didn’t want her hope. I didn’t want her.

      My eyes slipped to the gloved hand resting in her lap. My fault. My burn. A scar left behind because I hadn’t learned how to control my fire. Guilt twisted in my gut, thick and bitter.

      She wore the glove like armor. I wore the memory like a curse.

      The rest of the day it was spend hiding underneath my projection away from everyone. With Sophie of course.

      We ended up tangled in the room I shared with Xander. He and Brooke were probably in Sophie’s room by now.

      My hands roamed her body like I couldn’t get enough, and honestly, I couldn’t. Her breathing came fast, her eyes half-lidded, glowing with heat as they locked on mine. I kissed her again, deeper this time, pressing my hips harder against hers. The friction sent a jolt of pleasure through me that nearly stole my breath.

      “Oh,” she gasped, a soft cry slipping past her lips. “That feels so good.”

      “You like that?” I whispered against her throat, voice rough with want.

      She nodded, leg hooking around my waist to pull me closer, as if we could somehow melt into each other.

      I trailed kisses up the smooth line of her neck, drawn back to her lips like a moth to flame. Every brush of her mouth against mine threatened to undo me. And if this was what losing control felt like, I didn’t want it to stop.

      My pelvis still thrusting into her. My cock is hard, wired and would give anything for release.

      Sophie let out a soft mewl, that sound did strange things to me. My fire surged in response, racing up my spine like it had a mind of its own.

      In a blink, I was off her, my body jerking away with an unnatural snap as I slammed back against the wall, breath ragged. The burn was real this time, a warning under my skin.

      She let out a quiet grunt, sitting up slowly, and I feared we’d never be able to be like this. Not fully. Not without risk.

      I forced a few deep breaths, grounding myself. The fire settled, simmering low again. I cracked open my eyes, and there she was. Upright, watching me with a wide, stormy gaze .

      “Sorry,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair.

      “Don’t be,” she said softly. “That was incredible.”

      A smile tugged at my lips. “Yeah? Try carrying that want for you through a normal day. It’s not exactly subtle.”

      She laughed, really laughed, and the sound hit me like a spell. Light and pure and a little dangerous.

      “You’re laughing?” I teased, stepping closer.

      She snorted.

      The tension snapped, my fire tucked itself back into place, and before she could say another word, I pinned her to the mattress again, grinning.

      “You’re pure evil, Sophie Emerson.”

      “If it means having you, I’ll gladly be the villain.”

      Our lips met, and for one perfect moment, the world went quiet. I could kiss this girl for the rest of my life, and never get enough.

      The rest of the break slipped through our fingers, gone before I was ready.

      Sophie and I kept pushing boundaries, like we’d opened a forbidden door and couldn’t bring ourselves to close it again. Every touch, every kiss, pulled us deeper into something we couldn’t name, but felt in every breath.

      And yet, no matter how far we went, we never crossed that final line.

      One evening she experienced an orgasm. It was a real ego booster as I wasn’t even inside of her. Her cheeks flushed crimson, and I kissed the embarrassment right off her skin, soft and slow, like it was mine to take away. Why was she embarrassed? Fuck what would sex with her actually be like?

      I hated lighting up like a damn human torch every time desire slipped out of my control. It made everything harder, especially not hurting her. But somehow, by some small miracle, not a single hair on Sophie’s body was ever singed.

      Every time I singed up. There were no lick of black flames. Just pure orange and red, clean, bright, alive. The dark fire was gone. Truly gone.

      And yet, the need between us only grew stronger. Addictive. Dangerous. Like a drug I couldn't quit.

      I told it all to Spear Tooth. That trident knew every hidden part of me, my wants, my fears, my failings. He buzzed in response, its hum low and constant. Like always, he spoke in a language I still didn’t understand, but somehow I knew he heard me.

      Some days, we trained with Sophie and her weapon, Siren Song. She’d become something fierce with that bow, fluid, focused, deadly. And there was no doubt in my mind that our weapons liked each other too. Spear Tooth and Siren Song had shared decades together in Scorchvine before we ever came into the picture. Now, they tolerated our messes while carrying their own kind of history.

      Part of me wondered who owned her brother. That bow had power written into its very bones. Hopefully they will reveal it at the Epoch’s federation this year.

      New Year’s crept up on us, and we celebrated at Tom’s bar. Or rather, everyone else did. I spent the night twisted in my own skin, sitting across from Sophie and Chase. My brother couldn’t keep his hands off her. I knew it was just teasing and playful banter, but it was like he deliberately done it so he could touch her. And every time he succeeded, it sent a new wave of heat crawling up my spine.

      I barely touched my drink. My nerves were coiled too tight, my jaw locked every time she smiled at him. It was a brutal night, and I knew if I didn’t get control of myself, I’d end up revealing everything. To Chase. To Lindy. To everyone who still didn’t know the truth.

      And once that secret was out, there’d be no stuffing it back in the dark.
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      A few days after the new year, a formal invitation arrived, sealed in gold wax, the emblem of the Epoch Federation pressed deep into the surface. The parchment shimmered faintly when I tilted it, and the ink itself shifted color under the light. It felt heavy in my hands, not just in weight, but in meaning. Its elegance bringing on a new type of anxiety. Something told me I was going to meet King Avery at this party.

      Thank my stars I wouldn’t be alone.

      Drake received one too. So did Brooke, though her reaction was less than thrilled.

      “It’s not even a plus-one thing,” she groaned, flicking the edge of her own invite. “Xander can’t come.”

      “Drake and I will be there,” I said, nudging her shoulder with mine. “Can’t be that lame.”

      “Okay, yay,” she muttered, clearly unconvinced.

      Her deadpan delivery pulled a laugh from my lips. “Well, I’m excited. I want to see what all this Epoch business is about.”

      I hadn’t mentioned Shadow Bane to anyone yet. Not even to Drake. I knew I should tell him, before he started asking questions I wasn’t ready to answer. But the event was still a month away. I had time.

      The last day of our break, Drake and I spent by the lake.

      It was one of those glassy, windless afternoons where the water looked like polished obsidian. Sunlight skimmed across its surface in rippling gold. Snow still clung to the pines around the shoreline, and our boots crunched lightly on the frozen moss as we walked.

      Drake stood at the edge, watching the still water as if it held some sort of answer. He was himself again, mostly. The dark curse that had clung to him like a second skin was gone now. Lifted. Burned away.

      But Xander had confided that he still woke up some nights, drenched in sweat, the nightmares of that time still clawing at him.

      He didn’t speak much about Blaze and his mother, Anya. It was the only thing I knew about her. Her name. I hated the way his eyes left mine whenever I tried him to open up. I hated the secrets, the shame that he might think I wouldn’t grasp or understand that he wasn’t himself then.

      I couldn’t begin to imagine what she had done to him. What the darkness had taken?

      But I knew it was bad. Whenever he had a nightmare, he would be wired the entire day. I’d make him show me his fire, just to be sure. To prove that it was still golden-orange and fierce, not touched by shadows. That it was clean. That he was clean.

      Rumors still swirled around Mavis. Whispers that she’d have to answer for how we even had the spell that saved him. Phoenix healing magic was supposed to be impossible, reserved for Phoenix Griffins and their kin. The kind of spell lost to myth, not something you pulled out of a dusty drawer.

      Sometimes I wondered if, by some miracle, Phoenix blood didn’t run through my own veins. It would explain a lot: the fire, the dreams, the way I was drawn to Drake like gravity.

      But then there were my ears. Normal fae ears. No fire threatening to burst from my skin. No creature pacing beneath my bones.

      Those were the signs when you are a phoenix, right?

      Still, I remembered what Mavis had said: “Your magic is powerful.”

      Maybe that’s why the spell worked. Maybe it was the price I paid, losing one of my Sophies.

      How else could I explain the hollow ache in my chest, like a piece of my soul had been carved out and carried off? It felt as though someone had taken a shard of my courage with her, and left me just a little less whole.

      Saying goodbye to Drake was not easy.

      He kept my anxiety at bay. I felt whole when I was with him, and when we part, it all came back.

      Everyone had returned to Earwyn. The graduates ready to dive back into their missions, and I was being shoved into training with his brother, something we both hated now, for obvious reasons.

      Drake didn’t care anymore if Chase was technically my griffin. That title meant nothing to him. Not after I pulled him out of his dark flame. Not after everything we’d shared. He wasn’t about to let his brother stand between us.

      “I have to go,” I whispered against his lips, both of us hidden beneath the shimmer of his projection, cloaked in invisibility on the edge of the forest. The towering silhouette of the academy loomed behind me.

      “Fine,” he muttered, his forehead pressed to mine. “I hate the missions. I hate missing you for days.”

      “Buff it up, Fire-Bird,” I teased. “You're supposed to be made of tougher stuff.”

      A soft and reluctant laugh escaped him. “Fine. Go.”

      He let go of me with a sigh, but not before giving me a playful kick to the backside as I turned to leave. I smiled over my shoulder and forced myself to keep walking.

      Truth was, I hated leaving too. But this was the cost of secrecy. His choice. Drake still refused to tell Chase about us, terrified his brother would walk away, that my magic might hurt me in the end. He worried himself sick over things I’d already made peace with.

      I wasn’t afraid. Not of Chase. Not of my magic. I had Hank. I had Maverick. And they were better partners than Chase ever managed to be.

      The academy doors creaked open under my hand, and before I could fully step inside, a piercing shriek filled the air as someone threw their arms around me.

      “Welcome back!” Nikki’s vanilla-sweet scent filled my nose as she swayed me in place, crushing me in a hug.

      “How was your festive season?” I asked.

      “Missed Sam way too much.”

      “Speaking of, where is the griffin?” I looked around.

      “Just left,” Cali muttered from the side. “Thank the stars for miracles.”

      My gaze flicked to hers, and she gave me a small smile.

      “Hey, Soph,” she said, getting up from the chair in front of her dresser, wrapping me in a warm hug.

      “Hey. How was your break?”

      “Amazing. Spent it with my family. Honestly had the best time.”

      “Didn’t miss Chase even a little?” I asked.

      “Heck no. He’s an idiot.”

      “Took you long enough to figure that out.”

      “Yeah, well. He’s your problem now.”

      “Or not,” I said with a shrug. “We’re not a thing, and we’ll never be a thing.”

      Cali raised a suspicious brow at me. “Where the hell were you all afternoon?”

      “What?” I blinked, feigning innocence. “None of your business, nosy.”

      “I swear, sometimes I really wonder about you and Maverick, Sophie.”

      Brooke burst out laughing just as the corner of my mouth twitched.

      “No…” Cali turned to Brooke, eyes wide. “No. Don’t tell me⁠—”

      “I didn’t say a word,” Brooke held up her hands, still grinning.

      “You didn’t have to,” Cali gasped, practically falling over herself. “You and Maverick?!”

      “Nooo,” I drawled dramatically, flopping onto my bed. “He’s, like, a hundred years old, Cali. Gross.”

      “Then who?”

      “I just went for some air,” I said, waving it off. “You know, clear my head. I’ve had a lot going on.”

      “Pfft. Like what?” she scoffed.

      “Like almost dying,” I muttered.

      Nikki, who’d been unusually quiet, let out a sharp gasp. “Drake?”

      My throat tightened instantly. I looked over at her, slow and guarded. “What about Drake?”

      “You saved him. You broke the curse, Sophie.”

      “And?”

      Nikki leaned forward. “Only someone with a strong bond can break a darkfire curse. So you and Drake?”

      “Nooo!” I exaggerated, throwing a pillow over my face. “Seriously? He’s my griffin’s brother. Do you have any idea how competitive those two are?”

      “Then who?” Cali practically shrieked.

      Dodged that one. Barely.

      I sat up, stretched, and made a slow path to the bathroom. “Nobody. I told you, I just went for a walk.”

      “I’ll find out,” Cali warned, pointing at me like she was already drafting the conspiracy board in her head.

      Just before I stepped through the bathroom door, my gaze locked with Brooke’s.

      She looked conveniently preoccupied, eyes focused on her nails, but the tight press of her lips betrayed her. She was holding back a laugh.

      Shit.

      It was only a matter of time before they pieced it together. Chase had grilled me for days, asking how the spell worked, and when he gave up, the girls picked up where he left off. If Brooke didn’t spin a good enough distraction soon, someone would ask the right question at the wrong time, and the truth would unravel.

      I wasn’t ready for that yet.

      We all went to dinner together, just enjoying each other’s company. I loved the past two weeks that I could spend it with Drake and friends, but it was also draining hiding our forbidden love from everyone. Tonight, for the first time, things felt normal.

      Later, in bed, sleep didn’t come easily. For someone with enough magic that I could probably bend spirit, I was embarrassingly bad at falling asleep.

      I tried to focus only on the darkness, let it swallow everything. Let it carry me to that place where thought faded and the body surrendered.

      There was always something strangely beautiful about it, the way your body simply shut down, how everything around you stilled and faded into quiet nothing.

      But then, the light came.

      It wasn’t the light of morning. It seeped in unnaturally, pale and cold. Darkness peeled back to reveal ivory walls and gleaming marble floors beneath my bare feet.

      I wasn’t in control.

      My hand brushed against a frozen wall, not by my will. Some unseen force moved me, guiding me forward. A puppet with no strings, no say. My chest tightened as realization struck.

      I knew this place.

      I knew this dream.

      My heart pounded, each beat harder than the last, because I recognized what was happening. It was one of my dream visions. It was still the same like the first time.

      But this one changed. They said they didn’t want Drake.

      So what now?

      Unintelligible voices filtered through the air, drawing me closer like a current I couldn’t fight. I moved silently toward a half-opened door. The moment I crossed its threshold, the conversation sharpened.

      “If you want Drake to be my concern,” said a familiar, clipped voice. Caus, “then you need to deal with Dreya.”

      No. No, no, no. This was the exact vision I had seen before. Word for word. The vision before Dreya had passed.

      “Dreya?” a second voice responded, male, skeptical. “Are you insane? She’s a celebrity, Caus.”

      Panic clawed at my throat. I tried to control my breathing, tried to wake myself up, but nothing worked. I was trapped, listening, completely exposed. And I knew that if I stayed too long, they would sense me.

      What did they want with Drake? And what had Dreya’s death had to do with this?

      Their voices lowered, but one phrase still sliced through the air like a blade:

      “…powerful enough for Drake and Dreya.”

      “I see,” the other male said, his voice low and unreadable.

      My heart pounded harder. The panic started clawing its talons into my core.

      Calm down. You can do this. Just breathe. Calm down.

      I forced my focus inward, grounding myself in the rhythm of my heartbeat. Then outward, picking five things in the hallway to anchor me.

      I hated the feeling of panicking. I felt so lost without Brave.

      But everything was blurry, washed out like a dream already slipping through my fingers. I couldn’t hold onto any of it.

      What did Drake have to do with this?

      “I’ll think on it and let you know,” the second voice replied. I missed so much of their conversation trying to calm my erratic heartbeat, grounding myself in the dream.

      “This will shake Concordia to its core,” Caus murmured, almost to himself. I remember how devastated everyone was at the academy when the news of Dreya’s death reached Earwin. Back then, I had no idea who Dreya was.

      “Drake is the bigger concern now,” the other man said. “So I’ll handle Dreya. You need to prepare for him.”

      My stomach dropped.

      I didn’t like the way he said to prepare for him, as if Drake were some unpredictable threat they needed to neutralize. There was no warmth, no sense of guidance or protection in those words. Just cold strategy.

      And the worst part? I had no other intel to bring Mavis. No full names, no faces. Just pieces of a vision that might mean everything, or absolutely nothing.

      Dreya had died days after I first had this dream. That couldn’t be coincidence.

      And now, they’d shifted, from wanting nothing to do with Drake, back to preparing for him?

      What changed?

      Why now?

      And what did it mean for him, for us, if they’d already marked him as a threat?

      His dark fire.

      Enzo’s words echoed in my mind, the king gave him his dark fire, just before a searing pain split through my skull like a blade of lightning. A groan tore from my throat, raw and unfamiliar, barely sounding like me.

      “It’s okay, Sophie. You’re okay.” Hank’s voice wrapped around me like a blanket, steady and grounding.

      His warm hands cupped my face, and with his touch, a tingling warmth pushed back against the pain, softening its grip until it slowly began to fade.

      “Why isn’t her stone working anymore?” Brooke’s voice, sharp with worry.

      “She’s open now, Brooke,” Hank replied. “She’s been paired with a griffin. That changes everything. The stone won’t help, only Chase can take her pain now. My healing can calm the storm, but only his touch will take it away.”

      What?

      I tried to make sense of his words, but they slipped from my grasp like smoke. Open? Paired? Chase was supposed to stop the pain?

      The ache dulled, pulling me back into darkness.

      Calming the storm?

      What storm?

      And why did it feel like I’d just crossed a line I couldn’t return from?
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        * * *

      

      I left the infirmary early to get ready for school.

      “You okay?” Hank asked, scanning his hand over my head. His brow furrowed.

      “I’m fine. Thanks for being there, Hank.”

      “I’ll always be there, Sophie. You know you can trust me with anything, right?”

      I nodded, but Mavis’ warning echoed in my mind. Take it to your grave. No one would want a fae touched by darkness.

      Not even Hank.

      “Go,” he said gently. “Hope today’s pain-free.”

      “Doubtful, with Chase still sucking at this.”

      He chuckled. “I thought he was getting better?”

      “Only when he really focuses. Poor guy, it’s a miracle he doesn’t get headaches.”

      “They’re good at healing themselves,” Hank said. “I just wish it would flow over to his fae.”

      The way he said it made my stomach turn. His fae. I wasn’t Chase’s. I’d never be his.

      “Me too,” I muttered, then waved goodbye and left the infirmary.

      The girls didn’t even flinch at my headaches anymore, or ask questions. I remembered hearing Brooke’s voice last night, asking about my gem. I should’ve just taken it off and mailed it back to the king. But I couldn’t. Something in me clung to it, believing it still held a trace of healing.

      Classes blurred by. Unfortunately, Chase shared almost all of them with me now. The only escape was Healing, Animal Care, and Epoch 101, or as I called them, my Chase-free sanctuaries.

      By two, we grabbed a rushed lunch and headed into training with Mavis.

      It felt like one step forward, ten steps back. Chase was struggling again today, and by quarter to three, my temples had started to throb.

      “Mavis!”

      Drake’s voice pulled our attention left as he jogged up the training stones.

      “Perfect timing with you here,” he said, glancing briefly at me before handing Chase a letter.

      “I’m in the middle of something,” Chase said, annoyed.

      “Just read it.”

      Drake’s eyes met mine for a beat as Chase opened the letter, and the slight curve in his smile told me everything, he already knew what it said.

      Mavis leaned over to read. A sharp squeal burst from her.

      “You got your spot back on the Sterilian Guard!” she shrieked.

      “Yep,” Drake beamed. “Letter came this morning during my checkup.”

      My heart sank. I’d known it. They changed their minds the moment Drake was free of dark fire.

      “When do you leave?” I asked, barely keeping my voice steady.

      “After my birthday.”

      “Three months?” Chase said. “Congrats, bro.”

      “Yeah, I’m excited.”

      Mavis called my name, snapping me out of my haze.

      “Can I go?” I asked. “My headache’s getting worse.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, go see Hank.”

      “Sorry, Soph,” Chase said.

      I didn’t turn around. Just waved and walked off, the sting in my eyes threatening to break loose.

      Three months. That’s all the time I had left before Drake went to Concordia.

      And I still didn’t know why they wanted him.

      Was this another warning?

      Dreya had died right after I saw that first vision.

      What if this time, it was Drake?
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